Solemnity of St. Francis of Assisi
Yesterday evening we celebrated the moment, 800 years ago to the hour, when St. Francis of Assisi died and was welcomed into Heaven; he was forty-four years old. In the years that followed his death, many attempts were made, in writing, to capture the essence of the saint’s life. 
However, the full glare of St. Francis eludes capture; this is because, when someone is drawn ever closer into the mystery of the God-of-Love, they too become more mysterious. It is like a person walking into the ocean; while they remain on the beach – in the world – their features can be clearly seen, but once they enter the enormity of the waters, they become absorbed and enfolded within the embrace of something infinitely greater than themselves. 
Christ too, we must remember, could never be captured by just one Gospel, and His Apostles, like Paul, were never satisfied by having preached just one homily about Our Lord, or having written just one letter. Instead, words inspired by God tumbled out of Jesus’ friends: with God, a humble stream always breaks forth into a cascading river. 
Any time we try to grab St. Francis in an attempt to fully understand him, he slips through our fingers. Why? Because we aren’t supposed to be focusing on Francis, our eyes aren’t permitted to gaze and remain on him as if he were the answer to our heart’s deepest yearnings. Even Jesus – Who is our God and All – still leads us, always deeper, into that relational dynamic of Eternal Love, Who is the Blessed Trinity.
The holy elusiveness of the saints helps to render both their example and their friendship, evergreen: they are always pointing us, anew, to Christ. This is why the love that Francis and Clare enjoyed is so often misunderstood. As God’s grace builds upon nature and perfects it, it is a fundamental mistake to say that their deep friendship was only capable of being shared on a level that transcended their humanity, as if only angels are capable of chaste and life-giving love. Instead, the holy witness that Francis and Clare gave to the world mirrors, in a wonderful way, the holiest witness given by Jesus and Mary: a humanity – both male and female – that, through God’s Goodness, has had its dignity rediscovered, reclaimed, redeemed and restored. 
This is why St. Francis spent his entire converted life preaching against sin, and calling people to conversion. Our sins degrade us, they blind and bind us, they limit and lessen us. My dear brothers and sisters, each one of us has been called to so much more! Jesus came that we might have life and have it to the full (cf. Jn. 10:10). 
Seven centuries after St. Francis died, one of his spiritual sons, St. Maximilian Maria Kolbe – a Greyfriar – wrote the following in an article he penned while living as a missionary in Japan:

“Hatred divides, separates and destroys, while, to the contrary, love unites, brings about peace, and is constructive. It is not strange then that only love manages, always, to render men perfect and, therefore, that only the religion that teaches love of God and neighbour can perfect men. The religion of Jesus Christ is really this religion of love, of perfect love, and this is evident in the holy words of Jesus Christ”. 
(cf. ‘The Religion of Love’ [March 1936], in ‘The Writings of St. Maximilian Maria Kolbe’, Vol. II, Various Writings, no. 1205)

St. Maximilian would die in Auschwitz as a ‘Martyr of Love’, having given his life so that another man might live – this is the type of son St. Francis desired to send into the world to be another Christ to others. The closer we allow Jesus to bring us to Himself, the more we will live and love as He does.
I would like to end my homily, now, by reading from an account of St. Francis’ death written by St. Bonaventure, another spiritual son of St. Francis. As we listen, may our hearts come to understand evermore clearly, that we are only ever holy and happy to the extent that we allow ourselves to be conformed to the holiness and happiness of Christ. 

St. Bonaventure writes, 
“In that grave illness that ended all suffering, he [St. Francis] threw himself, in fervour of spirit, totally naked on the naked ground…Lying like this on the ground stripped of his sackcloth garment, he lifted up his face...and said to his brothers: “I have done what is mine; may Christ teach you yours.” In all things, he wished, without hesitation, to be conformed to Christ crucified, who hung on the cross poor, suffering, and naked…for this reason, at the end of his life, Francis wanted to leave this world naked…At last, when all of the mysteries were fulfilled in him, and that most holy soul was released from the flesh and absorbed into the abyss of the divine light, the blessed man fell asleep in the Lord...meriting to enter the place of light and peace where he rests with Christ forever.”

St. Francis, imitator of Our Saviour, pray for us!
St. Francis, bearer of the marks of Christ, pray for us!
St. Francis, sealed with the character of Jesus, pray for us!
