
Further Reflections for the Pilgrim’s Journey

Saint Francis went through a spiritual crisis, a “dark night of the 
soul,” just before the awakening of his faith. In !e Road to Assisi, Paul 
Sabatier writes,

!e miserable emptiness of his life suddenly appeared before 
him; he was terrified at his solitude, the solitude of a great 
soul in which there is no altar.

Memories of the past assailed him with intolerable bit-
terness. Seized with a disgust of himself, he found that his 
former ambitions seemed to him ridiculous or despicable. 
Francis went home overwhelmed with the weight of a new 
su#ering.

In such hours of moral anguish we seek a refuge either in 
love or in faith. By a holy violence he was to arrive at last at 
a pure and virile faith, but the road to this point was long 
and sown thick with obstacles, and at the moment at which 
we have arrived he had not yet entered upon it; he did not 
even suspect its existence. All he knew was that pleasure 
leads to nothingness, to satiety and self-contempt. (page 10)

In chapter 1, Chase experiences a crisis of faith. In Chase’s case, his 
traditional evangelical spirituality no longer seems to satisfy his thirst 
for God. In addition, he’s fed up with the baggage that frequently goes 



along with the Christian subculture — its music, literature, language, 
insularism, a packaged or “McDonaldized” approach to spiritual 
growth that promises more than it delivers, the cult of Christian celeb-
rity, and a spirit of theological and political triumphalism, to name a 
few. Perhaps Chase is unwittingly becoming what Dave Tomlinson 
calls a “post-evangelical”:

Most of those who contemplate the possibilities of being 
“post”-evangelical do so because of a di"culty they find in 
reconciling what they see and experience in evangelicalism 
with their personal values, instinctive reactions and theologi-
cal reflections. For some people the agony created by this 
conflict is very considerable, as became quite evident in my 
many conversations with people while I was researching this 
book. One young man, who had grown up in an evangelical 
home, spoke with pain about the dilemma: “I don’t know 
where to go. I no longer feel I can call myself an evangelical, 
yet I certainly don’t wish to be a liberal. What am I?” Other 
people are more nonchalant about it, like the young woman 
who told me: “Evangelicalism helped me to begin with, but 
I feel I’ve outgrown it now.” Arrogant? Possibly, yet she was 
voicing something which cropped up continually in my 
discussions with people: the feeling that evangelicalism is 
supremely good at introducing people to faith in Christ, but 
distinctly unhelpful when it comes to the matter of progress-
ing into a more “grown up” experience of faith. (!e Post-
Evangelical, pages 10–11) 

1.  Respond to this statement: “I love Jesus — it’s Christianity that 
drives me crazy.”



2.  Dave Tomlinson says, “To be post-evangelical is to take as given 
many of the assumptions of evangelical faith, while at the same 
time moving beyond its perceived limitations” (page 7). Have 
you found that the culture or theology of evangelicalism su!ers 
from any limitations? If so, describe and discuss them. 

3.  Have you ever experienced a crisis of faith or an event that 
made you question what you believed? If so, are you willing to 
discuss it?

4.  How would you counsel someone who has become cynical 
about or disillusioned with the culture or theology in their 
church? Have you ever felt this way? If so, what was it like?



5.  Longtime Christians often feel afraid to voice their unease 
with the “certainty and absoluteness of evangelical theology” 
(Tomlinson, page 10). How can we make church a place where 
everyone can feel safe to voice doubts and struggles and still feel 
valued and accepted?

A friend of mine describes the Bible as a travelogue. It’s a sacred book 
filled with pilgrims — people who felt called out on spiritual journeys 
because of an inner ache, yearning, or “voice” that they couldn’t quiet. 
!eir journeys were filled with detours, disobedience, roadblocks, and 
rich encounters with the merciful Triune God.

In their book !e Journey: A Guide for the Modern Pilgrim, 
Michael and Maria Ruiz Scaperlanda describe the sacred pilgrimage 
as “the journey of those who deliberately seek answers to the questions 
of meaning, purpose, and eternity. Instead of seeking fulfillment in 
things that will never satisfy, the sacred pilgrim sets out to find that 
which the heart truly desires: God’s very presence” (page 10).

1.  Traditionally, pilgrimages have been understood as physical 
journeys that mirror and energize an inner spiritual journey. 
Have you ever intentionally made a physical journey somewhere 
as a way of marking your inner spiritual journey? If so, share 
your experience. If you could design a pilgrimage what would it 
be like? Where would you go? What would you do?



2.  Chase’s Uncle Kenny implies that there is a big di!erence 
between people on the spiritual journey who are pilgrims and 
those who are merely tourists. Play with that metaphor. What 
do you think some of the di!erences are between a spiritual 
pilgrim and spiritual tourist?

3.  Have you ever thought of your journey with Christ as a pilgrim-
age? What does intentionally looking for “answers to the ques-
tions of meaning, purpose, and eternity” look like? Does this 
search end once one comes to faith?

4.  Spend a few minutes talking about your spiritual pilgrimage. 
Describe the terrain you’ve passed through so far. What are some 
of the roadblocks and detours you’ve experienced? Where are 
you now?



5.  "omas Merton said he was drawn to sacred sites not because 
he knew the places but because he believed the places knew him. 
Have you ever visited a “shrine” or holy place and experienced a 
heightened awareness of God’s presence? Do you have a “sacred 
site” where God is more real to you than anywhere else?

6.  In Francis: A Call to Conversion by Duane W. H. Arnold and C. 
George Fry, the authors relate an episode from the life of famed 
twentieth-century pilgrim William McElwee Miller:

While traveling along the border of Iran and Afghanistan, 
Dr. Miller had encountered a Muslim sage. Together the 
missionary and the mullah rode along the narrow path. 
In the course of their conversation the Persian asked the 
Presbyterian, “What is Christianity?” Dr. Miller said, “It is 
like a journey. For that trip I need four things — bread, for 
nourishment; water, for refreshment; a book, for direction; 
and opportunity, for service. "ese are my pilgrim fare. 
Jesus provides me with these things. I trust him on my way. 
"at is Christianity. (page 79)

  How would you interpret Miller’s answer? How would you an-
swer someone who asked you what Christianity was if you could 
only use metaphors to answer? What kinds of practices nourish 
your spiritual pilgrimage?



In Chase’s first journal entry, he writes about feeling like a character 
who doesn’t know his Author anymore. For Chase, simply having 
sound doctrine and theology isn’t enough to sustain his faith any 
longer. !e cry of his heart is, “Is this all there is? !ere has to be more 
to following Jesus than this!” Uncle Kenny suggests that this might be 
because Chase’s understanding of the Bible is distorted. For most of 
his Christian life, Chase viewed the Scriptures as a perfectly strung-
together history of ideas designed to support doctrines, rather than 
the messy “story of how God gets back what was always his in the 
first place.”

Kenny believes that Chase (as well as other people living in a post-
modern world) is hungry for a more “storied faith” — an awareness 
that they are participating in a larger cosmic drama or narrative, called 
the gospel.

In his book !e Great Giveaway, David Fitch writes,

Let us then move beyond seeing Scripture as a collection of 
truth propositions that need to be scientifically dissected, 
inductively sliced, and distributed to Cartesian, rational 
selves sitting in the pews. Instead, let us come to Scripture 
as the grand narrative of God in Jesus Christ where God 
has revealed himself down through the ages from Abraham 
to Moses, the nation of Israel to the ultimate person and 
work of Jesus Christ. It is real history, but let us not make 
it into scientific history where we know it only as distanced 
selves dissecting an object. Rather it is the narrative of God 
into which we have been invited to participate. It is alive 
and it discloses the world where Jesus is Lord, and God is at 
work through Jesus Christ to save the world. . . . Amidst the 
carnival of narratives that society has become, let us come to 
worship under his grand story to be engulfed by it so as to 
live it out in contrast to the world’s stories. (pages 141–142)



1.  Review Kenny and Chase’s conversation in the Brancacci 
 Chapel. For you, has the Bible been more of a painting (grand 
story) or a black-and-white photograph (a history of ideas that 
can be scientifically dissected or inductively sliced)?

2.  "e culture o!ers people a “carnival of narratives” to choose 
from that seek to explain the way the world is. What are some 
of the more popular alternatives to the grand story articulated in 
the Bible?

In an essay titled “Christianity and the Survival of Creation” from 
Sex, Economy, Freedom, and Community: Eight Essays, Wendell Berry 
writes that “the significance — and ultimately the quality — of the 
work we do is determined by our understanding of the story in which 
we are taking part.”

3.  How do you understand the “grand story” of God in which you 
are taking part? How does knowing the story you inhabit deter-
mine the significance and quality of the way you work and live?



Kenny argues that “no one tradition has a corner on the faith mar-
ket. Sharing the wisdom each of our traditions brings to the table will 
create more integrated Christians. Francis was a Catholic, an evan-
gelical street preacher, a radical social activist, a contemplative who 
devoted hours to prayer, a mystic who had direct encounters with 
God, and someone who worshiped with all the enthusiasm and spon-
taneity of a Pentecostal. He was a wonderful integration of many of 
the theological streams we have today.”

4.  Do you agree that each denominational expression of the body 
of Christ has unique practices and wisdom we all can learn 
from? What are some of the “best practices” from other Chris-
tian traditions that you could integrate into your own?

Many people today would laugh if you said the church in North 
America needs repairing. !ey might reply, “!e church isn’t falling 
down today. Mega-churches are springing up like weeds. Christians 
have more political clout and cultural visibility than ever. Christian 
authors sell tens of millions of books and records, and produce mov-
ies that generate hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue. !ese are 
the glory days!”

Strangely enough, when Jesus spoke to Francis from the cruci-
fix at the Chapel at San Damiano, the church was at the zenith of 
social and political power. It was the world’s largest investment bank-
ing firm. !e arts, philosophy, architecture, literature, and music all 
issued forth from the church. Jesus, however, wasn’t fooled by the 



medieval church’s outward appearance of success. Jesus said, “Francis, 
go and repair my house. You see it is falling down.”

1.  In spite of the fact that some segments of the church today are 
experiencing “success,” do you think it still needs repairing? If 
yes, where do you believe it’s broken?

2.  What are some of the “stones” we’ll need to repair the twenty-
first-century church? For example, the stone of a new radical 
generosity, the stone of the arts, the stone of embrace versus 
exclusion, the stone of community, and so on. What stone has 
God specifically given you to contribute to the e!ort?

3.  Father Romano Guardini once said, “"e church is the cross 
upon which Christ is crucified.” What do you think that means? 
Is it true?



4.  Before God could use Francis to rebuild the church, he had to 
rebuild Francis. How is God rebuilding you right now?

When he found an abundance of flowers, he preached to 
them and invited them to praise the Lord as though they 
were endowed with reason. In the same way he exhorted 
with the sincerest purity cornfields and vineyards, stones and 
forests and all the beautiful things of the fields, fountains of 
water and the green things of the gardens, earth and fire, air 
and wind, to Love God and serve him willingly. Finally, he 
called all creatures brother, and in a most extraordinary man-
ner, a manner never experienced by others, he discerned the 
hidden things of nature with his sensitive heart, as one who 
had already escaped into the freedom of the glory of the sons 
of God. O good Jesus, he is now praising you as admirable 
in heaven with all the angels, he who on earth preached you 
as lovable to every creature. (!omas of Celano, !e Second 
Life of St. Francis, pages 72–73)

!eologian Martin Buber made a distinction between the two fun-
damental ways people encounter and relate to reality. He defined them 
as the “I-It” and the “I-!ou” relationships. We typically treat physical 
objects and animals in an impersonal “I-It” manner and reserve the 
“I-!ou” relationship for people — knowing that they, like us, bear the 
sacred image of God. As you can see in the quotation above, Francis 



related to the world in a revolutionary manner. For him, there was no 
such thing as an “I-It” relationship. He honored everything in creation, 
the animate and inanimate, by interacting with them in an “I-!ou” 
manner.

In the essay titled “Christianity and the Survival of Creation” from 
Sex, Economy, Freedom and Community, Wendell Berry writes,

We will discover that, for these reasons, our destruction of 
nature is not just bad stewardship, or stupid economics, 
or a betrayal of family responsibility; it is the most horrid 
blasphemy. It is flinging God’s gifts into his face, as if of 
no worth beyond that assigned to them by our destruc-
tion of them. To Dante, “despising Nature and her gifts” 
was a violence against God. We have no entitlement from 
the Bible to exterminate or permanently destroy or hold 
in contempt anything on the earth or in the heavens above 
it or in the waters beneath it. We have the right to use the 
gifts of Nature, but not to ruin or waste them. We have the 
right to use what we need, but no more, which is why the 
Bible forbids usury and great accumulations of property. 
(page 308)

Later in the same essay Berry writes,

We are holy creatures living among other holy creatures in a 
world that is holy. Some people know this, and some do not. 
Nobody, of course, knows it all the time. But what keeps it 
from being far better known than it is? Why is it apparently 
unknown to millions of professed students of the Bible? 
How can modern Christianity have so solemnly folded its 
hands while so much of the work of God was and is being 
destroyed? (pages 308–309)

Francis was more than just a nature mystic. It can be argued that he 
was the first environmental activist. In Francis of Assisi: A Revolutionary 



Life, Adrian House writes about Francis’s intervening with political 
authorities and serving as an advocate for God’s creatures.

He once said, “If I ever talk to the Emperor I will implore 
him, for the love of God, to decree that no one should trap 
or in any way harm our sisters the larks. Likewise, the Lord 
of every town and village and every podesta, should see that 
all people scatter the road with grains for the birds of Christ-
mas day.” (page 250)

In Little Flowers of St. Francis, there’s another story that shows his 
willingness to intercede on behalf of creatures.

A boy of the town of Siena caught a number of turtle doves 
in a snare, and he was carrying them all alive to the market 
to sell them.

But St. Francis, who was always very kind and wonder-
fully compassionate, especially toward gentle animals and 
little birds, was stirred by love and pity on seeing the doves. 
And he said to the boy who was carrying the doves: “Good 
boy, please give me those doves so that such innocent birds, 
which in Holy Scripture are symbols of pure, humble, and 
faithful souls, will not fall into the hands of cruel men who 
will kill them.”

!e boy was then inspired by God to give all the doves to 
St. Francis.

When the kind Father had gathered them to his bosom, 
he began to talk to them in a very gentle way, saying: “My 
simple, chaste, and innocent Sister Doves, why did you let 
yourselves be caught? I want to rescue you from death and 
make nests for you where you can lay your eggs and fulfill 
the Creator’s commandment to multiply.”

And St. Francis took them with him and made a nest for 
all of them. (page 91)



1.  What do you think of Francis’s unusual way of relating to every-
thing in God’s creation in an “I-"ou” relationship? Describe 
how you relate to the environment and how it figures into your 
spiritual life. How would it change you if you began to live more 
aligned with Francis’s vision of the created order?

2.  Do you agree with Berry’s assertion that the destruction or ex-
ploitation of the environment is as an act of blasphemy?

3.  Some would say that most Christians have silently stood by 
while others actively despoiled and destroyed vast portions of 
the earth. Do you think this is true? If so, why do you think we 
have behaved in this way?



4.  Respond to this statement: “We can no more say we love the 
Creator and then ignore the maltreatment of his creation than 
we can say we love an artist but despise his paintings.”

5.  Read Genesis 1:26-31; Psalm 19:1-5; 24:1-2; John 1:1-3; 
Romans 8:22-24; and Colossians 1:15-20. Taken together how 
might these passages begin to inform and shape your under-
standing of the Christian’s responsibility to steward creation?

6.  Should the church become more committed to creation care? 
Discuss practical strategies for how you and your church could 
defend God’s creation against further abuse and exploitation.



In Francis of Assisi: A Revolutionary Life, Adrian House writes,

Our reliance on symbols, icons, rituals, and sacraments, at 
the key moments of social, ceremonial and religious occa-
sions, manifests a primal need to express our most potent 
desires or aspirations through familiar objects and gestures. 
Vice versa these — a loving cup, raised banners, the lowered 
sword, a gold ring, the scent of smoke or pro#ered bread 
and wine in the Mass — stimulate our senses and through 
them our minds, imaginations and emotions. !ese, in turn, 
activate our wills and stir us to action. (page 253)

Human beings are incurable symbol makers. We are creatures who 
love ceremony (and sometimes even pageantry) to mark moments and 
life passages that we recognize as significant (for example, weddings, 
funerals, graduations). As Adrian House points out, one of the e#ects 
and purposes of symbol, ceremony, and sacrament in the church is to 
awaken our wills and to move us to action.

In !e Younger Evangelicals, Robert Webber reminds us that, for 
the first fifteen hundred years of church history, the Eucharist was the 
primary means by which people encountered or experienced God. It 
was only after the Reformation that the locus of God’s presence was 
transferred to the Word. !e assertion is that we threw the baby out 
with the bathwater. Maybe Francis got it right:

Francis recognized and restored the centrality of the 
 Eucharist, saving worship from two imbalances that have 
existed in both Catholic and Protestant Christianity. !e 
first imbalance is the elevation of the pulpit at the expense 
of the altar, so that instead of being “friends,” Christians 
are reduced to being “students” and the church becomes a 
school with a professor-student relationship rather than a 
family. !is was an abuse common to some of the friars and 
preaching orders in the medieval church and of an extreme 



 Protestantism in the modern church, epitomized by a sanc-
tuary with no altar, only a central pulpit. !e second imbal-
ance is the separation of the altar from the people so that 
they become “spectators,” viewing the Eucharistic liturgy 
rather than participating in Communion. !is is a danger 
found in some medieval forms of Catholic Christianity and 
is evident in certain segments of Protestantism today.  
(Francis: A Call to Conversion, page 73)

1.  In many churches there is a new level of appreciation for the 
liturgy and Eucharist. Why do you suppose that is?

2.  Chase came to appreciate the liturgy for how it connected him 
to all Christians who came before him and how it helped relo-
cate him inside the redemption story. Have you ever worshiped 
in a church that used a liturgy? What was it like for you?



3.  It has been said that one reason for repeatedly performing the 
liturgy is so that it insinuates itself so deeply into your bones 
that you eventually become the liturgy. What do you think of 
that idea? What might it mean to “become the liturgy”?

Francis’s ministry was grounded in the sacramental and liturgical 
life. It was the wellspring of his soul. In !e Sun and Moon Over Assisi: 
A Personal Encounter with Francis and Clare, Gerard Straub writes,

Saint Francis of Assisi experienced the Eucharist as a 
 Sacrament of Love in which God became his spiritual food. 
He needed the refreshment of Love’s presence the way his 
lungs needed air. Nourished by Love, Francis was able to 
love in turn all of creation. As Christ’s Body and Blood 
 became one with Francis’ body and blood, Francis was able 
to become Christ to everyone he met. (page 267)

4.  Have you ever thought of the Eucharist this way? How would 
you explain the sacraments to someone who had never been to 
church? What’s the wellspring of your soul?



Chapter 6 also considers the vital impact of sacred space on the 
worshiper and the worship experience. In a wonderful little book, 
Heaven in Stone and Glass: Experiencing the Spirituality of the Gothic 
Cathedrals, Catholic theologian Father Robert Barron writes,

One of the serious problems that we face is that for the past 
thirty years this iconic element has been undervalued. Our 
church buildings have become largely empty spaces, void of 
imagery and color, places where the people gather but not 
places that, themselves, tell a story. . . . St. Augustine said 
that the mind delights in a truth that comes in an indirect 
and symbolically evocative way. !e cathedrals teach the 
truth of Christ in precisely this delightfully indirect manner. 
(pages 12–13)

5.  Chase learns that sacred space can help evoke a divine encoun-
ter. In some mysterious way, the architecture speaks and teaches 
us about God through windows, towers, symbols, vaults, naves, 
altars, lighting, and smells of incense. Have you ever been inside 
a cathedral or worshiped in one? Describe the experience. How 
was your experience of the Great Mystery, the transcendent 
God, enhanced by the architecture and sense of sacred space? 

6.  Building cathedrals today would be prohibitively expensive, 
some might even say morally questionable. Suppose your church 
meets in a warehouse, living room, or school auditorium — how 
might you exercise your “medieval imagination” and create a 
sacred space for worship? What modern media can you use to 



create a sacred environment that evokes awe, reverence, and a 
sense of God’s majesty? How might you create a space in your 
home that is sacred where you can meet and worship God alone?

7.  If you could design the ideal church and money were no object, 
what would it look like?

Consider what implications these quotations have for our attitude as 
Christians toward beauty and the arts:

A Poet, a Painter, a Musician, an Architect — the Man or 
Woman who is not one of these is not a Christian.
      — William Blake

1. What on earth is Blake trying to say? Is he right?



In a message delivered in 2005 at Trinity Church in Greenwich, 
Connecticut,  celebrated artist Makoto Fujimura remarked,

!e arts, especially the visual arts, and the church have had a 
strained relationship in recent times. Many view artists with 
suspicion today. In many congregations, very little attention 
is paid to visual materials. On the other hand, artists are 
often furious at the institution of the church, often resorting 
to denigrating the sacred, to create shock, often drawing at-
tention to their personal pains of experiencing alienation, or 
worse yet abuse, within houses of worship.

2.  Why do you think there’s been a strained relationship between 
artists and the church? Should the arts be more important to 
Christians and churches than they are today? Why, or why not? 
Is your church the kind of community where painters, dancers, 
filmmakers, poets, writers, sculptors, and actors would be 
welcome and celebrated for their unique contribution to the 
advancement of the kingdom, or would they feel misunderstood 
or alienated? How might the church better integrate the arts and 
artists into its life?



Consider this account from the life of Saint Francis — and the 
excerpt that follows it from the article “Imaginative Orthodoxy” by 
David Mills in Touchstone.

Francis composed a melody to go with the words of his 
poem, and sent some of the brothers to various places in 
order that in singing it they would convey its profound truth 
to their listeners. He instructed them in how to do this: like 
traveling Medieval minstrels who sang of brave knights and 
their true loves, they were to form a circle in marketplaces 
and town squares, wherever people gathered. One of their 
number was to preach a sermon, and immediately afterward 
all of them were to sing Francis’ Canticle of Brother Sun. 
!e one who had preached was then to turn to the people 
and say, “we are the wandering minstrels of God and the 
only reward we ask is that you lead a life of true penitence.”

In response to the brothers’ surprise at thus being called 
“itinerant minstrels,” Francis asked: “Who indeed are God’s 
servants, if not minstrels who seek to move men’s hearts in 
order to lead them into the joys of the spirit?” (Francis of 
Assisi’s Canticle of the Creatures: A Modern Spiritual Path by 
Paul Allen and Joan Allen)

!e artist’s job is to reveal the real nature of things through 
picture or story or song, to show the rest of us what is really 
there when we are content with the misleading surface of 
things. As Pope John Paul II has written, “Artists are con-
stantly in search of the hidden meaning of things, and their 
torment is to succeed in expressing the world of the inef-
fable.” “!rough their work,” in the words of the Vatican II 
document Gaudium et Spes, “the knowledge of God can be 
better revealed and the preaching the Gospel can become 
clearer to the human mind.” (David Mills, “Imaginative 
Orthodoxy” in Touchstone Magazine)



3.  Both Saint Francis and Pope John Paul II believed that few 
media witness to the truth and beauty of the gospel quite like 
poetry, song, dance, story, the visual arts, film, and theater. Has 
that been your experience?

4.  When have you richly encountered God in a gallery, book, 
performance, or film? Try to explain what happened to you and 
why.

5.  Imagine two artists. Both are Christians. One creates works 
of art that do not consciously or overtly attempt to present a 
 Christian view of the world. "e other artist creates works that 
are blatantly Christian and intends them to be used for evange-
listic purposes. Is one work less spiritual than the other?



In chapter 7 of this book, over dinner with Chase and Carla, Liam 
says,

“!e church is realizing that there’s an awareness of God 
sleeping in the basement of the postmodern imagination 
and they have to awaken it. !e arts can do this. All beauty 
is subversive; it flies under the radar of people’s critical filters 
and points them to God. As a friend of mine says, ‘When 
the front door of the intellect is shut, the back door of the 
imagination is open.’ Our neglect of the power of beauty 
and the arts helps explain why so many people have lost 
interest in church. Our coming back to the arts will help 
renew that interest.”

6.  Chase’s Uncle Kenny claims that in addition to scholar-pastors, 
the church will need more artist-pastors in the postmodern era. 
Do you think he’s right? Why, or why not? How would they be 
di!erent from each other?

7.  Imagine that you were hired to launch an arts program at your 
church and you were given a blank check to do it. What kinds of 
things would you do?



Francis’s commitment to the ministry of peacemaking and reconcili-
ation can’t be overemphasized. It was a hallmark of his movement. 
Members of his order were forbidden from carrying arms or from 
shedding blood under any circumstances. !ere are numerous exam-
ples of his stepping in to broker peace between warring families, 
between cities, even between people and animals. Of the many stories 
that we have, few are as famous (or as relevant to the world we live in 
today) as the account of Francis attempting to secure a peace agree-
ment between Christians and Muslims to end the Crusades.

Look back on page 129 and review the account of Francis’s meet-
ing with the sultan. On the surface this story makes Francis look like 
either a naïve idealist or a lunatic. Consider, however, a précis of what 
Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount: “Go; talk to your brother 
or sister; seek to be reconciled with them; go the extra mile; give to 
anyone who begs; love your enemies; pray for them; seek first God’s 
reign and advance the cause of biblical justice; don’t judge others, 
but take the log out of your own eye and forgive them.” Given the 
insanely barbarous behavior of both the Christians and the Muslims, 
Francis’s biblically grounded strategy for ending the conflict reveals 
that he may have been the most rational thinker there!

1.  Could a politician or diplomat use Jesus’ teachings in the 
Sermon on the Mount as a road map for achieving peace in the 
world today? How can Christians love those whom their nation 
has defined as an enemy?



2.  Is it ever appropriate for a Christian to support or fight in a war, 
and if so, under what circumstances?

3.  In Glenn Stassen’s excellent book Just Peacemaking: Transform-
ing Initiative for Justice and Peace, he writes,

“Everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act 
on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on 
sand.” (Matt. 7:26) It has become clear that e#orts to con-
fine the authority of Jesus’ teachings about God’s will to an 
inner, private, or individual realm, and to keep them from 
having any authority in societal or political relationships, 
are e#orts at evasion that contradict Jesus’ holistic faith that 
God is Lord of all life. (page 35)

  Francis’s relationship with Jesus was personal but not private. 
He brought the full weight of Jesus’ teaching to bear on every 
sphere of human life. Do you think Christians today tend to 
limit or compartmentalize the authority of Jesus’ teachings to 
their individual lives to the exclusion of applying them to mat-
ters of global import?



4.  What kinds of skills does a peacemaker need? Where might God 
be calling you to act as an agent of reconciliation in your family, 
workplace, neighborhood, city, country, and world? What will 
your first step be?

5.  What kinds of things can your church do to proactively advance 
the cause of peace — locally, nationally, and globally?

6.  "ough not remotely like the Crusades, in many ways Muslim-
Christian relations are at an all-time low. What can we learn 
from Francis’s encounter with the sultan when it comes to being 
agents of peace between Muslims and Christians?



7.  In chapter 8, how did Emmanuel Mukamana’s story a!ect you? 
What do you think of his remark, “Without forgiveness there is 
no peace.” Do you have someone you need to make peace with?

Saint Francis understood preaching and evangelism to be the focus 
of his order’s vocation. For the Middle Ages, his methodology was 
incredibly innovative. Preaching in piazzas and open fields (something 
 altogether new for the time), Francis was renowned for using his gifts 
as an artist, poet, minstrel, storyteller, and actor to preach the gospel. 
He spoke in the vernacular. He was cheerful, brief, and courteous. 
Unlike most preachers in the medieval era, Francis was conflicted and 
sometimes even hostile toward academics and theologians. He believed 
that book knowledge was like material possessions — too much occa-
sioned pride and got in the way of simple devotion to Jesus. (Adolf 
Holl liked to imagine Francis meeting Augustine, Barth, Aquinas, and 
Bultmann in heaven for the first time. Francis asks them, “What are 
you now without your books?” When they are unable to come up 
with an answer, Francis says, “Perhaps without your books you might 
have become Christians.”) 

When Francis preached, he avoided theological arguments and 
polemics like the plague. Rather, his preaching was more autobio-
graphical than intellectual, more performative than argumentative, 
more spontaneous than scripted, more genuine than contrived, more 
about transformation than about information. !e endgame was to 
help his listeners find peace, reconciliation, and shalom with God, 
themselves, others, and creation. As Francis said, “We have been 



called to heal wounds, to unite what has fallen apart, and to bring 
home those who have lost their way.”

1.  What’s the best sermon you’ve ever heard? What made it great? 
How do you think Francis’s innovative style of articulating the 
gospel would be received today? Would it reach contemporary 
people?

2.  For centuries, the centerpiece of Protestant worship has been the 
sermon. Many come to church on Sundays like students attend-
ing a class where the pastor is professor and his or her task is to 
provide an intellectually stimulating nugget to be taken home 
and applied that week. If this doesn’t happen, people are disap-
pointed. Do you think this is healthy or unbalanced? What more 
innovative ways of communicating the gospel during worship 
would you be open to?



Speaking about Francis’s preaching Bernard says,

When sin entered the world, it ruptured the friendship we’d 
once had with God, with other people, with ourselves, with 
our bodies, and with the environment. Our spiritual, social, 
psychological, physical, and ecological relationships were 
fractured. Francis preached a gospel that was holistic. He 
wanted his hearers to have all those torn dimensions of their 
lives repaired. Conversion was about being reconciled and 
restored in every aspect of life. For Francis, that could only 
happen through the blood of Jesus, living by the words of 
Scripture and conforming our lives to the gospel.

3.  Francis’s preaching was aimed at healing the whole person. 
Where are you on the journey to finding reconciliation and 
peace with God, yourself, others, and creation?

Francis’s insistence that the best form of evangelism was per-
sonal example was also revolutionary. “Your life is your theology and 
your sermon,” he taught. “Don’t preach the good news but be the 
good news. . . . Preach as you go! Preach the gospel at all times and 
when necessary use words.” His goodness, charity, love, and kind-
ness brought comfort to the poor and marginalized and served as an 
indictment against clergymen whose lives were far from being worthy 
examples of the gospel of Jesus.

In !e Younger Evangelicals, Robert Webber quotes David Di 
Sabatino, the editor of Worship Leader, as saying, “Silence every 
radio and television preacher, stop every evangelical book or tract 



from being published, take down every evangelical website from 
the net and simply ask Christians to show one tangible expression 
of Jesus’ love to another person every day. We would be far better 
o#.” (page 217)

4.  Do you think Di Sabatino is being overly harsh, or is he on the 
money?

5.  In light of the way Christianity is perceived in contemporary 
culture, what do you think is the best form of witness — words, 
deeds, something else?

6.  Where are followers of Christ succeeding in winning the hearts 
of people through their example? Where and how are we failing?



7.  Imagine you were forbidden to use words to share your faith with 
others. How would you express the gospel to those around you?

Francis didn’t set out to create a world-changing movement. He 
didn’t plan on starting an order that would inspire countless people 
to pursue a life of faith. Francis believed in the importance of verbal 
evangelism but also in the power of his community to serve as a wit-
ness to the kingdom. What made the Franciscan community so radi-
cal and such a signpost of the kingdom? In the book St. Francis and 
the Foolishness of God, the authors sum it up this way:

•  !e communities were essentially made up of laypersons, not 
clerics.

• Francis’s followers were women as well as men.
•  !e communities rejected the idea of monasteries and lived 

among the people.
•  !e style of life was collegial, with those in leadership at the 

service of the group.
•  !e friars worked for their upkeep, and when that failed, they 

begged.
• Francis’s followers rejected violence of every kind.
• !ey inserted themselves in the world.
• !eir ministry took them into the marketplace. (page 48)

Remember: this was eight hundred years ago!



8.  What do you think of the Franciscan innovations articulated on 
page 240?

9.  Given our cultural context, what kinds of “foolish” things might 
we do to witness as a community to the truth of the gospel?

In !e Great Giveaway, David Fitch writes,

For postmodern evangelism, this means that truth is best 
communicated as it is lived in the life of a body of Christ 
out of its (his)story and its stories, not one-on-one combat 
via evidentiary apologetic. Instead the church itself becomes 
the apologetic. As the truth of the gospel is worked out in 
the real lives of people living together in community, its 
veracity cannot be debated or individualized; its reality is 
something into which we may simply invite others to “come 
and see,” and the church thereby becomes the center for 
evangelism. Evangelicals often preach what the culture needs 
is absolute truth, but what the culture needs is a church that 
believes the truth so absolutely it actually lives it out. 
(page 57)



10.  Fitch suggests that the truth of the gospel is best seen and 
 experienced in the context of community. Are people discover-
ing God just by hanging around in your church?

11. What’s the di!erence between evangelism and witness?

Here’s one of my favorite stories about Francis from ! omas of 
Celano’s St. Francis of Assisi:

Once the mother of two of the brothers came to the saint 
confidently asking an alms. !e holy father had pity on her 
and said to his vicar, Brother Peter of Catania: “Can we give 
some alms to our mother?” Francis was accustomed to call 
the mother of any brother his mother and the mother of all 
the brothers. Brother Peter answered him: “!ere is noth-
ing left in the house that could be given her.” And he added: 
“We have one New Testament from which we read the 
lessons at Matins since we do not have a breviary.” Blessed 
Francis said to him: “Give the New Testament to our mother 



that she might sell it to take care of her needs, since we are 
admonished by it to help the poor. I believe indeed that 
the gift of it will be more pleasing to God than our reading 
from it.” !e book, therefore, was given to the woman, and 
thus the first testament that was in the order was given away 
through this holy kindness. (pages 211–212)

1.  "is is a powerful story. Is there a message or metaphor in this 
story for wealthy Christians and churches in the West? If so, 
what is it?

One reason Saint Francis is di"cult for Christians of any era to 
understand is that his manner of life is so disturbingly true to the 
gospel. We read the stories of his life and are forced to ask, “What’s 
my excuse?” His radical faith takes a wrecking ball to the beige, vanilla 
faiths so many of us have settled for in postmodernity.

!ere’s probably no dimension of Francis’s life that makes people 
more uncomfortable than his contempt for money, consumerism, and 
materialism and his love a#air with Lady Poverty. In the century when 
the middle-class and conspicuous consumption were born, Francis 
questioned the absurdity of relying on material possessions to provide 
happiness. Although he didn’t set out to indict the opulence of the 
church or his fellow Christians, his manner of life served as a much-
needed correction to their unthinking participation in the materialism 
of the Middle Ages. Many consumerism-weary aristocrats found his 
message inspiring, gave all they had to the poor, and followed him.

Some believe that twenty-first-century Christians have lost credi-
bility in the West because they have failed to make countercultural 



choices when it comes to their personal economics. We proclaim 
that faith in God is the route to authentic happiness, but our hyper-
 acquisitive lifestyles contradict that assertion. When it comes to 
money, we don’t believe the words of our Founder. Rather, we are 
“behavioral atheists.”

In !e Sun and Moon over Assisi: A Personal Encounter with Francis 
and Clare, Gerard Straub writes:

If I had to pick just one word to describe the essence and 
foundation of both Francis’ and Clare’s lives, it would be: 
poverty. Francis believed the Church’s languishing spiritual-
ity could be directly attributed to her vast wealth and rise 
to great political power, and that the Church needed to be 
reminded of — the example of absolute and voluntary pov-
erty, along with the resulting detachment of worldliness, as 
exemplified by Christ and the apostles. (page 391)

2.  Do you think that the spirituality of the church in North America 
is languishing? What e!ect do you think the wealth and rising 
political power of individual Christians, Christian organizations, 
and large churches have on their spirituality, vitality, and witness?

In one of Chase’s journal entries he quotes Evelyn Underhill from 
her classic work !e Essentials of Mysticism:

Mystics know that possessions dissipate the energy which 
they need for other and more real things; that they must 
give up ownership, the verb “to have,” if they are to attain 
the freedom which they seek, and the fullness of the verb 
“to be.” (Quoted in !e Sun and Moon over Assisi, pages 
148–149)



3.  How has living in a consumerist and materialist society a!ected 
your spiritual development? Talk about your life’s journey as it 
relates to money and possessions. How are you doing at giving 
up the verb “to have” so you can embrace the verb “to be”?

4.  Do you, like Francis, believe that having too much stu!, too 
much money, places the development of your soul at peril? If so, 
how?

Francis loved voluntary poverty because not having possessions or 
money created more space in his heart for God. On the other hand, 
Francis despised involuntary poverty and the su#ering it caused. He 
was a radical medieval activist who was both a defender of and an 
advocate for the poor. He chose to identify and accompany those who 
lived on the margins. Most of us aren’t called to take on the mantle 
of poverty, but through intentionally pursuing simplicity and radical 
generosity we can make an enormous di#erence.



In !e Lessons of St. Francis: How to Bring Simplicity and Spirituality 
into Your Daily Life, John Michael Talbot writes,

Francis and his followers didn’t view simplicity as a special-
ized discipline for monks or other unusual individuals seek-
ing advanced degrees in enlightenment. Instead, they saw it 
as the garden from which all other spiritual virtues grow, and 
as a prerequisite to our being both fully human and fully 
spiritual.

Like the branches of an unpruned tree, our attachments 
to possessions and wealth often choke our lives, enslave our 
souls, and hinder both human community and union with 
God. Francis prescribed simplicity as an antidote to our 
often unquenchable yearning for more and ever more.  
(page 20)

Talbot also quotes Francis himself:

If we had any possessions we should be forced to have arms 
to protect them, since possessions are a cause of disputes and 
strife, and in many ways we should be hindered from loving 
God and our neighbor. !erefore, in this life, we wish to 
have no temporal possessions.
     — Francis (page 20)

3. How much do you struggle with attachments?



4.  What does Francis mean when he says that possessions can cause 
disputes and strife and hinder us from loving our neighbors?

5.  How might you simplify your life to create more space for God 
and so that you might be more generous toward the poor? What 
practical steps could you take to simplify your life?

For his presentation to the church, Chase takes what he’s learned from 
Francis and breaks it into five categories: transcendence, community, 
beauty, dignity, and meaning. He suggests that the church in the post-
modern world should take these ideals to heart.

1.  Reread Chase’s final presentation and discuss the material that 
he places under each of these five headings (for example, peace-
making, creation care, consumerism, and so on). Do you agree 
with what he says about these issues?



2.  Chase says he’s no longer interested in being labeled theologi-
cally but now prefers to be thought of as a “come-and-see” 
Christian. What’s the di!erence?

3.  If you could stand in front of your church and speak from the 
heart about anything you wanted related to its mission, what 
would you say?

4.  If Francis were alive today, I think he might be a church planter. 
Given what you know of him, what personality traits would 
help him found new churches? Which would work against him? 
Describe what Francis’s church would look like today. Would it 
connect with postmodern people? 

5.  If you could design and start a church, what would it be like? 
What would its mission be? Whom would you try to reach? 
How would you do it? What would worship look like?


