about St Francis or St Clare etc. Also one or the other would be elected onto
the council so they also were often held at our house.
When Pope Paul’s new Rule came in, we with the Fraternity studied it and have
embraced it as essentially the same as the early days but with us now not so
dependent on the First Order. With the new Rule came the new Regions and
councils at different levels. Bedford chose to be in the London Region as we had
a good train service and it was more difficult to get to the Midlands. Anne remembers a point where dear old Sister Clare Casey from the south coast said
something like “Right you can be secretary and you be treasurer” pointing at
Aideen and Anne. At that point Aideen had moved to Bedford after Hugh’s
death, but she did not even have a telephone and she had no secretarial experience! Anne was useless at figures and after three years when Anne thankfully
handed over the book to Edwin Edwards he was horrified at all the corrections
done by Michael when Anne had the sums wrong! Looking back I think St Francis would have been laughing and saying “Perfect Joy.”

Regional Fraternity Patrons
St Jude the Apostle
St Rita of Casia
Pray for us
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Regional Newsletter
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Both Michael and Anne have held various posts both in the Local and Regional
Fraternities and we have always been fully involved both prayerfully and physically. The OFS has been our guide and our support through all our fifty years of
marriage and both of us have had numerous blessings all through the long
years. We have lots a friends and folks who have helped and supported us in so
many different ways and we Thank God that he guided us first into the OFS and
towards each other and through all our years together

Anne Simmonds ofs, Bedford ‘Gospel to Life’ Fraternity
************************************************
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 all the creatures that are under heaven serve, know, and obey their Creator,
each according to its own nature, better than you. And even the demons did not
crucify Him, but you, together with them, have crucified Him and are still crucifying Him by delighting in vices and sins. In what, then, can you boast? Even if you
were so skilful and wise that you possessed all knowledge, knew how to interpret
every kind of language, and to scrutinize heavenly matters with skill: you could
not boast in these things. For, even though someone may have received from the
Lord a special knowledge of the highest wisdom, one demon knew about heavenly
matters and now knows more about those of earth than all human beings.
In the same way, even if you were more handsome and richer than everyone else,
and even if you worked miracles so that you put demons to flight: all these things
are contrary to you; nothing belongs to you; you can boast in none of these things.

But we can boast in our weaknesses and in carrying each day the holy cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ.
St Francis Admonition 5
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St Louis IX Co-Patron of the OFS, pray for us
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From Our Regional Minister Debbie Bool ofs
As your new regional minister I feel bound to write a few words. I'm
not that good at it but I'll do my best! Anyone who made it to the
Chapter of Mats will have come back to their fraternity with good
inspiring memories, I'm sure; but for those of you who couldn't get
there I've a few observations. I felt it was a very good overview of
the Secular Franciscan Order in Great Britain and Gibraltar!!. It gave us all an
insight into the other regions which are a very varied array. To be an OFS brother or sister can be challenging (even though it is a wonderful grace) but however
the fraternities are run, they supply so much support for each member that no
one need feel ignored or abandoned. It seemed as though some regions have a
very hard time trying to support fraternities that are extremely widespread and in
differing needs and I'm very proud that East Anglia managed to show that we
are good at holding together. This only happens when we all work together for
the good of the whole.
Thanks are due to Edwin Edwards for the comprehensive history of the Region.
The presentation of the Canticle of the Creatures was very interesting and I must
thank both Michael Simmonds and Michael Mortimer of Bedford for the work
they did on the Sister Water display. I must also thank anyone who helped with
these display presentations.
Rob Hardie's demonstration of the water filter pump was a great success and
incidentally raised quite a lot of money for pumps to take to Africa. For those of
you who missed it Rob brought a small water filter pump to the Chapter to
demonstrate how people in Africa can get clean water. He went round the conference with a bucket collecting all sorts of food items, muddy pond water etc.
and then on the Sunday morning when we did our presentation he brought up
the bucket, put the pump in and pumped out clean water fit for drinking! It was
quite impressive.
On a personal note I was amazed and impressed at the amount of support some
brothers and sisters give to their parish communities and slightly ashamed that I
don't do more. But we all have to weigh our parish commitment against our
availability and our family commitments. Because of this I am going to review
what I do or don't do for my church in case I've just got complacent, and could
help more than I do. I think we all need to do this occasionally as it is easy to get
into a rut. As an OFS sister I know I must support my parish priest as we were
2

time. We always ended with Benediction in the Chapel. We would all be wearing
our full brown habits and the ladies wore black veils, and it was Sisters on the
right and Brothers on the left!
In August Anne received a letter from Michael asking her to go out with him and
we went on from there. After the next meeting Michael took Anne home to introduce her to his family. They were surprised as they were used to him visiting
various old ladies, so when “Sister Taylor” turned out to be younger than him,
they suddenly realised he was courting!
In September we went with several others to a weekend retreat in Dawlish driven down by Jack Maloney and we talked all the way down and back! Anne
came out of Luton Library one afternoon and saw her Dad standing at the Bus
Stop! Anne did not know he was in England and she was thrilled to learn that he
had been for an interview in Birmingham and that her family would be returning
to live in England again. A week later Anne spent a weekend with Michael’s family in Bedford. We were formally engaged on 11th November 1963 at the Third
Order meeting and Fr Callistus blessed our rings and we put them on both wearing full habits.
In January 1964 Anne moved to Bedford Hospital to be nearer and they began
house hunting. Her Dad Hugh arrived back in England to begin work in his new
job, and he came to visit Bedford and met Michael’s family and saw the shop
that had been founded in 1928 by Nathaniel Simmonds and his uncle. The shop
today is still going and is now run by our son Dominic and his cousin Matthew
Simmonds.
We were married on 3rd August almost a year from that letter arriving. It was a
Bank Holiday so the shop was closed, six weeks later Michael’s brother David
married on a Thursday afternoon because it was early closing! Anne’s family
arrived back in England only four days before our wedding and with Anne they
took over the house Michael had bought in Chestnut Avenue. The wedding
went well with many of our fraternity at the service as well as lots of relations.
Our reception was at Michael’s Aunt’s house and later we were driven to the
Station to go on our honeymoon by Michael Mortimer who was in the Fraternity
and who had tape recorded the service for us.

Our honeymoon was a tour of the Shrines of France including Lourdes and our
first child was a honeymoon baby. She was born on 18 th May 1965 and we
called her Bernadette Mary. Our second girl is Clare and our eldest son is Francis. By 1971 when our twins Dominic and Maria arrived we had five young children and Anne’s Mum Aideen had joined the Bedford Fraternity. So we three
took it in turns to go to the meetings with one caring for the family and two going
to the meetings.
As the children grew they learned that Third Order Sunday took priority over
everything else. Our youngest girl Catherine who was born 14th May says that
she never had her birthday party on the day if it fell on a Sunday as it was always our meeting! As the years went by we often had “Midmonthly Meetings” at
our house. These were informal meetings either to celebrate such as the Transitus of St Francis or our Epiphany Party or to show a film strip or later a video
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When not out walking with John I was left to my own devices in Launceston and
found the main Catholic church there - the Church of the Apostles, Margaret
Street, where I was able to pass some moments of prayer. From subsequent
enquiries I learned St Johns Church in Richmond, near Hobart in the South, is
considered the oldest Catholic Church in Australia with roots going back to the
Benedictines of Downside. Tasmania’s first Catholics were convicts and later
arrivals were economic migrants from Ireland. I also enjoyed a delightful Tamar
River cruise and a visit to the museum before returning to Melbourne.
Needless to say the weather was very hot throughout - it was January/February!
I will always hold Australia dear - it seems so much easier to get to grips with a
country that was settled (by Europeans) less than 230 years ago, albeit with a
much older indigenous people.
I hope this rather personal account shows something of the Church in Australia,
of how it was established by immigrant communities, served by their priests and
how it has grown to become very much part of the fabric of the Australian nation.
It must however be noted that parishes are now often looked after by priests
from other countries rather than by present generation Australian priests.
Edwin Edwards ofs, Ipswich ‘Blessed John Duns Scotus’ Fraternity
**************************************************************

50 YEARS OF FRANCISCAN MARRIAGE
rd

On August 3 2014 Michael and Anne Simmonds celebrated 50 years of married life together. It was the Third Order of St Francis that brought them together.
Anne had joined the Third Order Nottingham St Edwards Fraternity while training
as a nurse in Mansfield. Her family were living in Sweden due to her father’s
work, so the fraternity were like a substitute family for Anne. She used to go by
bus the 14 miles into Nottingham with Miss Harmer who had first introduced
Anne and her Mum Aideen to the Third Order. In those days, we called each
other Sister and Brother, so it was only when Miss Harmer died that Anne
learned her name was Mary! When Anne finished her training and her Midwifery
course she decided to go to work in Luton to be near her Grandmother and Aunt
Marian. She began at the Luton & Dunstable Hospital in early January 1963.
She asked the parish priest about the Third Order and was given the name and
details of Helen Keens who was a member of the Bedford Fraternity.
Helen told her of a big meeting in London at the Challanor Club on the following
Wednesday, so they arranged to meet on Leagrave Station. With 2 other ladies
they went on the train to London and on St Pancras Station met the Bedford Fraternity, over a dozen folks including 2 called Michael! After the meeting Michael
Simmonds teased Anne because she was not wearing her hat! She began going
to the meetings in Bedford, and around Easter they had a Day of Recollection at
Buckingham as the Spiritual director Fr Callistus Devine OFM was headmaster
of the Franciscan school in Buckingham. He used to come to Bedford every
month for our meetings which were held in the convent in Bromham Rd at that
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told by St Francis himself. All priests need our prayers at all times.
I pray the following prayer daily:
Almighty God our Father we ask you to look with love and mercy
on the priests you have given us. May You be their rock of refuge
and daily joy. As they stand in the person of Christ at your altar
may they be filled with peace and when they preach your word
may they be given the grace to touch our hearts with the beauty
of truth. I pray especially for Father N. that he may be blessed

with your mercy, protected from evil and strengthened by your
grace, for his sake and the good of your faithful people. In union
with Mary the Mother of Priests and St John Vianney the patron of
priests I make this prayer through Christ our Lord, Amen.
Since the last issue of ‘The Tau’ we've also had a Regional Day of Recollection
in Norfolk where we welcomed Anne Murrin as she made her profession. Fr Stephen Innes OFM Cap gave us plenty to think about in his talks. I wish Fr Stephen all gratitude for being our Capuchin National Spiritual Assistant and welcome Fr John Cavanagh OFM Cap as he takes on this role.
I look forward to seeing everyone at future Regional Days.
Debbie ofs
A poem composed by Chris Whittam ofs, Cambridge ‘Our Lady of the Poor’
Fraternity during the Chapter of Mats.
O Holy Mother, O Virgin made Church,
Bringer of hope, comfort, virtues and grace,
Our Lady of Guadalupe and the Unborn,
Hail Mary, O Holy Mother, pray for us.
September Saturday, Office of Our Lady,
Our Franciscan Chapter of Mats,
Fraternity news, community outreach,
Catechesis, prayer, Franciscan Crown Apostolate.
News of rich country land grabs,
Refugees and poverty, Franciscan response,
To live the Gospel as Francis and Clare,
Our Lady of the Poor, pray for us.
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FROM LOCAL FRATERNITIES
Bedford ‘Gospel to Life’ Fraternity
We have our Fraternity meetings every month, including August, at Holy Cross
Church, Goldington, Bedford. Average attendance is 11, we have 10 professed,
one candidate and 2 visitors.
We always begin with a decade of the Rosary, to get us in a prayerful mood. We
have introduced the song, “Let there be Peace on Earth” adapted for our Fraternity.
Let there be peace on earth,
And let it begin with me.
Let there be peace on earth,
The peace that was meant to be.
With God as our Father
Sisters and brothers are we.
Let me walk with my sisters
And brothers in harmony.

Let peace begin with me,
Let this be the moment now.
With every step I take,
Let this be my solemn vow,
To take this moment and live each
moment
In peace eternally –
Let there be peace on earth
And let it begin with me.

"Let There Be Peace on Earth" is a song by Jill Jackson Miller and Sy Miller written in 1955. The song is usually associated with the Christmas season and appears on the album of the same name by country singer Vince Gill. Jackson,
who had been suicidal after the failure of a marriage, later said that she wrote
the song after discovering what she called the "life-saving joy of God's peace
and unconditional love."

was standing in for Father Prakash (then on holiday) and I learned that he was
an OFM Cap, a Father Victor, also from India. Naturally I let him know I was a
Secular Franciscan and he wanted my support for a new project in Assam that
he was soon to be engaged on. He gave me a leaflet about the work of the Capuchins in Mangalore, and I was struck by the motto of their Trinity Central School
'Enlightenment Through Knowledge’ - the school aims at training personalities
‘who will work for the welfare and development of all people’.
My introduction to the Catholic Faith in 1960 began with a notice outside
Wynyard Station in Central Sydney advertising classes for non-Catholics. I began the classes attending with many others, at St Patrick's Church Hall, Aquinas
Centre, not far from the station. After attending regularly for a few months I went
ahead and was provided with a sponsor who was also attending with his parents, one of whom who was aiming to be received into full communion with the
Church. Ray, my sponsor, was a 'fair dinkum' Australian and a staunch and loyal
Catholic. He had worked in the Mount Isa copper mine as an electrician and was
back in Sydney in the public services. I later learned that he did great work as a
catechist for Catholic youngsters in the state school system, around Manly. He
knew the teaching of the Church and could pitch it at the right level for his young
charges. Would that today the faith was taught simply and clearly; but in those
far off days it was Aquinas and systematic theology that ruled in the Church! Ray
died in July 2012 so I was not able to see him again during our recent visit. However we did go to Sydney over four days and amongst other places seen, we
attended Mass at St Mary's Cathedral where I had been confirmed in 1960. It
was a lunchtime Mass on Friday, St Valentine's Day, and the nave was full - perhaps with more than the usual number of couples, together with the solo individuals who are regularly found in city churches at lunchtime masses.

Our average monthly collections for the Common Fund, raffle takings and tea
money amounts to £82.00. Our regular charities are: BECHAR: Bedford Concern for the Homeless And Rootless; John Bradburne Memorial Society – for
lepers in Zimbabwe; SVP local conferences; Stratford St Francis Church renovation. We stopped giving to our charities temporarily whilst we built up our national subs (capitation) for next year. We recommenced our giving in June and gave
£25 to Christ the King SVP and £25 to Cafod for Iraq. In July we gave £50 to
BeCHaR, our local homeless and in August £25 to Stratford St Francis Church

My other visit was to Tasmania to look up my nephew and his family. John met
me at Launceston airport
and within the hour we were
walking up one side of Cataract Gorge, crossing over
and then coming down on
the other side. He had
somehow learned that I
liked walking. John and his
wife live in the country
about 35 minutes from
Launceston
where
he
works. Their 2½ acre property supports goats, chickens and has a vegetable plot all overlooking a broad agricultural valley. There
were a few nearby residences, and only one shop. Surprisingly, a few metres off
the highway, is a pretty white boarded Catholic church with a large graveyard;
the church, I was informed, was well attended on Sundays. On closer inspection
it was served by Franciscans from Launceston. It was dedicated to St Canice,
an early Irish saint.
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Each month we read an article of our Rule and selected commentary from
“Rebuild My Church” by Fr Peter O’Grady. Our Formation Minister, Anne Simmonds, reads a chapter from Celano and we study a dossier, when available or
excerpts from Pope Francis’ “Joy of the Gospel”.
In April we decided to give every penny taken at our meeting to Encarnata del
Pozo’s appeal for money for Syria and were able to send £100.42 to National for
International. Eight of us went to the Arkley Day of Recollection. Our ViceMinister, Cynthia Savory, took the May meeting, for experience. We joined others in the parish for a “Novena to the Holy Spirit”, ending on the eve of Pentecost.

of the hermitage is with personal prayer, but with Francis his prayer life was built
around the Divine Office which he insisted on praying with the Church. Francis
compromised absolute poverty and in his Rule gives the friars permission to own
breviaries. Although the friars were itinerant preachers travelling around, they
still had the obligation to say the Divine Office.
Hopefully this can inspire you to spend a little bit more time in prayer. As members of the Secular Franciscan Order your commitment is to prayer - that is Gospel living and to be people of prayer. It is to your benefit if you can get the discipline of daily prayer into your life. It will change you, you may not notice the evidence, but others will and that is what Christian witness is all about!!
**************************************************************

Jottings of a recent visit to Australia from a Catholic perspective
Australia is a very popular holiday destination and especially so for me as it was
there I became a Catholic in 1960, having arrived in the previous year as a
Youth Migrant under a scheme named 'Big Brother Movement', not to be confused with the sending out to Australia of orphaned British children. During my
visit I was able to find out much more about the history and aims of this organization with the help of staff at the Immigration Museum in Melbourne. Once
again I was in Australia visiting our daughter and her family in Melbourne and
naturally I was very keen to renew my acquaintance with all things Catholic.
A highlight of a visit to Melbourne central is St Francis Church, on the corner of
Elisabeth and Lonsdale Streets, the oldest Catholic church in Victoria dating
from 1841. Figures from a few years ago showed St Francis Church as the busiest in Australia with 43 masses and 10,000 visiting worshippers each week. It
has a beautiful interior and a splendid bookshop in the adjoining property - here
one can always find useful ‘Catholic’ books on a wide range of subjects. I was
pleased to buy one I had long intended to read 'Small is Beautiful (the Study of
Economics as if People Mattered) by E F Schumacher; I also picked up a pamphlet on Frederick Ozanam, a Franciscan tertiary and the founder of the Society
of St Vincent de Paul, which is affectionately known in Australia as ‘Vinnie’s’. It
carries on a wide range of parish activities for those in need, including running a
chain of stores for donated goods. The foundation stone for the magnificent St
Patrick's Cathedral was laid in 1858, but the building was not completed until
1897. Its grandeur has to be linked to the gold rush in the 1850s and the rising
wealth of Melbourne. Daniel Mannix (1864-1963) was the renowned Archbishop
from 1917 until his death.
We were based in Northcote and attended Mass there at St Joseph's Church,
founded mostly for the growing Italian community, with an adjacent primary
school. My visit to the Church one Friday coincided with the ‘start of year’ Mass
for the children. All the children and the teachers attended, and the Mass had
been beautifully adapted for primary school level. The three celebrating priests
were all from India (Father Prakash, the acting parish priest, plus two others who
were on vacation). On our first Sunday I introduced myself to the celebrant who
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for repairs bill and £25 to JBMS for the lepers at Mutemwa.
As a priest is no longer available for our meetings, a local “Permanent Deacon in
Training” – Tony Quinlan (a police officer) joins us in church for Divine Office etc.
and exposes the Blessed Sacrament for adoration. August 25th- Feast of our
patron St Louis – not mentioned in any of our parishes or in Bible Alive! We must
remember the date!
Michael Simmonds ofs, Minister
Cambridge ‘Our Lady of the Poor’ Fraternity

We meet on every Second Saturday of the month at the Hall of Our Lady and
the English Martyrs Church, after the 10am mass and fifteen minutes of adoration.
The Fraternity is enjoying our meetings which is composed of opening prayers,
Franciscan Office of Saturday, consecration of the Franciscan Family to the Sacred Heart of Jesus – when we add all deceased members and the ones in need
of our prayers. For on-going formation we used the CIOFS ‘The Theology of the
Body’ dossiers until May, and then started studying the Writings of St Francis
also linking these with some readings from the book ‘Little Flowers of St Francis’. Jaci and Chris attended the weekend on ‘The Prayers of St Francis’, and
reported to all members about it and we started saying the Prayers of St Francis
one specifically for each month.
On 10th May we went to the Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham and took, for the
first time, our Fraternity banner (made by Trisha) and the new Director of the
Shrine, Fr Cormac, blessed the banner. Fr Cormac at the beginning of the mass
announced that our group was visiting the Shrine and, after the mass, some
people came to us and they were members of the Littlehampton Fraternity, Sussex.
Jaci and Daphne and Chris attended the Chapter of Mats and are grateful to
everyone who organised it and participated in it. Sister Water was well presented by Michael Simmonds, of Bedord and Rob Hardie, of Norwich with his filter
device of purification of water for the population in Africa in need. Daphne introduced the book created by her and others at Newmarket to help families with
preparation for Holy Communion and Confirmation.
Chris Whittam gave a short presentation about the Order after the Masses at St
Luke’s Church in Peterborough, on the weekend 4th /5th October, the Saturday
being the Memorial of St Francis. After the Masses copies of the new version of
the ‘Saint Francis Is Inviting You’ information leaflet about the OFS were handed
out.
We celebrated the ‘Rite of Admission’ for Patricia Bridgeford (known as Trisha)
at the Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham in the presence of the Fraternity, John
Power, National Formation Minister, and Michael Mortimer, Regional Formation
Minister, on Saturday 11th October. It was a delightful moment for the fraternity.
We had a very beautiful mass and a shared lunch and we all found it to have
5

been a very joyful day.
Jaci Matos Agarwala ofs, Minister
Ipswich ‘Blessed John Duns Scotus’ Fraternity
The Election of the Fraternity Council took place during our meeting on Sunday
9th March and it was a great pleasure to welcome Father Stephen Innes OFM
Cap and Rob Hardie ofs to oversee the smooth running of this important event.
The new Council are:
Minister - Edwin Edwards ofs; Vice-Minister - Deacon Clive Brooks ofs; Secretary - Jane Robinson ofs; Treasurer - Ann Gleave ofs; Formation - David Gleave
ofs.
We were delighted to participate in the Rites of Admission for Mary Lambert ofs
in April and David Morton ofs in May, having expressed their desire to enter the
Order. They were warmly received in the name of the Fraternity by our Minister
Edwin Edwards ofs and have continued their formation with David Gleave ofs
our Formation Minister.
Six members of our Fraternity attended the Regional Day of Recollection held at
Rob Hardie’s in July, where they were pleased to witness Anne Murrin’s Profession and to listen to Father Stephen Innes OFM Cap whose talks are always
inspiring.
During 2014 we have continued to meet together monthly, sometimes at Holy
Family Church in the village of Brantham and at other times St Mary’s Church,
Woodbridge Road in Ipswich. However, in August of this year we were privileged to visit the beautiful St Clare’s Church in Framlingham, Suffolk, where
Deacon Mike Vipond warmly welcomed us. He gave a wonderfully informative
talk which portrayed the dedication and enthusiasm of the local community as
he described the history surrounding the Church and its simple yet stunning
decoration. Many items had been donated to the church including relics of St
Francis and St Clare. These were displayed in a reliquary in front of the altar for
veneration while Benediction, Evening Prayer and the Litany of St Clare were
led by Deacon Clive Brooks. Following this we continued our Fraternity meeting
with a time of formation and prayer particularly focusing on St Clare, her Feast
Day being on the next day 11th August.
In September seven of us were fortunate to be able to attend the Chapter of
Mats which was such a great time of sharing and learning about different fraternities. This was a truly memorable event with wonderful presentations from
which we have learned so much.
Edwin and David joined the Ipswich Deanery Justice and Peace Group when it
was formed in March.
Jane Robinson ofs, Secretary

are, why we are here, where we are going, and how we are going to get there.
By and large secular society tells us to abandon self and to lose ourselves in
lust, a senseless way of living, sheer gratification, bodily gratification mainly - not
to worry about who we are, where you come from and where you are going - just
enjoy the moment in a bad way of self-gratification.
Simplicity is a quality of living that speaks of authenticity, a lack of duplicity in our
lives, living straight, being true to ourselves. That is really what we want to say
here, we are not play acting, not being some else, a dual personality. We have
got to find a simplicity of living, of relationships, so that we can be truly ourselves, and know the goodness and truth that is in ourselves. So Francis can
bring to the Church and the world today something that is absolutely needed.
There is an episode in Celano’s second life. While Francis was praying in his cell
at the Porziuncola the Bishop of Assisi barged in, where he saw Francis praying.
Suddenly the Bishop’s limbs froze and he lost his voice, quickly withdrawing he
regained his voice by confessing his error to the other friars. This was Bishop
Guido, a pretty powerful man, a wealthy landowner who was prone to anger and
rough behaviour. He realised he should not have barged into Francis’ cell, and
had made a terrible mistake.
Instead of opting for permanent solitude Francis had deliberately chosen the life
of prayer and preaching. In the year 1212 - the year Clare received the Franciscan habit from Francis - Francis suffered from a debilitating dilemma. Normally
Francis would find his way through problems in prayer. If you want to solve a
problem go to prayer!! Francis could not solve this one and did not seem able to
get the Lord to solve it for him. The dilemma was this - should he devote himself
to contemplation or should he continue preaching. His leaning was towards the
contemplative life. Should he live the life of a hermit or preach the Gospel, which
meant prayer but not exclusive prayer? He went to Brother Sylvester and Clare,
and asked them to pray about it. Both responded that his vocation was not to be
a hermit, but to be an apostle which meant intense prayer and also preaching
the Gospel. In this Francis’ life was both radical and revolutionary.
Sometimes when denied the privacy that he needed, he would put his head in
his sleeve or pull his hood down over his head, making a cloister for prayer at
the service of the temple of his heart. Thomas of Ecclestone - an English chronicler who wrote about the friars coming to England - tells of a man called William
of Nottingham who was a Provincial Minister of the English Province. Some of
the friars had complained to him that the London Friary had not got a cloister
and threatened to report this to the Minister General. His reply was “I did not join
the Order to build walls! Francis had said the world is our cloister”. If you seek
exclusion to close everything out, finding peace and tranquillity in prayer, allowing the presence of God to transform your life, if you do this on a daily basis, the
more you will be transformed.
Franciscan life is not of this world, but it is in this world. The primary association
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night, he was barely finished at morning. Walking, sitting, eating, drinking, he
was focussed on prayer.” (Chapter XXVII). He was not going around mumbling pious ejaculations, constantly saying prayers such as the Our Father and Hail
Mary. What Thomas is trying to covey is that there were special moments in
Francis’ life that were absolutely dedicated to prayer and he would not allow anything else to invade. But at other times
because of his devotion to prayer, everything became a ‘prayer’. Even the way he
picked up his knife and fork; that spoke to
others as a prayer. If you are a prayerful
person it shows in everything you do.

In his ‘Second Life of Francis’, Thomas
describes Francis at prayer: “He would
often ruminate inwardly with moving lips,
and drawing outward things inward, he
raised his spirits to the heights. Thus he
would direct all his attention and affection
towards the one thing he asked of the
Lord, not so much praying as becoming
totally prayer.” (Chapter LXI). This is the best description of Francis at prayer - a
wonderful description. Thomas is trying to convey that Francis was meditating,
centring himself on God. This is probably Celano’s most revealing and yet profound description of Francis. Francis’ prayer had such an effect on his whole
being that he became what he was doing. Francis was a living prayer as St Bonaventure describes him. Francis’ body and soul - his whole being - was totally
immersed in prayer and love for Jesus Christ. Celano puts it this way “indeed he
was always occupied with Jesus, Jesus he bore in his heart, Jesus in his mouth,
Jesus in his eyes, Jesus in his hands, Jesus in the rest of his members.” So his
whole body was Christ - that is what Celano is trying to say, in everything he
was Christlike, because of his intense prayer life, and especially his devotion
and dedication to prayer.
The evidence is overwhelmingly in favour of Francis’s contemplative life. Some
have estimated that Francis spent as much as 4 months of the year in various
hermitages, Monte Casale, La Verna or the Carceri near Assisi. He is in fact regarded as one of the contemplatives of the Church. It is striking how Francis
sought solitude to devote himself to prayer.
The main characteristics of Francis’ prayer were recollection, silence, and simplicity. These are three qualities we need to promote in our own lives. We need
to find silence, our world is full of noise, most of it contemptible noise - radio going all the time, pop music, stuff just blasting out. As long as we have got noise
around us we have company, but it is false company. It is not good for us, scientifically it is good for us to ‘switch off’, and to find and love silence. Out of silence
comes recollection, this is mindfulness - being aware of who we are, what we
18

Norwich ‘Pax et Bonum’ Fraternity
Fraternity Elections were held after Mass at the Day of Recollection in Orchard
Cottage on the 26th July: The new Council are:
Minister - Rob Hardie ofs; Vice Minister - Marshall Hopkins ofs; Secretary - Debbie Bool ofs; Treasurer - Anne Murrin ofs; Formation - Rob Hardie ofs.
Anne was professed during Mass on the day. Fr Stephen Innes celebrated. We
enjoyed an excellent DOR with Fr Stephen giving 2 talks on St Francis and
Prayer. These were very well received especially as many of us had been unable to attend the weekend on this subject in Crewe earlier this year. Just as
Prayer was the wellspring of St Francis’ life, so it must be the centre point of our
lives with meditation and the mindfulness of God’s persisting presence. What
impressed people most of all about St Francis during his lifetime was his HOLINESS. We need to get to know him well and live our lives in as similar a way to
him as possible. Rules and regulations are there to protect us, but are not the be
all and end all. St Francis helps us to get out of the box. Francis’ prayers are
para-liturgical, personal, and full of praise and thanksgiving. Fr Stephen also
explained that material poverty is only a gate, a means to a higher end and not
an end in itself. However, sharing (our lives as well as our possessions) is fundamental and spiritual poverty is vitally important.
Debbie and Rob went to the Chapter of Mats in September, which was a great
fraternal weekend in the Hayes Conference Centre, Derbyshire. There was the
added bonus in that we raised £550 for clean water in Rwanda. This will buy 26
water filter purifiers.
We hope to have an Admission Ceremony for Margaret Heywood very soon.
The Fraternity has been meeting on the third Wednesday of the month, but we
will be changing to the second Wednesday in the New Year.
Rob Hardie ofs, Minister
---------------------------------------------------------Prayer Intentions: Please remember the following sisters and brothers who
are unwell in your prayers:
Elizabeth George ofs, Sister Helena Hudjuk ofs, Petronella Ibbett ofs,
and Sarah Lane ofs (Bedford); Rosamund Kirby-Johnson ofs and
Roy Herbert ofs (Bury St Edmunds); and Allan Simpson ofs (March).
Blessed is the servant who would love his brother as much when he is sick
and cannot be of assistance to him as he would when he is well and can be of
help to him.

St Francis Admonition 24
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FR JESMOND PAWLEY OFM Conv’s TALK BEFORE THE REGIONAL
ELECTIONS AT OUR LADY IMMACULATE & ST ETHELDREDA’S,
NEWMARKET ON 29th MARCH
Fr Jesmond began by saying that what he was going to say, we have heard before, but that it is a good thing to remind ourselves of our identity: Who are we?
What are we? Why are we?
Our Rule is to live the Gospel life. This is not only for us but for ALL Christians.
St Francis said that to live the Gospel life for us meant more. Jesus had said,
“For I tell you, if your virtue goes no deeper than that of the scribes and
Pharisees, you will never get into the kingdom of heaven” (Matt.5:20).


Francis was for SIMPLICITY. He did away with riches and made the
choice to take seriously the Gospel, or life has no meaning. The young
Francis entertained the youth and all of the village. He enjoyed life, went
to war and his life became a disaster. The way to God is never a disaster.
Jesus showed him a way of simplicity and poverty.



He wanted to become like another Christ – there is only one Christ – we
are his disciples. All we are doing as Franciscans is trying to live the Gospel life like St. Francis. He saw God in all his creatures – in everything. He
saw Christ in his birth and he saw him in his death. Francis saw a Christ
of contradictions - Christ suffering, Christ glorified, Christ a child, Christ
serving us - at once rich and poor, spiritually rich and a poor man. He is
our example.



Seeing Francis and his way of life, we should also try it. There is only one
Francis and only one Christ. We try to imitate both Francis AND Christ.
We have to live our own lives, like Christ, like Francis. We are our own
selves.



My identity. Why? What does it mean to say: “I am a Franciscan”? Loyalty
to the Church. Luther wanted to reform the Church, which was good, but
he went OUT of the Church to criticise. Francis was told from the San
Damiano Cross to repair the Church. We do things according to the teaching of the Church. I represent the Church. I represent my fraternity. I cannot understand God if not through the Church. We - Franciscans - cannot
become saints without the sacraments and Franciscanism. Francis did all
in the name of the Church. Francis gained permission from the Church to
preach. The Church had said that there were to be no new Rules for Religious Orders. The Dominicans adopted the Rule of St Augustine. Francis
was allowed a new Rule because he had received verbal approval from
the Pope before the new arrangements took effect; he did everything within the Church. The Gospel life was everything for him.

The Gospel tells us of the man born blind, “His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” “Neither this man nor
his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the works of God
might be displayed in him (Jn 9.2-3). The ex-blind man was asked by Jesus, “Do
you believe in the Son of man?” “Sir” the man replied, “tell me who he is so that I
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was an attempt by Francis to compose a rule for his Order but was not accepted
by the Church. Nevertheless, it is very instructive in discovering what life was
like in the Order, and what Francis intended for his Order. In that Rule in Chapter 22, there is a long discourse on prayer, followed by an even longer hymn of
praise in Chapter 23. This shows that not only was Francis totally committed to
prayer, but also that he wished to draw others into prayer and pray with him.
This is the key thing about Francis, he did not just teach prayer, he did not just
go away and pray, he wanted to bring others into his prayer life and to join with
him in prayer, so that prayer was a communal thing. That is the importance of
communal prayer, but you can’t have communal prayer until you have personal
private prayer. Unless you have a prayer life you cannot share it with others.
This puts the duty and responsibility fairly and squarely on our shoulders if we
want to pray in common, which we do especially at the monthly meetings.
Probably the most famous of Francis’ prayers is the ‘Canticle of the Creatures’,
which is surely his most praised work. Some of his prayers are closely associated with the liturgy - his ‘Office of the Passion’, for example, which is in the OFS
Handbook; his ‘Salutation of the Blessed Virgin’ which is a mediation on the Hail
Mary. Chapter 23 of ‘The Earlier Rule’ is something like a Eucharistic Prayer that
we are familiar with in the Mass. The ‘Praises before the Hours’ and ‘Prayer inspired by the Our Father’ fit in well with the Divine Office. So in summary Francis’ prayer is personal, para-liturgical, and effusive, not stylised, but inspirational!!
Let us look at some descriptions of Francis at prayer given by his biographers, in
order to get a glimpse of the quality and content of his prayer. I have already
mentioned that the quality of his prayer was effusive, it was mainly praise and
thanksgiving. By contrast most of our prayers are those of petition, rather than
appreciation of God’s goodness and his love. If we get to that all well and good,
that is where we as Franciscans can lead the way. We have got to get back to a
sense of the appreciation of who God is and what he has given us in the gift of
creation. If we can do that we have got the beginnings of valid prayer.

Francis made himself on occasions insensible to all outside noise, he gathered
his external senses into his inner being and checking the impetus of his spirit he
occupied himself with God alone. He was able to centre himself and be mindful
of God - it was an ability to be able to meditate. Many Catholics have not even
begun to learn the method of meditation. We have gone for prayers by rote, for
instance saying the Rosary which is supposed to be a meditation, but instead we
are simply saying the prayers. What we have got to do is to be mindful to centre
ourselves in God’s presence. Francis was able to exclude everything else and
just be mindful of God’s presence. He spent hours and hours at this. Prayer for
him was internal, more mental of heart and mind.
Thomas of Celano writes this of Francis in his ‘First Life of St Francis’: “For his
safest haven was prayer; not prayer of a fleeting moment, empty and proud, but
prayer that was prolonged, full of devotion, peaceful in humility. If he began at
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dialect and was gradually evolving into what we know as Italian today. That is
why the Canticle is such an exalted poem, because it is the first poem written in
the Umbrian dialect. So if you look at an anthology of Italian poems often it is the
first in the book, it is terribly well known. But even so it was dictated.
The Admonitions’ there are 28 of them, for example, are probably digests of sermons given at Chapter Meetings of the Friars. They are preserved in short snappy précises of what Francis said, nevertheless we justifiably call them ‘writings of
St Francis’. It is these that give us the best access to the personality, character,
mind and heart of Francis.
As I mentioned we don’t have all that Francis wrote. We know from other
sources that there were documents that have been lost over time. Pestilence,
war, and other factors must have made it a nightmare to keep an archive. Nevertheless, the friars have a wonderful library at the Sacro Convento, attached to
the Basilica of San Francesco, with wonderful treasures, in spite of the Napoleonic Occupation. They had a wonderful archive that was stored from the Middle
Ages to the 1800s, then Napoleon comes along and turns the wonderful Basilica
of San Francesco into a stable for his horses!! All the documents were cleared
out, the stuff that was destroyed was just immeasurable. If you go into the Basilica there is a frieze beneath the wonderful Giotto frescos which is the height of a
man, and if you look carefully you can see where the horses’ tails swished on
the paint. Lots of things were lost. It makes us thankful for what we have got and
that is an absolute treasure.
By comparison the Dominicans, for example, have nothing, not one word from St
Dominic. The first memories they have of St Dominic are biographical and were
written by Humbert of Romans quite a long time after Dominic’s death. We do
not have any of his writings and he was a great preacher, a great scholar, there
is nothing except the memory of his life. Whereas Francis who claimed he was
just a ‘country bumpkin’ – we have got all this stuff and it is absolutely marvellous. So Francis personally wrote or dictated, letters, notes, blessings, prayers,
exultations, rules for his Order, and we still have the autographs and manuscripts of Francis’ writings. The writings consist of some 30 texts of varying
lengths, in total they would only fill 150 pages of an average exercise book.
A glance at the prayers of Francis is instructive, we see that praise, thanksgiving
and adoration figure prominently in them. Only two of his prayers are prayers of
petition – the ‘Prayer before the Crucifix’, and the petition which appears at the
end of the ‘Letter to the Entire Order’. We are familiar with some of these prayers which we use in the OFS Handbook, but they are not actually listed as such.
We are actually saying these prayers and are familiar with them though possible
we don’t know where they come from. In both petitions Francis asks for faith,
hope, charity, and understanding and knowledge of God’s will, and to follow in
the footsteps of Christ.

In his letters, he wrote a number of them, there are songs of praise or long meditations. ‘The Earlier Rule’, which is the Rule of 1221 and not the definitive rule, it
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may believe in him.” Jesus said, “You have seen him; he is the one speaking to
you.”
Do WE know Christ like the ex-blind man? To the end of his life, Francis said, “I
don’t know him.” Before the stigmata he was asking God to speak to him. He
was trying to discover God: God is love. Francis had experience of God being
love. We should also discover this. If God loves us, what do I do to give love to
God? Francis did it, why not me? What is wrong with me? If I can experience the
love of God as Francis did, I will find Christ is the Son of God. He says, “As long
as I am here I am the Light.” What are we doing to spread the light, as Jesus
did, as Francis did? Francis is one of the saints most loved. Francis became a
light, an example of a disciple of Christ. Francis was filled with the Holy Spirit.

In Lent we think of Jesus being led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted.
The Holy Spirit LED him to the desert to be tempted. Jesus was filled with the
Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit guided him. At the beginning, at the Annunciation, the
Holy Spirit was there. At the end, at the Resurrection, the Holy Spirit was there.
It was not so for Francis from the start. Francis discovered the Holy Spirit and
then did all through the Holy Spirit. Are WE letting the Holy Spirit guide us? Are
we different from other Christians? We also have the model of Francis. Francis
held Mary in high regard - she through whom Jesus came to us - was a disciple
of Jesus. Francis gave many titles to Mary. For Francis, titles meant something.
Mary was humble; she let the Holy Spirit work in her. We, in our profession in
the Order, how are we emulating and following Francis?
Take the life of someone who is devout. What difference is there between them
and me? I am in the Order and am not as good. Who are we and what are we?
Should we change? Why? About thirty years ago, when I became a Greyfriar,
my friend was in a seminary. Why is it that he left and I stayed? Was he strong
or was I weak? I cannot regret staying. I am trying, like Francis, to let the Holy
Spirit work in me. I often ask myself these questions, often. I can answer with
the help of the Holy Spirit.
Michael Simmonds ofs

************************************************

The New Regional Executive Council are:
Minister: Debbie Bool ofs
Vice-Minister: Michael Simmonds ofs
Secretary: David Gleave ofs
Formation: Michael Mortimer ofs
Treasurer: Jaci Matos Agarwala ofs

Presence in the World: Rob Hardie ofs
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FR STEPHEN INNES OFM Cap’s TALK “ST FRANCIS AND PRAYER”
AT THE REGIONAL DAY OF RECOLLECTION, AT ROB HARDIE’S
ON 26th JULY 2014
Although there are some similarities with a talk I recently gave at Crewe I will be
enlarging the view so it is not just a case of repetition. I want to give you a general overview of St Francis at prayer. Prayer occupied the central place in St
Francis’ life, in fact it is the key to his whole personality and the well-spring of his
spiritual life. This is something that should be said of us - that prayer is central to
our life. We should make a centre point of prayer, daily prayer, in our lives - that
we are people of prayer. We get distracted and other things occupy our minds,
hearts and lives, and prayer gets pushed to the side. The great value of St Francis is that he did not allow that to happen. Over a period of twenty odd years he
made prayer the central place in his life, with a seriousness and dedication that
would not allow anything else to penetrate that view, stance, policy in his life.
As we begin to investigate the prayer life of Francis we might ask of him - although not for the same reason - the same question Brother Masseo asked of
Francis. This is a story from the Fioretti - the Little Flowers of St Francis - it was
written in the Province of the Marches in the North East of Italy, quite a long way
away from Umbria and Assisi, about 70 years after Francis had died. It is a collection of stories about Francis and the early friars. Some of them are quite
quaint to say the least - the idea of St Francis telling novices to plant cabbages
upside down – hold on this is not love for nature - it is just plain stupidity. But it
was included in the collection in order to make a point about obedience, to be
unquestioning. Unfortunately this is a total aberration of religious obedience.
Similarly there is a story of Francis walking with Brother Masseo – one of the
companions of Francis who is buried near him in the Basilica of San Francisco in
Assisi. Masseo was an aristocrat, so in terms of status he was superior, however
on becoming a friar he let go of all that. There was an equality among the friars,
nevertheless he was trying to work out why Francis was so popular. He asked
Francis “Why is it that all the world seems to be running after you? Everyone
seems to want to see you and hear you and obey you!” This is the question what was it about Francis - his very presence - that people wanted to clasp and
grab hold of - that was so attractive that it drew massive crowds? His preaching,
for example, we know it was just a proclamation it was not a theological sermon.
It was just repent and believe the Gospel!! There was a theologian who was present at a number of Francis’ sermons. After one sermon he was asked by someone who was not present – what did he say? He said “I have been to hundreds
of sermons and have copied down what the preacher has said. But what Francis
has said - I was absolutely taken by it - but I can’t remember a word of it!!” That
says something of the style of Francis, the magnetism of his holiness. Holiness
does not just come by claiming it, it comes through prayer and other disciplines
in order to be truly and authentically Christian, like Christ.
Lawrence Cunningham, an American author of a book ‘Brother Francis: An anthology of writings by and about St Francis of Assisi’ refers to Francis as
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ment”. If you want to know a person, then the best access you can have is their
diaries, something they have written down or said. Not what other people have
written about them, because by and large you know when people write biographies more of the author goes into the biography than is helpful.
The nature of these writings varies greatly; and so also their significance and
purpose, taken as a whole they are not the product of an overall or coherent
plan. For the most part they are occasional writings expressing needs or responding to demands, that further accentuates their diversity. No one claims that
what has survived, that has come down to us, is the most important and significant things that Francis wanted to say. We know that much of what Francis
wrote is lost, but we do have a body of writings which is rather surprising. When
we speak of the writings of Francis, I have to explain some things to you, because you might be left with the wrong impression. By and large in the Middle
Ages preachers did not actually write sermons, so that we have copies – maybe
Popes did, because they were written for them. Certainly not Francis, so when
he said something significant or preached, It was
written down by someone else. Even when he
wanted to write a letter it would be dictated rather
written by him. So much of what we call ‘the writings of St Francis’ are actual dictated works or they
are the memory of someone - but they are justifiable his - it does not matter that they were dictated.
We do have some autographs of Francis, for example, in the Reliquary Chapel at the Basilica of San
Francesco in Assisi where you can see the ‘The
Blessing of Brother Leo’. There is another parchment in the Cathedral library of Spoleto, where we
have ‘The Praises’ written by Francis after he received the Stigmata for Brother Leo. Leo kept it in
his scapula consequently the parchment is bent.
But scientists have worked on it and we have got
those prayers worked out pretty exact. Apart from that it is not his writings, it is
his words dictated that we have. As I mentioned, if Francis wanted to send a
letter to someone there would always be a brother who would bring parchment
and ink and would write what Francis said. So the skill was if Francis was speaking in the Umbrian dialect, the brother who was the scribe would actually translate it into Latin. That is why the writings of Francis that are preserved are largely
in Latin, and not in the Umbrian dialect.
There are two of his writings, both of them prayers, which are in the Umbrian
dialect of the time. The first is the ‘Prayer before the Crucifix’ and the only manuscript of this prayer is in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. That was virtually the
first writing of Francis that we can date. The other writing is the ‘The Canticle of
the Creatures’ which is a poem prayer which is highly regarded. The Italian language at the time, like Middle English, was not stable, it was part Latin and part
15

Paul Sabatier prefaced his reconstruction of the life of Francis with an ample
study of the sources. What he did was rather special, and for the first time was
to actually write a life of St Francis that was based on the sources he found. As I
mentioned he spent 40 years visiting the libraries of Europe looking at the documents relating to the life of Francis, and eventually wrote a life after 40 years of
study. This life was revolutionary from a number of points of view – in the sense
that there were other lives of Francis, but they were not necessarily based on
the sources and nor did the authors give their sources. One thing about study is
that you have to name your sources, so that those people reading it can verify
the truth of what you are saying. So often the lives of Francis that were written
prior to Sabatier, were just – well this is my acquaintance with Francis and often
they were rather romantic, emphasising points that were off key. Whereas Sabatier used a scientific method which he had gained from Ernest Renan, who was
someone who studied scripture. They used critical methods in order to find out
how the Gospels were written, looking at sources to see where there were verifications, particularly the composition of sources. Renan was examining the
parchments we have in order to support what we know to be the four Gospels.
We only know them in translation, and it is the work of Renan and other scripture
scholars who have given us access to the earliest versions of the Gospels themselves.
So Sabatier used the same critical method, taking the sources for the life of
Francis. Before he tells the life he gives his sources and a critical view on how
important they are, how one source counterbalances with another. His life was
revolutionary, firstly in that he used the critical sources in order to compose it,
and secondly he came at the life of Francis from a Protestant point of view. He
made Francis a prophet – a prophet for the Gospel, but over and against the
Catholic Church. This made the Church condemn the life, and it was put on the
the so-called ‘index’ of books that Catholics were not able to read. For a long
time Catholics did not read Sabatier, they were not allowed. Nowadays the
‘index’ has gone! It is not that we have given up orthodoxy, but the idea is that
we are allowed to be exposed to other sources and are responsible enough to
know how to use them. It was a Capuchin Friar, like myself, Fr Cuthbert Hess
OFM Cap who was the one who wrote the Catholic antidote to Paul Sabatier. Fr
Cuthbert was a great friend of Sabatier and there was lots of correspondence
between them.
Anyway I have explained that Sabatier’s life of Francis was revolutionary – it was
revolutionary in the sense that it assigned first places to the writing of Francis.
Previously nobody had bothered with the writings of Francis. The material that
has come down to us from the Middle Ages was considered esoteric and of no
real content, of no real value. It was only Sabatier who realised the value of
them. His assessment in this regard seems obvious to us today, but at the time
of the late Victorian period, it was an unheard of novelty. He said, “The writings
of St. Francis are assuredly the best source of acquaintance with him; we can
only be surprised to find them so neglected by most of his biographers. It is true
that they give little information as to his life, and furnish neither dates nor facts,
but they do better, they mark the stages of his thought and of his spiritual devel14

serious. Why did he call him “Brother Francis” and not St Francis? This must
speak to you - he is trying to get at the humanity of Francis, something of the
humanness of the quality of his personality, his character that drove him towards
the goal of holiness. He singles out Francis’ seriousness. You think well hold on
- what does that mean? It means that for Lawrence Cunningham Francis was
totally dedicated to what he was about, so much so that Francis’ life for his contemporaries was an answer to the gospel question, “But who do you say I am?”
In other words just as Jesus asked his closest friends, his Apostles this question
and we know the answer, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” Similarly with Francis if we were to ask this question. “You are another Christ. You
are so like Christ, Christ is living in you to the extent he is present here with us in
a way that is just stupendous. The magnetism of that drew people to Francis to
want to imitate Francis in the way that he imitated Christ. So to live the Gospel
after the manner of Francis - this is what we are going to be witnessing in a short
time - Anne Murrin will profess publicly before us that she wishes to commit herself to live the Gospel after the manner of Francis. We all find the magnetism of
Francis so dynamic that this changes our view and assists us in order to be able
to follow Christ and to live his Gospel.
Maybe you know G K Chesterton, a Victorian Catholic writer, who wrote an essay on Francis which is absolutely well worth reading. He singles out Francis’
chivalry, courtesy as the highest quality in Francis’ life. You may well be thinking
where did he pull that from? But when you begin to think how Francis approached God, how he approached others, and how he approached nature, the
courtesy of this man is all inclusive. It is well worth thinking about this. Chesterton put it like this “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting, it has never
been tried, except by Francis of Assisi and he was not found wanting!” You get
the message there.
Ernest Renan, a professor of Medieval History, who was the teacher of a very
famous Franciscan scholar, Paul Sabatier, a French Protestant minister, who
dedicated 40 years of his life to researching the sources for the life of Francis.
He eventually wrote and published a life of Francis in 1894 which changed the
whole scene, and he is responsible for the resurgence of Franciscan studies.
Ernest Renan was the professor who appointed Sabatier and said - you are the
man to write the life of Francis. Sabatier is therefore an important character, he
wrote “Francis is in a sense the only perfect Christian, after Christ”. Somehow
we know that to be true.
Mahatma Gandhi said and I paraphrase it, “Yes to Christ, but no to Christians.”
May be he would have made an exception for Francis. You have to know that
these are exaggerations, they are not denigrating the Church in order to promote
their own. These are exaggerations, but there is some truth in what they are saying about Francis. We will make sure we have the right ‘tenor’ in just a bit, but if
you just hang on to those words that others said about him.
Francis was a man of incomparable charm who left a deep impression on his
generation. Although the accounts that generation handed down are stupendous
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and had a tremendous impression on that generation, nevertheless what they
appreciated can still be appreciated today. So we find that Francis was so much
a man of his time that he is timeless - and yet timely for us!! He is like Christ, he
is an eternal man. For his own generation he was someone special, he had this
magnetism about him, he had a présence of holiness and godliness that everybody thirsted for. Even now we can find that same présence and magnetism in
Francis the more we become acquainted with him.
Really this is the encouragement I want to make this morning, we have got to
become acquainted with Francis. If we are going to live the Gospel we must be
acquainted with Christ and the Gospel writings. But at the same time we profess
this after the manner of Francis, unless we know him not just from the outside,
but from the inside, then how on earth can we begin to imitate him? Imitation is
not simply physically copying of another person’s life. So often we see especially
in Assisi various individuals putting on medieval dress and wearing a habit. That
is not what it is about! The habit does not make the man, it is what we are inside,
and we have got to try to connect with Francis on the inside, not the outside. So
that is the venture - the adventure - that we are going on today - in trying to discover the ‘inner man’ of Francis, in order to sense what we need in order to be
able to live the Gospel, after the manner in which he lived it.
All the saints have lived the Gospel, they have all found holiness in one way or
another, St Augustine, St Ignatius, St Dominic, but Francis is special to us – that
is why we need to know our saint a little better. It can be said that of all the
Christian saints Francis is the most popular, and the one who has the most to
say for our Church and the world in the 21st Century. The relevance of Francis
today we know is centre stage, even our present Pope has adopted the name
Francis to signal that he wants to get back to the Gospel, he wants to get back
to an authentic Christian living.
Ritual is OK, rules and regulations direct us towards living the Gospel, but they
are not the be-all and end-all of the Church. So I am not saying ‘kick the rules
and regulations out’ no way, we need those for our protection and also for a regulation of our Christian lives. People say “all this Canon Law is an aberration” - it
is not. Under the law of the Church each of us is protected, we have rights and
duties under these laws and so they have to be in place. But, they are not the be
-all and end-all when Christian instinct tells you that this is what it is and Canon
Law tells you something different, then you have got to follow your instinct, your
conscience. You get the point - I don’t want to be too precise on this, because I
do not want to venture where I am not qualified. But I do know in my very soul
that Pope Francis is attempting to move out of the cover - out of the box - we
have got ourselves into. Reverting to liturgy, sacristy priests who are doing
beautiful liturgies that all very wonderful, but where is the Gospel in this? It is all
enclosed, you have got to get out there – that is what the Pope is saying. Francis would be saying the same, he broke the rules, he broke the mould in order to
be able to preach the Gospel to those people it was not reaching. In that sense it
is our vocation too.
12

But before we run away with ourselves, let us note that while the medieval biographies indulge the cult of the personality of Francis, they exalted him high.
Those of you who have been to the Basilica of San Francisco in Assisi will have
seen the frescos over the main altar. The centre one has Francis on the throne
in Heaven dressed in a deacon’s dalmatic which is gold and black – this is Francis enthroned in glory. This was the medieval Church exalting Francis far above
any other saint, in fact there is no other saint in the Church who has been exalted to that extent. There is another Lorenzetti fresco which is called ‘Our Lady of
the Sunset’, sometimes known as Our Lady of the Sun. The Madonna is in the
centre with John the Divine, the beloved of the Lord, on her left and he is looking
at Francis on the Madonna’s right signifying with his thumb - this is the Lord’s
favourite. So Francis was exalted in a tremendous way, we have to be aware of
dropping into the same trap, in attempting to show that his is the most exalted
spirituality that was ever taught. This is exclusive spirituality - we have to be
careful of that.
Although we might be convinced of the depth, the balance and relevance of
Franciscan spirituality today, we nevertheless recognise that these are features
shared by other schools of spirituality too. Obviously Francis’ personality did
make a lasting and deep impression on contemporaries and there is a solid historical foundation for the accounts written up about him. But they are conditioned
by the outlook, atmosphere and ideals of that time. So whilst we want to magnify
Francis and make him special we really do have to be careful we don’t overplay
our hand. He is special for us and he has a great deal to say for us and the
world today. Nevertheless there are other saints in the Church who equally have
the right to say things to our contemporaries. Not only the right, but the attractiveness and magnetism that Francis has.
But over and against playing down St Francis - others take a different view - like
Professor Ewert Cousins of Cornell University in New York. Ewert Cousins said
in a book he wrote, “There is reason to claim that Francis’ visionary mysticism
has had more influence in shaping Christian spirituality, then any other mystical
experience in history.” So whilst we don’t want to exalt Francis too much, there
are experts in the field saying hold on don’t down play him too much, because
he is singular in that his life and the spirituality he brought to the Church, his legacy, is something very, very special, and the Church must claim it. The Church
will claim it, in you and me, simply that!!
If an historical character leaves a vision or message, rather than looking at
someone else’s view of the saint’s life, a biography, we can do no better than
look at Francis’ own writings, and the context in which they were written. I believe that the writings of St Francis give us a clearer insight into how he prayed,
and about what, because they reveal the inner picture of his spirituality of prayer
and devotion. His total surrender to the Lord and fervent love for creation. This is
getting inside the man, getting inside his heart and mind that is where we want
to go. We do not really want to know when he went here and there, and what he
said. No, we want to know how he prayed and what he prayed about, what was
his demeanour, what was his stance with regard to God, creation, and the whole
of reality.
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