
Rescuing St. Francis - For Pope Francis

The theme of this symposium, “Ecology, 
Spirituality, and the Care of God’s Creation” could not be 
more timely. I propose this topic as my own contribution 
to these discussions: Rescuing St. Francis — For Pope 
Francis.

I think Pope Francis needs some help. He’s taken 
the name of St. Francis, the first pope ever to do that. The 
title of the Pope’s breathtaking encyclical comes from the 
first words of St. Francis’ celebrated Canticle of All the 
Creatures, Laudato si’. And in that encyclical itself, Pope 
Francis frequently refers to St. Francis and claims the 
heritage of St. Francis as his own.

But which St. Francis?

The Pope knows the historical Francis very well, but 
do you? Do church members across the board? Does the 
general public? More than a few Americans, perhaps 
some in this room today, don’t know St. Francis the way 
Pope Francis does. This is why I say: the Pope needs 
some help. If the message of thePope’Keticyclical, 
Laudato si is to be understood and taken with full I 
seriousness, all the rest of us ought to l$p pretty sure who ( 
St. Francis really was. t •
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So this is what I propose to do today: first, to 

present a historically defensible sketch of St. Francis. 
Then I will try to rescue St. Francis from the clutches of 
four groups of admirers, sometimes overlapping: nature 
lovers, political realists, traditional Catholics, and 
traditional Protestants.

This rescue operation, I should point out, will only 
be a start. St. Francis has many more admirers than I can 
even begin to mention today. A sign of this: my wife and 
I made a pilgrimage to Assisi a few years ago. That made 
us two of the four million visitors to Assisi that year. St. 
Francis has been called the most popular saint in America. 
He may well be the most popular saint on this planet. All 
the more reason for us understand him as carefiilly as we 
can.

Part One: The Historical Francis

What, then, can we reasonably say about this 
remarkable figure from Assisi, bom in 1181 and died in 
1226? I walk here where angels fear to tread. There are 
as many accounts of the historical Francis as there are 
interpreters. Francis is virtually everyone’s hero.

But the evidence for who St. Francis actually was and 
what he actually said and did is more often than not 
unwieldy; and the evidence we do have can be reasonably 
interpreted in different ways. St. Francis wrote very little. 
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Most of the accounts of his life-story emerged from 
circles of his followers. Some of those accounts appeared 
many decades after his death. A few of these are clearly 
legendary.

This is why I’ve preferred to speak of "the Francis 
event” over the years, to describe Francis as we know him 
from his own writings, on the one hand, and from what 
appear to be the most reliable accounts of his immediate 
followers, on the other.

Francis was brought up to be a kind of capitalist.
His father was a wealthy cloth merchant. The father took 
his son with him on buying-trips to southern France. It 
was there that the young Francis got acquainted with the 
love songs of his day, sung by the troubadours.

At that time of his life, Francis lived among the 
beautiful people, those who dressed in fine clothing and 
lived in big houses. And he made their music of passion 
and adultery his own. For a while, he also fancied 
himself as a knight, and went off to battle with soldiers 
from Assisi to fight against a force from a nearby town.

But this promising young man of wealth and song 
went wrong. He decided to sing another tune - to Lady 
Poverty. One day, in front of his local Bishop and his 
father, Francis threw away all his fine clothes and rejected 
the ways of his father, who had such great plans for him.



Instead, Francis began to follow the example of Jesus’ 
disciples. Francis took nothing for the road.

Behind this was an experience in the summer of 
1205. On a hot day, he took refuge in the cool of the 
chapel of San Damiano below Assisi. There, in that 
broken down building, he contemplated a Byzantine-style 
crucifix. There, he later narrated, he heard a voice saying, 
“Francis, my house is being destroyed. Don’t you see? 
Go, then, rebuild it for me.” At first Francis took that 
voice literally, to mean: repair that particular chapel. 
Later, he came to believe that he had been called to repair 
the greater church of his time.

He became one of a number of wandering lay 
preachers in those days, emulating the New Testament 
picture of the disciples of Jesus. His message, like that of 
other lay preachers, was one of penitence, with a view to 
the coming day of judgement, which Francis took very 
seriously. The thought of the impending end of the world 
was common during his era.

And more. Francis focused all his energies on 
reaching out to the poor and the sick and the abandoned, 
people like the lepers who lived in the No Man’s Land 
outside the walls of Assisi. He also celebrated and loved 
the often forgotten creatures of nature. We have one 
report, for example, that Francis once moved an 



earthworm from his path, in order not to step on it. He’s 
also remembered as trying to sing a duet with a songbird! 
His care for all God’s creatures - especially those 
considered worthless by the powerful - including the 
sometimes scorned creatures of nature - that care was 
deep and powerful.

[This is the picture that one popular source gives us: 
“Nor is itWange if the fire and other cr^fures were 
obedient to nim and venerated himjrfr, as we who were 
with him have v^ry often seen, he"was so much drawn to 
them, and rejoiceftin them spTnuch, and his spirit was 
moved with so much ^n^and compassion for them that 
he would not see thejrf^dly treated and he used to speak 
with them with irpmrd gladne^, as if they had reason, 
whence by thp^e occasions, he was often time wrapt up in 
God.”] /

The force of Francis’ personality or his spiritual 
presence, must have been remarkable. Right from the 
start, he attracted followers, who walked with him to the 
small city squares where he preached and retreated with 
him to Mt. LaVema, a tract of land that a friendly 
nobleman had given him, for prayer, meditation, and 
reflection.

Francis was often stressed out by his followers. He 
wanted to be simple apostle of repentance and joy. His 
followers wanted him to be the head of a growing 



movement, a new religious order, perhaps for a new age 
of the Holy Spirit.

[Suchlhoughts were "in the air” in Mose times, 
particularly through the ideas of onyJoachim of Fiore 
(1145-1202), a\ older contemporary of Francis. Joachim 
projected a Trinirarian vision ofworld history: the age of 
the Father, that is, the eventsmarrated in the Hebrew 
Bible, the age of theSon, the history of the Christian 
Church, and the age ojthe Spirit, the birth of a new, 
democratized spiritualiiy/when the whole creation would 
be renewed and a nev/and ecstatic race of celebate 
laymen and laywopfen would emeTg^, driven and inspired 
by the Spirit.] \

Those trends were rejected by the Church of Francis’ 
time, however, in favor of the establishment of an 
institutional, established monastic order, to the 
consternation of Francis himself.

Part Two: Rescuing Francis From His Admirers

With this all-too-brief historical sketch before us, I 
now want to continue to discuss St. Francis, but with this 
specific purpose. I want to rescue Francis from some of 
his most notable admirers, for the sake of bolstering the 
mission and message of Pope Francis, announced in 
Laudato si \



First, I want to rescue St. Francis from the nature 
lovers. Nothing against nature-lovers; I’m one myself. 
But we’re talking about the historical St. Francis here.

Not too long ago, I walked into the garden section of a 
Home Depot, and there was a line of cement statues - of 
St. Francis. There was a bird on his shoulder and he was 
holding a basin, which clearly was intended to serve as a 
bird bath. Just the thing for your flower garden. The 
problem is: if you think that Francis is mainly for the 
birds, if I may say so, then your thinking might be 
precisely that. Francis is without a doubt the most 
sentimentalized saint in America.

But the problem here is more than sentimentality.
The problem is ideology. Consider that great champion 
of nature in America, Henry David Thoreau. Best known 
for his relatively short stay in his cabin at Walden Pond, 
and his book Walden, Thoreau was a champion of the 
vitalities of nature, and a great critic of the evils of the 
city, or what he thought of as “civilization.”

Thoreau once observed that there’s more wisdom in 
the tiny town of rural Boxboro, than in the whole city of 
Boston. That could be. But you get my point. Thoreau - 
like many nature-lovers in America - celebrated nature, 



and he scorned the city and what he called its “dirty 
institutions.”

Not so, St. Francis. Francis began his career as a 
wandering preacher, by living with the most scorned of 
city-dwellers, the lepers, who had been forced to camp 
outside the walls of Assisi. Francis loved the lepers. His 
Walden was with the lepers. Francis also preached in the 
small cities of his time, sometimes against their constant 
war-making and its rampant destructions, of lives and 
lands. Francis was, in this sense, an urban prophet.

And Francis did that as a self-conscious follower of 
the Jesus, whom he knew from the Gospels, who not only 
ministered to the poor and the outcasts of his day, but also 
was willing to suffer and to die in behalf of that vocation.

So it was fitting that, toward the very end of his life, 
in 1224, Francis experienced the stigmatization of Jesus. 
Wounds appeared in Francis’ hands and feet and side. 
Francis identified that closely, even physiologically, with 
the suffering mission of Jesus for others. Francis was 
surely a nature-lover, but not just a nature-lover, by any 
means.

Second, I want to rescue Francis from the political 
realists. St. Francis lived during the era of the Crusades. 
A century before Francis, the great Bernard of Clairvaux 
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- a champion of the spirituality of love, ironically - St. 
Bernard traveled all over Europe fervently preaching in 
behalf the Second Crusade.

During Francis’ lifetime, the then eminent theologian, 
James de Vitry, was asked how could he justify the 
Crusades, when Jesus had commanded us to love our 
enemies. De Vitry observed: of course we are to love our 
enemies, but the Saracens are the enemies of God.

That was the political realism of Francis’ time.
There’s time for peace and a time for war. Sometimes 
good Christians just have to involve themselves with the 
evils of war. Hovering around this notion was the 
classical "just war” theology, championed classically by 
St. Augustine in the fifth century and by theologians such 
as Reinhold Niebuhr in our own era. Just war theory, as 
many have observed, has as its chief purpose - justifying 
war. Francis would have none of it. And just war theory 
needs those who announce or embody the ideal - the 
unattainable ideal, for just war theory - people like Jesus 
and Francis and Ghandi.

St. Francis was not just some political ideal, a mere 
voice for peace. Pursuant to his vocation to follow the 
ways of Jesus of Nazareth, Francis was a peace-maker. 
In the era of the bloodthirsty Crusades, amazingly, 
Francis took it upon himself - at enormous risk, of course 



- to travel on his own, around the Mediterranean, to visit 
and converse with the Sultan in the name of peace.

The conventional reading of that journey is that 
Francis traveled to visit the Sultan in order to convert him 
to Christianity. A more careful analysis shows, however, 
that - in continuity with some of Francis’ practices in 
Italy - he traveled to converse with the Sultan in order to 
make peace, in order to end all warfare. This in the era of 
the Crusades! For Francis, the issue isn’t spreading the 
Gospel, insofar as that’s possible. For Francis, the issue 
is spreading the Gospel, with no compromise. He didn’t 
believe that there’s a time for peace and a time for war.

In this respect, Martin Luther King, Jr. was much 
closer to the theology and spirituality of St. Francis 
than Reinhold Niebuhr was. This is the sense in which I 
think that we should rescue Francis from the political 
realists. They generally believe that the ideals of a 
Francis are important, but that sometimes - routinely? - 
war is necessary.

Third, I want to rescue St. Francis from the 
traditional Catholics. Classical Catholic theology, at 
least from St. Augustine to St. Thomas, is predicated on a 
vision of a hierarchy of being, with God at the apex and a 
gradation of creatures extending down from God, through 
the angels, humans, then the material creatures, living and 



non-living. The goal of salvation, as we can see in 
Dante’s Divine Comedy, is to rise higher and higher to 
God above and to experience the beatific vision.

So, your next door neighbor who’s a traditional 
Catholic may well believe that the chief religious issue is 
how you get into heaven.

Contrast St. Francis. Here the chief religious issue 
isn’t how you get into heaven, but how you get into earth. 
Throughout his entire vocational life, St. Francis was 
deeply committed to an embrace of the earth, and all its 
creatures. Nowhere do we find any evidence that Francis 
ever wanted to rise above it all, in order to enter heaven or 
to experience some heavenly vision apart from the earth.

On the contrary, what we do know points us 
consistently in an earthward direction. This is part of 
the significance of Francis’ creation to the Christmas 
drama. Those of you who are Christians: did you know 
that Francis basically invented the Christmas pageant?

As a parish pastor, I routinely presided over awfully 
cute kids pageants at Christmas. Little did I know that I 
had St. Francis to blame for that.

Be that as it may, two weeks before Christmas in 
1223, Francis asked his friend, the Lord of Grecco, for his 
aid in making that place “a new Bethlehem.” Francis 
identified a setting in the woods, just inside the contours 
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of an overhanging ledge. A crib was set in place, lined 
with hay, and an ox and ass were brought in. People of 
many walks of life were in attendance.

Mass was celebrated above the manger, beside which 
the animals were standing. Francis himself chanted the 
Christmas Gospel, as a troubadour of peace on earth. 
We’re told by Francis’biographer: “The night was lit up 
as the day and was^efightsome to men and beasts... the 
woodland rang with voices, the rocks made answer to the 
jubilant throng.”

But note well, this is no sentimental fantasy for 
Francis, as some modem creche celebrations sometimes 
are. This was Francis’ statement of faith in the coming of 
the Messiah as the beginning of a new heavens and a new 
earth, the renewal of the whole creation, when the lamb 
will lie down with the lion. This is Francis’ 
dramatization of the earthwardness of salvation, over 
against a traditional Catholic belief which had portrayed 
salvation primarily, if not exclusively, in terms of heaven 
above.

Fourth and finally now, I want to rescue St. Francis 
from the clutches of traditional Protestantism.

A personal note. As a practicing parish pastor for 
many years, I ran a stewardship campaign every fall. I 
would explain to my dutifully attentive congregations that 
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God calls us to be good stewards of all that we have been 
given, to be good stewards of nature, of course, but all the 
more so, of money.

It was clear to anyone who would think about this, 
that, like many Protestants, I talked about stewardship of 
nature, yes, but my real interest at that time was money. 
Or so it easily could have seemed, I imagine.

Stewardship is the great Protestant doctrine, at least 
as important for Protestants as the Trinity, the Cross, or 
justification by faith alone.

Of course, there’s a history behind this. Consider 
the theology of the eminent Protestant Reformer, John 
Calvin. Calvin believed that the saints are called to have 
dominion over the earth and that they are called to do so 
with productive generosity or generous productivity.

The great German sociologist of the last century, 
Max Weber, showed that that spirit of Calvinism is 
intimately related to the spirit of capitalism. The saints 
are called to maximize their sainthood, as it were, by 
ruling over the earth, by being productive.

However much later Protestants have tried to 
reinterpret stewardship - as I have tried, on occasion, 
that legacy of Calvin has been powerful. Stewardship, by 
default, if not always by intention, is essentially tied in 
with the economy of profits and losses and with that 
economy’s sometimes rapacious ways with nature.



In contrast, the spirituality of St. Francis is much 
more a spirituality of partnership with nature, rather 
than a spirituality of stewardship of nature. This is 
nowhere more evident than in Francis’ great Canticle of 
all the Creatures, whose first words, in Francis’ own 
Italian, are laudato si

Francis calls on the whole of creation to praise God. 
Francis believes that he is one creature among many 
brothers and sisters: brother sun, sister moon and stars; 
brothers wind and air; sister water, brother fire; sister 
earth, our mother. Francis is a partner with all creatures. 
Nowhere does he aspire to exercise stewardship over 
nature, even good or wise stewardship.

Conclusion

I am not proposing St. Francis, I want to assure you, 
as the answer to all our twenty-first century problems. 
Nor is Pope Francis, for sure. St. Francis’ spirituality 
cannot stand alone.

It needs to be enhanced and developed by Catholic 
social teaching, for example, as Pope Francis has done. 
We need to draw on the natural sciences and social and 
political analysis, as well, as Pope Francis has also done.

But Pope Francis still needs help. He needs us to 
have the historical St. Francis in mind and heart, when we 
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read and then respond to the Pope’s - Franciscan - 
encyclical Laudato si

This is why it’s critical for us, I believe, to rescue St. 
Francis from the clutches of the nature lovers, the 
political realists, the traditional Catholics, and the 
traditional Protestants. Perhaps from the clutches of 
others, too.

This is what I mean to say. Let St. Francis be St. 
Francis.

• The wandering troubadour of the Lord, in love 
with Lady Poverty.

• The man of peace, forsaking the might-makes- 
right of the Crusades, traveling to visit the Sultan.

• The man whose Walden was the camp of the 
lepers.

• The man whose heaven was to be found with the 
birds and worms on this earth.

• The man who knew nothing higher than being 
stigmatized by self-giving love.

• The man who lived in partnership with sun and 
stars, fire and water, wolves and birds, and who 
called on all of them to praise God.

• The man who dared to live out the biblical dream 
of the lamb lying down with the lion, and to 
envision the creche of a little child who would 
lead us.



This then is my plea.

As we discuss ecology, spirituality, and the care of 
God’s earth, let the historical Francis speak to us and 
inspire us, as Pope Francis has already done.

And let us hear the testimony of the first Pope ever 
to take the name of Francis, with the example of St. 
Francis clearly and deeply in mind and heart.


