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The freedom of the cross
by William Hugo, Capuchin Vocation Director

Pope Benedict XVI began lent by
announcing the freedom of the cross
for all Christians during his normal
audience on Ash Wednesday.
Echoing the teaching of St. Paul,
Benedict has often talked about the
slavery of unlimited individualism and
materialism throughout his pontificate. .
These are dense words, full of so
much meaning that the meaning
sometimes escapes us. What is
individualism, materialism, freedom,
and slavery? What's so bad about
the isms? How can looking out for
myself rob me of my freedom? Franciscan spirituality can help us gain

perspective on these ideas. Francis of Assisi would
always begin by considering the attitude of Jesus
toward God the Father. In Francis’ spirituality,
Jesus’ mission was to do what the Father desired.
This was the thing most desired by Jesus himself.
What the Father desires is the healing of broken
relationships with his creation and among his
creatures. It is through such a healing that creation
can once again be united with its creator. But all of
creation and humanity in particular is strikingly
unable to cross the canyon of these broken
relationships alone. Nothing humanity does seems
up to the task. Well, this sad state of human affairs
can hardly keep God from getting what he wants.
So, in Francis’ view, God the Fathers’ desire is
accomplished by his own divine son who gives up
every divine prerogative to do the job. In denying
himself to do the job, Jesus actually accomplishes
what he wants to do more than anything else. Thus,
he is free to be who he wants to be, and do what he
wants to do.
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Francis calls this self-emptying Jesus’ poverty
and humility. A key part of Francis’ spiritual intuition
is that his poverty and humility are not his final

o . . goals. Instead, they are means to the end. The goal
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with Todd Wieschowski, now a Capuchin novice in Allison Park,

Pennsylvania.

meditates on Jesus doing what he most wants,
and discovers that he himself wants the same
thing! Francis also wants to restore broken
relationships and build new ones so that all
creatures, including humans, can live in harmony
with each other and with God. This is what Francis
observed: if you want to build those relationships,
empty yourself. Emptying yourself gives you the
freedom.

Do you believe that? Do you believe that
emptying yourself builds and restores
relationships? Take it one step further. Is building
and restoring relationships the most important
thing of all for you? If you can at least begin to say
yes to both these things, then you are beginning to
understand Pope Benedict's message: the cross
will set you free. It's the never ending desire to
exert one’s independence and to always have
more that gets in the way of building relationships.
A Franciscan style of gazing at and imitating the
self emptying cross can be the beginning of letting
go of the excessive desire to have more and to
preserve your independence. That's Gospel
freedom; that's Franciscan freedom.

John Corriveau, the most recent general
minister of the world-wide Capuchins, is fond of
using a typically Capuchin word (austerity) to
express this in the most concrete terms. John
created in Rome a clearing house through which

Capuchins in locations of wealth could share their
financial blessings with those in places of great
need, especially Africa, Asia, and Latin America.
This financial solidarity is making the growth of the
Capuchin Order possible in every corner of the
globe. But Corriveau understands the basis of this
gospel relationship. He says, “Without austerity,
there is nothing left for solidarity.” What John has
expressed is that the relationship among
Capuchins throughout the word depends on the
self-emptying of the brothers. If the brothers from
the wealthy parts of the world choose to hold
everything back for themselves and their own
desires, relationships among the world-wide
brothers are impossible!

More than ever, young people feel incredible
pressure to buy more and keep all their options
open as long as possible. If lots of cool stuff and
being able to do whatever you want whenever you
want is your highest priority, then you'’re in the
right place at the right time. But if all this stuff and
keeping open all the endless options doesn’t
deliver the happiness you thought it would, maybe
it's because your truest goal isn’t being achieved.
If relationships seem more important to you than
stuff, maybe you're willing to sacrifice some of it to
get what you really want. If you did, you'd be really
free. Free from stuff. Free from excessive
ambition. Free for relationships. Free for God.




