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In the traditions of perennial wisdom, from the earliest 
of times, there has been the teaching that dying is a 
necessary alchemical process for emerging into new 
life. Yeshua himself taught this, of course, and said that 
unless a kernel of wheat falls into the ground and dies it 
cannot know its true self (John 12:24). We know this 
experientially by planting seeds into the ground in the 
Spring and watching what looks like death give way to 
the miracle of new life.  
 
We may also have witnessed this in another realm, the 
domain of insects. As children we may have 
participated in collecting caterpillars, putting them into 
a jar, watching them spin their cocoons, and then 
eventually see them emerge as a winged butterflies. It 
is a transformational process which teaches us many 
things about other levels of being, including the 
spiritual evolution of humanity itself. 
 
In this poem, St. Francis speaks about what he calls 
‘effacement’ as one of the experiences that he 
understands to be an alchemy of death and necessary in 
our spiritual evolution. “Losing face” is dreaded in 
human society: it means to lose standing, power, or 
even one’s reputation, and we do all we can to protect 
our standing in society, our power to manage the world, 
and our reputations among our peers. Sometimes, 
though, for whatever reason, we must experience 
effacement, and Francis encourages us to accept it 
instead of resisting it, however excruciating this form 
of dying may be. To surrender to this process (and 
perhaps even help to spin the cocoon of our deep state 
of chrysalis) takes immense courage and bravery.  
 

Only God knows the mysteries of this alchemical 
process fully. According to perennial wisdom, God 
has submitted to this process over and over again 
through various forms of embodiment in human 
form, as understand best perhaps in the life of 
Yeshua himself. The mysterious cocooning 
(suffering and transformation) that spiritual life 
requires is something that must be experienced to be 
fully understood, though metaphor and poetry can 
give us important insight.  
 
St. Francis himself experienced this process in his 
own history as he moved from the power of his 
family’s status in society, to a state of profound 
personal effacement. What he gained, he says, was 
“unfurled wings” and the ability to embrace God 
while living upon the earth. These are obviously 
metaphorical and mystical terms for inner 
experiences that he knew intimately. But it took 
great personal courage to allow himself to undergo 
these processes. He had to surrender to them in 
himself and then let them reshape and remake his 
being. When the moment comes for us to follow him 
in this process the issue will be, will we have the 
courage to surrender.  
 
 
 
St. Francis (1181-1226) began his life as a 
privileged son in a wealthy family in Italy, but life 
itself changed him. He went on to chose a life of holy 
poverty, founding a community of friars who 
brought a message of love and peace to the world.   
 
 
 
 
 

visio divina 



A Place for Notes  
and your Journaling:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. What have you observed in people facing biological 

death? Does it take courage? How about those 
facing ego-deaths or losses of face? Does any form 
of dying take courage? 

2. How would you define courage or bravery? Is there 
fear involved, or does it mean that one becomes 
fearless? How might one develop the qualities of 
courage and bravery? 

3. Many sacred traditions, like this poem, suggest that 
it is possible and even beneficial to “die before 
dying.” What do you understand this to mean? 

4. What is the significance of the sign and symbol of 
wings used in this poem? What do you make of the 
line “that holy death unfurls our spirit's wings”? 

5. Ponder the many meanings of effacement, or of 
losing face. How are they similar or different? 
What has been your experience of them? 

6. This process of dying has sometimes been called, 
"dying into the Light.” Does this phrase have any 
resonance or meaning for you? How would you 
understand or explain it? 

7. What does it mean to "embrace God”? What might 
it have meant for St. Francis? How might he have 
actually done this in his life? Perhaps you will want 
to read a history of St. Francis’ life to explore this 
more deeply. 

8. In the Visio Divina there are two related images 
provided for your contemplation. Spend time with 
each one. What insights does each give you into 
Francis’ poem? More importantly, what do they 
suggest to you about your own life? 
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There is a courageous dying.  
It is called effacement. 

That holy death unfurls our spirit’s wings 
and allows us to embrace God 

even as we stand upon the earth.  
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