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Psalm 121; Psalm 148:7-14; Galatians 6:14-18; Matthew 11:25-30 

Once again in our country and beyond, we are forced to face the reality of horrific violence. 

Lives have been senselessly lost—in a place of learning in Oregon and a place of healing in 

Kunduz, Afghanistan. 

Today, we remember Blessed St. Francis. It is a day like many others, when we need his 

wisdom. 

Our world is hurting.  Humans are hurting, creation is hurting.  We live with more risk of 

annihilation than we care to name.  But it is with us every day, an unspoken burden. 

Francis began his life in wealth and security.  At least as much security as was possible in 

the war-torn culture of his day.  Despite his sincere efforts, even Francis could not stop the 

Crusades.  But his attempts to do so alone make him worth emulating in our day, when 

pacifism has gone out of style and we see the results of chronic war around the globe. 

But there is another side to Francis, the one we look forward to with lighter hearts each 

year—his love of animals and nature.  This afternoon we will bless our beloved animals in a 

liturgy I love more with each passing year.  Please do come. 

This morning, I invite you to consider that there is a connection, a profound connection, 

between Francis’ love of animals and his pacifism.  I believe the connection is awareness.  

If you have ever known the love of an animal, as many of you have, then you know the truth 

of the tale of Francis discovering his donkey companion Geronimo.  As the story goes, 

Geronimo was tied up too tightly by a rope and was gnawing at the rope, making the bell 

around his neck ring, when Francis first noticed him.  

In that brief moment, a connection occurred between this animal and this man.  

I know that moment.  It happened to me when John and I went to find a new kitten after my 

dog died five years ago.  Some of you know the story: John and I made good use of the time 

Nathan and George were away in Guatemala to make a reconnaissance visit to the rescue 

league—“just to look” we told ourselves. 

And look we did—at hundreds of kittens.  Late into that afternoon, in a room full of at least 

50 little felines, one kitten came forward to the plate glass.  Amazingly, I recognized her.  I’d 

seen her tiny photograph in the league’s advertisement in the Post.  I’d shown it to John.  

And now, she had found me.  Of all the humans she’d watched that day, I was the one she 

came forward to see.  She stood just on the other side of the glass and stared at me for the 

longest time. 



 

 

I asked to see her in a visiting room.  John and I were told another family had chosen her.  I 

was crestfallen.  Then, just as we were about to head home, the staff member came to me 

and said, “The other family changed their minds.  Would you like to see her?”  “Yes,” I said. 

They brought her into the room.  

John had instructed me carefully about how to meet a cat.  “Let her approach you,” he told 

me.  “You are a dog person, Mom.  I know you, you’ll try to pick her up.  You’ll scare her to 

death.”  So, he showed me how to sit, how to look.  How to wait.  And then they brought her 

in. 

And I promptly broke every rule John had given me.  I grabbed her.  Started talking baby 

talk.  Loved on her.  Kissed her, even.  John was horrified. 

But here’s the thing: it didn’t matter.  She purred.  Even with all my wrong doing.  She let 

me hold her.  And she stared into my eyes.  And then, she took her paws and began to pat 

my cheeks so tenderly. 

A moment later, the staff member came into the room.  She said, “So what do you think?” 

In our family, big decisions like getting an animal always require much deliberation.  It 

becomes a pedantic exercise of going over costs, responsibilities, liabilities.  It’s never 

quick.  You have to give it time.  You know, be slow, thoughtful, responsible. 

“We’ll take her,” I blurted out without a moment’s hesitation. 

“We will?” John asked in a mixture of excitement and worry—knowing as he did that I had 

just skipped over entirely the pedantic, thorough review that is otherwise always required 

in our family. 

“Yes,” I said. “We will.” 

What Caroline showed me in the visitation room that day that made me so sure she must 

join our family posthaste was awareness.  A deep and intuitive awareness she has shown 

many times since.  When I am angry, in pain, sad, confused, she knows.   

And that knowing lightens my burden, eases my yoke.  Her awareness calls me to 

awareness. 

I believe that’s what Francis saw in Geronimo.  I believe the animals he loved made him 

more aware.  More attuned to the ways humanity was killing itself and creation in his day. 

That part hasn’t changed.  We are still killing ourselves, sometimes slowly and subtly, 

sometimes quickly and violently.  We are killing ourselves and this earth. 

And so we need Francis.  And we need Franciscans.  More than ever.  Because they have 

learned.  From the animals.  From brother sun and sister moon.  From the stars and the 

trees and the rain and the wind.  They have learned to be aware. 

We here have had the rich rich blessing of a Franciscan among us.  One who is deeply 

aware.  Aware of us. 



 

 

We call him Brother Nick. 

Now Brother Nick has that same spiritual awareness that Francis learned from the animals. 

In fact, he has an uncanny spiritual awareness.  Sometimes, it can almost be uncomfortable 

to be too close to this gift he has.  Because he sees things—spiritually, I mean.  He is aware 

of pain, of sadness, of restlessness.  And too of joy, of child-like expectancy.  He picks it up 

like some sort of spiritual radar. 

He not right every single time, and thank God for that—otherwise we’d all be avoiding him 

like the plague.  We’d be saying, “Here comes Nick again…run, he may know too much!” 

There’s some consolation in a little imperfection, I suppose, Brother Nick.  But he’s right 

enough of the time to make me sure that this awareness he possesses is a gift.  One he has 

developed and refined.   

As we send him off to be our missionary to another beloved Denver congregation, we must 

ask ourselves, what is the legacy our beloved Brother Nick has given us?  What is it that his 

ministry among us here for over a decade inspires in us? 

I daresay, if we could answer that with this: simple awareness, it would make our brother 

smile. 

In his Papal Encyclical, Laudato si, Pope Francis observes, “Everything is connected.”  He 

begins the chapter on ecology and spirituality with these words about awareness: “An 

awareness of the gravity of today’s cultural and ecological crisis must be translated into 

new habits.  Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings above all who 

need to change.  We lack an awareness of our common origin, of our mutual belonging, and 

of a future to be shared with everyone.” (Laudato si, Chapter 6, section 202, June 18, 2015, 

Pope Francis) 

Regardless of whether you agree with the Pope on other matters or not, on this point, I find 

little room for dissension.  

Our lack of awareness is literally killing us.  We close our eyes to our decimation of this 

fragile earth our island home.  We close our ears to the cries of women and children around 

our globe who are daily sold into modern slavery through the multi-billion dollar human 

trafficking industry.  We close our minds to the realities and costs of chronic war driven 

and determined by religious fanaticism, human greed, and collective self-deception.  

And we close our hearts to people very near us who suffer because of systemic oppression 

that sucks the life, the energy, and the hope out of them while those with the most privilege 

have the luxury of staying painfully unaware.  

Awareness comes at great cost.  It comes at the cost of a broken heart. 

I have long known this about you, Brother Nick.  You carry a broken heart for this world. 

That, my Brother, is how I see Francis in you.  I see the toll it takes on you.  

Yet, too, I see the joy it gives you.  



 

 

Because a heart that is broken, is, at the same time, a heart that is healing.  Healing from the 

even higher cost of denial.  A heart that is broken is also a heart broken open.  And that 

openness allows intimacy.  

And intimacy, as I learned again from Caroline my beloved cat the day I met her, intimacy 

brings healing and great joy.  

It is the joy of being known in your brokenness.  Known and seen and held. 

Awareness is the prerequisite to everything we cherish spiritually: repentance, forgiveness, 

reconciliation, peace—all of them begin in awareness. 

The horrors we have seen in one week alone will continue until we can bear to have our 

hearts broken open in awareness.  For we—the people, the animals, the earth—we are all, 

as Pope Francis says, connected.  Inextricably linked one to another.  

Thank you, Blessed Brother Nick, for the gift of your broken heart.  It is beautiful.  

May we, each and every one, learn from the creatures all around us how to be aware.  

And may that awareness break open our hearts to intimacy. 

By the patting of tender paws on worn and weary faces will come the healing of our souls 

and the healing of this fragile earth, our island home. 

Amen. 


