WHAT DID SAINT FRANCIS BRING US?
 Note of a talk and homily given by Father Peter Hall OFM, National Spiritual Assistant during a Day of Recollection on Sunday 26th October 2008
In his book ”Jesus of Nazareth”, Pope Benedict XVI asks the question, “What did Jesus Christ really bring us?” The answer is, “He brought us God.” He brought us the true face of God.   Let us ask the same question about Francis. What did he bring us? He did not set up schools, hospitals, orphanages or social networks.  What did he do?  Let’s go back to the mandate from San Damiano: “Go and repair my Church which, as you see, is falling into ruins”.  But what, precisely, was the repair work to be undertaken? As Christ brought us the face of God, Francis brought us the face of Christ: to become the interpreter of Christ to a Church which had lost sight of the true face of Christ.  He was to bring the Christ of the Gospel to a Church which had largely forgotten it.
“Today we live in a godless society”.  Not true!  We do not live in a religious society, but that’s not the same thing. We live in a society that cannot interpret what it means to be godly. We are called, in this 800th centenary of Franciscanism, to learn how to bring the face of Christ to a society which is not religious.  Someone said, “Once society loses sight of God, it loses sight of its neighbour”. But, because we have lost sight of our neighbour, we have lost sight of God. We have to be exemplars of human values, of which Christ is the exemplar of spiritual values. Christ preaches human values – what it means to be human. This is often overlooked.  What does it means to be human? Jesus Christ became the model, the ikon, of what a human person is called to be.  Consequently, He gave us the New Commandment, “Love one another as I have loved you”.   A New Commandment, to love as Christ loves. Jesus presented human values which are theology. Francis’ commission was to repair the Church – to bring men and women an understanding of their dignity in the sight of God.

What should we be doing as Franciscans? We should be promoters of all that is good and wholesome in the human condition. Unless human values are understood, people will never understand their dignity in the sight of God. Francis, after San Damiano, ministered to lepers, those ostracised from society. He kissed and washed their wounds and told them they were valued to an infinite degree. Others joined him and care of the lepers was the first novitiate in the Order. Then he sent them to go forward to preach peace. He brought them the person of Christ by reminding them of His humility - the Crib, the Cross and the Eucharist.  In the Crib He came to us as a helpless baby on hay.  Who is afraid of a baby?  On the Cross He was mangled and torn, nailed to wood.  Who could be afraid of that?  And God - Emmanuel - who wants to abide with us as cheap bread and wine: who can be afraid of that?

In the up-building of the human person, we understand what it means to be Franciscan.  This is not the understanding of the Church, and this is where evangelisation has taken a wrong turn.  We must first understand what it means to be a human being, a child of God.  Francis’ vocation was not to be a deep theologian, a social reformer or an organiser of medical care, but to bring men and women back to an understanding that we are brothers and sisters.  We are one world, one God and Faith, one human family. This has been lost sight of, even by the Church.

We need a vision of God Who revealed his real Self to us in Jesus of Nazareth.  That is now our vocation - not theology or liturgy or prayers and devotions - but, first and foremost, think about what it means to be human! The new understanding on abortion, drunkenness, domestic violence…..these things are less than human. We live in an extremely sad society. It has lost sight of what it means to be human.  For Franciscans, that is the repair work, to reveal real faith in Our Lord Jesus Christ, the exemplar of what it means to be human.

2008-2009 sees the 800th.anniversary of Francis receiving approval from Pope Innocent III for his first primitive Rule. Our mission as Franciscans is to promote human values that Christ came to teach.  When people re-discover their dignity, only then can we sacramentalise them. Francis became one who gave us the cosmic vision of divine, material and human, all working together.  We have to reflect God’s image. Then the sadness of our society will come to an end.

We look forward to 2009, when we recall Francis taking to heart his vocation.  We are the heirs of the Covenant. We must understand it.  The world is becoming increasingly hopeless.  We must answer within ourselves and re-discover what it means to be human.
Homily - the Gospel of the day was from Matthew, 22:34-40 in which Jesus was asked what was the greatest commandment and he replied: “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the greatest and the first commandment.  The second resembles it: You must love your neighbour as yourself.  On these two commandments hang the whole Law, and the prophets also.” – Father Peter said two memorable things about the Commandments of loving God and neighbour.
· They are a coin with two faces.  Be constantly   
 
turning it over.
· I sought my God and Him I could not see;

I sought my soul and it eluded me;

I sought my neighbour and found all three! 

Michael Simmonds sfo, Bedford ‘Gospel to Life’ Fraternity
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