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Introduction

In the setting of the First Plenary Council of the Order there are two words
which have a very special meaning: the word “prophetic” (profetisimo) and
the word “Francis.” They are two meaningful words that are rich in content
and have obvious connotations. The words “prophesy,” “prophet,” and
“prophetic” are used widely today and often with great freedom, their
application going much further afield than the area of religion. Because of
broad, analogically different shades of meaning, these words easily lead to
lack of precision both in linguistic usage and in content. They are beautiful
words which have been worn out by too much easy and indiscriminate
usage.' It is well known, on the other hand, that “Francis the prophet has
been deeply betrayed and manipulated, more than once,” even within the
religious movement which he founded.? _
To speak then of prophets and of Francis requires great modesty and
objectivity. It also requires time. The topic is too delicate and complex to be
dealt with in proper seriousness within the limits laid down for this
contribution. Faced with the impossibility of adequately developing the
topic, I chose to limit myself to presenting certain notes which are of a
methodological and introductory character, but which I consider import-
ant for a correct understanding of the prophetic originality of St. Francis,
and consequently of the apostolic dimension of our life as Franciscans. In




46 F. Iglesias

developing this talk I have intentionally been very circumspect both in
style and bibliographical references.

Premises: Three Challenges of Originality

With regard to its outlook, objectives, demeanor, the methods which it
adopts, and the location of its activity, the apostolic mission of the religious
must be a visible and coherent expression of his vocational charism. In my
opinion, a valid treatment of our apostolic dimension will be possible only
when it starts from an awareness of the Christian ecclesial and existential
characteristics which make up our religious identity as Franciscans.

Christian Commitments

The supreme law and basis of life for all religious is the radical following of
Christ as laid out in the Gospel.’ The ethical religious innovation of Jesus,
witnessed in the Gospel, is the essential point of reference for the Christian
commitment which characterizes every religious vocation. However, the
religious vocation does not exist in the abstract. What exists is people who
have vocations. Concrete vocations exist, which are immersed in concrete
circumstances and history and which are lived in a variety of charisms
within the consecrated life and a variety of human needs. Therefore, it can
be said that the Christian evangelical commitment of a religious vocation is
identified on the basis of the individual, specific, limited characteristics
which our human following and imitation of Christ imply.

Jesus is everything for everybody. However, He is not totally possessed
by anybody in His totality. No religious vocation has a monopoly on the
Gospel, even though all draw their inspiration from the Gospel, which is
the source of every kind of Christian life.* Above all else, every religious
vocation is a Christian vocation. Its Christian authenticity consists in the
way it represents and realizes a characteristic of Jesus; that is, in the way 1t
absorbs and reflects the essential values of the Gospel, in a limited but
radical and consistent manner.® Thus reference to Jesus and the Gospel is
the reason which justifies the existence of all religious life. This does not
mean that all Christian or Gospel qualities are to be indiscriminately
regarded as the duty of each and every religious.

One conclusion appears to be evident: Different duties and life-styles
correspond to different religious charisms; that is, there is one Christian
commitment, but it has individual expressions. Thus we may, and indeed
we must, always base any talk concerning our apostolic dimension on the
enlightenment of the Gospel, “which is the Rule and life of the Friar
Minor.”® Our discussion must never be ambiguous, or mix the contents and
tendencies of other charisms. Our vision must rather be simply inspired by
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the fact that our existence and our preferential choice must be contained
under the general heading of “Gospel.”

Ecclesial Commitments

We make up the church. However, whether as individuals or institutions,
we are not the whole of the church. Thus not all of us are called to respond
to all the needs and problems of the church. What is more, we are not called
to commit ourselves to the service of the church in the way that other
Christians and religious are called to do. We are all members of the People
of God and of the secular city. Each of us will be truly committed to the
church and to the world in a real Gospel manner insofar as he is faithful to
himself, that is to God, in following his unique and very personal vocation
without ambiguity or confusion. Paul says that the Lord gave each one his
charism, his particular work within the church community through the
action of the Spirit. It is only right that in the diversity and comple-
mentarity of the whole, the mystery of the fullness and of the body of
Christ is realized.”

If the church, considered as a whole, has a comprehensive mission to the
service of mankind, each of us shares in a part of this, through our life-style,
our language and our specific example, without needing to become “two
persons” by indiscriminately invading other fields of activity or methods of
action or professions. Thus we must employ the necessary discernment
when using the word “church” to ensure the authenticity of our choice and
of our life-style when serving mankind. As members of the church, all of us
have a direct responsibility toward her great common duty of evangeliza-
tion and human development, but this responsibility is not to be exercised
in the same areas nor in the same way by all. The service rendered by the
hierarchy, the service rendered by the laity, the service rendered by priests
and the service rendered by religious are not all the same, nor should they
be the same. Indeed, there are almost unlimited projects, ways of operating,
areas of work and approaches among religious which follow the different
Gospel and functional avenues of the various charisms of consecrated life.
“The brilliance of the sun differs from the brilliance of the moon and the
brilliance of the stars,” as Pope Paul put it.®

It is with good reason, then, that the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii
nuntiandi underlines the so-called “diversification of undertakings,” that is,
the diversity of works in the unity of the one evangelizing mission of the
Church.? Mutuae relationes insists upon the necessity of keeping the
individual bent or identity of each institute absolutely safe, so that religious
are not part of the church in some vague and ambiguous way, but with due
respect to their particular style of life and apostolate.

In this respect we do well to remember here the bent of our order, which
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in the document issued by the Third Plenary Council asked us “to be
particularly alert not to succumb to equivocations or compromises which
could mar the purity of our message and the specific aim of our activity.”
We have an example of this in “the risk of the confusion of roles when not
respecting the diversity of works within the Church. Our contribution
must always be stamped with strict fidelity to our character and to our
typical activities, which are responsibly governed by a very definite mission
in the midst of the People of God.™"

There is a conclusion which appears to be obvious. We can and should
always focus discussion concerning our apostolic dimension under the
light of the common mission of the church, without ever falling into
ambiguity. The council says that religious institutes should participate in
the life and activity of the church “according to their particular purpose.”"
Thus this means that there must be ecclesial fidelity with the individual
characteristics which are in agreement with our charism and life-style as
Franciscans.

Existential Fidelity

Speaking of existential fidelity in the here and now is the same as speaking
about fidelity to humanity - that humanity which is within each one of us
and the humanity which we are called to serve. It is only through a serious
understanding and deep respect for the reality of humanity that one can
ensure the normal development of our vocation, and the effectiveness of
our mission as servants of mankind. Thus when we speak about humanity
here and now we mean to deal with an eminently concrete reality which is
contextualized and historical.

In his recent message to the religious of Brazil, the pope underlined the
“dynamic and vital” character of fidelity to the specifically religious
charism.” Living our vocation faithfully means knowing how to receive the
word of God by means of the variety of historical situations of our own
existence, which are a providential challenge to our consecration to the
Lord and to our commitment to mankind. When speaking of the renewal of
religious life in all its aspects, the council rightly mentions the criterion of
historicity, that is, the relevance of “reciprocal conditions of the times.”"*

Consequently, any worthwhile consideration of our apostolic dimen-
sion cannot stop at abstract formulae which have no flesh. It must evaluate
the very concrete influence of the signs of the times, the needs of the real
life of the church and of the world, differences of time and place within
which the message of salvation becomes operative in the life of mankind.
This is why existential fidelity to our apostolic life obliges us to be
particularly sensitive to two things: the fact of novelty, and the fact of
legitimate pluriformity.
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It has been correctly said that existentially man is possibility: radical
exposure to novelty; that the word of God is so rich that it can be taken in
only in fragments and interpreted by means of the continuing events and
novelties of passing history; that God comes into history in continually
new ways and that mankind finds the daily surprise of the love of the
eternal God in what is new." This is how we understand that our service of
humanity has to be vital, dynamic, creative, open to constantly renewing
methods which were acceptable yesterday, and open to seeking new
horizons and methods of working as credible responses to the inevitable
challenges of the moment. Thus Mutuae relationes quite rightly challenges
us: “In our day, religious in particular are required to have the same
authentic, living and innovative style in their initiatives, which glowed so
brightly in the founders, so that they may dedicate themselves with
effectiveness and zeal to the apostolic work of the Church.”*

On the other hand, a truly concrete and realistic service of the church
and mankind necessarily flourishes when characterized by pluriformity.
Since the council, our order rediscovered the criterion of the life and hope
of pluriformity and placed it in the Constitutions to ensure fidelity to the
Rule and to the intentions of St. Francis and to keep in step with early
Franciscan experience. This decision was both correct and of major
importance for our future. A few years later it was authoritatively
confirmed by Paul VL.” The text of our Constitutions could not be more
clear: “The major superiors should take care that ways of life be sought
which are more suited to the life and apostolate of the brothers, according
to differences of region, culture and needs of times and places: these ways
of living may take a variety of forms.”'®

According to the Constitutions, there is one eminently existential
principle which is justified by a very definite objective and three conditions
which must form an integrated whole. There is first of all the objective of
allowing “a Gospel freedom of action, especially as regards renewing our
life without destroying the spirit.””” This means providing room for the
Spirit of the Lord, which always acts in a renovating and creative manner,
which is diversified, and takes persons and circumstances into account on
the basis of common fidelity to the essentials of the specific charism of a
religious institute, for example.

Then we have to take into account three conditions which must be
considered in a simultaneous and complementary manner: (a) Unity of the
one authentic spirit, through which the underlying vocational identity,
attained by a common experience of the religious values of the order, is
safeguarded; (b) Unity of obedience, which is always actualized and
worked out against the background of the characteristic formula of our
profession according to St. Francis: “Promising obedience, living and
walking in obedience;”® and (c) Fraternal unity, which safeguards our
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specific character of brotherhood with total coherence, so that we are
consecrated brothers whose duty it is to develop their specific vocation
according to the dynamics of an authentic evangelical fraternity.

It is worth noting a practical conclusion. Each Plenary Council must be
of service to the whole order. Taking into account our presence throughout
the world and the complex and diversified reality of the human and
ecclesial situations in which we are found, in my opinion we have to be
careful to avoid two risks: the risk of an approach which is too generic and
abstract (which would have very little impact or stimulation for anyone),
and the risk of an approach which is too particularized and local (which
would leave many friars untouched and indifferent). Both these risks can be
overcome by adopting an existential approach which is true to humanity of
which we are members and to humanity which we are called to serve in
very different parts of the world.

There are three words - three realities - which will make up the constant
points of reference during this Plenary Council: the Gospel (Jesus), the
church, and mankind. In my opinion, they involve a great challenge, even
from the methodological point of view, a challenge to linguistic expression,
a challenge to developing an unambiguous approach. Both of these
challenges must be faced with all the rigor and modesty of the inspiration
of the prophetic originality of St. Francis.

I. Prophecy: Its Biblical and Theological Perspectives?!

I may not delay here and now to deal with the words “prophetism,”
“prophet,” and “prophetic,” according to their informal, improper,
analogical usage, which is common today in different fields of life and
culture, including the profane environment. We are mainly interested in
the proper, formal, technical usage which these words have acquired in the
history of religion.

Strictly speaking, prophecy is a characteristic aspect of all the great
religions of the world, and even today it is not confined to merely ecclesial
circles. It suffices to recall certain well-known non-Catholic personalities of
our time. The gift of prophecy is intimately connected to the dynamism of
the Spirit, and the Spirit always remains completely free, working where,
when, and how it likes, even “outside the visible boundaries of the Mystical
Body.”? However, we shall dwell upon the phenomenon of prophecy as an
identifiable event in the realm of Jewish and Christian religion. This is not
the place to go into a detailed exposition of the topic of biblical and
ecclesial prophecy, which is very vast. I shall limit myself to proposing a
schematic outline which underlines certain ideas which I believe are more
significant and practical.
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A. Prophecy in the Old Testament

In the rich world of Old Testament prophecy, the so-called writing-
prophets stand out, since they are well known through the texts officially
collected in the Bible. Especially today, we cannot say that the message of
the Old Testament comes mainly through these classical prophets.?
However, it is true that their extraordinary personalities had a very special
influence on the history of Israel. For this reason they have been regarded
correctly in the tradition of the church as exemplary expressions of and the
purest symbols par excellence of the prophetic charism. Because this
interpretation has perhaps been too easily accepted even today by many, it
needs reinterpreting, at least to avoid the risk of seeing validity exclusively
in an excessively reductionist view of the dynamism of the Spirit and of the
much richerr and more complex phenomenon of genuine Christian
prophetism.

I wish to note the following among the most significant characteristics of
the classical Old Testament prophets. Firstly, they are men who have been
directly chosen, called by means of an extraordinary intervention and
specific vocation from God. These men are called by God to speak on His
behalf, who are sent by God to communicate His wishes, His truths, His
requirements, and His promises to the people. Speaking through the
prophets, God interprets and directs the situations and the events which
His people are living. The prophet’s outlook and message have an
essentially religious character. In the final analysis, they always deal with
reading history in the light of faith.

It is worth stressing three propositions in the light of these traits of the
prophetic personality: The prophet is a man of God, a man of faith, a man
listening to God directly. The classical prophets of the Old Testament were
great men of prayer.?*

The prophet is a religious interpreter of the times, a man who hears God
even in the actual history of every day. Thus he is a man who is alert to his
own concrete times and sensitive to the tensions and problems of the
moment. He is a man with a bias toward the plans of God in human
existence.”” Historical facts become events of revelation of the one great
plan of salvation.

Because of his message, the prophet is involved in the religious and social
renewal of his people. However, by his vocation the prophet is not
responsible for socio-political changes. “God Himself will bring justice and
change the structures of oppression. The prophets denounced injustices
against the poor. However, they never incited the poor to revolution to
change the structures of society, by taking justice into their own hands, to
gain their rights through violence. The prophets are not political reformers.
Only God can create the new man and the new society with new just
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relationships. The prophets always defend the primacy of the human
person above all material goods. Their commitment to defend the liberty
and the human rights of the poor and oppressed comes from their religious
conscience. They wanted to lay the responsibility for civic order and justice
upon the shoulders of those directly involved by means of their threats
regarding the judgement of God.””

We may briefly define the central nucleus of the prophetic message as a
passionate call to fidelity - fidelity to the values, ethics and religious
commitment to the covenant, which was the basis for the existence of the
chosen people. In this sense the prophets were the great defenders of both
the rights of God and the rights of humanity; or, better still, they were
simply defenders of the rights of God.

They defended the rights of God as such when they used their extra-
ordinary spiritual teaching authority to recover the original purity of the
religious duties of the Israelites. They defended the rights of God as far as
they are invested in humanity, when in justice, peace and love, they
preached about the moral requirements for fully respecting individual and
collective national dignity. These are the vertical and horizontal elements
in a message which is concerned with salvation that is brought about
always and above all by fidelity to the Lord. “The proclamations of the
prophets always start from faith. They do not start from talk of humanity
or society, but rather from talk about God and His plan for salvation. In
this regard the prophets present a challenge to our way of thinking. The
vertical dimension is predominant both in their conscience and their
message. They were concerned with defending God’s ‘place’ in the world. It
was because of this that they were able to castigate the contradictions of
mankind.””

In the light of the fundamental content of the prophetic message, it is
worth underlining the following propositions: On the human level, so to
speak, the chief strength of the prophetic message lies in the personal
authenticity of the individual prophet. His oral and/or written interven-
tions, as well as his gestures become authentic mainly through the fidelity
of his own life, which was a living sign of the will of God for His people.

The concept of prophets as clairvoyants and fortune tellers (which all
too often has had the upper hand in identifying prophecy) is in reality of
very secondary importance. On the other hand the function of stimulation
and renewal which is part of the work of prophecy obviously launches us
toward development, toward fulfillment of the designs of God in the future
by means of ever new fidelity.

The idea of prophets as innovators must be understood in the concrete.
One of today’s most outstanding specialists on the Old Testament has this
to say: “The classic prophets (of the Old Testament) are not innovators, but
rather defenders of the past. In the real sense of the word they are



The Prophetic Originality of St. Francis 53

conservatives. Such a position may not arouse our enthusiasm too much
today because we are more attracted to revolutionaries. However, perhaps
it is precisely from the prophets that we may learn the meaning of truly
being revolutionaries. It was precisely their acceptance of and link with the
old established order that enabled the prophets to attain their final and
great status as men who introduced something completely new. It was in
this way that they became spokesmen for a message upon which the future
depended.”” In their special intimacy of union with God they had the duty
of maintaining fundamental religious values in their truth. Passionate
fidelity to God and to the essential and definitive ethical and religious
positions of the past made the conservatism of the prophets deeply
innovative. “Precisely in order to retain the past, in their hands the past
became totally new.”?

The characteristic style of Old Testament classic prophecy is immedi-
ately recognizable in the provocative, controversial and accusatory tone of
many prophetic messages. The prophets are intrepid, independent and free
persons, and they act as the critical conscience of their time in the name of
God. Therefore, the note of denunciation and judgment in confrontation
with the religious and social reality of Israel, which is inconsistent with the
requirements of the dignity of the Lord and the dignity of humanity, is
clearly indicative of a special and difficult vocation. The prophets
frequently contradict and upset the common mentality and the reigning
powers because, as they are close to both God and humanity, they succeed
in reading the religious meaning of history, which was forgotten and
profaned by their contemporaries. Because they were either witnesses to or
participants in specific very difficult historical events, and because they had
nothing to lose, they felt that they were invested with a specific mission to
denounce situations of injustice and sin and to call people back to penance
by placing the life of individuals and institutions under the judgment of
God.

From a formal point of view, so to speak, this type of prophetic vocation
implies using a striking literary genre that is sometimes even dramatic and
crudely realistic. From an existential point of view, it makes the prophet an
annoying, awkward, misunderstood and persecuted person. Thus we may
understand “why they were completely isolated and almost always
silenced.”

The strong and violent style of the classic Old Testament prophets
enjoyed particular sympathy especially among certain Christians and at
certain times in the history of the church, to such an extent as to make it
seem to be an absolute specific element for all authentic prophecy.
Certainly the Spirit, which enlightens true prophets, tends to “make all
things new,” to purify, to promote changes in favor of fidelity, in the light
of faith, in God and humanity. However, this is not always achieved by
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means of the same tactics, in the same language, from the same point of
view, with the same gestures or with the same style. It is enough to glance at
the Bible as a whole and at many of the saints (many of whom were true
prophets and reformers) in the history of the church. The Spirit breathes
where, when, and how it will, without being limited to a standardized kind
of prophecy, which belongs to people who are invested with a mission to
launch themselves against everything by proclaiming, in a direct and
explicit way, the judgment of God upon the defects of society and of the
church and by promoting radical reforms at the cost of any kind of contlict.

B. Prophecy in the New Testament

Essentially the New Testament when compared to the Old Testament does
not imply a rupture but a progression. It is a progression, made up of
recalling, fulfilling and developing the plan of God for Israel, which implies
in fact a substantial qualitative leap. In spite of undeniable characteristics of
continuity, the more serious students of prophecy presently recognize an
appreciable difference between the classical prophetic activity of the Old
Testament and that of the New with regard to prophecy.’’ In the New
Testament there is prophecy and something more. It suffices to refer to the
prophetic role of specialized persons and to the prophetic office which is
typical of the whole People of God.

To understand the phenomonon of Christian prophecy based on the
New Testament, I believe that we cannot overlook a mention of these three
essential points: Jesus, specific prophecy, and general prophecy.

Jesus. Jesus does not identify himself explicitly and directly as a prophet,
nor do his Apostles and disciples (except the two from Emmaus) nor do the
evangelists themselves attribute this title to Him. He is called a prophet,
rather infrequently, by others, by the people.’? We may call certain
attitudes of Jesus prophetic. But His calls to conversion and penance and
His proclamation of future judgment under the sign of punishment and
salvation stand out.”® In any case, the difference between Jesus and classical
Old Testament prophecy is evident both as to the content of the message
and style of behavior and literary forms used by Jesus. For example, it is
obvious that He “places more emphasis on exhortation than He does on
denunciation.”*

In fact, Jesus’ unique character essentially surpasses the charismatic
figures and types of prophecy of all other times. He is the realization and
fullness of all the prophecies of the Old Testament. Rather than being a
prophet, a man who speaks to us in the name of God, He is “the prophet,”
God Himself, the incarnate Word, the total revelation of the Father. On the
other hand, it is precisely because of this that His prophetic trait is a
relative and partial aspect of his existence and mission. Beginning with
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Jesus, a new era in ecclesial prophecy began. This was due to two things: the
sending of the Spirit to dwell intensively in the people of the New
Testament, and because Christ (in His person and His message) became the
essential reference point for every authentic Christian prophet.

Specific prophecy. In the early Christian communities there were some
faithful who were invested with a charismatic function of a prophetic
character.’® We are dealing with special vocations, which soon were to
become institutionalized and enjoyed particular prestige and fulfilled a
spiritual role within the community. Because they were complex, the
responsibilities of these Christians who were regarded as specifically
prophetic are not clear. For example, we know that when they were moved
by the Spirit, they uttered edifying, exhortative and comforting speeches
and communicated revelations and divine knowledge, especially during the
sacred services. Along with the Apostles, teachers and other faithful who
were endowed with special charismatic gifts, they exercised considerable
influence in building up the local churches. Their fundamental mission was
to illumine and discern the plan of God in the history of each community
by interpreting and even guiding the conduct of their brethren in the faith
in the light of the Jesus event and his doctrine.** Against the background of
the Gospel, it is possible to imagine certain critical attitudes on the part of
these charismatics, and not only on their part, in the face of unjust
situations which certainly arose within the Christian community itself.”’

When the day of the Spirit (Acts) was over, this type of prophecy
gradually disappeared as an individual and institutional office. This does
not imply that the presence of the Spirit, expressed through the witness and
activity of the faithful by means of a prophetic charism (reforming saints
and movements of renewal), was not subsequently recognizable although
in a very different way during the history of the church.

General prophecy. One important novelty following the glorification of
Christ is the fact that the whole church assumed the characteristics of
prophecy. The universality of prophecy as a gift which is received by all the
faithful without distinction of persons is one of the great and special signs
of the messianic era, which coincides with the presence of the church on
earth. If we rely on the solemn affirmation of Peter on the day of Pentecost,
prophecy appears to be a completely normal fact, which is an essential
component of the new People of God. “I shall pour out my Spirit on each
one. .., onmy servants and handmaids . . ., and they shall prophesy.”* This
prophetism, which exists throughout both the individual believers and the
whole Christian community, displays a marked difference from the
prophetic activity in the Old Testament.

In a manner which had never been seen before, the Second Vatican
Council emphasized this thesis of ecclesiology by fully recovering the facts
concerning the apostolic church. “The holy People of God shares also in



56 F. Iglesias

Christ’s prophetic office: it spreads abroad a living witness to Him,
especially by a life of faith and love and by offering to God a sacrifice of
praise ... Christ the great prophet who proclaimed the kingdom of the
Father both by the testimony of His life and by the power of His word.
Until the full manifestation of His glory, He fulfills this prophetic office,
not only through the hierarchy who teach in His name and through His
power, but also through the laity. Accordingly He both establishes them as
witnesses and provides them with the appreciation of the faith and the
grace of the word (cf. Acts 2:17-18; Rev. 19:10), so that the power of the
Gospel may shine out in daily and social life.”*

However, in a true sense, every believer is also a prophet. Thus not only
the People of God in its totality is a prophetic people, but each and every
believer, like Christ, is invested with the office of prophet. This means that
each believer is called and constituted by Christ to be a spokesperson,
messenger, announcer, witness, and prophet of the kingdom in fidelity to
his individual Christian vocation. Quite correctly the Vatican Council
chose the biblical word “witness” to indicate the meaning of prophecy. The
Council did so deliberately, reaffirming certain explicit sayings of the New
Testament. “Witness to Jesus is the spirit of prophecy” (Rev. 19:10). Thus
the prophetic charism continues in the individual believer as well as in the
entire People of God, joined to the absolute prophecy of Christ, to defend
the purity of the Christian message, to proclaim it with consistency and
commitment to its ultimate consequences, and to renew it and make it
effective in the changed circumstances of the time.

The essence of the believer’s prophetic character has its roots and
strength in the dynamism of the Spirit, who is Lord and gives life.
However, in the final analysis, the substance of prophetic efficacy is
explained by the ability to be a messenger, to be a sign, to have credibility
which accompanies the Christian life that is the apostolic presence and
activity of the believer. “You shall have the strength of the Spirit, who shall
come down upon you and shall be my witnesses.”*! So the prophet, as the
man of the word, according to the etymological meaning of the word, is
one who speaks in the name of God by way of the authenticity of his life
and teaching. This mediating quality will be valid and effective according to
the degree in which the fervor and quality of God, of the Spirit of the Lord
and His action, are evident in the person of the prophet.

Understood in this way a very practical consequence becomes evident:
The prophetic duty and obligation of every believer depend upon the
capacity for renewal in their own lives, that is, upon the ability to live
continual personal conversion. The dynamism of the Spirit, which gives
strength, vitality, and meaning to the Christian message, implies essentially
a constant effort toward personal renewal. “To be a witness to Christ does
not mean condemning others in the name of faith: it means to live the
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faith.”* Living the faith, that is, living in an authentic state of personal
conversion, involves being faithful to the values of our own Christian
vocation. It is precisely by means of this personal fidelity that the prophetic
character, as all the gifts of the Holy Spirit, gains its communal function.
Here we may apply the Pauline text concerning charisms which the Holy
Spirit distributes to each person for the common good. This common good
means above all else a special responsibility for building up the People of
God, which is the church. It also implies a positive help toward the building
up of the city and the civilization of mankind subject to the Gospel law of
love.

C. Further Refinements

In order to have a complete and objective idea of prophecy, I maintain that
it is very important to stress three further details, namely: the fact of
existential pluriformity in the phenomenon of prophecy, the practical
criteria of its credibility, and its place in relationship to the supreme value
of Christian love.

The Second Vatican Council stressed the New Testament thesis of
communal prophecy within the church. However, there are different states
or ways of life within the church: laity, priesthood, and religious life. Each
one of these expresses the basic Christian and prophetic reality in its own
way. This means that there are existential forms of prophecy which are
diversified and complementary to each other within the People of God
according to the different states of life. The council did not develop this
aspect of the topic and contented itself with making a few explicit direct
references to the characteristic prophetic function of the laity.** However,
it must be said that the opinion of the council concerning priestly and
religious prophecy is obvious. Beginning from the one baptism and the
common call to sanctity of all the members of the People of God, there is a
plurality of ways of witnessing to Christ according to the existential areas
of the various complementary vocations within the church.

In this sense it is fair to say that religious have a subsidiary prophetic role
within the church, that is, the religious vocation stands as a specialized
prophetic complement with respect to the total ecclesial communion.*
Therefore, the prophetic effectiveness of the religious consists, above all, in
the sign value of his life, which is lived consistently with requirements
common to all Christians and with the Gospel emphasis of the individual
charism, which recognizes the signs of the times, as did Jesus, to be of
better service to man. In a manner which is prophetically different, yet not
historically extraneous, the religious gives witness to Jesus by showing “ina
splendid and singular manner, within his state, that the world cannot be
transfigured and offered to God apart from the spirit of the beatitudes.”*
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Faithful to the primacy of genuine sanctity by means of living the Gospel
radically in his own vocation, the religious fulfills his prophetic role by
illuminating and establishing the domain of God in the life of the church
and the future of mankind.*

Permit me to mention a specific conclusion. To tell the truth, it would be
a groundless appropriation to speak of a monopoly or privilege in relation
to the prophetic function with regard to the consecrated life in respect of
the rest of the People of God. It would be even more groundless to claim
that the prophetic office was a specific determining charism of religious.
Among other things this would run the risk of equivocation, for example,
by speaking of a fraternity of prophets, or a fraternity of professional
prophets, and so forth, or, with respect to ourselves, it would involve
blatant inconsistency with our charism of minority as Franciscans. No
founder or religious institute that I know of defines itself, even as a
formality, by specially stressing the terminology of prophecy.

With regard to individual religious who may be endowed with the
extraordinary charism of prophecy, the classical biblical and theological
criteria still stand to evaluate if they are genuine. In any case it is well to
recall two important facts. Firstly, there is the concept of Paul which
excludes from the idea of charism any notion of aristocracy or elitism.”
Secondly, there is the following criterion of the council: “Extraordinary
gifts are not to be rashly desired, nor is it from them that the fruits of
apostolic labors are to be presumptuously expected.™*

The ambiguity of prophecy is apparent from more than one fact in the
Bible and church history. When St. Irenaeus was combating false gnostic-
ism, he recognized brothers within the church who were very outstanding
who enjoyed the charism of prophecy.* True prophets must not be driven
from the church because of fear of false prophets. This is so true. However,
it is even more important to be able to distinguish between true and false
prophets. Although they are not always distinct and easily recognizable,
the criteria of true prophecy are many.* I shall list only a few of the
clearer ones.

First of all, the principle of Jesus - the agreement of life and doctrine -
“By their fruits you shall know them.” In this case the fruits refer to the part
that what is preached plays in in the life of the prophet himself.*! The
Didache (or Doctrine of the Twelve Apostles), which is a real pearl of
primitive Christian literature, has this to say: “He is not a prophet who
speaks only as one who is inspired, but only he who follows the conduct of
the Lord.” Thus true and false prophets are known by their actions. Every
prophet who teaches the truth but does not put into practice what he
preaches is a false prophet.*?

At the level of the existential witness of the prophet, there are two
significant qualities: disinterestedness and humility. The Didache has
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already referred to this characteristic of the true prophet: a man who is not
attached to money, to position and to his own comfort, and who does not
trade on human credulity. On the other hand, the authentic prophet, since
he is really a man of God, is not obsessive, and does not put forth his own
ideas with immovable intransigence or blind radicalism. After the manner
of the Gospel, he is a minor. To the degree that he is secure in God, he is
more deeply conscious of his nothingness and complete unworthiness in
himself. It is precisely because of this that the true prophet is a man who is
totally committed, free and intrepid in defending the dignity of God and of
mankind.®

In the light of the thought of Paul and John, the prophetic message 1is
genuine and contributes positively to the edification of the church by
assuring true unity with the Gospel of Jesus, with apostolic faith, and
among the members of the People of God. In this sense, as Paul says, the
prophet’s openness to be judged by the community is important. There can
be no contradiction between the community understood as the bearer of
the Spirit and the individual bearers of the Spirit.>* The existence of tension
between prophecy and certain situations within the institution may be a
sign of vitality. We need courage to accept this law. In any case, true
prophecy must not have “an outlook which is in open conflict with the
church that it wishes to reform in the name of Christ. The drama of certain
prophets, whose inspiration was originally legitimate and holy, consists in
the fact of not having had the necessary patience to observe this law of
life%

One sign of authenticity, which was particularly evident in classical
prophecy, is “the internal evidence of the call and obligation, which is often
contrary to the personal desire and ability of the subject but which is
imposed as a burden and necessity to speak and act in the name of God.™*

Another criterion is that “the false prophet always has an answer for
everything, while a prophet with a vocation sometimes remains silent
because he cannot freely dispose of the word of God, but must wait for the
time of Revelation.”’

It is beautiful to be a true prophet, but on the condition that one 1s not
only a prophet. Jesus did not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets, but
to complete and supersede them.*® That is, Jesus came to fulfill the whole of
the revelation of the Old Testament, emphasizing the spirit, the heart of
His law, which is the precept of love, and therefore, also the primacy of the
supreme gift of charity ir respect of the prophetic charism itself. In relation
to charity, all other values are relative and passing. It gives the rest of them
meaning.*’ Fittingly the best of the Law and the Prophets, that is, the divine
will which was revealed in the Old Testament, was taken up by Jesus in the
golden rule of love: “Whatever you wish that men should do to you, do also
to them: indeed, this is the Law and the Prophets.”® This exhortation is an
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anticipation of another more concrete announcement which Jesus made:
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”!

Christian love is more than simple comprehension or benevolence
toward our neighbor who is specially needy or weak. It implies looking at
the other person as one’s own brother, as a part of oneself, an integral part
of one’s very being. By means of prophecy one person reveals to another
God’s plan for him. By means of love, which is the ultimate and supreme
perfection of the New Testament, a person gives himself to his brothers, in
God and for God. Therefore, we can say that to love one’s neighbor as
oneself, simultaneously to and on condition of loving God, is the ethical
and religious center of all that the New Testament involves, whether laws
or charisms and including the gift of prophecy. This is the fulfillment and
realization of the Old Testament in the Jesus event and in the message of
the Gospel.

Paul spells out clearly this insight of Jesus. Love is more important than
any charismatic experience. This is the royal road along which believers
must travel - indeed the only way and not just one way among many: “If
you have the gift of prophecy but have not charity, it counts for nothing.”®
Christian love is the criterion of all charisms, even the most extraordinary.
Without charity, the believer does not exist nor does anything he has have
any value. Every Christian value is relative and provisional when compared
to the law of the love of Jesus.

Our prophetic dimension as believers and radically Gospel people has a
characteristic function both within the People of God and in the world. As
the council says, this function implies that the believer be “by the
testimony of his life and the power of his word” (the order must not be
reversed) an instrument of “the charity with which God has loved the
world.”® They must be a stimulating and renewing presence for the
wellbeing of the community and the individual. However, this must occur
at the cost of submitting everything to Christian charity, or, as Paul says, of
searching for and discovering the way of charity which is preferable to
every other way and above every other gift of the Spirit.*

“Even in terms of an essentially charismatic concept of the church one
may not allow the uncontrollable whims of the individual to have the last
word. In between, on the one hand, the risk of legalism and a juridical
attitude, and a church of fanatics on the other, we should set ourselves “to
follow the difficult road of the order of charity.” Francis was a true
prophetic model of this second difficult road. He was a man who succeeded
in overcoming charismatic individualism and legalistic structures by
choosing the safe and strong requisites of Christian love.

Prophecy is a rich and complex reality. Therefore, treatment of our
prophetic presence in the world today requires, as I have said, great
objectivity and modesty. In the first place, let us avoid thinking of “one
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status” prophecy. All of us are true prophets, and so we must be. This does
not apply to us alone. It includes the laity. The fact of being a bishop or
priest gives no guarantee or monopoly on something specifically pro-
phetic.®® Nor does the fact of making religious profession. What is of real
importance is that each of us, by being dedicatedly faithful to his own
Christian vocation, and speaking within his own sphere, clarifies the will of
God for others and thus acts as a prophet.

Then we must not fall into the trap of seeking prophetic inspiration
indiscriminately and at any price in situations, which, even if they are
outstanding, cannot exhibit the plurality of prophecy. Because we belong
to the new covenant, we must see prophecy as it is in the Christ from
whom above all it takes its dynamism, its style and its most original
content.

Finally, in order to identify the specific characteristics which pertain to
our charism as Franciscans, in contrast to common Christian prophecy, we
have to maintain consistence with our nature as Christians, as members of
the church and as deeply human. Certainly this is paying a price. It means
reliving the prophetic originality of Francis.

II. Francis: Dimensions of His Prophetic Originality

The other key word for the Plenary Council is the word “Francis,” or as
Brother Elias called him, “our brother and father Francis.”” Obviously this
1s @ most accurate expression. Francis is a prophet. He is an authentic man
of God. Therefore, he is a messenger of God, a man who speaks to us in
God’s place even today. This is how the church understood it immediately
following his death. The famous P.B. Haring said: “One of the most
authentic and well known prophetic figures in the Church is St. Francis of
Assis1.”® During the fifty-third general congregation of the council (22
October 1963), the Belgian Cardinal Leo J. Suenens asked: “What would
the Church be without the charism of prophets, that is, men who are
inspired by the Holy Spirit to impel the Church not to obscure the Gospel
in practice? Even today the Church needs prophets as St. Francis of Assisi
was in his time, for its ordinary, daily life.”®

The obvious question is: What is original in the prophecy of St. Francis?
The topic requires a long erudite treatment. However, I must limit myself
to giving a few hints for a solution, mentioning certain ideas which appear
specially valid to me as coming close to the prophetic reality that
characterized St. Francis.
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A. General Characteristics

There is something which needs to be said firstly and which 1s not just a
formality. It is with regard to vocabulary. The use of the term “prophet”
and its derivatives in the writings of St. Francis is both quantitatively and
qualitatively irrelevant.”® Francis never used the word “prophet,” “pro-
phetic” or “prophecy” in reference to either himself or his friars. In what
emerges in the other Franciscan sources it cannot be said that the
terminology is used with any special consistency. In line with the hagio-
graphical literary genre of the time, which made free reference to the Bible
and to analogies, there are very few references to classical prophets. The
sources refer to the prophetic gifts of St. Francis in the traditional way,
which is not related to the Bible or theology, but emphasizes a capacity to
predict the future.”!

When we compare Francis with classical biblical prophecy, we see
another point clearly which may be summarized as follows: The image of
Francis is not captured by the figure of Old Testament prophecy. It is not
here that the image of Francis finds its direct inspiration or model of life.
Therefore, I feel that the key to understanding the prophetic originality of
Francis is not to be found here.

In this regard it is well to recall a very eloquent fact: “While he was il
with an eye complaint, he was so tormented by his sufferings that a
minister suggested to him one day: ‘Brother, why don’t you have your
companion read a passage from the prophets to you ...” He knew that
Francis became happy when Scripture was read to him. However, the saint
answered: ‘Brother, every day I find great sweetness and consolation
recalling and meditating upon the humility of the Son of God, so that if I
were to live to the end of the world it would not be necessary for me to
listen to or meditate on other passages of Scripture. ... I have need of
nothing more: I know the poor and crucified Christ.”””?

An accurate understanding of the prophecy of St. Francis is possible only
if we begin with the New Testament and the person of Jesus. It is only in an
atmosphere of fervent fidelity to Christ, the prophet, and to the central
logic of the Gospel message that the whole of Francis’s life and his
prophetic service to mankind and the church finds direct and substantial
inspiration. Within the People of God, there are a great variety of saints and
ways of being a prophet according to the individual way the Word of God
is understood. To try and understand Francis from the point of view of a
specific Old Testament context, even though it were spiritually the same
and inspiring, would, in my opinion, undermine the most beautiful and
authentic characteristics of his prophetic originality. A consistent and
complete understanding of Francis is possible only in the light of faith.
His apostolic trait, his prophecy, for example, are a spontaneous expression
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of his religious sentiments. The original element and the constant criterion
of Francis’s religious sentiments are to be found in the concept that he
had of God and of himself, of mankind and all creatures from the point of
view of God.

In order to grasp this, we must not neglect to consider the very complex
first religious steps taken by Francis. The Lord came to meet him and
transformed him by means of the experience of the cross and of His Word.
He experienced the cross chiefly through the three great shining wounds
(the illness in Assisi, being a prisoner in Perugia, and being persecuted by
his family). He experienced the Word of God, which he brought to life
chiefly through contemplative discernment (prayer in the Church of St
Damiano), through the reading of the Gospel (in the small Church of St.
Mary of the Angels), and in mercy to his fellowmen (meeting with the
leper).

Through this series of complex and complementary experiences, Francis
discovered God and placed God at the center of his life with typical depth
and intensity. In a very beautiful study, Father Yves Congar, O.P., defined
St. Francis as “the Gospel absolute in Christianity,” a person with “a
vertical relationship to God in all its purity and intensity,” a person “with
absolute religious faith, who looked for no support apart from God. His
prayer ‘My God and my all’ describes the new dominating motive of his
existence.””?

For Francis, God is everything, but above all He is good - the highest
good - that is love and which draws people to imitate Him simply in love.
“Be good and merciful as your Father in heaven is all good and merciful.””*
This is the transcendent goodness, mercy and love of the Father, which was
incarnate in a special way in Jesus, who was humble, poor and crucified,
and by way of contrast was highlighted against our smallness and poverty
as creatures.

Seeing that God and life are intermingled, we understand why the
religious sensitivity of Francis permeated his life and project as a Friar
Minor. He was known as a brother to represent directly the love and
goodness of God. He was known as minor to recognize indirectly the
greatness and the quality of the absolute in God, and to make room,
through humility, poverty, and freedom of heart, for loving the common
Father of heaven, as well as all brothers and creatures on earth. Without
taking into account this theological platform, this religious sensitivity, this
quality of faith as it was lived by Francis, there is no way to justify or
understand his apostolic vocation whether we call it prophetic or not.

I wish to underline two consequences in this context. Francis’s concrete
preoccupation with mankind was born and can be understood only when
we start from his preoccupation with God, and not the other way around.
As a real prophet, Francis, while constantly listening to God, constantly
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listens to mankind, dialogues with mankind and serves mankind. Father
Yves Congar puts it like this: “When a man genuinely achieves this purely
vertical relationship with God which we have observed in Francis, he
changes or creates something in the sphere of horizontal relationships. . . .
It would seem that by finding perfect coincidence with God, a man of
prayer and faith also finds perfect coincidence with men and human needs.
He rediscovers men and human relations, but this time from God’s angle.
He again takes part in human affairs, but he now approaches them from
above and reveals a fresh possibility in them.”® The God of St. Francis is
not detached from life, nor does he lead to a formally contemplative or
eremitical life. It is completely the reverse. He brings one to a better
recognition, from the point of view of God, of the grace and concrete
requisites of Gospel brotherhood.

A second consequence of this - Our options for serving mankind must
offer the greatest possible opportunity to express our goodness as brothers
and our poverty and joyful simplicity as minors. There are brothers in need
on all sides. Nevertheless, it remains true that, precisely because of this,
there is an area - the area of the poor, which draws us particularly. There is
no need to fall into facile simplifications or onesidedness. In St. Francis, the
option for the poor as a social situation and environment is not an exclusive
or partisan choice of class, so to speak. It is a Gospel option that is an
eminently Christian option. By choosing poverty, Francis did not become
someone set apart, but rather a man of the Gospel. Since we are
instruments of the love of God, who is the Father of all, and instruments of
the saving action of Jesus, we should stress our charism as pioneers of
universal fraternity, especially among the most needy, whoever they are,
preferably the spiritually needy, who are the most poor.

By starting from the choice of minority, poverty, simplicity and a totally
free heart, Francis came close to everyone fraternally, without any kind of
discrimination. The problem lies in the method of encounter, fulfilling the
pastoral duty of going to both the poor and the rich and, in fact, in the long
run, of not forgetting that “the central moment of the conversion of St.
Francis was not poverty, but love, piety, mercy and comprehension. When
he kissed the leper, Francis took a plunge into the security of Christian
love.”¢

Here we touch on an extremely important and decisive point for
indicating certain more significant traits of the prophetic originality of St.
Francis. In the long run, the main preoccupation of the true Friar Minor
should not be choosing whether or not to be servants of mankind or
rebuilders of the church of God, but rather the problem of the manner, the
style, the attitude, the human strategies and Gospel characteristics for
living, as Francis did, one’s own vocation by means of the immense
plurality of options which are open to a Franciscan.
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Francis was completely convinced of the unique value of example. As
Mahatma Gandhi said: “T have no message. My message is my life.””
Francis’s apostolic criterion was: Plus exemplo quam verbo (“More by
example than by word”).”® As a consequence, he wished above all that “all
the friars preach by their actions.””® He said that the Friars Minor were sent
by the Lord to offer examples of light to those who are wrapped in the
darkness of sin.*®

Francis understood perfectly the biblical foundation of general Christian
prophecy, which, as we have seen, has been highlighted by the Second
Vatican Council. This means first of all “that the message of the prophet
gives living witness by means of a life of faith and charity,” and that it is an
existential sign, which is credible in terms of religious values, which is
verified primarily in itself, by living example. It was only right that Francis
proposed to his friars this method of “proclaiming themselves to be
Christians,” that is, authenticating by their own lives as the fundamental
method of missionary pastoral activity. By basing his religious charism on
this Franciscan strategy of a preference for a proclamation of the message
by action rather than word, Charles de Foucauld (d. 1916), who was an
authentic prophet of our own day, was able to say: “One does good not to
the degree that one speaks or to the degree of what one does, but to the
degree of what one is.”® Francis, who was a charismatic but deeply realistic
person, knew that real pastoral activity which was pragmatic and useful, in
the most positive sense of the words, was based upon the primacy of being
rather than on the primacy of doing or having.

We know well that the fraternity, both as an evangelical reality and in the
existential context, is the theological place par excellence of our consecra-
tion. Even further, it is the word which describes the experience of religious
life which is typical of the Franciscan, in the most complete and eloquent
manner. Thus the first authentic challenge of the Friar Minor, who is called
to live in the world of men,* is to witness to a coherent prophecy as a
universal brother. I do not think that it is necessary to dwell on this point,
which 1s well known to all of us, and which has afforded throughout the
centuries the most beautiful, fascinating and effective image of Francis the
prophet. However, allow me to stress two observations concerning this
matter.

The first observation concerns the method, the strategy of the prophecy
of Francis as a brother par excellence, which combines, in the most positive
and evangelical sense of the word, the best plan of Christian non-violence.
(Personally I would prefer to speak of the “violence of Gospel love”). This
plan and style of activity has been consecrated with extraordinary success
by certain famous well-known prophets of our time. Martin Luther King
used to say: “Christ gave us the Spirit, Gandhi showed us how to use it.”®
Gandhi and Martin Luther King were two exceptional men who based their
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prophecy on the total conviction, in the light of the Gospel, that “all men
are brothers, ... that love is the most powerful force that the world
possesses, and yet the humblest that one can imagine . . ., that love is the
most effective weapon which humanity possesses to transform the
individual and society.”

Events have proven the realism of this Gospel thesis. This implies that
this is a third way which is not utopian, between passivity or non-
conformity, and rebellion and protest. Among the ten famous command-
ments of Martin Luther King, which are contained in the Document of
Commitment for the movement of non-violence, we find this: “Maintain an
attitude of love in conduct and speech, because God is love. Keep the
common rules of courtesy before both your enemies and your friends.
Avoid violence, whether expressed through aggression, speech or in the
heart. Pursue reconciliation, justice and not victory. Each day meditate on
the preaching and the life of Jesus.” Because like St. Francis he was inspired
in Christian prophecy by the life and message of Jesus, which was a daily
lesson in charity and courage, he was able to say: “Even if all the blacks in
the United States went over to violence, I would prefer to be the only voice
to preach that it was the wrong way.”¥

These expressions prove that even today there are Christians for whom
poverty of spirit, non-violence and strength of evangelical love, far from
alienating humanity, consecrate it in respect of the most noble enter-
prises.” These expressions prove that even today prophecy is valid and
effective as based on the evangelical strength of fraternal love.

The second observation which I wish to make is this: Francis’s fraternal
love places his prophecy beyond any classicist opinion, beyond any
gratuitous limits, even implicit, with regard to the persons for whom it is
intended. None are exempt from his service. “My dear brothers, let us
consider our vocation; God has called us not only for our own salvation.. . .
Let us therefore go through the world exhorting everyone.” Francis opted
for a very precise social position, in order to reach all more easily, freely
and humbly, not to discourage anyone. Using the Gospel method of
charity, courtesy, mercy toward all kinds of lepers of the world, without
any fear of discrimination, Francis reached the hearts of all, because he
came from outside, from the absolute of the common Father, where he had
understood that “wherever there is a person, there is an altar of the love of
God.”®

Among other things, this explains a significant detail. The classical
biblical prophets appeared usually as discomforting, irritating, sometimes
caustic. They ended up being isolated, misunderstood, persecuted, paying
with their own lives for their commitment to the service of truth. Instead,
Francis by his life and his words preached of vices and virtues, punishment
and glory, the requirements of the Christian life, converted people, was
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accepted and followed, and created everywhere an atmosphere of warm
devotion and affection. Francis told the truth to everyone without fear or
compromise. He was not killed by anyone. It was just the opposite. Gilbert
K. Chesterton, with his characteristic style, could say: “Francis walked the
world like the Pardon of God. . .. He was better than other men: he was a
benefactor of other men; and yet he was not hated.”" The prophet Francis
was a martyr, not through the violence of the recipients of his message (as
was the case with the ancient classical prophets) even though he was
sacrificed for love which was given without any recompense for himself, in
the disinterested service of others. “He who wants to sacrifice his life for
others does not have the time to find a place in the sun for himself.”*?

Conscious of his nothingness before the most high, omnipotent and
good Lord, and wishing to follow the footsteps of the humble, poor and
crucified Jesus, Francis lived completely as an authentic minor. Starting
from a radically religious self-concept, as little and poor, he spontaneously
became the prototype of the man of God who is evangelically simple at the
ecclesial and social level, a servant of all in courtesy and understanding. It
was not enough to love others; they must be approached with a humble
heart in peace, without resorting to facile condemnations, protests and
vocal diatribes.

There are various prophetic vocations in the church of God. Francis is
the model of the prophet-reformer who operates through holiness of life as
an ad hominem argument and one which takes priority over everything;
something which is completely the opposite to the prophet-reformer who
operates through a method of criticism. Francis is the prophet-reformer of
existential contestation par excellence, of contestation by means of life,
through his life as a brother and a minor, and not by vocal or written
contestation full of abuse, condemnation and protest. Francis denounces
by being a witness, with courage and the freedom of fraternal love.” He
does so by means of a consistent life and a heart that is sensitive and warm.

Francis’s prophetic evangelizing method in being a brother to all,
humble and poor in spirit, was not the method of classic prophecy, which
was vehement, passionate, full of fire and zeal. Nor was it the method of the
great reformers such as St. Peter Damian (d. 1419), St. Joan of Arc (d. 1431),
Savonarola (d. 1498), and so forth. “St. Peter Damian had such violent
formulae that we cannot find their equal in Luther.” The Sicilian
Episcopal Conference, in a beautiful message on the occasion of the
national celebration of St. Francis as patron of Italy, correctly speaks of him
as a man with “an unarmed heart.”

It is worth noting the expert opinion of recognized specialists in
Franciscanism:

A man on the edge of society, a poor man among the poor, a leper among lepers, such as
Francis considered himself, could not criticize anyone or anything. Furthermore, anyone
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who felt as he did that the peace of Christ was the highest requisite and end would have
acknowledged the opportunity, not to say necessity, of silence, the renunciation of all
criticism whatever it might be and the humility of regarding everyone as his superior. He
did not even raise his voice against the rich who were devoid of love of their neighbour and
of charity. . .. In him the attitude of contempt of those who protest or argue (such as Peter
Waldo, for example) cannot be found. We find rather a desire to be a man among men, to be
poor with the poor, without being concerned if others were rich, without forcing others to
do this or that to follow Christ. He only gives example, being convinced that only example
prevails. And because he is like this, his concept of existential reality and the suffering of
mankind becomes a primary and basic factor.*

“Because he is little and the servant of all, he imposes himself on no one,
opposes no one and argues with no one. ...”” While “other contemporary
evangelical movements publicly remonstrate with people using severe
censures especially in the case of those who hold public office and try to
influence behaviour by the use of force, Francis tries to reintroduce the
peaceful gentleness and benevolence of Christ.””® “Francis played an
important part in the reform of the Church. He made absolutely no claim
to reform. There is not a single word of criticism in his sayings or writings.
He did not attack the system to reform it. But he showed such an example,
a spirit so manifestly from elsewhere, that some element of it was bound to
pass into the system itself.””

One could extend the references. However, I wish to conclude by
stressing that this premeditated attitude in Francis with relation to the
method of criticism, of denunciation, of verbal or written protest, did not
correspond to merely temperamental or tactical requirements. Above all, it
corresponded to conviction and criteria, which are the fruits of his simple
and literal reading of the Gospel. For example, it suffices to recall the
insistence with which he required that his brothers have the spirit of peace,
of respect and of understanding while living in the world and in contact
with people. “I counsel, admonish and exhort my brothers in the Lord
Jesus Christ, that when they go through the world they neither fight nor
argue in words, nor judge others. Rather let them be meek, peaceful,
modest, gentle and humble, speaking honestly to everyone, as is fitting. . . .
Let all the friars dress in poor clothes. . . . However, I admonish and exhort
them not to despise and judge men whom they see dressed in soft and fine
clothes and who use fine food and drink. Rather let each one judge and
despise himself.”'® In conclusion, Francis chose deliberately the Christian
method of a positive response, which consists in good works rather than
argumentation, condemnation or direct denunciation. “Good is close to
evil.” “When we hear someone curse or do wrong or blaspheme God, let us
pronounce a blessing and do good, and praise the Lord who is blessed for
ever.”1"

In this regard, I conclude by recalling an event which perfectly illustrates
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the prophetic originality of St. Francis. The Waldensian preachers, as well
as the Dominicans, denounced vices publicly, inspired by the criteria and
the style of the Old Testament prophets. For them it involved an obvious
pastoral method, which the Lord had already expressly desired. Among
other things, it depended on the saying of Exekiel: “If T say to a wicked
man: You are to die, and you do not warn him; if you do not speak and
warn him to renounce his evil ways and so live, then he shall die for his sins,
but I will hold you responsible for his death.”'*

One day a Dominican, who was a spiritual man and a doctor of sacred
theology, asked Francis about this saying of Ezekiel. Francis replied: “I
understand this saying thus: “The servant of God must have such holiness
of life himself that it is a reproach to all the evildoers because of the light of
his example and the eloquence of his behavior. Thus the splendor and the
good fragrance of his reputation make their iniquity evident to all.”'® Thus
in contrast to strong methods, which are verbally hard and critical in
classical biblical prophecy, Francis translates the words of God into other
terms and is the prophet of the Gospel, the prophet of Him who is rich in
mercy, of brotherly love, of patience and of minority. In summary, he is the
prophet of Christian love who, without any weakness or simulation,
reaches everyone through the language of facts and truth.

Every true prophet is an innovator in some way. When attempting to
identify the essential novelty of the prophet Francis, both in the context of
the Middle Ages and in comparison to the man of the church in any age, I
have no hesitation in placing the following quality in the first place. I refer
to the clarity, the humility and the zealous courage of having shown in his
life the need for a pure, simple radical, joyful Gospel which is to be lived
among people, in the marketplace. It is to be lived by all, from the pope to
the people. The biblical prophets were innovators precisely because they
were authentic conservatives, that is, because they highlighted in a
providential manner the essential contrast between the old alliance and the
decadent reality of their times. Francis never called himself a prophet nor
regarded himself as a prophet. Much less did he see himself as a reformer.
However, he was in fact an authentic prophet-reformer, a real innovator.
This was true because with a healthy conservative spirit he recovered what
was essential in the Gospel and contrasted it with what was best in the
message and person of Jesus and with the needs of his time.

Speaking on the subject of the “new,” St. Bernard says: “Novelty is the
mother of temerity, the sister of superstition, the daughter of levity.”'*

The famous scholar Marie-Dominique Chenu, O.P., recently wrote:

Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, periodically the Church is invaded by the
evangelical charism which “makes all things new” (Rev. 21), purifying it of excess weight.
The typical example is that of the reawakening which freed the Church in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries of its power and Feudal riches, by means of the announcing of the good
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news to the poor. Francis of Assisi (whom his biographer calls a “new man” and who made
the Franciscan enterprise a holy novelty) was the prototype of this operation. It is not false
optimism which allows me to equate this language with the evangelism of the Second
Vatican Council. In fact, the word renewal is used in many contexts, and it is often used in
strong contexts in the course of the principal documents.'®

The first great biographers of St. Francis correctly call him “a new man,
given to the earth by heaven,” “the new evangelist of the last age,” who was
sent providentially by God “in the midst of the decadence in which the
Gospel teaching had fallen away” so that the world, especially some of the
church hierarchy, might rediscover “through the waters of the Gospel a
new youth and an unbelievable exaltation,” his “radical Gospel novelty.”'*

Francis, whose sense of the church is perhaps without equal, was
preoccupied with reinserting the witness of the evangelical counsels into a
new and changed society, which was characterized by greater mobility,
profound structural changes, by pluralism and growing autonomy, in
comparison to the monolithic and authoritarian feudal world, and by great
social poverty and a progressive class distinction. Francis simply wanted to
realize an authentic return to the source of all Christian life, with awareness
of the changed conditions of the times.

Francis, who was a man in touch with God and in touch with the
requirements of his day, was aware of and accepted the responsibility to
evangelize, to live his faith and to rebuild the church among people and
their problems. He was sensitive to the phenomenon of loss of a sense of
the sacred, sensitive to the needs of a society which had broken away from
official, feudal (so to speak) Christianity, from hierarchy, from cathedrals,
from canons regular and from monasteries. He was sensitive to the political
and social instability of a world in a state of transition toward a new era.

How could Francis, with his prophecy, his ecclesiastical consecration,
while being a religious, help man and the society of his day? How could
Francis evangelize? How could he prophetically proclaim and achieve the
reform of the church? Though Francis had drawn apart from the world, he
remained a part of the world of his time, in a completely natural manner, in
contrast to the classical, traditional stance of religious. Taken as prophecy,
and as an invitation and message from God to reform the church and
society, what did Francis’s life as a hermit on the road imply as he saw
himself and his brothers?” No one was closer to people than he and his
brothers were to the noise of so many calls and needs of the world of his
day. This world was seen and experienced by Francis preferably by living
“among people of little status who were despised, among the poor and the
weak, among the sick and lepers and among beggars in the street.”'® What
did he find in the people and the world of his day, and how did he respond,
in a Gospel and prophetic manner, “through the witness of his life and the
strength of his word”?'® Francis was not conscious of having a specific
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vocation to be a prophet, nor of being directly called by God to reform the
church and society. He understood the will of God, the impact of the
Gospel, and he lived the social and ecclesiastical reality of his day closely.
With simplicity and coherence he tried to be an implicit lesson and
stimulating innovator by means of the positive and eloquent challenge of
his own life.

To conclude this point I would like briefly to stress a fact and a
challenge. The statement which is frequently made that Francis was a real
social reformer is not held today by any serious scholar.™® Further, any
such thesis would distort the prophecy of Francis. Objectively there are no
grounds for reading a sociological interpretation into his life.

For Francis the inequalities between people appeared to be founded more upon religious
criteria than upon social. His own activity followed a model more suited to transforming an
earthly society into a society of spiritual salvation than to provoking a social revolution or
even promoting abstract principles. It was not social inequality that touched his heart, but
inequality on the spiritual salvation level. He was concerned more with the conversion from
carthly disorders than with opposition to social order or systems. The Gospel, not social
ideology, was the basis of everything. The Franciscan social novelty is the Gospel. However,
it is not the Gospel of the Cathari or the Spirituals, which was more asocial, more
unrealistic than anything and more hostile to the world, but the Gospel of Christ. . .. By
substantially responding to religious problems, early Franciscanism was able in every
circumstance to transform the social problems of its day into evangelical necessities.!"!

“He lived completely disengaged from earthly goods, and from everything
which might be described as a ‘possession’, and yet he never said a word
against the organization of society or of property.”’? By embracing the
ideal of the Gospel in all its completeness he in fact challenged indirectly,
with the stimulating and renewing force of moral leven, the conscience of
people of the new society which emerged following the fall of feudalism.
Finally, I would like to indicate a challenge. The Rule and life of the Friar
Minor is the Gospel. It is the Gospel in its radical purity and simplicity, out
in the open and among people. Francis was fully aware of his precise
vocation, this “revelation from the Most High™"* which was in complete
contrast to the old traditional formulae of consecrated life. “I do not want
you to mention other rules to me, neither that of St. Augustine, nor that of
St. Bernard, nor that of St. Benedict .. . nor any other ideal or way of life
apart from that which the Lord in his mercy revealed and gave to me.”""*
Out of faithfulness to the Lord, Francis did not want to insert his charism
in a vague and ambiguous way into the church. After all, Francis hoped that
there were different concrete realities under the general name of con-
secrated life. Indeed today we admit that within the common prophecy of
the religious life there are different prophetic modalities. Understandably
Francis wanted to guarantee his personal vocation. He thus saved for the
church and for us his special charism of being a radically Gospel man. This
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is the essential novelty of Francis the prophet, and, therefore, the sacred
heritage which has come to each of us. We know that even in the early days,
many educated and learned friars thought that the evangelical utopia of
Francis was impossible. Yet, when defending his vocation he solemnly
reaffirmed the novelty of his way of life. “The Lord revealed to me that I
should become a new madman in the world.”*

The first challenge to us is this. Do we transform the Gospel as did the
“fool” Francis, or do we do like the learned and clever brothers and go to
the Cardinal of Ostia to ask for relaxations in keeping with ancient
prudence to avoid the requirements of Franciscan novelty? “Utopia” and
“foolishness” are words. But facts are facts. I think that as brothers, it might
be a providential challenge to us to throw down a challenge to ourselves,
for example, in the face of the statement made regarding the Missionaries of
Charity of Mother Theresa of Calcutta: “There is perhaps no other religious
institute today that follows the Gospel more rigorously or literally,
according to the words of Jesus. In fact, none appears to be more faithful to
his invitation to live in trust, in poverty, in love of the brothers whom we
find in need. The Gospel is being lived today in its freshness and in its
fragrance in a way which has only rarely happened in the past.”"'® When he
was general of the Friars Minor, Father Constantine Koser wrote these
words: “Speaking with brutal sincerity, the world believes that Francis was
a man with a modern mentality, and that, instead, the friars are men who
are out of date.'”

The prophetic originality of St. Francis is a pressing invitation to recover
the essential priority of his religious novelty by taking the Gospel
absolutely seriously, if we wish to offer a modern image which is credible to
the world of today.

B. Concrete Experiences

By way of example, I would now like to list a few concrete facts in the life
of Francis which indicate in factual language his prophetic originality.
Obviously the list is very limited and sketchy. Yet I think that it will do as a
complementary suggestion to the above treatment and that it might offer
an understanding of the practical way in which the prophet Francis served
people and the church in his time. However, I think that it is important to
make a preliminary observation. We are not dealing with reproducing the
actions, the events and the words of a man from the Middle Ages. We are
dealing only with certain concrete examples to assimilate and to imbibe his
Gospel attitudes in depth, his pastoral methodology, the characteristic
traits of his life and apostolic activity as a restorer of the church and a
servant of people.

Francis knew well the situation of the church and of ecclesiastics of his
day. He sensed that a rich church did not have the ability to evangelize
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anyone, not even the rich. Yet he “did not go through the squares
denouncing the avarice and pride of the ecclesiastics, the wealth and
worldly spirit of certain men of the church, as some reformers had done in
the name of the Gospel. . .. Francis was a reformer; yet with all this we do
not find a single word of criticism of the church or of the clergy in his
writings.”""* What is more, Francis was content to let the light of his life
shine as an example of a simple and honest man, who was poor after the
manner of the Gospel, who was respectful and filled with faith in the
presence of ecclesiastics. Indeed, he was unwilling to think about sin in
clerics, even in the case of public weaknesses, because he saw the Son of
God in them and they were his masters. This is also what he wished his
followers to do."”

As the council says,'” by the will of Christ, the church needs continual
reform along the lines of growing fidelity to her vocation. Obviously, the
saints fulfilled a special function in regard to the evangelical self-correction
of the People of God. But there are saints and there are saints, and there are
prophets and there are prophets within the church. For example, St.
Bernard of Clairvaux, who was the voice of twelfth century Europe, and a
Cistercian monk with the aspect of an angel and a dove, turned the
conscience of Europe by means of a sometimes-cutting style that was hard,
stringent and accusatory. Using tracts, letters and sermons, he brought the
Gospel in the radical implications of its demands to all social classes of his
era. Yet it is clear that he dedicated special attention to the reform of the
clergy and the church hierarchy, who had been contaminated with the
vices of a society and church which left a lot to be desired morally. He often
gave forth against corrupt bishops and harshly criticized the Roman
administration itself.

Love of vanity, opulence, pride, lust and avarice, quite evident in the
papal curia and in the church of Rome, provoked the reforming activity of
that powerful personality, St. Bernard, calling forth at times his most bitter
denunciations. In his famous tract De consideratione, which he intended to
be the moral code of the popes, in which he addressed Pope Eugene III,
who had been a Cistercian monk and his pupil, he launched a cry of scandal
against Rome because it had elected and ordained a bishop in a manner in
which one would not even select a plowman or chimney sweep, and he
called the Roman curia a den of thieves and ambitious, avaricious,
simoniac, sacrilegious men. “The church is full of ambitious people;. . . It is
no longer only a pirate’s cave where the spoils of wayfarers are hoarded.”'?!
This 1s the thinking of the saints and their prophetic style.

Francis’s heart loves and reproves in a different way. When confronted
with the moral misery of clerics, he gave this golden rule to his followers:
“Cover their defects, make up for their defects, and when you have done
this, be even more humble.”’2 Lead by example more than by word! After
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all, we are confronted by a concrete application of the general pastoral
principle of Francis, which was first mentioned when confronting sin and
human weakness. When we know or feel that God has been offended, we
should respond by blessing and praising the Lord.

Without having recourse to facile critical denunciations, we have here an
eloquent example of the evangelical re-evaluation of man (who is always a
brother whoever he may be, especially if he is spiritually destitute), and
thus of society and the church itself. This is a new society and a new
church, which discovered stimulating and refreshing Christian projects in
the example of the way that Francis lived. In the light of these facts and
following this logic, we understand the general attitude of Francis in
respect of the institutional church. He did not reject the juridical aspects of
the life of the church even when they were occasionally obstacles to his
religious plans. They were overcome by faith, obedience and charity.
“Francis accepted what was proposed and imposed by the Church, even
what could obstruct his plan of action within the Church (we note the
prohibition to ask privileges from the Roman Church, or the prohibition of
preaching without the permission of the competent authority, whether
pastor or bishop), because all this juridical apparatus was superseded by
charity.”'®

Francis lived at a time when Christianity was under general mobilization
and involved, at the pope’s command, “in waging the war of the Lord to
avenge the insult offered to Jesus Christ,” as Innocent IIT said when
launching the Fourth Lateran Council (1215). Christ had been expelled
from his home by the Saracens “who were bad people, who thirsted after
the blood of the Christians”™.'** Francis understood the great anxiety of the
pope and wanted his subjects to be “always subject and submissive at the
feet of the holy church and steadfast in the Catholic faith.”'? Francis was a
witness to the zeal of so many monks, clerics and noble Christians who
were occupied in the pastoral work of the violence of the Crusades to
recapture the Holy Land by force of arms. Francis knew that the church
legitimized the Crusades at the doctrinal level. Liberating the Holy
Sepulcher and the struggle against the infidel are a holy work. They are the
spiritual equivalent of a pilgrimage, or a jubilee, an exceptional occasion for
salvation, and represent a form of reliving the adventures of the Hebrew
people, or even a form of fulfilling the Old Testament prophecies.'?

It is probable that Francis remembered the almost legendary figure of St.
Bernard, who was the great inspiration of the European masses, the apostle
of medieval militant and unified consciousness to break the Muhammadan
power by force, since they were “perfidious, and the greatest enemies of the
cross of Christ.” It was because of this that St. Bernard came to say: “When
the soldier of Christ kills an evildoer (a pagan or Saracen) this is not the
killing of a2 man but the killing of evil. ... Let the soldier of Christ kill
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confidently and die even more confidently.”’? Perhaps Francis had
thought of something like that himself, but he certainly heard of the papal
legate, who, followed by the clergy, carried the cross and the spear in front
of the Christian army, or of the military orders. The Knights Templar say
they should not advance in battle “with noise and impetuously,” but in
ranks, silently and reciting prayers.'?*

What did Francis do in the midst of this atmosphere of warlike and
offensive feelings, which were regarded as the authentic prophetic shout of
the will of God? He replied with his life - more by example than by word -
using the impressionable gesture of another type of prophecy. Francis did
not directly or explicitly contest the official attitude of the church and of
medieval Christianity in his preaching or writings. Francis read the Gospel
with simplicity and seriously and believed in the word of Jesus: “Love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you.”? Francis did not understand the
intolerance and aggression which transgressed the central precept of the
Gospel in the name of the faith. Though Francis had dreamed of chivalry
from his youth, he could not accept the meaning of the soldier of Christ, of
Christianized militia and cavalry, who were called upon to be parties to a
fratricidal struggle in the name of Jesus.

Passing himself off as a madman and going against the stream, he sought
and realized a simple gesture of love, of reconciliation and of respect in
approaching the Sultan as a brother - the symbol of Antichrist in the
church at that time. Cardinal Jacques de Vitry, who was an eyewitness, says
that the Sultan had Francis taken back to the Christian camp with esteem
and protection. As he took his leave, he asked him to “pray for me, so that
God will show me which law and faith is more pleasing to him.”"* It has
been said truthfully: God sent him just to finish the Crusades. The world,
including Islam, will be conquered by the Gospel only by means of charity,
suffering and humility.”" This is the eloquent example of Francis as an
authentic prophet, concerning the way to defend the church and extend
her influence through the witness of life as a sign and through fraternal
dialogue backed by tolerance and love.

In line with this Christian mentality, Francis proposed to his missionary
friars the method of courtesy and concrete example from life.” Among the
pagans let them not quarrel nor dispute; rather let them be subject to every
creature for the love of God and profess being Christians.”’? Above all,
Francis recommended living prophecy, credible presence, as a method of
evangelization and service to mankind, rather than argumentation, critical
attack or condemnation. In the light of Francis’s ecumenical, comprehen-
sive and fraternal attitude, it is worth recalling, by way of contrast, the
following statement of the noted historian Jacques de Vitry: “All the
Saracens stood and listened to the above-mentioned Friars Minor while
they freely announced faith in Christ and evangelical doctrine, but only to
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heretical movements at close range, chiefly the Cathari and the Wal-
densians. Because he was extremely sensitive to orthodoxy, to being
Catholic, and to being always submissive to the holy Roman church, the
following fact becomes interesting. In his writings he does not directly
decry the errors which were in vogue and which were often propagated by
evangelical and poor groups which had a certain resemblance to the
fraternity that he founded.

Francis prefers a positive pastoral method, the direct affirmation of
Catholic truth, without falling into argument and explicit condemnation.
Today we know that there are certain anti-heretical statements in his
writings. For example, the Canticle of Brother Sun is of special importance as
a statement against the Cathari. “It is enough to say that the whole
universe, which is viewed as good because it was created by God, becomes
one great reality of love and a hymn of good, against the evil universe and
hell postulated by the Cathari.”'” He gave a silent denunciation which was
effective and which became a splendid poem and prayer!

Many of the simple events of his life, for example his devotion to the
Eucharist and his respect for priests, are very eloquent implicit sermons in
Christology, sacramental theology, Christian ascetics, and so forth. After
all, Francis’s tactics are always coherent. He claimed that “the conversion
of the heretic came about through persuasion and Gospel example.”!%®

At the time of Francis, society exhibited an openly discriminatory and
class structure outlook. During his time there were poor people, injustice,
violations of human rights, hostility, and finally war waged by the church
to regain a piece of land that was regarded as sacred. Yet, in his preaching
and writings, Francis did not directly and explicitly contest the social
situation of his day. He did not provoke class struggle. Francis preferred
prophecy in action. This was action which was basically inspired by the
example of Jesus. Still he responded to the socio-political reality of the time
by combining, along with his brothers, two fundamentally Gospel
activities: the activity of minority and the activity of fraternity.

Further, in line with minority, he chose the last place in society, the place
of being poor among the poor. This was in imitation of the supreme kenosis
of Jesus, who for our sake, though He was rich, became poor. He did this to
follow the way Jesus developed His mission by taking in hand as a
messianic liberator the fate of the needy and outcasts.””” By means of this
human and Gospel platform, which was outside the system, so to speak,
Francis was able to reach all, great and small, powerful and humble, learned
and simple, with complete simplicity and coherence and a free heart.

Francis did not aspire to a poor society, nor to a maximum leveling. He
mediated between people and offered a typical example of fraternity as it
was lived in his religious movement. Francis had a fraternal social model in
mind - one which was concretely based upon the family in which social
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differences are dictated by age, sex, responsibility, not by riches, power and
knowledge. Rather than being the protagonist of a social system, Francis
was a peacemaker to all,'* bringing everyone together without discrimina-
tion, without excluding anyone, under the heading of dignity and common
brotherhood.

The feudal, hierarchic and class systems, which were honored tradi-
tionally, had left their mark upon all sections of Christianity, even to the
point of influencing religious life. By the use of biblical and theological
reasons, the classical monastic form of consecrated life was based on
pyramldal and stratified systems going from the abbot and prior down. An
example of this, even if extreme, may be seen in the well-known
Benedictine abbess St. Hildegarde of Bingen (d. 1179). When explaining
why only noblewomen were accepted in her monastery, she said: “Who
would herd all his animals into one flock, or into one stable without
separation between oxen, donkeys, sheep and goats? We too must maintain
a strict distinction. ... God has established these distinctions himself
among his people, not only on earth but also in heaven.”"!

Francis did not resort to theories or to critical denunciations. By taking
the Gospel to its ultimate, he responded prophetically through the witness
of a new style of life. Within the heart of society and of the church of his
day, he created a Gospel model of a family fraternity, of disciples of Jesus,
in perfect equality and sharing of life, learned and illiterate, poor and
wealthy, without title or precedence among themselves, under the name of
brothers and minors who were gathered under the common law of the
Spirit of life who is Jesus Christ.

There are two concrete sectors of social outcasts who well illustrate the
original prophetic method of Francis: delinquents and lepers. Francis was
aware of the penal legislation of his day. He did not forbid the public
authorities to carry out justice, nor did he, in his writings or preaching,
directly and explicitly contest the arbitrary way in which they punished
certain citizens. Rather he had recourse to the pedagogy of action — more
by example than by word. Francis met thieves, delinquents, offering them
bread, so that they would not find it necessary to rob, and offering them
love so that they would not feel totally blocked and rejected by society. He
succeeded in converting them, even sometimes making them friars,
through the example of his goodness and through his Gospel word as a
brother. Mahatma Gandhi said that “it is better to put up with thieves than
to punish them.”*? Long before that, Francis had said something more
when he gave this golden advice to his brothers: “Whoever comes to you,
friend or enemy, thief or assassin, let him be received with kindness.” The
expression “received with kindness” is the same expression that he uses in
his Rule when speaking of how those who seck to enter the fraternity are to
be received.'”
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confidently and die even more confidently.”'? Perhaps Francis had
thought of something like that himself, but he certainly heard of the papal
legate, who, followed by the clergy, carried the cross and the spear in front
of the Christian army, or of the military orders. The Knights Templar say
they should not advance in battle “with noise and impetuously,” but in
ranks, silently and reciting prayers.!?

What did Francis do in the midst of this atmosphere of warlike and
offensive feelings, which were regarded as the authentic prophetic shout of
the will of God? He replied with his life - more by example than by word -
using the impressionable gesture of another type of prophecy. Francis did
not directly or explicitly contest the official attitude of the church and of
medieval Christianity in his preaching or writings. Francis read the Gospel
with simplicity and seriously and believed in the word of Jesus: “Love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you.”'? Francis did not understand the
intolerance and aggression which transgressed the central precept of the
Gospel in the name of the faith. Though Francis had dreamed of chivalry
from his youth, he could not accept the meaning of the soldier of Christ, of
Christianized militia and cavalry, who were called upon to be parties to a
fratricidal struggle in the name of Jesus.

Passing himself off as a madman and going against the stream, he sought
and realized a simple gesture of love, of reconciliation and of respect in
approaching the Sultan as a brother - the symbol of Antichrist in the
church at that time. Cardinal Jacques de Vitry, who was an eyewitness, says
that the Sultan had Francis taken back to the Christian camp with esteem
and protection. As he took his leave, he asked him to “pray for me, so that
God will show me which law and faith is more pleasing to him.”*® It has
been said truthfully: God sent him just to finish the Crusades. The world,
including Islam, will be conquered by the Gospel only by means of charity,
suffering and humility." This is the eloquent example of Francis as an
authentic prophet, concerning the way to defend the church and extend
her influence through the witness of life as a sign and through fraternal
dialogue backed by tolerance and love.

In line with this Christian mentality, Francis proposed to his missionary
friars the method of courtesy and concrete example from life.” Among the
pagans let them not quarrel nor dispute; rather let them be subject to every
creature for the love of God and profess being Christians.”'? Above all,
Francis recommended living prophecy, credible presence, as a method of
evangelization and service to mankind, rather than argumentation, critical
attack or condemnation. In the light of Francis’s ecumenical, comprehen-
sive and fraternal attitude, it is worth recalling, by way of contrast, the
following statement of the noted historian Jacques de Vitry: “All the
Saracens stood and listened to the above-mentioned Friars Minor while
they freely announced faith in Christ and evangelical doctrine, but only to
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the point in their presentation at which they began openly to contradict
Muhammad as distrustful and perfidious. The pagans then rose up against
them, beat them and threw them out of their city, and they would have
killed them, had God not protected them.”'* This method of prophecy is
quite different from that which Francis wanted and envisioned. He
advocated a method without quarrels, without provocation, without
criticism or violent speech.

Thus we have a few examples of the prophetic message of Francis, the
rebuilder of the church of God. It is a form of prophecy which is valid in
every day. Francis was profoundly an innovator and he became the bearer
of a message, in silence but incisively. The future depended on this because
he was a defender of what was old (like the classical prophets), precisely
because he succeeded in presenting the Gospel in all its purity, without
gloss or manipulation. Francis was not persecuted as the classical prophets
were. He was simply thought to be mad. Yet his attitude which was full of
humility, spontaneous joy and love, commanded respect, even if genera-
tions had to pass before it was understood. It is only right that the church
of the Second Vatican Council fully agrees with Francis as the “new fool” of
the Middle Ages who silently challenged the official tenets of Christianity.
“In the life of the people of God every now and then we see behavior which
is wanting in conformity to the spirit of the Gospel, or indeed contrary to
it. If, in the course of the ages, many quarrels and dissensions have arisen
between Christians and Muslims, the council now pleads with all to forget
the past, urges that a sincere effort be made to achieve mutual under-
standing.”"** Without forgetting this, history must be the teacher of life. In
the present case, especially for us, history should be a splendid lesson on
the extraordinary and original prophecy of Francis. “We do not measure
the real stature of a man according to the number of generations which
follow him, when all appear to think the same as he thought; rather it is to
be judged according to the criteria of his day, when he thought differently
from the way others thought.”'*

The prophecy of Francis is correct, and he has the proper attitude. Man
1s not a leper who 1s to be avoided, nor is he a Muslim to be killed. Whoever
he be, man is simply a man and a brother. Francis loved him with his
greatness and his misery, because Francis was an authentic Christian, a
member of the society of love. All triumphalism apart, it is worth recalling
the famous statement of Ernst Renan, because it still stimulates us: “We
must admit, after Jesus, Francis was the only perfect Christian. His real
originality was in having the courage to be just that, since he was motivated
by a limitless faith and courage.”*

A very important aspect of the prophecy of Francis, the rebuilder of the
church, was his habitual attitude when confronted by heresy. I shall touch
on it only briefly. Francis knew some of the more important medieval



The Prophetic Originality of St. Francis 75

confidently and die even more confidently.”” Perhaps Francis had
thought of something like that himself, but he certainly heard of the papal
legate, who, followed by the clergy, carried the cross and the spear in front
of the Christian army, or of the military orders. The Knights Templar say
they should not advance in battle “with noise and impetuously,” but in
ranks, silently and reciting prayers.'?

What did Francis do in the midst of this atmosphere of warlike and
offensive feelings, which were regarded as the authentic prophetic shout of
the will of God? He replied with his life - more by example than by word -
using the impressionable gesture of another type of prophecy. Francis did
not directly or explicitly contest the official attitude of the church and of
medieval Christianity in his preaching or writings. Francis read the Gospel
with simplicity and seriously and believed in the word of Jesus: “Love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you.”? Francis did not understand the
intolerance and aggression which transgressed the central precept of the
Gospel in the name of the faith. Though Francis had dreamed of chivalry
from his youth, he could not accept the meaning of the soldier of Christ, of
Christianized militia and cavalry, who were called upon to be parties to a
fratricidal struggle in the name of Jesus.

Passing himself off as a madman and going against the stream, he sought
and realized a simple gesture of love, of reconciliation and of respect in
approaching the Sultan as a brother - the symbol of Antichrist in the
church at that time. Cardinal Jacques de Vitry, who was an eyewitness, says
that the Sultan had Francis taken back to the Christian camp with esteem
and protection. As he took his leave, he asked him to “pray for me, so that
God will show me which law and faith is more pleasing to him.”'*® It has
been said truthfully: God sent him just to finish the Crusades. The world,
including Islam, will be conquered by the Gospel only by means of charity,
suffering and humility.”®! This is the eloquent example of Francis as an
authentic prophet, concerning the way to defend the church and extend
her influence through the witness of life as a sign and through fraternal
dialogue backed by tolerance and love.

In line with this Christian mentality, Francis proposed to his missionary
friars the method of courtesy and concrete example from life.” Among the
pagans let them not quarrel nor dispute; rather let them be subject to every
creature for the love of God and profess being Christians.”’* Above all,
Francis recommended living prophecy, credible presence, as a method of
evangelization and service to mankind, rather than argumentation, critical
attack or condemnation. In the light of Francis’s ecumenical, comprehen-
sive and fraternal attitude, it is worth recalling, by way of contrast, the
following statement of the noted historian Jacques de Vitry: “All the
Saracens stood and listened to the above-mentioned Friars Minor while
they freely announced faith in Christ and evangelical doctrine, but only to




The Propbetic Originality of St. Francis 79

In his preaching and writing, Francis did not directly and explicitly
contest the social order which ostracized the lepers, practically condemn-
ing them to death in the human degradation of the leprosaria of his time.
He adapted his prophecy to the denunciation of witness. After he had been
touched by grace, he approached lepers, “his Christian brothers,”"* and
showed mercy toward them. Without having recourse to speeches and
public campaigns, but by the strong force of his own example, Francis
called the attention of society to the important duty of communication and
solidarity. With one heroic gesture, in the name of the Gospel, he destroyed
the egoism and coldness of social systems which appeared to be un-
shakable.

Before his conversion, Francis knew of and indeed had experienced at
firsthand the belligerent conditions in Italy in his day. Following his
conversion, he saw at firsthand continual dramas of social tension and civil
strife. Yet in his preaching and writing, for example, he did not contest
directly and explicitly the general use of arms, which were morally
necessary in those times of civil disorder and insufficient public defense.
Essentially Francis was a peaceful man, a splendid incarnation of the
Gospel beatitude. Because he was a man of peace himself, he took it
everywhere spontaneously.

At the mere sight of Francis, all, whether noble or servant, cleric or lay,
forgot theirudissensions bt khewhowr to go along the street peacefully,
greeting everyone he met, humbly asking permission to go on, as if asking
pardon, from those who blocked his path. He asked pardon of the thieves!
He was able to understand why the wolf of Gubbio ate people and animals,
and so there was no reason to treat him with discourtesy. No wonder that
the Italian bishops were able to say in the beautiful message which they
sent on the occasion of the latest centenary of St. Francis: “It is not only the
word, but the whole of the Gospel life of St. Francis which is the clear echo
of the greeting of the risen Christ: ‘Peace be to you! %5 This Franciscan
pastoral activity for peace is the expression of the prophecy of a man who
possesses a heart which is free and humble after the manner of the Gospel,
of a man who lives near God, in most profound serenity, and so is able to
offer mankind the comforting message of Peace and Good.!*

“One evening, quite late, it was almost night. Francis was going along the
street of San Verccondo with a companion, mounted on a donkey with his
shoulders poorly covered by a rough mantle. As soon as the farmers saw
him they started to call out to him, saying: ‘Brother Francis, stay with us
and do not go any further, because there are ferocious wolves in the district
and they will eat your donkey and cover you with wounds, too.” Blessed
Francis answered: ‘I have never done any wrong to Brother Wolf. Why
should he want to eat our Brother Donkey? Keep well, my children, and
remain in the fear of the Lord.” And so Brother Francis continued his
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journey without being afraid.”*¥” I have never done evil to anyone; why
should I be afraid of anyone! This shows the serenity and optimism, the joy
and security that ran through the life and the presence of the Franciscan,
who was the prophet of goodness, of peace and of hope.'** Stories aside,
what really counts is the attitude, the method of prophecy by means of
faith, of love and example. For this reason it is worth recalling two
historical events that demonstrate how the originality of a charism, of the
prophetism of a saint, can be spoiled even by the intervention of the church
hierarchy and by his own spiritual children.

The old Rule of the Secular Franciscans (Memoriale propositi of the
brothers and sisters of penance, 1221), which was inspired by St. Francis,
even though it was sensitive to the mind of penitential movements in
general, strictly prescribed for the Franciscan laity who lived in their homes
that they “not take up lethal weapons against anyone nor carry them.”'*’
This is what Francis wanted. He wanted to see brothers and sisters filled
with trust, placing themselves in the hand of God’s providence - people
who were peaceful according to the Gospel and who were peacemakers, at
rest before everyone and without fear, because they believed in the
goodness of the Father and they loved all as brothers - friends, enemies,
thieves or brigands - and as those who had done no ill to anyone.

About sixty years later (18 August 1289), Pope Nicholas IV, who was a
Franciscan from Ascoli and the successor to St. Bonaventure as general of
the Friars Minor, prepared a new “Rule of the Brothers and Sisters of
Penance,” in which he wrote the following: “The brothers shall not carry
offensive arms, unless it be for the defense of the Roman church and the
Christian faith, and even their homeland, or with the permission of their
ministers.”’® These are significant additions, which are far from the ideal
and practice of Francis who was the Christian fool with a disarmed heart,
who took issue with the Christianity of the Crusades by means of a simple
gesture!

The other historical event which I wish to recall is the following. In his
famous Laude, the renowned Franciscan Jacopone da Todi (d. 1306), who
was a witness to and an immediate heir to the spiritual patrimony of
Francis, says that Francis, wishing to conquer the world of the heretics,
exclaimed: “I would set up an inquisition and imprison any heretics whom I
found.”®" It is difficult to imagine that Francis thought like this; and this is
a further sign of the originality of his prophecy. Above all, however, the
statement of Jacopone da Todi is the indication of the mentality, very
probably already common within the church, that was incapable of
understanding the evangelical style of Francis’s “ecclesiology.” We find
ourselves at a moment within the very century of Francis, a moment
(which, though very powerful, is spiritually incomprehensible), in which
the ecclesiastical hierarchy, for the sake of defending the faith, modified
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and compromized one of the most beautiful traits of the prophetic charism
of Francis. This was the moment in which many Friars Minor accepted
inquisitional duties from the Holy See and bishops, collaborating with the
Dominicans in the “sacred duty” of rebuilding the church and safeguarding
the faith by condemning heretics.'*?

These signs and lessons are a challenge to us all as we reflect upon our
prophetic presence in the world of today if we wish to be faithful to the
ideal model of the church, of building the church, of collaborating in
the consecration and construction of the world and the promotion of the
whole of man, our brother, after the style and following the method and
outlook of Francis. This is simply to correspond to the model of an
authentic Friar Minor. As we seek an identity for our apostolic activity
which will be effective and modern (with respect to where it is exercised,
the content and the ways of presence and activity), the word of Francis is a
basic key to understanding and a concrete future project. However, there is
a price. The price is that we accept it without manipulation, with all the
force of the pure Gospel and the radical commitment and Utopia which
is implied.

It has been said that “the only possibility for survival for the church in
the secularized world in which we live is the prophetic charism.”!> The
only possibility through which we can still be effective in the world and in
the church with honesty and coherence is fidelity to the original prophecy
of St. Francis. In this regard, I believe that this statement by a con-
temporary medievalist is important: “We cannot forget how the life of
Francis represented one of those events which overturn the course of
history.”"* This may be the case because it is still a clear proof of the
effectiveness that the unarmed force of the spiritual in the world can
have.'s

Conclusion

Francis did not call himself a prophet. We may doubt if he ever recognized
that he was an authentic prophet. Francis did not call his brothers prophets
nor describe their mission as prophetic. This word is also absent from the
traditional vocabulary of us Capuchins. However, prophecy has become
the order of the day for us recently.”® Words do have their meaning. It is
because of this that I wanted to have something to say about the key words
of our Plenary Council: the word “prophecy” and the word “Francis.”

In conclusion, this is the purpose of this intervention: to proclaim
fraternally by way of the challenge of conversing about our prophetic
dimension today. In my opinion this is a challenge which holds priority and
cannot be overlooked methodologically. It can be summed up in two
words: “precision” and “coherence.”
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The prophetic originality of St. Francis should be the soul, the form and
the model of our prophecy. Our prophetic presence in the world should
reflect the identity of our charism. What is common to all our brothers in
the faith and to other religious, as Christians, members of the church and as
servants of mankind, does not permit us to use the term indiscriminately,
or to show ambiguity in our attitudes or choices. A serious dialogue on our
prophetic responsibility, that is, on the specific witness of our life in the
midst of men and within the people of God, becomes possible only when
we have clear ideas on the constitutive evangelical values of our reason for
existence within the church. Any discussion on the challenges or on
apostolic priorities, on methods and criteria of renewal of our presence in
today’s world, will be valid in the proportion to which it takes into account
precise reference to our identity as Franciscan Capuchins together with the
charisms of the People of God.

The incomparable lesson of Francis is clear. It consists of very precise
words and values in relationship to life. Above all, our challenge is the
challenge to personal fidelity to the evangelical basis of our vocation, to
what is essential in our life as Franciscans. The secret of our real prophecy
lies in this existential coherence. Reflections, programs and documents will
not provide evangelical vitality for our life or prophetic presence. What will
provide life is the strength of the life of each one, which brings out the
absolute of God in the history of our own day, with the unmistakable style
of brothers and minors. “We cannot fulfill our mission if we do not
continually renew ourselves in fidelity to our own vocation,” as our
Constitutions remind us.'”” Dynamic and creative fidelity to what is
essential does not imply evasion. It is the total opposite. Francis does not
live a disincarnate prophecy. He does not close his eyes to the signs of the
times. He takes the joyful message of the Gospel seriously. He discovers
God as goodness and incarnate humility in Christ, and he takes God and
the Gospel which he discovered to everyone by means of service and living
under the banner of fraternity and minority.

The apostolic horizon of the Franciscan is vast. It is not so much a matter
of discussing the things which we might do or not do, but rather of
discussing the way in which we can be prophetic rebuilders of the church
and servants of mankind in order truly to translate the attitude, the original
style, of the prophecy of Francis. What is required is precision in the word
and content to understand and put into practice a serious discernment and
coherence in life in order to be convincing. With modesty and sobriety, we
must adopt certain words and terminology which are more in line with our
life.

The order is ready to take stock concerning its prophetic capability
today. The renewal of our apostolic dimension will begin when someone
tries to become a new man. It is enough to revive our brother and father St.
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Francis, without manipulating him, since he is a prophet without peer even
in our times.
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