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Francis, Patron Saint of Freedom 
Galatians 6: 14-18; Matthew 11: 25-30 

 

Outside my front door, right under a beautiful hydrangea tree, sits a statue of St. Francis 
of Assisi.  I found Francis, while I was wandering in the garden store of Washington’s 
National Cathedral one spring.  Over the years, he’s become a great companion 
whenever I get smart enough to stop what I’m doing, plunk myself down on the front 
steps, and enjoy a few moments of quiet.  
 
If you know anything about Francis, you know he didn’t start out as a saint.  Born in the 
late 1100’s in central Italy, the son of a wealthy cloth merchant, he was expected to 
follow in his father’s footsteps.  But like a young celebrity on Entertainment Today, he 
loved looking good, and squandering his father’s money on a series of lavish parties 
and attractive lovers.   
 
And as far as poor people were concerned… well, he sent his servants to give them 
alms.  At 25, the glory of war and the pursuit of knighthood struck his fancy, but as fate 
would have it, he was captured, and languished in prison.  There, one of his 
biographers says, “…he was laid low by a debilitating illness and visited by a series of 
mystical visions.  Over a period of years, he struggled to find God and understand the 
purpose of his life through an unsteady progress of stops and starts... his conversion 
similar to that of Buddha, who experienced enlightenment only after years spent in 
spiritual darkness.” i   
 
Eventually, Francis’ founded an order of monks committed to prayer, action for the poor, 
and honoring God’s creation.  He preached by the example of his life.  “Preach always,” 
Francis said.  “… and only if necessary, use words.” 
 
Francis preached a gospel of humility, denouncing the idea of any hierarchy in nature, 
and especially the suggestion that humans were somehow superior to every other part 
of creation.  
 
Today, many people across many faiths find ourselves inspired by Francis’s relationship 
with animals and nature, and with his call to honor what we in the Episcopal Church 
have come to call this “fragile earth, our island home.”  With Francis, we’re coming to 
understand the simple truth that we and every other living thing are completely 
interdependent; that every one of our lifestyle choices, as individuals, as communities, 
and as nations affect creation.  
 
We’ve been especially inspired by Francis’ special relationship with animals – and his 
appreciation of the extraordinary roles that animals play in our lives.  We have a large 
flock of Canadian geese nesting on the banks of the creek that runs by our house.  
Every night I make it a point to try to get home in time to see them return home.  I can 
hear their collective cry when they’re still over a mile away, and it grows louder and 
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louder until their huge ‘V” flies right overhead.  I can’t help myself.  As my heart sings, I 
shout back at them, “Welcome home, geese, thank you for being so beautiful!”   
 
And what can I say about dogs?  I had a call from a parishioner yesterday who wanted 
prayers for her dog who had just reached onto the kitchen table to take a whole pile of 
human medications and had to be rushed to the vet.  “Well,” she said, “I guess she’s 
joined the hooligan club with Paddy and Maisie.”  No matter what they do we love them 
because they’re the closest thing most of us have ever experienced to unconditional 
love.  A comon joke among dog people is “You now what dog is spelled backwards, 
don’t you?”  And neurologists have recently documented that humans and dogs are 
connected not only through our relationships but our biology as well.  When humans 
and dogs look into each others’ eyes, there’s actually a chemical reaction in each of 
their brains, an increase in oxytocin which produces a feeling of comfort and secutiry in 
both of them.  
 
When’s the last time you stopped to notice a squirrel darting up a tree, or a heron, one 
leg aloft, standing guard over her fishing spot, or a beautiful flowering plant, or a 
gorgeous sunset?  When’s the last time you actually dared to speak with them, to thank 
them for their companionship and their beauty, for the way they make you grateful to 
God for creation?  
 
Now most of us think of Francis as the patron saint of animals, or of the environment, 
and while both of these are true, I prefer to think of him as the patron saint of freedom – 
freedom to focus on gratitude for the abundance of God’s blessings in our lives; 
freedom to stop and notice God’s presence in our lives, to open our hearts to God’s 
love; freedom to live life with serenity and joy.   
 
Francis inspires us to strive continuously for greater simplicity in our lives.  For Francis 
and his followers viewed simplicity “as the garden from which all other spiritual virtues 
grow, and as a prerequisite to our being both fully human and fully spiritual” ii 
 
So the next time we see a statue of St. Francis, with a bird on his shoulder, I encourage 
us to imagine Francis as the patron saint of freedom.  For in the end, Francis’ message 
is a simple one: “… to know God is eternal life, and to serve God is perfect freedom.”   
                                            
i Talbot, J. M. & Rabey S. (1997).  The Lessons of St. Francis.  New York:  Dutton (Plume 
  Publications), p. 6. 
ii Talbot & Rabey, op. cit., p. 20. 


