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Introduction

Saint Francis of Assisi became one of the most influential Christian figures of the Middle Ages because
his life joined poverty, fraternity, care for marginalized people, preaching, peacemaking, and
reverence for creation. Born Giovanni di Pietro di Bernardone in Assisi around 1181 or 1182, he grew
up in a prosperous merchant family and initially pursued the social ideals of wealth, celebration,
chivalry, and military honor. His religious transformation developed gradually through warfare,
captivity, illness, prayer, encounters with people affected by leprosy, conflict with his father, and
experiences in ruined churches. Francis did not simply abandon society for an enclosed monastery.
He helped form the Friars Minor, a mobile fraternity that sought to live among ordinary people without
accumulating property and to imitate Christ through humility, work, preaching, and service. Several
popular stories about Francis were elaborated by later hagiography, so historical interpretation must
distinguish his authenticated writings from devotional traditions. His own Testament, early
biographies, and modern scholarship provide the strongest basis for understanding how he
interpreted conversion, poverty, mission, and fraternity (Armstrong et al., 1999-2001; Thompson,
2012).

Conversion, War, and the Encounter with Lepers

Francis’'s conversion cannot be reduced to one dramatic moment. He participated in the war between
Assisi and Perugia in 1202, was captured after the battle of Collestrada, and spent roughly a year as a
prisoner before returning home in poor health. He attempted another military journey around 1205
but abandoned it, increasingly questioning the values that had shaped his ambitions. The most
important event Francis himself described involved people with leprosy. In his Testament, he recalled
that the sight of lepers had once seemed bitter to him, but that God led him among them and he
showed them mercy; what had seemed bitter was transformed into sweetness (Francis of Assisi,
1999a). The significance extends beyond charity. People with leprosy could experience social
exclusion, fear, and poverty, and Francis’s willingness to approach them represented a change in
what he considered valuable and whom he was willing to recognize as neighbor. His conversion
therefore moved from status-seeking toward relationship, from avoidance toward service, and from a
chivalric desire for honor toward a religious understanding of humility.
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Poverty, Fraternity, Clare, and Institutional Growth

Francis’s commitment to poverty was not admiration for deprivation itself. He sought to imitate the
life of Christ and the apostles through limited possession, work, dependence, and refusal to turn
religious vocation into another form of status. Conflict with his father culminated in Francis
renouncing claims to family property before the bishop of Assisi, a scene later remembered as a
decisive break with inherited wealth. Companions such as Bernard of Quintavalle and Peter Catani
joined him, and the group called itself the Friars Minor, or lesser brothers, emphasizing humility rather
than social rank. Clare of Assisi later formed a related community of women at San Damiano and
became an important religious leader in her own right, defending a demanding commitment to
poverty rather than functioning merely as Francis’s follower. As the movement expanded, however,
radical simplicity became harder to sustain. Travel, education, care for sick friars, administration,
books, and housing required resources. The history of the order therefore reveals a permanent
tension between charismatic beginnings and institutional durability: an ideal shaped for a small
fraternity had to be interpreted by a rapidly growing international religious organization.

Rules, Church Approval, and Mission

The Franciscan movement remained within the Roman Catholic Church rather than developing into an
independent poverty sect. Early tradition places Francis and his companions in Rome around 1209 or
1210 seeking approval from Pope Innocent Ill, while Pope Honorius Il formally approved the Later
Rule in 1223. The Earlier Rule of 1221 and Later Rule of 1223 reveal how Francis understood work,
prayer, preaching, obedience, poverty, and fraternity. They also show that his missionary approach
could combine explicit Christian witness with peaceful conduct. The Earlier Rule gives instructions for
brothers living among Muslims and other non-Christians, including an option to avoid quarrels and
disputes while acknowledging their Christian identity, with preaching undertaken when considered
appropriate. Francis himself traveled to Egypt during the Fifth Crusade and met the Ayyubid Sultan al-
Malik al-Kamil near Damietta in 1219. The exact content of their conversation is uncertain, and later
sources add legendary details, but early accounts agree that Francis crossed military lines, was
received, and returned safely. The encounter is historically significant because direct conversation
occurred amid a violent crusading conflict (Armstrong et al., 1999-2001).

Creation, Greccio, Suffering, and Death

Franciscan spirituality repeatedly joined theological belief with concrete physical experience. At
Greccio in 1223, Francis organized a Christmas celebration involving a manger, hay, and animals so
participants could contemplate the poverty and humility of Christ’s birth. In his final years, the
Canticle of the Creatures praised God through Brother Sun, Sister Moon, wind, water, fire, and Mother
Earth, presenting creation as a community of related beings rather than inert property (Francis of
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Assisi, 1999b). This language later contributed to Francis’s reputation as a patron of ecology, though
his worldview should not be equated simplistically with modern environmental policy. His later life
also involved serious illness. In 1224, while at La Verna, early Franciscan sources reported wounds
resembling those of the crucified Christ, an event remembered as the stigmata (Bonaventure, 2000).
Historical method can document the early testimony surrounding these wounds without deciding the
theological question of miraculous causation. Francis died near the Porziuncola on October 3, 1226,
and Pope Gregory IX canonized him in 1228, only two years later.

My Reflection on Franciscan Faith

What | find most compelling in Francis’s life is his movement from distance toward relationship. He
moved from fear of lepers to serving them, from the pursuit of social status to calling himself “lesser,”
from family wealth toward dependence, and from the atmosphere of crusading war toward a personal
encounter with a Muslim ruler. | do not think his life should be copied literally in every detail. A
modern person may have children, medical needs, debt, professional duties, or responsibilities that
make radical dispossession irresponsible. His example instead raises questions about attachment to
prestige, consumption, ownership, and control. It also challenges the tendency to admire compassion
in theory while avoiding people whose poverty, iliness, religion, or social position makes us
uncomfortable. Francis’s reverence for creation adds another dimension because it asks whether the
natural world is viewed only as a resource or as something possessing relational and moral
significance. For me, his faith is most persuasive when it is understood not as dramatic self-denial for
its own sake but as an attempt to remove barriers to humility, fraternity, gratitude, and service.

Conclusion

Saint Francis of Assisi’s significance lies in the unity between religious belief and lived practice. His
conversion developed through war, illness, prayer, service to people with leprosy, conflict over
wealth, and a growing desire to imitate Christ through poverty and fraternity. He helped establish the
Friars Minor, supported Clare’s community, received Church approval for a developing rule of life,
preached repentance, crossed crusading lines to meet Sultan al-Malik al-Kamil, and expressed his
devotion to creation in the Canticle of the Creatures. His later association with the stigmata and rapid
canonization intensified his devotional importance, but his historical legacy is broader than miracle
stories or sentimental images of animals. Francis challenged assumptions about status, possession,
exclusion, and religious authority through concrete choices. His movement later faced institutional
tensions that showed how difficult radical poverty was to sustain at scale. Even so, his writings and
example continue to raise enduring questions about how faith should shape the use of wealth,
relationships with marginalized people, attitudes toward conflict, and responsibility toward the
nonhuman world (Thompson, 2012).
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