A PILGRIMAGE THROUGH THE FRANCISCAN YEAR
Note of a talk given by Father Peter Hall OFM, National Spiritual Assistant, at East Anglian Regional Day of Recollection on 29th July 2006 

The theme for Father Peter’s talk was a pilgrimage through the Franciscan Year.  He stressed that the months of August, September, and October were particularly rich in Franciscan celebrations and that the Franciscan Calendar should be our best guide for on-going formation.

29 July – the Feast of St Martha – must have been dear to Francis as he was to take the Gospel passage on the roles of Mary and Martha as the basis for one of his most important documents ‘The Rule for Hermitages’. Francis saw in this Gospel the way hermitages should be run, with the friars alternating between prayer and work. This also reflected Jesus’ own approach – one of mystery and mission. Jesus was careful to give time to contemplation of His Father, drawing strength from this to undertake His mission. Francis also experienced a tension between the desire for an active and contemplative life. He consulted independently Clare and Sylvester on the approach he should adopt and received the answer from both that he should seek the salvation of souls in the world. Francis subsequently tended to seek a compromise spending six months on the road and six months in hermitages. The Rule for Hermitages gives us a valuable insight into Francis’ way of thinking and we should strive to seek a balance between prayer and mission in our lives.
2 August – Anniversary of the Dedication of the Chapel of St Mary of the Angels – the place Francis treasured most above all others. It is the cradle of the Franciscan Order.  God was present here to Francis in a special way.  Francis commissioned the friars to look after this Church and never to leave it. We should try to keep this Franciscan feast with devotion and, if at all possible, we should try to come together in our churches and celebrate this special day. It is by such activities, which recall our heritage, that we are formed as Franciscans. Francis sought the Pardon of Assisi, sometimes known as the Porziuncola Indulgence from Our Blessed Lord to save souls and we should make a special effort to keep this devotion alive.  Father drew attention to the book Pope Benedict XVI has written on the Pardon of Assisi.
11 August – Feast of St Clare.  We should also try to come together to celebrate this very special day. SFO members should try to acquire a good knowledge of Clare.  Recent years have seen a reinstatement of Clare as an equal partner of Francis in the Franciscan charism as a whole. Modern Franciscan scholarship has shown that they are equal partners in the understanding of the charism.  No one became a more faithful interpreter of Francis than Clare, who understood him more than even the early friars who lived with him. Clare has been neglected by the SFO until recently – only coming to the fore in the last 30 years. Not only does Clare represent the feminine side of the Order, she is also a most excellent prayer guide.  We should aim to study the four letters Clare wrote to St Agnes of Prague, which give an insight into her prayer life gazing lovingly to the Lord.  Contemplation is an important element of the Franciscan charism, equipping us for mission.  We should keep this Feast with the greatest solemnity.
14 August – Memoria of St Maximillian Kolbe OFM (Conv). St Maximillian in changing places with another prisoner earmarked for execution in Auschwitz, exhibited Franciscan poverty at its highest.
15 August – The Assumption of Our Lady.  Our Lady was held in great affection by Francis and this feast of Our Lady is linked to the Chapel of St Mary of the Angels.  Francis’ prayer to Our Lady (page 175 in the SFO Handbook) refers to Our Lady as “Virgin made Church”. Francis deep ecclesial vision of Our Lady, and his deeply rooted understanding of her role was years ahead of his time.  It was endorsed by the Vatican II document ‘Lumen Gentium’. 
10 September – Arrival of Franciscan Friars in England.  Unfortunately this significant event is frequently overlooked. Blessed Agnellus of Pisa and his companions arrived at Dover in 1224.  The group was made up of five Italians: Agnellus of Pisa, Henry of Treviso, William of Florence, James, a novice and Melioratus; three Englishmen: Richard of Ingworth, (an elderly priest), Richard of Devon, (a young acolyte), William of Ashby, (a young novice); one Frenchman, Lawrence of Beauvais.  The majority of the group was selected for the mission to England at the Chapter of Mats and they established a Franciscan presence in this country during the life time of Francis.
14 September – Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross
17 September – Stigmata of St Francis.  God affirmed the degree of holiness Francis had obtained by giving him the stigmata. Francis was the most Christ like man who ever lived; this is not claimed by the Franciscan Order, rather it is a claim made by the Church. We should therefore value the Franciscan charism.  Our vocation is to be Christ like and not simply to follow Christ as a role model. The stigmata reminds us what happened at our baptism, when we became “one with Christ”. Baptism is not usually presented in all its wonder and glory, rather there has been a tendency to minimise things. We should emphasise the “deep mystical relevance of baptism when we become one with Christ”. St Paul described it as “We put on the person of Christ” – “Not I but Christ lives in me”.  The stigmata is an outward sign that Francis had obtained as perfect a Christ likeness as is possible this side of the grave.  It is a sign given for the whole community of the Church. The stigmata is sacramental; it is an outward sign of inward grace. We must strive to become or conform to as close as possible to Christ. We should be led to dwell very deeply on what is taking place in our own souls.  God uses people like Francis to show us what he wants us to be.  We are called to be Christ like, nothing else will do.  
4 October – Feast of St Francis. Fraternities should arrange to keep a nine day novena leading up to this feast, so SFO members can prepare for it. This is not any other day – it is a real ‘Red Letter day’ on which we should remember the one from whom we have inherited our way of life. We should recall the words of the dying Francis “I have done what was mine to do, may Christ teach you what is yours to do”.  We should bear in mind Cardinal Newman’s meditation “God has created me to do some definite purpose. I may not know what it is in this life, only in the next”.  Each human being is created as a one-off art of God.  We should bear in mind that we are followers of Francis when we realise an echo in our minds and hearts of what was precious to him.  God has committed to each one of us some work that he has not given to another.   

All of these feasts are given to us so that we can learn something of our Franciscan patrimony, which is calling us to be living images of the Son of God.
Francis was first and foremost a lover of the Incarnation. He fell in love with a God who was prepared to become a creature of flesh and blood like we are. The Almighty Creator assumes the vulnerability of the human condition. It was wonderful that He came to share our life, but even more wonderful that He came to share our death.  This seized Francis who dwelt profoundly on the mystery of the Incarnation and enabled him to speak about the depths of the Eucharist. We should recall the beautiful words of Francis in his ‘Letter to the Entire Order’:

The Lord of the universe,

God and Son of God,

so humbles Himself

that for our salvation

He hides Himself

under an ordinary piece of bread!

Brothers, look at the humility of God,

and pour out your hearts before Him! 

Humble yourselves

that you may be exalted by Him!

Hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves,

that He Who gives Himself totally to you

may receive you totally!

The three great Franciscan symbols are: the crib, the cross, and the Eucharist.  The Second Vatican Council documents reflect much of what Francis taught. They proclaim the things Francis proclaimed.  God raised up Francis to repair the Church.  Renewal is to rediscover the love of God made visible in Christ Our Lord. Love perpetuated through the celebration of the Eucharist. Our novena leading to the Feast of St Francis should be one of thanksgiving for the charism of Francis and his inheritance. We have got to become imbued with the charism and all its manifestations.  By living the Franciscan Calendar we can only grow.
