13th Sunday in O.T. 2026
On 3rd October next, many Catholics will commemorate the 800th anniversary of the death of St. Francis of Assisi.  There are many stories about the life of St Francis, but it is worth recalling two which throw some light on today’s perplexing Gospel passage.  The first story comes in two parts, and it echoes the opening words of the Gospel, “Anyone who prefers father or mother to me is not worthy of me.  Anyone who prefers son or daughter to me is not worthy of me.  Anyone who does not take up the cross and follow in my footsteps is not worthy of me”.


Francis’ father, Pietro Bernardone, enraged with his son’s unorthodox religious behaviour, dragged him before the local Bishop.  There, Francis did something that shocked everyone present, and indeed would shock us today.  He gave all his possessions to his father, to the extent of stripping naked and handing him even his clothes.  Standing naked before everyone Francis declared, “From this moment forth I am no longer Francis, son of Pietro Bernardone, but Francis, son of God”.  It was a total renouncing of status, honour and wealth – Francis had espoused a radical commitment to poverty.  


The somewhat embarrassed Bishop quickly covered Francis with his episcopal cloak, but the event was reinacted twenty years later.  When on 3rd October 1226, as Francis was dying, he asked that his body, again naked, be laid on the earthen floor.  There he died, in imitation of his Lord and Master, who had died naked on the Cross, having nothing, owning nothing.  As he died, Francis said to those standing around him, “I have done what was mine to do; may Christ teach you what you are to do”.


Confronted with today’s perplexing Gospel passage, we ask ourselves, “What is it that Christ wants us to do?”  What does he expect of us?  Of course, we might be tempted to dismiss his words, because it would seem outrageous for us to disown our families, especially, as we know that Jesus himself lived with his parents in Nazareth, “under their authority” (cf Luke2:51).  So, what is his point?  Scholars explain that he is using “exaggerated metaphors” in order to drive home an important point to his disciples, and to you and me.  He is talking about choosing priorities.

Today’s Gospel tells us, “Jesus instructed the twelve” - looking at the “twelve”, and particularly at the life of St Peter, we recognise the challenge of being part of Jesus’ company.  Peter, very obviously, was greatly influenced by Jesus.  He once declared, “Lord, who shall we go to, you have the message of eternal life” (John 6:68), yet he was also concerned about what others thought about him, and for that reason, at the trial of Jesus, three times he denied knowing (John 18:17 ff).

Peter had many hard lessons to learn; he made many mistakes, but Jesus was patient.  Eventually, the time came when he could ask Peter the most profound question of all, “Do you love me?” (John 21:15 ff).  Three times he asked, and three times Peter replied, “Yes, Lord, you know I love you” (ibid).  Jesus concluded that conversation by saying to Peter, “Follow me” (ibid), echoing his instruction in today’s Gospel passage, “Anyone who does not take up his cross and follow in my footsteps is not worthy of me”.  Just as he wanted Peter, and the other apostles to understand this, so he desires that you and I understand that to love Jesus is to follow him.

Taking up the cross is living with that gentle but persistent question of Jesus, “Do you love me?”; it is our constant striving to respond, Yes, Lord, you know I love you”.  It is this that will influence all other decisions we make in life.  

The second story about St Francis is one we are familiar with - one day, when day while praying in a little tumbled down chapel, Francis heard the crucifix above the altar say to him, “Go, Francis, and repair my church which, as you see, is falling into ruins.”  Initially, Francis thought he was to repair the fabric of the building, but later came to realise that it was the faith of the people of God which he was to build up.  You and I are called to do the same, with love, in love, and through love.

Love demands sacrifice; it is often challenging, and sometimes uncomfortable – it means putting others first.  For example, St Francis welcomed everyone as a brother or sister – do we?  Jesus claimed that by such a welcome we welcome him!  In our conversations, do we have the courage to stand up for what is true and right?  St Francis was a true prophet – he spoke the truth and acted truthfully – do we?  Are we today’s prophets?  Does our attitude towards others show real generosity?  St Francis cared greatly for the “little ones” that is, the most vulnerable in society – do we?  That “cup of cold water”, which Jesus speaks about, symbolises so much!

The dying Francis said:
“I have done what was mine to do; 
may Christ teach you what you are to do”.  Amen.


