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A certain ruler asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?” Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God 

alone. You know the commandments: ‘You shall not commit adultery; You shall 

not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; Honor your 

father and mother.’” He replied, “I have kept all these since my youth.” When 

Jesus heard this, he said to him, “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you 

own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 

then come, follow me.” But when he heard this, he became sad; for he was very 

rich. Jesus looked at him and said, “How hard it is for those who have wealth to 

enter the kingdom of God! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 

a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” Those who 

heard it said, “Then who can be saved?” He replied, “What is impossible for 

mortals is possible for God.” 

 

 

St. Francis is everybody’s saint! St. Francis is the patron saint of Italy. In 1980 he was named the 

patron saint of ecology by Pope John Paul II. St. Francis has been loved and appreciated by 

people around the world, even by those who are not Christians. 

 

St. Francis could also be called the patron saint of knick knacks and trinkets. Go online, and you 

can find all kinds of St. Francis stuff to buy, including statues, wooden icons, a cross-stitch 

Prayer of St. Francis, photo charms, necklaces, prints, relics, an antique Catholic medal, 

suncatcher, US stamp, rosary beads, Italian custom charm, bird feeder, inspirational poster, 

Christian rubber stamp, and Brother sun, Sister moon DVD. I am sorry to say, none of those 

items will be for sale today, but no doubt you’ll find some of them at the Rummage Sale in 

October! 

 

We usually call him St. Francis of Assisi. St. Francis is most revered because of his emphasis on 

intentional poverty and his great love of the natural world and its beauty. The theme of his life 

can be contained in the two words with which he taught his friars to greet everyone, “Peace and 

good!” I want you to turn to two people sitting near you right now, stretch out your hands like 

this and say to them, “Peace and good!”  

 

Surrounded! 

“PEACE AND GOOD: ST. FRANCIS” 
 

Rev. Laurie Haller 

First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

Scripture: Luke 18:18-27 
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St. Francis was born in the Italian town of Assisi 833 years ago (1182). Francis’s father was an 

important merchant in Assisi who owned a costly fabric shop, mostly imports from France. 

Francis had an easy life growing up: he was happy, charming, charismatic, a born leader.   

 

At age fourteen, Francis became an apprentice in his father’s shop. He also became the leader of 

a group of young people who held wild parties. Francis was popular, he was good at his business 

and he loved life, but he was not content to sell fabric. When he was twenty years old, Francis 

wanted to become a knight and fight for Assisi against the forces of Perugia. Alas, Francis was 

captured and imprisoned in Perugia for a year until his father could negotiate the price of a 

ransom. Francis came home ill and had a long recovery, but it didn’t really change his life.   

 

Then there was a call for knights for the 4
th

 Crusade. Francis tried to join his friends in another 

battle but became ill again. One night he heard a voice telling him to return to Assisi. Francis 

asked,  

 

“Oh Lord, what do you want of me?”   

 

“Return to Assisi, and there you will learn what you are to do,” the voice said. Thus began a 

period of restless searching and contemplation, as Francis tried to figure out where his life was 

headed. One time after his return, Francis was out partying. It was the same night that he came 

face to face with what he later called “the lady of his heart,” his “bride,” whose name was 

Poverty. Francis once wrote,  

 

“Poverty is to have nothing, to wish for nothing, yet to possess all things truly 

in the spirit of freedom.”
i
   

 

Francis began to change. At age twenty-three, Francis left his home to take up a life of solitude.  

One time he came to a small, half-ruined church called San Damiano. As Francis knelt in front of 

a crucifix, which is a cross with the body of Jesus on it, he heard the crucifix speaking to him, 

“Go, Francis, and repair my church, which, as you see, is falling into ruin.” There were many 

small, abandoned churches in the area, so St. Francis began restoring them. In time, however, he 

came to realize that the church existed within Francis himself. It was his own life that was in 

need of repair and transformation. 

 

Shortly after that experience, Francis took a roll of the most expensive embroidery in his father’s 

shop and exchanged it for gold in the marketplace to get money for his church renovations.  

Well, Francis was summoned before the bishop to explain his actions in response to a complaint 

from his own father, who accused him of theft. Before the bishop could even reply, Francis 

stripped off all his clothing and said,  

 

“Until this day I have called Pietro Bernardone my father, but from now on I 

can say without reserve, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven.’”
ii
   

 

Francis had been living like a hermit, in solitude. Now he went in a new direction. Francis felt 

called to preach, although he was never ordained a priest. He preached about returning to God, 

about obedience to the church and about poverty. Slowly people came to Francis, wanting to live 
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as he lived, sleeping out in the open, begging for food and simply loving God. Francis identified 

three scriptures that summarized his life: the rich young man being asked to sell all he had and 

give it to the poor, the disciples taking nothing for the journey as they went out two by two to 

preach and heal, and the command to take up the cross and follow Jesus. 

 

Francis never really wanted to start a new order. He just wanted to love God and show honor and 

respect to all people and creatures. At first, some were suspicious. Could it be possible to own 

nothing and be happy? Would you be suspicious? Francis did not try to abolish poverty. He 

made poverty holy by teaching his friars to focus on only on two words. I invite you to turn to 

two other people right now with your hands outstretched and say to them, “Peace and good.” In 

addition to greeting others with the words “Peace and good,” whenever the friars met someone 

poorer than they were, Francis asked them to tear off the sleeve of their habit to give to this 

person. 

 

Francis knew he needed approval for his little group, so he wrote a Rule of Life based on 

obedience, poverty and chastity. Then he headed off to Rome. At first Pope Innocent III threw 

Francis out. But when the Pope had a dream that Francis, this tiny man in rags, was holding up 

the tilting Lateran Basilica, he quickly called Francis back and gave him permission to preach.  

Francis spent the rest of his life traveling all over Italy and Spain and even went to Syria to 

convert the Muslims. 

 

When Francis finally returned to Italy, he came back to a brotherhood that had grown to five 

thousand men in ten years. Pressure came from outside to control this great movement, to make 

them conform to the standards of others. Francis’s dream of radical poverty was too harsh, 

people said. So Francis finally resigned as head of the order of friars and became just like every 

other brother, which is what he always wanted anyway.  

 

Many people today view St. Francis simply as a lover of nature. Certainly, stories abound of 

Francis’s concern for all of God’s creatures. He was convinced that every life on earth had great 

potential for peace and good. At all times Francis blessed the earth. He called all creatures 

brother or sister.  He had a special love for the sun, fire and water.   

 

Other than Francis being the originator of the first live manger scene, probably the best known 

story about St. Francis is depicted in a medieval painting by Giotto in the upper church of the 

Basilica di San Francesco in Assisi, “St. Francis Preaching to the Birds.” You can see John 

August Swanson’s seriograph of this story on the front of your bulletin. One time Francis came 

to a place where there were many doves. He ran eagerly toward them and greeted them. They 

didn’t immediately fly away, so Francis begged them to listen to him. He said,  

 

“My brother birds, you should praise your creator very much and always 

love him; he gave you feathers to clothe you, wings so that you can fly, and 

whatever else was necessary for you.”
3
   

 

In joy the birds began to stretch their necks, extend their wings, open their mouths and gaze at 

him. Francis touched their heads and bodies with his tunic and made the sign of the cross on 

them. 
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Francis’ sensitivity to all of creation became legendary. Late one night he was riding on a 

donkey along the road with a companion, wearing only a coarse sack over his shoulders, when 

some farm workers said, “Brother Francis, stay here with us and don’t travel any further. There 

are some fierce wolves running around here, and they will devour your donkey and hurt you, 

too.”
4
 Then Francis said,  

 

“I haven’t done any harm to Brother Wolf that he should dare to devour our 

Brother Donkey. Goodbye, my sons, and fear God.”   
 

So St. Francis went on his way and was not hurt. Before our youth went to choir camp I asked if 

they could make something that represented the beauty of their camp setting in honor of St. 

Francis. I encourage you to come up to the chancel area following worship to see the wooden 

“tree” that has been constructed. Each of the ninety-two campers picked a leaf and then wrote a 

promise on the leaf and affixed it to the “tree.” Other words have been burned into the wood.       

 

Francis’s love of nature was intimately connected with his love for poverty. St. Francis sought to 

live in the imitation of Jesus, who was not only materially poor but emptied himself, taking the 

form of a servant. “For St. Francis, living in the radical insecurity of poverty was the ultimate act 

of living faith in the providence of God and the promises of Christ.”
5
   

 

For Francis, the natural world and its creatures are a sign of the presence of God — it is God’s 

free gift. Francis attempted to express this in his poem, “Canticle of Brother Sun,” written in 

1224, two years before he died. Our hymn this morning, “All Creatures of our God and King,” is 

based on this poem. Francis said to his brothers,  

 

“For his praise, I wish to compose a new hymn about the Lord’s creatures, 

whom we use daily, without whom it is impossible for us to live, and yet in 

misusing them we greatly offend our Creator.”
6
   

 

Francis also composed a melody with the words so the brothers could sing it as they went to 

various places. In 1226, the end was near for Francis. He said to his doctor,  

 

“By the grace and help of the Holy Spirit, I am so united with my Lord that I 

am equally content to live or die.”
7
   

 

His brothers came in and sang the canticle of Brother Sun. But when they reached the last verse, 

Francis stopped them and added these lines,  

 

“All praise be yours, through Sister Death, From whose embrace no mortal 

can escape. Woe to those who die in mortal sin. Happy those she finds doing 

your will!”   
 

A few days later Francis died at age 44. It is said that his death was greeted by the singing of a 

great flock of larks in the trees surrounding Francis’ hut, reminding people of how often Francis 

preached to the birds and all creatures. Francis was made a saint by Pope Gregorio IX just two 

years later, in 1228. 
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Why are people the world over attracted to a man who lived eight hundred years ago? Why did 

my parents have a statue of St. Francis and the birds in our yard for years? It’s not because of 

what St. Francis wrote or what he said but because of who he was. To the Catholic hierarchy, at 

the height of its political and social power, Francis preached the notion of the Christian as 

servant. To the crusaders, killing Jews and Muslims in the name of Christ, Francis was the 

symbol of the blessedness of the peacemaker. In response to the brutality of the rich and 

powerful against the poor and infirm, his message was one of kindness, humility and love for all 

creatures. To those who would use Christianity to justify their own barbarism, Francis was an 

example of the suffering servant, Jesus.  

 

Francis found a different way to follow Jesus, one that disregards power and privilege. Poverty 

for Francis was not just a life of simplicity, humility, restraint, or even lack. Poverty is the 

freedom to recognize that you and I by ourselves are utterly powerless and ineffective. It is only 

by God’s sufficient grace that our power is made perfect in weakness.  

 

Francis was not a complicated man. He was a person of simple goodness, rare beauty, tolerance 

and kindness toward all those in need, convinced that peace and good alone can heal and bring 

communities together. 

 

G. K. Chesterton once said that St. Francis did not want to see the woods for the trees. In other 

words, Francis was not concerned so much for the larger picture but for individual people. He 

never tried to change religious organization or political structures. He never tried to attack the 

root causes of poverty and injustice.    

 

Yes, we do need people who reflect on the big picture, the larger causes of poverty. We do need 

people who are intent on changing structures and institutions that perpetuate injustice. These 

people see the forest more than the trees. But there must be others who see the trees…and the 

birds and the flowers. There must be those who respond immediately to individual human need.  

For, in the end, the world only changes one by one. In the end, peace and good are only 

accomplished one by one. In the words of St. Francis, “Start by doing what’s necessary, then do 

what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing the impossible.” 

   

What do you think St. Francis would say to us today?   

 

 You don’t need all the St. Francis trinkets, knick knacks and stuff.   

 And stop playing all those video games on the couch and go to choir camp!   

 Go outside and smell the flowers.   

 See each tree, each bird, each wolf, each human being as a sign of God’s grace and hope.   

 Preach the gospel at all times, and when necessary, use words. 

 Be an instrument of God’s peace for all, especially the poor.     

 If you see someone poorer than you, tear off the sleeve of your coat and give it to them.   

 “Start by doing what’s necessary, then do what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing 

the impossible.”  

 What is your name?   

 Your name is peace and good. For whom will you be peace and good this week? 
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