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Introduction

We live in troubled times. We are experiencing 
polarization, anger, and even violence in the United 
States, and across the world. Many people feel that 

we are careening out of control. But God is still in control. It is 
important to reach deep into our Catholic Christian heritage 
in a way that speaks to all people to bring clarity and peace. St. 
Francis of Assisi is one of the great saints who somehow reaches 
across all divides, touches hearts and souls, and brings spiritual 
peace.

In a way, the Admonitions are St. Francis’s Beatitudes or 
Sermon on the Mount. They get to his very heart, and they 
promise blessings throughout. But they also require great 
sacrifice of the old self to realize! In Scripture, a blessing is a 
happiness that rises above the ups and downs of daily life. For the 
Franciscans, they require rising above the ups and downs of life 
in a new religious, or consecrated, community. Leaders might 
be good or bad. Members might be great saints, or sinners. In 
Francis’s time, the community was still very young, so it was far 
from stable. To persevere required a great faithfulness to the 
vision of Christ. This was faith that looked beyond the ups and 
downs of daily life to the fulfillment of that vision of Francis to 
renew a church in terrible need of reform and revival.

We live in similar times today. We see the greatest number 
of civilian casualties of war, and oppression of the many by the 
few. Poverty is on the rise, and the gap between rich and poor 
increases as the once hoped for rise of the middle class shrinks 
away. Polarization is rampant in the political and social realms 
as many once-Christian cultures degenerate into the confusion 
of a godless, secularist ideology unlike anything the world has 
ever seen.
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Francis of Assisi’s Sermon on the Mount6

In the Middle East, and in parts of Asia and Africa, we 
face the battle between radical Islamists and Christians where 
there once was mutual toleration. Many Christians are being 
martyred, and churches are being burned. In the Far East, 
Hindu nationalism is seeing a similar persecution of Christians, 
and Communism in some nations continues to persecute 
Christians in an alarming way.

The Catholic Church, and all churches and faith 
communities, especially in the West, are struggling to exist and 
evangelize amid secularism. Some fall back to an entrenched 
ultra-conservatism; others try a radical progressivism that too 
easily does away with essentials of the faith. Meanwhile, life 
in the average parish is exceedingly difficult, though millions 
continue to at least receive the basic sacramental graces. We 
have all heard of the sex scandals rocking the churches. They 
are the worst we have seen in centuries, but they are not the 
first, nor will they be the last.

Francis lived in similar times. He was told, “Francis, go repair 
my house, for as you can see, it is falling to ruin.” In a church rife 
with sexual immorality and financial scandals among the bishops 
and clergy, he began to rebuild. He reformed them through 
radically following Jesus in humility and purity. He became a 
radical disciple of Jesus. And because he was such a true disciple, 
he was able to make disciples of both laity and clergy alike.

Most experts agree that the Admonitions had their 
beginnings in short teachings St. Francis would provide for 
his spiritual brothers when they gathered for large community 
meetings. These teachings were then written down and 
compiled, for the first time, after Francis’s death. As you will 
soon see, they address very real, common problems, and this 
means they were intended to be put into practice by the friars. 
As in, first, listen—then, go do!

I love the stories of the earliest Franciscans, as many of 
you surely do. The Little Flowers of Saint Francis, for instance, is 
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7

among the most beautiful books in all Christian history. But 
the Admonitions are different. One prominent Franciscan 
historian has emphasized that, after studying the Admonitions 
of the saint, one begins to look at those early friars as just 
ordinary Christians in the process of conversion (conversion is 
a lifelong process!):

Since Francis hardly directs his words of admonition 
against theoretical trespasses but seeks to correct real 
and actual abuses in the communal life of his friars, 
the Admonitions, in their own way, show that the first 
Franciscan generation is not to be glorified unduly.1

We are to be the Francises of our time! We do well to study 
his life and teachings. May we all radically follow Jesus Christ 
in profound humility. Then from that humble but confident 
faith can we do our part in reforming our church today. St. 
Francis wrote these Admonitions to address struggles his friars, 
or spiritual brothers, were experiencing. They are applicable 
to anyone seeking to follow Jesus in a deeper way.

I have written two bigger books on St. Francis, Reflections 
on St. Francis and The Lessons of St. Francis. In this third one, 
I attempt to bring these relatively little-known writings of 
his to bear on our contemporary situation. Much of my 
commentary is based on my own experience as a monastic 
and a Franciscan.

I cherish my memories of first encounters with Franciscan 
sources. I used to walk the prayer paths at Alverna Franciscan 
Center in Indianapolis for hours with a Bible and an Omnibus 
of Sources in a tote bag. I’d sit by the creek on some rocks, or 
under the shade of huge trees, and read prayerfully. Later, I 
would do the same in the hermitage I built by the creek behind 

1 Kajetan Esser, Origins of the Franciscan Order (Chicago: Franciscan Herald 
Press, 1970), 269.

Introduction
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Francis of Assisi’s Sermon on the Mount8

a Marian shrine. In those idyllic settings, the Admonitions 
settled deep in my soul.

The Admonitions are at once some of the most beautiful, 
and troubling, of Francis’s writings. Some folks love them 
for their challenging nature. Some folks of more modern 
sensibilities are repulsed by that same challenging nature! 
Most who are repulsed by them would also be repulsed by an 
initial read of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, or much of the 
monastic tradition in general. Some of the themes in these 
Admonitions—they are aptly named!—can feel harsh to people 
who love St. Francis according to the popular understanding 
of him—for how he loved animals and people. But, as we’ll see, 
there is more to Francis than meets the eye.

My hope and purpose is to get beyond some of the cultural 
differences in faith and devotion, and get down to the universal 
lessons and applications in the Admonitions for today. They 
comprise twenty-eight teachings in total.

For me, they are a combination of the sayings of the Desert 
Fathers and The Imitation of Christ. They have the earthy 
pithiness of the Desert Fathers, yet they are distinctly Western in 
their theology and devotion. In just a few words entire spiritual 
issues are addressed. Though very loving, they cut to the heart 
of the matter. They are no-nonsense. They cut to the chase! 
Most of their content can be found in earlier monastic sources, 
but Francis puts it together in his own distinct way, unique to 
his own culture, time, and development in the church.

The Admonitions range in length from several paragraphs 
to just two lines. They cover everything from sacramental 
theology of the Eucharist, to communal issues of consecrated 
life, to very private aspects of devotion and faith. They challenge 
much of the religious status quo of his day, and of ours. They 
will challenge us!

There is a certain repetition of themes throughout. This 
can be boring, but stay with St. Francis, and with me. When we 
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understand the central premise of dying with Christ through 
his cross to rise a new person in him, any repetitions begin to 
make sense. They are clear road signs to the destination on our 
spiritual journey in Christ. In all that follows, I hope and pray 
that you are as challenged and encouraged by these writings of 
St. Francis as I have been.

s

Introduction
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Admonition 1

The Blessed Sacrament

l S T .  F R A N C I S  W R O T E :

“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the 

life; no one comes to the Father, but by me. If you had 

known me, you would have known my Father also; hence-

forth you know him and have seen him.’ Philip said to 

him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied.’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘Have I been with you so long, and yet 

you do not know me, Philip? He who has seen me has 

seen the Father; how can you say, “Show us the Father”?’” 

(John 14:6–9).

Sacred Scripture tells us that the Father dwells in 

“unapproachable light” (1 Tim. 6:16) and that “God is 

spirit” (John 4:24), and St. John adds, “No one has ever 

seen God” (1:18). “It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh 

is of no avail; the words that I have spoken to you are 

spirit and life” (John 6:63). But God the Son is equal to 

the Father, and so he too can be seen only in the same 

way as the Father and the Holy Spirit.

That is why all those were condemned who saw our 

Lord Jesus Christ in his humanity but did not see or 

believe in spirit in his divinity, that he was the true Son of 

God. In the same way now, all those are damned who see 

the sacrament of the body of Christ that is consecrated 
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Francis of Assisi’s Sermon on the Mount12

on the altar in the form of bread and wine by the words 

of our Lord in the hands of the priest, and do not see or 

believe in spirit and in God that this is really the most 

holy body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is the 

Most High himself who has told us, “Take, eat; this is my 

body. . . . For this is my blood of the covenant, which is 

poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 

26:26, 28). And, “He who eats my flesh and drinks my 

blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last 

day” (John 6:54).

So it is really the Spirit of God who dwells in his faithful 

who receive the most holy body and blood of our Lord. 

Anyone who does not have this Spirit and presumes to 

receive him “eat and drink judgment against themselves” 

(1 Cor. 11:29). And so we may ask in the words of Scripture, 

“How long will you be dull of heart?” (Ps. 4:3 Douay-

Rheims). Why do you refuse to recognize the truth and 

believe in the Son of God? Every day he humbles himself 

just as he did when he came from his heavenly throne 

into the Virgin’s womb; every day he comes to us and 

lets us see him in abjection, when he descends from the 

bosom of the Father into the hands of the priest at the 

altar. He shows himself to us in this sacred bread just as 

he once appeared to his apostles in real flesh. With their 

own eyes they saw only his flesh, but they believed that he 

was God, because they contemplated him with the eyes of 

the spirit. We, too, with our own eyes see only bread and 

wine, but we must see further and firmly believe that this 
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is his most holy body and blood, living and true. In this 

way, our Lord remains continually with his followers, as 

he promised, “Behold, I am with you all days, even unto 

the consummation of the world” (Matt. 28:20).

T his is the lengthiest and probably most difficult of 
the Admonitions for most Christians today. Of all the 
saints and religious founders and leaders in the history 

of our faith, St. Francis remains the most beloved. Still, we 
don’t often associate him with a teaching such as this. Yet, for 
Catholics, Orthodox, and other Eucharistic-based Christians, 
the subject of this Admonition remains at the heart of our 
common worship and communion with Jesus. It brings up a 
wide array of topics.

I must admit, this Admonition left me a bit cold at the 
beginning of my journey into the Catholic Church, and I 
would often skip over it. Not that I didn’t love the Eucharist. I 
did. But it seemed off-putting to non-Catholics who loved St. 
Francis. Now, in later years, it seems perfect at the beginning. 
My love for the Eucharist has grown over the decades, and I 
realize that, while Jesus devoted precious little time to it, the 
early church considered it the greatest sacramental way to 
profess the essential truths of Jesus Christ, and to bring his 
real incarnational presence into each day. It should also be 
remembered that Francis was teaching a Catholic culture and 
trying to bring it back to a personal encounter with Jesus in the 
power of the Holy Spirit. So it is a perfect place for him to start. 
We will start there as well.

The religious world of Italy in the time of St. Francis was 
confronted with challenges. There had been an explosion 
of new communities around 150 years or so before Francis 

The Blessed Sacrament
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lived, in the eleventh century. These were based on a return 
to monastic basics of contemplative prayer, solitude, and 
an enlivened sense of living the gospel. This predated and 
affected the time of Francis. By the time of Francis there 
were a great number of new communities and itinerant 
preachers trying to live the gospel as purely and radically 
as possible. Some of these communities were orthodox, and 
some were not.

One such community was the Cathars. They were a neo-
Manichaean group that lived in extreme poverty. Like 
proponents of Manichaeism before them, they were Gnostics 
based on an erroneous dualistic belief that flesh was evil and 
spirit was good. Another group was the Poor Men of Lyons, also 
known as the Waldensians. Some of them remained faithful to 
the church, and some did not. Those who broke away from the 
Catholic Church believed so strongly in the purity of the gospel 
that they broke from the ordained priesthood of the Catholic 
Church and claimed that only personal holiness gave one 
the authority to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Of course, this 
predated the Protestant Reformation, and led to a splintering 
of the church since everyone had their own opinion about 
what is really holy, or not.

In response to both of these groups, the Cathars and 
the Waldensians, St. Francis was clear and insistent in his 
obedience to the Catholic Church. He believed in the ancient 
and developing apostolic teaching of the early church. 
Though often abused on a subjective level by the personal lives 
of the clergy, it was still correctly maintained and encouraged 
correctly on the objective level by the clergy. Francis held fast 
to that gospel tradition as it had been passed on from the 
beginnings of the church to his current time.

The early church had to face Manichaean and Gnostic 
factions. The Eucharist was a strong affirmation of the 
incarnation and the hypostatic union of Jesus. The church 
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maintained a balance between the humanity and the divinity 
of Christ. Jesus was completely God and human in his body, 
soul, and spirit. Manichaeans believed that flesh and matter 
were evil and only spirit was good—which radically affected 
their full understanding of Jesus. They ended up denying 
the Incarnation, which literally means, “in meat, or flesh.” 
Consequently, they also denied Christ’s full humanity, which 
means that they only accepted his divinity. Docetists, similarly, 
believed that Jesus only “seemed” human. This fouled up their 
understanding of the hypostatic union, or the balanced union 
of the human and divine in Christ.

The church affirmed these things in the celebration of 
the Eucharist. If you believe in the Real Presence under the 
appearance of bread and wine, then this is based on the belief 
in the goodness of spirit and matter, the Incarnation, and the 
hypostatic union. Without these, the traditional belief in the 
Eucharist does not make any sense. Conversely, the belief in 
the Eucharist confirms and strengthens these things.

Related to this is the traditional belief that each human being 
is composed of a body and a soul, material and spiritual. St. 
Paul teaches that the human being is composed of “spirit and 
soul and body” (1 Thess. 5:23). This tripartite definition has 
also been used by monastic and Eastern Christian fathers. The 
body includes the senses and the chemical or material makeup 
of our emotions and thoughts. The spiritual mind is the soul. 
The spirit is the deepest part of our being and is expressed 
through pure spiritual intuition. Through sin we have 
reversed the order of priority and placed the body and senses 
first, and this wreaks havoc on the emotions and thoughts, 
with the spirit being forgotten entirely. Through Christ this 
order is set right, with the spirit being first, facilitated by the 
thoughts; thoughts direct the emotions, which are housed in 
the senses of the body. This understanding has radical effects 
on understanding why we die and are raised up in Jesus Christ.

The Blessed Sacrament
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This division is not meant to compartmentalize or fracture 
the human being; it is meant to define us and help us 
understand the various parts of who we are. The priority of 
the spirit is in no way interpreted as a belittlement of the 
thoughts, emotions, and senses. Nor does it mean that they 
are not a real part of who we are as creatures of God created 
in God’s image and likeness. Such an interpretation would be 
a mistake.

The Eucharist is an affirmation of the goodness of the 
senses, and of the material world. It is not only the spirit and 
the spiritual world that is good. God created the entire world 
and pronounced it “good.” It is only through our abuse of 
ourselves and of creation through sin that the world and the 
flesh become a hindrance and an obstacle to life with God. 
The Eucharist is a confirmation of this understanding, and an 
aid to overcoming any abuses or weaknesses on our part.

I come from the Jesus Movement and the Catholic 
Charismatic Renewal. Along with the Franciscan and monastic 
traditions, the Charismatic Renewal was most helpful in 
greeting me as I entered the church. In renewal, there have 
sometimes been discussions about whether you need liturgy 
and sacraments if you have the anointing of the Spirit of 
God. Francis would disagree with any suggestion of a conflict 
between these. Rather than saying that we need to do away 
with liturgy because some liturgies are bad, Francis would 
recommend renewing liturgy and the sacraments. In other 
words, the liturgy and sacraments, especially the Eucharist, 
already have the power of the Holy Spirit within. The Real 
Presence of Jesus as the body, blood, soul, and divinity of Christ 
is confected through the Word of God prayed by the ordained 
priestly minister of the church. But it is up to us to fully unlock 
that power through lively faith.

The sacraments symbolize and effect grace. They symbolize 
the faith already present in a believer. They also cause that 
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faith to grow stronger. We should not abominate them 
by approaching them without faith. Even minimal faith 
can be strengthened through well-intentioned and active 
participation. My deceased spiritual father, Fr. Martin Wolter, 
ofm, taught me that the renewal of the liturgy is like freeze-
dried coffee! The coffee is already in the granules. But it takes 
water to release them into at least a minimally drinkable cup 
of coffee. The same is true with liturgy and sacraments. If we 
approach them with faith, and the power of the Spirit in our 
lives, they symbolize that faith and Spirit, and cause them to 
grow even stronger. We release the power of the sacraments 
in our life, and that power is life-changing for those who 
experience it.

With the eyes of the Spirit, and with the gift of faith, St. 
Francis could see Jesus present under the appearance of bread 
and wine in the Eucharist. The same could be said about the 
way he saw Jesus in others. Francis was able to see Jesus in the 
leper. He was told to embrace the one he was most afraid of, 
and turned off by, and he found the real presence of Jesus in 
that person. St. Mother Teresa said the same about the poorest 
of the poor, and the dying. But it is true of all people.

Who are the lepers in our lives? Who are we most afraid of, 
or turned off by? It is only by embracing them that we find Jesus 
in everyone. Who are the poor, the sick, and the dying? The 
poor are not an ideal where we find romantic notions about 
our own “ministry.” The poor are real people, like you and 
me, who are often born into poverty, or who find themselves 
there through a series of bad consequences. They say that the 
average American is only about ninety days from the street if 
things go badly for them. First goes the job, then the house, 
then the spouse, the family, the car. There are many ex-doctors 
and ex-lawyers living on the street.

Anyone who has done work with the poor will be the 
first to tell you that poverty stinks, figuratively as well as 

The Blessed Sacrament
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physically. The same is true for the seriously ill and dying. 
It is not pretty, or immediately fulfilling, to work with these 
people. It is tough, and it requires the anointing of the 
Spirit and real faith to persevere in that ministry. But those 
who do persevere find the real presence of Jesus there. And 
it is not just the literally poor, sick, and dying that challenge 
us. Sometimes we can find them among the middle class, 
and especially among the wealthy. Mother Teresa said that 
we, the wealthiest nation on earth, are probably, in reality, 
the poorest nation on earth. This is because of our spiritual 
poverty, sickness, and death.

In concerts, I often perform a song called “St. Teresa’s 
Prayer.” In it are the words “Christ has no body, now, but yours. 
No hands, no feet on earth, but yours.” I have the audience 
hold hands and meditate on first receiving Jesus from all 
those around them, the good as well as the bad. I believe that 
only when we can receive him from everyone we meet can we 
begin to really give him without it lapsing into religious self-
righteousness in the name of evangelization.

All are created in the image of God. All have sinned and 
fallen short of the glory of God. St. Bonaventure says that our 
soul is like a mirror created to reflect the beautiful image of 
God. Though this mirror has been covered up by sin, it is 
always there just waiting to be uncovered by the love of God. 
Once that happens, then the mirror can reflect the image of 
God once more. So, no one is without that image deep in their 
being. When we look with the eyes of faith, and the eyes of 
the Spirit, we can see that image there, regardless of whether 
they can. When we can see it, then we treat them as we would 
treat Jesus. This, in turn, calls the image of Jesus in them to the 
surface, and they begin to experience him in their own life as 
a personal love relationship.

Can we find Jesus in others? We must find him in everyone, 
those we like and those we do not, before we can really give 
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him to others. Only then will we be able to say with St. Francis 
what he says in this first, tough Admonition:

We, too, with our own eyes see only bread and wine, but 

we must see further and firmly believe that this is his 

most holy body and blood, living and true. In this way, 

our Lord remains continually with [us].

The Blessed Sacrament
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