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The Call from St. Francis 
 

By John Clemmens Mares, SFO 
Jesus, Morning Star Fraternity 

Albuquerque, New Mexico 
 

It is difficult for me to remember exactly when the call 
came.  It was so long ago (over seventy years) that some 
of the particulars are a little vague.  However, some of the 
circumstances I will never forget. 
   During the dark days of the great depression, St. Clare 
Church, near Portland, Oregon was a Franciscan parish.  
Most of the parishioners were poor and struggling.  I did 
not realize that we were poor and struggling.  I thought it 
was the way we were supposed to be.  The Franciscan 
Friars, who were our pastors, did know that we were poor 
and struggling.  It was almost impossible to keep the 
church and school open.  The collections were meager.  
The Friars, in true Franciscan tradition, would beg.  The 
Friars would take their evening meal at the home of one 
of their parishioners.  Of course we did not consider it 
begging, because it was an honor and a privilege to have 
them with us in our homes.  Since my mother was such an 
excellent cook, we would have Father to dinner every 
Wednesday or oftener.  I was the beneficiary of this 
custom because I would get at least two Sunday dinners 
every week.  Whenever Father would come we always 
got a Sunday Dinner or better.  All of our Franciscan 
Pastors were not just our friend, they were family.  Since 
they always had a better car than we did, they would 
often take us places.  I will never forget the time that Fr. 
Modesto took us to Spirit Lake Washington in the shadow 
of Mount St. Helen.  That was such a beautiful forest 
park.  Spirit Lake was crystal clear, spring fed, a cool 
place to swim on a hot summer day.  Mother had brought 
the table clothe, place settings, the pot roast, veggies, 
cake and cold drinks.  What a great memory!  Mount St. 
Helen, as you will remember was the volcano mountain 
that blew its top, years later. 
   The Franciscan Friars had a three story frame building 
that was a church, school and rectory.  In the basement 
was an auditorium with a kitchen used for plays, 
graduation, and other special parish functions and events 
like bingo, bazaars, and ice cream socials.  On the second 
floor were three classrooms and Father’s apartment.  Way 
up on the Third floor was the church that held over 200 
people.  St. Francis and Clare watched over that building 
because it was a fire trap.  The BVM sisters were in 
charge of cleaning the building.  They did not actually do 
the cleaning, they assigned and supervised us.  The way 
the vertical grain fir floors were cleaned was that they 

were first swept and then mopped with oil, lots of oil.  
Can you imagine what a fire with a packed church on the 
third floor would be like?  Our church was like that for 
over 50 years, a fire trap, protected by the Saints in 
heaven. 
   Father’s apartment in the building was too handy in my 
estimation.  It was where school disciplinary problems 
were handled.  I can remember Father Felician saying, 
“Well, what is it this time?” 
   My mother was a registered nurse.  She was the primary 
care provider in those days for the parish and the 
neighborhood.  She helped the Friars when they were 
sick.  She also laundered all of the albs, cassocks, and 
altar linens for years. 
   The Friars, Fr. Felician, Fr. Modesto, and Fr. Ambrose 
were my role models.  I wanted to be like them.  It was 
arranged for me to go to St. Anthony’s Seminary in Santa 
Barbara, CA.  I jumped at the chance.  In 1938, I spent a 
year in formation for the Third Order of St. Francis.  One 
year later, on October 4, 1939, I was professed.  St. 
Anthony’s Seminary was located on the Old Mission 
Santa Barbara property.  The mission was very old, 
beautiful, and full of Franciscan heritage, tradition and 
history.  Its architect and builder was the Blessed 
Junipero Serra, the saintly founder of the California 
Missions who brought the Faith and civilization to the 
California area.  My friend and high school English 
professor, Fr. Eric O’Brien was the priest who handled 
Blessed Junipero Serra’s cause for his beatification.  We 
pray for the canonization of Blessed Junipero Serra. 
   While at the Seminary, I was thoroughly imprinted with 
St. Francis and the Franciscan way of life.  I spent three 
and one half years, in a Franciscan community at the 
seminary, until it became evident that I did not have a 
vocation to the Priesthood. 
    “Once a Franciscan - always a Franciscan.”  St. 
Francis has had a great, guiding influence on me.  And I 
have made every effort to reflect Franciscan values in my 
life.  I have tried to live the rule.  I do not claim to be a 
good Franciscan, just an old one.  I am still working on 
the good part. 
   This year, August 2009, I made a Family pilgrimage 
and visited my father’s home in Vienna, Austria.  My trip 
to Europe was also a religious pilgrimage.  I renewed my 
Secular Franciscan profession with Father Noel of the 
basilica staff at the tomb of St. Francis in Assisi.  I have 
been a Secular Franciscan for seventy years on this the 
800 year anniversary of the Franciscan Order.  The 
pilgrimages were lifelong dreams.  I was the guest of my 
son, John, and his family. 
   It would have been easier to tell when I got the call to 
the married life.  It was the first Saturday of March 1951, 
at Mass in St. Care Church.  Shirley and I renewed an old 
friendship.  But that is another story – a story of fifty-
eight years of marriage, four children, seven grand 
children and five great grand children.  


