
May 23, 2022 

Birdbath Francis 
 

Yesterday morning I pulled a small, thin book from my bookshelf. Inside the cover, I had signed my name, 

under which I wrote: 14 Dec 99, Roma, Italy. I recalled buying it at bookstore near the Vatican. I opened it 

randomly and read the following: 
 

So many of us who are comfortable with a garden statue of St. Francis would be extremely 

uncomfortable if a very-much-alive Francis were to join us in the serene garden setting. 

 The conversation, we instinctively know, would not begin and end with seed packet 

comparisons. 

 His biography is the best of all antidotes to the saccharine image that disguises his 

message. 

 He was a rich kid who became poor, not as a one-time gesture, not as a romantic 

metaphor, but as a lifelong choice reinforced daily by a relentless effort to have ever less. 

 He was a street person who begged for his food, who convinced others to do the same, 

and who was the first to send packing would-be flowers who chose “more” over “less.” 

 He was scruffy and unkempt. His idea of living was dying to the world from which he 

came and which was all around him to the day he died—the world most of us cling to, terrified 

of losing. 

 He lived only forty-five years. 

 He was at home with Brother Sun and Sister Moon, but his chosen family was brother and 

sister leper, brother and sister needy. 

 Nearly 800 years after his death he remains one of the best loved spiritual teachers of all 

times. Revered now perhaps more than ever, and not just among believers but universally. 

 It would be too bad if the gently figure in our gardens, with its congregation of birds and 

animals, were to displace completely the demanding figure that unsettled the conscience of the 

medieval world. 

 It is important not to mute his life and words, softening them to our liking and our 

comfort, for it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 
 

-John Kirvan 

God Hunger: Discovering the Mystic in All of Us 
[Notre Dame, IN: Sorin Books, 1999-pages 108-109] 

 

I wrote something similar in The Sun & Moon Over Assisi, but with nowhere near Kirvan’s eloquence. 

My piece was titled “Out of the Birdbath.” It is too long to include here. (Stop cheering.) However, later in 

my book in a section on the Stigmata, I wrote: 
 

The stigmata lifts Francis out of the birdbath by shattering our romantic notions about him being 

a gentle, warm friend of the birds. Of course, this animal-loving image of Francis is the one we 

hold dearest, because that Francis helps us think we can be happy without giving of ourselves, 

that love demands no sacrifice. The image of Francis bleeding from the wounds imprinted in his 

flesh tells us a different story, the story of salvation won through the agony of the cross. Francis 

did not spend his time avoiding suffering; rather, he embraced it fully because by the suffering 

and death of Jesus, we have won the promise of the Resurrection. 



 Talking to birds is easy; dying to self is hard.  
 

 Francis did both. 
 

 
 

 


