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What might you do differently on Sunday with this story 
in mind?
 
 
 

The Christus Rex in the Chapel of Our Savior at Honey Creek.
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Advent IV

Peace
Peace is a complex term in the Franciscan sense. Francis 

understood peace more in the Hebrew sense of Shalom. 
But shalom implies more than lack of conflict. Shalom 
means completeness, soundness, welfare, and peace. It 
can also be translated as “success,” and is used in that way 
as part of a blessing in 1 Chronicles 12:18. In its most 
straightforward sense, shalom refers to an external peace 
between two entities—such as individuals or nations—and 
to an internal sense of peace within the individual.
 
God’s peace does not come to us easily. It is the kind of 
peace that lasts and was shown to us in the life of Jesus—
His ministry, death, and resurrection. The entire aim of 
the ministry of Jesus was to establish a community so 
convinced they were beloved of God, they couldn’t help but 
proclaim to others that they were beloved as well. 
 
As former Third Order Franciscan, Archbishop Desmond 
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Tutu, said, “Do your little bit of good where you are; it’s 
those little bits of good put together that overwhelm the 
world.”
 
And in doing your “little bits of good” on a regular basis, 
you will not only grow more peaceful within, but the 
world, itself, will also become a little bit more peaceful.

Sunday – A Franciscan Story
 

To the medieval way of thinking, Muslims were 
“unbelieving profaners of the Holy Places.” Even 

the popes at the time called them “enemies of the Cross 
of Christ,” “dogs,” “the most wicked lot of warriors,” “a 
wicked people,” and worse. And it was these popes along 
with bishops that inflamed the zeal of Christians to take 
part in Crusades to defeat this enemy.
 
This way of thinking was unfathomable to Saint Francis 
who saw in the Muslims he met not merely an opportunity 
for evangelism. He knew them as brothers, redeemed by 
the Blood of Jesus, and called to share in God’s Kingdom. 
More importantly, he considered warfare diametrically 
opposed to the teachings of Jesus, who had treated humans 
with love and saved them by giving himself on the Cross.
 
So, Francis set out for the Crusades and the siege of 
Damietta, an Egyptian port city on the Mediterranean Sea 
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into which the Nile flows. There, Sultan Melek el-Kamil 
was encamped across the Nile. Francis arranged to meet 
with him. As a chronicler at the time wrote:
 
“The Sultan not only dismissed Francis in peace, with 
wonder and admiration for the man’s unusual qualities, 
but also received him fully into his favor, gave him a 
self-conduct by which he might go and come, with full 
permission to preach to his subjects, and an entreaty that 
he would frequently return to visit him.”

Francis learned that a peaceful, humble, and courageous 
affirmation of the Christian faith—without causing offense 
to the conscience of the Muslims—could be respectfully 
heard in Muslim circles. And, while he was able neither to 
convert them nor to give his life as a martyr in so trying, he 
yet returned to Italy having won their respect.
 
Questions for reflection
Have you ever used a peaceful demeanor to ward off a 
potentially bellicose situation? How did the person or 
persons react when you refused to get angry?
 
How about a time, in hindsight, that using kind words and 
refusing to get ruffled would have produced a better result?
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Monday – A Prayer

Eternal God, as our Savior Jesus spoke a word of peace to 
calm a storm, so give us that peace that the world can 

not give that while we are proclaiming peace with our lips, 
we might have it even more fully in our hearts. Assist us as 
we work toward peace among people and nations, that all 
might come within your most gracious reign. This we ask 
in the name of the King of Glory, the King of Peace, who 
lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God for 
ever and ever. Amen.

Tuesday – Victoria’s Reflection

Ever since I was a little girl I’ve aspired to a sense of 
inner peace and calm. Perhaps it was because my father 

could get violent when he was drunk. It didn’t happen all 
the time, but when it did, it was memorable and none of us 
were spared his fury.
 
But to temper that, among the things my mother would 
do is read us The Cherry Tree Carol during Advent. I loved 
the story and how calm Mary stayed in the face of Joseph’s 
jealousy and anger:

Joseph and Mary walked
Through an orchard green,
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Where was cherries and berries
As thick as might be seen.

O then bespoke Mary,
So meek and so mild,
“Pluck me one cherry, Joseph,
For I am with child.”

O then bespoke Joseph,
With words most unkind,
“Let him pluck thee a cherry
Who is father to thy child.”

Mary looked at Joseph
And Mary hung her head,
“All I wanted, Joseph,
Is one cherry red.”

We also had a stone statue of Mary in a little wooden 
triptych which I loved. There was something about 
unhooking the doors and opening them to reveal inside 
the little statue of Mary standing in her niche. The scent of 
the stone and old wood remains with me to this day. And, 
of course, I saw many paintings of Mary as I was growing 
up. It was the sense of calm and acceptance that Mary 
projected that I wanted to embody.
 
In the Principles of the Third Order, Day Twenty-Eight – 
The Third Note: Joy says at one point, “We carry within us 
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an inner peace and happiness which others may perceive, 
even if they do not know its source.” This is one of the 
many reasons the Third Order of Saint Francis appeals to 
me.
 
Yet, inner peace is not easily acquired. It is a long journey, 
a continual process of letting go—of letting go of anger, of 
hatred, of anxiety, of unforgiveness, of jealousy, of guilt, of 
shame…the list goes on, depending on what one needs to 
shed.
 
The fact is true peace begins within each of us. And each 
one of us has made the commitment in our Baptismal 
vows to: “strive for justice and peace among all people, and 
respect the dignity of every human being.”
 
But, as Paul said in Philippians 4:6-7, “Do not worry about 
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And 
the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
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Wednesday – Quotation
 

Lord make us instruments of your peace.
Help us to recognize the evil latent in a communication 
that does not build communion.
Help us to remove the venom from our judgments.
Help us to speak about others as our brothers and sisters.
You are faithful and trustworthy;
May our words be seeds of goodness for the world:
Where there is shouting, let us practice listening;
Where there is confusion, let us inspire harmony;
Where there is ambiguity, let us bring clarity;
Where there is exclusion, let us offer solidarity;
Where there is sensationalism, let us use sobriety;
Where there is superficiality, let us raise real questions;
Where there is prejudice, let us awaken trust;
Where there is hostility, let us bring respect;
Where there is falsehood, let us bring truth. Amen.

-Pope Francis
 
Questions for reflection
Read back through Pope Francis’ re-working of the Prayer 
of Saint Francis, and starting with the second line, think 
of a time when you believed something you read on social 
media and believed it without checking the facts.
 
What about a time when you judged someone harshly 
without trying to put yourself in their shoes?
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Have you shouted when you should have listened? 
Excluded someone instead of including them?
 
Do you lean more toward being an instrument of God’s 
peace or sowing dissension?

Thursday – Service
Saint Francis taught his fellow friars to use the greeting, 
“The Lord give you peace!”
 
“When you proclaim peace by your words,” he said, “you 
must carry an even greater peace in your hearts. Let no one 
be provoked to anger by you, or be scandalized, but let 
your gentleness encourage all men to peace, good will, and 
mutual love. For our calling is to heal the wounded, to tend 
the maimed, and to bring home those who have lost their 
way. For many who today seem to us children of the Devil 
will yet become disciples of Christ.”
 
Francis was mirroring what Jesus says in Matthew 5:21-26, 
“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, 
‘You shall not murder,’ and ‘whoever murders shall be liable 
to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with a 
brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment, and if you 
insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council, 
and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of 
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fire. So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you 
remember that your brother or sister has something against 
you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and 
offer your gift. Come to terms quickly with your accuser 
while you are on the way to court with him, or your 
accuser may hand you over to the judge and the judge to 
the guard, and you will be thrown into prison. Truly I tell 
you, you will never get out until you have paid the last 
penny.”
 
Questions for reflection
Is there someone with whom you need to make peace? 
Imagine the faces of those with whom you might need 
reconciliation. Pray for Jesus to help you come to terms 
with making peace with this person or persons. Then, try 
and come up with a realistic plan for doing so. Reconciling 
with your enemies will bring you much peace.

Friday – Frank’s Reflection

Victoria; our daughter, Griffin; and I were in Israel in 
2000 to hike from the Mediterranean to the Sea of 

Galilee in a trip put together by the Community of the 
Holy Spirit, an order of Episcopal nuns. We were standing 
outside on a pleasant spring evening in Galilee as the 
blue dark sky dimmed toward night when warning sirens 
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sounded an alarm. Everyone at the Kibbutz, where we were 
spending the night, continued as they were without pause. 
I asked someone what we were to do. “It’s too late,” he told 
me. “We can’t make it to a shelter before the bombs land.”
 
Recent attacks had all focused on nearby Kiriath 
Shimonah, of late, and it remained the presumed target 
when the sirens blared and loudspeakers directed us to a 
shelter. The rockets passed over us, and we could hear the 
distant rumble as the attack hit home right where everyone 
assumed it would land. And though the Kibbutzim had not 
been sure of this, they knew they were likely to be spared, 
and so they went about their lives. If this proved wrong, 
they would deal with a rocket attack and its aftermath.
 
Victoria and I returned to Israel on a study trip in 
Eastertide of 2018. We heard stories from an immigrant 
from the Bronx who became the spokesperson for Israel 
during the Second Intifada, when bomb attacks in the 
street or at weddings and other public events were common 
occurrences. We met Palestinian refugees in Bethlehem and 
learned of the desperation of a people wanting their historic 
homeland back as promised by the United Nations. We 
met so many people who shared their pains and sorrows, 
longing for others to understand their plight.  
 
Generation after generation of pain and suffering is layered 
on the people who live where Jesus called on people to love 
their neighbors as themselves. The agape love that Jesus 
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proclaimed means not seeking an eye for an eye, which 
seems too high a cost to pay after decades of killings. We 
came to see how distant the hope of peace is for the Holy 
Land.
 
The cost of unforgiveness is that peace eludes us in our 
lives and in our world, and so, we stack up more trauma 
on trauma. How many generations of Ukrainians will hold 
the unbearable sorrow of the war of this year? How many 
generations of children growing up in the crime-plagued 
neighborhoods of our country will find the camaraderie of 
a gang the only compelling alternative for community?
 
Jesus can bring true peace to the world, but only if we 
are ready to set aside the deep pain of generations of 
harm to offer forgiveness when crying out for vengeance 
is the natural human response. There have been hopeful 
exceptions, like the Truth and Reconciliation process in 
South Africa as Apartheid ended, but these are all too rare. 
But, as in that example, the answer cannot be imposed 
from the outside. Peace must come from within those in 
the conflict.
 
Questions for reflection
Do you have something you can’t forgive?
 
What would it look like to let the hurt go?
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Saturday – Worship

There are moments in life that suck all of the oxygen 
out of the air and take hope captive. If we are to speak 

of peace—that shalom that comes from God alone—we 
must speak of peace in the storm. For the students, staff, 
and their families of Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Parkland, Florida, Ash Wednesday 2018 was a 
day of intense pain. Crosses inscribed in ashes made from 
the palms raised in Hosannas the previous year were still 
visible on the heads of some parents as they gathered in 
fear and confusion outside the school in the immediate 
aftermath of a shooting that left 17 people dead. 

“For my family and many of the families affected, Lent 
this year was a visceral experience,” Philip Schentrup, 
whose daughter Carmen was among those killed, said 
months later to a gathering at the General Convention 
of the Episcopal Church in Austin, Texas. He went on to 
describe that Lent as, “One of loss and lamentation. One of 
profound sorrow and helplessness.”

Carmen had headed her youth group at St. Mary 
Magdalene Episcopal Church in Coral Springs, Florida, 
where she also sang in the choir. Her senseless death 
understandably brought the family to the edge of despair. 

For Francis, God becoming human in Jesus was the decisive 
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act that made peace possible in the storms of life as we 
worship a God who has experienced storms in a boat on 
the Sea of Galilee as well as the metaphorical storms of life, 
including suffering and death. When we say that God will 
never leave or forsake us, we speak of that same God who 
in the person of Jesus knew real pain and is with us in the 
midst of sorrows that seem unbearable. 

Philip Schentrup told the gathering in Austin how he had 
had a moment of inspired reflection after weeks of sorrow, 
“I understood at that moment that I had it all wrong. 
Carmen’s murder and acts of much greater violence are not 
part of God’s plan. God did not intend to inflict deep and 
lasting damage on my family.”

He went on to say, “God is saddened by Carmen’s murder 
and all the violence people are allowed to inflict on one 
another. God weeps for all his children.” He went on to 
say, “God gave us free will–the ability to do good, to be 
complacent, to inflict harm. God gave us the prophets, his 
Son, and the Holy Spirit to show us the way. God wants us 
all to live into his path of love and kindness. God is waiting 
for us all to step up.” For Philip and his family, stepping 
up is advocating for policies that can lessen the chance of 
massacres like the one that took their daughter. 

There are so many storms of life during which we can’t hold 
on to hope, and peace seems a distant memory. Victoria 
and I have both experienced this in times of tragedy in our 
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lives, including when each of us lost a brother far too early. 
The path to peace is to stay in community, or to find your 
way back to community when you can. Gathering strength 
from others in worship is powerful, but so too is the still, 
small voice of God in prayer even when you don’t have the 
strength to go to church. The sense of being held even in 
the abyss is real. While peace can seem far off in worship, it 
is in staying connected in prayer, even in prayers of lament 
said in hurt and anger, that we stay connected to the one 
who made us and loves us. In Jesus we can find that peace 
beyond understanding.

Questions for reflection
Have you been so hurt that you could not go to church? 
What brought you back?

When have you found peace in loss, even if well after the 
initial grief?
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Christmas I

Love
Humility, simplicity, compassion, peace, love, creation, 

and joy are so interwoven in the life of Francis and 
the Franciscan way that they are difficult to untangle. And 
Franciscan spirituality, in general, is hard to encapsulate.
 
Franciscan John Quigley, summarizes Franciscan 
spirituality this way:
 
“It is not easy to put into a capsule the spirit and gifts of 
Franciscan thinking. Its hallmarks are simplicity, reverence, 
fraternity, ecumenism, ecology, interdependence, and 
dialogue. Its motto and salutation is ‘Peace and All Good!’”
 
“Francis believed that God was nonviolent,” he writes, “the 
God of Peace. This belief may be a simple presupposition 
for us today, but at the time when the Christian church was 
waging a Holy Crusade against its enemies, the Saracens, 
Francis’ interpretation of the Gospel life and its demands 
was revolutionary. Francis saw it from the viewpoint of 
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the poor, especially from the place of the poor, naked, 
suffering Christ. He had deep devotion to the God who is 
revealed as nonviolent and poor in the stable of Bethlehem, 
as abandoned on the cross, and as food in the Eucharist. 
God’s meekness, humility, and poverty led Francis to… 
[identify] with the minores, the lower class within his 
society, and he passionately pointed to the Incarnation as 
the living proof of God’s love. He frequently cried out in 
exasperation with the world, ‘Love is not loved!’”
 
By its very nature, Love wants to be one with its beloved. 
That is how our salvation has been announced and realized 
by an Incarnate God. Jesus Christ’s suffering and death 
confirms for us just how deeply committed God’s love for 
his Creation was revealed in the Incarnation.
 
As Franciscan Friar Richard Rohr notes, “Everything, every 
scripture, every law, every action, history itself is to be 
interpreted in the light of the primacy of Love and Christ 
over all.”
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Sunday – A Franciscan Story
 

Once, when Saint Francis was traveling through the 
desert of Borgo San Sepolcro, he passed through a 

walled place called Monte Casale where he met a young 
and wealthy nobleman who told Francis he would like to 
be one of his friars.
 
When Francis seemed doubtful that, because of his wealth, 
the young man could take on the life of a poor friar, the 
youth protested that through the grace of Jesus Christ he 
could do anything. His answer pleased Francis so much 
that he immediately received him into the Order and gave 
him the name of Friar Angelo, making him guardian of the 
Hermitage at Monte Casale.

At that time, three notorious robbers were actively 
committing all manner of crime in that district. And one 
day, they arrived at the Hermitage and sought out Friar 
Angelo, demanding that he feed them.
 
Appalled that robbers would presume to devour the alms of 
food which had been sent to the friars there, he told them 
to leave and never show their faces in that place again. 
Furious, the robbers left in indignation.
 
Shortly after the robbers departed, Saint Francis arrived 
with a basket of bread and a small vessel of wine that he 
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and his companion had begged. When Friar Angelo told 
Francis how he had driven the robbers away, the Saint 
rebuked him severely, saying that he had acted cruelly.
 
Sinners, Francis told him, are led back to God by 
gentleness. “For,” he said, “our Master Jesus Christ, whose 
Gospel we have promised to observe, says that ‘they that 
are whole need not a physician but they that are sick,’ and 
that ‘He was not come to call the righteous but sinners to 
repentance’; and therefore, He often did eat with them. 
Seeing, then, that you have acted contrary to the Holy 
Gospel of Christ, I command you, by holy obedience, that 
you immediately take this basket of bread and this vessel 
of wine and seek them diligently, through mountains and 
valleys, until you find them.”
 
Once found, Francis told Friar Angelo that he must kneel 
before the robbers and confess to them his sin of cruelty, 
and to pray to them in the name of Francis to do evil no 
longer. If they do this, Francis said, he would provide for 
their needs.
 
So, while Angelo went in search of the robbers, Francis 
beseeched God to soften the hearts of the robbers so that 
they might be converted to repentance.
 
Angelo followed the orders of Saint Francis explicitly, and 
after he’d confessed and prayed with the robbers, their 
hearts were turned, agreeing to return with Angelo and 
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begging forgiveness of Francis and God when they arrived.
 
Saint Francis received them “lovingly and benignly and 
consoled them with many examples, assuring them of the 
mercy of God.” He explained to them how the mercy of 
God is infinite, and that even if their sins were infinite, 
the mercy of God is greater than anyone’s sins. This is true 
according to the Gospel. As Saint Paul said, ‘Christ the 
blessed came into this world to redeem sinners.’
 
Through the words of Francis, the three robbers renounced 
the devil and all his works, and the saint received them into 
the Order where they began to do great penance.
 
Questions for reflection
Has there ever been a time when you felt beyond the reach 
of God’s love and mercy?
 
Has anyone ever treated you with love and kindness when 
you didn’t feel you deserved it?
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Monday – A Prayer
Most holy God, you sent the flame of your love to burn 
brightly among us as Immanuel, God with Us, in the 
person of Jesus. So enliven our love for you, our neighbors, 
and ourselves, that we might love not only those who love 
us, but also our enemies, and all whom you have made. 
Bring this self-giving love to its fullness in your coming 
reign where we will abide in this perfect love. Amen.

Tuesday – Victoria’s Reflection
As Tina Turner so famously sang, “What’s love got to do 
with it?” Well, according to Saint Francis, and, of course, 
Jesus, everything.
 
It’s difficult to speak about love in a language in which 
saying, “I love this chocolate” or “I love you” to your 
spouse hold two completely different meanings. English 
speakers say “I love” so much that it has almost become 
meaningless.
 
Not all languages are as deficient as English. As Robert 
Johnson notes in his book, The Fisher King and the Handless 
Maiden:
 
“Sanskrit has 96 words for love; ancient Persian has 80, 
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Greek three, and English only one. This is indicative of 
the poverty of awareness or emphasis that we give to that 
tremendously important realm of feeling. Eskimos have 
30 words for snow, because it is a life-and-death matter to 
them to have exact information about the element they live 
with so intimately. If we had a vocabulary of 30 words for 
love... we would immediately be richer and more intelligent 
in this human element so close to our heart. An Eskimo 
probably would die of clumsiness if he had only one word 
for snow; we are close to dying of loneliness because we 
have only one word for love. Of all the Western languages, 
English may be the most lacking when it comes to feeling.”
 
And perhaps that is the problem. Perhaps English is 
deficient because we think of love as a feeling and not as 
what Christ truly meant by love–an action. Feelings are 
untrustworthy. Love is an act of the will.

Former Presiding Bishop John Allin said, “It is easier to act 
yourself into a new way of thinking, than to think yourself 
into a new way of acting.” He didn’t say, “feel your way.”  
Love is a choice, a verb.

As Joni Woolf—a parishioner at Calvary, Americus, who 
assisted in editing these devotions—told us, “Act out what 
you know to be good. Perhaps it will feel good. It may not. 
The point is ‘to do justly, love mercy, and walk humbly 
with God (Micah 6:8).’”
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Paul defines real love in 1 Corinthians 13:4-8. And if you 
look at what he says in terms of action rather than feeling it 
makes more sense:

“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful 
or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it 
is not irritable; it keeps no record of wrongs; it does not 
rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth. It bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things. Love never ends.”
 
Clearly, love is not easy. It is an ongoing journey, growing 
in love as we grow in Christ; giving of ourselves as we 
remember that love is measured by sacrifice. The sacrifice 
might be as small as a smile on a day when we feel down 
ourselves or not saying an unkind word when we are feeling 
grouchy. On the opposite end of the spectrum, sometimes 
love can mean sacrificing one’s life. Regardless, as Day 25 of 
the Franciscan Principles notes: “Love is the distinguishing 
feature of all true disciples of Christ who wish to dedicate 
themselves to him as his servants.”
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Wednesday – Quotations
We thank you
That through your Son you created us,
And that through the holy love you had for us
You brought about his birth
As true God and true man
By the glorious, ever virgin, most blessed, holy Mary…

-Rule of 1221, Chapter XXIII
 
Question for reflection
Knowing that God has True Love for all God’s Creation 
and loves everything and everyone equally, how close have 
you come to experiencing real love?

Thursday – Service

In this series of meditations inspired by the life of a 
superhero of the faith we find in Jesus, it would be too 

easy to have Grace turn to Law, inspiring us to do more 
and more. Yet within Jesus’ distillation of the Law and 
the Prophets, we find two words ttoo often ignored: “as 
yourself.” Jesus did not just tell us to love God with all our 
heart, mind, soul, and strength, and to love our neighbors. 
He said we are to love our neighbors as ourselves. This 
corrective matters as we do not show our love of God 
by abusing ourselves. We do not best serve others by so 
immersing ourselves in that service that we lose sight of 
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that command to love our neighbors as ourselves.

When it comes to the ways we serve God, true discernment 
includes not just deciding what to do, but also in deciding 
what to stop. We all go through seasons of life, and in those 
varied seasons, we often have little time to set something 
down in order to focus on how God is showing up. For 
the new parents, time with the baby and toddler is so all-
encompassing that there is little room for much else, and 
for those with other toddlers in the house, a newborn is all 
the more a gift that demands time and attention. The same 
is true when we find ourselves caring for an aging parent. 
Then there is the compassion fatigue that can hinder our 
ability to serve as we first did in some ministry from which 
we need a time of rest.

The main way to do this is setting down some 
commitment. Love can mean saying no to an opportunity. 
When we continually do more and more, we are putting 
trust in our own abilities rather than truly trusting God. 
The needs of the world are more than any of us can meet. 
Setting limits is a way of honoring God as much as serving 
honors God.

Questions for reflection
When have you experienced a season of life in which you 
needed to set aside some of your previous priorities?

What do you need to stop doing now?
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Friday – Frank’s Reflection
“Whoever gives even a cup of cold water…”

 

I thought of Jesus’ saying as I looked at the tin cup of 
clear, cold water, held out by a boy beaming at me. The 

sun was beating down. I was covered in sweat. Yet, my first 
thought was of the signs posted all over the neighborhood 
warning of the danger in drinking the water without 
boiling it first. I was in the most dangerous part of the big 
and growing Brazilian metropolis of Belo Horizonte, a city 
of two million people.
 

Capoeira in a street in Poca Olho as described in Frank’s reflection.
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This was 1994 and I was still a few years from starting 
seminary. I went to Brazil with Jean-Paul, a friend who 
had been an exchange student when we were together at 
Georgia Southern. He was making a documentary film 
on the martial art dance called Capoeira. Capoeira is a 
uniquely Brazilian blend of gymnastics, dance, music, and 
fighting.
 
We were specifically documenting the work of a group of 
Capoeira teachers who gave free lessons in a deadly slum. 
In Brazil, you take Capoeira lessons the way one might 
learn Tae Kwon Do here. To take part, you had to stay away 
from drugs—whether running drugs for dealers or taking 
them—and to stay in school. Raimundo, who started the 
program, and his fellow teachers emphasized the communal 
aspect of Capoeira to build up a community of hope. They 
gave respect in a place that taught kids they were worthless. 
The self-giving service I saw in Capoeira teachers in their 
20s and 30s—going back week after week for years to lift 
up kids who would otherwise be lost and left out—was not 
a Christian program and yet I saw the agape love of God 
run through it.
 
The day before I left Brazil, Raimundo and I rode into Poca 
Olho on his motorcycle. We found boys from the program 
playing in the street. Raimundo worked with them on 
their moves. Then it was my turn. The kids laughed at my 
awkward attempts at Capoeira. Soon we were playing with 
abandon in the sweltering heat.  When we stopped to catch 
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our breath, a boy I had just been fighting ran off and came 
back quickly with a tin cup of cold water. I knew he offered 
it in love, and I could not turn him down.
 
I never did get sick. Now, when I remember this, I recall 
that boy grinning from ear to ear as he offered me a tin cup 
of cool water. This is the world as God sees it. The roles 
were all reversed. I was the American who had flown down 
to Brazil with my expensive photography equipment. He 
was the kid in the slum with seemingly nothing to offer. 
And yet, it was he who was reaching out to me. He was the 
host, and I was the guest right there in the street. As our 
Presiding Bishop, Michael Curry, likes to say, something 
like that just smells like Jesus. It’s got Jesus all over it. This 
is what self-giving love looks like.
 
Questions for reflection
When have you experienced an unexpected offering out of 
love?

Saturday – Worship

As Francis saw Christmas as the Feast of Feasts, he 
dreamed of a way to make the otherwise inexpressible 

love of God real for those who gathered to worship. The 
setting would be the most important part of the liturgy. 
Having worshiped in Bethlehem years earlier, Francis knew 
of a cave near Greccio that he could use to recreate Jesus’ 
birth. He asked John, a layman he knew well, to make a 
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manger, fill it with straw, and bring a donkey and an ox, to 
graze near the altar John was to build over the manger in 
the cave.
 
By that winter of 1223, Francis was already famed for his 
pure, simple devotion to Jesus. When Francis called others 
to join him for Christmas Eucharist in a cave, the crowd 
was immense. The cave would reveal the humble birth 
of our savior. Not only was this Mass to be celebrated in 
a cave, but a live ox and donkey can’t make it through 
the lead up to the liturgy without gracing the hay with 
offerings of their own. This was for Francis the ineffable 
part of the Incarnation. God became human. And in so 
doing entered into the messiness of human existence. 
Francis wanted worshippers to experience how God is 
present in the reality of their daily lives.
 
Thomas of Celano, who was living closely with Francis, 
described the liturgy. In beautiful vestments, the Deacon, 
Francis, chanted the holy Gospel with, “an earnest, sweet, 
clear and loud-sounding voice; inviting all to the highest 
rewards….Then he preached to the people who stood 
around, and uttered mellifluous words concerning the birth 
of the poor King and the little town of Bethlehem.”
 
This was the first live Nativity, a reminder of divine 
simplicity for a church worshiping in Latin, which the 
common people did not understand, and in cathedrals 
where the rich and powerful had the places of honor. 
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Francis moved the pomp associated with the liturgies of the 
church to a place that revealed what was always true: God 
sides with the poor, the humble, the outcast. 

Francis saw the deeper magic of the Nativity: the Holy 
Trinity could have stood back as righteous judge rather 
than living among us. But God’s love for us was so great, 
that God always planned to live among us in the person of 
Jesus, and thereby entered fully into what it means to be 
human. This is why Francis invited worshippers to join him 
in worshiping God in the reality of their daily lives, messy 
as they may be. 

Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, just as Francis illustrated 
in a powerful way to those who walked by torchlight to a 
cave outside Greccio. Knowing ourselves to be both fully 
known and fully loved by the God who loved us before he 
made us changes everything. 
 

 



Francis preaching to birds by an unknown illustrator.
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Christmas II

Creation
His ability to see the footprints of God inscribed on 

everything in Creation allowed Saint Francis to find 
God wherever he went in the world. And finding God in 
the things of creation led Francis into the loving arms of 
Jesus, for Christ is the Word of God made visible in the 
world.
 
“Francis came to realize that it is Christ who sanctifies 
creation and transforms it into the sacrament of God,” 
writes Franciscan author Ilia Delio. “The intimate link 
between creation and Incarnation revealed to Francis that 
the whole of creation is the place to encounter God. As 
his eyes opened to the holiness of creation, he came to see 
that there is nothing trivial or worthless. Rather, all created 
things point beyond themselves to their Creator.”
 
Saint Bonaventure, a First Order Friar and scholar who 
died in 1274, describes the contemplative vision of Francis 
as contuition, or, seeing things for what they truly are 
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in God. In his book, The Life of Saint Francis of Assisi, 
Bonaventure writes:
 
“In beautiful things he contuited Beauty itself and through 
the footprints impressed in things he followed his Beloved 
everywhere, out of them all making for himself a ladder 
through which he could climb up to lay hold of him who 
is utterly desirable. . . .  He savored in each and every 
creature—as in so many rivulets—that fontal Goodness, 
and . . . sweetly encouraged them to praise the Lord.”
 
Francisan author and speaker Richard Rohr sums it up 
well, “Francis had a unique ability to call others—animals, 
plants, and elements—‘brother’ and ‘sister’ because he 
himself was a little brother. He granted other beings and 
things mutuality, subjectivity, ‘personhood,’ and dignity 
because he first honored his own dignity as a son of God. 
The world of things was a transparent two-way mirror for 
him, which some of us would call a fully ‘sacramental’ 
universe.”
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Sunday – A Franciscan Story
 

A story told by Ugolino di Monte Santa Maria in The 
Little Flowers of Saint Francis of Assisi is one of the 

many that abound to show his unique connection to 
creation. It relates how Francis, while on his way between 
Cannaio and Bevagno, looked up to see an infinite number 
of birds perched in the trees alongside the road.
 
“You shall await me here,” Francis said, stopping and 
speaking to his companions, “and I will go and preach to 
the birds, my sisters.” Francis then left the road and walked 
into a field where a number of birds were gathered on the 
ground.
 
As he began to preach to them, the birds in the trees 
fluttered to the ground, and along with the others, stood 
still until Francis had finished preaching. They refused to 
depart until the saint gave them his blessing, and according 
to Friar Masseo, as Francis passed through them, his mantle 
brushing their feathers, they still did not move.
 
According to Ugolino, this is what Francis preached to the 
birds:
 
“My sisters the birds, you are much obliged to God your 
creator, and always and in every place you ought to praise 
Him, because He has given you liberty to fly wherever 
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you will and has clothed you with twofold and threefold 
raiment. Moreover, He preserved your seed in Noah’s 
Ark that your race might not be destroyed. Again, you 
are obliged to Him for the element of the air which He 
has appointed for you. Furthermore, you sow not neither 
do you reap, yet God feeds you and gives you rivers and 
fountains from which to drink. He gives you mountains 
and valleys for your refuge, and high trees in which to 
build your nests. And, since you know neither how to sew 
or spin, God clothes you and your little ones; so, clearly, 
your Creator loves you, seeing that He gives you so many 
benefits. Guard yourselves, therefore, you sisters the birds, 
from the sin of ingratitude and be ever mindful to give 
praise to God.”
 
As Francis was speaking these words to them, the birds 
began to open their beaks and wings, stretch out their 
necks, and bow their heads toward the ground. They 
showed by their movement and their song that Francis had 
given them much happiness.
 
When he had finished preaching, Saint Francis made the 
sign of the Cross over them and allowed that they might 
now depart. The birds rose into the air, singing, and 
separated themselves into four bands flying, flying east, 
west, south, and north in the shape of a cross.
 
Questions for reflection
This is just one of the many, many stories about the 
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saint’s close connection to God’s Creation. What is your 
relationship with Creation? 

How do you show the reverence or respect you have for the 
outdoors and all the creatures it holds?

Monday – A Prayer

Creator God, you spoke and the cosmos came into 
being, the seas and the dry land, plants bearing 

seed, and all the animals on the face of the earth. You 
made humankind in your image and likeness and gave 
us dominion over all the earth that we might care for all 
that you made. In our selfishness and greed, humans have 
spoiled all that you had made and called very good. Assist 
us, we pray, to find joy in the world that you have formed 
as we join with others in serving you by fostering the 
healing you long for in all creation. This we ask for the sake 
of him through whom all things were made, your Son Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Tuesday – Victoria’s Reflection

My life has been so intrinsically tied to Creation since 
I was young that it is difficult to pick out just one 

example that was particularly meaningful to me. From 
exploring Walden Pond and Acadia National Park when 
I was very young to spending days on the lakes, rivers, 
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and reservoirs of California in our houseboat, The Golden 
Goose, to spending six months backpacking from Georgia 
to Maine, my life abounds with examples of time spent 
outdoors.
 
Even when I can’t be outside, I have always enjoyed 
having my home office (never always possible in any of 
my numerous workplaces over the years) near a window. 
For the past eight years, I have been able to look out my 
window and watch the numerous birds and squirrels, 
butterflies and lizards, enjoy the flowers, birdfeeders, and 
birdbath in our backyard. I even once watched a raccoon 
picking through the fallen seed.
 
In the foreword to artist Courtney Milne’s classic work The 
Sacred Earth, the Dalai Lama reminds us that Mother Earth 
not only provides us with breath, water, food, clothing 
and shelter, “but she even serves as a source of inspiration. 
Throughout history people all over the world have 
identified particular places as sacred.”
 
Groves of trees, mountains, rivers, islands, and more have 
been marked as holy ground since the beginning of time, 
and are often sites of pilgrimage for many people.
 
But sacredness is everywhere, even in our backyards, and it 
varies every day and with every season. As Courtney Milne 
notes, “as long as one observes deeply.” 
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Milne’s vision as an artist was “to reveal life’s unfolding 
mystery—not to try to solve it.” And that mystery can be 
discovered in one’s own backyard or front yard, or in your 
local park, or a walk through the forest, or alongside a river.
 
As Franciscan sister Ilia Delio explains, “Francis came 
to realize that it is Christ who sanctifies creation and 
transforms it into the sacrament of God. The intimate link 
between creation and Incarnation revealed to Francis that 
the whole of creation is the place to encounter God. As 
his eyes opened to the holiness of creation, he came to see 
that there is nothing trivial or worthless. Rather, all created 
things point beyond themselves to their Creator.”

Even if it’s just for a few minutes daily, one can always 
find a reason to revel in God’s creation whether it be early 
morning sunlight bathing a flower in its rosy light or the 
rapidly wagging tail of your beloved dog. There are myriad 
ways to acknowledge that God’s Creation is a daily and 
important part of our lives.               
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Wednesday – Quotation
Canticle of the Creatures
 
Most High, all-powerful, good Lord,
Yours are the praises, the glory, and the honor,  
    and all blessing.
To You alone, Most High, do they belong, and no human  
    is worthy to mention Your name.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures,  
    especially Sir Brother Sun,
Who is the day and through whom You give us light.

And he is beautiful and radiant with great splendor;  
    and bears a likeness of You, Most High One.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Moon and  
    the stars, in heaven You formed them clear and precious  
    and beautiful.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through Brother Wind, and  
    through the air, cloudy and serene, and every  
    kind of weather, through whom You give sustenance  
    to Your creatures.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Water, who is  
    very useful and humble and precious and chaste.
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Praised be You, my Lord, through Brother Fire, through  
    whom You light the night, and he is beautiful  
    and playful and robust and strong.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Mother Earth,  
    who sustains and governs us, and who produces  
    various fruit with colored flowers and herbs.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through those who give pardon  
    for Your love, and bear infirmity and tribulation.

Blessed are those who endure in peace for by You, Most  
    High, shall they be crowned.
 
Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Bodily Death,  
    from whom no one living can escape.

Woe to those who die in mortal sin.

Blessed are those whom death will find in Your most  
    holy will, for the second death shall do them no harm.
 
Praise and bless my Lord and give Him thanks and serve  
    Him with great humility.

-Saint Francis of Assisi
 
Francis reveled in Creation, even going so far as rescuing 
worms from being trodden upon on dry and dusty roads 
to returning caught fish to their watery homes. He even 
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welcomed death as part of the natural order of life.
 
Questions for reflection
Where are you when it comes to respecting God’s Creation? 
When you use water, for example, do you consider all that 
it has taken for it to pour so freely from your faucet, or do 
you take it for granted?
 
How about insects and other small creatures? If they are in 
your home, do you trap them and set them free? Do you 
exterminate some and not others?
 
Finally, how do you feel about your own mortality? 
Have you prepared for it by setting your preferences for 
your burial service or do you avoid talking about it at all?
 

Thursday – Service

​​Statues of Saint Francis, often featuring birdbaths, 
abound. Many churches, even those not named for the 

saint, have a Francis statue tucked away somewhere. But, 
Francis reminds us that nature consists not only of animals 
and plants, but of ourselves—our bodies and souls. Nature, 
itself, is catholic, as it includes all that is. From deserts to 
snow-covered wastelands, all is holy. And to God, it is all 
beautiful, a work of art.
 
“Look at the birds of the air,” Jesus tells us, “they neither 
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sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 
And which of you by worrying can add a single hour to 
your span of life? And why do you worry about clothing? 
Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither 
toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory 
was not clothed like one of these. But if God so clothes 
the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow 
is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 
you—you of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, 
‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will 
we wear?’ For it is the gentiles who seek all these things, 
and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all 
these things. But seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as 
well. So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will 
bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble is enough for 
today.” (Matthew 6:26-34)
 
Questions for reflection 
Recall two ways in which you have cared for Mother Earth 
over the last two days. Now, think of two ways in which 
you could show Creation respect for all it gives you.
 
When was the last time you enjoyed a sunrise or sunset? Is 
there a way in which you could learn to love nature more? 
Do your patterns of consumption show that you respect 
the Earth and its creatures, or do they show an abuse of 
Creation? 
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Friday – Frank’s Reflection

An unexpectedly prophetic encounter with a biology 
professor led to me reframing how I see our 

stewardship of creation. He was retiring from a career 
teaching at Shorter College, a Baptist-affiliated school 
in Rome, Georgia, where I worked at the time as a 
photographer for the local newspaper. I was sent to take 
pictures of the professor at his home. His yard boasted an 
enviable vegetable garden and chicken coops that provided 
sustenance as he sought to stay close to our sources of food.
 
As I took pictures, I asked him what he had learned from 
decades of teaching life sciences. He said that he had come 
to hope for a cataclysm that would only kill hundreds of 
millions of people or perhaps even a billion or two of us. I 
was stunned. What was he talking about? His hope was for 
mass deaths?  
 
He went on to explain that humans were blind to how our 
actions were having a catastrophic global impact. The path 
we are on is unsustainable, he told me. We could not even 
provide the basics we counted on in Georgia for everyone 
around the world. There were no energy solutions that 
would have everyone in air-conditioned comfort eating 
foods with no thought to the seasons. The professor was 
sure that it would take something epic to make likely 
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that large scale change in human behavior needed to save 
humankind.
 
He had no fears for the planet. Earth would and could 
easily continue, healing itself over centuries if humans were 
to die off. His concern was not for the Earth per se, but for 
whether we would endure as a species.
 
This was the mid 1980s. I had yet to binge on dystopian 
novels and movies. It was the first time I heard someone 
offering such a stark view of the future. The oddest thing 
was that his hope was for the Earth, itself, to get our 
attention before it was too late for us.
 
A decade later, I studied Hebrew with Dr. Ellen Davis who 
showed me the close connection between humankind and 
the Earth. Genesis calls the first human, Adam. In that 
same passage, the Hebrew word for the fertile soil is used: 
Adamah. We are, she taught us, “humans of the humus.” 
We were made to live close to the soil, the dust into which 
God breathed a soul. God made everything and called it 
good and then told Adam and Eve to steward creation.
 
On the day I photographed the professor, I did not focus 
on the garden and the chicken coop as integral to the story 
he was telling me of our unsustainable way of living. I 
would later read Wendall Berry, the farmer and poet who 
also speaks prophetically about the cost of turning away 
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from agrarian values out of hubristic greed. I then came 
to see how the professor’s micro-scale farm was the point. 
The connection to creation he felt in working the soil 
and tending the chickens were integral to his view of how 
humanity needed a wake-up call and to his hope that those 
who survived would listen.
 
Questions for reflection
When have you experienced a closeness to creation?
 
How might you foster a closer connection to your sources 
of food?
 

Saturday – Worship

If God created everything then it would follow that 
everything involved with worship is part of God’s 

creation. But there is one major exception that I have 
seen in more than one church: artificial flowers. Plants in 
church, especially the altar flowers, are there to represent 
resurrection and life. If they are made of plastic or silk or 
some other thing other than a living plant, then you might 
as well have nothing at all. Seriously. If your church cannot 
afford to have living flowers on the altar every week then 
invest in a house plant of some sort. And if plain green 
seems too boring, then find something variegated.
 
Having flowers and living plants in your church space is 
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not the only way to bring a focus on God’s creation into 
your church. Another way is prayer. Using Prayer C for the 
Eucharist is one obvious way, but another way is what has 
become known as eco-prayer. And the best thing? Eco-
prayer is something an individual can do. It’s simple:
 
1) 	Choose: A People, A Place, A Plant, or An Animal that 		
	 you LOVE.
2) 	Commit: To Praying for them and the entire Eco- 
	 System that they live in every day with positive  
	 intention.
 
For example, if you care for wolves, pray for them to thrive 
(or visualize them as healthy) and for the mountains and 
forests that they live in. You can also include a prayer for 
the people who live in and influence their ecosystem as 
well.
 
To help with this, you could find a picture of the thing that 
you have chosen and put it where you will see it every day 
to remind you to pray (on the bathroom mirror, car dash, 
the refrigerator, over your desk, wherever makes sense).
 
Finally, you can take part in your diocese’s Creation Care 
Commission. Can you think of any other ways to bring 
reverence for God’s Creation into your worship?
 
 
 



The Adoration of the Magi by Bartolo di Fredi (c. 1390)
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Epiphany

Joy
The only thing Saint Francis was interested in achieving 

was to live his life in as close an imitation of Jesus as 
possible. And he was able to do this with a “perfect joy” 
that came from letting go of his ego. 
 
Theologian Adolf Holl noted that Francis was born just 
as people began to measure time by clocks instead of 
by church bells. So, Francis stopped counting when the 
Church started counting. Instead of continuing the church 
system that used merit (buying indulgences, etc.), Francis 
moved to a different system—the immeasurable economy 
of God’s grace. God gives fully and without reserve.
 
As the world settled into a downward spiral of production 
and consumption that would lead to a pillaged and 
plundered Earth, Francis decided instead to love Mother 
Earth. He chose to live simply and barefoot upon her, 
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cherishing God’s creation, and finding joy in everything.
 
Francis, and Clare, fell in love with both the humanity and 
the humility of Jesus. They felt that Jesus was someone to 
imitate and not just to worship as the Son of God. Francis 
put his emphasis on action, practice, and lifestyle, which 
was revolutionary for the time and remains so to this day.
 
Questions for reflection
What is an action, practice or something in your lifestyle 
that brings you joy on a daily basis?

Sunday – A Franciscan Story

Francis aspired to an experience of joy that was tied 
to being faithful to God rather than delight in one’s 

circumstances. Saint Francis dictated the meaning of true 
joy to a fellow monk:

“What true joy is: A messenger comes and says…that my 
brothers have gone to all the unbelievers and converted all 
of them to the faith; again, that I have so much grace from 
God that I heal the sick and perform many miracles: I tell 
you that joy does not consist in any of these things.

“What then is true joy? I return to Perugia and arrive there 
in the dead of night; and it is winter time, muddy and so 
cold that icicles have formed on the edges of my habit and 
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keep striking my legs, and blood flows from such wounds. 
And all covered with mud and cold, I come to the gate and 
after I have knocked and called for some time, a brother 
comes and asks, ‘Who are you?’ I answer, ‘Brother Francis.’
“And he says, ‘go away; this is not the proper hour for 
going about; you may not come in.’ And when I insist, he 
answers, ‘Go away, you are a simple and stupid person; we 
are so many and we have no need of you. You are certainly 
not coming to us at this hour!’ And I stand again at the 
door and say: ‘For the love of God, take me in tonight.’

“And he answers, ‘I will not. Go to the Crossiers’ place 
and ask there.’ I tell you this: If I had the patience and did 
not become upset, there would be true joy in this and true 
virtue and the salvation of the soul.’”

Question for reflection
Francis wanted to conform his life to God’s will in such a 
way that even cruelty of a fellow brother of the religious 
order he founded could not take away his joy. He felt that 
if he could find patience even in the midst of suffering, 
he would find the key to finding joy in all things. Have 
you found joy beyond the circumstances of life or is your 
delight always tied to things going your way?
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Monday – A Prayer

Life-giving God, fill us with that inexpressible and 
glorious joy that is found in you, that with Blessed 

Francis, we may find that delight in you even in the midst 
of a fallen world. As we put our trust in you more and 
more may we overflow with that hope of the Spirit that 
others may see and feel our joy and so be drawn to your 
son, our Savior, Jesus. This we ask in the Name of the one 
who came that we might have life, and have it abundantly, 
who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns now and 
forever. Amen.

Tuesday – Victoria’s Reflection

There are nearly 270 references to joy in the Bible, many 
of which are in the psalms. And, of course, we cannot 

forget that joy is a Fruit of the Spirit named in Galatians 
5:22-23: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control.” 
 
And yet it is a very human condition to think of joy as 
something that brings one an overwhelming sense of 
happiness like gazing at the face of a newborn child or 
grandchild. But, as with most everything, joy is best 
consumed in moderation. Mountaintop experiences are 
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amazing and should not be forgotten, but in the quotidian, 
joy should be found in the simple things—that first sip of 
coffee or tea in the morning, a Scripture reading that seems 
to speak directly to one’s current situation, the scent of a 
flower, a cardinal splashing merrily in a birdbath, singing 
along to a favorite hymn in church. The list goes on and on 
and varies from person to person.
 
Day Twenty Eight – The Third Note: Joy in the Principles 
of TSSF says:
 
“Tertiaries, rejoicing in the Lord always, show in our lives 
the grace and beauty of divine joy. We remember that we 
follow the Son of Man, who came eating and drinking, 
who loved the birds and the flowers, who blessed little 
children, who was a friend of tax collectors and sinners, 
and who sat at the tables of both the rich and the poor. We 
delight in fun and laughter, rejoicing in God’s world, its 
beauty, and its living creatures, calling nothing common or 
unclean. We mix freely with all people, ready to bind up the 
broken-hearted and to bring joy into the lives of others.” 
 
And that is why every day, no matter how I feel (tired, 
grumpy, down, happy, blessed, you-name-it), I try to find 
something of note to bring me joy. Sometimes it can be as 
simple as one of my cats wanting some attention or wishing 
my daughter luck on an exam or presentation. Sometimes 
it is enjoying the bounty of the beautiful vegetables and 
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fruit in my weekly Farm Bag or the satisfaction of finishing 
a project.

Joy can be found in so many places and in so many things. 
Some people have the practice of writing down one 
thing they are thankful for each day. I would add to that. 
In addition to something one is thankful for, also note 
something that has brought joy that day.
 

Wednesday – Quotations
“The devil is most happy when he can snatch from a 
servant of God true joy of spirit. He carries dust with him 
to throw into the smallest chinks of conscience and thus 
soil one’s mental candor and purity of life. But if joy of 
spirit fills the heart, the serpent shoots his deadly venom in 
vain.” 

–Saint Francis in Thomas of Celano’s, Second Life of Saint Francis
 
Questions for reflection
How easy is it for your joy to be snatched away? When 
faced with adversity, do you shy away from it? Sink into 
depression? Worry and lament until you are ill? Flounder 
in the stress and anxiety it causes? Or can you face adversity 
as a challenge, rising to the occasion, confident that with 
God’s help you can see it through?
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Thursday – Service

Francis took the concept of joy to the extreme, even 
rebuking one of his friars for his sad and gloomy 

countenance as they were walking along a road. He told the 
friar to keep his sorrow between himself and God and to 
pray for the healing that would bring joy.
 
“But in front of me and others show yourself as always 
having joy,” Francis told him. “For it is not fitting for a 
servant of God to show sadness outwardly, or to have a 
clouded face.”
 
Strong words, but fortunately we know so much more 
today. Was the friar just feeling down at the moment or 
was he actually depressed? Perhaps he could have used 
someone to speak to honestly about his pain or even an 
antidepressant.
 
Regardless, it is not a bad idea to remind ourselves daily 
that God’s unconditional love for us is something that 
should be a cause for joy and that nothing, not even a bad 
day, will separate us from the love of God.
 
Joy should not be confused with happiness, which can 
come and go, and that is why it is so important to find the 
joy in little things.
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After Gabriel announced to Mary that she would be the 
mother of the Messiah, she went to see her cousin Elizabeth 
to share her joy. Also miraculously pregnant, Elizabeth felt 
the child within her womb leap with joy. When was the last 
time you leapt with joy (if not literally, figuratively)?
 
Think back over the past few months to the times when 
you felt joyful. Was the joy caused by something that was 
brought about by another person? If so, write a letter/
email/text to the person who brought you joy, thanking 
them for having brought a moment of joy into your life.

Friday – Frank’s Reflection
​​Joy is, in my experience, the sneakiest Fruit of the Spirit. 
Joy is a breath-taking gift from God when a moment proves 
to be more full of meaning than seems possible. One of the 
most wonderful surprises in being the Bishop of Georgia 
has been the many occasions that have sparked deep joy. 
But to explain what I mean, I will have to let you in on 
what this vocation is really like from the inside.
 
Picture me in the museum-quality cope and mitre given by 
the Archbishop of the Anglican Church in Japan to Bishop 
Albert Rhett Stuart in the 1950s. I would like to tell you 
I feel holy. Instead, I find myself slipping into imposter 
syndrome again, sure that I do not have what I need for 
this call.
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At a practical level, I am trying to not get in my head, 
simply stay focused on the words of the liturgy, meaning 
the words as I pray them. I look at the name tag and say 
the name of the confirmand, assisting her in kneeling, and 
pray, “Strengthen, O Lord, your servant Susan with your 
Holy Spirit; empower her for your service; and sustain her 
all the days of her life.” Being fully present with the person 
I am praying for in the moment has to be, and surely is, 
enough.
 
One afternoon, I felt that creeping sense of not being 
enough as I drove to an in-home confirmation for a home-
bound parishioner in Hospice care. She sat on the couch 
next to her husband with 20 friends gathered in their 
living and dining rooms. “All the days of her life” seems 
too short a time-period. Yet I was given the grace to see 
that this prayer is not for this life alone as her life in Christ 
will continue beyond the grave. The joy of that moment is 
beyond words.
 
At my first in-person convention as bishop, the day was 
cold, windy, and rainy with news reports saying the 
flooding was near hurricane levels. More than 200 people 
arrived damp and cold for the Convention Eucharist in 
a tent in the field at Honey Creek. With everyone in, we 
dropped the sides, cutting back the wind, and the tent 
warmed and Jesus showed up. Then we enjoyed some good 
Southern cooking with fried chicken, collard greens, and 
macaroni and cheese.
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A DJ provided music, and we danced as the rain continued. 
Watching the people of the Diocese delighted to be with 
each other was life giving. Then the Rev. David Wantland 
and I ended up taking over the dance floor as all gathered 
around watching us dance to Abba’s “Dancing Queen.” I 
am not a dancer by any stretch, but I could follow as he 
led, spinning me across the floor. What a surprisingly joyful 
moment.
 
I am at peace with not having what this call needs as that 
keeps me dependent on God. When I think I can rely 
on my own gifts, I fall flat. But when I can get out of my 
head and let the Spirit do as the Spirit will, I find myself 
surprised by the joy in those moments of grace.
 
Question for reflection
When have you been surprised by joy?

Worship in a tent at Honey Creek for the Diocesan Convention.
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Saturday – Worship

It almost seems like a no-brainer to write about “joy” 
as an aspect of worship. After all, if attending church 

didn’t bring us some comfort, happiness, connection, joy, 
we probably wouldn’t go at all. Or, at least, we might find 
some excuse not to be there as often as we might if we had 
friends or family that would question our absence.
 
But I think it is possible to become so accustomed to 
the order of service that you might miss things that once 
brought you joy. So, I am going to suggest an experiment. 
The next time you attend church, pay attention to every 
aspect of the service.
 
Before the service, look at your surroundings. Is there some 
aspect of your church’s architecture that brings you joy? 
What about the windows, whether stained glass or clear? 
Just take a look around and reflect on why you return to 
this space.
 
Watch the Processional carefully. Is there someone (a choir 
member, an acolyte, a lay minister, the priest, deacon) that 
seems to be truly enjoying their role?
 
Listen to the hymns. Is there one that you particularly 
enjoy singing?
 



Focus on the readings. Is there a line or word that has 
particular meaning for you?
 
During the Peace, look around to see who is enjoying the 
connection with other worshippers and who is alone.
 
When you partake of the Eucharist, participate completely.
 
Try to make a habit of finding joy in worship every week so 
that if you have a difficult day in the week that follows, you 
can reflect back on how you felt on Sunday.
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Afterward
We trust that this seven weeks from Advent through 

the week after the Epiphany has introduced you 
to Franciscan spirituality in a way that reveals it is to be 
nothing more than simply following Jesus. Francis’ example 
of a Christ-like life transformed the Italy of his youth 
within his own lifetime. By the time of his death, Francis 
could see many thousands of lives transformed by his call 
for repentance and simplicity of life. 

Francis took his mustard seed of faith and used it to trust, 
that despite his fear, he could hug a leper. In conquering 
his fear, he found the faith to work among lepers. And so, 
again and again, his steps of faith emboldened Francis to 
trust God more. It is the same for us. Each step of faith 
strengthens our trust in God. Then we are enabled to 
follow Jesus even more boldly.

None of the life of faith is about serving God in order 
to earn God’s love. God loves us freely, wholeheartedly, 
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undeservedly. In humility in the care of creation as in all 
the ways we might serve God by serving others, we are only 
responding to God’s love in loving others as God loves us.

“Let your religion be less of a theory 
and more of a love affair.”

-G.K. Chesterton
 

Madonna and Child with Saints Francis and Clare 
by Cima da Conegliano (c. 1510)


