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• Look at Francis, standing there in Stanley Spencer’s painting (a copy of which I 

have put in your worship bulletin). Oh, our beloved Francis! Francis, who has 
been called the world’s most admired saint… and yet, the one least imitated. 
Francis, who lived as if the Gospel was true! 

• There he stands, outdoors. He is in a farmyard, next to a low-roofed shed. 
Above and behind, we see the tall roof of a church and its tower. Spencer’s 
painting is titled, St. Francis and the Birds. Ian Cron tells us the background 
story: “One day, as Francis was walking with a group of friars, he saw a huge 
flock of crows and doves at the base of a big … oak. When he ran down to 
greet them, none of them flew away; they could tell Francis was different 
from other people. So he gathered them all together and began to preach 
to them.”  According to an early Franciscan, Francis “rejoiced in all the 1

works… of the Lord, and saw behind things pleasant to behold, their life-
giving reason and cause. In beautiful things he saw Beauty itself; all things 
were to him good.”  Ian Cron says that, “from that day on, [Francis] carefully 2

exhorted all birds, all animals, … and also insensible creatures, to love the 
Creator[.]  [B]ecause, daily invoking the name of the Savior, he observed 
their obedience in his own experience.”  3

• We will echo Francis’ holy view of the world, later this morning, when we 
sing our closing hymn. It’s based on Francis’ own words: “All creatures of our 
God and King, lift up your voices, let us sing”! 

• Stanley Spencer is among my favorite painters, and this painting that I have 
shared with you is one of my favorites. I love how he captures Francis in a 
figurative rather than literal way, with a physique as seemingly expansive as 
is God’s love for the world. Look at Francis’ absorption with the sky and all 
his surroundings. His personal regard for the beauty of God’s handiwork is 
mirrored by the adoring regard of the birds for him. Here we see hens and 
ducks, who closely follow him, pushing aside the woman whose attention is 
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elsewhere. With her off-in-the-distance gaze, she appears not to see holy 
Francis, nor much of the natural beauty before her. Instead, she clutches a 
bouquet of rather domesticated-looking flowers. Yet, there is Francis, 
carelessly clothed in an old robe, fixed by a cord ’round his waist. ‘Notice 
anything odd about how Spencer has drawn Francis’ arms and hands? They 
are, as it were, backwards! Francis, to almost all of his contemporaries, was 
living an upside-down life. Francis was ‘the backwards man,’ turned in the 
opposite direction from most of those around him. Yet, in Spencer’s painting
—and in a way literally true to Francis—the artist has portrayed the saint’s 
body in the shape of a cross.  4

• With his attention firmly fixed on the heavens, Francis was in love with God!
He especially loved the God who wrote the ‘Book of Nature.’ For, as poet 
and priest, John Keble, put it, “when souls of highest birth waste their 
impassioned might on dreams of earth, [God] opens Nature’s book, and on 
his glorious Gospel bids them look…”  5

•  Those words from the saintly John Keble, echo the spirit of the even-more-
saintly Francis. Both of them perceived the wonder and glory of God’s 
being, as it is impressed upon, and latent within, the beauty of Creation. 
Keble is remembered as having truly believed this, a faith that he set down 
in the words of his hymn, “Blest are the pure in heart, for they shall see our 
God.”  But, with his whole life, Francis is remembered for having truly 6

embodied this same Gospel truth. Both Francis and Keble looked for, and 
also saw, the beautiful presence of our Creator within the compelling Book 
of Nature, as well as in the convicting Book of Scripture. 

• Eugene Peterson translates part of our Gospel reading today, in this way: 
“God’s kingdom is like a treasure hidden in a field for years and then [is] 
accidentally found by a trespasser. The finder is ecstatic—what a find!—and 
proceeds to sell everything he owns to raise money and buy that field. Or, 
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God’s kingdom is like a jewel merchant on the hunt for excellent pearls. 
Finding one that is flawless, he immediately sells everything, and buys it.”  7

Sometimes we stumble across a treasure lying in our path. At other times, 
we earnestly search for it. We can readily picture the image of a suitcase 
stuffed with cash, and we can easily envision the value of a fine diamond. 
But what about God’s grace-filled Mission, or an encounter with God’s 
unexpected favor and abounding love? What about God’s self-disclosed 
truth, made available through Scriptural revelation? When we find it, do we 
recognize God’s favor for what it is? And do we look for God’s revealed 
grace as diligently as we look for other things? 

• I especially think of Francis today, in relation to these two images ~ first, the 
accidental discovery of a great treasure, and second, the intentional search 
for a pearl of great value. I have been reading Ian Morgan Cron’s touching 
novel, Chasing Francis, a book recently read by the members of one of our 
small groups. I was particularly inclined to read Chasing Francis after 
noticing Rowan Williams’ comment that he had read it twice. Any book, that 
Rowan Williams has been moved to read twice, is a book I want to discover. 
In this case, I have not been disappointed. In a compelling and accessible 
way, Ian Cron’s novel helps us see into the mystery of Francis’ holy life and 
his spirituality. Cron’s book leaves us wanting to be more like Francis.  

• And what is it, we might ask, that is so compelling about Francis’s approach 
to God, and to the world? It is precisely how Francis, as a young man, was 
very much like the figure in our two parables. He was like a trespasser in a 
field, who accidentally stumbles upon a treasure hidden from the eyes of 
others. And, Francis was a searcher, who found something like an immensely 
valuable pearl, and then gave up everything, so he could have it. 

• The real beauty of Francis’ life was not only his perceptiveness about Jesus’ 
metaphors for God’s Kingdom. It is that he also lived-out this vision in 
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everyday life. One of the friars in Cron’s book puts it this way: “A truly great 
preacher isn’t someone with a seminary degree who explains the gospel; it’s 
someone who is the gospel.”  Francis himself “once said, ‘It is no use 8

walking anywhere to preach unless our walking is our preaching.’ He taught 
the friars that preaching the good news was useless unless they were the 
good news. ‘Preach as you go’,” he said.  And, use words if necessary! [Of 9

course, by all this, Francis has made life rather difficult for every preacher 
who has come after him!] 

• So, a person might sell all his or her possessions, in order to buy a field or a 
pearl of great price. People who make such dramatic choices don’t simply 
acquire a valuable object or new wealth. No, their single-minded pursuit of a 
greater good re-orients their lives. ~> Consider God’s kingdom! ~> 
Consider God’s mission in the world. ~> Consider God’s abounding grace! 
In the way that he was a faithful lover of Jesus, Francis shows us how these 
are life-changing realities ~ especially when we put them first in our lives. 
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Stanley Spencer, St. Francis and the Birds, 1935 
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Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

Jesus put before the crowd another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed 
that someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has 
grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and 
make nests in its branches.” 

He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and 
mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” 

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; 
then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one 
pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it. 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught fish of 
every kind; when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good into baskets 
but threw out the bad. So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come out and 
separate the evil from the righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

“Have you understood all this?” They answered, “Yes.” And he said to them, “Therefore 
every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a 
household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” 

Notes: 

 Ian Morgan Cron, Chasing Francis: A Pilgrim’s Tale (p. 80). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. Emphasis 1

added. 

 Thomas of Celano, as quoted in Chasing Francis (p. 79). Zondervan. Kindle Edition.2

 Chasing Francis (p. 81). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. Punctuation and font slightly altered for greater 3

clarity.

 Francis is among those Western saints remembered for having mystically received the stigmata, an 4

imprint upon their bodies of the wounds of Christ.

 John Keble (1792-1866), “Fourth Sunday After Epiphany,” from The Christian Year, first published in 5

1827.

 See Hymnal 1982, #656.6

 Matthew 13:44-46, The Message translation. Emphasis added.7

 Chasing Francis (p. 152). Zondervan. Kindle Edition.8

 Chasing Francis (p. 152). Zondervan. Kindle Edition9
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