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The logo of the St Francis Project takes its image from the great prophecy
of the Prophet Isaiah about universal harmony and peace “The Wolf will
dwell with the Lamb” (Isaiah 11: 6). In this Logo, St Francis is the child who
unites the Wolf of Gubbio with the Lamb. The image is childlike; however,
the message is clear: St Francis as Patron of Animals and Patron of Ecology
is an icon of universal, fraternity, harmony, and peace. The St Francis
Project Committee was founded in 1996 at Wynnum in Brisbane by
members of the Secular Franciscan Order.



Foreword

This booklet is a companion to The Saint Francis Colouring Book and
Competition so that you may have these wonderful stories together with the
pictures. Thank you for helping us spread these amazing stories about Saint
Francis of Assisi to others. The Colouring Competition was initially designed for
very small children, however with the stories to be read added, there is much here
for older children as well. We are sure that once you get to know about Saint
Francis and his fantastic rapport with the animals, you can be very creative and
go well beyond the limitations of a Colouring Competition into designing Posters
of St Francis. Many children tell us they have favorites stories: Some like The
Wolf of Gubbio and others Saint Francis Preaching to the Birds.

The feast day of St Francis occurs on October 4™ and because he is the Patron of
Animals, the week of his feast has been accepted in some countries as Pet Week.
Pet Week gives an excellent opportunity for us to consider how we look after and
care for our pets. It allows us to focus our concern for animals and give thanks to
God for all the different creatures of the earth. The care of the whole planet earth
is called ecology. With the advance of science, we now have a clearer
understanding that beyond our planet Earth there is almost nowhere close where
the human race can live. So we are more aware than ever of the need to learn
how to take care of our planet. It is the home on which we live. It is the essential
heritage we pass on to the children of the future. The three things that require our
focus for the future are Justice, Peace, and Ecology.

Christmas holidays are only a few months away from the Feast of St Francis so
the picture St Francis makes the First Christmas Crib allows us to think about
the theme of Christmas and retell the story of the birth of Jesus. St Francis and
the Robin Red-Breasts allows us to speak about the harm we cause when we are
selfish and the nasty behaviour of bullying others. Francis overcomes his
Personal Fears when he meets a Leper, can be a way of showing us how to
accept others, who seem very different from us. For example, those who are very
sick or very old or have different customs and ethnic origins. The story Young
Francis dreams of becoming a Knight can be an excellent opportunity to speak
about courtesy, dignity, kindness, thoughtfulness, and appreciation of others.

We wish you the special blessing of Our Lord and the intercession of Saint
Francis for your good health and safety. Thank you for your assistance in
bringing the message of St Francis to others.



YOUNG FRANCESCO DREAMS OF BECOMING A KNIGHT

Saint Francis was born in 1182 in the small hilltop town of Assisi in central Italy. His
father, Pietro Bernadone, was a wealthy Italian, cloth merchant, who used to go to the
great medieval fairs in southern France to buy and sell his goods. At that time southern
France was a land of castles and vineyards, where deeds of love and chivalry where
sung about by troubadours and jongleurs - musicians. These great fairs lasted for many
weeks with people coming from all over Europe to buy and sell goods of every kind
and to witness the great tournaments in which the knights battled against each other to
see who was the greatest knight of all. There, Pietro met Lady Pica, who was French
and they fell in love and were married. Pietro and Lady Pica then went back to Italy to
the little town of Assisi to live.

The legends say that Francis’ father was away in France when his son was born. Lady
Pica, St Francis’ mother was unable to give birth to her child in her beautiful home, so
out of love for the Blessed Mother Mary and the baby Jesus she went to the stable
where they kept their horses and there she gave birth to her child whom she named
“Giovanni” which means “John” in English. However, when his father came home he
renamed his son “Francis” meaning “the little Frenchman” because he loved all things
French especially his lovely wife Lady Pica. While his father taught Francis to speak
Italian and to be generous to others, Lady Pica taught her son to speak in the French
language, to love music and have good manners. She taught him to love God and to be
courteos and kindness to others.

Like other children of his time, Francis dreamed of becoming a knight with his own
horse, shining armor and a sword. However, school came first - and Francis learned to
read and write in Latin at the Church School of St. George, who is the patron saint of
knights. He did not write very good Latin and is quite famous for beginning many
sentences with “And...”

As a teenager, Francis loved nothing better than to go through the streets of Assisi with
his friends singing songs of love and war entertaining the people and perhaps annoying
the neighbours a little with loud parties. Nevertheless, if a poor man begged from him,
he always gave something for the love of God and he treated everyone with
cheerfulness and courtesy, for a true knight, as Francis was taught, is always
courteous.

Troubadour: One of a class of 12th-century and 13th-century lyric poets in Southern France, northern Italy, and
northern Spain, who composed songs often about courtly love.
Jongleur: 4 wandering minstrel, poet, or entertainer in medieval England and France.
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Francis dreams of becoming a knight
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FRANCIS SPENDS A YEAR IN PRISON

One day, when the Lord of Assisi, Duke Conrad, was away, the people of Assisi rose
up and tore down his Castle, which was on the top of the hill overlooking the town.
They then used the stones to strengthen the city walls so he could not come back.
Many nobles fled to the next city of Perugia, including the family of St Clare.

When war broke out in 1202 between Assisi and Perugia, Francis rode out with the
knights of Assisi to fight the Perugians. Down in the valley at the bridge called
Collastrada there was a terrible battle and the knights and citizens of Assisi were
defeated. Many people were wounded; some people died and others were captured and
put in prison. Because he was so well dressed, and the son of a wealthy merchant,
Francis was put in prison with the knights. In the terrible prison many became very sad
and depressed, but Francis, always joyful and tried to cheer everyone up. However,
there was one lonely obnoxious knight who was very angry and resentful that he was
in prison. It took some time, but in the end, even he could not help smiling at the
cheerful good humour of St Francis. After about one year in prison, Francis was
released and returned to his parents in Assisi. Suddenly, all of his cheerfulness left him
and he became very depressed and sick and almost died. Despite this bad experience,
his desire to be a knight did not go away. The stories of King Arthur and the Knights
of the Round Table and the stories of Roland and Tristian stirred his dreams again.

In 1206, the knights of Assisi were again called to war. By this time the Duke of Assisi
had given the whole city over to the Pope so this time they joined the army of the Pope
under the French nobleman, Sir Walter of Brienne. They set off to fight those who
refused to accept the rightful prince of Southern Italy, Federick II. This prince, later on
became the Holy Roman Emperor. He had been baptised in the very same font in
Assisi as Francis and St Clare. Francis' father was so proud of his son that he spared no
expense buying him a splendid suit of armor and a fine horse. Francis rode off to war
hoping to be knighted for his bravery in battle. He had not gone far when he met a
poor knight called Sir Alberto, who had no armor at all. Francis knew that the poor
knight, had more right to wear armor than he did, and so in an act of surprising
generosity he gave Sir Alberto all his splendid armor.

God saw Francis’ generosity and that night Francis had a dream about a hall filled with
armor and shields and flags and heard the voice of God calling his name, “Francis,
Francis! Is it better to serve the Master or the servant?” “The Master” answered
Francis. “Then why do you follow the servant?” said the voice. “What do you want of
me Lord,” Francis asked. “Go back to Assisi and all will be made clear to you.” God
said. The very next day St Francis returned to Assisi and began to live a life of prayer
and penance and waited for the Lord to tell him what he was to do next with his life.
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FRANCIS PRAYS BEFORE
THE CROSS OF SAN DAMIANO

St Francis waited for the Lord to tell him what to do. He spent many hours praying in a cave
in the mountains outside the town of Assisi. Sometimes he prayed in the small churches in
Assisi like San Stefano, and down in the valley there was a special little chapel to Our Lady
of the Angels and another chapel called St Peter of the Thorn, but his favourite place to pray
was before a large Crucifix in the little church of San Damiano, just outside the town. This
ancient crucifix had been painted by a holy monk many years before. One day as Francis was
praying with great fervour before it, the cross spoke to him saying:

"Francis, go and repair my church
which as you see is falling into ruin!"

St Francis was quite stunned and confused, so he began immediately to restore this little
building of San Damiano. When he ran out of stones, he went begging for them throughout
the city. Some people thought he had lost his mind and gone mad, but other young men came
to join him and asked to share his way of life. As the little group began to grow in numbers,
they became known as the Friars Minor or “Little Brothers,” and later, after St Francis had
died, they were called “Franciscans”.

When they had finished rebuilding the three chapels of San Damiano, Our Lady of the
Angels and St Peter of the Thorn, and their number had grown to twelve, St Francis went
with them to Rome to see the Pope and the Holy Father approved their way of life. Later,
when St Clare joined St Francis, he asked the Bishop for the little Chapel of San Damiano
for her and her sisters and St Clare lived there at San Damiano in a convent built for them.

Because the Lord spoke to St Francis through this Crucifix of San Damiano, it was
considered very special. Over the centuries, it was kept by the sisters of St Clare in their
convent as one of their greatest treasures - and one of their greatest secrets because no one
knew they still had it until about 1937.

In this colourful and beautiful Crucifix, the Lord Jesus is not pictured as torn by suffering,
but rather he appears on the cross - alive and calm. He is seen here as one who has suffered
on the cross, but who is now at peace and very much alive again. He is the one who has
power over death; he is the one who lives forever.

Above his head is a circle in which we see him ascending into heaven. Around this, the
angels are welcoming him. At the very top of the cross is a half-circle with the right hand of
God the Father giving a blessing. On the left side of the cross beside Jesus are his mother,
Mary, and the Apostle John. On the right side of the cross are Mary Magdalen, Mary the
mother of James, and the Roman centurion who proclaimed, "Truly he is the son of God!”

Almost under the hands of the crucified Jesus are angels discussing what is going on. There
are other angels one at each end of the cross near Jesus’ fingers gazing at his wounded hands.
The cross is 190cm high, 120 wide and 12cm thick. There is no other crucifix in the world as
rich in its expression of our faith as this icon Cross of San Damiano. It is very special for all
Franciscans.






FRANCIS OVERCOMES HIS PERSONAL FEAR
AND EMBRACES A LEPER

Like all the people of his time, Francis had a great fear of lepers. Leprosy is a horrible
disease; it destroys nerves in the hands and feet and then all over the body. Lepers cannot
feel any pain in their hands or feet, and when they injure themselves, it does not heal
properly, and they become slowly more and more disfigured and ugly. People were
terrified of catching the disease because there was no cure for it. So they made laws
forbidding lepers to mix with healthy people. The life of those who contracted Leprosy
was sorrowful, lonely, and bitter; even their families and friends would not go near them,
even if they did send them food. Lepers were considered the outcasts of society. No one
knew that Leprosy is not so easily transmitted from one person to another.

One day St Francis met a leper on the road and his first reaction was horror, but out of
kindness, he gave the leper some money to buy food. Then he saw in the leper’s eyes a
great sadness and at that moment, by the grace of God, St Francis recognised the leper
was not only sick, but a lonely and sad person and he embraced him. In that instant,
everything changed for St Francis. He realised for the first time that lepers were real
people who needed love and friendship more than food. It was a special moment that he
never forgot.

When he was writing his Testament at the end of his life he did not write about all the
wonderful visions he had received during his life, but rather he wrote about meeting the
leper and discovering that he was a real human person just like himself who was very sick
and very much in need of love and care. So, from the moment St Francis embraced the
leper, he understood that every person was his brother and sister and he was called to love
each person no matter how sick or different they seemed.

He started taking care of the lepers, who lived nearby, washing and bandaging their awful
sores and talking to the lonely and sad ones especially. As other young men watched St
Francis caring for these people and found him praying in churches and rebuilding
churches they noticed that he always seemed to be so happy and joyful. They came to him
and asked him why and he told them about the love of the Lord and they asked to join
him in his way of life.

He brought them to care for the lepers and showed them that the lepers were real people
with real needs of love and friendship. What at first seemed to them something horrible
and bitter became through love and kindness, something wonderful and sweet for the
food of the soul is friendship and friendship makes us joyful.

From that time on, St Francis wished to send his brothers all over the world to teach the
lessons of Fraternity: That we are all the same — we are children of God, brothers, and
sisters sharing the same world. For St Francis, this spirit of fraternity was the beginning
of true justice in the world and the way to lasting peace.
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FRANCIS READS FROM THE GOSPEL BOOK

Eight hundred years ago, when Francis was alive, life was very different from our modern
times. There was no electricity, so there was no Television, Refrigerators, Washing
Machines, Electric Stoves, Lights, Telephones, Radios, Computers, etc. That is why St
Francis had to read at night by the light of a candle. He was lucky because his father was
wealthy. He went to school and learned to read and write, but most people could not read or
write even their own names. If they had to sign something, they made an X, and someone
who could write put their name beside the X.

X This is the true mark of friar tuck

Today, because of the Printing Press, there are many books. In the time of St Francis all
books had to be made by hand and written by hand. Usually, the monks living in monasteries
did this work. Sometimes it took years to make one book especially if it was also illuminated
with small paintings and fancy writing. Books were costly and were considered very
precious. People had to try to remember everything and teach each other by talking and
telling stories over and over again.

St Francis was surprised that young men wanted to join his Order and to live as he did and he
was not sure how to write a Rule of Life for them, so he decided to go to the Church of St
Nicolo in the middle of the Town of Assisi and see what God wanted them to do. There he
found a big and wonderful book with the Gospels written in it. First, he prayed to God,
asking God to speak to him through the words he was about to read, and then he opened the
book, and read the words:

Start off now, but remember,
carry no purse, no haversack, and no sandals.

Whenever you go into the home of anyone
let your first words be,

“ﬁeace be to this house!”

So St Francis and his followers went out to preach “peace and fraternity” to everyone. He
called his men “friars” which means “brothers” because he wanted them to think of
themselves as one big family. He used to get so excited about the idea of the world as one
great big family that he would call all sorts of things “brother or sister.” Brother Sun, Sister
Moon, Sister Water, Brother Fire ..... St Francis saw very clearly that if all people accepted
each other as brothers and sisters there would be less fighting and so no more wars and the
kingdom of peace would come. He never forgot the words he read in the Gospel book and
every time he met someone for the first time he greeted them with the words:

“Peace be with you!”

12
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ST FRANCIS AND THE BIRDS

One warm and sunny morning, St Francis came to a little village to speak to the people about
the love of God and how people should live together in peace because as creatures created by
God, they were really all brothers and sisters. He wanted them to understand the word
“fraternity” so that they would live together in harmony.

The people, who had heard about St Francis began to come out of their houses and shops and
gather around him to hear what he had to say.

So that everyone could see and hear him clearly, St Francis walked a little way up to higher
ground on the hillside. The people were all talking together as they followed behind him and
when he found a good spot to speak from St Francis held up his hands for silence. The
people at once became quiet, still, and stood about reverently.

However, hundreds of swallows twittered noisily in the trees above them and flew all around
the listening people. The birds made such a noise that no one could hear what St Francis was
saying. So St Francis stopped speaking and held up his hands. He did not chase the swallows
away by shouting and throwing sticks at them. No! He turned to the birds and gently said,

“My dear Sister Swallows, it is time now for me to speak,
you have spoken long enough, listen to the Word of God
and be very still and peaceful until my sermon is over.”

Those lively little birds seemed happy that he called them his sisters and immediately settled
themselves quietly on the branches of the trees nearby. They kept perfectly still and made no
sound at all until his sermon ended. Then they waited for him to bless them and at once
began to twitter and fly about just as noisily as before.

You can imagine how amazed those people were, that the swallows understood St Francis so
perfectly and obeyed him so willingly.

Another time St Francis was passing by a field and he noticed a huge flock of birds on the
ground and he was inspired by God to go and speak to them. To the amazement of the
brothers he moved among the birds very slowly, talking to them and they did not fly away
but instead seemed to be listening to what he had to say.

“How happy you must be my dear sister birds because God has created you so beautiful and
given you wings to soar up into the heavens and to sing his praises.” Said St Francis and the
birds all listened to him with great attention and were so peaceful that the ends of his poor
ragged habit brushed their heads as he walked among them. So St Francis blessed them all
and with a great cry, they all flew into the air and circled St Francis before taking leave of
him and flying away. To the amazement of the brothers and to the Glory and Praise of God.

14






ST FRANCIS TAMES THE WOLF OF GUBBIO

Once a ferocious wolf lived in the wood near the town of Gubbio. He was so fierce
and cruel that all the people were terrified of him. When he was hungry, he ate their
cattle and even killed and ate some of the people. No one dared to go out of the town
alone.

One day St Francis came to Gubbio. When he heard about the wolf, he felt very sorry
for the people and promised to help them. “I will take care of this wolf,” he said, “I
will go out at once and meet him.”” St Francis asked God to protect him and set out to
find the wolf. Suddenly, he heard a deep angry growl, and there was the savage beast
before him. The wolf came towards St Francis with its sharp white teeth gleaming and
its eyes glaring wickedly.

“Stop! In the name of Jesus, you shall not hurt anybody else.” St Francis commanded.
As he made the Sign of the Cross over the wolf. The wolf stopped and closed its
mouth. “Come here, Brother Wolf!” Ordered St Francis. The wolf walked slowly up to
St Francis. “Brother Wolf,” said St Francis, “You are bad, very bad. You have killed
men and women made in the image and likeness of God. This is very wicked. You
should be punished with death!” The Wolf stood before St Francis with his head
bowed in shame. “But I shall not punish you.” He said, “ For I wish to make peace
between you and the people of Gubbio. I want you to promise that you will never harm
them again.” The wolf wagged his tail and nodded his head to show that he promised.
St Francis held out his hand and the Wolf placed his huge right paw in it. “Very well, ”
said St Francis to him. “Now we will go to the town together.”

When St Francis and the Wolf arrived in the town St Francis addressed the people.
“My Brothers and Sisters of Gubbio, here is the Wolf you have feared so much. Fear
him no longer! He has promised not to harm you again. But, you must feed him. He ate
your cattle and killed some of your people because he was hungry. Feed him and he
will no longer harm you.” Hearing this the people became very excited. “Yes! Yes! We
will feed him!' they shouted joyfully. “We promise, as long as he lives here.” Then St
Francis spoke to the Wolf, “My Brother Wolf, show these people that you promise not
to harm them.”” Again, the Wolf put his giant hairy paw into St Francis' hand.

St Francis left the town of Gubbio a few days later, but the wolf stayed. He lived
among the people until he died of old age. He always had enough food to eat and he
never hurt anyone - man or beast. He went about the town like a great big dog; playing
with the children, protecting them from danger and even letting the little ones ride on
his back. When the Wolf died, all the people of Gubbio were very sad at the loss of
their friend. He had reminded them of the good and holy St Francis who loved all
God's creatures great and small.
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ST FRANCIS AND THE ROBIN RED-BREASTS

One day, after dinner, St Francis was sitting at a table outside with his Brothers.
Two little robin redbreasts came up, one male and the other female. They had a
family of newly hatched nestlings to feed, and they were looking for food to take
to their hungry babies. So they were glad that the Brothers allowed them to pick
up the crumbs left on the table and to take them home to their hungry brood.
They came again the next day, and the next, day after day.

The Brothers encouraged the redbreasts to visit their dinner table, even keeping
tasty little bits of food for them because they loved the pretty creatures and were
glad to welcome them. The young robins soon grew tame and would perch on the
brothers' hands and upon their heads as though they belonged to the house.

If visitors came, the redbreasts kept out of sight until the Brothers were by
themselves once more. St Francis was astonished at this and he invited the
brothers to rejoice. “See, ” he said, “What our little brothers with the redbreasts
have done. They trusted us completely because we nourished their babies with
our crumbs. The parents have given their family to us and have gone away to a
new home.” So the little redbreasts made their home with the Brothers and took
their food from the friary table. All was peace and harmony.

But the peace was broken at last by one greedy robin that ate more than his share.
Bigger and stronger than the others, he became a bully and terrorised the smaller
birds and even after consuming all he wanted, he would drive the others away
from the table, pecking them cruelly.

At this, St Francis became very sad and angry: “See what this greedy one is
doing. Although he is full and satisfied, he envies his brothers. He will surely
come to a bad end. Just wait and see.”

Shortly after this, the greedy bird flew up on a big jug of water to drink. He
slipped, fell into the water and was drowned.

No cat, nor any other animal could be coaxed to touch the bird that the saint had
cursed.

Greed is surely a horrible evil if it i1s punished in such a way in a little bird.
Greedy, selfish people would do well to remember the words of St Francis.

18
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Francis and the little Red-Breasted Birds

19



ST FRANCIS PREACHES TO THE PEOPLE

St Francis used to spend most of his time praying to God. Above all, he loved to go off
into the woods and forests to be alone with God. There the joy of contemplative prayer
gave him a special consolation, and it seemed to him that the Spirit of God was more
present to him in the midst of creation. After a while, he would be burning with love of
God and be filled with enthusiasm and zeal for the love of God. Then with great love
and compassion for people, he would go off and preach in the different towns.

Wherever he went he brought love and peace. He taught the people to be honest in
their dealings with each other and to be especially compassionate to the poor and those
who were suffering. He taught people to forgive each other and to renew their
friendship. It is said that when he preached he would get so excited that he would
almost dance for joy as he spoke about the love of God.

On one occasion, he began his sermon using the words from a popular song:

So great the good I have in sight
That every pain I count delight!

St Francis understood that if only people could see that they were all brothers and
sisters there would be no more war and unnecessary suffering and all the people would
learn to live in peace. Then they could use their energies to work towards solving the
many problems that everyone had to face in their daily life. As people joined his
special spiritual family, he asked them to promise not to make war. He even asked the
Pope to allow his people to be free from being forced to go to war.

Today the Franciscans are in every country in the world and they are part of the United
Nations and well respected for their work for peace and goodwill between all peoples.
They are also working for the protection of the natural resources of the planet. St
Francis was proclaimed Patron of Ecology on 8 December 1989 by Pope John Paul
who said:

“Francis of Assisi offers us an example of genuine and deep respect for the
integrity of all creation. As a true friend of the poor, who was loved by
God’s creatures, St Francis invited all creation - animals, plants, and the
forces of nature, even Brother Sun and Sister Moon - to give honor and
praise to the Lord. The poor man of Assisi gives striking witness that
when we are all at peace with God we are better able to devote ourselves
to building up that peace with all creation which is inseparable from peace
among all peoples. May the inspiration of St Francis help us to keep ever
alive a sense of “fraternity”” with all those good and beautiful things which
Almighty God has created. And may he remind us of our serious
obligation to respect and watch over them with care, in the light of that
greater and higher fraternity that exists within the human family.”

20






A SERAPHIC ANGEL APPEARS
IN THE FORM OF THE CRUCIFIED CHRIST
AND GIVES ST FRANCIS THE STIGMATA

Two years before his death in 1226, St Francis went to the beautiful mountain of La Verna,
and there he lived on the mountain with a few of the brothers spending his time in prayer. As
he entered deeper into prayer and became lost in the love of God, to the things of this world,
St Francis was raised aloft on the wings of contemplation, and the friars who were with him
saw him raised above the ground floating in the air, and they were utterly amazed by this
grace from God.

Then St Francis went even deeper into the woods to be utterly alone with God. There he
began to meditate on the mystery of Christ’s terrible suffering on the cross.

He prayed in this way: “My Lord Jesus, grant me two graces before I die: first that I may
feel in my body and in my soul, as much as possible, that pain which you experienced in the
hour of your most bitter passion. Second, that I may feel in my heart, as much as possible,
the excess of love which you were inflamed with, so as to willingly endure such suffering for
us poor creatures.”’

While he was praying on the mountainside, he suddenly had a vision of a Seraphic Angel,
who descended from heaven. The angel appeared in the form of the crucified Jesus with six
resplendent and flaming wings and it marked him with what is called the “stigmata” — the
wounds of Christ appeared in his hands and feet and side. Francis was filled with a
marvelous joy, and then the vision left him and he realised that he had excruciating wounds
on his hands and feet and side just like Christ had on the cross. He was amazed and filled
with great joy and sadness at the same time. Joy at being able to share the sufferings of his
Lord and sadness that Jesus should have to suffer such a cruel death.

From that time on St Francis was very sick and could do very little. He had to be helped all
the time by his friars and even had to ride on a little donkey to get from one place to another.
He tried to keep this miracle of the stigmata a secret and kept his hands and feet covered, but
slowly the people began to realise that something extraordinary had happened to him.

By then he had become famous, thousands of friars followed his way of life and many sisters
followed the Rule of St Clare and a huge number of lay people also lived as St Francis taught
them as Brothers and Sisters of Penance. When St Francis died many of the brothers saw the
wounds in his feet and hands and side and the news of this miracle quickly spread
everywhere. Such a huge crowd of people came to Assisi that the knights had great difficulty
controlling them. Br Elias, who was in charge of the friars was so fearful that people would
steal the body of St Francis that he had St Francis buried in secret in the foundations of the
Sacro Convento.

Only two years later St Francis was made a saint by the Pope amidst great rejoicing of the
people and to the praise of God, who worked so many miracles at his tomb.
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Francis receives the stigmata
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ST FRANCIS MAKES THE FIRST CHRISTMAS CRIB

On Christmas Eve, in the little Italian town of Greccio, in the year 1223. Snow lay
deep on the ground for it was midwinter and all was quiet. On the mountainside in a
cave, St Francis and his brothers were celebrating Mid-Night Mass.

St Francis had always loved the Feast of Christmas. He was filled with a special joy
that the Son of God became a tiny human baby so that we could love him more
intimately. He was amazed that the God of all glory, took the form of a little child
whose first bed was a rough manger filled with straw.

St Francis wanted the people to realize how much God loved them. So, early on that
Christmas Eve he and the brothers had arranged to have an ox, a donkey, some smaller
animals, and some bright golden straw placed around the small altar. They had gone to
a lot of trouble because St Francis has said,

“I want to see with my own eyes the poverty of the Christ Child King
who was born in a stable long ago. “

Toward midnight, all the friars and a great crowd of people were assembled for Mass.
The forest echoed with their singing, and the night was lit up with a multitude of lamps
and fiery torches. As the mass continued, something strange and wonderful began to
happen on the hay beneath the altar. Suddenly, a beautiful baby appeared there among
the straw. The congregation knelt down in stunned silence, but St Francis walked the
few steps to the manger and kneeling reverently whispered, “Are you really there? Is
it you?”

The Saint knelt before the crib in adoration and his heart overflowed with joy and
tender pity. He smiled lovingly at the tiny infant and behold! The infant smiled back at
him. Not a shadow of doubt remained in St Francis' mind. This truly was the Christ
Child. He bent down, picked the infant up and cradled him in his arms. His whole
body seemed to glow with the love of God. The people were lost in wonder and
amazement. Then he put the baby back into the hay and it smiled and disappeared.

All St Francis wanted to do was show the people how the Christ child was born in a
stable, but God worked a truly wonderful miracle and the Christ Child appeared before
them all. The people were so excited at the miracle that they reverently took wisps of
straw from that crib and kept them in their homes. God rewarded their faith by curing
any of their family and even their animals if they were blessed with the straw or ate
some of it.

That is how the first Christmas crib was made.
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Francis makes the first Christmas Crib
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ST FRANCIS GOES TO HEAVEN
ST FRANCIS BLESSES ASSISI

In the very last hours before St Francis died, he asked his brothers to take him back to the
little chapel of Our Lady of the Angels down in the valley. On the way he asked the brothers,
who were carrying him, to stop so that he could see the little town of Assisi where he was
born, for the last time. Then he raised himself up and although he could not see it he blessed
the town asking God to make it a holy place of fraternity and peace.

Today people come from all over the world to visit Assisi and on two occasions all the
leaders of the world’s religions have come to Assisi in fraternity with the Holy Father to pray
for peace and to honour St Francis.

OUR LADY OF THE ANGELS

St Francis had restored the little chapel to Our Lady of the Angels stone by stone when he
was a young man. He loved to spend time here in prayer more than anywhere else on earth
for he had a wonderful devotion to the Mother of Jesus. It was here that he wished to die.
The brothers placed St Francis on a little rough bed and then he blessed each one of them
who was there with him and he blessed all the brothers where ever they were in the world.

HIS LAST SUPPER

In honour of our Lord, who had the last supper with his apostles, St Francis also asked for
some bread and breaking it into small pieces gave it to each of the brothers to eat, but he
could not eat himself because he was so very sick and the brothers too could not eat the
bread either because they were crying too much.

HIS DEATH

Finally, just before he died, St Francis asked the brothers to lay him on the ground because
he thought he was not worthy to die on a bed, so the brothers with great sadness and many
tears placed him on the ground as he wished. Then St Francis began to sing very softly,
“With all my voice I sing to the Lord ...” and the brothers began to sing with him this Psalm
141 and while they were singing, St Francis died and his soul joyfully went up to God.

THE MIRACLES

Immediately a great number of birds began to circle around the little Chapel of Our Lady of
the Angels all of them singing in a loud voice and the bells of the little church of San
Stefano, away up in the town of Assisi, where St Francis used to pray quietly, began to toll
by themselves. All the people came out to see what had happened and soon the news of St
Francis’ passing spread everywhere and the people did not know whether to cry for sorrow
because he had died or to cry for joy because they knew he was a great saint. At that time the
Bishop of Assisi was away on a pilgrimage to the shrine of St Michael the Archangel and St
Francis appeared to him in a dream because he wanted to say goodbye to the Bishop who
had been like a father to him and so Bishop Guido was also filled with joy and hurried home
to Assisi. The people acclaimed St Francis to be a saint and two years later the Pope agreed
and St Francis was canonized a saint to the great joy of all the people and the glory of God.
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ST FRANCIS OF ASSISI
PATRON OF ANIMALS AND OF NATURE

THE HARE

While St Francis was staying at a small mountain village, a man brought him a hare,
which had just been caught alive in a trap. The saint looked at it kindly and gently and
said, “My Brother hare, come to me! Why did you allow yourself to be caught like
that.” The man who was holding the hare set it free and immediately it ran to St
Francis, jumped into his arms and snuggled into his habit, where it felt perfectly safe
from all harm. St Francis stroked its soft fur and cuddled it speaking softly all the
while just as a mother cares for a little child. Then he set it down on the ground so that
it might escape to its home in the woods. However, as soon as he set it down, the hare
jumped back again into the safety of St Francis' arms. The hare did this again and
again until St Francis asked the brothers to carry it back to its home in the bushes.

THE SHEEP OF SIENNA

When he was traveling near Sienna, St Francis came upon a large flock of sheep
grazing in a field. He went over and greeted them lovingly as usual, and immediately
they stopped grazing and ran to him, standing there with their heads erect and their
eyes fastened on him. They showed their appreciation of him so clearly that the
shepherds and the other friars were amazed to see the shearlings and even the rams
jumping excitedly about him.

THE DOVES OF SIENNA

A boy from the town of Sienna caught a number of doves in a trap and he was taking
them alive to the market to be sold. On the way, he met St Francis who said to him.
“My good young man, would you please give those innocent little doves to me, for
those innocent little creatures are likened in the Bible to pure souls, full of faith and
humility. They should not fall into cruel hands and be killed.” At once the boy was
inspired and gave all the doves to St Francis. The Saint took them into his arms,
cradled them there, and spoke to them gently, “My little Sister Doves so innocent, why
did you let yourselves be caught like that; stay with me and I will care for you and
build you nests and if God wills you may have little ones.’St Francis kept his word and
made nests for them and they settled down, laid eggs, and reared their young among
the friars. They were so tame and familiar with St Francis and the other friars that they
seemed like little chickens.

When he had given St Francis the doves, the saint had told the boy, “One day my son,
you will become a friar and serve the Lord and his people.” And it happened as he
said the boy later joined the friars and lived a life doing good among the people — all
to the Glory of God.
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Francis patron of all the animals
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Thank you!

Dear Young Friends,

Just recently, you completed the Franciscan Colouring Competition, and I want to thank you
for taking part in this special project in which you have learned a little about the wonderful
life of Saint Francis of Assisi.

Eight hundred years ago, as a young boy, Saint Francis was captivated by the dream of
knighthood. He wanted to become a famous knight with a sword, shield and armour and a
warhorse. However, God called him in a dream to a more difficult life, a life of love and
kindness — God called him to be a Saint.

Speaking first to Francis in a dream and then from the San Damiano Cross - God asked
Francis to rebuild his Church. At first, Francis thought God meant he was to repair the little
Church of San Damiano, which was falling into ruins.

Soon after Francis met a leper. At first, he was horrified for the disease was incurable and
contagious. Then, by the grace of God, he realized that the man was simply a sick, suffering
and lonely person. In an act of incredible compassion he embraced the leper. Suddenly
everything changed. Francis understood that even lepers needed friendship. From that time
on he took special care of the sick lepers bringing them food and even nursing them and
caring for them like they were his own brothers and sisters.

Many people saw what Saint Francis did and were amazed. Soon other young men and
women joined him and came to understand his vision of universal fraternity and peace,
where everyone accepted each other as brothers and sisters. They asked Francis to show
them how to live his way of life so Francis went into the Church of Saint Nicolas in Assisi
and opened the Bible. There he found the texts that formed the essence of the Rule he wrote
for his followers. It was from the Holy Scriptures that he learned to greet everyone with the
words, “Peace be with you!”

God also gave Saint Francis a special gift to tame and care for wild creatures. So he was able
to preach to the birds and tame the Wolf of Gubbio. Indeed, so much did he love all God’s
creatures that he endearingly called them “brother” and “sister.” He would say to his friars,
“See our brothers and sisters the birds, how wonderful they are!” He called the water
“Sister water, so precious and pure.” In the same beautiful poem, he wrote, “Praise you my
Lord for Brother Sun...” For St Francis every creature of God was part of one big universal
family of God.

Because Saint Francis had a special gift with creatures we celebrate “Pet Week™ during the
week of his feast, October 4" each year. During Pet Week we are reminded that we have a
duty and a privilege to care for and look after the pets that give us so much happiness.

There is a dog mentioned in the Bible in the book of Tobit (6:2 and 11:4). He followed the
young man Tobias and the Archangel Raphael on their journey. Biblical scholars say that

30



this dog was a symbol of the Lord, who is always with us on our journey through life. That is
high praise for a dog. Although the dog in the Bible had no name he has been called “Toby”
a short version for Tobias his master. It would be like calling your dog “Mick” if your name
was Michael or “Paddy” if you were Patrick.

When our pets are young, they are very cute and lovable, but later on, when they grow older
we tend to ignore them. Yet they can teach us much about always being happy to see our
friends and relatives. In this, they teach us much about loyalty and honesty. Caring for a bird,
a goldfish or even a potted plant especially a “bonsai” can teach us to be attentive to the
needs of others and to act with responsibility for all the creatures of God around us. In this
Saint Francis can teach us that we are not so much “the boss” of our pets, but their friends
and in a very real sense we are their servants — we get their food for them. Pet week then
reminds us to be sensitive to the animals and creatures that share our lives.

St Francis loved God so much that he wanted every creature to share his joy. So much did he
want people to understand the love of God for each person that he built the very first
Christmas crib so that people would marvel at the mystery of the Child Jesus born in a stable
and so much was Saint Francis moved by the death of Jesus on the Cross that high on the
mountain of La Verna, a Seraphic Angel appeared to him and made the wounds of Christ
appear in the hands and feet and side of Saint Francis. It was an amazing miracle that had

never occurred before to any saint. Saint Francis bore this suffering for two years before his
death.

When Saint Francis died, the Bishop of Assisi was on a pilgrimage to the Shrine of St
Michael the Archangel. Bishop Guido had been a spiritual father to him so Saint Francis
appeared to the bishop to tell him that he has died and was going to heaven. So many
miracles occurred at the tomb of Saint Francis that they had to write a special book just to
tell about them. The Church made him the Patron of Animals and Patron of Nature and
Patron of Ecology and he is also the Patron of Italy.

Today the followers of Saint Francis are called “The Franciscans.” They are in every country
in the world. There are almost 25,000 friars, thousands of Religious Sisters and almost half a
million laypeople who follow the way of fraternity and peace taught by Saint Francis. There
are also Anglican and Lutheran Franciscans. All of these Franciscan are represented at the
United Nations as the voice of the people for universal fraternity and peace and the care of
the earth as our precious home together.

Through this Colouring Competition, you have been given an insight into the life of Saint
Francis. I pray that sometime in the future you take the opportunity to get a book on the Life
of Saint Francis and read more fully about this amazing saint who cooperated so wonderfully
with God’s grace and was transformed into a person of deep compassion and love for all
God’s creation.

Sincerely
Br John Cooper OFM Capuchin
Chaplain St Francis Projects
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