St. Francis, the Little Poor Man of Assisi
Narrator:

In the year 1182 (823 years ago), Francesco Giovanni Bernadone was born in Assisi. His father was Pietro Bernadone, a cloth merchant of the rising merchant class. His mother was Pica who came from southern France. He received his primary education at the parish church of San Georgio. He was not a scholar, but did well enough. 

As a teenager, he was one of the leaders of the young men who caroused around the streets of Assisi. He and his friends had wonderful times together. Francis had always wanted to be a knight, so when Assisi and the neighboring town of Perugia went to battle against each other, Francis joined in. During a bloody skirmish, Assisi was defeated, and Francis became a prisoner of war. 

He languished in prison for a year before he was released, and allowed to go home. During that time in prison, he became very sick. He arrived back in Assisi, and had to undergo a long convalescence. He wasn’t sure anymore what his goal in life was… he no longer had a sense of direction. 
After a year of recuperation, Francis heard of Walter of Brienne, the Norman captain who was winning brilliant battles in the service of Pope Innocent III.   Francis left Assisi to join the papal armies. Francis traveled for a day or so and arrived at Spoleto. When he stopped to rest, he had a dream – he heard a voice ask “Francis, is it better to serve the Lord or the servant?” Francis answered, “Oh, sir, the Lord of course”. “Then why are you trying to turn your Lord into a servant?” Francis, trembling as he recognized Jesus, said, “Lord, what do you want me to do?” “Go home to Assisi”. So Francis did. Turning around and going back home without joining the papal army was one of the most difficult things he had ever done in his life. 
When he arrived back in Assisi, everyone thought he was a coward. The utter scorn of the citizens made him withdraw into himself, as he prayed, begging Jesus to tell him why He had asked him to return to Assisi. After time had passed and as he was praying in the chapel of San Damiano, a voice spoke from the crucifix. “Francis, go now and repair my house, which as you see, is falling down”. Francis took this request literally, and set about collecting stones to repair crumbling churches.  He repaired the little church of San Damiano as well as the little chapel at St. Mary of the Angels.
He began to live at that small chapel called the Portiuncula. It was in a grove of oak trees down the mountain from Assisi.  Some men who had heard of Francis and his attempt to live a Gospel lifestyle based on poverty, humility, and simplicity, joined him there. He wrote a simple rule of Scripture texts and received verbal approval for the formation of this new Order from Pope Innocent III. The “Friars Minor” lived in huts, begged for food, nursed lepers, and preached in the towns around Assisi. 
Francis and his brothers adopted a radical lifestyle based on the Gospel values.  The simple, humble and prayerful life lived by Francis and his brothers began to attract the attention of the people of Assisi. Numbers grew as more brothers came to join Francis. However, Francis was not sure if Jesus was calling him to spend his time in prayer and contemplation, or in preaching to the people. He asked Clare of Assisi and Friar Sylvester to pray to God for him, to discern what God wanted him to do. The answer came from both that God wanted him to preach to others. So Francis and his friars traveled and preached to the people throughout the countryside. 
In one town, around the feast of Christmas in 1223, Francis wanted to set before the eyes of the people the scene of Bethlehem. On Christmas Eve, the people of Grecchio gathered. In simplicity and poverty Francis had prepared the crib. The people were delighted. At the Mass Francis served as deacon, and sang the gospel of the birth of Jesus with joy. For him, this feast was especially filled with joy and the wonder of God’s love. 
During the celebration of Eucharist, one of the men had a vision. He saw the child lying in the manger, lifeless. He saw Francis go to the manger and arouse the child. As Francis took the child in his arms, the man saw that it was alive! The vision reflected the reality – Francis gave people a new sense of the reality of Jesus among them. 

There was another town in Italy called Gubbio. This town was terrorized by a robber known as “Lupo” or “Wolf”. Francis converted Lupo from his life as a robber, and Lupo spent much time in prayer and penance after his conversion. This story of Lupo the robber was put in the form of the story of a wolf who terrorized the town of Gubbio. 168
Once upon a time a large wolf terrorized the town of Gubbio. In its hunger it killed not only animals but people as well, and the people of the town feared to venture outside. When St. Francis came to Gubbio the people told him about the wolf. Francis decided to go out and meet “brother wolf”. He walked outside the walls of the town, followed by many of the townspeople. The wolf, seeing Francis, bounded toward him, eager for a good meal. But Francis made the sign of the cross over the wolf. The wolf slowed down and looked puzzled. Francis said, “Brother Wolf, come to me! In the name of Christ I order you not to hurt me or anyone else. At these words the wolf approached Francis and lay quietly at his feet. Then Francis offered a way to heal things—if the wolf would stop his killing, then the townspeople would feed him and care for him as long as he lived. The wolf and the townspeople agreed to this suggestion, and neither side broke the bond of peace that had been forged between them.  
Francis and his friars did not only travel and preach throughout Italy and France; Francis also sent his friars as missionaries to various countries. In 1219, Francis joined the friars going to Syria, the Near East and the Holy Land. In the Near East, Francis met with Sultan Melek al-Kamil. He unsuccessfully sought a peaceful resolution of the Crusaders’ war with the Sultan. However, his relationship with the Sultan was a friendly one. 
Picture, if you will, the Little Poor Man of Assisi, entering the court of the Sultan. He did not know how he would be received, yet he moved forward to meet the seated ruler. The two conversed, and the Sultan told Francis how he had impressed him with his courage in entering into the Sultan’s presence. Francis, for his part, told the Sultan about Jesus and the inner peace which he himself had found. Though no conversion took place during this encounter, the Sultan listened to Francis’ call for peace, acknowledged the power of     peace over hatred and war, and then gave him safe passage back to his brother friars. 
Francis lived his life in a balance both as a man of action, and as a man of prayer and contemplation.  He took to the road to preach and share the Good News, as his journey to meet with the Sultan showed.  But he also withdrew from the road, and went to pray in quiet, silent places around the countryside of Umbria. It was in one of these places—a cave on the mountain called La Verna—where Francis went to pray in September, 1224. At La Verna, during the nights spent in prayer, in solitude and in rapture, Francis worked up the courage to ask for this very thing: to experience something of the love and pain which Jesus felt at the moment of his Passover of death and resurrection. 

His prayer was heard, and about the time of the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross on September 14, his body was marked by the very wounds of the crucified. On his hands and feet were marked in the shape of nails; he had a wound in his side. Francis left La Verna several weeks later, never to return. He kept the signs of this wonder hidden as well as he could, and only a few close friends came to know of it before his death. 
Francis was in his early twenties when he felt called to live a radical Gospel life. When he was 44, he was in the twentieth year of his conversion. He was in almost constant pain, and knew he was drawing close to the end of his earthly journey. He was blind from the cataracts in his eyes, had a serious stomach ailment, and could not walk because of the Stigmata—the imprint of the nails in his feet and hands and the wound in his side. His brother friars carried him back to the Portiuncula, where Francis and his friars had spent the early days of the new order. Finally, in early October, 1226, Francis composed the final verse of the Canticle, praising God for Sister Death, which he knew was coming soon. On October 3, Francis, surrounded by the friars, died as he listened to Psalm 41. 
Francis left us a model of Gospel living which attracts many people—with a focus on simplicity, poverty, and humility. We at St. Francis of Assisi parish thank God for our patron and model, as we celebrate the 25th anniversary of the founding of this parish, and the feast day of St. Francis.   
***********************

Shortly before death, he added the phrases on Sister Death to his Canticle. In this canticle, Francis praises God for all Creation—for Brother Sun and Sister Moon, for Sister Water and Brother XXXX.

In 1212, Clare of Assisi joined Francis. She was attracted by the radical way Francis and his brothers attempted to live the Gospel lifestyle of Jesus. Francis welcomed Clare to the Franciscan movement, and she created a new style of communal living based on prayer, contemplation, and radical poverty. Clare and those women who joined her in the convent at San Damiano were known as the Poor Ladies of San Damiano.

