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St Francis and Animals

lf you were to ask a random person on the

street if they knew anything about St Francis of
Assisi, chances are they’ll probably say that St
Francis is the saint of animals. Perhaps they will
tell you about their grandparents or neighbour
who have a St Francis birdbath in their yard!

Indeed, they are right, St Francis loved animals,
his name is almost synonymous with the animal
world. However, it should be mentioned that
Francis’ love for animals was not the focus of his
life. The Holy Trinity was his focus. St Francis
saw all of creation, including animals, as a
marvellous gift from God to humanity. He
respected all creatures, animate and inanimate,
which carry the imprint of the Most High.
Therefore, Francis saw a sacred quality in all of
creation.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church even
notes St Francis’ relationship with animals.

Anmmmals  are  God’s  creatures. He
surrounds them with his providential care.
By their mere existence they bless him and
give him glory. Thus men owe them
kindness. We should recall the gentleness
with which saints like St Francis of Assisi or
St Philip Ner1 treated animals. (CCC 2416)

Understanding that God was Father to all
creatures, and that the love and respect we feel
for our own families is extended to the whole of
creation, St Francis’ spiritual oneness with all of
created life was so deep he called all animals his
“brothers” and “sisters”.

It was Francis’ love for all of creation that led
Pope John Paul 11, in 1979, to declare him the
patron saint of the environment/ecology. In a
message to the World Day of Peace in 1990
the Pope wrote “As a friend of the poor who
was loved by God's creatures, Saint Francis
invited all of creation—animals, plants,
natural forces, even Brother Sun and Sister
Moon—to give honour and praise to the
Lord.”

St Francis sought an occasion to praise God
through everything, from the smallest of
worms, to Brother Sun and Sister Moon.
Anything that has been created by God is
also loved by God.



At the time when St Francis
was living in the city of
Gubbio, a large wolf appeared
in the neighbourhood, so
terrible and so fierce, that he
not only devoured other
animals, but made a prey of
men also; and since he often
approached the town, all the
people were in great alarm,
and used to go about armed,
as if going to battle. If any of
the inhabitants ever met him
alone, he was sure to be
devoured, as all defence was
useless: and, through fear of
the wolf, they dared not go
beyond the city walls.

St Francis, feeling great
compassion for the people of
Gubbio, resolved to go and
meet the wolf, though all
advised him not to do so.
Making the sign of the holy
cross, and putting all his
confidence in God, he went
forth from the city, taking his
brethren with him; but these
fearing to go any further.

The wolf, seeing all this
multitude, ran towards St
Francis with his jaws wide
open. As he approached, the
saint, making the sign of the
cross, cried out: “Come here,
brother wolf; | command you,
in the name of Christ, neither
to harm me nor anybody else.”
No sooner had St Francis
made the sign of the cross,
than the terrible wolf, closing
his jaws, stopped running, and
coming up to St Francis, lay
down at his feet as meekly as
a lamb. And the saint
addressed him:

The Wolf of Gubbio

“Brother wolf, you have done
much evil in this land,
destroying and killing the
creatures of God without his
permission; not animals only
have you destroyed, but you
have even dared to devour
men, made after the image
of God; for which thing you
are worthy of being hanged
like a robber and a murderer;
but I will make peace
between them and yourself.
O brother wolf, if you no
more offend them, they will
forgive you all your past
offences, and neither men
nor dogs shall pursue you
anymore.

Having listened to these
words, the wolf bowed his
head, and, by the
movements of his body, his
tail, and his eyes, made
signs that he agreed to what
St Francis said. On this St
Francis added: “As you are
willing to make this peace, |
promise thee that you shall
be fed every day by the
inhabitants of this land
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so long as you shall live
among them; Said St Francis
again: “Brother wolf, will you
pledge your faith that | may
trust your promise?” and
putting out his hand he
received the pledge of the
wolf; for the latter lifted up his
paw and placed it familiarly in
the hand of St Francis, giving
him thereby the only pledge
which was in his power.

Then said St Francis,
addressing him again:
“Brother wolf, | command you,
in the name of Christ, to follow
me immediately, without
hesitation or doubting, that we
may go together to ratify this
peace which we have
concluded in the name of
God”; and the wolf, obeying
him, walked by his side as
meekly as a lamb, to the great
astonishment of all the people.
Then all the people promised
with one voice to feed the wolf
to the end of his days. They
lifted up their voices to
heaven, praising God, who
had sent them St Francis,
through whose merits they
had been delivered from such
a savage beast.

The wolf lived two years at
Gubbio; he went familiarly
from door to door without
harming anyone, and all the
people received him
courteously, feeding him with
great pleasure, and no dog
barked at him as he went
about. At last, after two years,
he died of old age, and the
people of Gubbio mourned his
loss greatly.

From the ‘Little Flowers of St Francis’
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In the gospel of Mark, our Lora~" 9t Francis preaching to the Birds

says to the disciples, “Go out to
the world; proclaim the gospel
to all creation” (Mk 16:15).

St Francis was always known
for taking every word of the
gospels literally, so it comes as
no surprise when we read of
Francis preaching to all
creation — humans and wild life
alike. In return Francis asks all
of creation to give praise back
to God.

In his ‘Letter to the Faithful’
Francis writes: “Let every
creature in heaven, on earth,
in the sea and in the depths,
give praise, glory, honour, and
blessing to him who suffered so
much.”

In his ‘Exhortation to the Praise
of God’ Francis writes: “Heaven
and earth, praise Him. All you
rivers, praise the Lord...All you
creatures, bless the Lord...All
you birds of heaven, praise the
Lord.

Did St Francis have a favourite
animal? If he did then perhaps
it would have been the birds.
There are several stories within
the early biographies of St
Francis speaking of his
encounter with birds. He
seemed to have had a special
liking for the creatures that flew
in the heavens, as seen in the
story of Francis preaching to
the birds, from his first
biographer, Thomas of Celano.

One time as [Francis] was
passing through the Spoleto
valley, he came upon a place
near Bevagna, in which a great
multitude of birds of various
kinds had assembled. When the
holy one of God saw them,
because of the outstanding love
of the Creator with which he
loved all creatures, he ran
swiftly to the place. He greeted
them in his usual way, as if they
shared in reason. As the birds
did not take flight, he went to
them, going to and fro among
them, touching their heads and
bodies with his tunic.

"Meanwhile his joy and wonder
increased as he carefully
admonished them to listen to
the Word of God: 'My brother
birds, you should greatly praise
your Creator and love Him
always.

He clothed you with feathers
and gave you wings for flying.
Among all His creatures He
made you free and gave you the
purity of the air. You neither
sow nor reap, He nevertheless
governs you without your least
care.'

"At these words, the birds
gestured a great deal, in their
own way. They stretched their
necks, spread their wings,
opened their beaks and looked
at him. They did not leave the
place until, having made the sign
of the cross, he blessed them
and gave them permission. On
returning to the brothers he
began to accuse himself of
negligence because he had not
preached to the birds before.
From that day on, he carefully
exhorted birds and beasts and
even insensible creatures to
praise and love the Creator.
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Will there be animals in heaven?

Ultimately what awaits us in heaven is a mystery. We are not
given a clear picture of what heaven looks like, and many of the
heavenly images used in the bible are not meant to be taken
literally. Neither the bible nor the Catechism of the Catholic
Church mention an afterlife for animals; However Isaiah does
include animals in his description of heaven: “The wolf and the
lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox”
(Isaiah 65:25). If we, like St Francis, invite all creatures to praise
God here on earth, then perhaps the animals might be invited to
praise God in heaven too? Only God can answer this question.
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SEPTEMBER
St Rose of Viterbo

1233-1251

Before she could speak,
Rose attempted to
pronounce the sweet hame
of Jesus. As a small child she
had several miracles
attributed to her, including
the raising of her deceased
aunt during her funeral. On
another occasion while she
was sneaking bread away for
the poor, her father asked
her what was in her apron.
When she had opened it,
beautiful roses were found
inside. Before her tenth
birthday the Virgin Mary
appeared to Rose asking her
to join the Third Order of St
Francis. Shortly after our
Lord appeared to her on his
cross wearing the crown of
thorns and bleeding
profusely. She then took a
cross in her hands and went
onto the street telling the
people the terrible torture our
Lord suffered because of sin.
Through her sermons many
people were converted,
including an accused
sorceress who turned to God
after seeing Rose who had
stepped into the flames of a
pile of burning wood and
remained there for three
hours unharmed while
singing the praises of God.
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OCTOBER
Bl Contardo Ferrini

1859-1902

Bl Contardo is a shining
example of a man who
achieved great success in
the secular world, while
never abandoning his love for
the Catholic faith. At the age
of twenty-one he attained a
doctorate in law and was
awarded a government
scholarship to study abroad
in Berlin, where he gained
international fame through
his studies of Roman-
Byzantine law. In spite of the
German prejudice against
Catholics, Contrado never
stopped publicly professing
his faith. On return to Italy he
taught at several higher
institutions, and later
received his first
professorship at the
University of Pavia, aged
twenty-six. Bl Contrado
attended daily mass and
spend time each day in
spiritual meditation. He would
often read his favourite books
— the Sacred Scriptures —
and read them in the original
languages. In 1886 Contrado
joined the Third Order of St
Francis and faithfully followed
the spirit of the Order
throughout his life. He was
also a member of the St
Vincent de Paul Society.
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NOVEMBER
St Elizabeth,
Queen of Hungary

1207-1231
Born into royalty, as a young
child she delighted in visiting
the poor and sick and felt
much joy in providing for
their needs. Elizabeth
married her childhood friend,
Louis, ruler of Thuringia,
whom she loved dearly.
Together they bore three
children. Elizabeth used her
royal position to advance her
remarkable generosity and
charity towards the poor. She
dressed poorly, often giving
her royal clothing and jewels
to the needy, while also
providing bread to the
poorest in the land who
came to her gate daily.
Elizabeth continued to
devote her life to the sick and
poor in a hospital which she
founded in honour of St
Francis of Assisi, which was
said to have provided for
nearly a thousand poor
people daily. After six years
of marriage Louis died from
illness, and Elizabeth was
grief-stricken. In 1228 she
joined the Third Order of St
Francis. Elizabeth died at the
age of 24. Her extraordinary
life as a Franciscan has
today earnt her the honour of
being the Patroness of the
Secular Franciscan Order.

OFS Australia Website; www.ofsaustralia.org.au

Facebook: www.facebook.com/ofsaustralia

Email: national@ofsaustralia.org.au
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