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Untangling Franciscan Poverty
Mary Esther Stewart

This text was first used as a retreat for the Episcopal community
in Flagstaff, Arizona, November, 2004.


It seems strange to write an article promoting poverty for a culture that holds material affluence as its highest value.  But this is not new.  Material affluence was also the standard to be attained in 13th century Italy, the age of St. Francis.  Francis in the 21st century is represented as expensive garden statuary, but for this man to have sought out poverty as the path that would take him to God says that material affluence on its own will not answer the longings of the human soul.  


Like most Americans, I first met St. Francis around the birdbath.  He was garden statuary that carried no particular challenge.  I often thought that there must be more to him than the love of birds and rabbits.  When asked by my parish to provide a program so that we may get to know our patron saint better, I realized that I needed to find out who St. Francis was and how his spirituality challenges us today.  I set about to read as many biographies of Francis as I could.  Each book was very interesting, but throughout all my reading I found a common emphasis: Francis’ dedication to poverty.  Living a life of gospel poverty in the Middle Ages may have worked for Francis, but only created confusion for me.  I was attracted to Francis’ free spirit, his utter dependence on God, and the peace that poverty brought him, but the idea of poverty frightened me.  Do I have to sell my house, my car, my computer and my cell phone, go on welfare and sleep on the street to acquire that same freedom of spirit?  Can I emulate Francis and still be a 21st century American?  Is it possible to attempt Franciscan spirituality in a material world?  I soon realized that if one is to adopt Franciscan spirituality, one must come face to face with Lady Poverty, but she may appear in many forms.  


After much meditation, I have come to discover three levels of poverty  in the life of St. Francis that I believe have significance for our century.  I have adapted these to the development of personal spirituality in a modern world.  Others reflect my insights in different words.  Maya Angelou says that “you can tell a lot about a person by the way they handle a rainy day, lost luggage and tangled Christmas tree lights.”  Let’s begin with the lost luggage.
Material poverty


Early in his conversion, Francis fell in love with Lady Poverty.  Influenced by chivalry, Francis saw Poverty as a lovely lady to be pursued, as one to whom he would dedicate his life.  He began courting his Lady by the elimination of material things.  We find him donating to beggars, selling his father’s goods to give money to the church at San Damiano, giving his cloak a bedraggled knight, sharing his food and money with lepers, all to diminish his dependence on material possessions.  Francis discovered the poor Christ in the gospels and made the commitment to follow Him unconditionally.  His action was noble and in keeping with the knightly dedication dictated by chivalry.


There are those in our society who have nothing, but seldom is this their choice.  Am I expected to divest myself of all material possessions and live on the streets if I am to adopt Francis’ spirituality?  Some are called to join the marginalized but, for many of us, this stance would not work.  Adding to the welfare rolls would only complicate social and economic issues.  But living simply so that others may simply live is possible.  There is a certain freedom in living in simplicity, as Francis well knew.  Francis cautioned his advisors and his brothers: if one possesses nothing, one does not have to fight to defend his/her possessions.  Material simplicity frees one to practice solidarity with the poor, to be less controlled by and dependent on one’s material possessions, and to develop a deeper closeness to God.  Jesus looked with sadness on the rich young man who desired to be closer to God, but who was ruled by his attachment to his possessions.

So what about the luggage?  What if it is lost?  How much material luggage fills our homes?  How many “things” do we really need?  What do we collect and hoard?  How much of the world’s natural resources do we feel entitled to at the expense of others?  Is happiness tied to the acquisition of material things and the unbridled use of resources?  One evening a young man broke into my office at the public elementary school where I was the principal.  Not finding what he wanted, the young man lit the office on fire.  The entire content of my office was destroyed including several years of research and curriculum development.  I discovered that the loss of the material content of my office did not affect my competence in directing the operations of our school.  In fact, when it came time to make the lists for the insurance company, I could hardly remember what had been destroyed.

Our attitude to material things and the gifts of the natural world is elemental to developing a life of Franciscan spirituality.  Material simplicity and personal detachment are liberating.  What if the luggage gets lost?  How devastating is it?


For reflection:


-  What is the difference between “need” and “want?”  Do I mistake my 


wants for needs?


-  What material things do I hang on to, collect, hoard?  What would I do 


if these became “lost luggage?”

-  How can I live more simply?  How do the poor challenge those of us   


who have been materially blessed?

-  What is my reaction to the statement such as “80% of the world’s 


wealth is held by 20% of the people.”?

Emotional/psychological poverty


In front of the bishop’s church of Santa Maria Maggiore and before Bishop Guido himself, the officials of Assisi, and his father, Francis stripped himself of his clothing and returned this and the money he had to his father, Pietro  di Bernardone.  He publicly renounced his father, his family and his inheritance declaring that from that time onward only God would be his father.  Francis made a dramatic, drastic public choice and could never go home again.  By his action, Francis closed the door to any emotional or psychological support that his family could offer him.  
Francis’ father’s attitude may be likened to that rainy day Maya Angelou speaks about.  Pietro would never allow Francis to follow his lady love, Lady Poverty.  According to the social milieu of his day, Francis was expected to maintain the family business and fit an image that would bring honor to the family.  Francis was faced with “bad weather” that he could not control.  One can either curse the rain or accept it as a challenge and find something else to do. Francis recognized the challenge that lay before him and relinquished the social status that his family name and fortune could offer him.    Maybe this is what Jesus meant by loving father and mother more than Him? 
 


We read that Francis went merrily on his way, being accosted by robbers and announcing himself as the herald of a Great King.  Francis turned over control of his life to Jesus Christ.  He allowed the rain to fall as it may and rejoiced in the rainy days as well as the sunshine.

I equate control with the fear of losing someone or something.  We maintain control of our money for fear of losing all we have worked for.  We may attempt control of our adult children so that we don’t lose them to what we consider to be their own foolishness.  We try to take control of our lives, fearing that lack of control may lead to loss of health, loss of possessions, loss of prestige, etc.  It’s all an emotional or a psychological “hanging on.”  We almost want to control the rainy day.  But we can’t control the rain.  We are faced with adjusting, giving in, finding another route, admitting to a higher power, maybe even relinquishing that which binds us – like Lazarus, unbinding ourselves and surrendering to the Great King.
  Or just enjoy the rain!



For reflection:


-  Who or what do I hang on to psychologically/emotionally?  Who or 


what do I try to control?


-  Do others fear me for the controls I try to put on them?


-  What stands in the way of my relationships with others?  With God?


-  How much do I believe in myself?  How much do I really trust God?


- Do I try to control God by telling Him what I think is best for me, for 


others, for the Church, the country, the world?
Poverty of the ego


Francis’ poverty evolved.  Early in his life he gave up material possessions.  Then he made an emotional/psychological break with his family and his society by his public action at Santa Maria Maggiore.  Late in his life he tells the story of perfect joy, the story of poverty of the ego.  He asks Brother Leo, his trusted friend and companion, to write what perfect joy is.  Then he creates a fictitious event that describes the surrender of the ego:
[Brother Leonard] related, in the same place [the Portiuncula], that one day at Saint Mary the blessed Saint Francis called Brother Leo and said: "Brother Leo, write!"  He answered: "I'm ready."  "Write," [Francis] said, "what true joy is:

 "A messenger comes and says that all the masters in Paris have come into the Order; write: this is not true joy.  Or that all the prel​ates beyond the mountains [have entered the Order], as well as the archbishops and bishops; or, that the king of France and the king of England [have entered the Order]; write: this is not true joy. Again, that my brothers have gone to the nonbelievers and converted all of them to the faith; again, that I have so much grace from God that I heal the sick and perform many miracles: I tell you that true joy does not consist in any of these things."

"What then is true joy?"

 "I return from Perugia and arrive here in the dead of night;

and it is winter time, muddy and so cold that icicles have formed on the edges of my habit and keep striking my legs, and blood flows from such wounds. . And all covered with mud and cold, I come to the gate and after I have knocked and called for some time, a brother comes and asks: 'Who are you?' I answer: 'Brother Francis.'  And he says: 'Go away; this is not a proper hour for going about; you may not come in.'  And when I insist, he answers: 'Go away, you are a simple and a stupid person; we are so many and we have no need of you. You are certainly not coming to us at this hour!'  And I stand again at the door and say: 'For the love of God, take me in tonight.'  And he answers: 'I will not.  Go to the Crosiers' place and ask there.'  I tell you this: If I had patience and did not become upset, there would be true joy in this and true virtue and the salvation of the souL"


So what about the tangled Christmas tree lights?  Well, don’t we frequently try to impress others by the beauty of our Christmas tree lights?  The best decorated house, the prettiest tree, the loveliest people, the happiest family, etc., etc. . . . not that these things may or may not be true, but it’s the ego, the personal aggrandizement of “me” that is the issue here. Didn’t that foolish brother know that the poor fellow knocking at the door was the founder of the Franciscan Order?  Shouldn’t Francis have given that brother a piece of his mind?  That brother should have been reprimanded and shamed, yes?  

The ego, like the Christmas tree lights, cries for recognition.  We see this in small children who are just discovering themselves.  They demand recognition and their wants are central to their life.  Maturity comes when we recognize we are not central to all that goes on in our world.  Francis came to discover that life was not about him -- what a blow to the ego!  He was challenged to accept his Christmas tree lights as tangled or as perceived to be tangled by his brothers.  This is “Perfect Joy!”

How often is the question, “What will I wear?”  really “How will I look to others?”  Or “How do I look?”  is really “What will others think of me?”  Will I get the recognition I think I deserve?  What happens if I get overlooked for a promotion?, if I am not thanked properly for a gift given? , if I can’t untangle my Christmas tree lights?  Francis tells us that Perfect Joy is knowing that I and my Christmas tree lights are not the center of the world.  Life is not about me or recognizing me!  Lack of recognition is the heart of the Incarnation and the Crucifixion.  The Word relinquished all human recognition of His Godhead, took on our humanity, humbled Himself as a servant and accepted death on the cross.
  Poverty of the ego is ultimate surrender.

For reflection:


-  Who or what is the center of my life?


-  What are my tangled Christmas tree lights?


-  What happens if I don’t get recognition?


-  Do I see myself as an “instrument” of God?  To whom?  For what?

These three levels of poverty in the life of Francis did not come easily, naturally or without a price.  He had to lose the luggage, accept the rainy day, and live with the tangled Christmas tree lights.  Lady Poverty was not an easy lover. 

Choosing to live poverty or simplicity in any form is both a challenge and a risk.  Francis accepted the challenge, took the risk, and reaped the reward.    Francis was transformed into a man of freedom, a man of peace, not without pain, however.  We pray at Mass to be freed of all anxiety,
 but such freedom does not come without a price.  Like Francis, surrender to Lady Poverty may involve a bit of the stigmata, but the reward is peace.
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�  Though he [Christ Jesus] was in the form of God, [He] did not regard equality with God something to be grasped.  Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, coming in human likeness; and found human in appearance, he humbled himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross.  Philippians 2:6-8.





�  Deliver us, Lord from every evil, and grant us peace in our day.  In your mercy keep us free from sin and protect us from all anxiety as we wait in joyful hope for the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ. 





