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Francis of Assisi was born in Italy. He was a Catholic friar, deacon, mystic,
and preacher. He founded the men's Order of Friars Minor, the women's
Order of St. Clare, the Third Order of
St. Francis and the Custody of the Holy Land.
He was born to an Italian father and a French mother. He was christened
Giovanni at birth but his father re-named him Francesco.
He was indulged by his parents and lived a carefree life, typical of a
wealthy young man. He was handsome, witty and loved clothes. He spent
money lavishly.
However, despite his wealth and privileged life, Francis was aware of those
who were less fortunate than himself. For example, on one occasion, when
approached by a beggar asking for alms, Francis gave
him everything he had. His friends laughed at his
charity and his father scolded him for his foolishness!
At the age of 21, Francis went to war. He was taken prisoner and became
ill. He began to re-evaluate his life. Upon his return, he experienced a
strange vision and in response he gave up all his frivolous activities.
He went on a pilgrimage to Rome and joined the beggars in St Peter's
Basilica. He prayed daily. He asked God for guidance. He renounced his old
life style, much to the anger of his father. Over the next two years Francis
embraced life as a penitent.
He restored several ruined chapels
in the countryside of Assisi.
He nursed lepers.
In 1208 he began to dress in coarse woollen tunics. He encouraged the local
people to do penance and to love one another. Within a year he had 11
followers. He composed a simple rule for his followers which came from
verses in the Bible.
He asked Pope Innocent 11 to found a new religious order. The Pope agreed
to endorse Francis' order (1210). This constituted the founding of the
Franciscan Order.

In 1219, accompanied by another friar and hoping to convert the Sultan
of Egypt, Francis went to Egypt during the Fifth Crusade.
It has been suggested that Francis and his companion crossed
the Muslims' lines and were brought before the Sultan.
Reports give no information about what
transpired during the encounter
beyond noting that the Sultan received
Francis graciously and that Francis preached to
the Muslims. He returned unharmed. No known Arab sources mention
the visit. However, true or not, there has been a Franciscan presence in
the Holy Land almost uninterruptedly since 1217.
Francis believed that Nature was the mirror of God. He called all
creatures 'Brothers and Sisters'. He even preached to
the birds. He supposedly persuaded a wolf to stop
attacking the local people.
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Francis preached the Christian doctrine that the world was created good
and beautiful by God. In his Canticle of the Sun' he asks that we give
God thanks for Brother Sun, Sister Moon, Brother Winter, Water, Fire
and Earth, all of which he sees as giving praise to God.
Francis is said to have had a vision on or about 13 September 1224, the
result of which was, he received the stigmata. He died at the age 45.
On 16 July 1228, he was pronounced a saint by Pope Gregory IX.
Francis is one of the most venerated religious figures in Christianity.
Along with Catherine of Siena, he was designated patron saint of Italy.
He is patron of the Franciscan Order, animals, merchants, ecology,
stowaways, He is also considered the patron against dying alone;
against fire; patron of the Franciscan Order and Catholic Action; of
families, peace, and needle-workers.

