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Wrestling with Poverty 
 

Note: This was written in the late 1990’s. It ended up in my book, The Sun & Moon Over Assisi 

(pages 337-339). I read afresh for the first time in over 20 years on July 26, 2022. In light of my life in 

Haiti during this period of extreme, brutal, barbaric violence, my words, which were probably 

penned in the major library at Sant’ Isidore’s in Rome, struck me with new force. Many sentences 

jumped off the page…such as this one: “I wrestle with the implications of Francis' ideal of poverty 

almost every day.” This is still true all these years later. The life of St. Francis inexorably changed 

my life. 
  

Poverty is the door to freedom...because, finding nothing in ourselves that is a source of hope, we 

know there is nothing in ourselves worth defending. There is nothing special in ourselves to love. 

We go out of ourselves therefore to rest in Him in Whom alone is our hope. 

—Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude 
 

After spending more than three years thinking and writing about Saint Francis of Assisi, I'm still 

puzzled by poverty. Francis considered poverty to be a basic component of the Christian life. He 

urged his early followers to “empty” their hearts of all attachment to earthly goods. He saw 

poverty as a road a person must walk down if he or she is to become transparent to the Lord, to 

neighbor and to self. I've got to work out my own response to Francis' ideal of poverty, a vision 

which has been severely narrowed over the centuries. 
 

Francis was a man of passionate impulses, which was part of his charm. But his simple, 

unsophisticated approach to life and his literal interpretation of the gospel also caused him to 

make illogical conclusions which gave birth to questionable obsessions, such as the extremes of 

self-deprecation, bodily abuse, and the strict observance of poverty. Francis' ideal of poverty did 

not last long within the Franciscan Order; the ideal was far too severe and impractical for anyone 

to follow in its fullness. Even though Francis implored his followers to avoid the temptations of 

laxity and to preserve the spirit and truth of complete and radical poverty, it wouldn't be fair to 

say the friars betrayed the ideal, because it was impossible for the fragile idealism of the saint to 

survive the harsh realities of daily life. In the pristine and uncompromising absolutism of his 

ideal of poverty, the saint was able fully to strip himself of all proprietary ambitions. But, who 

else, in either his day or ours, could follow his example, fully and without reservation? Very, very 

few, if any. The standard Francis set was inhuman, far surpassing the limits of sound sense; it 

even exceeded the poverty which Christ lived. And so, after Francis' death, modification of the 

ideal was a natural and inevitable consequence, even though some factions refused to 

compromise and insisted on strict observance of absolute poverty. Still, attempts to reconcile 

deviations from the ideal caused, and continue to cause, mental strife and distress within the 

Order. 
 

It distresses me. I wrestle with the implications of Francis' ideal of poverty almost every day. He 

doesn't leave room for easy answers. 
 

During the past one hundred years, historians from Paul Sabatier to Johannes Jörgensen to Father 

Cuthbert to J.R.H. Moorman have analyzed Francis' life and his relationship to poverty from 



every possible angle and have presented conflicting views about the meaning and importance of 

poverty in the mind of Francis. I'm not sure Francis had a systematic approach to poverty. His 

ideal of poverty didn't spring to his mind fully developed. He grew into it, through real-life 

experiences. He did not attempt to articulate a highly developed theology of poverty. His mind 

did not work that way. His thinking was always spontaneous and immediate. He spoke in 

personal terms, one-on-one with his followers and to the people he met along the road. He did 

not deal in abstract ideas; his ideas and responses to problems were always very concrete, very 

real. He did, however, think in images, and it was easy for him to jump from one image to the 

next. He spoke about real things—lepers, run-down churches, money—and offered real 

responses. He often employed simple parables to express himself. Francis simply wanted his 

practice of poverty to be a literal representation of the poverty of the gospel. Francis wanted to 

live a way of life that was a reproduction of the way Christ lived. No detail of the gospel was too 

insignificant for Francis to imitate, even nakedness. He did not care if a literal following of the 

gospel caused him or his follower’s discomfort or even placed them in danger. For Francis, the 

observance of poverty was an essential part of apostolic life. He could not permit himself to be 

richer than his Beloved. Francis had nothing and loved nothing in this world, so his soul could 

be free to love Christ alone. 
 

Needless to say, Francis' ideas about poverty were so extreme, so severe, that it comes as no 

surprise that they were confronted with great difficulties when he asked his followers to put them 

into practice, causing deep splits in the brotherhood. Disputes over the nature and degree of 

poverty raged for centuries, especially between the Spiritual and Conventual branches of the 

Order. In 1317, Pope John XXII entered the fray, issuing a series of bulls which essentially 

condemned the doctrine of absolute poverty. The practical needs of the friars' communal life were 

so overwhelming that the ideal of absolute poverty became more devotional than dogmatic. For 

those interested in a detailed account of the evolution of the ideal of poverty in the Order during 

its first two hundred years, I would recommend reading Franciscan Poverty by Malcolm D. 

Lambert. 
 

Francis had one goal: a total and complete imitation of the life of Christ, with special emphasis 

on Christ's poverty. Francis' desire to live a life of absolute poverty is too radical a path for any 

layperson to follow. However, it would be a grave error to discount his love of poverty as some-

thing only he could espouse. We may not be able to embrace Lady Poverty as fully as he did, but 

we must keep his ideal ever before us. The extremes to which Francis went should challenge us 

to go further down the path of poverty than we would like to travel. The example of Francis 

should challenge us, upset us, and force us to respond. I do not want to become poor. I want 

poverty to remain symbolic in nature, not a fact in reality. I'm happy to have Lady Poverty point 

out that I could live on less, that I should share more of what I have with those who have less. 

But Francis does not allow me to be happy with my limited love of Lady Poverty. He gently 

nudges me to go further, to become poorer...in spirit and in flesh. 
 

I may not be able to wed Lady Poverty, but I am happy to have her be a close friend, a friend who 

cares enough to tell me the hard truth I may not want to hear. I'm waiting for her to tell me to 

stop eating rich foods. 


