Talk for Pet Blessing Service 800 years of St. Francis of Assisi
Genesis 1:24-27        Matthew 6:25-30
May the words of my lips …. 
I am very blessed to live on a hill, and I can sit in the garden and look out over the sea. On a good day I can see France. There are lots of trees, green vegetation, and a wide expanse of God’s created world to be viewed and enjoyed. In many parts of the world the landscape has changed dramatically in recent years as climate change has taken its toll on God’s world, most recently through the floods in Bangkok. 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 
These words are so familiar, and yet eternally true.

Our Genesis reading this morning reminds us that God created all animals, and God saw that it was good. Then God made mankind in his own image. In Genesis God calls the world into being and creates humankind to be His faithful people. 

What does that mean for us today? 

We all recognise the amazing design that our world has, the way in which the ecosystems work together. At this time of year, we are particularly aware that in our own country the days become shorter and the nights become longer. 

In the created world the picture of us being made in God’s image gives us a responsibility for that world, including the animal world, in the same way that God cares for us. We are called to work in partnership with God to care for the animals, to be God’s representatives in the world today as we look after God’s created world. God invites us to care for His creation. It is a big responsibility which has been highlighted much more over the last century, with the growing understanding of our own impact on the world around us.  

If we are to take responsibility, we have to be responsive to what is happening in our world. God does not force us to take on that responsibility, but God invites us to play our role in His created world. We have just finished celebrating Creationtide, a new festival for September which has embraced Harvest festival but added so much more about our world, and our role in caring for it. 

Creationtide looked at the impact of climate change on our global world, but those who are animal lovers will know that it has impacted the animal world too. We recognise that some species have become extinct. The last known Dodo was in the 1660’s and passenger pigeons became extinct in 1914. We will all be aware that there are an increasing number of species that are in danger of becoming extinct, tigers, blue whales, giant pandas and African elephants to name but a few. We can all participate in the bird, and butterfly counts that annually take place to monitor which species are in danger in our own country. 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 
One person who took these words to heart was Saint Francis of Assisi. Today we are celebrating the 800th anniversary of his death. Saint Francis died on Oct. 4, 1226, and was born into a wealthy merchant family in the Umbrian town of Assisi, in present-day Italy, around 1181. Saint Francis is famous for renouncing his family’s wealth, but why did he do that? 

The young St. Francis had once dreamed of a very different life. He pursued wealth, honour and the glory of knighthood. Yet interestingly one of the most important moments of St. Francis’ conversion did not happen in a palace, church or battlefield.
It happened on the road, when he encountered a leper. Maybe that reminds you of the parable of the good Samaritan? 
St. Francis had previously found lepers unbearable. But in this encounter, something changed. He began to recognize Christ in the suffering person before him. The experience transformed his understanding of God, poverty and people.
Francis eventually renounced his original ambitions and chose a radically different path: to live according to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. For Francis, poverty was not simply about possessing less. It was a way of being free to love God and others without fear. St. Francis did not become a monk, moving out of the world to follow Jesus, but he lived in poverty and became the patron saint of animals as he demonstrated real care for God’s created world, both human and animal. He taught those whom he influenced to have compassion on all creatures. He believed in the inherent dignity of all creatures and preached the unity of all creation. 
What historians and theologians know about Saint Francis comes primarily from his own writings. In the 14th-century account “The Little Flowers of St. Francis,” there is a legendary story that Francis’ preaching reportedly stopped a wolf from terrorizing the Tuscan town of Gubbio. Francis spoke to the wolf and extended his arm. According to the legend, the wolf then stretched out his paw as if to shake his hand. Such stories have become central to shaping Francis’ identity as the patron saint of animals and, later, of ecology.

The choice of Pope Francis to take the name of St. Francis was deliberate, given that St. Francis of Assisi’s mission was tied to living a life of poverty and caring for others. Soon after his election to the papacy, Pope Francis expounded on his choice of papal name, affirming that his namesake was “the man of poverty, the man of peace, the man who loves and protects creation.”
St. Francis died in 1226. Yet the world in which his 800th anniversary is being celebrated faces many of the same fundamental struggles that marked his own age: war, division, fear, poverty and uncertainty.
That may be one reason his story remains so compelling. Francis did not respond to the turmoil of his age by withdrawing from the world, studying God’s word and preaching, he embraced the world more radically. He sought Christ among lepers. He chose poverty over status. He prayed for peace.
Eight hundred years later, the call St. Francis heard at San Damiano has not lost its urgency.
The 800th anniversary of St. Francis death is an invitation for us to return to the heart of St. Francis’ vocation and, in his words and example, to live the good news of Jesus. Just as God invites us to play our role in the created world, St. Francis responded to God’s invitation to play his role in God’s created world, both to mankind and to the creatures of our world. 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 
Our Genesis reading reminds us that we were created to have dominion, or to rule over the world. In today’s language that can be misinterpreted. Some see it as giving us the right to exploit nature for our own use. We all know that there are good rulers, and bad rulers. I am not going to ask you to name who you think fits into each category, but in God’s world rulers have responsibility for those in their care. God created the world and saw that it was good. We are invited to take responsibility and care for that world, including God’s creatures. 
What about us? St. Francis took a vow of poverty as he served God. He chose to let God provide for his needs as he cared for God’s creation, both human and animal. 
Our Matthew reading reminds us that God provides for all His creation, including us. We are told not to worry, but as God provides for his created world, He will also provide for us. Do not worry, if God can provide for His amazing creation, he can certainly provide for us too. Let us take a leaf out of St. Francis’ book today and learn to care for our world, the natural world, the animal world, and the humans that inhabit it, and let us not worry about what we need, God has it in hand. 
Amen. 
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