
 
 
   
 
The entire Franciscan Order can be 

summed up in one word – ‘family’.  
 
When Saint Francis began his life of 
conversion, he realised rather quickly that, 
whatever it was that God was calling him to 
do, he was not going to achieve it on his 
own. In was at this time that, as Francis later 
wrote, “God sent me brothers.” Little by little, 
men had come to join Francis in his ministry 
of serving the poor, and rebuilding 
run-down churches.  
 
Having had gathered a group of 
twelve men, they travelled to 
Rome to seek approval of 
their way of life from the 
Pope. After some initial 
setbacks, Pope Innocent III 
gave approval of Francis’s Rule, 
thus giving birth to the Franciscan 
family.  
 
The first call of these men was simply to 
live as a fraternity of brothers, with the 
poverty and humility of Jesus Christ at 
the centre of all they were and did.  
 
Today, this remains a central charism of the 
Franciscans. In fact, the first call of the friars 
themselves, is not to be parish priests and 
involve themselves in parish life, but rather, 
to be brothers to each other in fraternity. The 
priesthood is in fact a secondary calling to 
being a Franciscan brother in fraternity. 
 
Secular Franciscans as well, are called to 
live according to this same spirit, yet in 
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some ways, family takes on an even deeper  
meaning, as they not only gather in fraternity 
with other members of the Order, but they 
also bring the Franciscan fraternal spirit into 
their own family homes.  
 
Franciscan gospel living is not an individual 
spirituality, or a private personal piety. It is a 
lived communal experience shared with 
others. Had St Francis or St Clare attempted 
to live this calling on their own, away from 

their own fraternity of brothers and 
sisters, they most probably would 
have failed. For this reason, 

community must always be a 
starting point for developing 
and living the gospel way of 
life. 
 

It is interesting that Francis 
placed such a strong emphasis on 

family, when he himself came from such a 
rocky family. His father, who was obsessed 
with money, could not accept Francis’ 
conversion and desire for holy poverty. 
Having had been chained and beaten by his 
father, Francis left his own family to begin a 
new a new one, founded on Christ.  
 
There is a famous saying, “A family that 
prays together, stays together.” It is also 
said that a family that places its foundations 
in Jesus Christ is unshakable. So strong 
were Francis’ foundation in Christ, that after 
eight-hundred years, the three Orders of the 
Franciscan family to this day, remains the 
largest spiritual family of the Catholic 
Church.  
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Are the Franciscans really 
any different from any other 
religious Order or spiritual 
group within the Church? 
After all, aren’t we all seeking 
the same goal – to be in 
Heaven with God? Aren’t all 
Christians meant to live the 
spirit of humility, penance, 
peace, simplicity, joy, 
charity, love for God’s 
creation, and all the other 
charisms with which 
Franciscans are identified? 
 
Well yes, there are many 
common charisms that unite 
different religious 
movements, however, there 
are just as many different 
ways to live each of these. 
To help us understand it 
better, it would be helpful to 
look at the examples of St 
Francis and St Dominic. 
They were two separate 
individuals, with the same 
goal – to get to heaven. They 
were each called to model 
their lives on Christ, yet, they 
lived each of these spiritual 
charisms differently to the 
other.  
 
In other words, there are 
many different roads that 
can take us to heaven. Each 
one of them will look and feel 
different, but they will all lead 
us there.  
 
Each of the saints were 
called to live the fulness of 
Christianity to the best of 
their ability, according to the 
level of graces God had 
given them. No two saints 
were ever filled with exactly  
 

 
the same graces, therefore 
each of their journeys were 
different.  
 
While St Francis was called 
to live simplicity within the 
context of his external 
environment, St Therese of 
Lisieux, on the other hand, 
was called to live the simple 
way within the enclosure of a 
secluded convent. While St 
Dominic was called to excel 
in preaching the truth of God 
through contemplating the 
scriptures, St Francis learnt 
to preach by contemplating 
God through, not only the 
scriptures, but through the 
mystery of the created world. 
St Francis, who showed a 
great love and service 
towards the poor, lived the 
charism of charity in a very 
different manner to Saint 
‘Mother’ Theresa of Calcutta.  
 
Each of the saints were 
called to excel in a particular 
area of holiness and virtue. 
But what exactly did God call 
St Francis to excel in which 
made him unique? Perhaps 
the answer is – everything! 
St Francis was called to 
excel in being perfect. Now 
of course, all the saints were 
striving for Christian 
perfection, St Theresa of 
Avila herself wrote of the 
Way to Perfection, and there 
are many saints who 
reached such heights.  
 
So, what then makes Francis 
different? It seems that God 
had filled Francis with the 
graces to achieve perfection  
 

 
on a different level 
altogether. It is often said 
that St Francis was the most 
Christ-like person to have 
ever lived, other than Jesus 
himself. St Francis was 
simply called to be another 
Christ, an Altus Christus, a 
mirror of Christ.  
 
St Francis lived the gospel. 
He lived the Incarnation of 
God from the crib to the 
cross. He understood the 
Incarnation of Christ as the 
greatest mystery in all of 
creation, and all that exists 
has been modelled on this 
one reality. This is why he 
loved creation, because 
everything that exists bears 
the imprint of God.  
 
The whole Incarnation of 
Christ was clothed in poverty 
and humility, from the 
humble birth in the crib, to 
the shameful poverty of the 
cross. This is what Francis 
fell in love with.  
 
There is even a legend that 
St Francis himself was born 
in an animal stable; and 
then, towards the end of his 
life, he received the holy 
stigmata, the crucifixion 
wounds of Jesus in his own 
body. In receiving these 
sacred wounds, Francis 
became the perfect mirror of 
love—the mirror of Christ. 
He was the whole package, 
nails and all, from the crib to 
the cross, and nothing less.  
 
Francis found Jesus in the 
greatest treasure we have 
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here on earth—the Blessed 
Eucharist. His love for the 
Eucharist was deeply 
profound, and this is evident 
among his writings, where 
the one topic he wrote about 
more than any other, was in 
fact, the Eucharist.  
 
This is where St Francis is 
asking us to be today, 
placing the Incarnation of 
Jesus at the centre of our 
lives, especially through the 
treasure of the Eucharist, in 
the spirit of poverty and 
humility, and contemplating 
God through all of creation.  
 
At this point, it is perhaps 
necessary to explain a little 
more the deeper meaning of 
‘poverty’. Of course, none of 
us are expected to sell all of 
our possessions and give 
the money to the poor. In 
Francis’ days, the friars and 
nuns were expected to give 
up everything and live this 
radical poverty. But even in 
those days, Francis never 
expected that for the Third 
Order brothers and sisters. 
In fact, he encouraged them 
to remain in the world, keep 
their jobs, earn a living and 
provide normally for their 
families.  
 
So, for Secular Franciscans 
today, poverty is not about 
having nothing, because we 
do need things. Rather, they 
are called to seek a poverty 
of spirit, in which they do not 
have an unhealthy desire or 
love for possessions, wealth, 
power, honour, and prestige. 
‘Poverty’ is about detaching 
our hearts from all worldly 

things, in order to receive no 
other pleasure than to love 
and worship God. In doing so 
we live every act of joy and 
suffering for His sake alone.  
 
So how does a Franciscan 
today live in the spirit of this 
giant of saints—Francis? 
How do we become another 
perfect mirror of Christ in a 
society which is so opposed 
to Christ and his teachings? 
 
This is where the importance 
of fraternity comes in. Living 
the Franciscan spirituality on 
one’s own is near to 
impossible. St Francis 
himself could not have lived 
this on his own. He needed 
his brothers. Francis would 
simply have failed to 
establish his Order had God 
not sent him brothers—a 
fraternity. Without his 
brothers, Francis may very 
well have failed to reach the 
heights of Christian 
perfection.  
 
It was precisely in fraternity 
that the brothers helped 
each other live their charism. 
Here they guided and 
moulded each other into the 
image of Christ. The 
brothers learnt a lot from 
Francis, but he also learnt a 
lot from them. They needed 
one another. 
 
There is something unique in 
each Franciscan fraternity 
today, which is not found in 
any other fraternity, parish 
church, or any other religious 
group in the world. They are 
our individual brothers and 
sisters, each with their own 

unique God-given graces, 
and a desire to strive for 
Christian perfection. They 
don’t expect anything less! 
They are not striving just to 
be preachers, or solely 
charity workers, or to be 
nothing but pure 
contemplatives. They are 
striving for the full package, 
to be another Christ—nails 
and all—in the footsteps of 
our Seraphic father, St 
Francis of Assisi.  
 
It is in the power of the 
brothers and sisters to help 
mould each other into the 
image of Christ, and to follow 
him in the spirit of St Francis. 
They will most probably fail 
to achieve this on their own, 
they need one another. They 
walk with each other in times 
of happiness, sadness, 
struggles, and in all areas of 
their lives. When they see 
one of their brothers or 
sisters struggling to reach 
their goal of Christian 
perfection, they are there to 
help get them over the line. 
Any why? Because that’s 
just what families ought to 
do.  
 
How are the Franciscan 
different? We are a family, 
and our family surname is 
‘Francesco’! We belong to 
the spiritual family of St 
Francis, and follow his 
spiritual charism, which is a 
different charism to other 
saints who founded different 
orders. It is among the most 
powerful paths to holiness 
that God has been pleased 
to grant upon the world. That 
is what makes us different!
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Seventeen Companions 
of St Paul Miki. d. 1597 

 
On February 6 each year, the 
Church’s universal calendar 
remembers the martyrdom of 
seventeen Secular Franciscans 
who were crucified together 
with their Jesuit spiritual leader, 
St Paul Miki, and alongside six 
Franciscan friars and two other 
Jesuit priests. In 1587, the 
Emperor of Japan ordered the 
banishment of all Christian 
religious, and began to 
imprison and kill anyone who 
followed Jesus. On December 
8, 1596, these twenty-six 
Franciscans and Jesuits were 
captured and used as a 
warning to other Christians. 
After being tortured, they were 
forced to march 1600 
kilometres to Nagasaki through 
snow, ice and freezing waters, 
during which, the condemned 
sang hymns and prayed the 
Rosary in joy of their suffering.  
Having arrived at their place of 
crucifixion, they ran to their 
crosses singing praises to God. 
Before being killed, each one of 
them had their left ear cut off, 
and were dragged through the 
streets in an act of humiliation. 
While hanging from their 
crosses, the condemned had 
spears thrust into their sides. 
Many of the martyred Secular 
Franciscans were still only 
teenagers.   

St Angela Merici 
1474-1540 

 
At the age of ten, Angela and 
her sister became orphans. 
They then went to live with 
their uncle, who gave them a 
devout Catholic upbringing. 
Not long afterwards, Angela 
was grieved by the death of 
her sister. She then grew in 
holiness and devoted herself 
passionately to serving God 
and the Church. At the age of 
thirteen she joined the Third 
Order of St Francis, and 
decided that she would remain 
single for her whole life, so as 
to be married to Christ and his 
Church only. Around the age 
of twenty, Angela saw a 
growing problem of young girls 
in her town who had been 
deprived of an education. She   
opened her home to them and 
began to teach the girls 
herself. She devoutly taught 
them the Catholic faith, how to 
pray, and the proper 
participation in the 
sacramental life of the Church. 
Angela gathered a group of 
young women, whom together 
they educated young girls, 
while also helping the poor 
and caring for the sick. Five 
years before her death, the 
group of women had formed 
into a religious congregation, 
known as the Ursulines, which 
still exists to this day.  
 

‘Secular Franciscan Saints’ are 
adapted from the Franciscan Book of 
Saints, by Marion A. Habig OFM 
 

Bl Paula Gambara-
Costa 1463-1550 

 
As a young girl, Paula showed 
a special love for solitude. She 
led a quiet devout life full of 
prayer and spiritual reading. At 
the age of twenty-two, she 
married Count Louis Costa, 
lord of Benasco. They were an 
unlikely couple, as Louis was 
a worldly man, quite fond of 
amusements and material 
pleasures. He tried to entice 
his wife to follow his wayward 
example, however, with the 
help of her spiritual director, 
Paula stayed on the path of 
Christian virtue. She joined the 
Third Order of St Francis and, 
in becoming stronger in 
despising worldly pomp and 
pleasures, she devoted 
herself to serving the poor and 
sick. Louis was unimpressed 
by the piety of his wife, and 
continued his frivolous life. He 
rebuked and mocked her in a 
most unworthy manner. She 
accepted the harsh treatment 
patiently, and offered the 
humiliation and persecutions 
to God for the conversion of 
her husband. She prayed 
intensely for him and offered 
up many other penances, 
until, having had her prayers 
answered, Louis converted, 
and having sincerely 
repented, he approved entirely 
of Paula’s good works.   


