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PRAISE FOR
 Eager to Love

“Unlocking the secrets of Franciscan spirituality, Richard Rohr once again makes the foundational themes of the tradition easily accessible and wonderfully applicable by highlighting their timeliness and perennial qualities in a new way for our time. Eager to Love is a gift to all Franciscan-hearted people everywhere!”

—Daniel P. Horan, O.F.M., author, The Last Words of Jesus: 

A Meditation on Love and Suffering 

“Richard Rohr is a master weaver, taking the threads of new concepts and understandings and braiding them into a beautiful and profound unified whole. In this new book Eager to Love, he illuminates the path of Francis of Assisi as a path of evolving life toward integral wholeness. Weaving thirteenth-century spirituality into the big-bang cosmos, Fr. Rohr brings the Franciscan way of life to the cutting edge of an unfolding universe. This new book reflects his spiritual genius. It should be read by everyone who is seeking to live a radical Christian life.”

—Ilia Delio, O.S.F., author, Compassion: 

Living in the Spirit of St. Francis

“I find Richard Rohr one of the most authentic voices for our Christian and perennial wisdom which is rising up today in a common chorus, breaking out of dualism and helping us to hear what will bring us to peace, what is central to all cultures. …

“Indeed, this book is vigorously contemplative; a marketplace model of mountaintop living as well as a mountain reflection that asks for day-to-day practice. Wisdom sings out as one cracks the cover of this book, lending to our delight and inviting us to dance the Gospel into the world. …

“Rohr is calling us to a sense of light that Francis came to know in his own dark time, thus pointing to Francis and his friend and sister Clare as mentors of light and life. Here he unmasks why wisdom is perennial, present to us in our pain we contemplatively consider and come to a compassionate place in a dark world full of light. Rohr’s delight and wry humor helps us go there through his contrasting the Gospel and world today.”

—Fr. Dan Riley, O.F.M., founding member,

Mt. Irenaeus Franciscan Mountain Retreat
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DEDICATION

To several dear ones, who have always been eager to love and sometimes taught me to do the same:

My beloved editor, Sheryl Fullerton, who makes my haphazard way of writing at least somewhat palatable, and sometimes even good.

The three canines in my life—Peanut Butter, the miniature poodle; Gubbio, the Alaskan husky; Venus, my present and beloved black Labrador—who every day in every way have always been “eager to love.” (The only people who can say that dogs do not have souls are those who do not know what a soul is or who have never been loved by a dog!)


And so the cycle goes, bringing heavenly Light down and into earthly Life, and then returning Life to Light—thus uniting downward Agape and upward Eros, Descending and Ascending, Compassion and Wisdom, with every breath that you take.1

—Ken Wilber


PREFACE

Something Old and Something New

Yearning for a new way will not produce it. Only ending the old way can do that.

You cannot hold onto the old, all the while declaring that you want something new.

The old will defy the new;

The old will deny the new;

The old will decry the new.

There is only one way to bring in the new. You must make room for it.1

—NEALE DONALD WALSCH

FRANCIS OF ASSISI WAS A master of making room for the new and letting go of that which was tired or empty. As his first biographer said, “He was always new, always fresh, always beginning again.”2 Much of Francis’s genius was that he was ready for absolute “newness” from God, and therefore could also trust fresh and new attitudes in himself. His God was not tired, and so he was never tired. His God was not old, so Francis remained forever young.

There are always new vocabularies, fresh symbols, new frames and styles, but Francis must have known, at least intuitively, that there is only one enduring spiritual insight and everything else follows from it: The visible world is an active doorway to the invisible world, and the invisible world is much larger than the visible. I would call this mystical insight “the mystery of incarnation,” or the essential union of the material and the spiritual worlds, or simply “Christ.”3

Our outer world and its inner significance must come together for there to be any wholeness—and holiness. The result is both deep joy and a resounding sense of coherent beauty. What was personified in the body of Jesus was a manifestation of this one universal truth: Matter is, and has always been, the hiding place for Spirit, forever offering itself to be discovered anew. Perhaps this is exactly what Jesus means when he says, “I am the gate” (John 10:7). Francis and his female companion, Clare, carried this mystery to its full and lovely conclusions. Or, more rightly, they were fully carried by it. They somehow knew that the beyond was not really beyond, but in the depths of here.

In this book, I want to share with you one of the most attractive, appealing, and accessible of all frames and doorways to the divine. It is called the Franciscan way after the man who first exemplified it, Francesco de Bernardone, who lived in Assisi, Italy, from 1182–1226. Unlike most books on St. Francis and his teachings, I will not begin this book with the usual biographical data, or what is too often jokingly called “birdbath Franciscanism.” It is sweet and even consoling, a good enticement, but in the end, harmless and often unreal. Most of us already know the basic story line of his life, and he already has the longest single entry of any one person in the Library of Congress. You can find many good biographies on your own.

A supreme irony I want to mention right at the beginning is that Francis and Clare, two dropouts who totally spurned the entire success, war, and economic agendas of thirteenth-century Assisi, have now been fully sustaining its economy for eight hundred years through the pilgrims and tourists who pour into this lovely medieval town! For centuries now, the Bernardone and Offreduccio families have been very proud of their children—but they surely were not when those children were alive. Francesco and Chiara later became Saint Francis and Saint Clare, for good but also for ill. As Dorothy Day said about official saints, it allows us to “dismiss them too easily.” If we settle for any pretty birdbath Franciscanism, it is very hard to ever get beyond it, nor is it justified in its own social reality.

Francis often functions as an idealized, free, and happy self for many spiritual seekers—from hippies to pious conservatives to socialists to liberal activists—but that is not always the real Francis. Of course, this book will offer quotes and vignettes from Francis’s life, but we will mostly be focusing on his lasting meaning, its aftereffects, his legacy itself—down to Pope Francis in our own time—rather than on the romance of his life and our own projections and fantasies about it.

We will first of all examine the ongoing effects and utter newness that emerged after Francis, and then perhaps we will appreciate his revolutionary life with even greater awe. As Søren Kierkegaard said, “We live life forward, but we understand it backward.” We will try to do just that with both Francis and Clare. Looking at the many connections that Francis made in his life and that have endured will dramatize how he helped us turn back onto that original but long lost street called the Gospel. We will try to understand Francis by reading his life from what has emerged through his and Clare’s imitators and followers who discovered and rediscovered what can only be called radical simplification. Here I am thinking of people like Thérèse of Lisieux, Charles de Foucauld, Dorothy Day, Seraphim of Sarov, Nicholas von Flüe, thousands of Catholic and Protestant missionaries, Mother Teresa, and, most recently, Pope Francis. The way of Francis of Assisi cannot be contained inside of formal Franciscanism, simply because it is nothing more than the Gospel itself—in very distilled and honest form.

I want to illustrate here what Francis clearly changed and did differently, and what flowed from his unique wholeness. We will see that Francis was at once very traditional and entirely new in the ways of holiness, and he is still such a standing paradox. He stood barefoot on the earth and yet touched the heavens. He was grounded in the Church and yet instinctively moved toward the cosmos. He lived happily inside the visible and yet both suffered and rejoiced in what others thought was invisible. Again and again, he was totally at home in two worlds at the same time, and thus he made them into one world.

He, like all saints, delighted in both his Absolute Littleness and his Absolute Connection in the very same moment. Of course, they totally depend on one another. He and Clare died into the life that they loved instead of living in fear of any death that could end their life. They were both so very eager to love, and they somehow knew that dying to the old and unneeded was an essential part of living this love at any depth. Most of us do not seem to know that—and resist all change.

Yet Francis’s holiness, like all holiness, was unique and never a copy or mere imitation. In his “Testament,” he says, “No one told me what I ought to do,” and then, at the very end of his life, he says, “I have done what was mine to do, now you must do yours.” What permission, freedom, and space he thus gave to his followers! Bonaventure echoed that understanding of unique and intimate vocation when he taught, “We are each loved by God in a particular and incomparable way, as in the case of a bride and bridegroom.”4 Francis and Clare knew that the love God has for each soul is unique and made to order, which is why any “saved” person always feels beloved, chosen, and even “God’s favorite” like so many in the Bible. Divine intimacy is always and precisely particular and made to order—and thus “intimate.”

Have you noticed that Francis of Assisi is hardly ever pictured with a book, like so many of the teacher saints? Or holding a church building as great churchmen are often painted, or even with his Rule, as Benedict or Basil might be? He is usually pictured glowing, or dancing, in ecstasy, with animals, or with his arms raised to the sky. His liberated body—in touch with everything—is itself his primary message. I have even noted that many paintings of him do not have a halo, as do most holy icons. He is so clearly transformed that we do not need to be reassured that he is among the holy ones, it seems. (If you doubt me, check it out for yourself in art museums!) Francis’s body, life, and message seem to glow on their own. A certain radiance and happiness accompanies his very name—Francesco, Franz, François, Francisco, little brother Francis.

Jesus himself, Paul, his iconoclastic interpreter, and both Francis and Clare made room for the new by a full willingness to let go of the old. This is a quite rare pattern in the history of formal religion, which is too often a love affair with small and comfortable traditions. Each of these game-changing people had the courage and the clarity to sort out what was perennial wisdom from what was unreal, passing, merely cultural, or even destructive, which is exactly how Jesus describes the way “a disciple of the kingdom” behaves. He says that such disciples are “householders who bring out from their household things both old and new” (Matthew 13:52). John the Baptist describes Jesus as a “winnowing fan” within religion itself—that separates the grain from the chaff (Matthew 3:12)—instead of just presuming that religion is all “grain” and the outsiders are all “chaff.”

True spiritual discernment is never as simple as the ego would like to make it. Discernment guides us in doing solid soul work, work that Francis and Clare took on with determination and honesty—with almost no initial counselors, ecclesiastical validation, or outside encouragement. Think about that. Yet they slowly and fully earned the trust and admiration of their contemporaries, even though they were formally breaking most of the cultural and even ecclesiastical rules. (We have no record of either of their fathers ever relenting in their opposition to them, however.)

Franciscanism, however, is not an iconoclastic dismissal of traditional Christian images, history, or culture, but a positive choosing of the deep, shining, and enduring divine images that are hidden beneath the too-easy formulas. Theirs is no fast-food religion, but slow and healthy nutrition. Both Jesus and Francis did not let the old get in the way of the new, but like all religious geniuses, revealed what the old was saying all along. I find much wisdom in what the contemporary faith seeker Christian Wiman writes, but never more than when he says, “Faith itself sometimes needs to be stripped of its social and historical encrustations and returned to its first, churchless incarnation in the human heart.”5

Francis both named and exemplified that first churchless incarnation of faith in the human heart, but then he somehow also knew that it was the half-knowing organized Church that passed this shared mystery on to him and preserved it for future generations. He had the humility and patience to know that whatever is true is always a shared truth, and only institutions, for all their weaknesses, make this widely shareable, historical, and communal. He understood the humility (kenosis) and the patience of incarnation. Even a little bit of the truth is more than enough for a saint.

Precisely because both Jesus and Francis were “conservatives,” in the true sense of the term, they conserved what was worth conserving—the core, the transformative life of the Gospel—and did not let accidentals get in the way, which are the very things false conservatives usually idolize. They then ended up looking quite “progressive,” radical, and even dangerous to the status quo. This is, of course, the constant and consistent biblical pattern, from Abraham to Moses, to Jeremiah, to Job, to John the Baptist, to Mary and Joseph. With courage and wisdom great seers invariably end up saying something exactly like Jesus did: “The law says, and I also say …” (Matthew 5:20–48).

Francis even says to a cardinal who was overseeing an early gathering of the friars, “I do not want to hear any mention of the rule of St. Augustine, of St. Bernard, or of St. Benedict. The Lord has told me that he wanted to make a new fool of me.”6 Wow! That is a mouthful on several levels! Was he rejecting earlier great saints, or was he, in fact, quite sure of what he uniquely had to do, even if it made him look like an idiot, which was a word he once used about himself? Great saints are both courageous and creative; they are “yes, and” or non-dual thinkers who never get trapped in the small world of “either-or” except in the ways of love and courage, where they are indeed all or nothing.

The biblical prophets, by definition, were seers and seekers of Eternal Mystery, which always seems dangerously new and heretical to old eyes and any current preoccupations with security. The prophets lived on the edge of the inside of Judaism. John the Baptist later does the same with Temple Judaism, and Paul then sharply disagrees with Peter and the new Christian establishment in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:1–14). Francis and Clare continued this classic pattern in their own hometown as they physically moved from upper Assisi among the majores to the lower side of town and the minores.7

There they had nothing to prove or defend, plus the most opportunities to have fresh and honest experience—and to find their True Center. It is ironic that you must go to the edge to find the center. But that is what the prophets, hermits, and mystics invariably know. Only there were they able to live at the edges of their own lives too, not grasping at the superficial or protecting the surfaces of things, but falling into the core and center of their own souls and their own experiences.

You can now let Francis and Clare show you how to die into your one and only life, the life that you must learn to love. It will show itself to be one continuous movement—first learning to love your life and then allowing yourself to fully die into it—and never to die away from it. Once death is joyfully incorporated into life, you are already in heaven, and there is no possibility or fear of hell. That is the Franciscan way. The Gospel is not a fire insurance policy for the next world, but a life assurance policy for this world. Francis and Clare somehow came to see through the common disguises of heaven and hell,8 and they seemed to come to this on their own somehow! My hope and desire in writing this book is that you can know heaven on your own too, and now!


CHAPTER ONE

What Do We Mean by “Mysticism”?

As with lovers,

When it’s right, you can’t say

Who is kissing whom.1

—GREGORY ORR

THE MOST UNFORTUNATE THING ABOUT the concept of mysticism is that the word itself has become mystified—and relegated to a “misty” and distant realm that implies it is only available to a very few. For me, the word simply means experiential knowledge of spiritual things, as opposed to book knowledge, secondhand knowledge or even church knowledge.2

Most of organized religion, without meaning to, has actually discouraged us from taking the mystical path by telling us almost exclusively to trust outer authority, Scripture, tradition, or various kinds of experts (what I call the “containers”)—instead of telling us the value and importance of inner experience itself (which is the “content”). In fact, most of us were strongly warned against ever trusting ourselves. Roman Catholics were told to trust the church hierarchy first and last, while mainline Protestants were often warned that inner experience was dangerous, unscriptural, or even unnecessary.

Both were ways of discouraging actual experience of God and often created passive (and often passive aggressive) people and, more sadly, a lot of people who concluded that there was no God to be experienced. We were taught to mistrust our own souls—and thus the Holy Spirit! Contrast that with Jesus’s common phrase, “Go in peace, your faith has made you whole!” He said this to people who had made no dogmatic affirmations, did not think he was “God,” did not pass any moral checklist, and often did not belong to the “correct” group! They were simply people who trustfully affirmed, with open hearts, the grace of their own hungry experience—in that moment—and that God could care about it!

Pentecostals and charismatics are a significant modern-era exception to this avoidance of experience, and I believe their “baptism in the Spirit” is a true and valid example of initial mystical encounter. The only things they lack, which often keep them from mature mysticism, are solid theology, some developmental psychology, and some social concerns to keep their feet in this incarnate world. Without these, their authentic but ego-inflating experience has often led to superficial and conservative theology and even right-wing politics. But the core value and truth of experience is still there, right beneath the surface.3

The irony in all of these attempts to over-rely on externals is that people end up relying upon their own experience anyway! We all—by necessity—see everything through the lens of our own temperament, early conditioning, brain function, role and place in society, education, our personal needs, and our unique cultural biases and assumptions. Yes, our experiences are indeed easy to misinterpret, as we universalize from our “moment” to an expectation that everybody must have the same kind of “moment.” That only gives us the excuse to mistrust such narcissism in people even more. Or, more commonly, people assume that their experience is 100 percent from God with no filters developed that would clear away their own agenda and their own ego. They forget Paul’s reminder which was meant to keep us humble: “We know imperfectly and we prophesy imperfectly” (1 Corinthians 13:9).

To help us escape from this trap, the formerly rare ministry of spiritual direction is being rediscovered and revalued in our time, especially among the laity. It is a proven way to hold personal experience accountable to Scripture, common sense, reason, frankly some good psychology, and the Tradition (I use uppercase-T Tradition to refer to the constantly recurring “Perennial Tradition,” and lowercase-t tradition to refer to the common “we have always done it this way”). All together this might be the best way to hear and trust “God’s will.” We have much to thank the Jesuits for in this regard, although there are now other excellent schools of spiritual direction available too.

I think you will find that Franciscan mysticism, in particular, is a trustworthy and simple—though not necessarily easy—path precisely because it refuses to be mystified by doctrinal abstractions, moralism, or false asceticism (although some Franciscans have gone this route). Franciscanism is truly a sidewalk spirituality for the streets of the world, a path highly possible and attractive for all would-be seekers. You don’t need to be celibate, isolated from others, more highly educated, or in any way superior to your neighbor—as many Secular Franciscans have shown us. In fact, those kinds of paths might well get in the way of the experience itself. A celibate hermit can have a totally dualistic mind4 and live a tortured inner life—and thus torture others too. A busy journalist or housewife with a non-dual heart and mind can enlighten other individuals, their family, and all they touch, without talking “religiously” at all. Think Nelson Mandela, Mary Oliver, or Wendell Berry.

I will try to summarize the Franciscan mystical path to the Divine in specific ways here, and I will distinguish them from other paths so you can better appreciate the uniqueness of Francis’s genius. He cut to the essentials and avoided what had been, and continues to be, a preoccupation with nonessentials. Even Thomas Aquinas said that the actual precepts Jesus taught were “very few.” Each of the possible diversions I will name must have been a “temptation to him,” just as they were to the young Buddha. In the Franciscan worldview, separation from the world is the monastic temptation, asceticism is the temptation of the desert fathers and mothers, moralism or celibacy is the Catholic temptation, intellectualizing is the seminary temptation, privatized piety and inerrant belief is the Protestant temptation, and the most common temptation for all of us is to use belonging to the right group and practicing its proper rituals as a substitute for any personal or life-changing encounter with the Divine.

How Francis managed to avoid all of these common temptations, and also steer through them, is at the heart of his spiritual genius. Further, he was able to do all of this while also belonging to groups that he loved. He knew that some kind of base camp is the only testing ground for actual faith, hope, or charity. We need living communities to keep us accountable, growing, and honest. Francis was not a modern individualist.

I don’t know that we Franciscans have always followed him very well in avoiding these temptations. And, of course, not everyone in these groups I’ve just mentioned surrendered to these temptations. I point out these diversionary paths to help us clarify the essential issue, and not to criticize anyone—monks, Protestants, or academics. These characterizations help us see how Francis eventually maneuvered his way through all of these nonessentials, largely by intuition and the Holy Spirit. Much of his genius was that he did this by trusting his own inner experience, the very thing Catholics were normally discouraged from doing. Remember what he said in his “Testament”: “There was no one to tell me what I should do.”5

THE INFINITE IN THE FINITE

Francis knew that if you can accept that the finite manifests the infinite, and that the physical is the doorway to the spiritual (which is the foundational principle we call “incarnation”), then all you need is right here and right now—in this world. This is the way to that! Heaven includes earth. Time opens you up to the timeless, space opens you up to spacelessness, if you only take them for the clear doorways that they are. There are not sacred and profane things, places, and moments. There are only sacred and desecrated things, places, and moments—and it is we alone who desecrate them by our blindness and lack of reverence. It is one sacred universe, and we are all a part of it. You really cannot get any better or more simple than that, in terms of a spiritual vision.

The realization that the concrete opens you up to the universal might be the only fully trustworthy or possible path anyway, because that is how sensate humans normally operate. Abstract ideology will not get you very far, and much common religion is ideology more than any real encounter with Presence. But we all must start with our anecdotal experience, and then build from there. What else can we do? Good spiritual teachers tell you how to build from there! Wise people, Scripture, and Tradition tell you what of your experience is worth looking at and what is perhaps a detour or a dead end. When religion becomes mere ideology (or even mere theology!), it starts with universal theories and the rubber never hits the road again. As Pope Francis says, people all over the world are rejecting this ideological (top down) form of religion—and they should because this is not the path of Christ himself.

By taking the mystery of the Incarnation absolutely seriously, and gradually extending it to its logical conclusions, the seeming limitations of space and time are once and for all overcome in Francis. The Christ Mystery refuses to be vague or abstract, and is always concrete and specific. When we stay with these daily apparitions, we see that everything is a revelation of the divine—from rocks to rocket ships. There are henceforth no blind spots in the divine disclosure, in our own eyes, or in our rearview mirrors. Our only blindness is our own lack of fascination, humility, curiosity, awe, and willingness to be allured forward.6

WHAT YOU SEE IS WHAT YOU ARE

Franciscan spirituality emphasizes a real equivalence and mutuality between the one who sees and what can be seen. There is a symbiosis between the mind and heart of the seer—and to what they will then pay attention. Francis had a unique ability to call others—animals, planets and elements—“brother” and “sister” because he himself was a little brother. He granted other beings and things mutuality, subjectivity, “personhood,” and dignity because he first honored his own dignity as a son of God. (Although it could be the other way around too!) The world of things was a transparent two-way mirror for him, which some of us would call a fully “sacramental” universe.7

All being can correctly and rightly be spoken of with “one voice” (univocity), as John Duns Scotus will later put it (see chapter thirteen). What I am you also are, and so is the world. Creation is one giant symphony of mutual sympathy. Or, as Augustine loved to say, “In the end there will only be Christ loving himself.”

To get to this 3-D vision, I must know that I am, at least in part, the very thing I am seeking. In fact that is what makes me seek it!8 But most do not know this good news yet. God cannot be found “out there” until God is first found “in here,” within ourselves, as Augustine had profoundly expressed in his Confessions in many ways. Then we can almost naturally see God in others and in all of creation too. What you seek is what you are. The search for God and the search for our True Self are finally the same search.9 Francis’s all-night prayer, “Who are you, O God, and who am I?” is probably a perfect prayer, because it is the most honest prayer we can offer.

REMAIN IN LOVE

A heart transformed by this realization of oneness knows that only love “in here” can spot and enjoy love “out there.” Fear, constriction, and resentment are seen by spiritual teachers to be an inherent blindness that must be overcome. Those emotions cannot get you anywhere, certainly not anywhere good. Thus all mystics are positive people—or they are not mystics! Their spiritual warfare is precisely the work of recognizing and then handing over all of their inner negativity and fear to God. The great paradox here is that such a victory is a total gift from God and yet somehow you must want it very much (Philippians 2:12–13).

The central practice in Franciscan mysticism, therefore, is that we must remain in love, which is why it is a commandment as such (John 15:9), in fact, the commandment of Jesus. Only when we are eager to love can we see love and goodness in the world around us. We must ourselves remain in peace, and then we will see and find peace over there. Remain in beauty, and we will honor beauty everywhere. This concept of remaining or abiding (John 15:4–5) moves all religion out of any esoteric realms of doctrinal outer space where it has for too long been lost. There is no secret moral command for knowing or pleasing God, or what some call “salvation,” beyond becoming a loving person in mind, heart, body, and soul yourself. Then you will see what you need to see. This teaching is so central that we made it the title of this book: we all must be very eager to love—every day.

ONE SACRED WORLD

In Franciscan mysticism, there is no distinction between sacred and profane. All of the world is sacred, as I said previously. In other words, you can pray always, and everything that happens is potentially sacred if you allow it to be. Our job as humans is to make admiration of others and adoration of God fully conscious and deliberate. It is the very purpose of life. As the French friar Eloi Leclerc beautifully put into the mouth of Francis, “If we but knew how to adore, we could travel through the world with the tranquility of the great rivers.”10

For those who have learned how to see—and adore—everything is “spiritual,” which ironically and eventually leads to what Dietrich Bonhoeffer courageously called “religionless Christianity.” (Don’t be scared by that!) By that he meant many people, even in his time of the 1930s, were moving beyond the scaffolding of religion to the underlying and deeper Christian experience itself. Once we can accept that God is in all situations, and can and will use even bad situations for good, then everything becomes an occasion for good and an occasion for God, and is thus at the heart of religion. The Center is everywhere.

God’s plan is so perfect that even sin, tragedy, and painful deaths are used to bring us to divine union. God wisely makes the problem itself part of the solution. It is all a matter of learning how to see rightly, fully, and therefore truthfully. Recently, I watched a family-made video of a dear teenage daughter’s last moments dying from cancer, as she lovingly said good-bye to them, and the family was ecstatic with tears and joy, through profound faith in eternal life and love. Such a fully human love is probably going to do more long-lasting good for that family than years of formal religious education. I know that to be true from many personal experiences. That is “religionless Christianity,” which ironically might be the most religious of all.

PARADOXES AT THE EDGES

Franciscan spirituality boldly puts a big exclamation point behind Jesus’s words that “The last will be first and the first will be last!” and Paul’s “When I am weak I am strong!” Upside-downness is at the heart of our message, always prompting us to look more deeply and broadly. This opens up our eyes to recognize God’s self-giving at the far edges where most of us cannot or will not see God, such as other religions, any who are defined as outsider or sinner, and even to the far edge of our seeing, toward those who are against us—our so-called enemies. In fact, truth, love, and beauty are most beautifully found at the lowest, weakest, and most concrete possible levels, like in a frog, a fugitive, or what others might call a freak. You have to accept God’s divine freedom to see this way! You must grow up to your full stature to find the full stature of God (Ephesians 4:13). Small souls are incapable of knowing a great God, and great souls are never satisfied with a small or stingy God. You have to become conscious yourself, and then all things will be beautiful.

Seeming absence, ironically, becomes the deepest recognition of presence, because it is thus awaited and needed. The entire world is indeed sacramental and mediates the message, and yet it is hidden in such a way that only the humble and honest—and suffering—will find it. Bonaventure said that an uneducated washer woman could, without even knowing it, be much closer to God than a doctor in theology such as himself.

Francis’s own intuitive wisdom did not come from the outside or the top, but from deep inside him, because he allowed his heart to be broken and poor, especially when his vision for the friars was largely abandoned in his own lifetime. It is there that God can most loudly speak—which is really a constant Biblical theme,11 reaching its apogee in Jesus’s inaugural line “How blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3).

Note also how Francis was able to trust his own limited, formally uneducated, and simple human experience to know what he then knew with such calm conviction. Very early on, for example, when the friars were already being invited to dine with bishops and serve as court chaplains to cardinals, he strongly speaks against accepting these gracious invitations and says “You are thus being drawn away from the womb of your mother.”12 Now if he really said this, he is either anti-social, holier than thou, or he quietly knows what his core God experience demands. There is no secondhand knowledge of God for Francis and Clare. The best window to knowledge is through “the crack in everything,”13 as Leonard Cohen puts it. Francis wanted us to stay close to the cracks in the social fabric, and not to ensconce ourselves at the safe, even churchy, center. Not only were we Franciscans not to be prelates in the church, but we should not hobnob there too much. You tend to think like those with whom you party.

MY GOD AND ALL THINGS

Finally, any temptation to either elitism or individualism is strongly overcome in Franciscan mysticism by its adamant insistence on identification with the cross, solidarity with the poor, and with human suffering in general. Solidarity with the suffering of the world and even with the suffering of God is Francis’s starting place, and not any kind of search for private moral perfection. This keeps the contemplative journey from mere introversion, sweet piety, private salvation, or any antisocial or privatized message, whereby I imagine that I can come to God by myself apart from union with everything else. The Franciscan motto is thus Deus Meus et Omnia, “My God—and all things.”

Francis had to be so adamant about the poor and poverty because he knew that “spirituality,” in itself and apart from others, without service and concrete love, often leads people to immense ego inflation and delusion. Wanting to be thought holy, special, right, safe, or on higher moral ground has a deep narcissistic appeal to the human ego. These false motivations are, ironically, the surest ways to actually avoid God—all the while using much God talk and ritualized behavior.

The great irony of faith is that authentic God experience does indeed make you know you are quite special, favorite, and chosen—but you realize others are too! That is the giveaway that your experience is authentic, although it might take a while to get there. You are indeed hurting—and others are too. Your only greatness is that you share the common greatness of the whole communion of saints. Your membership in the communion of sinners is a burden you can now carry patiently because others are also carrying it with you. You are finally inside of what Thomas Merton calls “the general dance.” You no longer need to be personally correct as much as you just need to be connected.

A MYSTICISM FOR DAILY LIFE

So Franciscan mysticism is indeed mysticism, but it is especially poised and prepared to lead people not just to inner experience, but to the possibility of daily and regular experience in the depth and beauty of the ordinary, especially because it incorporates the seeming negative and moves our life to its hard edges, thus making things like failure, tragedy, and suffering the quickest doorways to the encounter of God. All can now enter if they are honest about their poverty.

There is nothing that God cannot and will not use to bring us to divine union—even sin (felix culpa). That is the full glory, effectiveness, and universality of the Gospel in its simple and clear splendor. In short, Francis democratizes the whole spiritual journey, and lets us know that it is available outside of monasteries, celibacy, moralism, or false asceticism, which has not always been obvious in most Christian (or non-Christian!) spiritualities. This is surely why G.K. Chesterton called Francis “the world’s one quite sincere democrat.”14

If Christ is the first idea in the mind of God, as John Duns Scotus teaches, if the Christ Mystery is revealed already in the Big Bang, then grace is inherent to creation from the beginning and not a later add-on, or a dole-out to the worthy or the churched, or a prize for the perfect. This completely rearranges the spiritual universe most of us were educated into, where grace was an add-on, an occasional filling of the gaps, a churchy thing, a prize for the perfect, and, even then, only now and then.

Did you ever notice in the Gospels that, even after two appearances of the Risen Christ, the Apostles return to their old job of fishing (John 21:3)? They don’t join the priesthood, try to get a job at the Temple, go on more retreats, take vows, leave their wives, get a special title, nor is there any mention of them even getting baptized, or wearing special clothing beyond that of a wayfarer or “workman” (Matthew 10:9–10). When the inner is utterly transformed, you do not need symbolic outer validations, special hats, or flashy insignia (although I do like the pallium the pope and archbishops wear, which must be made of lamb’s wool and worn over their shoulders, to remind them that they must always be willing to carry the weak lambs).

Note also that the Risen Christ himself is not ever apparent as a supernatural figure, but mistaken in one case for a gardener, another time for a fellow traveler on the road, and then for a fisherman offering advice. He seems to look just like everybody else after the Resurrection (John 20:15; Luke 24:13–35; John 21:4), even with his wounds on full display! In the Gospels and in Franciscan spirituality, we can all go back to “fishing” after any authentic God encounter, consciously carrying our humiliating wounds, but now almost like a badge of honor. In fact, it is exactly our woundedness that gives us any interest in healing itself, and the very power to heal others. As Henri Nouwen rightly said, the only authentic healers are always wounded healers. Most good therapists will tell you the same.

True mysticism just allows us to “fish” from a different side of the boat, and with a different expectation of what success might mean, all the while totally assured that we are already floating on a big, deep, and life-filled pond. The mystical heart knows that there is a fellow Fisherman nearby who is always available for good advice. He is standing and beckoning from the shores and at the edges of every ordinary life (John 21:5), every unreligious moment, every “secular” occupation, and he is still talking to working men and women who, like the first disciples, were not important, influential, especially “holy,” trained in theology, or even educated. This is the mystical doorway for all things Franciscan, which is not narrow but wide and welcoming.
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