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1. (Slide 1) You will recall that last year the church celebrated a Holy Year with the theme “Pilgrims of Hope”.  A Holy Year such as that one is a regular occurrence and happens every twenty-five years. This means that in a lifetime the average person would probably only experience three holy years.
2. The holy year was barely over when Pope Leo XIV declared that this year will be a special Jubilee Year of Saint Francis. It is taking place from 10 January 2026 until 10 January 2027. By now we are well into this holy year. It has a special importance for the Franciscans and those associated with that community. CCC has had a long link with the Franciscans in the early days. Fr Harry Chan is also a Franciscan. While the jubilee is important for the Franciscans, it is also important for the whole church and a source of spiritual renewal. Like all jubilees there are spiritual practices that can accompany it. But these spiritual exercises should not be undertaken simply for their own sake, but as part of a journey to a deeper spiritual and moral maturity. In this way our celebration can have a profound impact on our daily living.
3. The reason the pope has declared the special jubilee year is to mark 800 years since the death of St Francis. (slide 2).  We will mark the date of his death on his feast day, 3 October. The saint is often referred to as the “Poor Man of Assisi”. His life shows us God’s mercy, which was at work through his life. God’s mercy has also been visible through people who have followed St Francis and opened their hearts to the love and mercy of God,
The Life of Saint Francis
4. Francis was born in the year 1181. He was the son of a wealthy fabric merchant in Assisi. When he was young, he helped his father in running the business. He also got involved in life of the town (Assisi). He had a sense of civic pride and would fight for Assisi in its war against the neighbouring town, Perugia.
5. This map (slide 3) shows the location of Assisi in Italy. It is north of Rome and south of Florence. You can see Perugia on the map. We need to remember that at that time there wasn’t one unified country but rather each of the towns was independent. This is why there was often fighting between them, as one town would try to overcome another one and gain extra territory and with it, extra wealth. In one of those battles Francis was captured and put into prison for a year.
6. On one occasion, as he was marching out to war, Francis decided to turn back and to give up on war. This was a bold move as he was likely to be charged with desertion. This marked a turning point in his life. (slide 4) He was more interested in helping the poor and the lepers than in fighting war. He thought that there was more value in this than in war. We need to remember that he came from a wealthy family and was used to beautiful things and beautiful people. His instincts would have made the thought of touching a leper quite revolting. But he overcame that revulsion and reached out to the poor and the lepers. This action is regarded as a turning point in his life. He was moved with compassion and was learning the ways of God. He was learning about the mercy of God.
7. There is a church high up on a hill overlooking the town of Assisi. If you have been to Assisi, you may have visited it. It is the church of San Damiano. Francis used to visit this church and pray. (slide 5) It was a small church, away from the noise of the town and a place where he could be in silence. One day when he was praying, he heard a voice that seemed to come from a Byzantine style crucifix. The voice he heard said to him, “Go and repair my church which is falling down”. This was a reference to the church where he was standing, which had been neglected and was literally falling into ruin. Francis used all his skill to repair the church. This event has come to be regarded as another turning point in his life. We can see how his experiences are gradually drawing him in to the ambit of God.
8. These things we have just looked at – the embracing of a leper and the repairing of the church of San Damiano were going to have consequences in his family. He came from a wealthy family and when he asked for fabric to repair the church, we can imagine that his father was not happy. His father would also not have been happy when he turned his back on the army and refused to fight the war. Being a soldier was what the sons of the wealthy merchant class were expected to do. His walking away from soldiering leads to a dispute with his father. (slide 6) Francis renounces his inheritance and chooses a different way of life.  The mythology that surrounds this major event tells the story that right in the middle of the town square Francis took off all his wealthy clothes and handed them back to his father. This dramatic event is often interpreted as him embracing God as his father.
9. As we look at all these events, we can see emerging a single picture of his conversion and its meaning. The stripping of his clothes is an embrace of poverty, and this was to mark the rest of his life. But it was not poverty for its own sake. The more important event – and the one that tells us most about his conversion – is the encounter with the cross at San Damiano. The cross of Christ was now to be the focus of his life. Poverty has to be seen in this context. In a similar way, his embracing of the leper and the poor was also about being close to the cross of Christ. That embrace was the concrete expression of the mercy of God – a mercy that tells the true meaning of the cross.
The Gathering of Companions
10. The way of life that Francis had now adopted meant that he was living in extreme poverty. To rebuild the church of San Damiano he had to beg from the townspeople. He lived his life as a pilgrim, travelling the countryside and begging for food and shelter. With this lifestyle he had the freedom to help the lepers. He did this for about two or three years before gathering a few disciples around him who would embrace the same lifestyle. 
11. This lifestyle is referred to as a mendicant lifestyle, which means that those who follow it rely solely on the generosity of others. Mendicants own nothing. They have to trust that God will provide through the kindness of other people. This lifestyle was not uncommon in the medieval period. In fact, there are two religious orders that lived as mendicants. These are the Franciscans and the Dominicans. (slide 7)
12. But let’s get back to Francis and the few disciples that gathered around him. They lived a communal lifestyle in Assisi and cared for the lepers in a nearby leper colony. They would also go out on preaching tours to the nearby towns. Their message was a call for renewal. They called people back to the purity of the gospel. They themselves gave witness to this renewed life by their poverty. Many of the things that had become attached to the church had begun to degenerate into things on show and people had lost sight of the core aspects of faith. At first, these preachers were not well received, but they persisted and were eventually accepted. It is not that people began to embrace the radical form of poverty that Francis and his followers had embraced. Rather, people heard their message and reformed their lives within the context of their own professions and situation in the towns.
13. The style of preaching meant that those who listened were called to know Christ and to deepen their faith in him. One example of how Francis preached was at Christmas. Francis is the one who invented the Christmas crib as we know it today (slide 8) – the Nativity scene. The crib was life size and included live animals. It was erected in the town square for all the people to see and to immerse themselves in the Christmas story. The story took on new relevance for them as it was taking place in their own town. It wasn’t just a remnant of a past event. We know that as the Christmas crib evolved, it was usually filled with images of local people.
14. As the group around Francis grew it was time for it to be organised into a religious community that would be recognised by the church. Francis wrote a rule of life that his friars would live by. He went with some of his friars to Rome and presented the rule to Pope Innocent III in 1210. (slide 9) The rule was approved but as was customary, its use was initially “experimental”. It would have to be renewed after a period of time. The rule was approved definitively in 1223 by Pope Honorius III.
Some other interesting things about St Francis
15. We can’t go into all the details about the life of this saint. But there are a few particular things it would be good for us to know about him. These things may be helpful in our own time.
16. Francis lived during the period that we refer to as the Crusades. This was when Christian soldiers went to the lands that we refer to as the Holy Land – the places that feature in the life of Jesus but also in the Old Testament. During the Fifth Crusade Francis went with another friar to Egypt in 1219 and joined in the siege of one of the ports. However, he was appalled by this “holy war” and rejected its activity and its intention. Yes, he wanted the Saracens to convert to the Christian faith but did not believe that war was the way to do it. He didn’t believe that God wanted war.
17. Francis took a different approach to those around him. He refused to engage in war and instead crossed over into the enemy territory. He and his companion were captured and beaten and then taken to the Sultan. The meeting of Francis and the Sultan is now regarded as an historic meeting (slide 10). The Sultan received Francis with courtesy and listened to his preaching. Sultan was impressed not just with the humility Franics displayed, but also with his message of peace. What we see here is the mutual respect shown by this Catholic and that Muslim.
18. We need to note the timing of these events. The excursion into the Holy Land and the crusades occurs after the first rule had been approved but before the second rule. This is significant because the revised rule has been shaped by the experience with the Sultan. The new rule refers specifically to friars living in Muslim lands. They are to engage in peaceful witness rather than getting into arguments and disputes. This peaceful approach to proclaiming the gospel is characteristic of the Franciscan family and has been taken up more widely in the church especially in our own day in the context of dialogue with Muslims. (slide 11) Here we might recall the famous meeting in 2019 in Abu Dhabi between Pope Francis and the Grand Imam Ahmed Al-Tayeb who is head of the Al-Azhar Mosque. Together they signed the Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together. This document condemned violence and terrorism that arises from religious extremism. It placed a value on human fraternity, stating that people of all faiths are brothers and sisters.
19. Another thing St Francis was known for was his closeness to animals. In fact, one of the most common images we see of him is with the animals. Perhaps it is talking to the birds or walking with the sheep (slide 12).  He viewed the whole of creation as brothers and sisters given by God. This comes out in the hymn that is attributed to St Francis, the Canticle of the Sun. The hymn begins, All creatures of our God and king / lift up your voice and let us sing / alleluia, alleluia / Thou burning sun with golden beam / Thou silver moon with softer gleam / O praise him, O praise him / alleluia.
20. This praise of creation is very biblical. We see it in the psalms. We also see it in the way Jesus showed respect for creation. The subsequent verses in the hymn praise God for the wind and for the lights of the evening. It then goes on the praise people who display a tender heart, forgiving others. Reminiscent of the Beatitudes, it praises those who experience pain and sorrow. It concludes by calling all things to bless their creator.
21. This aspect of St Francis’ life was one of the inspirations for the encyclical letter of Pope Francis, Laudato Si’. This is the encyclical on the care of creation. (Slide 13) The opening words of the encyclical remind us of the relevance of St Francis of Assisi for today. Here are those words: 
“LAUDATO SI’, mi’ Signore” – “Praise be to you, my Lord”. In the words of this beautiful canticle, Saint Francis of Assisi reminds us that our common home is like a sister with whom we share our life and a beautiful mother who opens her arms to embrace us. “Praise be to you, my Lord, through our Sister, Mother Earth, who sustains and governs us, and who produces various fruit with coloured flowers and herbs”.
The pope continues: 
This sister now cries out to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse of the goods with which God has endowed her. We have come to see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her at will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms of life. This is why the earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the most abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she “groans in travail” (Rom 8:22). We have forgotten that we ourselves are dust of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7); our very bodies are made up of her elements, we breathe her air and we receive life and refreshment from her waters.
22. While on the subject of hymns, there is another one that you may be familiar with. We know it as the peace prayer of St Francis.
Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
where there is sadness, joy.
O, Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console;
to be understood as to understand;
to be loved as to love;
For it is in giving that we receive;
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
it is in dying that we are born again to eternal life.
23. Pope Leo has not made a major statement about the Franciscan Jubilee Year. But on 6 August he went to Assisi for some celebrations. (slide 14) The focus of this trip was on youth. They were taking part on the Franciscan Youth Meeting. At one point on the trip, he invited the young people to ask him questions and he responded. This exchange can be helpful for us because some of the questions and problems they raised are felt by people of every age.
24. The first question came from a young woman in Croatia. She had grown up in a Franciscan parish and had learnt that the gospel is proclaimed above all through the witness of our lives, through joy, simplicity, fraternity and closeness to every person. It strikes me that this insight is very important – and it is also very Franciscan, with its emphasis on witness, joy and fraternity. This young woman went on the tell the pope that her experience growing up helped her discover a living faith which was not confined to our churches but finds expression in service, welcome and hope for others. This led to her question about the situation in a rapidly changing world where many people struggle to find points of reference, to build authentic relationships and to open their hearts to God. She wanted to know how to be a credible witness in this world.
25. Pope Leo responded by noting how much the world has changed even in thirty years. Today it is marked by war and a dangerous intertwining of religious identity and nationalism. We would add that it is becoming more difficult for people to live with each other and to respect each other. The pope then showed how relevant St Francis is for addressing these concerns, “Yet for centuries the Franciscans have fostered dialogue and encouraged peaceful coexistence among Catholics, Orthodox and Muslims. Today, remaining faithful to this tradition of closeness means swimming against the current. It means purifying memory and cultivating reconciliation.”
26. He continued by saying that more and more, Christians will be called to be peace makers within societies that are tempted to make religion a weapon in a struggle of competing identities. This is not the way to be a witness of Christ. The pope put it this way: 
Being witnesses to Christ, therefore, is both captivating and demanding. It enlarges our minds and hearts, freeing us from artificial boundaries, from the fears created by misinformation and from walls built by prejudice. Rejecting the culture of power and building a civilization of love are choices that are not immediately understood or accepted. Saint Francis, however, teaches that radicalism of the Gospel is the very opposite of fundamentalism. It does not make us blind or violent; instead, it makes us aware, attentive and always eager to follow Jesus, and therefore humble and welcoming towards everyone. It is not an easy path, but it brings much joy.
27. Another question came from a young man in Sicily. (slide 15) His question was about the internal life of the church. He noted that the first statement in the Franciscan Rule states, “Brother Francis promises obedience and reverence to the Lord Pope Honorius and to his canonically elected successors, and to the Roman Church” (Rule, I).” This questioner went on to frame his question in these words, “Although [Francis] lived in a time when the Church was marked by contradictions and internal difficulties, he did not choose the path of heresy. He did not attack or judge the Church of his day but instead chose obedience to the Pope — a free and revolutionary decision, fully in keeping with his spirit of being ‘lesser.’ His only desire was to overcome the poverty of judgment through the compassion and reparation that only love can bring.” He spelt it out in these words, “Today many young people say that they “believe, but not in the Church.” Even within our own communities we sometimes see a Church marked by contradictions and internal crises. So, my question is this: How can we remain faithful to this reparative love? Why is it so difficult today to see the Church as a Mother who, despite her wounds, is always ready to welcome us and to love us?” This is a question about what is often seen today. It is note just about faithfulness to the church, but it is about a bigger question of the relationship between faith and religion. Many people today say they are spiritual but not religious. Can you be spiritual without being religious? How can the church help us deepen our spirituality?
28. Pope Leo answers this question by recalling one of the moments in the conversion of St Francis – the moment when he gazed on the cross at the San Damiano church and heard a voice calling on him to rebuild the church. The pope told those listening to him that this conversion reminds us faith is always a longing, a desire. “We too must return to that desire. Throughout history, and even today, many people struggle to experience the Church as Jesus desires her to be. This causes deep suffering; it leaves wounds and disappointments, and for some it even becomes an obstacle to faith.” But Jesus shows his own desire to gather people into one single humanity. That is what he did; he broke down the dividing walls. This is what the church is called to do. Leo went on to say, “Whenever this miracle continues to take place in the Church — and thanks to God, it still does — it remains something extraordinary, even in our cities, where so many invisible walls continue to separate people from one another. How many forms of discrimination and inequality disappear the moment we begin to recognize one another as brothers and sisters!”
29. However, if we are to be part of this rebuilding then we must hear other parts of Jesus’ teaching, specifically his teaching that “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be the slave of all” (Mt 10: 43-44.) St Francis can be our inspiration and model in doing this. Let me give one final quote from Pope Leo, 
The word of God, the Sacraments and the practice of fraternal love are the means by which the image of Christ is formed within us. Francis walked this path: not to dominate, but to serve; not to grasp, but to receive; not to withhold, but to give back. This is the very life of God, which continually renews the Church and makes her a free people, a place of refreshment and salvation. “Francis, go and rebuild my house, which, as you see, is falling into ruin!” (Second Life of Saint Francis, 10). Each of us has a part to play in this work that is always underway. We have different responsibilities and different vocations, yet we walk together, encouraging one another, supporting one another and correcting one another along the way. What matters is that each of us faithfully fulfils the role entrusted to us. Then we shall speak of the Church with the affection one has for a mother, because we shall know that we belong to her. Ours will be a love that embraces the people and the history through which Jesus Christ comes to us and remains with us: “I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Mt 28:20). This is the Gospel we proclaim, humbly. To share in our Lord’s desire, we do not need to appear better than we really are. Rather, we need only acknowledge the Risen Jesus in our lives and allow him to act.
30. The Jubilee of St Francis seems to have been quite low key. However, when we look at his life and when we look at the Franciscan charism, we are reminded that St Francis still has much to teach us. May we continue to ponder the treasures of his life and legacy.
