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Rev. Kevin Charles Taylor                                                                                               July 2014 
 

 
‘Franciscans and Methodists – Not as different from each other as 
you might have expected’ 
 

Introduction 

I am neither a natural academic nor a widely experienced theologian but having 

been offered the privilege of a sabbatical after my first ten years of service in circuit 

ministry, I decided that I should share something of my thoughts and experiences 

with those who have supported me, particularly amongst the congregations and staff 

colleagues who have had to re-adjust things to compensate for my temporary 

absence.   

This piece of work grew from a tiny ‘hint’ or clue whilst reading several books about 

the Franciscans during recent years. That insight, coupled with my detailed study of 

the origins of Methodism and the work of the Wesley family in 2005 during my 

probationary studies1, sowed a seed which has been trying to force a shoot through 

the heavy ‘topsoil’ of my circuit work ever since it was planted. Now, thanks to this 

timely and much appreciated opportunity for study, reflection and rest from the usual 

demands, I have been able to learn a great deal which I hope will benefit and inform 

my continuing work as a Christian and as a Presbyter in the Methodist Church. 

Thank you for sharing this part of my journey by reading this piece of work. Readers 

who are unfamiliar with the detailed history of the development of Methodism may 

find some of the books listed in the Bibliography to this study very useful and 

interesting, particularly “Empire of the Spirit” by David Hempton.     

The Starting Point 

"How did they come here?" …  "In the usual way, if you know what I mean Pooh", 
and Pooh, who didn't, said "Oh!" Then he nodded his head twice and said "In the 
Usual Way. Ah!" (A.A. Milne) 
 
It has always fascinated me that frequently, what comes to be regarded as the 

‘status quo’ in the working of a team or community is something that has evolved 

quite slowly and yet, when asked why things are done in a particular way or how a 

particular community started, those closest to the process will find it almost 

impossible to explain. I suppose it’s a bit like teaching someone to drive a car and 

trying to break down the process of changing gear (i.e. clutch etc.), in that, if our 

examination of something becomes too microscopic, we can easily lose our sense of 

the ‘whole’.  

                                                             
1“A study of the extent to which Susanna and Samuel Wesley may have influenced their sons John and Charles 

and their development of Methodism” – by Rev. Kevin C Taylor (Nov. 2005)  
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The Franciscan ‘Order’ was not an outcome that was intended by its founder when 

he first followed his sense of God calling him away from his hitherto extravagant and 

quite self-centred life. It evolved from a man wishing to change who and what he was 

from the inside and he was so successful in doing so, that he drew thousands of 

others to that same way of life. Being a loyal member of the established Catholic 

Church and not wishing to be seen as disruptive or difficult by design, pastoral 

necessity pushed him in the direction of forming a formally recognised and structured 

community. 

The Methodist movement came about because two brothers, two ordained Anglican 

priests, saw a different way of doing things for God in both the liturgical and pastoral 

contexts. Like Francis, they did not seek a rift with the established Church but found 

that they were unable to function within it, in the way in which they believed that God 

was directing them.  

Francis of Assisi, as his calling to change his life to serving God developed, felt 
unworthy and an 'incomplete spirit'2. It was almost like he was putting himself on 
probation, which creates an interesting similarity between the way in which the 
Franciscan Order took shape later (i.e. he has been referred to as the ‘reluctant 
saint’)3 and the way in which, at a significant and surprising point in his life, John 
Wesley declared his new-found belief that, up until that point, he had not been truly a 
Christian! 
 
John’s rather extreme reaction to his conversion experience certainly alarmed some 
people, especially the Hutton family in whose house he lodged for a few days after 
his return from Georgia in America. On May the 28th 1738, Mrs Hutton wrote to 
John’s elder brother Samuel, “Without ever acquainting Mr Hutton with any of his 
notions or designs, when Mr Hutton had ended a sermon of Bishop Blackhall’s which 
he had been reading in his study to a great number of people, Mr John got up and 
told the people that five days before he was not a Christian………Mr Hutton was 
much surprised at this unexpected and injudicious speech, but only said, ‘Have a 
care Mr Wesley how you despise the benefits received by the Two Sacraments.’4 It 
seems that, although rather surprisingly worded, John Wesley’s speech was 
reflecting a similarity of feeling with Francis, in that he seemed to be feeling less of 
an ‘incomplete spirit’ as his journey of faith continued.         
 
The first biographer of Francis was Thomas of Celano (a Franciscan). Then Paul 
Sabatier (1858-1928), a French Protestant, researched Francis' unusual life - "The 
life of the little, poor man from Umbria" - and a number of authors have confessed to 
being moved to tears whilst writing about him. There has been some argument 
amongst scholars over the years about the way that Sabatier presents Francis as a 
sort of forerunner of the Protestant Reformation of the 16th Century, but having read 
quite a few books on Francis now, I am inclined to agree with the image presented 
by Paul Sabatier.  
 

                                                             
2 From "Saint Francis of Assisi - Social Reformer" by Leo L. Dubois 
3 From "Saint Francis of Assisi - Social Reformer" by Leo L. Dubois 
4 From ά! ²ŜǎƭŜȅ CŀƳƛƭȅ .ƻƻƪ ƻŦ 5ŀȅǎέ – by Susan Pellowe (Renard 2002) 
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Francis was like us - fully human - and we are, at various times, awkward, insecure 
and fearful. But he was a brilliant example of someone genuinely trying to follow 
Jesus' path. Sabatier spent a great deal of time and energy searching for original 
records in the second half of the 19th Century, looking for 'Francis the man' amidst 
the many myths and legends and as a result of all that enquiry, he is able to show us 
a Francis who is frequently going his own way, but he is also careful to show both 
sides of the story. Francis seems to have been gentle, self-effacing and keen to 
reform things to follow the example of Jesus. He believed in the fellowship of ALL 
people, forgiveness and having a sense of enthusiasm, joy and even humour in 
appropriate circumstances. 
 
In both of the aforementioned cases, Franciscan and Methodist, I suspect that if a 

member of each movement or even the founders, were asked to explain how they 

had arrived at their modern-day situation, they would find it difficult to do so 

concisely. I am the type of individual (and I believe that this personality trait was 

reinforced by twenty-five years in the Police Service), who likes to present a 

complete and clear explanation of an event or incident, but as a student of 18th, 19th 

and early 20th century history, I have learned that it is unwise and even pointless to 

rely upon one person’s account of something, however hard they have tried to 

remain unbiased and unaffected by their personal frame of reference.  

The result is that, having now read a large number of books (some thankfully quite 

short!) about the Franciscans and their founder, as well as numerous books in my 

previous study of the Methodists and the Wesley family, I know that I cannot be 

absolutely sure that I have an infallibly complete picture of how each of these 

communities developed. "There are grounds for stating that the rise of Methodism 

was the most important Protestant religious development since the Reformation, yet 

it remains remarkably under-researched, not least because of the problems raised 

by Methodism's expansion across national boundaries."5 

Nevertheless, what I share with you in this piece of work is my honest interpretation 

of what I have discovered and I hope that you find the material as interesting (and 

sometimes surprising) as I did when conducting my research.  

My early reading suggested to me that, even though their starting points were some 

five hundred years apart, there were some remarkable similarities between these 

two movements in terms of their social involvement, pastoral values, liturgical and 

preaching activity and their parallel attitudes towards welcoming all people, despite 

at first glance seeming to be at opposite ends of the theological and liturgical scale.  

I had an encouraging start to this project shortly before its commencement. As I 

waited to take part in the ecumenical ‘Walk of Witness’ this Easter in Hythe, I was 

approached by a newly stationed Roman Catholic priest who, without knowing 

anything about my impending sabbatical period or its theme, said to me, “You’re the 

Methodist chap aren’t you?” I said that I was and introduced myself.  

                                                             
5 From ά9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ ōȅ David Hempton 
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He then said, “You know, I’ve always thought that if John and Charles Wesley had 

been born at a slightly different time and place, they could quite easily have become 

Roman Catholic priests”. “Well!” I thought, “If God isn’t giving me a nudge to suggest 

that I’m going in the right direction with my thinking, then that conversation was a 

remarkable and timely coincidence!”                            

 

The Journey of Research       

My exploratory ‘travels’ for this piece of writing took me to Assisi in Italy and to 

Gladstone’s Library at St Deiniol’s, Harwarden in Flintshire, where is housed the 

largest source (Bishop Moorman Collection) of Franciscan study material in the 

World, comprising some two and a half thousand books and documents. 

If one includes my research into the Methodist movement in 2005 at the ‘key’ 

locations, not least the library at Epworth Rectory and one or two other sources of 

information through one of the Franciscan study centres, then my work has been 

quite detailed and very interesting.  

For some students, as in the case of Bishop Moorman, investigating the Franciscans 

has been the work of a lifetime and the same may be said of many who have been 

engaged in Methodist research and I have cause to be grateful to all of them for 

easing my journey of study. 
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±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ aƻǳƴǘ {ǳōŀǎƛƻ ŀƴŘ !ǎǎƛǎƛ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¦ƳōǊƛŀƴ ±ŀƭƭŜȅΣ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨtƻǊǘƛǳƴŎǳƭŀΩ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘŀ aŀǊƛŀ 
dei Angeli (May 2014) 

 

In the following sections, I shall share something of my discoveries about the life and 

personal perspective of Francis and I shall also be seeking to demonstrate some 

similarities of approach, structure and ministry when one sets the Franciscans 

alongside the Methodists. Apart from comments and observations that I shall make 

whilst drawing this comparison, my objectives in compiling this piece of work include 

examining how my study of the Franciscans in particular might inform, affect and 

assist my pastoral and liturgical ministry as a Methodist minister. I shall deal with 

these points in the concluding section. 

The families of Francis of Assisi and of John and Charles Wesley both suffered from 

a degree of dysfunctionality. The difference between them was that, in the case of 

the Wesleys, the strength of the mother Susannah compensated for the somewhat 

unreliable father, who spent much of his time absent from his Epworth parish serving 

as a naval chaplain; whereas Francis’ mother Pica, although not very strong, gave 

Francis many of her personal characteristics that seem to have helped him deal with 

an aggressive, overbearing and self-obsessed father and persist in his response to 

vocation.        
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DƭŀŘǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΣ {ǘΦ 5ŜƛƴƛƻƭΩǎΣ IŀǿŀǊŘŜƴΣ CƭƛƴǘǎƘƛǊŜΦ 

 

Francis of Assisi and Methodism – both available to ‘All’ 

Baptised ‘Giovanni Francesco Bernardone’, Francis was born in Assisi in 1182. He 

was born into an age of faith and enthusiasm but it was also an age of significant 

unrest. He was destined to become a reformer as a result of his love for God and for 

all of the things created by God.  

As time went on, he would be the founder of two monastic orders, known as the 

‘Friars Minor’ and the ‘Poor Clares’ and a lay association which became known as 

the ‘Third Order’. These all became, for him, the means by which he carried out his 

reform.     

Francis’ father was Pietro Bernardone, a rich merchant, and his mother Pica was a 

gentle and pious lady from a rich family of Provence. From the age of fourteen, 

Francis worked for his father which brought him into close and regular contact with 

people from Southern France and so he learned their language and their stories. He 

seems to have been a very spirited youngster and although a bit spoiled with too 

much 'pocket money' from a father that wanted him to maintain a good social 

position with the sons of local nobility, his wastefulness with money was frequently 

directed towards giving to the poor. 
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View from Assisi across the Umbrian Valley towards Perugia, where Francis was imprisoned for a year 

So, it seems that, even at that early stage, God was finding ways of guiding Francis 
along a better path and to be fair to Francis, from childhood until early adulthood, he 
had known only luxury and pleasure and had been insulated from many of life’s 
harsh realities. He had a very limited view of ‘real life’ and in the words of Thomas of 
Celano, his earliest official biographer, "He who, at twenty, goes from pleasure to 
pleasure with heart not absolutely closed to good, must now and then, at some 
turning of the road, become aware that there are hungry folk who could live a month 
on what he spends in a few hours on frivolity."6  
 
Francis saw those people and with his impressionable nature, for the moment, forgot 
everything else. In thought, he put himself in their place and it sometimes happened 
that he gave them all of the money that he had with him and occasionally even items 
of his clothing. 
 
In spite of his quite sheltered upbringing, Francis was not completely alien to the 
experience of hardship and danger. In his late teens, he became keen on playing the 
part of the local 'soldier' and during a petty feud (of which there were many) with the 
town of Perugia; he was captured (to be ransomed as someone from a wealthy 
family) and was imprisoned for a whole year. The effects made him very ill and ill 
health seems to have dogged his life thereafter. His experiences whilst sick 
convinced him to alter his life and it was then that his first religious thoughts started 

                                                             
6 From "Saint Francis of Assisi - Social Reformer" by Leo L. Dubois 
 



8 
 

to develop. Nevertheless, his military activities continued until a recurrence of his 
illness at Spoleto seems to have really been the 'turning point' in his life and he 
decided that it was time to follow the path being offered by God.  
 

 

The Basilica at Assisi, Italy (May 2014) 

At the time of the Spoleto illness, he had been on his way to do some more 
‘soldiering’, equipped with a new horse, armour and equipment, all of which were 
easily accessible to him through his father’s wealth. And then something happened 
to him. It seems that it came about through an impulse whist listening to a sermon It 
seems that his heart was, to use the words of John Wesley about himself at 
Aldersgate, 'strangely warmed' and Francis vowed never again to refuse alms to a 
beggar (or to anyone else) who asked anything ‘in the name of God’. He met a 
shabbily equipped crusader knight on his way home to Assisi and gave him his horse 
and equipment, resolving never to follow that type of life again. In 1206, at the age of 
twenty-four, he made a pilgrimage to St. Peter's in Rome and soon after he 
renounced his inheritance. He broke with his family and committed himself to religion 
and poverty.  
 
When Francis returned to Assisi from Rome, he exchanged his clothes with a beggar 
and always wore shabby clothes after that, in spite of being called a fool (“Il Buffo!”), 
a madman (“Pazzo”) and “il poverello” (little poor man). But, then he was in the best 
of company in being ridiculed for his faithful service to God and ironically, many of 
the people who had mocked him as a madman at that stage in his life, came to 
follow him later. He offered his own belongings (i.e. the proceeds of their sale) to a 
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priest who was repairing the chapel at San Damiano, but the priest declined the 
money for fear of interfering in a family argument. In a later confrontation with 
Francis, at the same chapel, his father Pietro Bernadone greedily grabbed the 
proceeds from a window seat upon which Francis had discarded them some time 
before.  
 

 
¢ƘŜ !ǎǎƛǎƛ .ŀǎƛƭƛŎŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¦ƳōǊƛŀƴ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨtƻǊǘƛǳƴŎǳƭŀΩ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƘŜǊŜ CǊŀƴŎƛǎ was laid 
during his last hours (May 2014) 

 

In the ‘build up’ to the inevitable confrontation with his father and to avoid the 
potentially violent consequences of his father's anger, Francis had previously taken 
refuge in a cave on Mount Subasio (above Assisi) for a month in prayer. There, he 
became even more convinced about his intended path. Two friends from his younger 
and more extravagant days, Bernard Quintavalle and Peter Cattano, joined him and 
were slowly followed by others until in 1210 they had eleven 'brothers'. Francis 
decided that perhaps it was time to draw up a 'Rule' for the community, even though 
he was not keen on becoming its leader. 
 
The 'Rule', of what was to become the Franciscan Order, was compiled by selecting, 
at random(!), passages from the Gospels by opening them three times. The little 
group then went to Rome to seek the approval for their 'Rule' from Pope Innocent III. 
They received 'viva voce' (verbal) approval in 1210 but nothing in writing. The 
brothers then spent until 1212 preaching to people in their home districts and in the 
neighbouring provinces. Francis went to Assisi and finally settled the constitution of 
the Order, assigning the church of Santa Maria Degli Angeli as their home (a gift 
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from the Benedictines) and subsequently referring to it as his 'Portiuncula' or 'Little 
Inheritance' – his actual family inheritance had been denied him when he first started 
to follow his religious path. 
 
 

 
¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ƻŦ {ŀƴ 5ŀƳƛŀƴƻΣ ŀōƻǳǘ мл ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΩ ǿŀƭƪ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎide from Assisi  (May 2014) 

His father, who did not want the embarrassment of being associated with a son who 
might be perceived as mentally ill and who had another son’s interests to consider, 
had disowned Francis in front of Bishop Guido, who in the longer term became a 
good friend and supporter of Francis having seen the simplicity and honesty of his 
approach to faith. Actually, on the same occasion, Francis effectively ‘disowned’ his 
father, by removing his clothes and giving them to him in public (the Bishop had to 
cover Francis with his mantle) with the little bit of money he had left on him. It 
showed the already despised Pietro Bernardone in his true light and won a great 
deal of emotional support and sympathy from people who had previously regarded 
Francis as mentally ill. So, the ‘reluctant saint’ had begun his new journey.The act of 
Francis of Assisi, in renouncing his inheritance, was an assertion of his individual 
freedom. His understanding of the vocation from God was purely his own affair and 
nobody could contradict it. He broke away from his family, home and his inherited 
trade. He was therefore not a craftsman or an apprentice of any trade or guild; he 
was not a serf attached to any piece of land; nor did he belong to the household or 
service of any prince or noble, knight or abbot. He was therefore effectively an 
outlaw, a person which the mediaeval world particularly disliked, distrusted and 
despised because such people were lordless, landless, guildless and outcasts from 
society. 
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The entrance to the chapel at San Damiano, Assisi. ²ƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ /ƭŀǊŜΩǎ aƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ 
and her followers supported the Franciscan brothers and nursed the sick (May 2014) 

If ever a man was 'free' in its truest sense, it was Francis when he set out from 
Bishop Guido's court. He could go where he liked, do what he liked, but without any 
claim to maintenance or protection. I suppose it’s really a mistake to imagine that 
any individual has ever been or ever can be really 'free' or independent and it was 
only in romantic literature that any man was 'free' in the Middle Ages. But 
dependence then was a strictly personal thing. A man was bound to his lord or 
master and not to the State as people are these days. Today, as a man of twenty-
five without means of support, Francis would have had to register at a ‘job centre’ 
and probably would have to describe himself as, "a casual labourer with some 
knowledge of the building craft". In many countries he would have to carry an identity 
card or a passport or something similar. In some countries he would have to produce 
a certificate saying that he had done his military service or was exempted from it. As 
someone not seeking what secular society would regard as “work", he would not be 
automatically in receipt of benefits. He would probably get away with a small amount 
of public begging but in some places he could even be arrested for that.  
 
It was the same for all of his first companions. They simply belonged to nobody but 
God - at least, not until they had obtained a verbal recognition of the Order with 
permission to preach from the Pope, after which they formed an Order with a Rule 
and then, ironically were no longer 'free'! But the act of entering the Order was 
absolutely free and individual. The first members were all grown men and not boys 
or children, brought by their parents to some bishop or abbot to be educated in a 
clerical school for the religious life. Each one broke all ties and traditions for his 
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vocation and each asserted for himself his earthly independence and individuality, 
only overridden by dependence upon God. 
 

 
Mount Subasio in May 2014 as seen from ‘La Rocca’ (‘fortress’) above the Basilica in Assisi 

Francis had reached this point not just in spite of, but to some degree because of, 
the negative challenge to his faith that his father’s attitude had represented. It soon 
becomes apparent when reading various sources, that Pietro Bernardone was not a 
very nice chap. He was a rich merchant but his grandiose, oafish and snobbish 
attitude made him very unpopular locally. He seemed to think that, by throwing vast 
quantities of money at his son to enable him to 'keep up with the Jones's’ amongst 
local sons of the nobility (and effectively 'buy' his friends), he would turn his son into 
a 'noble'. In fact, as we know, Francis acquired a nobility of far greater significance 
than any that could be gained through earthly and material assets.  
 
Pica, the mother of Francis, appears to have been a gentle and modest woman who 
would not abandon her son and who, interestingly, later became involved in the 
Order of the ‘Poor Clares’. But at an earlier stage in Francis’ life, when he was still a 
bit of a tearaway and when neighbours told her about Francis' escapades, Pica 
would calmly reply, "I am very sure that, if it pleases God, Francis will eventually 
become a good Christian." How right she was! There were already incidents, 
emotions and unusually compassionate actions from Francis that seemed to suggest 
a fundamental transformation in his view of life and of the world around him. "It is not 
possible to trust either in pleasure or glory and yet still find worthy causes to which to 
consecrate one's life. It is at this moment that religious thought seems to have 
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awakened in him. From the moment that Francis saw this new way of life, his desire 
to run in it had all the fiery impetuosity that he put into all of his actions."7 
 
In his first companions, Francis gathered men of exceptional character, like Bernard, 
Ruffino, Masseo, Leo, Giles, Pacifico and Angelo. They must have been very brave 
and very faithful in their vocational paths. They were individually inspired to leave 
their homes, distribute their possessions and then run after such a peculiar eccentric 
as Francis must have appeared to many people. In other provinces and especially in 
England, many remarkable people took up his challenge and among them were 
many famous scholars. But as time went on and entering the Order no longer 
presented such social obstacles as these first members had overcome, many more 
less well-educated people crowded to follow Francis and it seems that it almost 
crushed him with its tremendous burden of responsibility. He wanted to preserve 
both individual liberty and Catholic discipline. He had kindled a flame of faith in 
thousands, but it had to be sustained by a corporate loyalty to ‘the Rule’. 
 
Looking at the Franciscan movement in religious worship from a Protestant point of 
view, it is possible to detect features which anticipated the Reformation. First of all, 
there were hymns in common, everyday language sung to new attractive tunes, 
which were used also for some new Latin hymns. Secondly, there were sermons in 
the everyday language, full of dramatic appeal and real-life anecdotes to illustrate 
the scriptural points being made and to relate them usefully to the lives of the 
listeners. Thirdly, there was the insistence on the value of preaching, even at the 
expense of the liturgy. The Franciscans said brief Masses but preached long 
sermons. The stories from the Gospels, which are so familiar to us, were, before the 
days of Francis, known to the public congregations as 'dogmas', without any ‘real-
life’ examples or attempts to relate the stories to everyday life. Fourthly, by personal 
and corporate poverty, the Franciscans were tacitly criticising the rich and worldly 
clerics. Francis was never an ordained priest but he always impressed upon the 
brothers that it was essential to show due respect to the clergy. Nevertheless, the 
simple way of life of the Order must have caused some red faces, embarrassment 
and even resentment amongst clergy who had been used to a comfortable 
existence. And now in 2014, Pope Francis is causing the same kind of stirrings when 
he says, “Jesus Christ said that foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but 
the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”8   
 
Charles Wesley, the creator of so many Methodist hymns, also made the words of 
Scripture more readily available to less literate people. He did this by enabling them 
to sing the words in the common language to tunes that, in some cases, originated 
from less respectable dockyard, public house and music hall songs. Whilst this 
horrified one or two of his colleagues, notably George Whitefield, it had the same 
effect as the earlier Franciscan method. The lively and lengthy Franciscan sermons 
with anecdotes and links to the everyday lives of listeners, came from people who 
had lived varied lives before coming to serve God. This was also a significant feature 
of Methodism.       
 

                                                             
7 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 

8 From “The Francis Factor”  by Eamonn Maher and John Littleton (2014)  
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By exalting the Poverty of Christ, the Franciscan Order created doubt, disgust and 
even contempt, for richness in worship – rich vestments, jewelled reliquaries and 
precious sacred vessels. Especially important was the introduction of the use of 
everyday language, in public worship, as well as in preaching, because it brought 
directness and a new intimacy into the relationship between congregation members 
and their Creator.  
 
For a long while people had desperately wanted to know more about God and 
therefore to have a better understanding of Scripture. As the use of everyday 
language in liturgy developed, it became a more efficient vehicle for helping people 
to understand. By the end of the thirteenth century, the English Franciscan friars had 
begun to translate the chief Latin prayers and seasonal hymns into Middle English 
and to teach the people to sing them in rhymed verses set to easy tunes. The 
personal religion of Francis was not intellectual at all and the appeal of his first 
preachers was not to the head but to the heart. His first followers did not recite long 
Offices together; they said the Lord's Prayer only and practised "the Prayer of Quiet" 
like the Quakers. The heralds of Francis' mission were not banners and trumpets but 
an inner voice in people, responding to simple and easily understood Bible stories 
about Jesus and his teaching. Self-annihilation was, for Francis, the key to all the 
virtues. Submission to God's will was the condition for their possession. He said, 
"There is absolutely not one man in the world who can possess one of these virtues 
without first dying to himself."9 Much of this Franciscan-style simplicity can be found 
in the history of the Methodist movement, including the rejection of over-fussy church 
decoration and sacred vessels.    
 
The poor remained faithful to Francis and they gave him an admiration of which he 
felt himself to be unworthy, but it encouraged him to continue on his path. He 
decided that he must do all that he could to better deserve the love and thanks that 
they offered to him. In order to properly understand these emotions, it is important to 
try to understand the circumstances of poor people in a place like Assisi. In an 
agricultural area, poverty did not, as it would have done in other places, inevitably 
involve a complete degeneration of the whole human being. In fact, most of the poor 
people whom Francis knew were in their poverty-struck circumstances because of 
things like war, bad harvests and illness. So, just giving these people 'material' 
support was never going to be enough. The things that they needed most were 
sympathy and genuine love and companionship on their difficult journey through life 
(a bit like Dinah, the Methodist preacher, being alongside the condemned woman in 
George Elliot's 'Adam Bede’) and Francis had much of both to share with them. In 
Francis' first journey to Rome, there was an incident giving evidence of how his view 
of life was dramatically changing. Many times when he had been responding to the 
emotional and physical needs of the poor, he had wondered whether he himself 
could endure their circumstances. It is true that nobody can know the true weight of a 
burden until they have tried carrying it themselves and he wanted to know what it 
would be like to have nothing and to depend for bread upon the charity or 
spontaneous whim of a passer-by.  On the piazza outside the Basilica, there were 
swarms of beggars. So Francis swapped clothes with one of them and stood for a 
whole day with his hand outstretched. For Francis it represented the triumph of 

                                                             
9 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 
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compassion over natural pride. The result was that, when he returned to Assisi, it 
informed his 'pastoral work' by increasing the kindnesses he performed to people 
whom he now felt he was better able to be alongside. Now that he had started to 
experience this type of thought and understanding about those to whom he 
ministered, it was not likely to be very long before he came under the influence of the 
church. 
 
John and Charles Wesley and their Methodist associates believed, like Francis, in 
going to the poor and the troubled wherever they were. Methodism became 
established in areas of social deprivation and poverty. They operated in areas where 
the degeneration of moral structure was evident through drunkenness, domestic 
violence and similar things. They visited the poor, sick and destitute in prison and 
even though the modern Methodist Church remains involved in social action to assist 
all kinds of needy people, those early days of concentrated, Franciscan-style, social 
activity in areas of deprivation are still apparent in the work of the Salvation Army; 
founded by the Booths, who were also originally Methodists.       
 
Throughout his life, Francis of Assisi seems to have been haunted by his sense of 
unworthiness and occasionally this sense of personal failure and weakness of faith 
was confirmed within him by an everyday incident. On one occasion whilst riding his 
horse, Francis’ mind was more than ever possessed with the desire to lead a life of 
absolute devotion when, at a bend in the road, he found himself confronted by a 
leper. The illness had always repelled Francis (and others of his time). He couldn't 
control an instinctive reaction of horror and he turned his horse in another direction. 
But then he bitterly regretted his behaviour and returned to the leper. He gave the 
stunned man all of the money that he had with him and then kissed his hand as he 
would have done to a priest. This was to be just a brief snapshot of the interesting, 
varied, complicated and at times even emotionally tortured, life that Francis was 
about to commence. The church of Santa Maria Degli Angeli – the ‘Portiuncula’ (‘little 
inheritance’), is a grand and imposing building now but in those days it was much 
smaller and not very well maintained structurally. The members of the Order lived in 
mud huts in the woods that surrounded the church. The Order was founded upon 
chastity, poverty and obedience but Francis regarded poverty as the most important 
aspect of their life example. In other religious orders, poverty was just a matter of 
avoiding wealth but for Francis it was an active and positive principle. In other 
orders, although individuals could not 'possess' things, the community could still hold 
'property in common' but Francis rejected the holding of property, even for personal 
clothing and prayer books. From 1208 (until he died aged 44 in 1226) his clothing 
was of rough brown wool - shades varied and were known by peasants (who wore 
similar cloth) as 'beast' colour. The tunic was secured with a hemp cord.  
 
Large numbers of people crowded to the Order from all over Europe and were 
divided into various grades of both genders. He sent them off in groups to various 
provinces of Italy. Five of the brothers went to Morocco and became the first martyrs 
of the Order. In 1216, Pope Innocent gave official approval at last and things 
progressed very quickly after that. At the first General Assembly in 1219, 5,000 
members were present and there were 500 more that couldn't get in due to 
insufficient space! Like Methodist ministers and unlike many of the other Orders of 
Francis’ lifetime, the Franciscans were itinerant preachers and carers for the sick 
and poor. In 1223, the Order was confirmed by Pope Honorius. Francis went East 
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and preached to the Sultan in Jerusalem, but the only positive results were a 
promise for better treatment of Christian prisoners and for the Franciscan Order, the 
guardianship of the Holy Sepulchre church. He then returned to Italy and a legend 
started to spread about him having received the ‘stigmata’ on Monte Alverno on 
September the 17th 1224, just two years before he died.  
 

 
The Church of Santa Maria Degli Angeli – the ‘Portiuncula’ (‘little inheritance’) in the valley below Assisi in May 
2014 

In 1226, after a short but intense career of passionate but down-to-earth, 
conversational preaching (i.e. people would converse with preachers during their 
sermons in the basilica - a bit like heckling I suppose!), in which he frequently 
doubted his competency and after much spiritual self-torment and self-effacement in 
his later life, Francis died near Assisi on October 4th 1226, aged only forty-four 
years. As his last moments approached, he asked to be carried and laid upon bare 
earth near the church, with a view of Assisi. A building on the site of an old 
mediaeval hospital, near the ‘Portiuncula’ and near the place where Francis lay for 
his last few hours, displays the plaque and picture shown below. The picture is self-
explanatory but the inscription on the plaque in the first photograph may be 
approximately translated as follows, “The Saint and Father, Francis ordered that, 
shortly before his death and during his last few hours, he should be carried from the 
Portiuncula on a bed and set down here on the bare earth, looking towards his 
beloved town of Assisi. This place was just in front of the ancient hospital of Saint 
Saviour. He promised to serve God’s creatures until the end and until he entered into 
the realm of eternal life. He was then returned to the church of Santa Maria of the 
‘Portiuncula’ where he died on the 4th of October 1226”.     
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Commemorative plaque and picture of St. Francis laying on his bed gazing up at Assisi during his last few 
hours.  
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He was canonised as a saint by Pope Gregory IX in 1228. He loved the natural world 
and claimed 'brotherhood' with Sun and wind and hailed his last pale visitor as 'Sister 
Death'. Within fifty years of Francis’ death, the Order had 200,000 members with 
8,000 convents in 23 provinces. 

Regarding Methodism, “It was a movement of discipline and sobriety but also of 
ecstasy and enthusiasm. It was a voluntary association of free people, but also 
specialized in rules. The two things that can be said with certainty about Methodism 
are that it grew prodigiously from its roots as a tiny religious society within the 
Church of England in the 1730’s to a major worldwide denomination and that 
historians will continue to disagree vigorously about why such growth took place and 
what were its consequences.”10 But within this ‘discipline and sobriety’ and amidst 
the ‘rules’, the heart of Methodism was like that of the Franciscans in offering a 
welcome to ‘All’.  
 
Unfortunately, the simplicity of the Franciscan Rule left room for a variance of 
opinion, even during his lifetime. One faction wanted a mitigation of the poverty rule 
whilst others were strenuously opposed to any change and the arguments continued 
until the 'Undertaking of Paoletto di Foligno' in 1368 to restore the strict observance 
of the original Rule. Paoletto’s followers were called 'Observants' and those wanting 
a milder rule were called 'Conventuals'. It struck me when reading about this that, 
even within the Methodist Church, we have a wide range of clerical dress and 
custom during services and a variety of views about things like receipt of Holy 
Communion. Regarding the latter, my own view is that the elements of the Eucharist 
are not mine to give, any more than God’s unconditional gift of Baptism to an 
individual who has indicated a sincere wish to receive it, is something that I can 
refuse to administer. Some people, through disability or illness, might be unable to 
verbally express the wish to receive either of the aforementioned Sacraments or to 
explain their reason for desiring them, but that should not exclude them from 
receiving. The reader will therefore understand my surprise and delight to read: “The 
Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect but a powerful medicine and nourishment for 
the weak. Frequently, we act as arbiters of grace rather than its facilitators. But the 
Church is not a tollhouse; it is the house of the Father, where there is a place for 
everyone, with all their problems.”11        
 
The 'Minorites' were Franciscan Friars who believed in strict observance but they 
would be located in a different Province from the 'Regular Observants' - both groups 
having the same 'General' supervising them. In Spain, the latter group were called 
'Alcantarines' after St. Peter of Acantara and in France, UK, Ireland, Belgium and 
Holland they were called 'Recollects'. The Capuchins were originally a congregation 
of Reformed Franciscans, but became an independent order later. In the early 18th 
Century (at the time of the beginnings of Methodism) Franciscans numbered 
120,000 Friars with 7,000 houses and 30,000 Nuns with 900 convents and of course, 
this takes no account of the many lay people to whom they ministered in their daily 
work (by comparison, by the end of the nineteenth century, the Methodist Church, 
“had attracted the loyalty of more than 30 million people on six continents.”)12  
 

                                                             
10From ά9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ ōȅ David Hempton  
11 From “The Francis Factor” by Eamonn Maher and John Littleton (2014) 
12 From ά9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ ōȅ David Hempton 
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The numbers of Franciscans reduced slightly after the 1789 French Revolution but 
this is still one of the strongest orders in the Roman Catholic Church. Its structure is 
interesting and very democratic. There is an ‘Elective General’ who resides in Rome 
and oversees a large number of Provinces, each headed up by a 'Provincial'. The 
‘Provincials’ oversee the heads of each convent or community and these heads are 
called 'Guardians'. ALL officers of the Order are elected for 2 years (a similarity in 
procedure to that for some Methodist District and Connexional posts?). Only a 
'Provincial' (which equates to the post of ‘Methodist District Chair’ in level of 
responsibility) can admit a candidate and the candidates have to successfully 
complete 2 years' probation (a similarity to the procedural timing for Methodist 
ministers). Then, if they are approved, they take vows. People advanced to 'Holy 
Orders' are called 'Scholars' and undertake preparatory study. If they are promoted 
to the Priesthood, they are thereafter called 'Fathers' of the Order. The remainder 
are referred to as 'Brother' or 'Lay Brother'.  
 
The 'Tertiarians' Third Order are 'Non-Conventional Members' who live in society 
without any obligation to celibacy and in general, they are only bound by the Spirit 
and not by the letter of the 'Rule'. It is impossible to overestimate the value of this 
institution in the disorganised condition of society. The 'Rule' for the Third Order is: 
 
1. To restore all ill-gotten goods; 
2. Be reconciled with all those with whom they have been 'at feud'; 
3. Devote themselves to the practice of works of Christian charity; 
4. Avoid all unnecessary expenditure; 
5. Renounce the use of personal ornaments; 
6. Hear Mass daily; 
7. Serve the sick and the hospitals; 
8. Instruct the ignorant; 
9. Practice, as far as practicable in the world, the 'substance of the virtues of the 
cloister'. 
 
The Order therefore had a very powerful influence in mediaeval society and still does 
now. It counts within its members, people of every rank "from the throne to the 
cottage". 
Although it was sometimes tainted by abuses and superstitious practices, the 
general results were very beneficial to the various parts of society inhabited by these 
representatives of the Order. As a literary Order, the Franciscans have been 
focussed on the study of Theology. There is a school called the 'Scotists', named 
after John Duns Scotus, a Franciscan Friar who studied and taught Theology and 
Philosophy alongside the rival school of 'Thomists' to which the Dominican Order 
attached itself. 
Famous members of the Third Order have been: Popes Nicholas IV, Alexander V, 
Sixtus IV, Sixtus V and Clement XIV. Jacapone Di Todi is one of the most celebrated 
of Mediaeval hymn writers (like a Charles Wesley of that era) and a member of the 
Third Order. 
 
The Franciscans were the earliest missionaries to the American continent, having 
arrived there with Columbus on his second voyage in 1493. The 'Recollects' (the 
stricter ‘bunch’) featured largely in the missionary history of Canada (as did the 
Methodists!).  
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In the hills and villages of Umbria, Francis tried to live (with his first few followers) the 
same type of life that Jesus shared with the Apostles. Francis demonstrated that it 
would be ridiculous to claim him - or others like him - for one church or denomination 
more than another. Such people are the property of the whole of humankind. God's 
Apostles are for the world, not for some sort of private, inward-looking, religious 
'club'. Pope Francis acknowledges that St. Francis does not belong to any particular 
denomination, but to God and to God’s creation, which he loved so much. So I think 
that ALL Christians should be grateful for the example of Francis, the blameless and 
gentle saint.  
 
The success of Francis as a social reformer is largely accounted for by his 
personality. He was admired and loved by the people among whom he lived and 
worked: they saw in him the ‘true Italian’ as well as the saint; his emotional, idealistic 
and mystic nature captivated them; they believed in the mission which he had 
received from God and which he accomplished with so much conviction and 
enthusiasm, but also with so much simplicity and love. In his 'Paradiso', Dante tells 
us that the 'divine foresight' ordained for the church two 'princes' to be her guide; one 
on each side: St. Francis (enthusiasm) and St. Dominic (Wisdom)13. I have read very 
little about St. Dominic but St. Francis certainly lived up to his ‘enthusiasm’ role!  
 
Yet, however popular the reformer may have been, his success would not have 
lasted long if his reform ideas had not been acceptable to ordinary people. Reform 
could not be achieved with empty words of enthusiasm alone. There were plenty of 
eccentric reformers around in the Middle Ages and they travelled everywhere under 
the name of troubadours, jongleurs or pilgrims, denouncing the evils of society but 
offering no actual hope. History has not even recorded most of their names! Others, 
amongst whom were the Waldensians and Humiliati14, tried to organise reforming 
movements. The people of the thirteenth century were not to be satisfied by the first 
reform that someone proposed. They were enthusiastic it is true and they seized 
eagerly upon any project which might give some hope of reform; but they quickly 
spotted and rejected illusions and people who just “talked a good job” (as we used to 
say in the Police Service). Francis brought them the reform which matched their 
aspirations and which could be accepted and understood by not only the Umbrian 
peasants, but also by all other classes and countries throughout Europe. It brought 
about a social ‘balance’ that lasted a very long time. 
 
A modern reformer has the advantage of definite knowledge of social facts and 
statistics, social conditions, social evils and possible solutions for them all. Things 
were different for ‘Francis the reformer’ in the thirteenth century. Although Francis 
was sensitive and sympathetic to the misfortunes which he witnessed, he had little 
social knowledge, less social experience and practically no understanding at all of 
the ordinary processes of life, because for much of his early life he had been 
‘cushioned’ against it by the wealth and comfort of his upbringing. I also suspect that 
he would have been unable to offer profound reasoning, suggestions for effective 
legislation or a significant grasp of institutional processes. It is therefore likely that, in 
addition to his natural humility and self-effacing behaviour, another reason for his 

                                                             
13 From “Greyfriars” – by Harold Goad (1947) 
 
14 Waldensians and Humiliati are explained in the Appendix to this study.  
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reluctance to hold a leadership role within the movement, which had formed around 
him, may have been the lack of knowledge and experience previously described. 
Francis had a very concrete view of the social reform question. As far as he was 
concerned, there was no social evil, just sin and it was sin as it affects the individual 
person. The only social reform was the removal of sin from the individual soul. The 
objective of Francis and his followers was to bring people back from sin to grace or 
from vice to virtue: “He felt that the work of reform of the Church was a work of 
interior renovation; it is one of the characteristics that make his attempt absolutely an 
original effort and differentiate it from the other reform movements of the same 
epoch." 15 
 
Although the humble and self-effacing Francis would probably never have described 
himself as a philosopher, there is plenty of evidence of philosophy in his words and 
actions. The objective of humankind is predominantly happiness and it was 
happiness at which Francis was aiming, happiness in this world as well as in the 
next. But he saw the process of achieving this happiness as an internal rather than 
an external one. In other words, it's no good reforming things, institutions or 
philosophy in order to effect positive social change - it's human beings that need to 
be reformed - and it needs to happen from the inside. Francis just seemed to 
instinctively put this idea into practice. "He [Francis] might have adopted for his motto 
the German proverb, 'Let us be better and the world will be better'; or he might have 
said, as Peter Alcantara to a pessimistic Spanish knight, 'My dear friend, have God's 
law observed in your home, by example and authority, and if everyone does as much 
the world will be saved'".16  
 
Francis had to acknowledge the classes that existed in thirteenth century Europe but 
he saw that members of one class were abusing their power and authority to treat 
members of a weaker class as slaves rather than as fellow human beings. Francis 
reminded the lords of the duties of masters towards their servants. The superiors of 
the order were not to be called 'abbots' or 'priors' but MINISTERS, to show that they 
must be the servants of those who were under their care. In this way, they were to 
give the world an example of the true Christian relations that should exist between 
human beings. People from all classes and backgrounds were received into the 
Third Order under the same conditions and were equal in all that concerned the 
administration and privileges of the order. Francis also tried to remove from the lower 
classes all mistrust and envy of the higher classes. He showed them the beauty of 
poverty, which Jesus had embraced and told them that they should be satisfied with 
the share that they had received from God. They could not only more easily obtain 
the Kingdom of Heaven, which Christ had promised to those who bear poverty with 
the Christian spirit, but they could also be happy in this life. Happiness is not 
dependent on material possessions. It comes from a peaceful conscience, hope, 
prayer, self-control and the freedom of the soul. 
 
"Francis was not content with mere poverty; labour and poverty were abhorred by 
the world and Francis wished that his brethren, as well as the poor, should work and 
thus give to the world an example of patience and happiness in poverty and labour. 

                                                             
15 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 

 
16 From "Saint Francis of Assisi - Social Reformer" by Leo L. Dubois 
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They (Francis and his followers) went through all the countries of Europe and 
everywhere their first care, after the preaching of the word of God, was given to the 
lepers. They lodged in the leper houses and there comforted and assisted these 
unfortunate people, washed their wounds and dispensed to them all the tender cares 
which their quick sympathy for all sufferers would suggest. The towns, of which they 
were the missionaries and reformers, were also centres around which the lepers 
were most numerous; hence the Franciscans became the apostles of the lepers as 
well as of the towns. The members of the Third Order also were friends and 
protectors of the lepers. St. Louis. King of France, was accustomed to wash and 
dress their wounds with his own hands and when dying he desired that a part of his 
fortune should be consecrated to the building of two thousand leper houses. St. 
Elizabeth of Hungary and other members of the Third Order also gave immense 
sums for the relief of the lepers. The result of this care was evidently an 
improvement in the sanitary conditions of the leper houses and in the treatment of 
the disease, which was finally extirpated. The wave of sympathy for these 
unfortunates brought about greater charity between the different social classes and 
contributed largely towards that reform of the Christian world of which Francis had 
dreamt and which to some extent he realised."17  
 
St. Francis didn’t simply love Humanity or Nature; he loved every individual that he 
met and every creature. He would probably have been surprised and perhaps even 
confused at the suggestion that he loved "Nature", apart from the servant of God that 
he found in each individual creature. His whole attitude towards surrounding life was 
entirely individual. He entered into each creature's life with the intuition of a child. He 
would say, "Holy Poverty possesses all things"18, but the conditions of the peaceful 
possession of God's world were humility, obedience, sympathy and love. Francis 
loved each individual creature because of its direct dependence on God. He seems 
to have assumed that every creature is possessed of a will that makes it 
independent of everything except its obedience to God.  
 
An example offered by Harold Goad is, "Brother Fire need not always hurt, so he 
[Francis] prayed for him for courtesy towards himself when he [the fire] was to be 
used upon his eyes." 19  Amongst his numerous physical sufferings through poor 
health throughout his life, Francis’ eyes required treatment and part of his face was 
cauterised at one point in an attempt to use short-term pain to alleviate long-term 
pain. It's unlikely, I suspect, that few modern-day individuals could have approached 
a burning iron with this sort of attitude of thankfulness for its positive but painful use 
as a cure. Similarly, few people would have managed to escape from the pain 
(through fear and suspicion of failure) that it did not appear to inflict on Francis. He 
approached all of God's created things in a spirit of love and through doing so, he 
seems to have released new opportunities for spiritual healing and faith. I am caused 
to wonder if this type of self-disciplined approach could greatly increase the 
effectiveness of pastoral care, if pastors were able to sustain it as faithfully and 
consistently as Francis. 
 

                                                             
17 From "Saint Francis of Assisi - Social Reformer" by Leo L. Dubois (1913) 
18 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 

19 From “Greyfriars” – by Harold Goad (1947) 
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Francis didn't attack riches or possessions in themselves as something intrinsically 
evil. It's just that he understood (as we do, in this modern society with its 'must have 
it now!' philosophy) that they could be the source of much trouble and misery.  
 
 
The Property ‘problem’   
 
In the words of Francis, "For, from possessions arise difficulties and disputes, which 
put all kinds of obstacles to the love of God and of our neighbour".20 I thought that it 
might be useful and interesting at this point to examine the subject of material 
possessions and property with some reference to the environment and views of St. 
Francis, John Wesley (and thereby, Methodism) and Pope Francis. 
  
At his first sense of calling, whilst looking at the face of the crucified Christ 
represented on the crucifix in the chapel at San Damiano, Francis felt that God’s 
message to him was “rebuild my church” but as time went on, both he and Pope 
Innocent realised that it had more to do with ‘rebuilding’ a dysfunctional church 
institution and changing attitudes.    
 
One of John Wesley’s famous forty-four sermons from the book of the same name, 
is one about the ‘Use of Money’ and it’s the one that I chose to study and explain 
when I was completing my Local Preacher training within the Methodist Church. In 
essence, like Francis, John Wesley does not condemn money for its own sake but 
reinforces the truth of the misquoted scriptural verse saying that, “Love of money [i.e. 
not just money itself as is often misquoted] is the root of all evil.” What John 
effectively recommends is that a person should use enough of his money to shelter, 
feed and clothe himself and his family or dependents and then should share 
whatever is left with those people who are less fortunate.  
 
John writes, “The directions which God has given us, touching the use of our worldly 
substance, may be comprised in the following particulars. If you desire to be a 
faithful and wise steward, out of that portion of your Lord’s goods which He has for 
the present lodged in your hands, but with the right of resuming whenever it pleases 
him, first, provide things needful for yourself; food to eat, raiment to put on; whatever 
nature moderately requires for preserving the body in health and strength. Secondly, 
provide these for your wife, your children, your servants or any others who pertain to 
your household. If, when this is done, there be an overplus left, then ‘do good to 
them that are of the household of faith’. If there be an overplus still, ‘as you have 
opportunity, do good unto all men’. In so doing, you give all you can; nay, in a sound 
sense, all you have: for all that is laid out in this manner is really given to God. You 
‘render unto God the things that are God’s’, not only by what you give to the poor, 
but also by that which you expend in providing things needful for yourself and your 
household.”21  
 
Then, in his conclusion to the sermon on the ‘Use of Money’, John writes, “But 
employ whatever God has entrusted you with, in doing good, all possible good, in 

                                                             
20 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 

 
21 From άWƻƘƴ ²ŜǎƭŜȅΩǎ CƻǊǘȅ-CƻǳǊ {ŜǊƳƻƴǎέ ςEpworth Press (reprinted 2000 ς original print 1746)   
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every possible kind and degree, to the household of faith, to all men! This is no small 
part of the ‘wisdom of the just’. Give all ye have, as well as all ye are, a spiritual 
sacrifice to Him who withheld from you not His only Son: so ‘laying up in store for 
yourselves a good foundation against the time to come, that ye may attain eternal 
life!”22                
 
We already know that Francis took this philosophy a stage further by sometimes, 
quite literally, giving someone the ‘shirt off his back’. Pope Francis subscribes to the 
same view with respect to sharing what we have and not making an idol of money, 
but what also interests me about all three of these people is their attitude towards 
property and more specifically, buildings. 
 
Francis and his followers subscribed to the teaching of Jesus in not worrying about 
where they should sleep or shelter and letting tomorrow take care of itself. When the 
Franciscan community first became established, Francis had to adapt his views 
slightly in the interests of propriety. The brothers had first slept in caves or ‘slept 
rough,’ in the open in all weathers. They would have derived some shelter from the 
churches and chapels that they repaired and rebuilt, most notably San Damiano, but 
when Clare Offreduccio (later to lead the ‘Poor Clares’) decided to run away from her 
affluent family and join the Franciscans, there were practical considerations. At the 
time, the brothers were living in mud huts in the woodland that then surrounded the 
‘Portiuncula’ church.  
 
Bishop Guido of Assisi, having spoken with Clare at length and having realised that 
nothing would shake her from her chosen path, was also concerned about this young 
girl living amongst a group of men, however well-intentioned they may be and there 
was also the local gossip to consider, which could easily bring the church into 
disrepute, “When Clare approached Bishop Guido to receive the Eucharist, Guido 
saw in her a faith unlike any other and he envied it. When she revealed her thoughts 
of being married to Christ, Guido encouraged her to enter the powerful Benedictine 
community at the monastery of San Paolo. There she would join other noble women 
in a life of prayer and devotion and her future would be financially secure. Clare 
however, wanted to follow the Poor Christ as Francis and his brothers were doing, 
not by preaching in public but by living within a monastery protected by faith in Christ 
alone. Guido would never have approved of the plan but when Clare presented him 
with the alternative, he found that he could not argue effectively against her.” 23    
 
Well, the outcome was that Clare (‘Chiara’ in Italian) and eventually her younger 
sister Catherine (who later became St. Agnes of Prague), within a very short time, 
were housed at the repaired chapel of San Damiano and they assisted the brothers 
with many practical jobs including much of the caring for the sick. Clare and her 
sister were violently attacked by their Uncle Monaldo (Agnes had a clump of hair torn 
out, drawing blood as he tried to drag her away) in an attempt to take them both 
home. In the end, as always, the ‘noble’(!) family were more worried about how they 
would be viewed by society than they were about actually getting the girls home. 
Eventually, just as Francis’ mother Pica had later joined the Order as a helper, so too 

                                                             
22From άWƻƘƴ ²ŜǎƭŜȅΩǎ CƻǊǘȅ-CƻǳǊ {ŜǊƳƻƴǎέ ςEpworth Press (reprinted 2000 ς original print 1746)   
  
23 From “St. Clare – A Short Biography” by Joan Mueller of the Order of St. Clare (1956) 
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did Clare’s mother, Lady Ortelana. So, after the initial, unsheltered wanderings of 
Francis and his followers, the use of buildings evolved as a practical necessity. Clare 
– or Santa Chiara (who had, like Francis, been speedily disowned by her family for 
reasons of finance and embarrassment) died in 1523 and there is a church in Assisi 
dedicated to her memory. 
 

 
¢ƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ Ψ{ŀƴǘŀ /ƘƛŀǊŀΩ ƛƴ !ǎǎƛǎƛΦ όaŀȅ нлмпύ 

The same movement towards the use of buildings happened within Methodism, in 
that the need for meeting places for the growing membership started to establish 
itself in the development of the movement. There was another influence which made 
it necessary for Methodists to start to use church buildings of their own,  
 
“As soon as Methodism emerged from its societary closets into the open spaces of 
English society in the 1740’s, it was immediately condemned for its ‘enthusiasm’. 
Anglican bishops, who feared a recrudescence of the kind of puritanical populism 
that destabilized the realm in the 1640’s and 50’s, were quick to diagnose the 
problem. Edmund Gibson’s ‘Observations upon the Conduct and Behaviour of a 
Certain Sect Usually Distinguished by the Name of Methodists’ (1744) was a 
comprehensive indictment of Methodism: by failing to comply with the laws 
regulating religious practice (the Act of Uniformity, the Conventicle Act and the 
Toleration Act), Methodists placed themselves in open defiance of government in 
Church and State; by engaging in itinerant preaching and extra-parochial 
communion, Methodists infringed the principles of territorial integrity upon which all 
established churches depended for their security; and by encouraging the ‘rabble’ to 
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meet out of doors they were inviting, even instigating, social instability.”24  And it 
seems that there was a bit of a crisis for Protestant churches generally in Wesley’s 
day, “Protestant churches, suffering from external threat and internal decay, were at 
a low ebb in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in Europe. Under 
pressure from the cumulative weight of the Counter-reformation and from vigorous 
policies of confessional assimilation, Protestant morale was sagging.”25   
 
Both the Franciscan and Methodist movements, in the twelfth and eighteenth 
centuries respectively, were becoming established during a period when renewal 
and reform within churches was a real necessity. The Roman Catholic Church had 
already formed its dependence upon the use of (in many cases quite elaborate) 
church buildings and so too did the Church of England in its own right, from Henry 
VIII onwards. 
 
The need or desire (it’s actually a bit of both, I think) for church buildings continues to 
this day. But we seem to be moving from practical necessity to a kind of obsession 
about the style and use of buildings. When it is suggested that we have too many 
buildings for the numbers of worshippers and that common sense would suggest 
disposing of some, people will generally nod in agreement. When congregations are 
reminded that the ‘Church’ is actually its people and not the buildings that contain 
them, once again they will generally nod in agreement. But when the time comes for 
the difficult decision to be made, nobody wants it to be their church building that 
ceases for worship. Then there is the rather ‘precious’ way that we can sometimes 
behave about keeping a church building perfect and pristine, even if that means 
excluding people who may want to enter at difficult times in their lives. Such people 
may also need access at unusual times of day. There follows a quote from the new 
leader of a Church that includes in its buildings worldwide some highly ornate 
structures containing many valuable artefacts. Pope Francis writes, “One concrete 
sign of openness (to all people) is that our church doors should always be open, so 
that if someone, moved by the Spirit, comes there looking for God, he or she will not 
find a closed door.”26  This is a real challenge for people who want to keep their 
church buildings safe and secure with reduced hours of public access. It is as if 
Jesus is being kept locked up safely – safe but alone. It is increasingly the case that 
churches are locked when not being used for services. It makes it more difficult for a 
chance visit such as that undertaken by Edith Stein to a church where she saw a 
woman with a shopping bag come in and pray. Edith Stein said, “For me, it was a 
completely new experience. People went to the synagogues or Protestant churches I 
had visited only for divine service. Here, however, people came to an empty church 
during their workaday activities as if for an intimate talk. I have never forgotten it”. 
 
“Pope Francis chastises those of us who lock our doors to safeguard our treasures 
and advocates that, just as a missionary heart must allow its shoes to get soiled by 
the mud of the street, so too must our churches get soiled by the mud of the street. 
Exclusion from our society, for economic reasons or from our Church for moral 
reasons or from our churches for security reasons are all to be questioned, 
challenged. They are all, in their own ways, processes of dehumanisation.”27   

                                                             
24 From ά9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ ōȅ David Hempton 
25 From ά9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ ōȅ David Hempton 
26 From “The Francis Factor” by Eamonn Maher and John Littleton (2014) 
27 From “The Francis Factor” by Eamonn Maher and John Littleton (2014) 
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Once again, I recall the words of St. Francis, "For, from possessions arise difficulties 
and disputes, which put all kinds of obstacles to the love of God and of our 
neighbour".28 I realise that, in the twenty-first century, it would not be a realistic 
proposition to try to function with no possessions or church buildings at all (even a 
proportion of Francis’ followers thought that in the thirteenth century), but I can’t help 
reflecting upon how often I have witnessed anxiety, tension, aggression and 
distinctly ‘un-Christian’ words and behaviour at church meetings which, at times, 
seem excessively absorbed in matters of building structure. There can occasionally 
be a sense of ‘no matter what is going on within the life of the people of the church, 
the building must be salvaged at all costs.’ Whilst I can see that it is vitally important 
not to ‘ride rough-shod’ over the feelings and emotional attachments of people who 
have spent huge amounts of time and effort raising funds to sustain and develop 
church buildings, I wonder if we aren’t occasionally creating an imbalance which 
allocates more time to worrying about a building than it does to ensuring that there is 
still a mission and purpose for the people of God in that particular place.      
 
A final comment about St. Francis of Assisi 
 
Today, many people are discontented. But it seems that Francis had no unsatisfied 
desires, no inconsistencies, because his love of God controlled everything about 
him. He had no will except God's will and he was convinced that he was being led or 
directed by God, so he was motivated by that feeling. He was entirely spontaneous 
and natural (i.e. it seems that 'what you saw was what you got') and he was 
convinced that God would put into his heart everything that he needed to say or do 
without him having to worry about the future all of the time. But he also seemed to 
suffer throughout his life from an overwhelming sense of unworthiness.  
 
He seemed to doubt his preaching and leadership abilities and whilst he would give 
up everything for the benefit of others, I think that he would have been content to let 
someone else lead, so that he could just minister to the sick and the dispossessed. 
He also became very impatient at times and threatened to resign his ‘formal’ role on 
several occasions, when the brothers became too bogged down in the politics of the 
church and doctrine and seemed to be forgetting their primary purpose. “On an 
occasion when the friars discussed political affairs in a huge conclave, he laid down 
his office, saying,  ‘These matters are too high for me’. He didn't spend lots of time 
arguing points, he just acted spontaneously to need and because of his love and 
humility, he drew thousands after him and they tended to be very often the most 
humble-minded of his generation.”29 
 
Francis' love of all creatures became a sort of 'fellowship' with them. In an age that 
could be extremely cruel to human beings and animals alike, he brought the 
message of God's love for all. He preached to birds at Bevagna, to flowers, to vines 
(it’s probably why the people without imagination thought that he was mad) to show 
the unity of everything created by and loved by God. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
 
28 “The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 192 

29 From “Greyfriars” – by Harold Goad (1947) 
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"And creatures were surely conscious of and responded to his affection. The leveret 
that ran to him and nestled in the folds of his habit when it was released from a trap, 
the cicada that would perch on his hand at Portiuncula, the falcon that nested by a 
hermitage and awoke him for matins, the sick pheasant that could not be separated 
from him, 'almost forcing its way under the tunics of the brethren who were at the 
door' - all these seem to be intuitively returning the affection of one who loved them 
all as brothers and sisters. And whatever be the basis of fact behind the story of the 
fierce wolf of Gubbio, it is by no means incredible that Francis should exercise this 
power over a wild creature of the mountains. Nor was his love limited to the things 
that are beautiful and enhance the goodness of the world. His sense of kinship 
extended equally to creatures we commonly look upon as pests and seek to 
exterminate. To Francis they also praised God and derived their life from Him and 
were therefore in the great fellowship of his creatures." 30 And Francis felt the same 
about people, whoever they were. To him, all people were "capable of God".            
                            
 
Conclusion 
 
I have been asked by a number of people in recent months about the purpose of a 
sabbatical. The usual explanation given is that it is intended as a period away from 
one’s usual work pressures, allowing time to reflect and to study things of interest 
that might also prove useful when returning to ministerial duties.  
 
As a student of ‘First World War’ history, I have inwardly likened my sabbatical to 
what it must have been like to be withdrawn from the ‘front line’ for a time; placed in 
the ‘reserve’ trenches or better still, at a rest and recuperation place like Poperinge, 
where the famous Talbot House or ‘Toc H’ gave time for reading, study and quiet 
reflection on deposit of one’s forage cap. This type of withdrawal can prove to be an 
effective antidote or preventative measure against occupational ‘shell shock’ and 
loss of self-confidence, when the unreasonable and unrealistically founded 
expectations of a tiny minority can batter even the strongest resistance almost to the 
point of surrender. It’s probably the ‘resting’ aspect of sabbaticals that has led some 
of our less well-informed people to suppose that the minister is having a three month 
holiday, but having now experienced that period of not having one’s emotions and 
working capacity being pulled in all sorts of directions, I know that it is very definitely 
not a vacation. 
 
I have discovered, during this period of study, a number of encouraging and useful 
things which I believe, if I am faithful to my current intentions, will inform and assist 
my on-going ministry. Before commencing my research, I had thought that any 
useful ideas would be confined to the pastoral aspect of my work, but I am pleased 
to say that some of my liturgical practices and beliefs have also been reinforced and 
encouraged.                
 
Looking first at the learning benefits of this ‘time out’ as they inform my pastoral 
work, I have good reason to be grateful. In my previous occupation as a newly 

                                                             
30 From “The Little Poor Man of Assisi” – by James O. Dobson (1926) 
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promoted police Inspector, I tried always to be available to my twelve sergeants and 
sixty-three constables when I heard any of them being called on the radio to attend a 
potentially dangerous or complicated emergency. The geographical area for which I 
was responsible was fifty-three square miles. I tried to attend everything of 
significance, but very often arrived just as things were coming to a conclusion. My 
Chief Superintendent, an experienced, active and very wise character, had been 
listening in on the radio occasionally, as I was new to the work. He helped me to 
understand, during my probationary interviews, that I couldn’t do everything and that 
in fact by trying to do so, I might well impede the development of other officers. 
“Sometimes people have to take some responsibility for themselves”, was the lesson 
that I learned from Ted Fullelove and which, until this sabbatical period started, I 
seemed to have forgotten! In that role, I learned that there are many different 
definitions of what constitutes an ‘urgent’ call. The call “urgent assistance” on the 
radio network, followed (hopefully!) by a location, meant that meals, cups of tea, 
computers, report books etc., were discarded so that everyone would get there to 
help a colleague as soon as possible. So it meant that the term ‘urgent’ was never 
used casually or thoughtlessly. 
 
Yet, even knowing all of this, during the last ten years, I have frequently allowed 
myself to be too easily drawn into various vortices of panic, created by a tiny minority 
of people who sadly seem to have ridiculously unrealistic expectations of their circuit 
staff. I am not ashamed to say that I have been privately moved to tears on several 
occasions, by the unreasonable and sometimes downright hurtful behaviour of one 
or two individuals. I never have been given to changing into a ‘Superman’ suit in a 
telephone box and then leaping tall buildings at a single bound, but I have to 
acknowledge a degree of culpability with regard to unrealistic expectations. In 
common with some of my colleagues, I have a tendency sometimes to set myself 
unattainable targets and then ‘beat myself up’ for failing to achieve them. Then, 
when the unhelpful minority to which I have referred level their various criticisms, 
usually relating to inadequate personal attention from the minister, these can 
reinforce my illogical sense of failure.          
 
Francis of Assisi and Pope Innocent the Third both initially thought that “rebuild my 
church” meant literally stacking bricks and mortar. But Francis particularly came to 
realise that it meant something much more profound and that he couldn’t personally 
heal everybody and ‘right every wrong’. He had to prioritise within the bounds of 
what was humanly achievable.  
 
I have now re-learned that I must retain a calm and realistic view of what I am able to 
achieve pastorally. In an ideal world, I would welcome the chance to frequently visit 
all of the people for whom I am responsible to just have a chat and keep in touch 
with how things are going for them. Occasionally, one senses this type of 
expectation from one or two people but for a number of common-sense reasons, this 
would be impracticable given the size of our circuit and its staff team. 
 
There is also, it seems to me, little point in trying to squeeze dozens of routine 
pastoral visits into every week because they will, owing to their sheer number, be 
necessarily very brief and arguably ineffectual. Indeed, they may even be unwanted 
by their recipients at that sort of frequency.  
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Such a process of non-essential visits would also mean that people who feel 
isolated, because they are ill and unable to get to church, may potentially be 
deprived of much-needed support from a minister who is spending their time visiting 
lots of perfectly healthy individuals who just want a chat over a cup of tea. I have 
also found that, ironically, the people who really need me to visit are often the ones 
who make no fuss or ‘urgent’ requests and who have to be ‘found’ by the minister 
making an approach.  Just as Francis found – I can’t do it all myself! And as I 
learned as a Police Duty Officer, other people in the organisation within the family of 
each church should be allowed and encouraged to take some responsibility for the 
routine pastoral care of those in their midst.                        

 
Earlier in this study, you will have seen the following words and I thought that they 
might bear a little further explanation, 
 
Similarly, few people would have managed to escape from the pain (through fear 
and suspicion of failure) that it did not appear to inflict on Francis. He approached all 
of God's created things in a spirit of love and through doing so, he seems to have 
released new opportunities for spiritual healing and faith. I am caused to wonder if 
this type of self-disciplined approach could greatly increase the effectiveness of 
pastoral care, if pastors were able to sustain it as faithfully and consistently as 
Francis. 
 
In the same way as it is easy to like or love the likeable and loveable people of the 
world, I believe that to achieve greatest effectiveness as a pastor, one has to set 
aside irritations and friction of personalities and ‘approach all God’s created things in 
a spirit of love’.31 That sort of perseverance can be a ‘tall order’ sometimes for a 
pastor who meets with negativity, sulkiness and destructive comment (even if only 
from a tiny minority) but if our self-discipline and Christian good intentions could 
manage it, I believe that we could achieve, as Francis did, new opportunities for 
spiritual healing and faith. So this is another lesson that I have learned from my 
study and I shall try very hard to make use of it consistently. 
 
I mentioned some perceived benefits to my liturgical ministry and on further reflection 
I can see that they are very closely aligned with pastoral matters but I believe that 
they are worth mentioning.  
 
Firstly, there is the encouraging similarity between the Methodist and Franciscan 
backgrounds with regard to substantial and ‘everyday life’-related sermons, if 
necessary at the expense of more concise liturgy. Whilst Holy Communion is one of 
the two Methodist Sacraments (the other being Baptism) and is, in my view, 
essential to our congregations, I should rather take a little longer over a sermon “in 
the common tongue” that comes “from the heart rather than just the head” and have 
anecdotes of personal experience that will make scripture more real and relevant to 
the lives of modern listeners, than just offer an exegesis of scripture which may just 
confuse people who are trying to relate God’s Word to their everyday lives. 
 
                                                             
31“The Road to Assisi – the Essential Biography of St. Francis” originally by Paul Sabatier 1920 
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Secondly, there is the range of vestments and church decoration that I was surprised 
to find within Roman Catholicism. The Franciscans had as simple and perhaps even 
a more simple approach than Methodism in some respects. I use cassocks for 
specific services and always for specific reasons, not just to ‘dress up’. To me, the 
use of such things and liturgical colours, attribute respect and dignity to particular 
services for what they represent.  
 
Thirdly, I see my role as ‘minister’ within the liturgy as the Franciscans do, as a 
servant and I am very definitely with Pope Francis when he says, “The Eucharist is 
not a prize for the perfect but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak. 
Frequently, we act as arbiters of grace rather than its facilitators. But the Church is 
not a tollhouse; it is the house of the Father, where there is a place for everyone, 
with all their problems.”32 I choose to be a “facilitator” of Grace, rather than an 
“arbiter” of the same. In my view, the elements of Holy Communion do not belong to 
me, they belong to God and to have this confirmed by the leader of a denomination 
that I might previously have thought to have believed the opposite, is wonderful news 
and very encouraging!    
 
I shall always be grateful for this opportunity to study, reflect and to draw helpful 
conclusions about my ongoing journey in ministry and how I might approach it. This 
truly has been a wonderful gift and I believe that I have benefited greatly from it.                    

 
I shall finish by including (because I think it’s a lovely piece of prose) an extract from 
Dante’s “Paradiso” (XI 43-45) which pays tribute to Francis of Assisi. First in Italian, 
then in English:  
"Intra Tupino e L'acqua che discende 
Del colle eletto dal beato Ubaldo, 
Fertile costa d'alto monte pende, 
Di quella costa, la dov'ella frange 
Piu sua rattezza, nacque al mondo un Sole, 
Come fa questo talvolta de Gange. 
Pero chi d'esso loco fa parole, 
Non dica "Ascesi", che direbbe corto, 
Ma "Oriente", se proprio dir vuole." 
 
"Between Turpino and the falling rills 
that flow from blest Ubaldo's loved retreat 
A fertile slope hangs from the lofty hills.... 
And from this slope hangs where sharply breaks 
the steep 
Was born to earth a Sun more bright in flame 
than ever rose from Ganges on earth's sleep. 
Wherefore who speaks of it may find its name 
"Assisi" to fall short for not "ascent" 
but rather should he call it "Orient". 
 
 

                                                             
32From “The Francis Factor” by Eamonn Maher and John Littleton (2014)  
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La Rocca (fortress) overlooking Assisi and the Basilica (May 2014) 
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View down over Assisi from La Rocca (see previous photograph)    (May 2014)  

    

      

With grateful thanks to my colleagues and friends of the South Kent 

Methodist Circuit and to the South East District of the Methodist Church 

for their encouragement and support.  

 

Kevin  Charles  Taylor  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



34 
 

 
Appendix 
 
I made reference earlier to two groups (amongst many at the time of Francis) that 
were attempting to initiate reform in their own way. The two movements were the 
Waldensians and the Humiliati. I shall deal with the Waldensians first and in greater 
detail than the Humiliati, as the former have links with the Methodist Church in Italy 
and yet, at various times in their history, have referred to themselves as ‘good 
Catholics’. 
 
 
The Waldensians    
 
Peter Waldo was a layman, a rich merchant of Lyon and married. One day he heard 
in the street a troubadour singing in French the tale of St. Alexis, who on his wedding 
day, forsook his bride, his home and his inheritance and set out as a poor pilgrim for 
the Holy Land. Profoundly moved, Waldo went to a priest for advice. How could he 
follow God's will and become perfect? He received in answer the very same text 
from St. Matthew that was first to meet St. Francis' eyes when he opened the Gospel 
book in response to a similar enquiry from his first disciple, Bernard of Quintavalle: "If 
you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor. Then you will 
have riches in heaven; and then come and follow me". So Waldo distributed his 
goods, assigning his property and furniture for the support of his wife, making 
restitution for ill-gotten gains, dowering his two daughters, whom he despatched 
(how willingly is not recorded!) to Robert of Arbrissel's foundation at Fontevrault and 
giving the remainder to the poor. On Assumption Day 117333, he took the vow of 
poverty. Among the disciples who joined him were two priests, who translated the 
Psalter and parts for the Bible for them into French, as Waldo and other Lay 
members could not read Latin. They studied the scriptures, learning long passages 
by heart and seeking to model their lives on the contents. Then they began 
preaching and immediately found that they had problems because their preaching 
was 'unauthorised' and because it was probably more 'well-meant' than 'well-
informed' in its content.  
 
The Archbishop of Lyon ordered them to stop preaching but Waldo refused, quoting 
St. Peter: "We must obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29) and so he was 
excommunicated. He felt unjustly treated and so he and his followers went to Rome 
to appeal to the Pope. They took with them their French translations as evidence of 
their good intentions. They arrived while Rome was crowded with people gathering 
to attend the Third Lateran Council of 1179. They were eager to prove their 
knowledge of scripture, which they believed would demonstrate their fitness to 
preach. They were given a hearing.  
 
There is an account by the satirist Walter Map of how he himself was appointed to 
examine them and of how he won a speedy verbal victory over their 
‘simplemindedness’. His book, 'De Nugis Curialium' (mostly written from 1180 to 
1181) is a mixture of history, stories and satire. Some of the stories are true, some 
are invention and many are a bit of both. He was probably at the Lateran Council 

                                                             
33 This was nine years before the birth of Francis of Assisi 
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and was very likely involved in some discussion with the Waldensians but it is 
unlikely that the Waldensians were treated as badly as he describes. However, they 
were regarded as ignorant people and although Pope Alexander the Third approved 
of their ‘vow of poverty’, he did not feel able to allow them their licence to preach. 
They might preach only if invited to do so by the clergy and because they weren't 
likely to be invited to do so, this pretty much amounted to a prohibition by the Pope, 
so they went home. 
 
The following year (1180), Henry, Abbot of Clairvaux, whom the Pope had appointed 
Cardinal Bishop of Albano and Papal Legate in Languedoc, summoned Waldo to 
appear before him at a Synod in Lyon to establish his orthodoxy. Waldo placed his 
hands in those of the Cardinal and swore that neither he nor his companions were 
members of a heretical sect. He was also required to make a positive declaration of 
faith. This was based on an ancient form of Catholic wording used in episcopal 
ordinations and was adapted to take account of contemporary conditions and 
dangers. A serious danger about which the Cardinal would have been concerned 
was that the Waldensians were centred on Lyon, in an area where heresy was 
flourishing. 
 
Waldo ended his profession of faith with a brief statement of the principles on which 
he and his followers based their lives. Believing that good works are necessary for 
salvation and that faith alone is not enough, they had renounced the world and 
intended to obey the Gospel. They had distributed their goods to the poor, would not 
worry about tomorrow and would accept only food and clothing but not money. They 
would not condemn as beyond redemption people who do not choose to take such 
drastic measures but decide to live good lives in the world. Maybe in some ways, 
Waldo and Francis were kindred spirits, even though they could not have met at this 
point. There was nothing heretical in what Waldo said, but though the lifestyle of the 
Waldensians, based on the Gospels, was approved and vindicated, there was one 
thing missing; wandering preaching was encouraged by the Gospel and yet its 
practice was denied to the Waldensians and the tension and frustration caused as a 
result of this proved too great a strain on their obedience.  So they ignored what they 
had been told to do and preached!   
 
Probably in 1182, only three years after their appeal to the Pope and two years after 
Waldo's profession of faith34, they were excommunicated by the Archbishop of Lyon. 
Known too as the 'poor men of Lyon' some groups of them dispersed into 
Provence, where they got involved in doctrinal arguments with the Cathars; some 
crossed the Alps into Italy, where they inevitably formed links with other groups, such 
as the followers of Arnold of Brescia. Commercial links between Lyon and Milan also 
brought them into contact with the 'humiliati'. Although, unlike Francis and his 
followers, the Waldensians were expelled from the church and remained so, they 
remained convinced of their apostolic vocation. Francis would probably have come 
across them on some occasions on his trading travels as a teenager with his 
merchant father and would have heard of their beliefs and practices during those 
encounters.   
 
 

                                                             
34 And the year that Francis of Assisi was born. 
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The Humiliati      
 
In 120135, (after they had been condemned as heretics by Pope Lucius III in 1184), 
Pope Innocent III formally approved three categories of 'Humiliati'.  
 
The First Order was quite traditional, receiving the tonsure36 and enjoying the status 
of Canons. They were allowed to build their own churches, so long as other 
churches “were not prejudiced” 37and the Bishop gave permission and they might 
possess tithes. They were cloistered but might live freely if they wished.  
 
The Second Order provided for Lay Men and Women living in separate communities.  
 
The Third Order, the 'Tertiaries', the original and most numerous section of the 
movement, was a new, experimental idea and it is easy to see where the idea of the 
(at this stage non-existent) Third Order of Franciscans originated. It was designed for 
ordinary lay people who continued to live at home with their families and to engage 
in trade and industry - many were weavers and cloth-workers - but who regulated 
their lives in accordance with strict evangelical principles.  
 
Pope Innocent allowed them to meet together on Sundays and “to hear sermons on 
devotional and pious subjects delivered by members of their own congregations.”38 
The Pope also excused them from taking ‘unnecessary’ oaths.  
 
The Humiliati responded to these concessions by actively supporting the Catholic 
Church against heresy in the northern Italian towns where they mainly gained 
popularity and flourished. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
35 Francis would have been nineteen years old at this point. 
36 Crown of the head was shaved with the rest of the hair remaining.  
37 From – “The Coming of the Friars” by Rosalind B. Brooke (1975) 
38 From – “The Coming of the Friars” by Rosalind B. Brooke (1975) 
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