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FRANCIS AND LENT
THE CALL TO REPENTANCE

Jesus, his Lord. Like Jesus Francis spent time deepening his fascination for God with great freedom of spirit. No methods, no
formal practices. Simply a heart directed to God.
Books and sacred music often speak about walking in the
footprints of Jesus Christ as an invitation to conform one’s
heart to that of the Lord. It is easy, however, to confuse conformity with external acts, as has often happened in attempting to understand the meaning of penance and conversion in
the Christian spiritual journey. The difficulty is with the reality
we call “the heart.” How does one get to the heart, that mysterious inner self in need of lifelong transformation?

The spiritual journey of St. Francis of Assisi was to walk in the
footsteps of Jesus Christ as closely as possible. One can easily
point to outward similarities between him and Jesus, particularly in the way Francis lived poverty, practiced humility, and
ministered to the poor and outcasts of society. Some would
claim that his outward conformity was most evident in the
stigmata that Francis received in his flesh. It is more important, however, to penetrate Francis’s spirit. More than anything he wished to conform his heart to Jesus Christ.
Conformity for Francis meant a process of interior transformation, nurturing a heart that was humble, poor in spirit and
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Isola Maggiore, Lago Trasimeno

At the end of his life St. Francis of Assisi handed a
Testament to his brothers and sisters. He described his life
as having been divided into two periods: “When I was in
sin...” and "when the Lord gave me the grace to begin to do
penance." “When I was in sin” didn’t necessarily mean performing sinful actions. The “sin” Francis confronted were
the idols in his heart such as money, pleasure, ambition,
fame and power. “When I was in sin" referred to living a
self-centered life. Then, Francis said, "The Lord gave me
(the grace) to begin to do penance." Penance did not mean
a multiplication of ascetical practices. For Francis, penance
was the grace of transformation that re-directed his heart
and entire life to embrace the vision and values of the
Gospel.

Then, again, we might pursue a change of behavior as a
sign we have begun to repent. This might be similar to
behavior modification. Behavior modification, however,
does not necessarily change one’s heart. We cannot simply
stop external actions (behavior) like murder, violence,
anger, war, that stem from hatred. We must abandon the
hatred itself if we are to be true to the Gospel. We cannot
simply adopt more pious prayer habits and the offering of
sacrifices. We must squelch the evil in our hearts that leads
to divisions, make peace with those we have harmed, and
truly commit to a new way of life.
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