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“Francis of Assisi’s Strategic Insight about Power
in a World of Greed and Lust:
A Model [of Asceticism] for Every Age”
Michael H. Crosby, OFMCap.
In Daria Mitchell, OSF, Greed, Lust and Power: Franciscvan Strategies for Building a More Just World (st. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2011), 23-44.


When I was told the overall theme for our days together was “greed” and “lust” from the perspective of power I thought such a topic might be better developed as an episode on Desperate Housewives than a symposium at WTU. However, as I watched these same very dynamics played out in the ongoing passion play found in the pedophilia scandals plaguing our church’s hierarchy, I thought I might probe their connection as the topic of my paper. However, already having written on this subject
 and having just finished Joe Chinnici’s newly-published book,
 I don’t think my “two cents” stressing the need for community as an antidote to this sinful situation would be all that new. 
I also knew if I developed this idea, I’d likely be pointing fingers. Knowing any finger pointed at others has four pointed back, I decided to change my direction. This was reinforced by Francis’ advice in the Early Rule. Instead of consider others’ “least sins,” we should “reflect more upon” our “own sins in the bitterness of” our souls (ER 11. 11-12; see ER 22.7)..I also recall Bonaventure’s words in his Collations on the Ten Commandments: “All incorrect evaluations of creatures come either from a sense of high-mindedness, or from the desire for sufficiency, or from pleasure. The first way is the idolatry of the proud, the second way is the idolatry of the greedy, and the third way is the idolatry of the lascivious.”

When I considered Francis’ point in the Early Rule that the only thing we can know with certainty is that “nothing belongs to us except our vices and sins” (ER 17.7). I discovered the core insight that will guide my remarks this evening. Realizing that the only thing that “belongs to us” (or which we have appropriated to ourselves) are our own vices and sins (such as lust and greed) I summarize my remarks for this evening in the following thesis: the vices and sins of lust and greed are the result of appropriating something good (i.e. sexuality and wealth) in ways that represent an abuse not only of power but of relationships that create authentic community. As a result only an individual and communal stance of non-appropriation, “purity of heart” and trusting relationships will serve as an antidote to their controlling power.
The Interconnectedness of Lust and Greed with Power


The more I consider the three notions of lust, power and greed, I find their negative expressions writ large in many parts of our institutional church and culture. As I already have indicated why I won’t discuss their manifestation in the institutional church I will develop here how the three can be found in our culture and how this demands prophetic communities of justice that witness to an alternative, observable way of organizing our relationships. In this effort I am buttressed by three authors (besides myself, I guess I’d have to add
) who call for mediating institutions to bring balance and a sense of community to our increasingly fractured culture: Robert Bellah and his Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life;
 Wendell Berry in his various writings, especially his essay on “Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community,” and, just recently, Joe Chinnici in his When Values Collide: The Catholic Church, Sexual Abuse, and the Challenges of Leadership.
To summarize their thoughts, Bellah et als’ thesis is that, because individualism is at the heart of the culture and reinforced in our economics, politics and entertainment, committed relationships are undermined. Therefore we need what they call “Communities of Memory” to serve as mediating institutions of meaning.
 Joe Chinnici argues in much the same way. Because disordered affections drive relational power in the Church and other parts of the “social body”, there is a need for what he calls the mediating institution of “Fraternity-in-Mission” that is “ascetically exacting.”
 

Notwithstanding the insights of Bellah and the pertinence of Chinnici to our topic, I would argue that few have done a better job of making such a clear link between greed and lust with power as Wendell Berry, especially in his Sex, Economy, Freedom and Community: Eight Essays. This particular essay, as well as many of his other writings, represents a powerful examination of the commercialism, promiscuity and unfettered ambition and power that is undermining the dignity of human beings and the possibility of community in private and public life. His argument can be summarized in one key sentence: “The indispensable form that can intervene between public and private interests is that of community.” He explains further: “Community alone, as principle and as fact, can raise the standards of local health (ecological, economic, social, and spiritual) without which the other two interests will destroy one another.”


I will also argue that, in the budding stages of the seminal, emerging capitalistic relationships of his day, Francis’ strategic insight about power was surprisingly nuanced. Negatively he saw power in the form of abuse or control as a manifestation of violence. This violence undermined persons as well as community, especially communal relationships of trust. In a gift economy mutuality was more assured; now that the gift economy was being replaced by a money-based economic order, he saw the traditional ways of human exchange undermined. When this power was associated with property he concluded that claims related to property were the source of all divisions, conflicts and violence among humans; thus he would embrace non-appropriation. This got expressed more positively in he way he saw his fraternity as one wherein all members would make no claims on each other but would rather “confidently make known to each other” and the wider society their needs in a way that would not make them or others dependent on money, a key source of the vices and sins of concupiscence represented in greed and lust or covetousness which he saw as arising from disordered affections of the heart (ER 22.7-8; see ER 12.5 and 1Frg, 32; LR 10; Adm27.3).
Echoing Francis, Wendell Berry sees that the triumph of late industrialized capitalism has been accompanied by the collapse of community, including something else Francis did not discuss: sexual intimacy. For him the power of sex is harnessed in marriage when two people join in “the freedom of sexual consent and into the fullest earthly realization of the image of God.”
 However this sexual form of power also has its shadow side: in the way its abuse “has forsaken trust” because “it rests on the easy giving and breaking of promises.”
 As commitments and community deteriorate, even the public language about sexuality comes “under the influence of private lust, ambition, and greed.”
 So, in this quote from Berry, you find all three notions we’ll be discussing brought together in a powerful indictment regarding the “sin” of our particular culture.

Although Berry almost equates the three terms, I will argue that “greed,” “lust,” and “power” are not parallel notions. In the two places where the word for “greed” appears in the gospels (Mark 7:22; Luke 12:15), it is negative. However, lust is another matter. If we look at επιθυμία in the gospels, it is seen differently: as negative (John 8:44; see James 1:14; 2 Peter1:4); positive in the sense of longing (Luke 22:15) and 3) neutral as a kind of desire for others or things (Mark 4:19).
 Aware of this, and while some may offer different theoretical nuances regarding where the three words may have similarities and dissimilarities, in common parlance, where we limit ourselves to words and notions surrounding “greed” and “lust,” I follow the general norm of finding them negative. Thus Gregory the Great listed them among the seven sins that he considered to be “capital” or caput. In his mind they represented negative dynamics controlling the affections at the center of life. 
Despite what Gordon Gekko said about greed,
 neither it nor lust are “good.” Whether manifested in personally, communally or collectively, they are deadly. They kill relationships; represent disordered affections and desires and, for this reason, have always been called “deadly sins.” Spirituality is the response we make to their power in our lives so that, rather than being defined by these deadly forces we might have a genuine quality of life. Such spirituality, Tom Cahil has written in his article “The Deadly Sins, Alive and Well,” “enables us to face and deal with evil and sin, deadly or otherwise, in ourselves and in society. So when a deadly sin rears its ugly head spirituality spurs us to counteract it.”


With these initial reflections on greed and lust, as we discuss “power,” we find its meaning much more ambiguous. As I have shown elsewhere,
 if power is defined as “the ability to influence,” then it is a neutral concept. It all depends on how that power is exercised in our personal, communal and organizational living. Whether we consider power scientifically as a form of energy or force as biblically as the reign, rule or governance of the Trinitarian God, we know that such expressions of power do not take place isolated from other forms of power. So, while power can be good or not good; all things considered, greed and lust are never good. Lust and greed involve disordered desires; power can arise from desire that is ordered or disordered, selfish or altruistic.

Before moving to more thoughts about Francis’ “Strategic Insight” or approach to power that offered an alternative to his culture of violence marked by greed and lust, I’d like to suggest that, if greed and lust are identified with sin, then any strategic insight to address them that arose from Francis would have to involve some kind of asceticism or discipline; such would offer an alternative to their power over peoples’ lives and relationships. This is indicated in the opening lines of his Testament. He made a link among being “in sin,” “being in the world” and his encounter with the leper and the change that came to him “in soul and body” when he changed his way of relating to the leper; this changed the way he would be part of sin and part of “the world.”

When we go deeper into the three themes of this conference we see them embodied in the reality and metaphor of the “leper.” Not only did the reality and notion of the “leper” define definite boundary-markers around purity and group (non)identification in ways outlined by Mary Douglas.
 They also personified the lack of power. Even more, on them were projected all the fears people had regarding their own vices. In his new book, Joe Chinnici writes of them: “Physically disfigured, they were also [perceived as] individuals full of unruly emotional disorders: anger, craftiness, sexual lust, greed, deception, perversion, manipulation, evil intentions.” Their disfigurement embodied the lack of power and absence of the ability to participate in community. Not only were they “poor in health,” they were considered “poor in virtue, poor in resources. The deformity of leprosy represented a threat to a stable and prosperous” order, including community.

 When Francis talked about the time in his life when he was “still in sin” and the time, after his embrace of the leper, that found him “leaving the world” his non-appropriation of these forms of vice, including greed and lust, represented another way of using power. He called this way of discipleship “walking in the footprints of Jesus.” His communal based, non-appropriation of a property-defined way of life represented an alternative, non-violent, generous and wholehearted way of living in contrast to the greedy and lustful culture of his day.

Furthermore, because, unlike Francis’ understanding of the debilitating power of greed, we do not find much, if anything, related to the traditional notion of lust as having to do with sex and reproduction, in his actual writings, I am going to interpret “lust” as having to do with covetousness—not ala the ninth commandment vis-à-vis the neighbor’s spouse but the tenth commandment about not coveting or lusting after or being obsessed with getting the neighbor’s goods. Whether greed or lust, I will argue, both are forms of appropriation that must be addressed negatively through expropriation and positively through purity of heart. Above all, these must be done in a community of disciples called brothers and sisters who are defined by trust and solidarity. In contrast to the vices of greed and lust, we manifest a new communal model of asceticism that offers a creative antidote to the addictive power of greed and lust. This is done in community through what Joe Chinnici calls an “ascetical ethic.”

Asceticism as an Alternative Power in Response to the Presence of Greed and Lust

Arguably one of the most clear and helpful attempts articulating a kind of meta-theory of asceticism can be found in Richard Valantis’ 1995 piece in the Journal of the American Academy of Religion entitled: “Constructions of Power in Asceticism.” According to him, asceticism involves “performances within a dominant social environment intended to inaugurate a new subjectivity, different social relations, and an alternative symbolic universe.”
 Valantis’ definition of asceticism, within a dominant social environment (for us “greed” and “lust” of Francis’ day and ours) involves what he calls “performances” that inaugurate something quite alternative. This occurs in three key modes of being: 1) a new way of relating in society 2) that witnesses to a counter-cultural way of life 3) through concrete symbolic forms.


I think it is key here to consider two key points made by Valantis in his definition regarding the first two points of his triad: it involves not just something that is personal or a “new subjectivity;” it is this very subjectivity that becomes contagious to those contaminated by the “sin of the world,” in our case “greed” and “lust.” This involves the creation of “different social relations” that stand over-and-against the prevailing “symbolic universe.” He declares:

Asceticism does not simply reject other ways of living (that is the misconception denoted by the negative implications of the word “asceticism”), but rather asceticism rejects precisely in order to embrace another existence, another way of living embodied in a new subjectivity, alternative social relations, and a new imaging of the universe. And this intentionality has power—power to create a new person, power to restructure society, power to revise the understanding of the universe.
 
I find it fascinating that, just after Francis articulates in his Testament how he inaugurated his conversion with the leper-experience, he immediately notes that, “the Lord gave me brothers.” In other words, his personal conversion represent a strategic and symbolic use of power that had social consequences or impact. Whether or not this was a conscious “strategy” or not is not important here. The fact was that, in the coming together of the first friars, poor women and seculars, a powerful association of men and women came to embody what Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann call an alternative “Social Construction of Reality.”
 This he called the “gospel way of life.”

Building on these thoughts, I’d like to spend the rest of my paper developing three themes: 1) evangelical asceticism in the New Testament; 2) Francis’s way of “withdrawal” from the world of lust and greed in the form of “non-appropriation” and 3) the creation of an alternative community of right relationships (i.e. justice) based on non-appropriation, “purity of heart,” and trust. 
Evangelical Asceticism in the New Testament
As I begin my remarks about “evangelical asceticism in the New Testament,” I want to acknowledge my indebtedness to two key sources. I’ve already mentioned Asceticism and the New Testament.
 The second comes from one of the editors of the first source, Leif E. Vaage. It’s his “An Other Home: Discipleship in Mark as Domestic Asceticism”
 in a recent issue of the Catholic Biblical Quarterly.
When I consider their approach to asceticism and Chinnici’s notion of brotherhood/ sisterhood being an expression of “ethical asceticism,” I find both echoing Wendell Berry’s insight about the power of community being the antidote to greed and lust. I find in the Synoptic Gospels insights about evangelical asceticism as linked to a special kind of communal discipline or discipleship which Francis called “walking in the footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This begins in a “withdrawal” from one metaphorical way of life or “doing business” to embrace an alternative community, family or business model.


While it is clear that the evangelical model of asceticism cannot be equated with the classical understanding and patterns of asceticism that originated from the Greek notion and practice of άσκειν (which originally referred to physical discipline and later morphed into including moral and/or personal training or discipline), there are two core elements from the Greek form that can be found in the asceticism of the evangelical way: a withdrawal from the main cultural patterns and dynamics accompanied by the creation of alternative expressions that would be considered “counter-cultural.” The Synoptic Gospels articulate this asceticism as the “leaving of everything” for the embrace of discipleship.
 Francis expressed it as the gospel way of life that involved “leaving the world” [of “sin”] in order to “walk in the footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Sharon Daloz Parks brings these two notions together in her contention that, what I call “withdrawal” and “community” or fraternity, represent the two key organizational metaphors for life itself. She writes: 

A theory of faith develop must . . . be attentive to the transcendent and covenantal images and symbols—the deep, culturally confirmed metaphors by which meaning is given form and upon which moral-ethical being and becoming depends (299).

At this pivotal, dangerous, and promising moment in history, the formation of adequate forms of meaning and faith—and perhaps the future of our small planet home—is dependent, in part, upon the liberation, reappropriation, and renewed companionship of the metaphors of detachment and connection, pilgrims and homemakers, journeying and homesteading.


When I consider the use of Matthew 12:46-50 in Francis’ writings, especially in his Letters to the Faithful,” I see his understanding of this asceticism as involving at least three clear patterns found in Matthew’s wider gospel: 1) a withdrawal from traditional forms of patriarchal, familial notions of “belonging” or “doing business;” 2) the inauguration of an alternative model of family/economy/business that is not “business as usual” but rather the creation of a family or community of persons united with Jesus as equals insofar as they all lived under the household of the one called the “heavenly Father;” 3) and finally, the stress on the cross not only as an alternative to the greed and lust arising from issues dealing with power, possessions and prestige to which the “world” is addicted or “given over to” (δουλουειν [Matt 6:24]), but a sign of self-sacrificing love.  

In his article on Mark, which I have shown elsewhere as applying equally to Matthew,
 Leif Vaage calls this way of life “a form of domestic asceticism.”
 He writes:

In describing the depiction of successful discipleship in Mark as domestic asceticism, I reflect the fact that the household is here the site where the otherwise “anti-(conventional) family’ and “unfamiliar” habits of discipleship are supposed to be practiced. I also mean to suggest something else. I take the phrase “domestic asceticism” from Patrick Olivelle’s discussion of the history of Brahmanism, in which Olivelle has demonstrated how older Vedic forms of religion came to incorporate (and thereby to co-opt) the challenge to the traditional social order(s) of the Indian Subcontinent, which the more radically world-denying asceticisms of early Buddhism and Jainism embodied. . . .
At the same time, the domestic asceticism of Mark is “ascetical” . . . Indeed, what makes it so is precisely Mark’s conviction that the proper and most effective way to enter the kingdom of God is by redoing life at home.


Vaage concludes with words that are important for us Franciscans to hear: “This may be the evangelist’s most enduring challenge to us.”


Building on Mark’s insights as adapted by Matthew, let’s now consider the First Gospel’s approach to the ascetical life as the discipline of domestic (fraternal) asceticism. 

1) Leaving the traditional, patriarchal ways of “doing business.”

In ow Mark and Matthew we discover Jesus inaugurating what we may call “a new business model” for his disciples. After the infancy narrative Matthew echoes the pattern of Mark. Jesus embraces John the Baptist’s way of life, beginning with a 40 day novitiate. When he hears that John has been arrested, Matthew tells us that Jesus “withdrew.” 
The notion of “withdrawal” (αναχορήσις) is at the heart of all forms of asceticism. While Mark uses the verb form only once (3:7), Matthew uses it 7 times with four of these involving a Matthean triad of violence leading to withdrawal that finds the scriptures being fulfilled. In other words, only when one withdraws from violence in such forms as rape and lust of people or the planet or greed and avarice for more and more wealth, can God’s evangelical economy or project or will be accomplished in our life, since God’s ways can never be found in the ways and forms of violence. 

Having withdrawn, in order to have the Scripture fulfilled in him, Jesus wraps himself in the mantle of proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom/kindom of God. He inaugurates his ministry by calling for a change in his hearers’ basic life stance: “Repent for the kingdom/ kindom of God [“heaven” in Matthew] is at hand.” 

Immediately after this he implements his business model by requiring a break from the traditional family business model defined by patriarchy and, in this case, expressed in the business of fishing. Vaage spells it out quite clearly: 
Thus, the first thing Jesus does. . .is to break up a couple of family businesses by calling Peter and Andrew, then James and John, to follow him. The four men immediately abandon their parental household, leaving, the second instance, the sorry sight of their father alone in the boat with the hired help. This figure of parental abandonment is as important a feature of the first call narrative in Mark [and Matthew] as are the other elements.

At the time of Jesus and the writing of Matthew’s gospel, the household, the family, the business defined a certain kind of group-belonging around power relationships centered in the figure of the pater familias. When James and John leave their father and the boats, this signals the inauguration of a new kind of economy. 

2) Embracing and witnessing to an alternative community of mothers/brothers/sisters
(i.e., equals) committed to the business, the project, the will
of the one called the “heavenly Father.”
It is clear from all the Synoptics that the call to create a new way of doing business on earth as it is transacted in heaven never has any of the disciples, despite some proof-texting, ever leaving “everything.” They always have a house to return to; however their home-making or way of doing business is, even then, defined by Jesus’ proclamation of the reign of the Family Business which he came to inaugurate on earth as it was/is in heaven. Building on Valantasis’ description of asceticism, Anthony J. Saldarini writes: 

Forced to choose, Matthew and his associates must go with their own group and not with their families, parents, or anyone who will impede their relationship with the teacher and master, Jesus. In this they stand against the powerful Near Eastern cultural assumption that one’s family and kinship group come first. Matthew seeks to create a new personal and communal subjectivity with altered relationships not only to families but to society at large. Leaving home changes the fundamental structures of political and familial society with economic, religious, and cultural consequences for all.


In my writings on the way the author of Matthew’s gospel developed the metaphor of “house” in the First Gospel, I show that Jesus’ form of discipleship demanded the creation of an alternative familial-based community wherein all would be seen as brothers, sisters and mothers under the one the author called “the heavenly Father.”


If we structure Matthew’s gospel as having a beginning (the genealogy and infancy narrative) and end (the passion, death, and resurrection narrative) within which we find the “five books,” each with a narrative and discourse, everything in the gospel builds to and flows from Matthew 12:46-50.

Not only does Matthew 12:46-50 represent the pivot of the gospel, it is clear from the two key changes the author makes from the Markan source, that it is precisely Jesus’ disciples who are different from the mainstream political economy precisely in the way they become sisters, brothers and mothers or equals in a way that constitutes a new family ordering or business under the one called the heavenly [not earthly] father.
3) The parallel call to “take up the cross” as accepting suffering
as the consequences of embarking on the way of justice as described in ##1 and 2.

In Matthew’s Gospel it is very clear that the consequence of “withdrawing” from the “sin of the world,” including greed or lust, especially from the abuse of power in entrenched religious entities and political economies like the Roman empire will result in persecution. The asceticism that is expressed in this way of life does not revolve around a whole set of specifics that deal with concrete forms of specific expressions of justice such as fasting, prayer and almsgiving but rather an underlying commitment to justice itself (Matt 6:1-16). 

Thus, in Matthew’s understanding of discipleship, the commitment to justice is what sets apart the disciple of Jesus; this is the discipline that is demanded of those who “withdraw” in order to have the scriptures fulfilled in them. In his article on “Asceticism and the Gospel of Matthew,” Anthony Saldarini highlights this justice as Matthew’s unique understanding of the asceticism or discipline of domestic discipleship very clearly. He notes that, while the “mastery of oneself through control of the passions is a major concern of Greek and Roman [ascetical] philosophy and ethical literature,” Matthew’s asceticism for his householders is defined by justice:
Matthew understands righteousness or justice (dikaiosyne to be “the right conduct which God requires.” These just behaviors, including the attitudes and goals that are integral to them, demand a type of asceticism of the mind and body. Thus human behavior and society in Matthew are based on justice, just as in the Hebrew Bible and in Greek literature. . . . Matthew does not schematize these Greek reflections or use the same terms, but righteousness is determine for Matthew by inner attitudes and corresponding behaviors (5:20-6:18).


Finally, referring to the notion of embracing the asceticism of the cross through persecution he concludes: “Inevitably, control of the passions becomes associated with Jesus’ overcoming the most basic passion, the dire for life. In summary, hunger for justice (5:6) and seeking the justice of God’s kingdom (6:33) require a behavior and personal formation that may be called ascetic.”

How Francis’ Approach to Power via Non-Appropriation and Community

Served as a Challenge to the Greed and Lust of His Day

I have shown elsewhere that Francis’ conversion offered a non-violent power-alternative to greed and the violence which resulted from its abuse. This began with his own “withdrawal” from the world of violence in Apulia in order to have God’s will fulfilled in him. This triad laid the foundation for everything else that would lead to his embrace of the gospel itself as the form of his future life and that of the first members of his new communal approach to the asceticism of “walking in the footsteps” of Jesus Christ. Even when he seriously violated in his own life and relationships with the brothers the triad of violence/withdrawal/scriptural fulfillment as in his “Great Temptation,” I argue elsewhere, that, despite his negative form of “withdrawal,” his openness to God’s Word, enabled him to move beyond his violence toward the brothers and find the Scriptures fulfilled in him.


At their core, both greed and lust undermine human relationships and community insofar as they treat human beings as objects rather than subjects. They create “I/It” relationships that abuse power through coercion, manipulation, exploitation or outright domination rather than “I/Thou” relationships that create a new kind of community based on trusting relationships of mutual solidarity. When the “other” becomes an object rather than a subject, that one becomes a source of acquisition and proprietorship; we want to control the other.

Francis came to understand that his “withdrawal” from that way of acquisitiveness and appropriation had to be realized by rejecting any form of proprietorship. Furthermore, since the vices of greed and lust represent disordered affections of the heart, the only way they could be countered, besides non-appropriation, would be by the cultivation of what he called “purity of heart” and the creation of trusting relationships among the brothers. It might be said that, for Francis, trust was the antidote of lust.
Now, recalling the three points which outlined “evangelical asceticism,” let’s see how Francis appropriated these notions in his personal life and offered them to his followers as a way of walking in the footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
1) Leaving the traditional, patriarchal ways of “doing business.”


When I consider the scene in the Bishop’s Palace of Francis, his Father and Guido, I think Franciscan scholarship has been remiss in sufficiently developing its meaning. I find in Francis’ dispossession the move from one way of doing business or “making family” and the embrace of another. It involves a non-appropriation of the patriarchal capitalistic model of his abusive Father which was accompanied by the first steps toward an alternative way of living. The first part of this dynamic represented a “withdrawal” from the Bernadone Business model. When Francis declared he would henceforth say only “Our Father who art in heaven,” we have his initial steps into another economic model wherein all members of the family would become nurtured by his motherly love as brothers and sisters. His gradual embrace of this alternative model of an oikonomia would not be defined by patriarchal hierarchy and clericalism and the forms of violence that are associated with their abuse (which make many greedy and lustful) but the embrace of a nurturing, more maternal form of inclusive community.


Ultimately, if George Lakoff, the “father” of framing is correct, we all live out of one of two main models of organizing our world with its accompanying “worldview.” The first is the strict father image; the second is the nurturing parent model.
 I am convinced that in the story of Francis’ dis-possession before Bishop Guido, he was withdrawing from one model to embrace a new asceticism of evangelical discipleship. This brings us to the second point about the evangelical way of life as shown in Francis life and writings.

It was not only in Francis’ insistence that we not use the terms “abbot” or “father” but servant and brother/sister that we see the alternative community being expressed. Especially in the First and Second Letters to the Faithful, Francis quotes the Matthean text above (Matt 12:46-50) about Jesus’ new family of brothers, sisters and mothers; indeed he goes even further and waxes creatively on the new family dynamics of intimacy that are to be involved as well. Thus we read in the opening paragraphs of the Earlier Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance:

All those who love the Lord with their whole heart, with their whole soul and mind, with their whole strength and lover their neighbors as themselves, who hate their bodies with their vices and sins, who receive the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and who produce worthy fruits of penance. O how happy and blessed are these men and women while they do such things and persevere in doing them, because the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon them and make Its home and dwelling place among them, and they are children of the heavenly Father Whose works they do, and they are spouses, brothers, and mothers of our lord Jesus Christ.


We are spouses when the faithful soul is joined by the Holy Spirit to our Lord Jesus Christ. We are brothers to Him when we do the will of the Father who is in heaven. We are mothers when we carry Him in our heart and body through a divine love and a pure and sincere conscience and give birth to Him through a holy activity which must shine as an example before others (1LtF 1-10; 2 LtF, 48-53).

Such insights, Menestò writes, “contain all of the mystical Francis, all of his Christ-centeredness ‘which sees here the entire life of believers in terms of their relationship with the Father’ and which opens ‘seamlessly to a relationship with the entire Trinity.’”



In his effort to withdraw from the greed and lust involved in appropriating people and property to ourselves, Francis realized that such vices could only be overcome by a community wherein the familial dynamics of mothering trust define the relationships: “if a mother loves and cherishes her son/s according to the flesh, how much more are we to care for each other.” The result should be the ability for us to create relational dynamics of trust: of “confidently” or trustingly make know our most basic needs.

We all need wealth in the form of basic power, possessions and prestige; it’s when these core human needs are overcome by inordinate desires that they become vices such as greed, lust and other forms of covetousness or possessiveness. Only trust can break the addiction that these disordered affections express. Only when a new way of relating replaces the old can there be a new kind of communal ascetic. Joe Chinnici says it well when he declares that “relational power permeates and shapes all other uses of power. If the affections are not ordered toward relationality and trust, power in its manifest expressions can become destructive of community”
 through such vices as greed and lust.
2) Embracing and witnessing to an alternative community of mothers/brothers/sisters
(i.e., equals) committed to the business, the project, the will
of the one called the “heavenly Father.”

In this section I want to highlight the critical, counter-cultural stance of non-appropriation which Francis embraced. Among its various manifestations, I want to highlight the deeply personal element of it around “non-appropriation” vis-à-vis the notion of “rights,” and the deeply structural notion of using non-appropriation as a non-violent way of undermining the “proprietorship” that is at the heart of all abuses of power and the violence that results from this.

First of all, when Francis wrote that his followers are not to appropriate anything (and I think this includes anyone as well [thus addressing both self-centered claims that lead to both greed and lust]), I think he did so because he recognized appropriation to one’s self of what belongs to everyone is at the heart of all violence in our relationships. Appropriation is not just about making a claim to property and proprietorship; at its heart, it represents an abusive power-claim. Thus Francis’ notion of non-appropriation single-handedly addressed the abuse of power as well as property.

At its heart non-appropriation is about refusing to lay claim to anything; to give up the notion of having a right or a claim to anything. Thus we are not to claim a right to our goods and/or gifts (Adm 5:5-7; 4:2) or reputation (Adm 14:1-4) or life itself (ER 16:10-21), or to judge others (Adm 26:2; ER 2:17). This includes giving up a claim to education (ER 10:7) or even the right to do what is at the heart of our ministry, i.e. preaching (ER 17:4). No one was to grasp at superiorship. We are even not to appropriate to ourselves our own will (LR 10.2). Actually, if we dig deep enough, the only right we should not give up is the right to continue living without rights (see Test 22; ER 16:5). This is so, Julio Micó writes, because: “If we examine closely our ways of acting, we shall always find, hidden somewhere, the sin of appropriation trying to pervert even the most unselfish actions.”
 Furthermore, while, the friars and/or fraternities might actually be allowed to have certain things, even these things were always to be at the service of the poor. As Cajetan Esser wrote years ago in Repair My House: “The right of possession then passed to the poorer man, and Francis would have considered it an act of theft to keep the object.”


Besides non-appropriation, Francis stressed the need to develop “purity of heart” as a positive way of countering the sins of greed and lust. In this, I think he got to the essence of why Jesus stressed purity of heart more than issues around physical purity.
 

Francis experienced first-hand the breakdown in community when a society develops social codes around the maintenance of physical purity. This was personified in 13th century patterns of belonging and non-belonging, purity and uncleanness and other boundary-markers associated with lepers. Francis’ embrace of the leper thus represented, as we have seen, a concrete example of the kind of asceticism outline by Valantis that stood as a counter-cultural stance as well as a new way of relating. However, it was not just a non-appropriation of his society’s codes of belonging and non-belonging; he had a positive approach. This is found in his notion of purity of heart; it led him to find solidarity with everyone and everything as the antidote to the sin of the world. A heart full of mercy was free of any hardness of heart toward anyone or anything (Adm. 27.6). Thus he wrote in the Earlier Rule: “But, in the holy love which is God, I beg all my brothers, both the ministers and the others, after overcoming every impediment and putting aside every care and anxiety, to serve, love, honor and adore the Lord God with a clean heart and a pure mind in whatever way they are best able to do so, for that is what He wants above all” (ER, 22.26, 80; 1Frg 15, 88).

In summary, for Francis the “spirit of the flesh” in such vices as greed and lust represented the cause of every sin and vice. To live by the power of the Spirit of the Lord demanded that Francis’ followers develop “purity of heart” in a way that empowers us to members of God’s Trinitarian household and the new created communal order that this represents.

3) The parallel call to “take up the cross” as accepting suffering
as the consequences of embarking on the way of justice as described in ##1 and 2.


Francis rarely talks about justice itself, especially social justice, in the way we approach it today as the need to challenge or re-order sinful structures. However he seems to make a connection between being a “fraternity-in-mission,” as Joe Chinnici calls us, and being persecuted “for the sake of justice” with the notion of non-appropriation when he takes all sorts of scripture quotes in the Earlier Rule and brings them together in the 16th Chapter detailing how we are to go “among the Saracens and Other Nonbelievers (ER, 16.10-20). He makes an even clearer connection between accepting persecution for justice’ sake with the need for “purity of heart” to avoid “envy and greed” and other forms of “solicitude for the world” in the Later Rule (LR, 10.7-12). 

However, within this notion, Francis got to the root of the problem of disordered affections demanding a new evangelical asceticism that would be constituted in justice through his understanding of almsgiving. In the Earlier Rule he saw alms-giving as “a legacy and a justice due to the poor that our Lord Jesus Christ acquired for us.” Such a form of “acquiring he identified with non-acquiring or dispossession. By inviting people to give alms, such a reordering became a non-violent way to become dispossessed of one’s tendency to proprietorship. Thus the questing brothers would enable a re-distribution of wealth to take place on earth that would insure the eternal reward in heaven for those giving alms on earth: “The brothers who work at acquiring them [alms] will receive a great reward and enable those who give them to gain and acquire one; for all that people leave behind in the world will perish, but they will have a reward from the Lord for the charity and almsgiving they have done” (ER, 9.8-9).
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