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 When blessed Francis lay gravely ill in the palace of the bishop of Assisi, the people of Assisi, 
fearing that the saint would die during the night without them knowing about it, and that the brothers 

would secretly take his body away and place it in another city, placed a vigilant guard each night 
around the palace’s walls. 

 Blessed Francis, to comfort his soul and ward off discouragement in his severe and serious 

infirmities, often asked his companions during the day to sing The Praises of God which he had 
composed before his illness.  He likewise had the Praises sung during the night for the edification of 

the guards, who kept watch at night outside the palace because of him. 
 When Brother Elias reflected that Francis was so comforting himself and rejoicing in the Lord 

in such illness, he one day said to Francis: “Dearest brother, I am greatly consoled and edified by all 

the joy which you show for yourself and others in such affliction and infirmity. Although the people of 
this city venerate you as a saint in life and in death, nevertheless, because they firmly believe that you 

are near death due to your serious and incurable sickness, upon hearing praises of this sort being sung, 
they think and say to themselves: “How can he show such joy when he is so near death? He should be 

thinking about death.” 

 Francis said to Elias: “Remember when you saw the vision at Filigno and told me that it told 
you I would live for only two years? Before you saw that vision I often considered my own death. But 

since you had that vision I have been even more zealous reflecting on the day of my death.  Allow me 
to rejoice in the Lord, Brother Elias, and to sing his praises in my infirmities, because by the grace of 

the Holy Spirit, I am so closely united and joined with my Lord, that, through his mercy, I can well 
rejoice in the Most High Himself.”  [The Assisi Compilation1311, P 99] 

 I love this story because it’s one more reason to love St. Francis. Did you catch how that 

passage captures the man’s faith and confidence as he was dying? And such joy that Francis expressed 
as he awaited a visit from Sister Death? “I am so closely united with my Lord that I rejoice in the Most 

High Himself.” How does a human being get to that point in life where death is something to be 
embraced, not feared? Granted, Francis is revered as having been extremely close to God, but I’ve 

heard similar statements from other people as they prepared for death. Where does that come from? 



 We all have stories of death and the last 

words spoken before going away. Our Dad, 

Julius, died in 2011 and our Mom, Norma, in 
2015. Dad could no long hear or walk and 

could barely talk as he 
neared death. My four 

siblings and I and their 

spouses gathered with 
Mom around his bed. 

We prayed, said 
farewells, I anointed 

him and the last thing I 

remember hearing Dad 
say was: “I just want to 

see God and talk to 
[Saint] Clare.” He spent two more months in 

hospice care before he got that final wish. Four 

years later I said goodbye to Mom for the final 
time and this was very different than Dad’s for 

many reasons. I was alone with her, on my way 
to a temporary assignment at a parish in 

southern Illinois. She was wheelchair-bound by 

the end of her life and near the nurses’ station 
at her nursing home. I knelt down in front of 

her to pray a little bit and told her “thank you 
for my life, Mom.”  She then gave me a 

farewell gesture that I’d always loved to get – 

she cupped my face in her hands, kissed me 
and said: “I love you, Robert.”  That was our 

final exchange. 
 I share those sacred moments with you 

to impart two things that our parents gave the 

five of us and our ever-expanding family: faith 
in God and the courage to express it in action. 

Dad’s desire to talk with God and Mom’s final 
kiss of love are expressions of their own faith 

and their lasting relationships with God. We 

had always been very expressive in being 
Catholic but these words and gestures summed 

up our years of lived out faith. So succinct, 
clear and beautiful. 

 That’s how I perceive the stories of the 

death of Francis too. The earliest biographies 
of that moment range from almost funny to 

angelic. For instance, he requested to be taken 
to St. Mary of the Angels, or the Porziuncola 

chapel, below Assisi; it was the womb of the 
fraternity and he wished to embrace Sister 

Death in that humble place. There are common 

elements in the stories, as in praying Psalm 

142: With a loud voice I cry to the Lord, I 

beseech the Lord. He asked the friars around 
him to read the story of Jesus washing the feet 

of his disciples at the Last Supper. Celano 
records that he asked to be nude, then covered 

in sackcloth and sprinkled with ashes.  One of 

his parting directions to a friar was: “See, my 
son, I am being called by God. I forgive all my 

brothers, present and absent, all their faults and 
offenses, and I absolve them insofar as I am 

able. When you give them this message, bless 

them all for me.”  
 A few days before his death Francis 

asked that his great supporter, Lady Jacoba of 
Rome, come to see him and ……. bring some 

of her famous almond treats. A man after my 

own heart – he’s dying and asks for cookies! 
That’s not the main reason I accepted God’s 

call to be a friar, but it’s part of who we are and 
I love it. 

 Faith. Again we go to Thomas of 

Celano’s Life of Saint Francis, chapter 22: “So 
great was the faith of men and women and so 

great the devotion of their hearts towards the 
holy one of God, that a person was considered 

fortunate who was able to touch at least his 

clothing. When Francis entered a city, clergy 
rejoiced, bells rang, men exulted, women 

rejoiced and children clapped. Often taking 
branches from trees and singing psalms, they 

went out to meet him.”  Notice how the people 

expressed their faith in God because of Francis 
when he was alive. Do we not do the same 

thing in our prayers of intercession through 
various saints and Mary? All those intercessory 

prayers are addressed directly to God through 

another holy person. If you are attentive to 
most all the prayers during Mass, you’ll hear 

that they are also intercessory: “through Christ, 
our Lord,” or “…through Him, with Him, in 

Him…” Our faith is directed to God. Always. 

 Let’s get back to that passage from The 
Assisi Compilation where Elias was 

confounded Francis’ joy at the end of his life.  
His joy was born of tremendous faith that 

human death is not an end but a transition to a 
whole new existence. Francis believed, as we 

express in the Creed, that he looked forward to 



the life yet to come. He “rejoiced in the Most High Himself” because of his confidence, his trust in 

God’s promise of salvation in Christ. Have you ever heard someone happy because she or he is going 

to die? It is striking, to say the least, isn’t it? Yet our entire faith system is rooted in the experience of a 
few people with the resurrected Jesus. Just a few! And now there are billions of Christians all over 

Earth. Everything we are as believers hinges on that fact of God raising Christ from the dead. We 
humans can truly rejoice at pending death because our faith takes us beyond suffering and pain. We 

are a people anchored in faith and trust that the promise of God has been fulfilled in Christ Jesus. 

 The Franciscan family throughout the world celebrates the death of Francis annually with a 
service called “Transitus” or “passing over”. There is no official format for the service so every 

community is free to express this event in its own way. We invite everyone to enter into our history 
with our Transitus at 2:00 p.m. on Sunday, October 2 here at St. Peter’s. It’s a reflective time of 

prayer, telling the story of the death of Francis and giving God thanks for the gift that Francis has been 

and will be for us. There is power in remembering how strong his faith was!  
We experience the power of remembering all that God has done for us through Christ in every 

Eucharist.  We remember the past and are renewed in faith so we can face the inevitability of death 
with confidence and yes, even with joy. Here’s a Feast of Francis gift for you: read The Book of Joy – 

Lasting Happiness in a Changing World.  It’s a joint venture by Archbishop Desmond Tutu and 

Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, published in 2016. They both experienced exile and hatred yet 
share how they were able to still live joyful lives.  

13th century literature lovers craved epic poetry. Henri d’Avranches took Celano’s biography 
and turned it into a massive, versified poem that’s dated 1230-50. It ends with the following verse: 

 

Here of his own he had nothing, yet now he possesses all. 

He that was scorned by worldlings and in his turn spurned 

The mundane, now traverses as victor celestial space, 

Where he feeds on honey and manna and is crowned with jewels 

And gold. He thrives on delights and on praise;  

And happy is he and blest with repose. May we to his company  

Be led by Christ, to whom with the Father and Holy Spirit 

Be majesty and glory, both now and forever. 

  

I accompany d’Avranches words with the panel by Giotto in the lower Basilica of St. Francis; 

it’s directly above the tomb of Francis. This is “Francis in Glory” and if you view it in color, you see 
the Poor Man of Assisi in a garment of pure gold, seated on a throne and surrounded by heavenly 

creatures. It’s a magnificent visual of the joy that awaits each one of us! “Here he had nothing, yet 
now he possesses all” calls us to believe that we will also know the joyful and glorious vision of God’s 

presence forever. Even has he died, Francis taught Brother Elias and us that there is joy in embracing 

death because of our belief in the Resurrection, our belief in a forgiving and saving God.  Joy doesn’t 
necessarily mean jumping up and down; rather, it is a confident stance in life that we are not alone and 

that there is even more glorious life beyond death. 
We celebrate the Solemnity of St. Francis on October 4. You must know that each person 

enrolled in the Friars’ Legion is raised up to God in every Eucharist celebrated here at St. Peter’s and 

in our daily community prayer. We are beyond-words grateful to you for your prayerful and financial 
support of our service to God and God’s People. We’re in a fascinating post-pandemic period as we 

morph into a new phase of bringing the joy of the Gospel to people in new ways. Continue to do what 
you do for God and the Franciscans. Check our bulletin for activities during Franciscan Festival 

2022. Blessing of pets, the Transitus, Solemn Eucharist, a five day art exhibit by Joseph Malham and a 

concert on October 7. May God fill you with peace and everything good.        Fr. Bob Hutmacher, ofm 


