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Society of Saint Francis: Living the Spirit of Franciscan Simplicity

society of saint francis is a remarkable religious community that continues to embody the
teachings and spirit of Saint Francis of Assisi in the modern world. Rooted deeply in the principles of
simplicity, peace, and care for creation, this society draws countless individuals who seek a life
devoted to prayer, service, and fraternity. Whether you are curious about the origins of the Society
of Saint Francis or interested in how they carry forward the Franciscan legacy today, this article will
take you through the heart of their mission, lifestyle, and ongoing impact.

Origins and Historical Background of the Society of
Saint Francis

The Society of Saint Francis (SSF) traces its foundation back to the early 20th century, inspired by
the life and example of Saint Francis of Assisi, a 13th-century Italian friar renowned for his radical
commitment to poverty, humility, and love for all creatures. Unlike some Franciscan orders with
centuries of history, the SSF was established in 1934 in England by Geoffrey Anketell Studdert
Kennedy, who was deeply moved by the need to revive Franciscan spirituality within the Anglican
tradition.

A Modern Revival of Franciscan Ideals

The founders of the Society of Saint Francis wanted to create a community that balanced
contemplative prayer with active service, reflecting Saint Francis’s dedication to living among the
poor and marginalized. This Anglican religious order was distinctive in its emphasis on simplicity
and practical outreach, ensuring that their way of life was accessible and relevant to contemporary
society. Over the decades, the SSF expanded internationally, establishing houses and ministries
across the globe.

The Core Values and Spirituality of the Society of Saint
Francis

At the heart of the Society of Saint Francis is a commitment to living the Gospel in the spirit of Saint
Francis. This means embracing poverty, chastity, and obedience—not as mere rules, but as pathways
to spiritual freedom and deeper communion with God and neighbor.

Franciscan Simplicity and Poverty

One of the most distinctive aspects of the Society of Saint Francis is its radical simplicity. Members



renounce personal possessions and live communally, sharing resources and focusing on what is truly
essential. This lifestyle fosters a deep connection with the poor, as friars and sisters often live and
work alongside those they serve. By embracing poverty, they seek to imitate Saint Francis’s example
of detachment from material wealth and dependence on divine providence.

Prayer and Contemplation

Prayer forms the backbone of life within the Society of Saint Francis. Daily offices, meditation, and
the Eucharist are central practices that nourish the spiritual lives of members and sustain their
mission. The SSF encourages a contemplative approach to life, where silence and reflection are
valued as ways to deepen one’s relationship with God and discern His will.

Community Life and Ministries

Life in the Society of Saint Francis is communal, reflecting Francis’s vision of fraternity. Members
live together in friaries or convents, supporting one another in their spiritual journeys and
ministries. This sense of community is vital, as it provides a framework of mutual accountability,
love, and encouragement.

Work Among the Marginalized

A significant aspect of the Society of Saint Francis’s work involves outreach to marginalized groups.
Friars and sisters often serve in hospitals, hospices, homeless shelters, and prisons. Their ministry is
not just about providing physical assistance but also about offering companionship, dignity, and
hope to those who society often forgets.

Environmental Stewardship

True to Francis’s famous love for nature, the Society of Saint Francis actively promotes care for the
environment. Many communities engage in sustainable living practices and advocate for ecological
justice. This commitment to creation care resonates deeply in today’s context of climate change and
environmental degradation, making the SSF’s witness increasingly relevant.

Joining the Society of Saint Francis: A Pathway to
Franciscan Life

For those drawn to the Franciscan way of life, the Society of Saint Francis offers a structured path of
discernment and formation. Becoming a member involves several stages, beginning with a period of
postulancy, followed by novitiate, and eventually profession of vows.



Who Can Join?

While traditionally a religious order, the SSF welcomes people from diverse backgrounds who feel
called to serve in this unique way. Candidates typically undergo spiritual guidance, participate in
community life, and receive theological education to prepare for their vocation. Importantly, the
Society also supports lay associates and oblates who wish to live out Franciscan spirituality without
taking formal vows.

Living out the Vows

The vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience are central to the SSF’s identity. Members commit to
living simply, celibately, and in obedience to their superiors and the rule of the order. These vows
are understood as means to freedom, enabling friars and sisters to devote themselves fully to God
and neighbor.

The Global Impact and Presence of the Society of Saint
Francis

Today, the Society of Saint Francis maintains a vibrant presence in many countries, including the
United Kingdom, the United States, Japan, and parts of Africa and Australia. Through their
ministries, the SSF touches the lives of countless people, embodying the Franciscan values of
compassion, humility, and solidarity.

Educational and Social Outreach

Beyond direct service, the Society often engages in educational programs, retreats, and spiritual
direction. These initiatives help spread Franciscan spirituality and equip individuals to live more
deeply connected to God and the world around them. Their work also includes advocating for peace
and social justice, reflecting the prophetic dimension of Franciscan witness.

Collaboration with Other Franciscan Orders

While the Society of Saint Francis is an Anglican order, it maintains close relationships with Roman
Catholic Franciscan communities and other ecumenical partners. This collaboration enriches their
shared mission and highlights the universal appeal of Saint Francis’s message across Christian
traditions.

Living in a world that can often feel disconnected and fast-paced, the Society of Saint Francis offers
a powerful example of how ancient spiritual wisdom can address modern challenges. Their
commitment to simplicity, community, and service invites all who encounter them to reconsider what
it means to live fully and authentically. Whether you engage with their work directly or simply draw
inspiration from their example, the Society of Saint Francis remains a beacon of hope and a



testament to the enduring power of Franciscan love.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Society of Saint Francis?
The Society of Saint Francis is an international Anglican religious order inspired by the life and
teachings of Saint Francis of Assisi, focused on living a life of poverty, simplicity, and service.

When was the Society of Saint Francis founded?
The Society of Saint Francis was founded in 1934 by Geoffrey Anketell Studdert Kennedy, also
known as 'Woodbine Willie,' in the Church of England.

What are the main branches of the Society of Saint Francis?
The Society of Saint Francis consists of three main branches: the First Order (friars), the Second
Order (nuns), and the Third Order (lay members and associates).

Where is the Society of Saint Francis active today?
The Society of Saint Francis is active internationally, with communities in the United Kingdom,
United States, Australia, and several other countries around the world.

What is the mission of the Society of Saint Francis?
The mission of the Society of Saint Francis is to follow the example of Saint Francis of Assisi by
living a life of poverty, humility, and service to others, especially the poor and marginalized.

How does one join the Society of Saint Francis?
Joining the Society of Saint Francis involves a period of discernment, postulancy, and novitiate
before taking vows. Both ordained and laypeople can join, depending on the branch.

What kind of work do members of the Society of Saint Francis
do?
Members engage in various ministries including pastoral care, social work, education,
environmental stewardship, and outreach to the homeless and marginalized communities.

Is the Society of Saint Francis ecumenical or specific to
Anglicanism?
While the Society of Saint Francis originated within the Anglican Communion, it is ecumenical in
outlook and welcomes members from various Christian denominations who share its Franciscan
spirituality.



Additional Resources
Society of Saint Francis: A Modern Exploration of Franciscan Life and Mission

society of saint francis represents a distinct branch within the broader Franciscan tradition,
rooted in the teachings and example of Saint Francis of Assisi. Established as a religious community
committed to living out the ideals of poverty, humility, and service, the Society of Saint Francis
(SSF) has evolved into a global presence with a unique blend of contemplative and active ministry.
Its historical origins, organizational structure, and contemporary role within the Anglican
Communion and wider Christian ecumenism merit a detailed and analytical examination to
appreciate its ongoing relevance and challenges.

Historical Background and Founding Principles

The Society of Saint Francis was formally founded in 1934 by Geoffrey Anketell Studdert Kennedy,
known as "Woodbine Willie," alongside other early members who sought to revive the spirit of
Franciscan simplicity and solidarity within the Anglican tradition. Unlike the Roman Catholic
Franciscans, the SSF operates under Anglican auspices, emphasizing a balance between communal
life, prayer, and active engagement with society’s marginalized.

Their mission is deeply influenced by Saint Francis’s radical commitment to poverty and peace, yet
adapted for the modern context. The society’s foundational charism involves living in small,
intentional communities that model Gospel values through both liturgical worship and social action.
This dual focus positions the SSF as a bridge between contemplative monasticism and practical
ministry.

Core Values and Spirituality

Central to the Society of Saint Francis is the vow of poverty, which manifests not only as a personal
commitment but as a communal ethos. Members renounce personal ownership, embracing simplicity
to foster solidarity with the poor and disenfranchised. The SSF’s spirituality is contemplative yet
outward-facing, encouraging prayer as a foundation for compassionate service.

Their daily rhythm typically includes the Divine Office, Eucharist, and periods of silence, combined
with active ministries such as pastoral care, homelessness outreach, and education. This blend
reflects an understanding that spirituality must be incarnational—rooted in real-world struggles and
joys.

Organizational Structure and Global Reach

The Society of Saint Francis is organized into three main branches, each catering to different
expressions of Franciscan life:

First Order: Comprising friars who live in community, take vows, and engage in active1.



ministry worldwide.

Second Order: Consisting of Poor Clares, sisters living a more enclosed, contemplative life.2.

Third Order: Made up of laypeople and clergy who live according to Franciscan principles3.
without necessarily residing in community.

This tripartite structure enables the SSF to maintain flexibility and inclusivity, accommodating
diverse vocations while preserving a coherent identity. While its roots are in England, the society
has expanded with provinces and fraternities across Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and North
America.

Comparative Perspectives: SSF and Other Franciscan Orders

When compared to Roman Catholic Franciscan orders, the Society of Saint Francis distinguishes
itself through its Anglican heritage, liturgical style, and openness to ecumenical dialogue. While
sharing core Franciscan values—poverty, chastity, and obedience—the SSF often integrates
contemporary social justice issues into its mission more explicitly.

Furthermore, the SSF’s governance tends to reflect Anglican polity, emphasizing synodical decision-
making and lay participation, contrasting with the hierarchical structures of some Catholic orders.
This difference has allowed the SSF to adapt more fluidly to local contexts and engage in interfaith
initiatives.

Contemporary Impact and Challenges

In today’s rapidly changing religious landscape, the Society of Saint Francis faces both opportunities
and obstacles. Its commitment to living among the poor and advocating for peace resonates with
global concerns about inequality and conflict. For instance, SSF communities have been involved in
refugee support, environmental stewardship, and reconciliation efforts in post-conflict zones.

However, the society also grapples with challenges common to many religious orders: recruitment
difficulties, financial sustainability, and maintaining relevance in increasingly secular societies. The
vow of poverty, while a powerful witness, complicates fundraising and resource management.
Moreover, younger generations often seek more flexible spiritual expressions, prompting the SSF to
consider innovative forms of community life and ministry.

Role in Social Justice and Ecumenism

The Society of Saint Francis has positioned itself as a proactive agent in social justice, highlighting
issues such as homelessness, racial reconciliation, and ecological responsibility. Its members are
frequently involved with grassroots organizations, advocating for systemic change while embodying
Franciscan compassion.



Ecumenically, the SSF serves as a model for Christian unity by collaborating across denominational
lines. Its openness to dialogue and shared mission with Roman Catholic Franciscans, Orthodox
Christians, and other traditions illustrates the potential for Franciscan spirituality to transcend
institutional boundaries.

Membership and Vocation Pathways

Joining the Society of Saint Francis involves a rigorous discernment process. Prospective members
typically undergo postulancy and novitiate phases, during which they learn about Franciscan history,
spirituality, and practical community life. This formation ensures alignment with the society’s values
and prepares individuals for lifelong commitment.

Members take three vows—poverty, chastity, and obedience—and commit to both prayer and
service. However, the SSF also welcomes tertiary members who live in the world but adopt
Franciscan principles, expanding the society’s influence beyond convent walls.

Pros and Cons of SSF Life

Pros: Deep spiritual formation, strong sense of community, meaningful engagement with
marginalized populations, and opportunities for global mission.

Cons: Rigorous lifestyle demands, potential financial constraints due to vow of poverty, limited
public awareness compared to larger religious orders, and challenges in adapting to modern
societal shifts.

These factors contribute to a complex vocational landscape but also underscore the profound
dedication exhibited by SSF members.

The Future of the Society of Saint Francis

Looking ahead, the Society of Saint Francis must navigate the tension between tradition and
innovation. Maintaining fidelity to Saint Francis’s vision while addressing contemporary societal
needs requires adaptability and openness to new expressions of community and ministry.

Digital outreach, environmental advocacy, and interfaith partnerships may play increasingly
significant roles in the SSF’s mission. Furthermore, fostering vocations among diverse populations
could revitalize the society’s demographic profile and enrich its cultural perspectives.

The Society of Saint Francis exemplifies a living tradition that continues to inspire those seeking a
radical commitment to faith and service. Its ongoing journey reflects both the enduring power of
Franciscan spirituality and the complexities of religious life in the modern world.
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