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Readings:
Matthew 11: 25-30


Galatians 6: 14-18

One of my favourite images of Leo, from eleven years ago, is of him carrying a large pottery bowl full of water from the previous high altar area to the steps of the nave of this Cathedral during a diocesan liturgy. He was processing the bowl for foot washing when a small tuft of the carpet caught on his sandal and he tripped. He temporarily lost altitude, but with a remarkable deftness of footwork he recovered, the bowl remaining at exactly the same level. He then continued on down into the foot washing ceremony that he was involved with. This little incidents sums up a lot about Leo: always there to serve, in solidarity, always a certain “X” factor, some piece of serendipity that we aren’t necessarily expecting, often some fun, but always the spirit and intention of Christ the servant.

Another image I have, which I share with my children, comes from the sermon he preached here last year where he reminded us that Forrest Gump had volunteered a new name for God: “Andy”. This does seem puzzling, but as Forrest pointed the name already exists in the old hymn “And/he walks with me and/he talks with me and/he tells me I am his own” I don’t remember much else from Leo’s sermon but I remember that, and in the months since during difficult or complex times I remember God walking and talking in this way. Leo made the insight come alive.
When Leo-Anthony first came to speak to the Synod of this diocese as the founder guardian of the Friary of the Divine Compassion he asked the question “are we relevant in today’s world?” For him this is a rhetorical question but perhaps he was asking it because some may look at a community of friars, dressed in the medieval clothing of an agricultural labourer and wonder if they are simply a “blast from the past”. This is a good question for all Christians and all Christian communities. Are we relevant?

Let’s look at the Franciscan community for a moment with Leo’s question. Of course we are familiar with Friars and their ministry from very significant stories in our past, in our history. There is the most famous example of Friar Tuck who is very like the life and work of the early Franciscans. There is the role played by the Friar in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and there is St Francis himself from the 13th century, who changed the face of the church forever. Are these icons of centuries ago relevant? Let’s look at them a little more closely.
In the well known story of Robin Hood, a Friar identifies with the plight of an oppressed and conquered people and supports those who work for the redistribution of goods and land and property which have been unjustly stolen.  A happy band of companions seek the restoration of what is lost and an earthy form of justice for those who have been dispossessed. Is that relevant today?

In the story of Romeo and Juliet the friar seeks to prevent an impending tragedy by being a go-between in a way that no one else can be. Although the tragedy unfolds the friar engages in a ministry of forgiveness, reconciliation and restoration of the two warring families whose hatred has killed their children. Is this ministry relevant? This is an old tale of bold knights and beautiful ladies, of love and hate and prejudice: although this story is old, the love, the hate and the prejudice are ever new.
A thirteenth century holy man, Francis of Assisi himself dressed in the clothing of an agricultural labourer tried to broker peace between Muslims and Christians at war by journeying into the enemy camp with nothing to defend him but his belief in the Prince of Peace and the common wealth of all humankind. He was allowed into the tent of Saladin, where his message was listened to with respect. He probably only survived this journey because of the poverty of his demeanour and dress. Is peacemaking between Muslims and Christians at war relevant?

But behind all these examples from long ago there is he example of the Christ. When I think of Leo I think of the servant in Christ’s parable of the Great Feast, in Luke’s gospel: the one who was called by the host to move out into the community with an unexpected invitation to a love feast, to a banquet for the overlooked and those who had no reason to expect a welcome or the hospitality of a table, for those who slept under hedges and those whom the religious communities had excluded. This is a dramatic, costly demonstration of unexpected love. The servant goes backwards and forwards from the table until the space around it is filled with people: this is the vision that transfigured Francis, who chose to share his fate with the poor people of the earth. 
Leo and his brothers have made possible a radical hospitality at the Friary of the Divine Compassion: is this relevant in an age of business worship, privacy fetish and cyberspace realities?

The Friary in Hamilton has been a living demonstration of the ancient, once and future ministry of God’s table hospitality and the openness of God’s community to all: 


Time for people


Time for people


Time for people
Quality time of this kind is made possible by the evangelical principles of poverty, chastity and obedience and the freedom and space they offer to others in a world where it is thought that most people might marry, might make money, and might do it their way. Poverty, chastity and obedience provide a strong contrast and balance to these priorities and make a unique sort of friendship and solidarity possible.
To understand Leo you need to understand the relevance of these realities. Although friars are sometimes pictured as cute reminders of the patron saint of bird baths, or imaged as happy logos on bakery vans, the truth about Friars comes from a much deeper mystery, from the mystery of the death and resurrection of Christ, from the Easter faith and the Easter mission of the first apostles which so inspired St Francis and which so inspires Leo and his brothers to this day. As the gospel for this evening demonstrates so powerfully this is not about complex philosophy or worldly erudition, it is about a simple transformative message which is lived as much as spoken and is spoken into our living in ways that connect with the heart. Francis would often appear in the middle of a market place or village and enact the gospel in some dramatic or compelling way: by dance, by song, by drama or by music. Hundreds would gather around and the gospel would “happen”. Francis was a troubadour, a player and a songster for Christ. This is relevant in a world of status anxiety, business and loneliness.
So Leo is a storyteller, a hope peddler and a joyful pilgrim alongside us, with a unique and rare empathy. Like his stories of Barrington or the Velveteen Rabbit he himself has been a self-sacrificing gift amongst us, a free gift with no strings attached. He has himself become a story, part of our story-telling that we tell and re-tell with enjoyment and reverence.
We are different because of the difference he has made to us.
