James Choung, 1

THE SPIRITUAL PRACTICESOF
ST. FRANCISOF AsS S

S. Francisis one of the mog revered saints of dl time, and volumes upon volumes have been
written about him. Yet, though heis known for his intense spiritudity, it is fill difficult to write
about his explicit spiritud practices. He left no specific expostions of his spiritud life, and provided
no explicit plans for spiritud exercises or methodsof prayer.! However, the person of S. Francisis
known and described in his biographies, and his life Dwhole and complete Bisin itself a siritud
practiceto God. From his caring of the poor to his adoration of natureto his fervent times of
prayer, dl of his actions were an act of worship. Hislife, acombination of the contemplative and the

active, is a Chrigtian modd of holigtic spiritud living even for today.

I ntimacy through prayer
To Francis, being with Christ was alove affar. When referring to his relationship with God, he
called himsdlf Gaspouse of the Holy Spirit.G To cultivate his intimacy with the Divine, he often

retreated to remote places to pray and contemplate done with God. He loved being done with His

1 Frandsand Clare TheCampleaeWarks Translated and I ntroduction by Regis J. Armstrong and | gnatius C. Brady
(New York: Paulist Press, 1982), 5.

2 Offieed thePassn, Compline, Antiphone, 2; Famd LifeGiven to Saint Clareand He Siges 1; TheFirg Vesand
theL dter totheFaithful, |, 7, TheSand V edon d the L dte totheFaithful, 50, quoted by Armstrong and Brady, 16.
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Father s0 much that, & times, he was torn between devoting himself completely to the
contemplative instead of the active life3

Prayer was his chief comfort. It was FrancisGtarting place, his source of strength in faith.
God was his refuge on whom he could cast dl of his cares and burdens. He was completely
dependent on the Lord, and he understood that progress in God® service was futile without prayer.
In fact, he placed prayer a the highest pinnacle of al of the spiritud exercises and used every means
to have hisfriars concentrate on it.# He eagerly sought to pray to God without ceasing, to keep his
soul dways in the presence of God. Bonaventure witnesses:

Prayer wes hisaurerdugein enthinghedd; hener rdied on hisoan dfats but put histru in

GadSloingproidaneeand g theburden o hisaresan himiningdet praye. Hewes

avinad thet thegaed prayer \Aesglmhrgardig'assmjd lagfa aoedl d Noae he

Oedared, cud mekepragessin Gadosviewithad it.5

And, FrancisCprayers were not detached or antiseptic requests, but instead his prayers were
often passonate and cries from the soul. Bonaventure writes:

Franaswaud mekethegoves reahowith his Sgs and bedev thegraund with histears as hebest

hisbresst and coversad intimetdy with his L ard in hidden ssreyy. H eeheddended himedf bdfare

his ude haehegpdkewith hisL o .5
I ntimacy with God was the foremost priority for Francis, being in love with the One who loved him
firs.

The busy ministers of the modern age could learn much through FrancisGexample. His
priorities were in line with the will of God. He placed his relaionship with the Savior as his

foremost concern, above ministry strategies and scholastic exercises. As aman whom God used to

3 Sephen Clissold, TheWigdand . Frandsand HisCarpanians (New York: N ew Directions Publishing
Corporation, 1978), 17.

4 Bonaventure, Major Life of . Francis,Oin . Frandsd Asis: Writingsand Early Biogaphies Endish Ommibus of
theSaurasfor theLifed S. Frands edited by Marion A. Habig, 3rd Edition (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1973), 705.

5 1hid,, 706.
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bring widespread renewd to the Chrigtian faith, he desred mogt of dl to be a the feet of his Father,

seeking intimacy, guidance and nourishment through solitary prayer.

Welcoming the H oly Spirit
Often, while praying, S. Francis would be rgpt in ecstasy. Whenever he felt the Spirit gpproaching,
he would aways welcome Him, enjoying the OnspirationOfor as long as God permitted ?

His ecstasy would come in different forms, often experiencing what was beyond human
reason. Onetime, heféel into atrance and rodethrough the town of Borgo San Sepulcro likea
corpse, while the townspeople touched and pulled him, even cutting off little pieces of histunic as
souvenirs. After leaving the town, Francis asked when they would be arriving a the city they had
just ridden through!8 Ecstasies of this sort would dso occur in community, where he and his
companions Qvere rapt out of themselves, and lay on the ground like dead men, completely
unconscious G

Near theend of hislife, Francis went up Mount LaVernato pray and to reflect on the
Passion of Chrigt, and he prayed and meditated for three weeks straight. He desired to sharein
Christ®@ sufferings, and the result of his prayers was the appearance of the digretaon his body, the
marks which resembled the wounds caused by the nails and spear on the Crucified Chrigt.

FrancisObiographers have written about many more mystica vignettes that have occurred
throughout the life of this saint. These experiences mark Francis intimacy with God, and his

sengitivity to the workings of the Holy Spirit. They did not supersede his orthodox bdliefs, but

6 Ibid, 707.

7 1hid., 706.

8 Thomas of Celano, OThe Second Life of . FrancisOln S. Frandsd Assis: Writingsand Early Biogaphies
Endish Ommibus d theSauras far theL ifed S. Frands edited by Marion A. Habig, 3rd Edition (Chicago: Franciscan Herald
Press, 1973), 443.

9 Orhe Little Flowers of . Francis,Oln St. Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early Biogaphies Engdish Omrmibusd the
Sarasfa theLifed S. Frands edited by Marion A. Habig, 3rd Edition (Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973), 1331
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merely enhanced hisintimate relationship with the Spirit. A life of orthodoxy need not excludethe
visible outworking of the Holy Sirit. FrancisGaith was much more than aheady theology, but a

spiritud life that was dso lived out and supernaturaly experienced.

Worshipping through nature
S. Francis would often experience mysticd experiences through nature as well. In nature, he would
see the beauty of His creator. Armstrong writes of Francis:

A Chridgian nduremydicisthedaeaewhcemdic expaiene \Amtefr famit meyteke is

besad an Chridian bdidsand invdves an gopregation o Crestian as GadShandwark .10
The whole of nature was a sacrament, where Francis would find himsef in an ecstasy of prayer with
eyes rased to heaven while holding awaterfowl in his hands!! Theworld and dl of its beauty was
conddered agift from God.

Sometimes however, his reverence for nature would reach extremes, tresting God®crestion
with radicd reverence. Once, he was Sitting close to afire, and when his unde garments were caught
alame, he refused to put out the fire, saying D earest brother, do not hurt Brother firelG2 Other
times, his love for water made him wash his handswhere the water would not be trodden underfoot,
and his love for rocks madehim wak on them reverently and fearfully, out of love for Christ who is
cdled the Rock.13

I'n our world of consumption, where the resources of nature are blighted and abused,

Francis sandsout as an anomay. Though his behaviors border on the extreme, his love for cregtion

10 Edward A. Armstrong, Saint Frands NatureMygic TheDeivation and Sgiifiened theN atureStariesin the
Frandsan L egnd (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1973), 16.

11 Bonaventure, 694-695.

12 Mirror of Perfection,Oln St. Frandsdf Asds: Writingsand Early Biayaphies Engdish Ommibus o the Sauras far the
Lifed S. Frands edited by Marion A. Habig, 3rd Edition (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1973), 1255.

131hid, 1256-1257.
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I and for the Creator ! isevident through his actions. For Francis, creation was not agod in
itsdf, but an avenue in worshipping the True God. Armstrong writes, Gror him nature spoke of
God.3* And out of love for the Father, he trested God@cresation with the utmost respect, teking

care of the world God has given mankind to tend.

Hisview of the Bible
S. Francis brought an experientid leve to the study of Scripture aswell. He believed that the Bible
should not merely be learned, but experienced and lived out. He distrusted Biblica scholarship of
his times, though he was not completely disavowing the study of the Bible. Onetime, Francis
himsalf demanded the assstance of brotherslearned in the Bible and skilled in the use of language, 1>
and he quoted extensively from Scripture, thereby exhibiting his own predilections to the study of
the Word.

However, he does consder book-learning ared temptation, puffing up the mind 16 The
Word should be studied, but prayer and self-sacrifice are the necessary pre-conditions for scholarly
activity, so tha each word is received with humility. 17 The scholar of Scripture should not seek the
knowledge of the Word as an end of itsdf. Instead, the Bible should not merely be learned, but its
commandments should be obeyed. Francis writes.

A man has bam killed by theleter when hewantsto know quaaias aly sothat pegaewill

think heisvary learned and hean mekemmey togveto hisrdaives and friends A rdigausshes

bem Killed by thelete when hehas nodesretofdlowthesarit d Sared Scipture but wantsto
knovwhat it sys aly othet he@n expain it toahes1s

14 Armsatrong, Nature Mystic,O11.

15 Anton Rotzetter, Mysticism and Literal Observance of the Gospel in Francis of Assis,Oln Frandsd Asis
Taday, trandated by Robert N owell, edited by Christian Duquoc and Casiano Floristin (New York: The Seabury Press,
1981), 62.

16 |hid,, 61.

17 1hid,, 61.

18 |hid,, 58.
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Thisisan indictment of much of theologicd education today! The study of the Word must
be taken as a spiritud exercise, meant for changing the soul, for cleansing the heart. Theologica
sudentstoday easlly forget to pray before studying, ignore the gpplication of their homework into
their lives, and turn their studies into drudgery instead of aspiritua act of worship. Though FrancisO
exegeticd processes may be in want, his heart was absolutely correct. The Scripture was not written
merely to be learned and spoken about, but it isto be lived out in the lives of Chrigtians. Ultimately,
the Scriptures areinterpreted through Christian living. Rotzetter writes:

Topu it andher way, Frandsen exegsistakestherik o vaturingintotherelmd pradica

living bdareeaything has ben thaught aut and medesdfe It mekestheexpaimat d livingwith

and franthegyd and expaiencsitsqaritud darade in adian1®
Christian freedom and challenge
Hisinterpretation of the Bible affected his thinking of his spiritud life. He hated legdism and
ressted writing specific rules of spiritud living; he wanted his friarsto live alife of smplicity and
humility. Not wanting to quench the workings of the Spirit by legdistic trgppings, he desred instead
the spiritua dynamism and freedom which encouraged life and imagination. Little is explicitly
forbidden to the friars20 Francis responded to some of them who wanted more specific rules and
regulaions.

Vly brahes my brahers Gad cled metowalk in theway o hurrility and shoned metheway o

ganyiaty. | dond want toher any mation d therded S. Auging a . Banard, a o St

Beaid. TheL ad hestdd methat hewanted tomekeanavfad o mein thewarld, and Gad

doss nd want tolead us by any dher knoaleogethet thet. Gad will useyour persod knonledge
and your wisdom to aonfound you. Gt

191hid, 61.

20 |hid, 59.

21 A egend of PerugiaOln S. Frandsd Asis: Writings and Early Bioyaphies Engish Onmibus of theSaurasfar the
Lifed S. Frands edited by Marion A. Habig, 3rd Edition (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1973), 1088-1089.
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On the other hand, Francis dso observed the Sripture as literdly as possible. For example
Do not worry about tomorrow3? was taken serioudy in aradicad manner. The brothers, instead of
putting their beansto soak in warm water the day before they were to be esten as was the custom,
they would soak them on the day itsdlf. Smilarly they did not accept more dmsthan they could use
on agiven day.23 Thus, Francis lived according to the Word in aradicd manner.

The freedom of Chrigtian grace and the chalenge of Christian living were intertwined.
Instead of fdling into the trgp of legdism or liberdism, Francis findsan excellent medium,
combining both freedom and chdlenge. He sought the chdlenge of goplying Christian principle to

hislife, yet found freedom in its expresson.

Life of voluntary poverty

Hisliterd gpproach to the Bible caused Francisto live alife of poverty. In 1208, his father took him
before the locd bishop to demand that justice be done: he wanted Francisto return his goods
Francis, without prompting or urging, disrobed in front of the bishop, saying tha he could now say
in complete honesty and without reserve, GDur Father who art in heaven.3# This was the beginning
of hisavowa of possessons.

At amass on February 24, 1208, it was made even more clear. The wordsof S. Mathew
convicted him to the heart: Orake no gold or silver or copper in your wallet, no bag for your
journey, nor two tunics or sandds or astafEQ Francis obeyed his cdling to asolute poverty,
wandering through towns and villages to preach the gospel. He stressed the adoration of God,

repentance, generosity, and the forgiveness of wrongs done to each other. He gave his heart out to

22 Matthew 6:34 N1V.
23 Rotzetter, 57.
24 Bonaventure, 643.
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the poor, befriending them and preaching the gospd. His man overarching passon was to imitate
Chrigt, and his poverty was to be the way of life for Francis. Clissold writes:

Frands pesdanetey beieved thet theloed meteia possesianslay a therodt o wdeySillsand

d manQetranggrat franhismeke. Propaty inpied thenesd far armrswith whidh toddiend it

and led tothedrugdefa pona and pregigeand tothedranicwarfarewhidh westhesourged his

times2s

But, in his sdf-denid, Francis did not have amorbid hatred of sdif that other ascetics often
had 26 Though he dept on the ground, ate little, kept long vigils throughout the night, lived in
shabby clothing, and gave away everything he had, we could not picture him gtting on apillar or
laden with heavy chains. He forbid friars to be too harsh with their penances, and had some
penitentid instruments confiscated for their caused injury, even desth.2’ The saf-denid was about
following Chrigt, not hating the self whom God cregted.

Especidly within the affluence of American culture, it is easy to follow the crowd and fdl
into the ain of materidism and hoard the wedth God has fredy given. Francis, however, though his
poverty was able to grow rich in spiritua wedth.28 His poverty was asign of hisradica fath, willing
to throw asde materia comforts to conform more closgly to the life of Chrigt. In this way, he was
completdy dependent on God. Though not dl Christians are caled to FrancisGextremesto livein
absolute poverty, they should be generous, and willing to use their materid wedth cheerfully and

without compulsion for the furthering of God®@divine will.

2 Clissold, 12.

26 Lawrence Cunningham, Saint Frandsdf Asss (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), 60.
27 |bid.,, 60.

28 Bonaventure, 680.
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Care for the poor and the sick
Not only did he set himsdlf to being poor, he gave devotedly to the poor. Celano writes tha Francis
would grieve over those who were poorer than him, from afeeling of sincere compasson.?® Ever
snce his early years, he felt acompassion for those less fortunate, and gave dmsto the beggars
liberdly. One time, he found another brother accusing apoor person of being rich, claming that he
was merdly posing as abeggar. Francis commanded that brother to strip naked and to kiss that poor
man®feet, asking for forgiveness3

He dso cared for the sck. Though he was terrified of their disease, he visted the lepers and
cared for them. His heart reached out to the poor and the regected of society, to bringto them the
love of Chrigt. Hiswasthe heart of atrue minigter, full of compassion. In hisimitation of Chrigt, he
sought to care for those his Savior cared for. He did not merely revel in the ecstasy of the
contemplative; hislove! given by God! dso drove him to carefor the needsof people around

him.

Preaching to the nations
Francis was amissonary as well. He preached throughout the countryside, telling the smple folk
about the Gogpdl. He sent some of his brethren to France, Germany, and Spain, where many of
them met their martyrdom. Francis himsalf sought martyrdom, to be linked inextricably with the
Passon of Chrigt by the sacrifice of hisown life. He sought to bring the message of Chrigt to the
Mudims, and even made his way to Syriato preach to the Sultan.

And when Francis preached, he did not do it with an acerb tongue. He preached without the

bitter gal of many prophets. Instead, he let his lifestyle and spiritudity spesk for themselves, and

29 Celano, (First Life 0292.
30 |hid., 293.
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dlowed the utter goodness of hisheart to pour forth. He lived what he preached, and therefore did
not need to rely on oratoricd skills or psychologicd manipulation to share wha was in his spirit, the
Soirit of God. He imitated Jesus. what he preached, he had dready practiced. His life was awitness

to hisrdaionship with Chrig.

In hislife, Francis embraced both the contemplative and the active. Without the contemplative, his
action would be empty, shalow. He would have nothing to give but himsalf. Without the active, he
would have asuperficid love afair a best. Instead, he was aleto give the love of Chrigt through a
knowledge of Stripture and arelaionship of intimacy. And, hisrelationship with God pressed him
to make radica decisions, offering his life to God as aspiritud act of worship. FrancisQife is avivid
modd and awelcome chalenge to the spiritud lives of today® Chrigtians. . Francis of Asds
combined the intimacy of the contemplative and ministry of the active together in spiritua tandem,

leading to an honest and devoted imitation of Jesus Chrigt.

11996 by James Chaung Plessedonat rgraducewithaut parmissan. Pagp10 d 12
9258A ReaptsReed Laddla CA 92037. E-ml: kimhi@adummit.edu



Bibliography

Armgtrong, Edward A. Sant Frands NaureMygic TheDeivation and Sgifianed theN aureStriesin
theFranasan Lepd Berkdey, Universty of CdiforniaPress, 1973.

Bonaventure. Mgor Life of . FrancisOln . Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early Bioygphies Endish
Ommibus d theSarasfa theL ifed St Frands Edited by Marion A. Habig. 3rd Edition.
Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973. Pp. 631-787.

Clisold, Sephen. TheWigdand S. Frandsand His Canrpanias New York: New Directions
Publishing Corporation, 1978.

Cunningham, Lawrence. Sant Franasd As39. New York: Harper & Row, 1981.

Dudlos, Bertrand. Francis, Image of Christ.Oln Frandsd Asss Taoday. Edited by Christian Duguoc
and Casiano Floristin. New York: The Seabury Press, 1981. Pp. 49-55.

Fortini, Arnddo. Frandsd As3d. Trandated by Helen Moak. New York: Crossroad Publishing
Company, 1981.

. Franasand Clare TheCanpddeWaks Trandated and I ntroduction by Regis J.
Armstrong and I gnatius C. Brady. New York: Pauline Press, 1982.

Latourette, Kenneth Scott. A Higayd Chridianity, Vdurel: toA.D. 1500. New York: Harper
Collins, 1975; Harper Collins, 1953.

. Q.egend of PerugiaOln St Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early Biayaphies Engish
Omibusd theSarasfa theLifed St Frands Trandated by Paul Oligny. Edited by Marion A.
Habig. 3rd Edition. Chicago: Franciscan Herdd Press, 1973. Pp. 977-1091.

. Ohe Little Flowers of . FrancisOln . Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early
Biaggygohies Endish Ormibus d theSaras far theL ifed . Frands Edited by Marion A. Habig.
3rd Edition. Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973. Pp. 1301-1506.

. Mirror of Perfection.Oln St Frandsd Asss: Writingsand Early Biayaphies Endish
Omibus d theSarasfa theL ifed St Frands Edited by Marion A. Habig. 3rd Edition.
Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973. Pp. 1125-1293.

11996 by James Chaung Plessedonat rgraducewithaut parmissan. Pagpll o 12
9258A ReaptsReed Laddla CA 92037. E-ml: kimhi@adummit.edu



Rotzetter, Anton. QMlysticism and Literal Observance of the Gospel in Francis of Asss.Oln Frands
d As3g Taday. Trandated by Robert Nowell. Edited by Christian Duquoc and Casiano
Floristin. New York: The Seabury Press, 1981. Pp. 56-64.

Thomas of Ceano. Orhe Firgt Life of K. FrancisOln St Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early
Biaggygohies Endish Ormibus d theSaras fa theL ifed . Frands Edited by Marion A. Habig.
3rd Edition. Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973. Pp. 227-355.

Thomeas of Celano. Orhe Second Life of S. FrancisOln S. Frandsd Asds: Writingsand Early
Biaggygohies Endish Ormibus d theSaras fa theL ifed . Frands Edited by Marion A. Habig.
3rd Edition. Chicago: Franciscan Herad Press, 1973. Pp. 359-543.

11996 by James Chaung Plessedonat rgraducewithaut parmissan. Pagpl2 o 12
9258A ReaptsReed Laddla CA 92037. E-ml: kimhi@adummit.edu



