My dear brothers and sisters, may the Lord bless you with His Peace! I would like to begin by welcoming everyone here to our Franciscan Church of St. Anthony of Padua – Anthony having been a young man who joined the Franciscan Order while St. Francis was still alive. If this is your first time here, I would like to extend a very warm welcome – and if you have been here before, a very warm welcome back! 
For my homily today in this Holy Mass for the Care of Creation and in the 800th anniversary year of the death of St. Francis, I would like to reflect upon the saint’s ever-deepening appreciation and respect for the beauty of God’s creation. To do this, I will highlight two moments in the life of the Saint-from-Assisi which can help guide us towards a deeper relationship with God, Who is Love, and through Whom, all things were made.  My homily today is going to be a little longer than usual, because it isn’t often that we get to spend time together, outside of Sunday Mass, exploring how God reveals Himself to us through the lives of the Saints.
	St. Francis died 800 years ago this year, around sunset on 3rd October 1226. In the years that followed, many biographies of the saint were penned; these were either written by friars who had lived with St. Francis or they were drawn from their testimony. Throughout my homily today, however, the two episodes of Francis’ life that we will explore are drawn from the very first biography of the saint (written, in 1229). The author was Thomas of Celano, a gifted friar who had lived in close contact with Francis during the final years of the saint’s life. We’ll begin, then, by looking at the first of the two moments we will explore in Francis’ life.
It was around the year 1205, and Francis was about 24 years old. Although St. Bonaventure would later do his best to tone down the more colourful descriptions of the pre-converted life of Francis, Thomas of Celano appears to have had no such concern. Writing of the moral state of Francis in the months leading up to his period of conversion, Celano writes: “that man [Francis] was still boiling in the sins of youthful heat, and his unstable time of life was driving him, without restraint, to carry out the laws of youth”. However, God, in his mercy, was about to visit this flashy youth with an interior anointing. Francis became sick with a long illness, and it was during this period of sickness that he noticed a change in himself. Celano continues, “when he [Francis] had recovered a little and, with the support of a cane, had begun to walk…he went outside one day and began to gaze upon the surrounding countryside with greater interest. But the beauty of the fields, the delight of the vineyards, and whatever else was beautiful to see could offer him no delight at all”. 
This is a point of profound importance. At this moment in his life, Francis could not recognise the beauty of nature because he wasn’t enjoying the friendship of God. When in sin, Francis was unable to glimpse the wonder of creation, because he hadn’t first acknowledged the glory of the Creator; he wasn’t at peace with the Author of life. Before his conversion, Francis could see, but he couldn’t perceive. My dear brothers and sisters, this is such an important point. If we are to effectively advocate for the care of creation, we must first ensure that we are taking care of our own soul. If our efforts to safeguard our common home are to be fruitful, we must first ensure that we are in right-relationship with God. 
When he was in sin, the young Francis could not see the beauty before Him, because sin blinds and it deceives. It was only after experiencing the love and mercy and forgiveness of God, that Francis’ heart became open to the truth and treasure that God, in His Goodness, has woven into creation. Our efforts to be responsible and dutiful stewards of what God has entrusted to us – so wonderfully prefigured in today’s First Reading from the Book of Genesis (Gen. 1:1, 26-31) – must flow from sincere, heartfelt prayer for the conversion of all of humanity to belief in the Triune God of Love, the Lord the Giver of Life. If our world is to be cared for and looked after properly, it must be understood as being a gift from God, a God before Whom we desire to live upright and holy lives.
The second scene from Francis’ life that I would like to reflect on is an episode which recalls how, many years after his conversion to God, St. Francis was able to engage with creation, and what lessons the saint himself came to understand from such moments of grace. 
So, later in his work, Celano details how, when Francis was once travelling through the open countryside, he came across a field in which a great multitude of different birds were gathered. When Francis saw them, he ran swiftly toward them, leaving his companions on the road. Celano writes: "He [Francis] was a man of great fervour, feeling much sweetness and tenderness even toward lesser, irrational creatures". Filled with great joy that the birds did not fly away, "Francis humbly requested that they listen to the word of God...My brother birds", he said "you should greatly praise your Creator, and love Him always. He gave you feathers to wear, wings to fly, and whatever you need...though you neither sow nor reap, He nevertheless protects and governs you without your least care." Here Francis is drawing directly from today’s Holy Gospel (Matt. 6:24-34). 
Celano then tells us that, at Francis’ words, "the birds rejoiced in a wonderful way according to their nature. They stretched their necks, spread their wings, opened their beaks and looked at him". Francis was then able to walk among them, touching their heads and bodies with his tunic. Finally, the saint blessed the birds and, having made the sign of the cross, gave them permission to fly off to another place. Celano tells us that Francis then "went with his companions along their way rejoicing and giving thanks to God, Whom all creatures revere by their devout confession".
There is one final detail from this episode that is worthy of mention here. Celano describes how, “after the birds had listened so reverently to the word of God, he [Francis] began to accuse himself of negligence because he had not preached to them before. From that day on, he carefully exhorted all birds, all animals, all reptiles, and also insensible creatures, to praise and love the Creator, because daily, invoking the name of the Saviour, he observed their obedience in his own experience”. My dear brothers and sisters, we learn from such moments as these – as indeed Francis himself learned – that because God has created all things, every creature (each in its own manner and to its own capacity) helps to reflect something of the beauty and the goodness of their Creator. 
Creation, therefore, in all of its expressions and manifestations can, in some manner, speak to us about the generosity and the beauty of the God of love. What we need is eyes to see, and minds to appreciate, and hearts capable of receiving this love, and this is why we are here together, today, at Holy Mass. We want our entire selves conformed to the Father Who begot us, to the Son Who saves us, and to the Spirit Who sanctifies us. The Safeguarding of Creation is rooted in the knowledge that all of creation is a gift from the overflow of the Divine Love, Goodness and Self-Gift that exists, eternally, within the Blessed Trinity. Let us here today, follow St. Francis in praising and loving our Creator and in daily invoking the name of Jesus our Saviour, so that in doing so, our preaching about the wonder of creation and the need to care for it properly may resound with the authority and with the power and with the love that only God can give.

