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I have been doing some reading about St. Francis of Assisi and learned from the more 

scholarly writers that the Francis who was so fond of animals and God’s created world is 

referred to as “birdbath” Francis.. 

Now to be sure there are lots of stories about Francis that are more inspirational than factual; 

rather like our George Washington and the Cherry Tree, which are more suited to sermons than 

history. Nonetheless, the animals on every statue and birdbath have something to say about 

Francis’s spirituality. I say this because his life and spirituality are more popular than all of those 

other saints without animals. Francis loved animals and all creation and saw them as God’s  

First Incarnation, through which God reveals himself to us. It is why God’s “little poor man” 

embraced his Lady Poverty, so nothing could stand between him and God. This is to say that 

Francis’s spirituality embraced all  people, the world and  all its creatures. He regarded  them as 

so holy that he didn’t want mere possessions to cloud his experience of the grace that God was 

expressing through them. It also allowed him to follow Jesus more closely depending only on 

him for all of his needs.  

 

This was a bit strange to the people of Assisi of the time who were used to well fed monks living 

in monasteries and  finely robed clerics who rarely associated with the common people. 

Although Francis attracted many followers he still had doubts about whether he should keep on 

with his alternative mendicant order or join something more conventional like a monastery. So 

God sent him a vision of a mother hen with lots of chicks under her wings, saying I need you to 

take care of many people so stay your course. Here was a man of the cloth, who lived among 

the poor, helping them with their farm work and begging for food. He even ministered to 

lepers that everyone feared and despised;’ And this was a real personal challenge for Francis 

because he had a horror of lepers and their sores. Then the people began to understand that 

his eccentricity was actually a Christ like compassion for them and  the nature on which  

they depended. While he was quite unlike most churchmen they had encountered; Francis 

was decidedly more Christ like.  

 

 

So Francis continued to attract more and more friars. Then St. Clare joined him and with his 

help established a Franciscan order for women, the Poor Clares. Many people in the towns and 

farms also wanted to join the Franciscans so he had to write a rule for a Third Order for lay 

people. Still more and more people continued to join the order. 

Francis was a good spiritual director but not an administrator, so he had to step down and hand 

over the leadership of the order to another of the brothers because it just became too large for 

him to manage. This hurt Francis’s ego but his order still kept growing until it became and still is 

the largest religious order in Christendom.  

Francis always remained loyal to the church even though he disapproved of the clergy’s lifestyle 

because he believed that one could not follow Christ closely unless he lived among the poor.  

Even so he did respect their office and regularly attended Mass with his followers throughout his 

lifetime. 

 

Near the end of his life his eyesight began to fail.  Can you just imagine what a trial that must 

have been for Francis who loved nature so much? Still he did not give up his trust in God.  The 



treatment for his oncoming blindness was to run a burning rod across the forehead. Before the 

physician did this Francis prayed: “Brother Fire be kind to me”. He even considered this trial to 

be a blessing. The treatment was unsuccessful and his health declined but his  

spirituality deepened.  

 

Towards the end of his life he wrote his famous Canticle to the Sun and on his deathbed he 

added the phrase Sister Death take me to my Creator. This was really different from the theology 

of the time which was more like : just wait until your Dad gets home! The Gregorian Chant used  

at funerals until Vatican 2 was the “Dies Irae”(Day of Judgment, Day of Wrath. This,  coupled 

with the priests black vestments was absolutely terrifying to experience. This god still believed 

in and preached, was a bit schizoid and untrustworthy; warm and fuzzy here on earth and then 

condemning people to hell afterwards for all eternity.     And you were wondering why so few 

people  go to church?  

 

 Now the question is did Francis believe in God? The answer is emphatically NO! Belief is a 

series of cognitive assumptions for example is there a God, was Jesus really divine etc.. Francis 

trusted his experiences with God within his deeper self. And trust takes us beyond what we can 

verify. He spent much of his time exploring the depths of his soul searching for God and Jesus. 

To paraphrase the words of St. Paul “God revealed his Son within Francis and not to him, as we 

might expect. Once Francis became aware of Jesus within himself through meditation, prayer 

and long walks through the countryside, he was able to see the whole world through the eyes of 

the crucified and understood that he was part of greater whole which was all inclusive. In short 

the world became the Franciscan cloister where its members learned to live with  simplicity, non-

violence, and compassion for everyone; especially the poor and animals, who could not defend 

themselves. In a deeply personal way Francis understood the whole of creation to be God’s First 

Incarnation.  

 

Sadly,  many of us live in a world of the sacred and profane. Let me give you a couple of 

examples of the harmfulness of this.  When the Medieval Church was hellbent on executing 

witches, they killed just as many cats believing them to be familiars of the witches and 

participants in their evil works. Then came the Black Death and since there were no cats to kill 

the rats that were spreading the disease, it spread like wildfire, killing off about a third of the 

population in Medieval Europe. 

In the 15th century peasants were very poor and only lived on bread and vegetables since their 

noble landlords hoarded all the meat for themselves.  Both suffered; the nobles with gout and the 

peasants with  rickets and other diseases from lack of protein. Food was abundant and if shared 

could have saved much human suffering. So it is important to remember that we are part of a 

greater whole and learn to treat one another and the world we live in with compassion and not 

just dole out our occasional and paltry charities. 

 

 

In the words of English poet, Elizabeth Barret  Browning:” Earth is crammed with heaven. But 

only he who takes off his shoes sees.”  So be kind, be humble and then take off your shoes and 

see the heaven that surrounds you. 

 

And the people said AMEN       



 

 


