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Fr Francis Marsden

 Umbria is most usually associated with St Francis of Assisi. When I was in seminary, we often spent the short post-Christmas break at Assisi. We used to climb up to the Rocca above the town to watch the fireworks welcoming in the New Year. 
In the daytime, we undertook pious visits to the Basilica, to talk to St Francis himself in his stone sarcophagus, hoping that a little of his immense love for the Lord and his ability to be detached from material things, might rub off on us too.
Assisi stands on the lower slopes of Monte Subasio, and last October I approached it on a winding minor road, virtually deserted, around the back of the mountain.
Perhaps it was the presence of the spirit of St Francis. It was one of those beautiful afternoons when the glory of God seems to shine through every created thing, the forested hills, the autumn leaves, the valley gorges below and the distant mountaintops of the Marche, and one is back almost in Eden. As Hopkins wrote, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God. It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.”  
Reaching Assisi, however, one was reluctantly plunged into heavy traffic, reversing coaches, crocodiles of tourists, and all the paraphernalia of mass pilgrimage. Since the earthquake and the collapse of the main St Francis basilica’s vaulting, I have not wished to see the damage to Giotto’s frescos, preferring to keep my old memories intact.
Following the main road down onto the flat plain below, one approaches the gigantic cupola of Santa Maria degli Angeli, which was built to enclose the little chapel of the Portiuncula. This was the small disused church in the woods, which Francis and his companions, in the earliest days, rented from the Benedictines for one basket of fish per year. 
It was the first church in the world where at any time a plenary indulgence could and still can be obtained for the souls in purgatory, a special privilege which Francis begged and received from a surprised Pope.
As a deacon, Francis had an immense regard for the priestly vocation and for the Holy Eucharist. On several occasions he said, “If it happened that I met a saint who had come from heaven, and a poor priest, I would salute the priest first of all and kiss his hands. I would say, “Oh dear, St Laurence, wait a bit, because his (the priest’s) hands can touch the Word of life and possess a superhuman power.”  
It was beside the Portiuncula, surrounded by his brothers, and laid naked on the bare earth, that St Francis lay dying. He asked for bread, broke it and gave it as a sign of mutual peace to all who stood by him: “I have done my part,” he said, “may Christ teach you to do yours.” He finally surrendered his soul to the Lord in the evening of 3rd October 1226. 
Debate will ever rage on as to whether it was fitting to enclose Francis’ simple little chapel in this grandiose classical basilica. Nevertheless it is heartening to see the recent developments which the friars have undertaken: more pilgrim accommodation at very modest prices, extra prayer rooms and chapels for youth, and a new visitors’ centre and museum.
Alternatively, if you desire an interview with St Clare, go back to the upper town, to the crypt of Santa Chiara, where she lies beneath the altar. She is very small and rather dark now, but who wouldn’t be 750 years after their death? One is daunted when reading of the Poor Clares’ life of severe penance and extreme frugality. Yet at her tomb, the impression still abides with me that despite all outward appearances, “the love of Jesus is all joy, all joy.”
It is atmospheric to wander down through the olive groves to San Damiano, the church where one day in 1205, recuperating from his year’s imprisonment as a hostage in Perugia, Francis was addressed by Jesus from the crucifix, “Francis, rebuild my church, which as you can see is in ruins.” 
The rich young man took this injunction literally at first, sold without permission some of his father’s best fabrics, and brought the money to the priest, only to be disappointed when the latter refused to accept it - quite rightly, given the circumstances. 
It was at San Damiano that Francis wrote his most famous prayer, the Canticle of the Sun. The church and convent were later ceded to St Clare and her followers. Along the path in front of the church is the site of the scene where her father and brothers, incensed at her opting for the religious life as a devotee of il poverello Francesco, tried to drag her away by the hair. 
It was the duty of every good daughter of Assisi to be married off so as to increase her family’s influence and wealth, was it not? By divine grace, Clare became immovably heavy, and her brutal but exhausted brothers had to concede defeat and leave her to the Lord, her spiritual Beloved. 
Another day my little Piaggio scooter bounded me across the mountains to the Rieti valley, which holds the lesser known Franciscan shrines of Greccio, Fonte Colombo, La Foresta and Poggio Bustone. 
Greccio is famous because it is where St Francis devised the first Christmas crib – or at least, had Mass celebrated in a cave with the animals and a young baby in a manger, to show to the villagers the poverty in which the Saviour was born. 
Fonte Colombo is up in the forests, and was much quieter. Francis gave it the name from watching doves drinking from a nearby spring. It is a simple chapel and cloister, near the cave to which the  Poverello retired in silence for a month in 1223, to write the rule for his Order, so that his brothers might live to the letter the Gospel. 
Down below is the room where in 1225, Francis had his badly infected eyes cauterised with a red hot poker. He amazed the doctor and his brethren by praying: “O my brother fire, the Most High originates you wonderful and enviable by every other being, strong, beautiful and useful. In this moment be good to me, be kind. I pray the Great Lord who creates you, so that He moderate for me your heat.”
His brother friars fled from the scene, but Francis amazingly felt no pain as the doctor applied the incandescent poker from his eyes up to his ears.
Fonte Colombo is still used as a retreat house for Franciscan novices. There were hardly any other visitors. After visiting the church and the cave, I sat in perfect peace eating my sandwiches.
The third sanctuary, La Foresta, is occupied by a Christian community of some sort. Francis hid here to convalesce and evade the crowds, but word leaked out and the parish priest’s vineyard was trampled down by the crowds. However, due to the saint’s prayers, the crop flourished a second time and gave wine in abundance. The saints do have an enviable penchant for getting out of trouble.
A young man of the aforesaid community buttoned upon me to impart an exhaustive account of the chapel and outbuildings, when to be honest, I would rather have been left to potter round in peace. He seemed a little confounded when I asked what was the community’s apostolate to the wider Church - yes, I know, a typical parish priest’s question. He gave me a long, confusing and ultimately opaque account of the meaningfulness of it all. They evidently specialised more in being than in doing.
The final step in my pilgrimage was to Poggio Bustone, which sits some 800 metres up on the side of Monte Terminillo. Its association with St Francis comes from his earlier days. It was a Benedictine house in which he sought mercy and reconciliation, tormented by the careless sins of his young life. 
The local ragazzi were continuing the earlier part of the Franciscan tradition, kicking a football against the monastery wall, snogging on the stone parapet and pop-pop-popping around noisily on Vespas with their raggazze on pillion.
Tout ça change, toute c’est la même chose!
I fell in with an elderly Italian man, chatting about the wartime and his experiences of the German occupiers. A parish group of youngsters disappeared into the depths of the monastery, and their hymns and guitars soon filled the evening air. And I read my guidebook:
“Let us desire nothing else . . and let nothing else please us and cause us delight except the Creator, our Redeemer and Saviour, Who is the fullness of Good, Who alone is good, merciful and gentle, delectable and sweet; Who alone is holy, just, true and right; Who alone is kind, innocent and pure; From Whom and through Whom and in Whom is all forgiveness, all grace, all glory, and Who is totally desirable, desirable above all else. Amen.”
