Fraternal Living According to St. Francis


“May each one confidently tell his brother of his needs so that what each brother needs may be obtained by reciprocal arrangement.

“May each one, according to the means with <which> God has endowed him, love and nourish his brother as a mother loves and nourishes her son.

“Let him who eats despise not him who does not eat; let him who does not eat judge not him who eats.”     [Rom 14, 3] (First Rule, chap. 9, 13-15)

I.
FRANCIS DESCRIBES FRATERNAL LIVING:

He does it in three phases, three acts:

- asking,

- giving,

- leaving in liberty.

1)
Asking:

This is the first act in fraternal living (and not ‘giving’ as we might have imagined).

Fraternal living springs from want, from poverty.

Let us make note how Francis describes the life of poverty of the friars in the beginning of his ninth chapter.

Fraternal living here is added.

Let us remember the meaning of poverty according to Francis, when he found that God was Our Father (scene of his stripping of clothing before the bishop of Assisi).  He at once decided to spend all his life in that Paternity.  The concrete expression of his faith was poverty: since God is Father, one may expect everything to be received from Him.  No need, therefore, for provisions or safeguards...  It is from God Himself that one will get everything.

Well, how generally is this intervention of God put into practice...?  By others, as intermediaries.  These are the agents of the Father.  In particular, when begging, one asks of the other “for the love of God,” and, what is given us can be seen as a gift from God.  Francis calls the quest: “eating at the table of God.”  It is quite a lesson: we ought to learn the workings of Providence through human intervention, Man here below provides in himself the most obvious presence of God, being made “in his image and likeness.”  The love of God flows through the heart of man.

The truly poor man has need, then, of other people.  Misery is to be without other people.  A poor man (a poor wretch) who is not sustained by <the> fabric of society becomes a waif (the Fourth World is characterized by lack of milieu and conditions are ‘marginal’ and ‘a-social’).

That is why the evangelical poverty of Francis is made to match indispensably with fraternity.  Brothers are going to form the immediate entourage to which recourse is had, to fond off poverty.

When I make need known among my brothers, I am actually addressing the Father by means of them.  And in them I find a familiar presence of the Father, an expression of his protective love for me.  My poverty ‘sets going’ the paternity of God, setting in motion a world of brothers.

2)
Giving:

The second act of fraternal living consists in giving.

This is the answer to the first act.  If brothers make known their needs, they must be helped.

Let us note, in passing, the preciseness of Francis’ analysis of ‘love and nourish’.  He well knows that my brother’s need is always double: through his concrete need, my brother also cries out to be loved.  To respond on a single level (feeding only, or loving only) is less than fully human: to love without nourishing; or to respond to the appetite but without love, i.e., a baby has equal need for mother’s love as for mother’s milk.  My brother calls for solid help that is at the same time a sign of love.

Let us remember, my brother addresses himself to God by means of me.  And it is from God that I am going to answer to his need, “through the means which God makes (me) grace.”  The love I am going to show him finds its source in the very heart of God, in original love...  The comparison that Francis makes of the mother (“as a mother loves and nourishes her child”) takes us back, it seems, to the fundamental Paternity of God (who is, simultaneously, Father and Mother).

3)
Leaving in liberty:

It must be underlined how fraternal living according to Francis is essentially conceived as exchange.

<Contrarily?, Contrary> to what was believed before, the ideal does not consist in giving the maximum to one’s brothers while asking <hom?, of> them the minimum with regard <one’s to?, to one’s> own needs.  Such an aim would cause there to be within the brotherhood two types: the ‘rich’ who are always giving, and the ‘poor’ who are always getting something.  That would amount to a sort of paternalism, which would not allow either the one or the <other> to grow.  A true meeting can occur only under a form of exchange wherein both can simultaneously feel his own fundamental poverty, along with the wealth of love in which it is to be fulfilled.  Only by means of an exchange, is it possible to ‘give’ to the one without his being enslaved, and to ‘receive’ from the other without his being alienated.

Inside this reciprocal movement each one is invited by the other to be born and to grow in love.  There is a sort ‘of reciprocally giving-birth’ suggested by the maternal comparison which struck Francis (“like a mother.” cf. also Letter to Friar Leo, and 2 Celano 174) in its deeper sense, fraternity is a mutual sharing of the love of parents, of the love of God the Father.

Exchange is the only possible way of true encounter.  I cannot, at length, give the other man something.  I would even voluntarily believe that by means of a mysterious ‘spiritual physics’, there exists equality between what I give and what I get.

It strikes me that it’s at the level of the quality of such exchange that one must understand the recommendation of St. Francis which is a quotation from St. Paul (Romans 14, 3) “that he who eats...”

The reciprocal dependence which constitutes fraternity can be lived as a sort of mutual enslavement: “You’ve got me and I’ve got you.”  Without reciprocity, dependence would amount to the exact opposite of love, hell.  Isn’t this what often <is?> occurs in our affairs relying on force?

This mutual dependency can be lived, rather, as a reciprocal loving, wherein both receive everything and give everything; where both live for the other, by the other.  It’s understood that the gift be lived freely, within the liberty of the other.

II.
THIS FRATERNAL LIVING IS A DAILY APPRENTICESHIP IN THE LIFE OF THE TRINITY:

This life of exchange, at the level of day-to-day existence, is, in its deeper reality, an apprenticeship for <trinitian?, Trinitarian> relationships, which exist in the heart of God.

When I make my needs known to my brother, I call out to God through him.

When I receive from my brother, I receive from God through him.  I feel, therefore, what it is to be a son: to possess nothing of one’s own, to wait for everything, get everything from the Father (cf. the filial life of Jesus as it is told in the Gospel of John).

When I give to my brother, I do it in the Father’s name.  That is to say, I reveal as the source of my own love the Father’s love.  I let myself be pierced - or, more exactly, created in my deepest liberty - by the love of the Father.

In this life of interpersonal relationships, I find in me enough of the Spirit of liberty and of love to make this exchange truly a fountain of life for both.

Fraternal living, thus, mysteriously introduces me into the relation of love of the Father and of the Son in the Holy Spirit.  By means of petty and banal contacts of every day, there comes about an apprenticeship, a true ‘alphabetization’ of the Name of God.  It’s not a matter of mere imitation, but of participation as well.  Fraternal living is not just in the image of the Trinitarian life, but it is rooted therein.  It does not just imitate what God is like.  It sinks us in Him.  “He who loves is born of God and knows God” (1 Jn 4, 7).

Living day by day my life of brotherhood, I am born to the life of God., Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Let us add, in closing, that what we have said here is not limited to living in fraternity.  This is a privileged realization of a universal reality: it is the case that, in all our personal relationships (individual and collective), we are called upon to live en exchange which is rooted in the Trinitarian life.

Francis’ wish to establish himself in the world as ‘friar minor’ springs precisely from an idea to set in motion a world of brotherly exchange which will end up bringing in the love of God (cf. St. Bonaventure, Legenda Major, chapter 7, paragraph 8).

Living in fraternity is the place par excellence for starting an attitude of exchange which will transform all our human relationships into a way into the very mystery of God.
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