FRANCIS OF ASSISI

1182-1226

Poverty, humility, love, and_joy—add them to-
gether, and the result 1s Francas of Assist  Set them
over against wealth, pride, hatred, and fear—and you
have the conflict between Francis and lis times. And
since that conflict 1s a never-ending one, men and
women mn the midst of it in any age look back to Fran-
c1s as one who demonstrated that poverty, humility,
love, and joy can be victorious.

His Times We can never understand him until we
understand the background against which he lived All
the political and economic ferment of the twelfth cen-
tury came to a head 1n Italy about the time of Francis.
Though more unified than any other portion of Europe,
Italy was not a nation, but a collection of independent
city states, each governed by 1ts own feudal lord These
feudal lords were tncessantly at war with one another.
Assis1, where Francis was born, was never free from
fear of attack by the neighboring city of Perugia. The
serfs who tilled the land around Asstst had always to
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keep within the protection of their city’s garrison
Moreover, across the central part of Italy stretched
the feudal domamn of the Popes of Rome—Peter’s
Patrimony—while between the Papal Court at Rome
and the Imperial Court at Germany, warfare, actual or
diplomatic, went on unceasingly

Assist 1tself was frequently devastated by these wars
Famine and pestilence, including leprosy, were no
strangers within her gates The poor felt the whips of
hunger and disease. After one war the city was re-
duced to the desperate straits of the slave block Wom-
en and even children four or five years old were sold
in the marketplace

In spite of all this strife, manufacturing and trading
imcreased Traders journeyed from city to city and
into other countries Their travels excited their curios-
ity. They wanted to learn more about the world
Romance flowered in chivalry and was celebrated 1n
legend and song by wandering troubadours The n-
dividual began to emerge from the mass with a mind
of his own, and here and there conscience began to
raise questions about duties and rights and the destiny
of man

The State of the Church More important even than
the economic and political turmoil of the times was
the condition of the church It was a strange mixture
of good and evil  On the good side, it had kept crviliza-
tion ahve, nourished the arts, fostered learning, lifted
men out of their perverted nature-worship and taught
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them something at least of the hife of Christ. It had
attempted to unite all Europe in a Holy Roman Em-
pire in which every man’s allegiance—whether he were
king or lord or serf—would be first to God.

But the evil side was black enough to offset much of
the good The church had become as entwined with
the feudal order as the Russian Church of 1900 with
the old czarist regime The power and the authority
of the church of the thirteenth century were eagerly
solicited by kings and emperors in alliance against the
growing power of their vassal nobility. Bishops and
priests marched hand-in-glove with the lords and shared
both their privileges and their vices As a class, they
were aligned with the wealthy against the poor. Church
offices, because of the privileges they carried with them,
came to be political posts and were sold to the highest |
bidder. Bishops demanded more and more money
from the priests, and the priests, in turn, more and-
more from the poor How the priests obtained the
money was of secondary importance Some bishops
counted among their recognmzed revenues an item called
the “collagium,” the payment of which gave permission
to the priest to keep a concubine. Such a priest would
then extort more money from the people 1n order to
support the woman and his illegitimate children

Why did the people tolerate such iniquity? Only
because they believed that the church held the keys of
heaven and hell Priests and bishops cultivated this
belief. In general, there are two kinds of religion. the
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"one directed toward God and the next world ; the other
directed toward man and the effort to transform this
world ¥ The first tends to go to seed in ritual and
magic, the second tends toward a larger and larger
social ethic. The church of the thirteenth century be-
longed clearly to the first class The minds of the
people were filled with superstitions about devils and
the miraculous power of the saints to preserve human
beings from demoniac clutches The church preyed
upon those superstitions To use a bit of modern
slang, it “cashed in” on them And the cash went to
keep the bishops in luxuries High above the miserable
dwellings of the poor stood “the rich Benedictine Ab-
beys, veritable fortresses set upon the hlltops

Even in its worst days there were some spiritual
leaders in the church who knew that all this wickedness
was treason to the gospel of Christ Such leaders re-
volted from the church and tried in different ways to
return to the simplicity and spirituality of Apostolic
Christianity. They were branded as heretics Among
these were the “Poor Men of Lyons.” These men de-
nied the efficacy of the sacraments when administered
by clergy who were not Christian in their private lives
Although at first approved by Rome, they were later
disowned by the church and persecuted Another group
of heretics were those known as the Cathari. They ad-
vocated learning, renounced marriage and the owner-
ship of property, and approved suicide as a means of
escape from the evils of the world.
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Many a papal bull of the times reflects the protests
of these and of sensitive laymen who had lost all respect
for the clergy The latter were not subject to arrest
or prosecution by civil authorities, so the protestors
had to appeal directly to the Pope The very fact that
numerous papal bulls refer to clerics who committed
incest, adultery, and assassination confirms the extent
of the demorahzation of the priests and bishops But
papal censure was not enough to cure this sickness.
Something more drastic was necessary—as drastic as
a living sacrifice It was that sacrifice that Franas was
to make He, more than any other man, saved Chris-
tiamty from the deadly corruption of the church of
the thirteenth century

The Parents and Home of Francais He was born
in or about 1182 His father was a wealthy cloth mer-
chant named Pietro Bernardone who kept a store in
Assist, which then had a population of four or five
thousand. Pietro also traveled extensively in France,
taking with him a regular caravan of wagons and pack
ammals bearing cloth for the familtes of the feudal
lords Such a merchant was more than a salesman: he
was the newspaper and magazine of the times, carry-
ing news of wars and plagues, of politics and crops, of
heresies and rebellions  Although not received as a
social equal of the nobility, he was yet accorded high
standing In many respects he was a banker, and his
wagons often carried the money levied by the popes
upon the people 1n France and other countries. While

17



MEN OF POWER

he was absent from Assisi on one such journey, his
wife, Pica, bore im a son and had him baptized under
the name of John When Pietro returned he had the
boy rechristened as Francesco

The 1ncident 1s typical of the relations between Pietro
and Pica Pica, quiet, gentle, devout, submissive, 1m-
pressed her personality upon Francis only so far as the
appeal of kindhiness might do so Pietro was master
That he loved Francis there can be no doubt, that he
was wise in his love 1s another matter Like the other
new caprtalists of his day, his chief ambition was for
more wealth, more success He wanted Francis to
climb higher than he had climbed—and on the same
ladder He taught the lad to speak the French language
and to compose gay French songs He implanted n
the growing mind a love of the romantic and with 1t a
desire to excel—to excel 1in business, 1n revels, 1n sol-
diering, 1n dress, 1n all things that belonged to the hfe
of a young gentleman of the age But Pietro was
absent usually in body and always in understanding
when the boy had to face the inevitable decisions of
youth Then 1t was Pica who counseled hum, only to
have her counsels upset and reversed when Pietro re-
turned Between these two opposite temperaments the
soul of young Francis gradually took shape There
were other children in the family, but we know noth-
ing of them Franas stood out from the beginning.
He had his mother’s gentleness and his father’s am-
bition to excel
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f/ To excel—that 1s the key to an understanding of the
early character of Francis He sought to excel first
in games, then in making money, then in soldiering,
then-—after he had found the emptiness of these—to
excel in love, 1n charity, and 1n good works We can
see this development at various stages in a series of
scenes from his hife

Boyhood and Youth We see him first as a lad in
his early tecens  School 1s out (1t was but a poor excuse
for a school, taught by a priest who gave his pupils only
the rudiments of Latin and of reading and writing)
and the children are forming a procession to follow
young Francis He 1s the gayest of the lot tus clothes
the brightest, his laughter the most contagious He
leads them up and down the narrow streets, over pave-
ments grooved centuries before by the chariot wheels
of the Caesars and of Charlemagne This procession
starts out in mutation of one of those of the clergy,
but by and by the children turn 1t into an imitation

of the marching of solditers. Franas' father, with a
lavish hand, has provided him with plenty of costumes,
and the boy 1s never muserly about sharing them with
his poorer neighbors As evening draws on, the chil-
dren bring their procession to one of the many open
squares about a fountain There until dark they sing
and dance After their evening meal the young people
return to the square and hold a “Court of Love”
This 1s a combination of pageantry, song and romance
quite popular at the ime Such courts attracted the
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young gallants and by a “blend of swagger and courtly
grace, quickened with touches of poetry, gave a pleasant
veneer to the new code of chivalry” Here, too, Fran-
ais takes the lead, for he has social gifts above the
average and some talent as an actor.

These courts of love sometimes turn into revels far
from innocent Thomas of Celano, the earliest of
the biographers of Francis, says that the parents of
these days, especially in periods of extreme poverty,
often incited their children to vice for the sake of
the few coins that mught be thus gained Francs
is no stranger to the follies of the times He leads
many an escapade that turns into dissipation Late
into the night he and his companions keep the town
ringing with theirr noisy songs and merry-making
When other mothers tell the gentle Pica of her son’s
latest doings, she replies calmly, “What are you think-
ing about? I am very sure that when 1t pleases God
he will become a good Christian” Although later
biographers of Francis insist that he kept himself un-
spotted from the world, the ones nearest his own day
do not try to gluss over his early profligacy They
insist that he so tried to excel the other young men of
his age in pranks and prodigalities that he achieved
a sort of celebrity

We see him again about the age of eighteen 1n his
father’s shop His own popularity has increased busi-
ness for his father, and Francis has learned how to
conduct the store profitably in his father’s long ab-
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sences On this particular day Francis is busy with
customers when a ragged old man enters and begs
charity 1n the name of God Francis angrily orders
him out of the door Then in one of his impetuous
changes he reproaches himself: “What would I not
have done if this man had asked something of me in
the name of a count or a baron? What ought I to
have done when he came in the name of God? I am
no better than a clown!” Thereupon he leaves the shop
and runs after the beggar to make amends What
has happened n the heart of Francis to account for
this sudden burst of self-reproach? Has his father
told him of the “Poor Men of Lyons” who were lhiv-
ing and preaching mn France a new Way of Life?
Has his mother been quietly instilling into his spirit
her gentle sympathy? Possibly one or both We do
not know, but all the biographers relate the incident

In Prison Two years pass We find him now
in prison  Assist has been the scene of war in the
meantime It was civil war, the burghers aganst their
feudal lord, the Duke of Spoleto, and his nobles Tak-
ing advantage of the Duke’s absence on a journey to
try to secure the favor of the new Pope, Innocent III,
the burghers had rushed upon the castle and demol-
ished 1t, leaving not one stone upon another They
had then attempted to take over the property of the
nobles The latter had appealed to the neighboring
aty of Perugia, which promptly sent an army against
Assist. The battle was fought on the plain between

21



a

MEN OF POWER

the two cities The Assisans were defeated and Fran-
as, with many others, taken prisoner _ But in prison
he is still gay, and his songs entrance his keepers so
that they make his lot as easy as possible for him
Often they think him crazy, for, like the biblical Joseph,
he has dreams of his own grandeur, and he doesn’t
hesitate to relate them, ending usually with the saying.
“You will see that one day I shall be adored by the
whole world ¥ The important fact about his imprison-
ment, however, is that it has come about not through
any of his earhier misconduct, but because he has been
fighting on the side of the common people and against
the nobles whom, a little before, he loved to imitate
Early Struggles Francis 1s twenty-one when he 1s
released from prison He plunges again into the dis-
sipations in which he had found excitement before the
war. He plunges with such violence that he soon falls
desper:;tely il “For long weeks,” says Sabatier, “he
looked death so closely 1n the face that the physical
crisis brought about a moral one” One spring morn-
ing when he 1s convalescing he walks slowly and trem-
blingly out of the city gate to look once more upon
the beautiful Umbrian Valley with 1ts quiet farms and
villages, woods and orchards, in the hope that the soft
breezes will chase the fever from his body and let him
feel once again the delicious sensations of youth In-
stead, as he looks out acrose the valley, he feels within
him a deeper pain than he has ever known before It
1s the pain of disgust with his own life and 1ts empti-
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ness He sees his former attempts to excel in the revels
as stupid folly, his excesses as thieves of his self-respect
Revulsion fills him with a certain terror of the nuserable
futility of lus life thus far Probably for the first time
he feels himself utterly alone—*“that solitude of a great
soul 1n whom there 1s no altar ¥ Wearily he makes his
way back to his home, sick 1n soul as well as in body
If he 1s to excel, it must be along some new road, the
way of pleasure has proved to be only a blind alley
 Yet, when he has finally recovered, he knows no
other way of life than the one he has always led Soon,
however, a way of escape presents itself, and he seizes
it with ardor It 1s the opportunity to go with a cer-
tain knight who 1s to join Gaultier de Brienne, a great
hero of those days, and fight with him for Pope Inno-
cent III  Here 1s something worth living for To
excel as a soldier—surely that will be far better than to
excel in dissipation He will go  With intense and
joyous enthusiasm he prepares for the expedition
No other soldier or squire has half so fine an equip-
ment, either in clothes or weapons The people of
Assist are accustomed to the extravagant expenditures
of wealthy Pietro Bernardone’s son—but these ex-
ceed anything he has done before and they are the talk
of the town Clad 1n his brilliant uniform, he dashes
about from house to shop and from shop to garrison,
making ready for the journey Finally the morning
comes, and the little troop rides out from the city gate,
banners flying A few days later, Francs, bedraggled
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and dispirited, comes back to Assisi Exactly what
has taken place, we do not know In all probability
he has been hazed by the other members of the party.
Soldiers, hke other human beings, can stand just so
much finery and boastful talk 1n a young comrade
After that, when the opportunity offers, they “initiate”
him——strip him of lus finery and subject him to as
much personal indignity as the fertility of their imagi-
nations can conceive. At any rate, Francis’ hopes for
military glory have gone up like a skyrocket—and come
down like the stick.

We know little of his life during the next two years
His father regards hum as a bad investment and some-
thing of a disgrace An estrangement begins to grow
up between them  Francis has no one to whom he can
turn to help him resolve the conflicts in his heart
The old feeling of the emptiness and futility of his life
returns He goes on long walks into the country and
especially to a certain cave in the mountainside. There,
hour after hour, 1n solitude, he tries to think through
the meaning of existence In anguish of spirit he
prays, and his prayers are punctuated with groans as
he confesses his failure But even his prayers bring
him as yet no peace

Occasionally his old friends persuade him to join
them in their “courts of love” and other dissipations,
but he find, no satisfaction One evening when he
has given a banquet to the young gallants of Assisi
and they have hailed his return to them by crowning
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him ‘king of the revels,” they suddenly discover that
he is missing They search for him and find tum 1n
a profound reverie, although he still wears their crown
With jests and laughter they attempt to pull him back
to their gaiety, and demand to know what is the mat-
ter with him Is he in love? Is he thinking of taking
a wife? “Yes,” he reples, “I am thinking of taking a
wife—more beautiful, more rich, more pure than any
you have ever known ”

Choosing Poverty as His Bride This reply marks
the beginning of a new epoch in his inner life He 1s
through forever with all the trivial pleasures of dissi-
pation He is beginning to see his way, even though it
1s not yet entirely clear. After this night he spends
even more of his days in solitary meditation His gay
friends desert hum, feeling the abyss widening between
them Yet he 15 not alone The poor of Assisi are still
loyal to im In the days when his father had provided
him with plenty of money he had not withheld it from
the destitute He had thought then that 1t was only
his money that could be of use to them. He discovers
now that he has something better than money to share
with thcm: understanding. His own inner suffering
binds them to him with cords of sympathy. -

Now begins a new adventure Can it be that in the
companionship of the poor he can find the nner satis-
faction that he has missed among the pleasures of the
rich? The i1dea seems absurd, but it will not let him
alone. By some intuition he senses that 1t has its root

25



MEN OF POWER

somewhere in the Christian tradition So he makes
a pilgrimage to Rome and to the tomb of Saint Peter
Arniving at the tomb, he is astorushed to see the mea-
gerness of the offerings of other pilgrims, many of them
far richer than he Impulsively he empties his entire
purse upon the tomb, gives his rich clothing to a beggar
in exchange for the beggar’s rags, and for a whole day
stands among the other beggars, hands outstretched
to the passing crowds It 1s his first brief taste of
poverty

Some days later, Francis, back 1 Assisi, 1s rniding
along a narrow path when suddenly he meets a leper
Fastidious by nature, he turns his horse about and rides
quickly away from the loathsome sight of this wretched
victim of the world’s cruelest disease But now a great
sense of shame overpowers hm  Dismounting from
his horse and summoning his resolution, he goes back
to the leper, greets him with a gentle salutation, gives
him money, and then humbly kneels and kisses his
hand This conquest of himself gives him a new sense
of confidence Not far away there 1s a colony of these
lepers He thinks about them and their nmusery, to
which neither man nor church 1s munistering  After
a few days he goes to their colony There he finds hu-
man need 1n 1ts direst and most repulsive guise  But
as he brings food to these unfortunates, washes their
wounds and talks with them, he finds his own heart
kindled by their gratitude Never before has anyone
so treated them. Their tongues can find no words, but
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their tears speak eloquently. The gate to the leper col- *
ony has opened before Francis a new way of hife—a
way of courage, but also a way of more peace and in-
ner satisfaction than he has ever known Now, as
Laurence Housman puts 1t, “all the griefs and miseries
of the world lay open to lim, sorrow made way for
joy, and 1n reaching to succour the lowest of God’s
creatures he finds his hands resting confidently upon
the feet of Christ”

Not far from Assisi stands the little chapel of St
Daman. The building is crumbling away from neg-
lect It 1s served by a lone priest whose income 1s
scarcely sufficient to keep him alive This solitary
shrine becomes the favorite resort of Francis in these
weeks of deep longing for guidance One day as he
1s kneeling before the altar there he prays, “Shed thy
light, I beseech thee, mnto the darkness of my mind,
and so be found i me that I may do all thing< accord-
ing to thy holy will”  He lifts his eyes to the figure on
the crucifix The face of the Christ on this particular
crucifix 1s not one of the usual ascetic variety so fre-
quently seen in Catholic countries It 15 rather a face
of great tenderness and human appeal On this occa-
sion the eyes seem to look directly into those of Fran-
as, and he thinks he hears the voice of Christ saying
to him “Franas, bulld my church” Always an ex-
ceedingly literal and practical person, Francis looks
about this chapel and notes its crumbling stones  Yes,
he will build the church and he will begin right here.
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He hurries back to Assisi, loads his horse with a
bale of cloth, and rides away with 1t to a nearby fair.
Arriving there, he sells both horse and goods, journeys
back on foot to St Damian’s, and turns over all the
money to the astonished priest for the rebulding of
the chapel. The priest refuses to accept so large a
gift, knowing well how Franais’ father would later ob-
ject. But he consents to allow Francis to remain with
him for a while, and together they work with their
own hands to rebuild the shrine Francas tosses the
money into a hiding place in the chapel

Final Break wnth the Old Life Not long after-
ward, his father, suspicious of his son’s strange con-
duct and his failure to return home, traces his move-
ments a@éppears mn the hittle chapel with a band of
neighbors * Angrily he demands that his son return
home for pumishment. But Francis escapes and for six
weeks remains 1n hiding, hoping that his father’s anger
will cool Then, growing ashamed of his cowardice,
he makes lus way, unshaven and clad like a beggar,
down to Assist  He no sooner enters the town than
the children, who have heard their elders gossipping
about these strange events, surround him with cries
of “Mad man! Mad man!” His father’s anger boils
up again at the sight of this fresh disgrace to the fam-
ily of Bernardone Running into the street, he seizes
Francis, beats him, and drags him into his home where
he locks him 1n a closet until he shall come to his senses
Shortly thereatter, however, the elder Bernardone is

28



FRANCIS OF ASSISI

called out of town by business matters, and Pica, no
longer able to bear her son’s sufferings, sets him free
—an act for which her husband strikes her when he
returns home

Francis returns to the chapel of St Damian and to
his labor of rebuilding Pietro follows him there and
demands that he get out of the country This Francis
refuses to do, boldly affirming his new mussion and
insisting that he 1s now the servant of Christ and no
longer under his father’s authority He gives back
the money from the sale of the horse and cloth, but
himself he will not give back He is committed to a
new Master.

When next we see Francis he is standing in the court-
room of the Bishop of Assisi There his father has
haled him for the purpose of having him disinherited
for unfilial conduct It is the hour of the trial, and
the neighbors of Assist are all there to see the excite-
ment Pietro makes the accusation before the Bishop
Francis, instead of replying, asks to be excused irom
the room for a few minutes His request is granted
amid a buzz of wonderment among the spectatois. A
few moments later Francis returns, now stark naked
and carrying his clothing rolled in a bundle Thus,
with what little money he has left, he places before the
Bishop, saying, “Listen, all of you, and understand.
Till now I have called Pietro Bernardone my father.
To him, who with so much trouble gave me this money
and raiment, I now return them. Henceforth, I have
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no desire but to serve God and to say, ‘Our Father
Who art in heaven’” Pietro gathers up the money
and clothing and departs The crowd murmurs—
and 1n that murmuring there 1s a note of sympathy
Francis has broken the last of the ties that bound
him to the old life

God's Troubadour Laiterally as nude as a newborn
child, with neither money nor food and 1n the dead of
winter, he begins the new life  Someone lends hum a
mantle, and Francis leaves the city, not knowing whith-
er he 1s gong Curiously enough, he is not troubled
but filled rather with elation at his new freedom He
breaks forth 1n song, and thus singing he meets some
rough characters in the forest through which he 1s
walking They demand to know who he 1s  Where-
upon Francis replies with spirit, “I am the herald of a
great King, but what is that to you?’ For answer
they {all upon him, strip him of half lus garment, and
throw him into a ditch filled with snow “Just that,
poor herald!” they jibe, and make off With some
difficulty Francis extricates himself and goes on—
still singing He knows now that he can suffer the
revilings and persecutions of men as Christ did. They
only help him better to understand the Saviour to whom
he has commutted himself No amount of outer suffer-
ing can compare with the old angush of soul, nor can
it take from him the new peace within He 1s God’s
child now—God'’s troubadour Let the songs come
forth!
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At a neighboring monastery he works for a new cloak
to cover his body Then he s off again, wandering over
the mountains, laboring with his hands for food and
shelter, and always happy Early in the spring he 1s
back 1n the leper colony, serving the needs of the poor
dying men who had felt certain that they would never
have such a boon as a second visit This time Fran-
cis testifies to them concerming the richness he has
found 1n these months of poverty

Early mn the following summer he returns to the lit-
tle chapel of St Damian The work of repair has not
been completed He will now complete it But he
needs stones and cement  And to get them he goes into
Assisy, stands 1n the market place or at street corners,
sings until he has drawn a crowd, then begs for stones
and for anything else that will help The people know
he 1s crazy, this son of their richest merchant, but they
give Day after day he comes back and begs, then on
his own shoulders bears away the heavy stones to the
chapel, until at last it 1s rebult As the people see
that the chapel—their chapel-—is actually nearing com-
pletion, and that by the frail strength of one man who
has kept up his cheerful songs ¢f praise, they begin
to question again Is he so crazy after all? He has
done the task he set out to do—the task no half-dozen
of them would have attempted He has lived a life of
poverty and happiness in the mudst of labor He has
set them an example of what one poor man could do
with no other equipment than humility and love Was
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