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Francis of Assisi was not a great reformer like Luther or Calvin. He did not make any 

great changes toward the doctrine of the church. Francis of Assisi was an important figure in 

church history because of his preaching the gospel to those who had not heard the truths of 

scripture, and because of his love for the poor. 

Francis of Assisi was born in 1182 to wealthy parents. His father was Pietro de 

Bernardone and his mother was Pica. Francis’ real name was Giovanni, but since his mother 

loved France so much she named him Francisco. Francis received a good education but was 

mischievous and received little from it. 

At the time of Francis of Assisi, Italy was not a strong nation. There was much fighting 

between cities. When Assisi and Perugia declared war against each other, Francis naturally 

joined Assisi in battle. He was caught and held hostage for a year but was released when a 

ransom was paid for him. 

After Francis was released he wanted to go and fight again. He decided, however, not to 

fight and instead went to Rome. He spent some time wandering through the city observing the 

holy shrines. While walking through the streets of Rome, Francis met a leper. He had sympathy 

for the man and traded his own clothes for the lepers so that he could experience the poverty of 

the leper. 

Many things pressed Francis toward his conversion and people still argue which event it 

was. One step that led toward Francis’ conversion happened when he was still young. He was 

working in his fathers shop when a beggar came to him asking for food and money. Francis’s 

father came to him and told him to get away. Francis replied, “What wouldn’t I have done if he 

had asked me in the name of some great nobleman? How much better should I have received him 

in the name of God?” Francis then raced after the man and shoved money into the beggar’s hand. 

He vowed that from that day on he would always help the poor. 

While praying in the church of St. Damian, Francis believed that he heard Christ 

speaking to him. He was told to rebuild the house of God. He thought that this meant that he had 

to repair the rundown physical church of St. Damian. Later he realized that he was called to 

repair the spiritual matters of the corrupted medieval church. 

For his project Francis needed money, which he didn’t have. He sold some of his 

possessions and secretly sold some of his father’s possessions as well. When his father found 

out, he took Francis to the bishop. The bishop accused Francis of theft and ordered him to give 

the money back to his father and ask for forgiveness. In answer to this Francis stripped himself 

of his clothing, tossed his belongings into a pile, and told the bishop to give them to his father. 

When he was walking out, he told the bishop, “Up to this time have I called Pietro Bernardone 

my father, but now I desire to serve God and say nothing else than ‘Our Father which art in 

heaven’.” 

After the incident with his father, Francis spent some time with the lepers and lived as a 

hermit. In 1208 he was listening to a sermon on Matthew 10:7-9 which called people to go out 

into the world and preach that the kingdom of heaven is at hand. Francis believed this was a call 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Matthew+10:7-9


for him to go out and preach and to live a life of poverty. Francis went and lived at St. Mary of 

Angels chapel and began to practice asceticism. He nicknamed himself Poverello or “Little Poor 

Man.” For three years he lived as a hermit preaching to the poor. He lived in total poverty, 

begging for his food and caring for the lepers. 

Francis began a monastic order. The first to join him was a wealthy town councilor. After 

others joined, they named themselves the Little Friars. Upon a request to become a monastic 

order, Pope Innocent III told them to go preach to the pigs. They did this and came back to the 

pope with the same request. This time their request was granted. Francis insisted on absolute 

poverty in the Franciscan order. They were only allowed to do work with their hands. They could 

not accept pay, or worry about the following day. All that they did not need for that day they 

were to give to the poor. 

When Francis was not preaching or helping the poor, one could often find him in the 

woods, talking to the birds and squirrels. Francis had a deep love for God and his creation. He 

expressed his love for God’s creation in his poem, “Canticle of the Sun.” When he was 44, he 

died in his favorite church after a life of poverty and preaching. His feast day is October 4. 

Although God used Francis in many ways at it would appear that his way of life was very 

godly, we should not follow his example of fleeing all the earthly things God gives to us. We 

ought to use the earthly goods that God gives to us to seek the kingdom of God. 
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