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7l rancis, a rnan of the Gospel par excellence, rernains in the

H consciousness of tbe Church the liuing rymbol of tbe
t- incarnation of the Word of God. His Writings, especially

the Ardmonitions, allou as t0 glimpn a belieaer in direct clntact
with tbe Gospel, whicb he hears, pondcrs, and cheuts oaer. He
receiaes it witbin hirn as a presence tbat rnoaes him interiorly and
leads hirn along new paths. And so, like bis teacber and Lord,
Francis becornes a Word giaen for the lrft of the world. But this
Word cannot bear fru,it unless we knoat how to drfr to it in great
humility. This is the Poaerello's seret, which we will try t0 anclaer
bere.

The Book of the Word
fusisi, the incomparable city that moves you as soon as you catch

sight of it in its green setting, suspended from Mt. Subasio. fusisi, with its
narrow streets, its squares, its rose-colored travertine houses unchanged
since the time of Francis and Clare. Assisi, with its soft lights that invite you
to rediscover peace. fusisi, mystical and spiritual, which draws the young
who are searching for meaning. fusisi, deeply wounded too, with its people
who awoke one morning in a state of shock, and which slowly bandages its
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wounds. The basilica of St. Francis welcomes us as usual. But only the lower
church and the crypt, spared by the earthquake, are open to the flood of
pilgrims. On the right side, in the transept, always so moving, the portrait of
Francis painted by Cimabue in 1280. fu in most of the early paintings, the
Poverello is holding the Gospel Book in his hands.

In our paper civilization with its overflowing maga;zine stands, it is
hard to imagine a world where the least manuscript represented incalculable
wealth. Looking at the book that Francis presses tighdy to himself, one
thinks of his Writings with their numerous biblical citations. He was a man
steeped in the Gospel. When he spoke, phrases from it came naturally to his
lips, and over the years they had come to shape his life and become part of
him. We can detect l+6 gospel references in his collected Writings, 29 of
which are in the Adrnonitions.t Pierre Brunette writes: "Twenty-rwo of the
28 Admonitions are based on 49 biblical citations. Eleven others are based
on a biblical idea or reference."2 Lengthy contact with the Word of God was
necessary to come to such a knowledge. Yet at that time access to Scripture
in order to read it was not easy, even materially speaking.

In the thirteenttr century boola were relatively rare and above all
very expensive. The early biographies contain many anecdotes showing how
hard it was for the brothers to gain access to just a simple gospel. Most of
the time they did not have a personal copy. At best they might have one for
the use of the entire community, and sometimes this created minor
problems. Bonaventure tells us how one day Francis tore up the single copy
the brothers had and distributed the pages to each one, so that no one would
feel hurt. Another time he had them sell the New Testament of the
fraternity where he was staying in order to give the proceeds to the mother
of two brothers; she had come asking for alms (2C91). Not surprisingly, the
brothers were sometimes unable to chant the canonical hours "because they
did not yet have liturgical boo[<s" (LMrj IV, 3).

Francis's Gospel Book
ft was very hard under those conditions to remain in regular contact

with the Scriptures. How was Francis able to become the man of the Gospel
whom we know? What did he do to cause his entire life to become gradually
imbued with that power, that light which does not deceive? The first time
the biographers speak to us about Francis's encounter with the Bible, he was
in the little chapel of the Portiuncula around the year 1208 or 1209. That

tP. Willibrod, Tnbles analytiques, 6ditions N.D. de la Trinit6,, p.282.
2Pierre Brunette, Essai d'analyse synholique d.es Admonitions de saint Frangois,

Montreal, 1989, p. 51.
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day the priest had read the passage about the sending of the disciples. It
could have been October 12, the feast of St. Luke, or February 24, the feast
of St. Matthias, days when this passage was read at Mass. Thus it was during
the liturgy that Francis heard the words that caused him to change his life.

On the other side of the city, the church of St. Clare possesses a

precious relic, one that always produces a deep emotional response in those
who look at it. It is the actual breviary of St. Francis, to which has been
added a Gospel Book. On the first page are these lines, written in Brother
Leo's own hand:

Blessed Francis acquired this breviary from his companions, Brother
Angelo and Brother Leo, and when he was well he wished always to say the
Office, as is stated by the Rule. At the time when he was sick and not able
to recite it, he wished to listen to it. And he continued to do this for as long
as he lived. He also had the Book of the Gospels copied, and whenever he
would be unable to hear Mass due to infirmity or any other manifest
impediment, he had that gospel read to him, which on that day was read at
Mass in church. And he continued to do this until his death. For he used to
say: "When I do not hear Mass, I adore the Body of Christ in prayer with
the eyes of my mind, just as I adore it when I see it during Mass." After
blessed Francis read the gospel or listened to it, he always kissed the gospel
out of the greatest reverence for the Lord.3

This short text, written in 1257-58, takes us into Francis's secret garden.
With the Gospel Book and its 243 readings distributed over the entire
liturgical year,a we have the texts that nourished him year after year and

throughout his life.

The Sending and Return of the Disciples
It is not surprising that, with only a few rare exceptions, all the

gospel passages cited in the Admonitions, for example, are contained in this
Gospel Book. On page 225, the feast of St. Luke, we find the passage about
the sending of the disciples.s Francis was to cite it several times, especially in
his first Rule:

When the brothers go through the world, let them take nothing for the
journey, neither knapsack, nor purse, nor bread, nor money, nor walking
stick. Whatever house they enter, let them first say: Peace to this house.

sCited by T. Desbonnets, ,*ise et les ermitagel Editions franciscaines, P.

alaurent Gallant, L'iaangdliare de saint Frangois, CF,1984.
slbid., p. 18.
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They may eat and drink what is placed before them for as long as they stay
in that house (E,R )trV, l-3).

Stop and sit for a few moments to savor these words. The air is so
sweet and the colors so pale when fusisi becomes abltzewith the last rays of
the setting sun. At such moments, from the Piazza Santa Chiara, the vast
plain of St. Mrry of the Angels stands revealed before our eyes, and in the
distance the church where St. Francis heard the call. After hearing the Word
that morning, he exclaimed: "This is what I want, this is what I seek, this is
what I desire with all my heart." He considered the Gospel to be a rule for
life. Celano adds: "For he was no deaf hearer of the Gospel; rather he
committed everything he heard to his excellent memory and was careful to
czrry it out to the letter" (LC22).

During the last years of his life, Francis wrote or dictated the
Adrnonitioas. These may be short commentaries on Scripture addressed to
the brothers at Chapters or on other occasions. Jacques de Vitry writes that
during the Chapters of Mats, "St. Francis admonished, censured and
commanded as it seemed good to him in the Lord."6 Most likely this took
place on the very spot, St. Mary of the Angels, where the brothers who had
been sent out into the world gathered each year at Pentecost. Admonition
V, which alludes to the return of the disciples from their mission (I,k 10:17),
shows that Francis remained faithful all his life to this gospel text that had
moved him so deeply when he was 28 years old: "In the same way, even if
you were more handsome and richer than everyone else, and even if you
worked miracles so that you put demons to flight: all these things are
contrary to you; nothing belongs to you; you can boast in none of these
things" (Adm V,7).

Christ, Word for the World
Francis received the Word he heard in the liturgy; he savored it and

chewed over it for days, months and years. Finally it dwelt in him as a
presence, a companion on his journey, constantly inviting him to bring his
life into harmony and conformity with the demands of the gospel ideal.
Celano writes:

He sometimes read the Sacred Books, and whatever he once put into his
mind, he wrote indelibly in his heart. FIis memory took the place of bools,
because, if he heard something once, it was not wasted, as his heart would
mull it over with constant devotion (2C 102).

t. Jorgens en, Saint Franqois d',4sise, Paris, 1924, p.323.
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For him, it was not an empty word, not even a moral code; he found his joy
in it, as he says so well in Admonition )O(. The Mirror of Perfectioz gives us

the circumstances that caused him to address this word to the brothers:

He [Francis] abhorred laughter and an idle word to an exceptional degree

in a servant of God, since he not only wanted him not to laugh, but not
even to give the slightest occasion for others to laugh. Therefore, in one of
his Admonitions, he quite clearly expressed what the joy of a servant of God
must be: "Blessed is that religious who has no pleasure and delight except in
the most holy words and deeds of the Lord and, with these, leads people to
God with gladness and joy" (2MP 96; Adm )Oq l-2).

The joy of the Beatitudes radiates here. The word "blessed" occurs twenty
times in the Adruonitions.Fruncis not only cites and comments on Matthew's
Beatitudes; he also feels perfectly free to create new ones in response to his
inner desire. Thus Admonition )O(VIIf: "Blessed is the servant who stores

up in heaven the good things which the Lord shows to him. [...] Blessed is

the servant who safeguards the secrets of the Lord in his heart." Like Mary,
Francis carefully kept all these rnemories and pondered them in his heart
(cfr. Lk 2:19). For him, they were much more than memories; they were an

encounter with his Lord. Paul Sabatier writes: "fn opening the Gospel Book
he was asking his teacher for a meeting, and his teacher would speak to
him."7

Slowly, night descends upon the city. It is the time for people to
leave their houses, stroll through the streets, sit down at the tables outdoors.
A peaceful light floods the space, causes hearts to stir. We climb to the
Rocca, the medieval remains, the bastion of the ancient power of the
Signori. A young lad approaches me and confides: "Early this morning I
took the same pafi, through the still-deserted narrow streets. Francis

seemed to be there, walking with me. Then something happened that I can't
explain. I fett that Francis was leading me, very gendy, toward Jesus." That
indeed is Francis's charism: to follow Christ and lead those who come to
him to do the same.

Francis had truly made Christ the center of his thoughts and his

life. In the fifth Admonition, he shows the place and role of Christ in the
creation of human beings, and he sheds new light on God's plan for
humanity: "Consider, O human being, in what great excellence the Lord
God has placed you, for he created and formed you to the image of his

beloved Son according to the body and to his likeness according to the
Spirit" (Adm V, 1). Here Francis returns to the theme of image and likeness

TPaul Sabatier, Etudes inidites vur saint Frangois, 1932,47 -48.
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so present in the thinking of the Church Fathers. But he gives it a wholly
personal interpretation, as Ivan Gobry writes: "Not only does he make
Christ the exemplary cause of humanity, but he places Christ, God
incarnate, before all things...as the a priori model of human beings, placed
by God, prior to any sin, to preside over the destiny of humanity."s This
rediscovery of the primacy of Christ changed theolory, which, in Francis's
time, tended to see the person of the Son only as the repairer of original sin.
This theological current, which began with the Franciscan movement,
would, with Duns Scotus, flourish enoffnously within the Church. And once
again, it was in Scripture that Francis found his source of inspiration. Some
significant lines from Paul come to mind: "Those whom God foreknew he
also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, so that he might
be the firstborn among many brothers" (Ro* 8:29).In the first Admonition,
Francis borrows a citation from Chapter L4 of John, which may be
interpreted in the same sense: "The Lord Jesus says to his disciples; .I arn tbe
way, the trath and the lrfr; no lne clntes to tbe Father etccept tbroagh nte...." In
other words, human beings, created in the image of Christ, can come to the
Father through him and in the Spirit.

To Follow Christ Even to the Cross
In the third Admonition we read: "The Lord says in the Gospel:

Woeaer does not renuu,nce all that he possesses cannlt be my disciple; and Woeaer
wisbes t0 saae hit W rnast lose it." The following of Christ, so dear to Francis
and the first brothers, remains without question the basic condition of the
Franciscan charism. It is the way of suffering, whose difEculty Christ did not
hide from his followers. Francis, a good disciple, experienced the pain of
Good Friday on La Verna. The blinding light of that day left him marked
forever in his flesh, and certain Admonitions, for example the sixth, show
clear signs of this: "Let all of us, brothers, consider the Good Shepherd who
bore the suffering of the cross to save his sheep. The Lord's sheep followed
him in tribulation and persecution, in shame and hunger, in weakness and
temptation, and in other ways." Here Francis is referring to a text from
Johtt, which in his day was read on the Second Sunday after Easter: "I am
the good shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep" ([n
10:11). He had already referred to this text in the first Rule: "Let us have
recourse to him as to the Shepherd and Guardian of our souls, who says: I
am the Good Shepherd wbo feeds my sheep nnd I lay dman rny W for my sheep"
(ER )OOI, 32).In the third Admonition Francis links the perfect obedience
of the brothers to the obedience of the Son who "lays down his life for his

slvan Gobry, Saint Frangois d'Asise,ed. T6qui, p. 41.
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brothers" (cfr. Jn 15:13). Christ, who did not hesitate to wash the feet of his

disciples, calls us to the same service in all humility: "Let those who are

ptaced over others boast about that position as much as they would if they

were assigned the duty of washing the feet of their brothers" (Adm N, 2;

cfr.Jn 13).

Francis loves to cite John; we can count 33 citations in his Writings,

nine of which are in the Admonitions. Even more numerous are the citations

of Matthew (61 in the Writings, 13 in the Admonition) or Luke (42 in the

Writings,6 in the Admonitiozs). What is more, Francis very often pieces

together several texts taken from different books of Scripture. Thus, in the

sixth Admonition, in order to show the trials that await Christ's disciples,

after citing John, Francis cites Paul: "Who will separate us from the love of
Christ? Witl hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness,

or peril, or sword?" (Rom 8:35). This same text of Paul continues: "As it is
written, 'For your sake we are being killed all day longi \re are accounted as

sheep to be slaughtered."' We are still in the theme of the Suffering Servant,

of which Francis was very fond. He cites the texts freely, modi$'ing them at

will according to his inspiration. For example, he adds to Paul's list those

temptations that for him are among the trials Christ's disciples must bear.

Proclamation of the Word
From the top of the La Rocca castle, we contemplate the city where

the lights are going on, one by one. A streak of red outlines the horizon,

whilelhe night begins to wrap the plain in an opaque veil. In the distance,

the floodlit dome of St. Mrry of the Angels allows us to imagine the place

from which the brothers left to preach the Gospel to the world. The little
chapel of the Portiuncula, placed within the great basilica as if in a jewel-

box, would be marked forever by the appearance of the Word that had been

given back to the world one thirteenth-century day.

At the very moment when, in this place, Francis heard the Word,
he could feel it dwelling within him. Unable to keep this treasure for himself

alone, there on the field he set out to proclaim it. But at that time, there was

no lack of preachers who were making it their mission to preach the Gospel'

Many of lhem, moreover, fell into sectarianism. On this subject, Paul

Sabatier writes: "Francis's thought moves in exactly the opposite direction'

Far from searching the Bible for ammunition to escape from tradition, he

opens the sacred blok in order to immerse himself in it. Francis approaches

iiwith an ardent desire to find in it lessons in humility."e Sabatier has found

the right word: humility. That indeed is how Francis approached Scripture

ePaul Sabatier, op.cit., p. 52
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and proclaimed it. At every moment he kept before his eyes the example of
his Lord, who would forever be his teacher of humility. Bonaventure has

also noted this:

Humility, the guardian and embellishment of all the virtues, had filled the
man of God with abundance. t...] fu he had learned from Christ, he strove
to build himself upon this [...]. H. used to say that it was for this reason
that the Son of God came down from the height of the Father's bosom to
our lowly estate, so that our Lord and Teacher might teach humility in
both example and word.

Here we find the full context and atmosphere of the first Admonition.
Bonaventure adds: "FIe used to make this statement frequendy: 'What a

person is before God, that he is and no more'" (LMrj VI, l). Francis would
borrow this idea in the nineteenth Admonition, an idea also found in the
Imitation of Christ: "Blessed is the servant who does not consider himself any
better when he is praised and exalted by people than when he is considered
worthless, simple, and looked down upon, for what a person is before God,
that he is and no more" (Adm )OX, 1-2).

Francis \tras very aware of the dangers that threatened preachers of
the Good News, first of all pride, which could reappear atany time. Thus he
tried, especially in the Admonitions, to enlighten his brothers on this subject.
Repeating I Cor 3:6, he warns clearly of the danger:

The aposde says: Tbe letter kills, but the spirit giaes lifi. Those people are put
to death by the letter who only wish to know the words alone, that they
might be esteemed wiser than others and be able to acquire great riches to
give to their relatives and friends. And those religious are put to death by
the letter who are not willing to follow the spirit of the divine letter but,
instead, wish only to know the words and to interpret them for others (Adm
vII, 1-3).

The early biographies often come back to this sin of "understanding":

Foreseeing the future, he [Francis] knew through the Holy Spirit and even
repeated it many times to the brothers, that many brothers, under the
pretext of ediffing others, would abandon their vocation, that is, pure and
holy simplicity, praycr, and our Lady Poverty. And it will happen that,
because they will afterwards believe themselves to be more imbued with
devotion and enflamed with the love of God because of an understanding of
the Scriptures, they will occasionally remain inwardly cold and almost
empty (AC 103).
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Like a Reed Flute
A flute began to play in the night, soft notes somewhere over there,

from the direction of the basilica of St. Francis. I think of the Word in
Francis's mouth, like a sweet melody. It was able to be heard because Francis

placed all the emphasis on it, in great humility. FIe was neither the musician
nor the breath; he was only the litde reed flute playrng in the night. The
music was coming from much further away and he knew it. And if the Lord,
with good reason, had wished to pass through him, it is because he was the
Little Poor Man, the Poverello who had learned to renounce all pride in
order to give himself entirely to his master and Lord, in great, beautiful, and

simple poverty.
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