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Well, this weekend I have been up at Camp Tuttle near Brighton doing a little 
teaching at our church’s retreat.  And I have been talking about the life of St. 
Francis of Assisi.  As you must know, Francis, like Jesus, had special regard for 
all God’s creatures. There is a marvelous stories about how Francis befriended a 
wolf which is probably apocryphal, but it still reflects the state of his heart.   
 
I’ve been talking about Francis because he provides us a wonderful window on 
the heart of Jesus.  As I said, both loved animals, and it’s also true that both were 
thought to be insane – principally by their family members.   
 
There is a story in the gospel of Mark that many Christians find hard to 
understand, so it gets ignored a lot.  In that story Jesus is teaching in someone’s 
house.  And while he is deep in this, one of his disciples whispers in his ear that 
his family is outside.  His mother and his brothers have come all the way from 
Nazareth where Jesus had been raised.  They believe that Jesus is crazy, talking 
a lot of nonsense and is likely to get himself in deep trouble.  He’s a danger to 
himself, do they want to take him home. They want to shut him up for his own 
good.   
 
When Francis was a young man, his father took him to see the bishop of Assisi in 
a kind of public trial and accused him of theft and of acting against his own and 
his family’s interest, and, as with Jesus, that led to him going out on his own 
permanently.   
 
And, as with Jesus, it didn’t end the fact that people still thought him crazy. 
 
People thought he was crazy when he preached to the birds, calling them his 
“little sisters” and remarking that they paid better attention to the gospel than 
people did. 

And when he kissed and hugged lepers, cleaning their wounds with his ungloved 
hands, again they thought him insane. 



And later, when he founded an order grounded in the belief that Jesus Christ’s 
disciples could live as their Lord had, owning nothing, begging for what they 
needed and trusting God to provide for them as he did for the birds, the fish and 
the lilies of the fields. 

People who had more possessions than they needed thought Francis was crazy 
because he refused to distinguish between the “deserving” and the “undeserving” 
poor. He gave to everyone who begged from him -- money or food if he had any, 
or a smile and a kind word if he had nothing else to offer. 

People who resented the rich couldn’t understand why Francis wouldn’t condemn 
their selfishness; instead, he asked his wealthy sisters and brothers simply to 
open their hearts to the Holy Spirit’s call and respond as their consciences 
commanded. 

Even though many of his contemporaries already venerated him as a saint, 
almost everything Francis did was interpreted by someone as a sign that he had 
lost his mind. 

Francis didn’t argue with them. He openly admitted that he was a fool, but not 
just any kind of fool. He said he was God’s kind of fool.  He said he was fool 
enough to believe that Jesus actually meant his disciples to live as he had 
instructed them. 

“Sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; then come, follow me.’ 

“Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you.” 

 “Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do 
not ask for them again.” 

 “If your brother or sister sins against you, forgive, not seven times, but seventy 
times seven times.” 

Over 2,000 years, learned scholars have labored endlessly to explain away those 
teachings. The gallons of ink spilled and the forests of trees sacrificed in that 
effort constitute an ecological disaster in their own right. 

But Francis was no scholar. Not burdened by the responsibility to tame or tone 
down Jesus’ message, he was free to respond by letting his whole life embody 
the gospel. 

When, as a grown man, Francis experienced his conversion to a life of holy 
poverty, he became one of the “infants” Jesus mentions in this morning’s text 
from the Gospel of Matthew. 



Francis latched onto that pure faith as firmly and single-mindedly as an infant 
latches onto a breast or a bottle that is its only source of nourishment. And from 
that moment on, he lived a life of deep vulnerability and deep joy, unconstrained 
by any of the barriers human beings erect to make ourselves feel safe. 

The barriers between us and those who have less than we do, in whose 
presence we sometimes feel ashamed; between us and those who have more 
than we do, in whose presence we feel jealous; between us and those we’ve 
hurt; and between us and those who have done us harm. 

The barriers between human and nonhuman animals, whom we too often treat 
as objects, disregarding the fact that they have their own inner lives of which we 
understand very little; and between us and the rest of creation, which we try more 
often to control than to respect. 

In Francis’s day, the very rich in Italian hill towns like Assisi lived in tall towers 
where they could poor boiling oil down on any who would threaten to intrude on 
their homes.   

Francis called his friends not to trust in things that divide us from one another out 
of fear. Instead, he invited them to join him in a life of holy adventure, entrusting 
their lives to the care of the one who entered this world as a helpless infant, who 
relied as an adult on the generosity of friends and strangers, who suffered torture 
and public execution -- and who rose again as the Lord of all creation. 

Like all spiritual teachers, St. Francis had his own spiritual practice, and this 
practice reflects the truth of what I’ve just been saying. 

If he were with us here today I believe he would say this.  He would say that the 
way to follow Jesus is to make yourself into nothing.   

Now that is a radical form of spirituality -- to allow yourself to, in essence, 
disappear.   

Why?  Because the ego wants to stand out.  The ego wants to be a mountain.  It 
wants to assert its form;  it wants to stand out.  If it can’t be the mountain in 
victory, it will be happy to be a mountain in misery.  You complain about how 
badly you are treated and you keep doing it no matter what.  

Both are egoic mountains   bragging or complaining.   

St. Francis’s way is the way of the valley.  The low place.  He likes to be small.  
He is always reminding his followers how blessed it is to be poor, and small; to 
be content to be just one of God’s many creatures – connected to every one of 
them.   

 



Jesus said, “For every one who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who 
humbles himself will be exalted."  

Again, the ego wants to stand out – to be remote and alone with one’s 
possessions, and above everyone and everything else.  St. Francis wants to be 
below and connected to everyone and all creatures and all things – even brother 
son and sister moon.  It sounds a little fairy tale like, but there is a bit of the fairy 
tale in Francis of Assisi.  He appeals to children.  

So, then, listen to Jesus’s words in today’s text about the character of God’s 
truth:   
 
Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you’ve 
hidden these things from the wise and intelligent and have shown them to 
babies.” 
 
Francis is undoubtedly the most admired saint in history.  He’s the one most of 
us agree was the one most worth our admiration.  And yet, though he is most 
admired, he is the least imitated.  Why is this?  It’s simple. He became poor 
voluntarily. There is a fashionable tendency to admire those who become poor as 
a matter of choice, but we have no interest in doing that ourselves.  We call 
Francis a saint for doing it and we do it to inoculate ourselves from getting the 
same disease, right?  We say, “He was a saint.  I’m under no illusion that I’m any 
where near being one.”   

For Francis, to own nothing, to have no possessions, to have no conflicts about 
money, was the only way he knew to be in communion with Jesus, who lived the 
same way. Francis understood that Jesus was not simply to be believed in, but 
seriously followed.  

The Feast of St. Francis comes every year on the first Sunday in October.  Many 
churches use it as a day to bless animals and to ask God’s forgiveness for our 
mistreatment of them and of the Earth, the home we share with them. And in 
celebration of our brother Francis, it’s also a day to bless children, a day to bless 
the poor, a day to bless our enemies, and a day to bless holy fools who are crazy 
enough to live as citizens of God’s kingdom in this life, not waiting for the next. 

Having lived his life that way, on his deathbed Francis offered his friends a final 
prayer: “I have done what is mine. May Christ teach you what is yours to do.” 

May Christ teach us what crazy gospel acts may be ours to do. And may God 
give us the grace to accomplish those things as wholeheartedly, and as single-
mindedly, as Francis did. 

 

Amen 



 

 

 


