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    For those wishing to study the ancient Franciscan sources for themselves, there is no better collection than St Francis of Assisi: Omnibus of Sources published by St Anthony Messenger Press (USA). I am indebted to them for giving me permission to quote from this work throughout my book.
    (www.AmericanCatholic.org)

  


  
    
Chapter 1

    A Friend in Need

  

  On the morning of our departure for Franciscan Italy I found myself in a state of emotional turmoil. To be more precise it was about five o’clock in the morning. I had already been awake for about an hour going over and over the traumatic events of the previous week. During a walking tour in the Lake District, I had fallen in love for the first time since the death of my wife Jennifer in childbirth over fifteen years before. It was a whirlwind holiday romance that took us both by surprise. On the final evening we declared our love for one another. When I asked her to marry me, she said yes, and I was in my seventh heaven. But two days later, she wrote to say that despite our mutual love she could never be my wife. She said she had been so swept off her feet that she had chosen to forget she was already engaged; her father had spent a small fortune on the wedding, which had been arranged for the following month. She admitted that she did love me far more than the man to whom she was engaged, but there was nothing she could do about it, so the quicker we could forget the holiday romance, the better. She made it clear that she would not write to me again and that any letters she received from me would be returned unopened.

  I was so devastated that I’d hardly had a proper night’s sleep for over a week. I was in no mood to begin a pilgrimage to Franciscan Italy, but I’d already committed myself and my air ticket had been bought for me. The pilgrimage had been arranged by Father Rayner, the director of Walsingham House, the retreat center where I had just spent the night. The pilgrimage was a special treat for his brother Peter, to celebrate the eight hundredth anniversary of the birth of St Francis. It was over fifteen years since Peter’s last visit to Assisi where he had been inspired to become a secular Franciscan. Peter – or Peter Calvay as he came to be called – had ended up building a small hermitage for himself in the Outer Hebrides, where he lived in comparative solitude. I had gone to visit him years ago for help and advice shortly after my wife died. Since then, I had regularly turned to him for spiritual advice. Although I was originally from New York I had decided to stay and pursue my academic career on this side of the Atlantic. The fact that I was an Anglican (or as I was called in the States, an Episcopalian) and Peter was a Roman Catholic made no difference to our relationship. In fact it was with his encouragement that, like him, I became a secular Franciscan, but attached to the Anglican Friars, whose way of life so impressed me.

  Peter had told me that a young doctor called Bobbie, who lived next door, would meet me at breakfast and fill me in about the travel arrangements. She too was a secular Franciscan and she would be coming with us. I thought it might be the ideal opportunity to ask her to prescribe something to help me sleep; otherwise I would never get through the days ahead.

  When Bobbie came in for breakfast I had already begun to eat. She was perhaps eight or nine years younger than me, bursting with the vital life and energy that had drained out of me in the past few days. She was how I should have been, but the man that stood up to greet her was more a zombie than a human being.

  ‘James Robertson,’ I said, as I rose to offer her my hand. She was indeed full of life – lithe, willowy and naturally friendly. If I hadn’t still been in deep mourning for the woman I loved, I would have described her as beautiful, but I could see beauty only in that person whom I would never see again. In later years when my heart had healed, I often thought that in other circumstances Bobbie would have perfectly fitted my dream of the wife and soul mate I sought, but at that time there was only one woman totally absorbing my attention.

  ‘You’re looking very tired,’ Bobbie said, as we both sat down for coffee. She wasn’t prying, but she looked genuinely concerned and her empathy was so obvious and my need was so great that I couldn’t help myself: I started telling her why I looked so exhausted. I had had no one to speak to since Elizabeth had deserted me, so I told her everything. After all, she was not only a doctor but, as the cook had told me, a psychiatrist too, so I felt sure she would understand and respect my privacy. I told her the whole story – not just about the prospective wife I’d lost in Elizabeth but about the wife I’d lost in my first partner Jennifer and about my son whom I had lost with her in childbirth. I told her about Peter too and how he’d helped me in my personal spiritual quest.


  When I asked Bobbie to explain how a woman could be so cruel to me, she said that she was not the best person to ask as she had been cruel too to the man who wanted to marry her. He was good, decent and honorable, and genuinely loved her, but she felt that the deep pull that drew her away from him meant that they would never be fully happy together.

  Yet despite this, she said quite emphatically, ‘I’ve always been convinced that my vocation is to marry and have children.’ Then after a pause she added, ‘I don’t mean I want to marry just anyone for the sake of getting married; I mean someone I can respect, someone who has the same ideas and ideals. Without these, life would be meaningless for me.’

  I noticed no accent in her voice so I was surprised to hear that Bobbie had grown up and completed her studies in South Africa. Although she did have English ancestors it soon became obvious to me that the retention of an unalloyed English accent symbolized her abhorrence of the apartheid regime, which she deplored. The family had long since lost touch with their English relatives so she wrote to Fr Rayner, Peter Calvay’s younger brother. She had met him whilst he was giving a series of lectures in South Africa some years before. When she asked him to look for accommodation for her, he found a flat next door that was convenient for her new job in Epping.

  In his very first lecture he spoke with such precision about spiritual experiences that had exerted a determining influence on her life that she went to see him privately several times. These meetings turned out to be momentous for both of them. He explained in far more detail the meaning and significance of her spiritual experiences and confirmed the authentic nature of her spiritual journey. He then gave her detailed instructions on how she should proceed and encouraged her to write to him if she felt that he could be of any further assistance.

  She, in her turn, explained to him something that he had never understood about himself, something that had mystified him throughout his life – and had mystified everybody else for that matter. In short, from the very outset she had diagnosed that he was dyslexic. Strange, she said, how a man who was endowed with such spiritual insight that he was able to help so many others had been totally ignorant about his own predicament.

  He couldn’t thank her enough for making sense of his whole life. In a flash Bobbie’s diagnosis had enabled him to see with hindsight what he had been unable to see before. It all happened so quickly and he was so surprised and relieved that he told Bobbie the story of his life, which in other circumstances she would never have heard.

  Although it had been Fr Rayner’s plan to take his brother to Italy for the eight hundredth anniversary of the birth of St Francis, it was thanks to Bobbie that the pilgrimage turned out to be so successful. Shortly after her arrival in England she had met Emelia, who had come to the center to make a retreat. After Emelia sought her advice on a medical matter, the two became firm friends. Bobbie told her something of her own spiritual journey from the Presbyterianism into which she was born, to the Catholicism to which she had converted with her sister in her teens, so her new friend reciprocated.

  Emelia was an Italian, born in Milan, who had married an English diplomat not long after the Second World War. She had run her own fashion shop in New Bond Street, importing designer clothes, mainly from her home city. When her children grew up and started to think about their future, she started to think about hers too. Although she was in her own words ‘just a Sunday morning Catholic’, she hungered for a deeper spirituality. This led to a long search through almost every ‘ism’ under the sun until she ended up at the place where she had first started and, as T.S. Eliot promised, she came to know that place for the first time.


  She reached a decision with her husband Michael, who was an Anglican. She would sell up and he would resign from the Foreign Office and they would buy an old farmhouse in Tuscany where they would set up a house of prayer. This house of prayer was called Casa al Gallo. It was situated on high ground at a little hamlet called Castagnoli in Chianti, just twenty minutes from Siena and about fifty minutes from Florence by car. Emelia had become the president of the Third Order of Franciscans in Florence, the first group to be founded in the lifetime of St Francis.

  During a brief stay at Casa al Gallo, Bobbie had decided to become a secular Franciscan too. Thanks to Emelia, the pilgrims – Peter, his brother Fr Rayner, Bobbie and now me – would fly to Pisa and then take the train to Florence, where Emelia would meet us and take us back to base camp at Castagnoli in Chianti.

  On our way to Heathrow to meet up with Peter and Fr Rayner (or David, as we called him on the pilgrimage) Bobbie told me that the two brothers had only recently returned from their father’s funeral. I didn’t really know David, because I’d only met him once and that was briefly at his mother’s funeral . When both of the brothers arrived I could see that Peter was not his true self, at least to begin with, nor did the David that I now saw in the flesh match up to the man that Bobbie had described to me, and the picture that had begun to form in my imagination. But if anyone was obliged to make allowances for their bereavement, it was me. I had indeed just lost someone who I thought would be the love of the rest of my life, but Peter and David had just lost their father whom they had known and loved for a lifetime, having already lost their beloved mother; I knew from Peter just how much his parents meant to them both.

  I was lucky to get a seat on the plane as Peter had only invited me at the last moment when he had heard of my ‘bereavement’. The others had booked earlier, so they all sat together at the front whilst I was on my own at the back. When we were airborne Bobbie came and handed me a book entitled The Second Christ, written by David. He had led several pilgrimages to Franciscan Italy in the past and he would always send the pilgrims his own brief summary of the life of St Francis beforehand. It was a good idea and I accepted it from Bobbie with a smile, although I really felt I knew the story well enough; after all, I had been a secular Franciscan for over three years and I had read more than one book about the saint I admired more than any other. And frankly I was still feeling sorry for myself. However, it was written by the man whom I had heard so much about from Bobbie that very morning and I needed something to occupy my mind.

  At first it appeared to be no more than a fairly competent summary that did not dwell too much on the fanciful aspects of Francis’ story or some of the more incredible miracles to which early hagiographers were particularly addicted. However, reading it in the light of all that I had learned from Peter about the spiritual life, it suddenly came alive, enabling me to understand the secret of St Francis in a way that I had never understood it before. But first let me reproduce it for you just as it was given to me.

  



  
    
Chapter 2

    The Second Christ

  

  by Father Rayner

  St Francis was born towards the end of 1181 or at the beginning of 1182. The date may mean little, so let me put it in the context of English history. Henry II was on the throne of England with his equally famous or infamous wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine. He is remembered by most of us from our school days for three things. Firstly, he was the first of the Plantagenets. Secondly, he was the first to set up law courts or assizes for all. Thirdly, he was the first to have an acrimonious row with the Church that culminated in the murder of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who was savagely cut to pieces in his own cathedral by the king’s three knights.

  I’m sure Francis didn’t know anything of all this, but he would most certainly have known about Henry II’s son, Richard I, known throughout Christendom as Coeur de Lion, the greatest warrior king of his day – and ‘his day’ was from 1188 when Francis was about seven, to 1199, when he was seventeen going on eighteen. We know for certain that when Francis was growing up his head was full of the legends of the great knightly warriors of the past like King Arthur, Lancelot and Roland. He also heroworshipped the great Crusaders, who were at the time fighting Saladin in the East to win back the Holy Land, under the flamboyant leadership of Richard I of England, Coeur de Lion.

  Most of us who were brought up on films about the fabled Ivanhoe and Robin Hood, both ‘contemporaries’ of St Francis, cast Richard I as ‘Mr Goody’ and his brother John I as ‘Mr Baddy’. Well, Mr Baddy died in 1216, the year after he had signed Magna Carta in 1215. This was the year when St Francis met St Dominic at the Fourth Lateran Council in Rome in 1215. The friars arrived in England shortly before St Francis died in 1226, so fans of Friar Tuck will be sorry to hear that he couldn’t possibly have been a Franciscan. You can still see the kitchen of the first friary to be built in Canterbury; it straddles the river and has a trapdoor through which ‘brother cook’ could fish for the friars’ supper. Francis spent his whole life trying to do with peace and kindness what Robin Hood had tried to do with violence and the sword. He really does deserve a better film to commemorate him than Brother Sun and Sister Moon by Franco Zeffirelli. The fact that such a brilliant director, whose other works I can hardly fault, can so misunderstand the patron saint of his homeland is one of the reasons why I have written this little essay.

  Like Zeffirelli, all too many biographers of Francis have tried to remake him in their own image and likeness. Incorrigible romantics are beguiled by his love of nature; they see a man who walked amongst the birds and talked to them, who spoke to Brother Lamb and tamed Brother Wolf, and they see little else. For others he is the first great hippy, the dropout, the New Age hero, the toast of every alternative spirituality under the sun. For yet others he is the archetypal humanist, the social worker or, as he was for Lenin, the one to inaugurate the first classless society, something communism dreamt about but never reproduced. The stoics amongst us like to revel in his fearsome acts of fasting, the stigmata that lacerated his body and the extreme asceticism that they think made him the man that he became. I want to try and introduce you to the real Francis and to the profound spirituality that made him such a unique saint. Most important of all, I want these facts to enable me to trace for you the mystical influences that led him from being just another typical young man of his time, with more money than he knew what to do with, to one of the greatest mystics who has ever lived.

  St Francis was in fact baptized John, in honor of John the Baptist. His father was away trading in France at the time of his birth and when he returned he wanted to celebrate a particularly successful trip by calling his firstborn son after the country where he had just made his money. Although Francis was never called John by others, his baptismal name perfectly embodied the man he was about to become. He was soon to emerge as a second John the Baptist, calling people to repentance in preparation for the second coming of Christ. Christ did come again at the beginning of the thirteenth century, mystically embodied in the flesh and blood of Francis himself. That’s why people in medieval times called him ‘the Second Christ’. However, only the first Christ was sanctified from birth; all later embodiments of him were forged in some mysterious way out of a profound interrelationship of human endeavor and divine grace.

  Current fashions have always determined the way the lives of the saints were viewed and then written down. When it was fashionable to show that saints invariably come from blue blood, pious genealogists suddenly discovered that Francis’ father Pietro Bernadone had noble origins and his mother Pica came from similar stock. When it was fashionable to emphasize the power of God’s grace, the would-be saint had first to be presented as a wicked sinner. When it was considered disrespectful to suggest that saints could be anything other than paragons of virtue from the very beginning, they had to be shown imbibing righteousness with their mother’s milk and even refraining from it during Lent. When Francis came to be called ‘the Second Christ’, the artists of the day had to show that he was born in a stable, and a spurious stable had to be built. It can still be seen in Assisi to this day.

  He was actually born into a family with no pretensions about their past but with the usual pretensions about the future that always color the dreams of the ‘nouveau riche’. They dreamed about fulfilling their own unfulfilled ambitions through the success of their children. These dreams seem to have been invested in their firstborn, who was spoilt with all the money that Pietro Bernadone undoubtedly made as a merchant. He specialized in importing the finest fabrics produced by the weavers in the Low Countries and sold his stock in the leading markets, such as those of Provence where he had been trading when Francis was born. This upbringing didn’t make Francis into the enfant terrible that some would like to make of him but, as the son of one of the richest men in Assisi, it did make him profligate with the money he helped to make in his father’s shop. His father was proud of his son’s business skills and that he seemed a chip off the old block. He was proud too that he was very popular with his peers, and he looked on with admiration to see the sons of the local aristocracy vying for his friendship and favor along with the other ‘lager louts’ of his day. Father and son had dreams, and the money that they made together made these dreams rise on the horizon and seem almost within their grasp. The age was already dawning, indeed it had already come, when a man of substance could rise up beyond his origins to take his place with the minor aristocracy and have some say in the running of the world, unlike his forebears who had lived as little more than minions for more than a millennium.

  An opportunity to further these dreams came to Pietro Bernadone and his fellow citizens in 1198, when Francis would have been ‘sixteen going on seventeen’. At the time, Italy was ravaged by wars between the Emperor and his followers, called the Ghibellines, and the Pope and his followers, called the Guelfs. For years the fortunes of both parties waxed and waned, but in this particular year, when the powerful Innocent III presided over the papacy, the balance of power tilted towards the Guelfs. The feudal lord who had been appointed to rule over Assisi by the German Emperor Henry VI was suddenly isolated and in danger of losing his authority. In order to retain his power and position the lord of Assisi, Count Urslingen, Duke of Spoleto, left the town with the main contingent of his retinue to pay homage to his new master Innocent III. The German overlords were hated in Italy, so the moment Urslingen left Assisi the population rose and sacked and destroyed the Count’s castle, all but leveling it to the ground. In a matter of only weeks the remnants were used to build a wall around Assisi to make sure the tyrant would never return. Francis would most certainly have joined his father and his fellow citizens to build the town walls, some of which are still standing today.

  He would undoubtedly also have been involved in the ‘pogroms’ that were to follow. Whenever there is occupation by a foreign power you will always find toadies who will collaborate, just as you will find the resistance. Once the walls were built, all the aristocracy who had collaborated were slaughtered or sent into exile. Now Assisi was proclaimed a ‘free town’, ‘a commune’. Although we can hardly believe that Francis wasn’t personally involved in these traumatic upheavals that changed the face and the destiny of his hometown, we know for a fact that he was personally involved in the serious repercussions that followed four years later. The remaining collaborators fled to Perugia, hardly a dozen miles away, where they found it easy to rouse the town against its old enemy. Inevitably both sides took to the field in 1202. At the age of about twenty-one Francis followed the call to arms and fought at the battle of Collestrada near the bridge of San Giovanni. The Perugians were victorious and Francis was captured, made a prisoner and incarcerated for about a year, from the autumn of 1202 to the autumn of the following year. Although his parents must have been beside themselves with worry, at least his father must have felt a certain pride that his beloved son, in whom his dreams hoped to find fulfillment, was imprisoned not with the commoners but with the aristocracy. If he could be associated with them in the prisons of Perugia, why not in the palaces of Assisi when he returned to raise his family’s fortunes with his own?

  All augured well when Francis returned and tried to resume the old pleasure-seeking lifestyle to which he had become accustomed, but he was laid low by a mysterious illness which was probably contracted in prison. Nobody has ever been able to diagnose it with certainty. Francis would never be quite the same again, nor would he ever again have perfect health for the rest of his life. When he was back on his feet he went for the walks in the beautiful countryside that had always moved him before, but now it moved him no more. Soon he returned to the profligate life he had enjoyed with his cronies, but somehow it didn’t engage him as before. Truth to tell, his heart wasn’t in it any more. It was somewhere else, but he didn’t know where.

  He tried everything else, but everything else seemed to leave him flat. However, when Assisi was caught up in a frenzy of excitement Francis was caught up in it too, at least for a while. A much-respected nobleman and knight called Gentile was recruiting warriors to join him in fighting with the papal forces against Markwald, the leader of the Ghibellines in southern Italy. There is no evidence that Francis’ father was anything other than delighted to array his son with all the paraphernalia that was expected of a would-be knight, including two horses, one for himself and one for his squire. The night before Francis left for the south, he had a dream in which all that he hoped for seemed to be promised. His father’s emporium was no longer a draper’s shop but a palace adorned with the finest arms and armor that he could possibly hope for, and it was all destined for him. Further to this, there was a promise of a beautiful maiden, whom any knight would be proud to champion, waiting for him in a secluded chamber. The dream made it clear that he was to be her champion and that her favor would be his when he returned triumphant.

  It should not be surprising, then, that when he set out for Apulia to join the Norman champion Gautier de Brienne, he set out full of hope and expectation. But after only a day’s ride he arrived at Spoleto to have yet another dream. This time he heard the words ‘Where are you going?’ When he replied, the same voice said, ‘Tell me, Francis, who can best benefit you? The lord or the servant?’ When he gave the obvious answer, the voice replied, ‘Then why do you desert the lord for the servant, the prince for the vassal? Go home, where it shall be told to you what to do. The dream that you first had must be understood in a different way.’

  He didn’t seem to have any shame in returning home so soon, with his tail between his legs, nor did anyone seem to laugh at him, let alone suggest that he was a coward. Despite what anyone might think, he was still a rich merchant’s son and nobody wants to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially as he quickly reverted to his old way of life. But it was out of habit rather than conviction and what else should he do anyway, at least until he was told what he was to do?

  His friends made much of him, because there is sufficient evidence to show that he was a likeable young man and, when a likeable young man has more money than he knows what to do with, why not like him? Why not single him out, as they did at one of their parties, crowning him as ‘king of the revels’? It was on the way home from this event, as he lingered behind the rest, that something happened to make him realize what he should have been doing. He was caught up in a ‘mystical premonition’. He’d had similar experiences before while gazing at the beauty of the surrounding countryside before his imprisonment in Perugia, but nothing had held his inner gaze quite as fully as this. It was a sort of weak ecstasy that made him want to pause to savor what he was experiencing. His pals ragged him mercilessly when they turned back to see what had happened to him. ‘He’s fallen in love!’ one of them said. ‘He’s fallen in love with love!’ said another. And this other had come closer to the truth than he knew. Francis admitted that he had indeed fallen in love – with a lady whose beauty they could never imagine.

  Although this wasn’t the first time that he had had such experiences, it was the first time he reacted to them in a specifically religious way. He began to visit churches and places of solitude where he could pray. First he went with a friend, and then on his own. He was tempted to believe that all his efforts were a waste of time. Then one day everything changed. Whenever he had met lepers in the past he would always give them whatever help he could, but, as he couldn’t face them in person, he had sent others to give them alms. That day everything changed. He was out riding in the valley of Spoleto when he came face to face with a leper whom he couldn’t avoid. This time he didn’t spur his horse and gallop away but leapt from his saddle, not just to give him alms but to kiss him on the mouth. Then he did the same for the patients in the local leprosarium, whilst begging their forgiveness for his cowardly behavior towards them in the past. His attitude to the poor was changing too. Long before he became aware of a specifically religious calling, he had always been generous to them whenever he came across them. However, there was a further change in his behavior, because now he positively sought them out. On one occasion, whilst on pilgrimage in Rome, he gave all his money away and exchanged clothes with a beggar just to experience what it felt like to be truly poor.

  He knew that his new behavior towards lepers and the poor was not the action of Francesco Bernadone but the action of the Holy Spirit, who, despite his temptation to believe the contrary, had after all been working within him in his solitary prayer. The process of turning Francis into the man he admired more than any other had already begun, but until then he had hardly noticed it. Prayer was not, after all, the waste of time that he had been tempted to believe. He needed more of it, so he returned to prayer with ever-greater commitment. He began to wonder whether or not his new God-given calling to outcasts was God’s way of telling him what was wanted of him, or was it more? He simply didn’t know, so he began to pray more earnestly than ever before so that he would be ready and open to hear God when he chose to tell him what was wanted of him.

  It was towards the end of 1205, when Francis was praying before an old Byzantine crucifix in the tumbledown Church of San Damiano just outside the city walls, that something unexpected happened. He heard words spoken to him that at last made it clear what he must do.

  ‘Francis, rebuild my church which, as you can see, is falling down.’

  So that there could be no misunderstanding, the words were spoken three times. Francis took the words literally, put on a mason’s apron and, with trowel and mortar, started rebuilding the Church of San Damiano. He was of course just a cloth merchant’s son, but months spent building the walls around Assisi had taught him what to do. Later he would realize that the church that he was called to rebuild was the Catholic Church itself which, as Pope Innocent III himself admitted, was indeed falling down for failing to be faithful to its founder. But at the time Francis was not ready for such an enormous task. He needed several years working and praying in solitude to prepare him for the real task for which he was called. However, no mere beginner can spend twenty-four hours a day praying and living in solitude whilst retaining their sanity, so the manual work helped to put balance into his spiritual life, which would have floundered without it.

  Full of ‘first fervor’, Francis rushed home, selected the best cloth he could find from his father’s shop, loaded it onto his horse and sold the lot, including the horse, at the market town of Foligno ten miles away. However, knowing that Francis’ father wouldn’t approve, the priest in charge of San Damiano wouldn’t touch the money. Nevertheless he gave the young man shelter and allowed him to continue repairing his church. The inevitable happened. His father turned up, enraged that his son had made a laughing stock of him and his family, not to mention taking part of his precious stock. But Francis had scampered away and hidden himself in a cave nearby, where he was fed by a friend for a month or more before he came to his senses. Yet again it was in prayer that he was changed. He came to see that he had played the coward and then, through the same prayer, he received the strength to act like a man. So, grubby and disheveled, he began to make his way home to confront his father, only to be pelted with stones and mud by the same street urchins who had once idolized him from afar. Further humiliated by the son who had already shamed him, Pietro Bernadone rescued him, only to lock him up as a prisoner in his own home. The moment Pietro had to go away on another of his business trips, Pica, Francis’ mother, was moved to pity and released him. When his father returned it was to confront him at San Damiano with a warrant from the civil authorities. This time Francis didn’t run away but calmly informed his father that, as he had now consecrated himself to God, he could be tried only by an ecclesiastical court.

  The scene was set for the final confrontation between father and son before Lord Guido, the Bishop of Assisi. He decreed that Francis had done wrong to take his father’s goods without permission and told him to give them back. Whereupon, in a gesture that was to fire the imaginations of hundreds of biographers and inspire the works of many an artist, Francis returned everything, including all that he wore, until he stood naked before the court. Then he proclaimed that he disowned his own father on earth for his Father in heaven, to whom he committed himself for the future. The bishop clothed his nakedness with a gardener’s smock, on which Francis painted a cross.

  He set off for Gubbio, where he was given new clothes by an old friend. On his way there, he was thrown into a snowdrift by robbers, not just because they discovered he had nothing on him worth taking but because his claim to be ‘a herald of the great King’ made them write him off as a lunatic or a religious fanatic who needed cooling off for a while. He didn’t receive much better treatment at the Benedictine abbey where he had to do hard labor to earn the pig food that barely kept him alive. He no doubt suffered at the time, but he had his reward later and from the very monks who had treated him so badly. When he became famous for his sanctity the guilty monks gave him the little church of St Mary of the Angels, which became then, as it is now, the mother church of his Order, although it’s not much bigger than an oversized garage.

  When he finally arrived at Gubbio, the clothing that his friend gave him symbolized the life to which he now committed himself for the next two to three years. It was the long robe of a hermit tied round with a leather belt, with sandals on his feet and a staff in his hands. He was still only a journeyman hermit so he journeyed all the way back to Assisi to complete the rebuilding of San Damiano, then to San Pietro and finally to St Mary of the Angels, hidden away in deep woods about a mile outside Assisi. It’s no longer in a deep wood today but inside a vast basilica that also marks the spot where Francis died in 1226.

  It was in the Church of St Mary of the Angels that a momentous event occurred in the life of St Francis. It took place in 1208 on the Feast of St Matthias, which was in those days celebrated on February 24th. When the priest was reading the Gospel, St Francis’ heart leapt within him. He became totally convinced that at last God had spoken to him. This time he spoke through the words of the scriptures.

  
    As you go, proclaim that the kingdom of God is close at hand. Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, and cast out devils. You received without charge, give without charge. Provide yourself with no gold or silver, not even a few coppers for your purse, no haversack for your journey or spare tunic or footwear or staff, for the workman deserves his keep. Whatever town or village you go into, ask for someone trustworthy and stay with him until you leave. As you enter his house salute it, and if the house deserves it, let your peace descend upon it; if it does not, let your peace come back to you.

    (Matthew 10:7–13) The Jerusalem Bible

  

  As soon as the priest had explained the reading, Francis threw away the garb of a hermit and dressed himself in a single grey robe with a rope around his waist instead of a belt. He threw away his staff and kicked off his sandals, ready to set out as ordered to proclaim the Good News that the Kingdom of God was close at hand. In those early days the cheapest cloth was undyed wool – or grey – and that’s why the first Franciscans came to be called ‘Grey Friars’ and why so many of the streets in our major towns and cities are to this day still called ‘Greyfriars’, in memory of those early mendicants who once made their homes there. When cloth came to be dyed in the production process, they chose brown, because that was the cheapest dye available.

  Before he set out, Francis asked the priest to explain the reading in a little more detail. He told Francis that this is precisely what Jesus had told his disciples to do and how they should set out on their missionary journeys, proclaiming that the Kingdom of God’s love was close at hand. Even though it was close at hand, it would enter into the hearts and minds only of those who freely chose to receive it. Love cannot be forced on anyone so they must freely turn and open themselves to allow it in, or to use the biblical word, they must ‘repent’. When in his first sermon St Peter had proclaimed that Jesus had risen from the dead and was ready to fill everyone with the same Love that had raised Jesus from the dead, the crowd asked what they were to do. They were told to repent. In future this would be the essence of the preaching of St Francis and his followers. But, as Francis never tired of insisting, they must first call people to repent by the sheer goodness of the lives they lived before they ever opened their mouths. Nobody listens to hypocrites.

  With the words of the Gospel ringing in his ears, Francis set off for Assisi to do as he had been commanded. The last time he had gone into his hometown it was to be ridiculed and pelted with mud by the street urchins. Even his old cronies had disowned him then, for he was a beggar and no longer able to finance their ‘rave ups’ around the town. They had seen him disowned by his own father and mocked by his own brother Angelo, who had offered to buy the sweat that poured off him as he struggled to heave heavy stones into place and strained every muscle to rebuild San Damiano. Three years later, however, everything was different; nobody laughed any more. Now everybody seemed to listen as Francis preached, not just in the marketplace but by invitation in the Church of San Giorgio where he had first gone to school (and where he was first buried before the great Basilica of San Francesco was built as his mausoleum). In no time at all disciples flocked to follow him. They were important men too, who were well respected by everyone. Soon he was asked to preach in the Cathedral of San Rufino, where he inspired a certain teenage noblewoman called Clare to leave home to join him.

  In eighteen years’ time Francis would be dead. Why, oh why couldn’t he have started his preaching earlier to make use of every possible moment to finish the rebuilding that would be far from finished when he died? Why did he have to spend almost three years of wasted time in solitude? Why couldn’t God have spoken to him earlier? The answer is quite simple – because he couldn’t have heard.

  Francis was no different from anyone else at the beginning of his calling. He was a beginner with the best of intentions, no doubt about it, but a beginner nonetheless. I believe in everything from instant coffee to instant resurrection – instant conversion, instant healing, instant miracles and instant phenomena of every shape and form if there’s evidence – but instant sanctity? No – there’s no such thing. It takes time precisely because people can’t hear properly until they have been purified of all the selfishness, all the prejudice and all the arrogance that at first only enables them to hear what suits them. That’s why, behind all the enthusiasm and all the fervor of a spiritual beginner, there is a person so lost in ‘them and theirs’ they couldn’t do the right thing even if they could hear what it was. That was Francis at the beginning of his journey. He might have had the best of intentions, but he was nevertheless going through what’s called ‘first fervor’, when common sense often goes out the window. This does not mean that the time he spent in prayer was a waste of time; it certainly wasn’t. What it does mean is that it was only the beginning of his journey. His prayer did bear fruit with immediate effect, but transformation into the man whom medieval people called ‘the Second Christ’ would take much longer.

  It was in his solitary prayer that Francis received the spiritual strength not just to help the poor when he came across them but to seek them out. It was here that he was given the power to do what would have been impossible before: not just to give charity to lepers from afar but to do so face to face, and to kiss them with a love that he knew was beyond the power of the old self who had shrunk from them in the past. It was here too that he finally received the strength to confront his own father when he had fled from his anger before. Francis had already prayed incessantly for God to speak to him so that he would know what to do, but first God would have to teach him how to listen and how to silence the unruly desires and longings that drew his attention elsewhere. This would take time – years rather than months. Meanwhile the adolescent had to blunder on, undoubtedly with the best of intentions but without the wisdom and the prudence that would come later.

  That’s why, although we may well admire him for his good intentions when he sold his father’s cloth and his horse to buy bricks and mortar, it was nevertheless his father’s cloth and his father’s horse, which he took without asking. Any court would call that theft. That’s why he was rightly ordered to give them back to his father in open court by Lord Guido, Bishop of Assisi. Everyone may understandably be moved by the scene where he gave everything back to his father to the last stitch, but why should his father always be depicted as the ‘baddy’? Until Francis ‘got religion’, his father had indulged him in every way possible. If he wanted to be the ‘king of the revels’, Dad would provide; if he wanted to wear the latest fashions from Provence, again Dad would provide; and if he wanted to be dressed and equipped as the noble knight he never was, yet again Dad would provide. There’s nothing to show that his father had been anything other that the provider of all Francis had wanted to further his daydreams, until he got religion.

  The trouble with yesterday’s converts is that they all expect everyone else to be converted to their way of thinking by the following day at the latest, and are irritated when they’re not. There was no need for Francis’ petulance, no need for the histrionics in the court; he was after all in the wrong and, truth to tell, he wouldn’t have behaved like that later. He behaved like that then, because he was going through his first fervor, still full of himself and the way he thought the Gospel should be interpreted and acted upon. He was wrong because he couldn’t hear. When he set off on his way to Gubbio, singing like an effete charismatic from Zeffirelli’s masterly misconception, it was no wonder that the robbers threw him in a snowdrift to cool off. Who wouldn’t be tempted to do the same?

  The deep life-changing prayer began in the months ahead while he worked away on other tumbledown churches after he had finished San Damiano. The strength he had already received in prayer had convinced him that it was there, and there alone, that the sinner that he knew he was would eventually be transformed, though he had no idea how, any more than he knew what for.

  Although there’s nothing in the sources to suggest that St Francis was ever a serial sinner, it would be naive to suggest that this passionate and exuberant young man was totally blameless. Even when he was an established saint in the eyes of his contemporaries he used to say, ‘I may yet have children.’ When temptations became all but unbearable in the hermitage at Sarteano, he left the warmth of his bed to build a snow wife and children for himself in the bitter cold, until his passions were as cool as the snow with which he built them. On another occasion, when there was no snow to hand, he had to make do with throwing himself on rosebushes to assuage the sexual temptations that all but seduced him. If these are some of the battles that he fought and won when he was all but a spiritual master, imagine how many were fought and lost when he was just a beginner, not to mention those when he hadn’t even begun.

  It is often forgotten that he fought in bloody hand-to-hand combat at the battle of Collestrada. Few soldiers return from the front guiltless. They feel guilty either because they killed another human being, or because they didn’t and, playing the coward, were responsible for the death of a comrade in arms. Few return without being forced to see another side of themselves that they’d never seen before. In medieval times it was commonplace for nobles, racked with guilt and fearing for retribution hereafter, to build hospitals, abbeys, monasteries and convents in reparation for their sins and for the war crimes that kept them awake at night. There’s no reason to suggest that this wasn’t an important element in the hard labor that occupied Francis for almost three years. We know for sure that deep down he was still burdened with guilt for past sins that remained with him for some time to come. He had to wait for six months or more after hearing that decisive Gospel reading, before he was assured that all was forgiven. That assurance was finally given to him while he was deep in prayer at Poggio Bustone, high up above the Rieti Valley.

  There was another reason for his solitary labor that he was not aware of at the time, but it was undoubtedly known to the One who called him. From earliest times, would-be hermits had gone out of their minds as a result of living for prolonged periods of time in the solitary confinement that they unwisely imposed on themselves. Later, the great Franciscan reformer St Bernadine of Siena admitted that there were some who had been driven to insanity by the imprudent way they had abandoned themselves to solitude in the hermitages. It was precisely for this reason that the Desert Fathers had always insisted that a monk had to perform seven hours of manual work each day to balance time for work with time for prayer. This leads on to the main reason why Francis needed to spend those hidden years in the ‘desert’ like John the Baptist and like so many other saints in the making who preceded him and who would follow him. Beginners are always so intoxicated by first fervor that their own ‘spiritual’ desires and aspirations prevent them from hearing the voice of God, though they think they know it better than anyone else. That’s why adolescent fervor has to evaporate and they have to be led into the ‘Dark Night of the Soul’, where they come to see, as never before, all the sin and selfishness that enthralls them. It was this that had been creating the inner turmoil that had prevented them from hearing the voice that can only be heard by the pure in heart. Then, it is only by accepting the purification that ensues whilst waiting patiently on God that the true mettle of a serious spiritual traveler is laid bare. If they can now journey on relentlessly in the full knowledge of their utter need of God, a new departure in their journey can take place, one that depends totally on him.
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