Memorial of St. Clare, a “Little One”

by John W. Martens (August 11, 2009)
I must admit that I do not know much about St. Clare, whose Memorial we celebrate today, though I had the distinct joy of spending a January day wandering with my wife and youngest son through Assissi in 2008 and learning something about St. Francis and St. Clare. I have only the knowledge I gained on that day and which I gained many years earler when my older brother took me to see Zeffirelli’s Brother Sun, Sister Moon. It is a knowledge of a pilgrim not an academic. It seems that today’s Gospel calls us all to be pilgrims – certainly not academics – as we consider a passage that fired the imaginations and hearts of Francis and Clare and all those who choose to live the Gospel message of simplicity.
In Matthew 18:1-5, 10, Jesus encounters a question from the disciples:
“The disciples approached Jesus and said,
“Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven?”
He called a child over, placed it in their midst, and said,
“Amen, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children,
you will not enter the Kingdom of heaven.
Whoever becomes humble like this child
is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven.
And whoever receives one child such as this in my name receives me.
See that you do not despise one of these little ones,
for I say to you that their angels in heaven
always look upon the face of my heavenly Father.”
It must have been heady stuff to be an apostle, one of 12 chosen by the Teacher, the only Teacher; the question of greatness would have been on every apostle’s mind: if he is the Messiah, and if he has chosen us, certainly we are ranking members of the Kingdom, but who (in today’s parlance) is number 1? Jesus confounds every expectation by turning the question in on the apostles and choosing one of the most vulnerable members of ancient society: a child. Unique amongst ancient religious teachers, I would argue, Jesus points us on a number of occasions to the child as model disciple. It is an odd choice in so many ways and remains a model the Churtch has a difficult time maintaining. In a recently published book which I co-authored with Cornelia Horn, “Let the Little Children Come to Me: Children and Childhood in Early Christianity,” we point to the shocking nature of the child as model and the undercutting of human pretensions which it embodies. Why children? It is not so much because children are innocent – one need only remember their own childhood – but that they are vulnerable, dependent upon others and God. This is true humility and children have no choice in the matter. They are dependent upon those who would care for them, love them, and guard them from harm. If the adults in their lives choose to abuse them, they have little recourse. This is why Jesus warns so strongly against despising “one of these little ones.” It is also the attitude that we must have before God, for the reality is, in the eyes of God, we are all “little ones.” We all need to cultivate an attitude of dependence and vulnerability upon God, who alone will guard and protect us.
Often we feel as adults that we have it all – job, money, love, wealth, fame, whatever it is we strive for and desire -but it can be gone in an instant. Never did the teachings of Jesus on the “little ones” and children become more powerful to me than when I worked with sexual abuse survivors and people going through crisis. I worked with politicians, doctors, lawyers and businessmen, as well as homeless people, musicians, street people and gang members and everyone in between. In our group sessions, there were no powerful people; there were hurt people striving to learn the truth, however inchoate the yearning was, that God loved them. In their vulnerability and in their weakness, they were humble. It is at that point that it became clear to me that we truly are all children of God and in our weakness we could grasp the true meaning of being “little ones.”
St. Clare grasped the meaning of being a “little one” and rejected the society and wealth of her family to serve God. She was humble and became a model for all of us who yearn to serve God. We must be open to the “little ones,” we must accept the “little ones,” for as Jesus says, “whoever receives one child such as this in my name receives me.” Jesus spoke first of children, but there is no question that when we reflect on our own dependence and vulnerability, our own need for humility, we recognize that we are all children of God. Our station in life means nothing, as Clare demonstrated, compared to the need to accept the most vulnerable amongst us. Whatever our role or vocation, if we can constantly consider our childlike status before God, we can accept all of those in need, which ultimately includes all of us.
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St. Clare of Assisi: a saint…with or without Francis.
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How little daily annoyances can teach us about forgiveness
by J.D. Long García (August 10, 2022)
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A Reflection for the Memorial of St. Clare, Virgin
“Lord, if my brother sins against me, how often must I forgive him?” (Mt 18:21)
I feel like this happens to me a lot. I’m in my car, waiting to make a left turn. The green arrow lights up and the lead car crawls through the intersection like a snail. I get stuck waiting for the next green arrow.
Or I’m at the grocery store and someone ahead of me is arguing about an expired coupon. I need to get home quickly—or oftentimes, I actually don’t—and I just get upset because it’s taking too long.
Or I get home and discover the takeout order is wrong. Or our Internet goes out and we can’t stream “So You Think You Can Dance.” Or the podcast I want to listen to on my walk doesn’t download.
These little annoyances drive me nuts. I used to say stuff to myself like, “First world problems, man. Relax.” Or, “Talk about privilege.” Sometimes, I’d go all out and quote Scripture to myself, “They know not what they do.”
That helped a little. Lately, though, I’ve been trying to think about these annoyances in terms of forgiveness. The little stuff, I just try to forgive it as fast as I can. I don’t need to wait for someone to ask to be forgiven.
And yeah, sometimes it’s really no one’s fault. But I think of it as forgiveness anyway.
I admit that I’m upset, take a deep breath, shrug my shoulders and try to move on. “What are you going to do?” I don’t want to be a person who obsesses about little things.
I can’t imagine Jesus getting upset over the small stuff. At the Last Supper, I don’t think Jesus said anything like, “Merlot? Are you kidding me?”
Obviously, the point of the Last Supper was not the variety of the wine. And making a green light is not what my life is about.
I’d say St. Clare of Assisi, whose feast we celebrate today, had the little stuff pretty much under control. She left the comfort of her noble family and founded the Poor Clares, an order of contemplative nuns that embrace poverty, chastity and obedience. St. Clare and her sisters did not eat meat, did not wear shoes and lived a mostly silent life in their humble dwelling.
Once, a heavy door came off its hinges and fell on top of St. Clare. The sisters were terrified she would be crushed. But when they stormed over and lifted the door off of her, St. Clare was fine. She said the door could not have weighed more than a blanket.
I want to be like St. Clare. It might sound silly to compare forgiving these little annoyances with St. Clare’s strict austerity. But I believe little self-denials form habits that will help me become a better follower of Christ. Shrugging off the small stuff can help me focus on what’s more important, like loving my neighbor.
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	This reflection was originally published on August 10, 2022.

	J.D. Long García is a senior editor at America. 
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