





























146 ST. FRANCIS AND OBEDIENCE
“In truth,” said Francis, “obedience has this immense advantage that
once we bend our neck under its yoke not one minute is without some
merit.”!7 That is why he promised obedience and obeyed the friar who
ordinarily ‘accompanied him in his travels.!® “I know,” he said, “the
fruit of obedience: not one second can go by without merits for the
man who bends his neck under the yoke of another.”'® At first sight,
this outlook may seem self-centered and imperfect. But not so, for Francis
sees the automatic result of a loving exchange in the reward. To live
one must die; to enjoy union with Christ, one must practice complete
self-detachment.

1I. The Object of Franciscan Obedience

The Church

St. Francis was outstanding by reason of his feeling for the
mind of the Church. His reform was wrought in the Church, con-
trary to that of the dissident sects of his time, the Waldenses, the
Albigensians, the Humiliati of Lyons, and the Cathari. St. Francis
saw in the Lord Pope the Vicar of Jesus Christ; in the authority
of the magisterium he acknowledged the very authority of God.
He asked for a Cardinal Protector for his Order.? His Rule had
to* be approved by the Church, and he forbade his friars to go and
preach in dioceses without first obtaining the authorization of the
bishops concerned. , o .

He indeed had that sentire cum ecclesia and our liturgy grants
him the title of vir catholicus. The first object of Franciscan obedience
is the Church. In the prologue of his First Rule, Francis in his own
name and in that of the future Generals solemnly promises obedience
to the Holy See: “Brother Francis, and whoever may be at the head of
this Order, promises and will promise obedience and reverence to the
Lord Pope Innocent and to his successors.”?

The Rule

For Francis obedience to the Rule is at the same time obedience
to the Church which approved it. He strongly insists on this in several
places in this writings. He wrote his Testament so that his brothers
could observe the Rule in a more catholic way.?? In virtue of obedience

17 Ibid.,

18 Jbid.,

19 ]I Cel., Chap. 3.

20 Second Rule, Chap. 12.

21 First Rule, Prologue; Second Rule, Chap. 2,
22 Testament, Nos. 34-40,
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to the Rule, the Minister General, the other ministers and the custodes
can add nothing to it nor substract anything from it. He moreover
asks them not to add any gloss or interpretation to it. To obey the
Rule is to obey Christ since it was he who enjoined this form of life
on Francis: “As the Lord gave me to speak and write the Rule . . .23
He exhorts his brothers to love this Rule, to keep it, and to practice it.2
Moreover, he identified obedience with observance of the Rule: “Let
them (the candidates) be received to obedience, promising to observe
always this form of life and Rule.?’ Francis himself gives the example
of his deep submission to the Rule by the confession he makes in a
Letter to the General Chapter: “In many ways I have offended through
my grievous fault, in particular because 1 have not kept the Rule I
promised the Lord and I have not said the Office as the Rule prescribes,
either from negligence or due to infirmity, or because I am an unlettered
and simple person.”?$
The Superior

The superior represents God; he is the intermediary of the will
of God in behalf of his subjects. The true Friar Minor should see the
will of God in that of his superiors and obey them as he would God
despite their faults. Francis said: “A subject should never consider the
man in a superior but only him for whose love the religious has sub-
jected himself. The more contemptible the superior is, the more pleasing
to God is the humility of the obedient friar.”?” Was not St. Francis
ready to obey a novice of one hour??® We must then obey our superior
in all things, except what is contrary to the Rule and our conscience.
“Let all my other blessed friars readily obey them in all that concerns
the salvation of their soul and is not contrary to our Rule.”?® Con-
sequently, we must obey superiors with faith and promptness, even
when the will of our superior is not formally manifested.?°

III. The Manner of Obedience

In the well-known allegory of the corpse' Franeis has given us
an even more perfect example of obedience. No matter where a dead
body is laid, it offers no resistance. So too a religious must not complain
if he is changed. If he is left in the same friary, he will accept this
willingly and in silence. It is well-known that in the Middle Ages, a
23 Ibid., No. 39.
24 First Rule, Chap. 37.
25 Second Rule, Chap. 2.
28 Letter to the General Chapter, 39-40.
27 ]I Cel., Chap. 3.
28 Ibid,; St. Bona., Leg. Maj., Chap. 6, No. 4.
29 First Rule, Chap. 4, 2.

80 JI Cel., 11, ¢c. 22.
81 JI Cel.. Chap. 112: St. Bona.. Leg. Maj.. 6, No. 4.
























