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in the Franciscan application of the biblical ideal of':"idelity ffait?i:l(;
i hich are the proof o
be shown in external deeds w ’ 1e pro
ir‘net:.-srir:ru;tjrpose. But even more in the Franciscan vision is the call
to cradle fidelity in the heart so that from this d;gpl.i;)urcuestltbr:?z
i he person. Fidelity m
form every thought and deed of.t . .
Itrlle inner ir?t’ent. Itgmust give the direction to the purpose. It is to
ive the true bent to the desire. o .
g“éeeiaﬁse of the deep roots of fidelity in St. Fr;jn;ls.the ptroattfi\:)arr‘s
i i t what he would do in a situ .
could in a certain manner make ou : :
Yet in some instances they were taken complete|y by surp;ls?teh:)uel-
cause the fidelity of Francis went beyond their calculation as fai
ess was expressed in a new manner. .
) Fo:rlaPopeZ had experience of the fidelity of St. Clare. Th: blbl:‘(::!
ideal of faithfulness was well known tothem.But.they hai a :':ré_oan -
ration from Saint Clare of fidelity to poverty which was bey y
thing they had ever seen. o
lngthe t);ible fidelity is not a passive element.‘On. the ‘conft.r:r?f it ::
a highly positive factor. In Franciscan spirituality I|kgW|se i i ‘Itzl/ :
active. It is dynamic. It moves forward. It pursues aims. It Tlc 'l_'ee eis
goals. The faithful person in the bible is not standing still.
going on. She is moving forward.
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Clare of Assisi:
An Enabling Leader

MADGE KARECK]I, §.S.].-T.O.S.F.

SINCE VATICAN 11 almost every religious congregation has experienced
at least some changes in their governmental structure and the way author-
ity and obedience are lived out within those structures. Leaders and
members alike struggle to find a model of governance which will allow
for both enabling leadership and responsible obedience. Since the com.-
mon experience of the exercise of authority prior to Vatican I} was au-
thoritarian,coming to a new model of leadership has not been easy.

St. Clare of Assisi (1194 - 1253) who was a strong minded medieval
woman is someone whose life provides us with some helpful insights into
what it takes to be an enabling leader. She was the leader of the community
at San Damiano from 1216 until her death in 1253.

The testimonies found in Clare’s cause for canonization' provide us
with eye-witness accounts of her style of leadership which emerges as
clearly what we would name enabling. The document of Clare’s canoniza-
tion process is, I think, one of the most neglected, but one of the richest

sources we have for gaining information about her life and her manner
of governance.

The process for her canonizatioin was begun only two months after her
death. On October 18, 1253, Pope Innocent IV charged Bishop Bartolomeo
of Spoleto with promoting the cause for Clare’s canonization. The inves-
tigative team was made up of members of the secular clergy and the Friars
Minor. Among the friars were Leo and Angelo, two of Clare’s most trusted
friends, and Marco, the chaplain of the monastery of San Damiano. After

Sister Madge Karecki, S.SJ.-T.O.SF. a graduate of the Franciscan Institute
and a Consulting Editor of this Review, is engaged in the ministry of teaching
and spiritual direction in Port Shepstone, South Africa. ’
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imi i investigation began. In all, twenty
o °fPrel1';‘;2;:15335&?::0815;}:’3; charafter, spirituality and daily
Mo, Ea Ke}et}?e eople interviewed knew Clare for at least seven years
o o of then? knew her since she weas a child. Fifteen of them were
- maﬁy (1)'ved with her and rubbed shoulders with herldaily. They saw
Ez:sinwa (\)/a;iety of situations in which she related to various people.

Historically the testimonies are of significant value beca;luse (;hﬁy (;vlel::
’ ¢ of time neither dulle
i soon after Clare’s death. The passage '
g:,::tened the memory of Clare for the witnesses. They simply reported
their experiences of her to the investigators.

What emerges from these testimonies is a I}:ortrait' of w"hat w: }rlna;g}t):
i . In evaluating the testimonies on
call today an enabling leader : as t0
i d manner of speaking. Once
consider medieval values, language an & Once these
i i i lare becomes a clear example of s
are taken into consideration, C . ,
who had learned that the call to leadership was a means to enflesh Jesus
mission “to serve and not be served.

The accounts given by the witnesses confirm Clare’s noble st;tus and
the wealth of her family. They also show that from }lller youtt}il $ s(; ;ve}xlsag
i From her mother
ively, generous and compassionate person.
};‘z‘:edgthe importance of prayer. Her spm:1 of %ralyer gr;al:v th;;),u]%l\l,(i):;
i i i i lity to her Beloved throu
her life and manifested itself in fide ‘ , :
i i ith testified to her deep love o
templation. All of those she lived wit 1
(t}l(:: sVn;l:d of God and her desire to hear good homllles.. They a.lsl(l) spx:ﬁz
of her spiritual gifts: reading hearts, prophesying, healing as well as
gift of tears.

None of her gifts come out as strongly though as her abilit()il t:)hse;ei
others without making them dependent upm; her. As onetlx;eaf ri | :f e
ies, i i his kind of service was the
timonies, it becomes obvious that t  fruit of het
d through the self-discipline
love, a love that was refined and sharpene : . o
i i have a morbid pre-occupation w!
fasting and penance. Clare did not cul
aa;scel:tiial praI():tices, but rather saw them as a means for' purlf?'mgﬂhe.rbl.(l).ve
of others. Clare artfully blended firmness of conv1ct1;);1 V(Vilth h.ex‘l)v llul(:}):
. i her manner of leadership
and openness to others. Perhaps it was ea : !
Z:usedpenone of the witnesses to remark about her admmlstratlvef skills,
but all of them comment on her ability to stir in them a greater love of Jesus.

' imoni Is Clare’s way of relating to
‘careful study of the testimonies revea . ing
pe:pf:r;he seems to have had a gift for friendship and a waﬁ of :)smsliltr::
. i i i to be questioned w:
t the best in others. The sixth witness : :
(()Jl:eciliae daughter of Messer Gualtieri of Spello. She lived with Clare for
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thirty-nine years. She summed up Clare’s role among the sisters and her
ability to call them beyond themselves by her example:

God had elected the Lady Clare to be the Mother and principal Abbess of the
Order in order that her example should confirm the other sisters of all the

monasteries of the Order in their observance of this holy religion and that she
would watch over the flock,2

Further, Sr. Cecilia reported that Clare was dilligent in giving exhortations
to the sisters, caring for them, showing compassion toward the sick, and
being of service to them.

Clare related to the sisters very lovingly and as Sr. Cecilia has said,
her example confirmed them in their way of life. Her leadership was
indeed enabling. It enabled people to be themselves in her presence,
and yet it inspired growth in them.,

From what we know of Clare’s family, education and personality, she
could have easily adopted an authoritarian style of leadership; which was
characteristic of the abbesses in monastic communities of the Middle
Ages. Her strong and determined personality would have lent itself to an
authoritarian mode of leadership, yet she chose another way to exercise
her authority within the community of San Damiano. It was. a radical
departure from the then-current model of leadership. Hers was an example
of servant leadership; a style of leadership which proved to be both ad-
ministratively effective as well as enabling for the membership of the
community. She made a prophetic decision not to accept either the cultural
or the ecclesial model of leadership, but rather take the biblical model
of leadership found in the person of Jesus.

Most of us who have been in religious life for a number of years have
grown up with an authoritarian model of authority which produced a
passive form of obedience. Due to this fact there are many members of
religious communities who are still struggling to find a healthy and creative
form of obedience appropriate to adult behavior.

Evelyn and James Whitehead point out that an authoritarian form of
leadership is a kind of paternalism. In their book Seasons of Strength
they call paternalism “a false love.” F urther, they go on to say that “Where
genuine love wants the continued growth of the beloved, paternalism
wants continued dependence.”® We see nothing of this in Clare who
confirms others in their pursuit of the Gospel and their desire to grow in
love. All of the witnesses spoke of her great respect for the sisters in the
community and also those who came to the monastery to seek her gui-
dance. She had no need to keep people dependent on her; it was only
the larger good of the community which prompted her to act.

The paternalistic leader on the other hand does not set to strengthen
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itute for it. If the group shows
oup, but seeks to substitu : t |
the p(‘)werfoifnt(l;:pi;d;t power the paternalistic leader mtﬁrpmﬁ;tjlsh 2
s Sl%liln(;ratitude If the leader has a strong need to exercise con
sign O .
5 ee it as betrayal. ' . o
Or'IS‘:Z I;::ernalistic view of leadership, the lVVhltehe:flds p'(I)‘ilnitS o:t:;tz(()l mes
i i sonal possession.
the illusion that power is a person: sses:
frl:);:rlacterized by an “I have it. You don’t” feeling. s mode of
¢ Paternalism affects both the leader and the group. N iy
leadaefship those in authority become unaccomll)ntalzle (;(; (:St(ieor::ehem rohib.
t allow or encourage members to que -
Suc}lt:fagsrr;rg?x:i(t)y is being governed. This leads to social ar;ld psych‘:)il:\i-
bovlvd' fance The leaders become unapproichable bec?ms?l t e)l/) a:;gmes -
s h “.nes who know what is best. Leadershq? t en .le e 2
ed‘ ai te(il c(l)ass The leaders become recipients of special privileges.
e : . . . .
pr;‘lllllt 1gs a double standard of behavior in the con}mt;.mtyfor Lo on some
" The effects of paternalistic leadership can be cripp ing fe on some
f the members. Under this kind of system passw1t'y g;)ows a th,e, I8
. tendency to leave things up to those in al(l)t;l(irltf)"l e((;alrlss;:ip Tyhere
" i ity in this model ot leade .
ible. There is no mutuality in t . °
resp(:::s;)l;lebecause it would be too threatening to both, those who ar
cann
d those who are members. N .
lea};l}?;:eali]s also a diminishment of creativity among the gu?mbe:;at?‘l/:i
Jeaders are viewed as smarter, holier, wiser and better, ¢le)mrg ?r cative i
:ot perceived as a responsibility belonging to ea<i:fh memr giﬁerent -
attitude is one in which the general feeling is that ne\;"r 0 e e
af doing things are to come about then they should <?ome1 omf e en
° Once leaders are seen as belonging to a special cz}nlss o pmon o
the membership no longer see them as servants i)f t Z ct;rr;eared oo,
Members begin to view leaders as people t((l) Ee 1:1 ea;;: ) r(:lst b
inhibi wth of honesty and bonds
in turn inhibits the gro d Dotds 0 v,
ders and among the members msel '
m?l‘lee;ettldd;iageirwhich is often the result of this kind of exercise of
e

ism i oach _
authority and obedience is that the charism is obscured and the appr '

to life becomes legalistic. The members adopt a legalisttilci 111:;1;{32?;:8—1
it is the only way to survive. Members concern e neclves with
what i N ilsowed by the constitution or statutes or what'is not. ec rism
":h:gzsgaiven the attention due to it because it does not fit into leg
1
e  clearly not a paternalistic leader. In chapter four of her Rule
Cl'are Wa: cti::)rsz:/ who will serve the community as leaders to gol:/e(ll'fl
e ;nls);n;iasmple than word of command so that they call forth an obedi-
mor
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partners in creating the life they shared. This was n
in community, but a matter of respect for the diffe
member. They were each responsible for promot
In such a community the leader’s function was t

discern how their gifts could best be used in light of God’s and their
charism,

from the rest of the communi
for herself. She simply let t
within her so that she could
hide her weaknesses or pret
community was not o
She saw herself in relationshi
on a pedestal above the res

ence of love from the sisters. Clare used her gifts of healing so that people
could lead wholesome lives, teaching so that others could grow in maturity,
serving so that others could experience God’s love through her very
person. Nowhere in the testimonies of the witnesses do we find any
indication that she sought to make others grateful or indebted to her. She
was about the work of liberation. She enabled people to be all they could
be and were meant to be in Christ.

Clare saw herself as helped and enriched by her interaction with others.
Mutuality was a vital part of her concept of authority and obedience. It
is for this reason that she instructed future leaders in her community to
be sure and consult the sisters about matters that have to do with their
life together. The Abbess was not to act in isolation from the community
in matters that affected all of the members. It was her firm conviction
that the Spirit of God worked in every person and therefore consultation
with others was a necessary outcome of this belief.5

It is clear that Clare’s leadership brought

out the best in others and called them
beyond themselves.

Among the sisters at San Damiano there was no need of competition
nor was there fear of Clare and the authority which she exercised. All
the sisters used their gifts for the good of the community. They were

ota question of equality
erent gifts active in each
ing the common good.
o help the community

Clare knew that her authority was not something to be used in isolation

ty; nor was it to be used to gain privileges
he grace of God, the power of Jesus work
be of service to others. She had no need to
end that she was self-sufficient because the
penly her responsibility, but that of each member.

p to the community not as a leader sitting
t, but one called to use her gifts for the
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up-building of the community while calling the members to do likewise.
From the testimonies for her canonization process it is clear that Clare’s
leadership brought out the best in others and called them beyond them-
selves. ‘

Lady Bona de Guelfuccio of Assisi who lived with Clare and accompanied
her when she went to visit Francis testified that:

The sanctity of Clare was so great that her heart was full of many things for
which she could never find words because all that Clare ever did and said was
a lesson to others.®

Lady Bona is describing, in a medieval way, what we today would call
enabling leadership.

Clare made a radical departure from the paternalistic model of leader-
ship that was characteristic of medieval times. Hers was an authority of
service, one that she had learned from Jesus and one which she saw
practiced by Francis. This example of service enabled others to respond
to the light of Christ living within them. Clare never sought to stand in
the spotlight by drawing attention to herself, but bore witness to the light
of the Spirit in each of her sisters and in those whom she met at San
Damiano so that together they might be co-workers for the Gospel.

As we seek a more biblical model for leadership within our communities
we can benefit from Clare’s example. Her style of leadership as witnessed
to in the testimonies of her canonization process has three main qualities
which would be helpful to us. It was
1) visionary — open to the Spirit of God at work in every person and

calling upon each one to take greater steps in faith for the good of the

Church and the world;

9) relational — exercised within the context of relationships which had
been founded on bonds of trust;

3) accountable — was able to be questioned in the light of the Gospel
and the charism of the community.

All of these qualities along with a heart filled with compassion made
Clare an enabling rather than an authoritarian leader. She governed in
such a way that the members of the community grew in freedom, respon-
sibility and creativity. These gifts enabled them to spend themselves for
the good of their brothers and sisters and to build the Kingdom of God.
These gifts were used to renew the Church of the Middle Ages and are
just as necessary for the renewal of religious life and of the whole Church
today.
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How Radical Was St. Clare?

SR. FRANCES ANN THOM, 0.5.C.

. Clare at the head of the list as being a radical for her time a}nd
{tl;llij:ksgt. Francis would agree with me. What he did was s?lrely r'adlcal
enough... following Christ even to the reception of.the stlgmata}. But,
Clare, a woman, wanting to follow Francis in his radlf:al form of hfg w}z:s
certainly the most absurd thing! It also follows that if she follow.e tbe
radical, Francis, who followed the radical, Christ, she must certainly be
. icall _ ,
) l;i’ilcl:;;)w from the very beginning of religious life that there have been
those who have been mainly attracted to living as solitaries .a‘nd then there
have been those who have gone into active works, followm.g the Gospel
example. But none have so literally attempted to follow phnst as F.ra;lcls.
And, women, in particular, were always held suspect ff't}.ley desir tg
become deeply spiritual. Many women braved this criticism and. loved
the Lord intensely and were rewarded by him, but_ these were kconsxdere
the exceptions... and it was usually only after death that thls’was recog-
mz((;ﬁ;'ist had given the excample of a two-fold way of living; Francis
studied Christ’ life and decided this was what he was to fio. Once when
he himself was in' doubt he consulted two contemplatives, Clare an:
Sylvester to find out if he should just choose one or the pther,. b}lt bot
agreed that Francis should continue the two-fold life s.tyle on 1315 Journ.e});
to the Lord. In 1217 Francis put this ideal synthesis into wntmg,. whic
shows how seriously he took this form of life as the model for him :i\nd
his followers. This RULE FOR HERMITAGES is short, t(‘) the point,
flexible and freely adaptable. Though it seems it‘has’been_wntten for.th'e
friars of the First Order, since these were Francis’ first followers, it is
freely used today by Franciscan religious..

Sister Frances Ann Thom, 0.8 .C., of the Monastery of St. Clare in Lowell,
Massachusetts, is a Consulting Editor of this Review.
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That Francis would commit such a rule to writing is evidence of the
value it held for him and if it held value for him it must also have had
the same value for Clare, his closest follower. However, it was much
easier for Francis and his followers to impléement this form of life than it
was for Clare and her sisters. Francis considered the world his cloister;"
Clare had a very small world to wander in. Francis and his brothers could
establish themselves in caves, live the RULE FOR HERMITAGES with
the roles of mothers and sons without any difficulty since the mothers
could go into the town and get food or do some preaching as the providers
for others. Clare and her sisters had to depend upon the generosity of
the friars or noble persons to bring them their sustenance. Later Clare '
does have sisters who do go outside to the city to procure things for the
others, but it is not the same freedom enjoyed by the friars. Francis and
Clare both had the spirit of dependency upon the nobility of others as
Gbd’s providence for them and in this they were indeed following the
example of Christ.

Even though Clare and her sisters did not enjoy the freedom of move-
ment, this did not deter Clare from formulating a similar life style within
the walls of the cloister. The two-fold aspect of action and contemplation
was essential for her, with the emphasis on contemplation. Just as Francis’
life evidences a pattern of a series of periods of deep contemplation and
intense action, so, Clare, daily, held commune with Christ through activity
and contemplation. While Francis and his followers could go off to a
mountain or an island to be alone and pray, after Christ’s example, Clare
had to find a way to do this within her monastery. We are told that she
did have a secret place where she prayed. '

Francis’ RULE FOR HERMITAGES limits the number of members
to three or four as a safeguard for poverty and for community. The fewer
persons, the fewer opinions and less time needed for discussion, the more
smoothly the life style could function. Clare did not keep the number of
persons to a few, but accepted those who came as a gift from God; however,
her rule, which was not written and accepted until just before her death,
presents the monastery as a place of deep prayer and a place of efficacious
work. Clare admonishes her sisters to respect and utilize both aspects.

In the RULE FOR HERMITAGES the friars are all equal and from
time to time they reverse roles. In the monastery Clare held equality in
a high place emphasizing in her own way that no one had priority over
the spirit and each opinion should be heard. She gave the example by
praying and working alongside any of her sisters. While her role was
mainly that of mother, there were the sisters appointed to do outside
tasks who must have constituted the mother role for the sake of the praying
community. Since we do not have any real information regarding these
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outside sisters except that Clare washed their feet whfen th(iy ;'etu;ﬁled,
it is possible that this was an assigned task and a rotating ro f}:l (:rF a;,cis
Clare had to do in one area, in a rather lar'ge community what Fr nels
and his brothers could do in a large area with a small mfnmur}tlltly.'. She
had to accomplish a synthesis of action and contemplaénlon \}:’ll morld
limits of an enclosure while Francis and his brot}}ers h.ac?l) ew }:) e “:1 rid
to utilize for this synthesis. Did Clare accomplish thfs. Wasls.e ra.dent
enough to believe that she had? Francis seemed to think so. 't is et;;l oot
from the fact that Francis began to stay away from San D:&n'lano da;mm
knew Clare was completely capable of handling her own :.lé‘s a; from
the evidence of Francis’ followers that others went to her after ra:lnthe
death since she was his closest replica, that she must have capture

spirit and the life!
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The Knight

You had all the qualities
to enter knighthood, to sit
at the Round Table,

grace the pages of a fable
in De Troyes romances;

it would have been easy
for you to bow to ladies
and behave gracefully.

You might have been Lancelot,
Percival or a Kay seated

on a horse in splendid

armour arrayed for famed
deeds of knightly valour.

But no need for you to be named
in any search for honour,
quest for a Grail, possess
a magic sword or handsome face:

Courtly love and all its grace
was always with you,

as any enamoured knight, -

you loved properly

with higher chivalry

in the Court of the Lady Poverty.

William Hart McNichols, S.J., S.F.O.
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St. Clare
STRATFORD CALDECOTT

The town of Assisi has two centers: one on t‘he Western hs1dfe, (?nfe or;
the Eastern. (You might say, one on the masculine, one onft Se (z:r;nmm;.n
The first is the Basilica of St. Francis; the secc.)nd. that of St. artla).'ect
each of them the physical body of their patron saint is preset.lt asan o ].ve
of reverence and pilgrimage. But the church of: Sanfa Chiara rlr:ay glm-
you a somewhat neglected impression — especmlly if you go t erei:] ™
mediately after seeing the interior of Sal? Francesco, (’aI\';:ery :(lllua.tfsanta
of which seems to be decorated with briliiant frescoes. e w Ssto Sant
Chiara are much barer, the altar enclosed'and. _almost prlva;(:. h ]f,
in death as in life, has had a knack of diverting attention ,orll: lac;e(rse (,]
while St. Francis has always attracted it. You can see St. Clare’s . e;z
body downstairs in the crypt, and ina separ.at.e case her masses of cu uc});
golden hair; but although more of her is visible than of Franl(gs,alm ich
less is known of her life. Francis turned out.wa.rds t(_’ th(; worl t, ws)l'
in motion (though around a still centre), his l.xfe_ a series (?llspon aneo:L \ 1):
dramatic gestures. Méanwhile, Clare}:l turx_le(}ll 1_r(1;»:3rd, to stillness, invis
ity, and the privacy of her relationship with God. .
1tyi1er religi(!))us life started, though, with a dran.la,tlc gesttge.dW?glll ;l::
beautiful Clare ran away from home to join Francis r:agged tgn o o
ers, it caused as much of a scandal as when Francis had rofwn o o
clothes in the public square; some years bgfore.. I.’erl"xaps more ofa sc]:iv.nd o,f

because she was from one of the noblest famll'les in town. ('.I'l:e ) glare
family Francis' father would have wanted him to r}r:arry u;l :;seback
escaped in the middle of the night, pursued by her brot lt:rs I‘(3n reeb th‘;
By the time they found her, she had been welcomed by Francis h
woods by candlelight, her hair had been shorn, and she toohwas gve:;l ri
rags. There would be no going back. Eventually, even her brothe

realized that.

The author, a resident of Cambridge, Ma., has published an article on St. Francis
in the English periodical Resurgence.
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There was no question, either, of a woman living the rough and danger-
ous life of a friar in those days. Clare herself did not necessarily want
that. All she wanted was poverty, detachment from all worldly goods,
complete dedication to God: the essence of Francis’ preaching. So Francis
found for her a temporary refuge with the Benedictines, and later an
enclosure — a kind of nunnery — attached to the church of San Damiano
{the church where Franciscanism really started). A whole group fo women,
some from her own family, including her mother and sister, wanted to
live the enclosed life with her. Under her direction they became the first

of the Poor Clares, the female branch of the Franciscan family, known as
the Second Order. '

Lady Poverty

The relationship between Francis and Clare is a strange one, and very
instructive. Obviously they loved each other, and if they had been less
religious souls, that love would have found a more conventional expression.
‘Francis was a romantic: chivalrous and charming, a troubadour, a questing
knight. He must have felt drawn to her even more by the fact that she,
like him, was on a Quest. Luckily, they were on the same Quest, and
they knew it would eventually unite them more closely than a mere
marriage in defiance of destiny. They lived in the higher reaches of Eros,
as high above the loves of this world as the Himalayas are above the
Cotswolds. Legend describes an occasion, much later in both their lives,

* when they shared an evening meal together. Farmers came running to

put out a forest fire they had seen in the distance, to find only the two
saints sitting in prayer, shrouded in light.

There is a less well-substantiated story in which we see the two of them
parting in the snows of midwinter. Francis is about to go off on one of
his long journeys after a brief visit with the Ladies of San Damiano. Clare,
standing outside the walls of her convent, begs him to stay a while longer,
but can only extract from him a promise that he will return. “When will
that be?” she asks. “Oh, by the time those bare bushes are blossoming
again.” He starts to walk away, when suddenly he hears her call his name.
She is standing in the snow with the bushes bursting into flower all around
her. :
Francis must have seen in Clare virtually the incarnation of “Lady
Poverty.” She was, in her own way, the purest and most perfect of his
followers — or rather of those who joined him in following that paradoxical
ideal. She was always fierce in defense of it, even when everyone else
wanted to compromise. Her great victory came long after Francis’ death,
when she herself lay dying, and the final papal approval of the strict Rule
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she had written for her Ladies was delivered into her hand. A previous
Pope had not wanted to approve it, thinking it. too harsb. But when
Gregory IX had advised her to modify t‘he strictures against personal
possessions, she had only replied, acidly: “Holy Father, relez?.se me from
my sins, but not from the vow to follow our Lord Jesus Christ. .
Obedience was, of course, an essential element in the spirituality of
both Francis and Clare. They understood the Gospel principle of overturn-
ing hierarchies by valuing the lowest, most submissiv‘e place over all. And
they both recognized humility as a vital aspect of the detachment to be
found in inner poverty. But obedience must always be given to God
before it is given to God’s designated representatives: in this case the
Pope had overstepped his limits, as he later may have come to recognize.
The more normal relationship between Pope and Saint is illustrated by
the following story. Clare’s reputation for sanctity was so great that the
Pope often visited her when he could. On one occasion, the tables had
been set with loaves of bread, which Clare hoped the Holy Father would
bless. But he asked her to perform the blessing in his place. She though.t
this very improper and declined, but he then commanded her to do it
“under holy obedience,” in order to overcome her modesty. When s.he
‘made the sign of the Cross over the bread, “’all ofa sudde”n avery beaut;ﬁ.ll
and clearly marked cross appeared on all the loaves.” Obviously, this
constituted a rather direct divine endorsement of holy obedience. Some
of the loaves were reverently eaten, “and some were set aside as evidence
of the miracle for the future.” The Pope, seeing the miraculous crosses,
gave thanks to God, blessed St. Clare, “took some of the bread and left.

Nature and Sacrament

The “enclosure” of San Damiano, although not luxurious, was hardly
closed off from the beauty of the world. There was a pretty walled garden,
and there were fields all around, and even the homely buildings were
beauitiful in a way that formica and concrete can never be. Clare made
sure that her Ladies were well aware of the wonders of nature all around
them, and that they gave thanks to God for trees and flowers, caring for
them as best they could. : :

She tended Francis there when he grew ill and began to go blind, and
it may have been in her walled garden that he composed',l’lis Song of
Brother Sun, praising the creatures of nature, “summarized” under the
four Alchemical elements of Earth; Air, Fire and Water. The song — the
first recorded poem in vernacular Italian — is about God re’vealed and
expressed by nature. It is about nature in God. It is Clare’s vision as
much as that of Francis, for it was drawn out of him by the power of eros
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in the space between them, a space created by their celibate love. Some
writers have traced the Renaissance to its source in that moment, a re-im-
agining of the world that would be taken further by those other followers
of Francis, from Giotto and Dante to Christopher Columbus.

St. Clare stands with Francis at the crest of the Middle Ages. Before
long, the civilisation of Christendom would begin to founder, unable to
sustain its unifying faith. But the founders of Franciscanism still viewed
the world through the eyes of faith, and no advancing darkness could
stand against them. The statue of St. Clare outside San Damiano today
shows her holding up what looks like a lamp. That would not be very
surprising, since her name means “clarity” or “light”. But what she is in

fact- holding is a “monstrance,” designed to contain and display what
Catholics call the Blessed Sacrament.

The origin of the image is an occasion when the Saracens were invading
Italy, and advancing against the walls of Assisi. Clare led her Ladies out
of their cloister, and stood unarmed between the invading army and the
town. They held up the Sacrament, confident that the Body of Christ
would protect them much more effectively than force of arms. Sure
enough, whether from a sense of chivalry, or a fear of mad women, or
the pressure of divine grace (or all three), the Saracens turned aside and
spared the town. gt '

It is a story of non-violent resistance. It also indicates the strengtth of
Clare’s faith in the Sacrament. And in this apparent superstition lies the
clue to the Franciscan vision of wind and .stars, forests and mountains,
fire and snow, brought together in unity by the love of god. The dream
of a universal Christendom, purged of the narrow ignorance and cruelty
of the Middle Ages, lies dormant in the hearts of Catholics, like the dream
of Camelot. What keeps the dream alive is the ineradicable persistence
of the same faith, expressed in dogmas that unfold like leaves from a tree,
or petals from a rose, generation after generation.

What Catholics believe today about the Sacrament is essentially what
Clare believed about it: that when a priest completes the words of consec-
ration over a piece of bread and a cup of wine (as Christ did at the Last
Supper), symbolic truth turns into literal truth, by the power of God.
With the words, “this is my body...”, the bread which symbolically rep-
resents the body of Christ becomes present on the altar, using the sensory
appearances of bread as a kind of disguise — the world’s least obtrusive
miracle. Communion would, in reality, be a form of cannibalism, except
for two things. When we eat the body of Christ, it is not divided: like a
hologram, the whole is present in eéach fragment, no matter how tiny.
Second, in the process of receiving Communion, it is not we who digest
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Christ, but he who digests us. It is we who are assimilated: into the
sacramental body, which is also the Church.

The real presence of Christ in the Sacrament is, of course, a mystery
of faith which dogma can only state, without trying to explain. Perhaps
it can only be believed with divine help. It was a stumbling block when
Christ taught it (see John 6), and it has remained one ever since. But it
is the centre of a sacramental system that gives Christianity its cosmic
dimension. Without it, there would have been no Song of Brother Sun.
Echoing St. Paul’s first letter to the Colossians, Francis writes: Bring all
the reverence and all the respect you ever can to bear on the most holy
body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom whatever there
is in heaven and on earth is appeased and reconciled to God almighty.”
St. Clare did so- She saw with the eyes of faith, God revealed in the
poverty of the Blessed Sacrament, and reflected from there throughout
creation. In a special way, she became for us the saint of the eucharist.
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The Swallow and the Lark

Assisi heard the voice of Francis
raised in joyful song;
the sound of festive revelry -
echoed down the darkened streets
and nightly beat the walls -
of Offreduccio’s residence.

Clare, perhaps,
her maiden sleep disturbed,
~ wondered what it might portend
when, peering through her shuttered windows,
she felt an urge to add
her soft soprano to
his lilting tenor voice.

His change to gospel living,
his preaching
and suggesting —
then Palm Sunday saw
the urge become reality;
and Clare, the gentl‘e‘sv'\}allow,
flew with the Lark of Umbria
to sing the praise of God most High,
before the Sun of Love divine.

Wondrous are the ways of God
that brought two different worlds
together
in spiritual counterpoint:
the brash and forward
merchant’s son,
the maid demure and modest;
the one that led
and showed the way,
the other that followed
and lighted up his way.

Luke M. Ciampi, O.F.M.
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St. Clare of Assisi and a Look at
" Contemplative Motherhood

Barbara Ann Campbell, S.F.O
Gertrude Ann Heiser, S.F.O.

ITs so EASY to think of Clare of Assisi as a woman of her own time —
the thirteenth century — and not look beyond to recognize that she is
also a woman for today. For Franciscan women she will always be held
in the highest esteem especially among religious women who sought to
follow her in the Second order (of Poor Clares), as well as among the
Third order religious in the active apostolates of Franciscanism. In this
article, I should like to show that her relevance and her feminine theology
can also speak to women who are mothers.

Clare wanted to follow her teacher and spiritual companion, Francis,
in a way that was brand new in the history of developing religious orders
of women. The fact that she was “enclosed,” in order to be truly recognized
as an authentic religious, in no way prevented her from becommg a shining
light for Francis and the brothers, as well as her own Poor Ladies at San
Damiano. Rather, it focused her on the full development of her order
and on recognizing their life, as women followers of Francis. Though she
followed Francis spirit, indeed she and her sisters became the energizing
principle of the early Franciscan movement, rot only a light as a beacon,
but a light on the path of sanctity for Francis and the friars by her fidelity
to prayer and her fidelity to love.

Clare heard the clarion call to poverty and recognized poverty as a way
of being in the Church. She translated poverty into a total manner of
being as a woman, and in her grasp of the meaning of poverty, her
faithfulness in seeking to discover and reveal the depths of the virtues of
poverty, she uncovered the richness of Christ’s Words in the Beatitudes,
and in living the full Gospel message. Poverty as a “way of being,” allows

Barbara Ann Campbell is the mother of six children, including one fostered special
child. Gertrude Ann Heiser, mother and grandmother, also has six children. Both
women, with their husbands and a diocesan priest, are founders of a Secular
Franciscan covenanted community in Huntington Station on Long Island, N.Y.
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one to let go of so many self-orientations that are life’s acquired baggage
— possessions- that are both temporal as well as spiritual. In that letting
go, that surrender, one gradually becomes able to receive the fullness of
Christ’s goodness and holiness. Poverty as a way of being allows us to.
become free of the obstacles to receiving God’s love. The more we are
able to be empty of self, the more we are able to be filled with the power
of the Spirit which is love. It is this love which is truly the energizing
reality that nourishes, sustains and nurtures growth and development.
Love expresses itself in thought, word, action, prayer dand presence, ac-
cording to the need. Love speaks to the heart of availability and hospitality;
of generous listening, of compassion, mercy and forgiveness; of joy and
gentleness. All of these are traits of motherhood.

When Clare spoke of Motherhood to her sisters, she spoke of a spiritual
reality wherein her companions were to receive the Word of God (the
Sperma) into their hearts, where the Spirit would facilitate the Word to

become impregnated and germinate, so as to bring the Lord to birth into -

the lives of others. They were to be Mothers of the Lord for others.
Clare’s entire way of perceiving her call to follow Francis is fully feminine
and always maternal. She patterned her call after Mary, whose motherhood
was human and divine, who encompasses the meaning of disciple in the
fullest manner, the prototype of the Church itself, and the example for
indvidual men and women to emulate. Mary as mother, became the
Essence of Poverty at the foot of the Cross; her hopes and dreams dashed
— Her innocent Son a condemned criminal.

_Clare knew that the call to radical poverty was Jesus’ invitation to her
to be espoused to Him Who had emptied Himself of everything (of divine
glory) to lovmgly embrace humamty in its brokenness in order to cherish
mankind and breath new life into the world once again. She wanted to
reflect the poor Christ, her Bridegroom, to be a mirror of the redeeming
love of.God, and in so doing, be enabled to receive Him into her deepest
being to become mother of the Lord.

If Clare taught and acted in the capacity of mother and showed her
compamons how to develop their lives as Mothers spiritually, it is really
not hard to recognize that we as natural Mothers have a call that is graced
by the Sacrament of marriage. Clare saw poverty as a way of being and
we can also say that her way of being is truly our poverty of motherhood.

If we are truly to be mother, bringing a child to birth is only the first
phase. Mothering grows and develops from pregnancy, through delivery
and is usually a serious commitment for the next 20 years.

How does. this relate to the poverty of Clare as a way of being? From
the very beginning, from the moment of decision to have a child, the
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process of self-emptying begins, and will continue throughout one’s life
as mother, if we accept the invitation God offers us as mothers. As-a
pregnant mother, little by little the “fullness of life” is more and more in
evidence as is the life of another. Our attention is focused on the other
still within. Pregnant with God’s gift of life, we rejoice in new ways deep
within our being. Self-emptying occurs dramatically at the birth of the
other.

Life with a new infant is in the enclosure
of the home where the opportunity of be-
coming a contemplative mother first pre-
sents itself. |

Life with a new infant is in the enclosure of the home where the
opportunity of becoming a contemplative mother first presents itself. The’
gift of a child is received spiritually when we are poor in spirit — simple,
open, gracious, thankful and loving. Our total life as mother, which is
not only a natural function but a Sacramental order, is a call to be always
in motion towards God by the being of Mother. (This is likewise true for
the father but I am primarily concerned with the vocation of motherhood.)
In every vocation we are called by God to holiness, and in the Sacrament
of marriage and family this call is so evident if we but look at the daily
and endless varieties of opportunity built into the very fabric of daily
family life. Opportunities to grow out of self-centeredness towards other-
centeredness, and ultimately to The Other who is God. ‘

The “poverty of motherhood” begins when we let go of our first self-cen-
tered image as a young woman and graciously become a person whose
primary focus is now outside of her own self. We learn to let go of little
things that heretofore were not even noticed, like sleeping through the
night, and the new demands of a small creature totally dependent upon
our goodness and caring. His/her own schedule of needs for nourishment,
drink, dryness, and cleanliness, or just the physical warmth of a close
body, are all things that spell love. Do we not, in the physical and natural
order, allow self-emptying for a greater purpose? That of bringing to birth
and nurturing for growth and development, is that which is now born of
us. Do we not experience the responsibility and joy becoming a wom:
for others as truly the development of our maternal heart? .
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The call to motherhood is an invitation to embrace the Cross of Jesus,
where little by little our ego is crucified with Christ through the little
crucifixions of life’s experiences, and where we can become poor or empty
as the Crucified Christ and thereby be flooded with Himself. Clare re-
sponded to this invitation after the manner of Mary, the mother of Jesus.

Mary responded to the invitation to motherhood and started on a long'

journey of fatih. The Scripture tells us that after the confounding news
at the Angel’s announcement to Mary that she was to bear a son, and she
consented by her “Fiat,” “the angel left her.” What began in illumination
was lived out in the darkness of faith — poverty indeed. And in the end,
her journey of faith led her to the road to Calvary and the foot of the
Cross, where she not only embraced the poverty of motherhood but
poverty was her very being. Surely she could look on her Son in confusion
as well as faith, and say what he had said the night before — “This is my
body which is given for you, and this is my blood which is shed for you.”
A Mother’s experience indeed! .

Clare also saw motherhood and priesthood as united intimately for he
sisters. And if we see our own motherhood as a privilege in the order of
grace through the Sacrament of Marriage, we too can recognize our call
to holiness is also to share intimately in the sacrificial nature of the priest-
hood as intercessor. Parents grow into the vulnerability of loving, of giving
of themselves daily for the benefit of their children, and gradually, from
the home, to embrace all of God’s people. It is really very difficult for a
mother to remain in what could be a prison of her own little ego-centricity,
for she is called to relinquish self-oriented things to become an other-
oriented person. To love as mother is to share the Cross of Jesus in his
priesthood.

This, however, puts no stamp of approval on mothering that squashes
the real physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual needs of a woman,
or her need and right to recreation, mental stimulation and pursuit of
what will make her the most whole person, therefore a whole woman,
wife and mother. Self-made mother-martyrs who are at the demanding
whims of one’s family is nonsense, and using one’s head in the service of
the heart, will readily distinguish the difference between whim and legiti-
mate need. (A mother may allow herself to be manipulated at times just
to test a situation, but she should know when manipulative measures are

being used, and respond in whatever way she intuits to be best in that

situation,) Motherhood and increasing intuition are hand in glove compan-
ions. The great gift of intuition is one that needs to be regarded more
seriously by both men and women. It seems to be more fully developed
in women and seems also that in the vocation of contemplative Mother-
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hood, it might have a broader base than we yet understand. I believe
that long before the words contemplative mother was ever heard, the
reality not only existed in many mothers lives, but was already blooming.
Contemplative and mother are not mutually exclusive, but rather a call
to recognize and integrate what may already have been kindled in the
heart by the Spirit. By its nature motherhood tends towards what is
contemplative. ,

Clare of Assisi herself was an insightful woman ahead of her times in
many ways, not only in her concept of wanting to live as Francis did, but
also in her psychological comprehension of each person, each one’s unique
dignity and personal freedom, which was emphasized in her Rule and
her letters. I believe it is she today who is interceding for mothers of our
age to look into the gift of motherhood on a new and deeper level, and
see that we too, in our very ordinary life as mothers in a home, are
likewise called to a holiness reflective of Clare who was called “the footprint
of Mary.” We live in the midst of the secular world, but many can rightfully
call home a true place of enclosure — a place where the contemplative
dimension of life can be developed, whether we are tripping over blocks
and trucks, dolls, and teddy bears, or later, sports equipment, musical
instruments, books, sneakers, and sweats. “Home” is truly the spiritual
“house of self-knowledge” where we live in the absolute poverty of being
before our selves and our families, and if, per chance we have overlooked
a fault, weakness or outright sin, we can be absolutely guaranteed, it will
be reflected in one of the children in living color. Self-deception is prac-
tically impossible unless we wear dark glasses all the time. This is truly
the growing “poverty of motherhood!”. ,

And isn’t the painful process of self-knowledge, one of God’s great gifts,
that we.can come to see, ever so clearly, the obstacles, the barriers to
poverty of spirit and therefore the barriers to keeping back the flood of
God’s great love into our hearts?

Clare, of course, wanted the privilege of poverty in every way, even
choosing dependence on God through the goodness and generosity of the
friars for daily sustenence. I must say, even as a Franciscan mother, I
did not enthusiastically seek the privilege of poverty (and at times the
“privilege” part eludes me!) yet a family of active youngsters who eat like
it's imminently going out of style, wear jeans designed for long wear and
sneakers designed for short wear, make actual poverty a very tangible
reality. Our children don’t know anything about fasting. I've’hoped they'd
be down to 7 or 8 meals a day for years, and even though they've grown
into people (i. e. post-adolescence) any number of them will still have
“toast on a stick” as an appetizer, filler, or a post-dessert (if we have it)
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conclusion. Working to support these habits is our “privilege of poverty”
and our dependence on God who so generously provides the things He
knows we need. Poverty is not destitution, nor should it be, but indeed
it is a privileged way of living so as to have the sleep brushed from our
eyes, that we may become consciously aware of the poor and our oneness
with them. It can move us to become aware of the social ills of our day
and do what is in our power to do, and to create a climate of concern in
our homes and among our children, and take part in actively trying to
establish justice for the voiceless poor of our society, the unborn, elderly,
disenfranchised politically and all marginalized groups — all of whom are
our brothers and sisters. From poverty as a way of being can come a
great energizing capacity for compassion and care and service. From
poverty as a way of being for mothers can come the enlargement of the
maternal heart that eventually becomes a grace of universal motherhood.
The great poverty of motherhood is God’s gift to a woman, for it speaks
of real truths as we make our spiritual journey with God, and energizes
us to embrace God’s people everywhere in love and mercy, reflective of
the Motherhood of God.

The spiritual journey is for every man or woman and is tailor-made to
their vocation. This is not the age to think that holiness is for the few. It
is a universal call to be lived in the secular sphere, and we who are
mothers are given ways unique to our vocations in the world. As Franciscan
mothers, it is a joy to recognize in Clare, who fully acknowledged her
call as a woman, that we have an eminent model to behold in our very
ordinary lives as mothers within the enclosure of the home. We are offered
a radical poverty of motherhood as our own way of being in the Church,
which the Lord should then be able to use as an energizing power of love
within the family and in the marketplace. We can be encouraged to
re-create our homes to reflect this self-emptying poverty and motherhood
by making them as inns of prayer and charity, simple and gracious, open
to those whom God puts before us, consciously orienting the family to-
wards seeing the Poor Christ in the poor and in all men and women. It
may not be our vocation to imitate Clare’s way of life, but to become
Franciscan women and mothers as faithful as she was to God’s unique
call to us in our motherhood.

May we walk in the way of the Gospel as did Francis and Clare and
like them, follow in the footprints of Christ and His Most Holy Mother.
Let us recall the words of Clare, the most perfect disciple of Francis, and
like our poor mother embrace the “Poor Christ.”

What a vocation we share!
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Our Mother Clare :
A Reflection

Fr. LUKE M. CIAMPL, O.F.M.

IN RECITING our Franciscan Crown, it is customary to round off the seven
decades of our Lady’s Joys by adding two Hail Marys to the seventy
already prayed. This practice commemorates and honors the seventy-two
years the Mother of God is believed to have lived on earth before being
assumed into heaven. For our purpose we need not go into the historicity
behind the belief.

What we do know with certainty is that Mary lived on for several years
after the death of Jesus, that she dwelt for a time apparently in Ephesus
and that she was cared for by the Beloved Disciple, to whom her dying
Son on the Cross had entrusted her and in whose person she had been
assigned the care of all humanity. The other Apostles also cherished her
and must have gone to her periodically for encouragement and direction.
Who, after all, better than Mary was qualified to reflect on and understand
what had been started by her Son, the Christ God gave to the world
through her faithful and obedient co-operation?

In other words, like a mother hen, she took His infant Church under
her maternal wing and became, indeed, its guiding “Star of the Sea” and
“Beacon in distress” along the Christian way (from Evening Prayer Hymn,
Feast of the Annunciation). The words of Isaiah (66:10-14), spoken of the
heavenly Jerusalem, can well apply to Mary: “Oh, that you may suck fully
of the milk of her comfort... nurse with delight at her abundant breas!...
(be) carried in her arms, and fondled in her lap; as a mother comforts her
son...

Fr. Luke is a member of the Immaculate Conception Province. Currently he is
engaged in parochial ministry at St. Catherine of Siena Church, Burlingame,
Cadlifornia.

218

With that thought before us, may we not suggest a parallel for us in
that daughter of Faverone di Offreduccio and his wife Ortolana, Clare of
Assisi, who was born in 1194, some thirteen years after Francis, and lived
on for several years after his death? Mary did :  -reate Christianity, but
she assisted in its promotion. Clare did not give birtl: *o the Franciscan
dream and message, but she nurtured it. When the S..raphic F amily
tended to stray occasionally from the thinking of its Founder, she was
the one who held fast to his initial ideals, both for herself and her sisters
and for the brothers who looked to her for help. Just as Francis had bidden
his friars to hold Clare and the Poor ladies of San Damiano in high esteem
and fraternal care, so Clare asked her daughters to remain always attached
to the sons of St. Francis. If Francis merited the designation “Alter Chris-
tus” for us, surely Clare deserves to be called our own Franciscan “Altera
Mater.”

How much advice and direction the friars of her day may have sought
from Clare, we do not know, but we do know how Francis leaned on her
for counsel on at least one important occasion. It was early in his “public
life”, after he had gathered his first companions about him and had estab-
lished the Poor ladies in their own monastery. Torn by doubt as to whether
he should give himself up entirely to the spiritual delights of solitude and
contemplation or go forth to preach, Francis wished to do what would
best please the Lord. Both activities appealed to him, the first perhaps
more than the second.

He asked Brother Masseo to go to sister Clare and “tell her on- my
behalf to pray devoutly to God with one of her purer and more spiritual
companions, that He may deign to show me what is best: either that I
preach sometimes or that I devote myselfonly to prayer” (“Little Flowers”,

- 16, in St. Francis of Assisi, Omnibus of Sources, p. 1334).

As bidden by Francis, Masseo went first to Brother Sylvester, and then
to Sister Clare. Sylvester received God’s answer in prayer, and Clare
confirmed that both she and her companion had gotten the same answer-
“The Lord says you are to tell Brother Francis this: that God has not
«called him to this state only on his own account, but that he may reap a
harvest of souls and that many may be saved through him.” Clare’s advice
to Francis, in effect, was that he should take the fruits of his contemplative
prayer life out into the marketplaces and there witness Christ for the
benefit of all his brothers and sisters in the Lord; while she and her
companions would, in their retreat of solitude and contemplation, furnish
the vital launching pad from which he and his brothers could derive
additional thrust for their endeavors in the fields ripened for harvest.

In his last will for the Poor Clares, written not long before his death,
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Francis stated: “I, little Brother Francis, want to live according to the
life and poverty of our most high Lord Jesus Christ and of His most holy
Mother... And I beg you, my Ladies, and I exhort you to love always this
most holy life and poverty. Keep close watch over yourselves so that you
never abandon it through the teaching or advice of anyone”. This was
Francis” injunction to Clare that the initial dream should never fade from
their midst.

In her own Testament, Clare makes constant references to what she
and her daughters owe Francis and the devotion they should have to
keeping his ideals always alive. She begins her Testament with recalling
that among the many benefits they have received from God the Father
of mercies is their vocation, which Francis was instrumental in pointing
out and leading them to. She mentions the solitude and care he had for
them from the beginning and how he had obligated himself and his follow-
ers to take as diligent care of them as of their own friars.

Francis" dedication to poverty became Clare’s obsession, one that
prompted her stubbornly to refuse any pontifical approval of her Rule
until two days before her death on August 11, 1253, when Pope Innocent
IV finally capitulated to her demand that theirs be an absolute poverty
which excluded even communal possession of property. It was perhaps
the single most important Franciscan ideal she commanded her daughters
to keep untarnished until the end of time.

She wrote: “Just as the Lord gave us our most holy father Francis to
be our founder, sower and support in the service of Christ and in those
things we promised to God and to that same father of ours, and just as
long as he lived was (he) concerned with cultivating and making us grow
into his “little plant,” by word and deed; so I entrust my sisters, present
and future, to the successor of our holy father Francis and to the friars
of his order, that they may be of help in our making progress in goodness,
in the service of God and, above all, in the better observance of most
holy poverty.”

Her Testament, more than any of her other writings, with the possible
exception of Chapter VI of her Rule, shows her bond with Francis and
his friars. Moreover, we read in the “Little Flowers” (15, Omnibus, p.
1332) that Francis often visited Clare and consoled her with “holy advice.”
We can be sure that the advice was reciprocated in the two-way communi-
cation of those occasions.

We are told, also, that Clare desired greatly to share a meal with
Francis, a desire he appeared loath to satisfy, until his fellow friars strongly
urged him to grant that favor “to your little spiritual plant.” The two,
with their companions, sat down together for the repast and engaged in
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such heavenly conversation that all were enraptured — to such an extent
that it seemed to the people of the vicinity “the Church of St. Mary of
the Angels and the whole Place and the forest which was at that time
around the Place were all aflame.” The fire was not material and did not
consume the place and its surroundings, but symbolized “the fire of divine
love which was burning in the souls of those holy friars and nuns” (Op.
cit., loc. cit.).

From the beginning, Clare was attracted to Francis by his preaching,
Whether or not they had other contacts is neither clear nor important.
Francis, however, did have occasion to urge her to break with the wordly
life for which she was destined and devote herself to the cloistered life
of complete dedication to Christ. On Palm Sunday , 1212, clad in all her
finery, Clare attended the Liturgy in the cathedral of San Ruffino in Assisi.
That night she slipped out of her family home and stole to the Portiuncula
Chapel of St. Mary of the Angels, where Francis received her into her
chosen life of poverty.

Here, certainly, are the makings of a love story! Was the attraction
between Clare and Francis a romantic one? Well, yes, in a sense, but
not with the biological overtones Zeffirelli appears to have implied in his
“Brother Sun, Sister Moon” film. It was the love of one soul for another,
mutually experienced, the love of a soul fired by Divine Love for another
fired by the same Love. Clare came to Francis to requite that love in its
fullest spiritual sense. Francis turned to Clare for refueling and keeping
that love alive.

For that reason, whenever in Francis’ time there was a move to depart
from the base on which this love rested, it was Clare who held the line
with her sisters and with the brothers who listened to her. We need only
read her letters to her sisters and theirs to her to see her not as a love-struck
teenager, swooning before the magnetism of Francis as contemporary
teenagers often melt before a Bruce Springsteen. Rather, she was a strong-
minded, rock-steady woman who loved and embraced his ideals of poverty,
simplicity and fraternity and never permitted those ideals to lose their
luster in her eyes.

Clare flourished in the shade of her spiritual idol, as Mary had flourished
in the shade of her Divine Son. She called herself his “little plant,” or
“pianticella.” As we can discern from her writings, her spiritual life, like
his, was seeded in two extremes — absolute poverty and the richness
of God’s kingdom, a complete emptying of self and a complete possession
by God. Those two extremes of absolute poverty and sublime wealth
merged into one, with poverty always the underlying and cementing
factor. Everything in her life, as in that of Francis, became for her a
response to the Spirit, a wedding of kenosis and metanoia.




The whole spiritual experience of Francis was relived by Clare and her
sisters to an ultimate degree in highest poverty. Clare was indeed a “Poor
Lady” swallowed up in the secret that is God. The essence of her poverty
was her naked, unfettered faith, her divesting herself of everything and
of self before the Father. Passive always under the action of her Divine
Spouse, her soul achieved the blessedness of being completely possessed
by the God whose very essence is Love. The love infused into her being
by the Spirit gave expression to the spirit of interpersonal love that made
her a mother to her daughters and sisters as well as to her spiritual
brothers, the friars. Yet, like Francis, she held herself to be the least
among the little ones of Christ.

The whole spiritual experience of Francis
was relived by Clare and her sisters to an
ultimate degree in highest poverty.

Her model in so many ways, Francis was likewise her inspiration in
other matters, such as devotion to priests, ministers of the Gospel and of
the “most holy Body and Blood” of the most high Son of God, which they
bring down to earth for others (“Testament of St. Francis,” Omnibus, p.
67). The Eucharist and its adoration played a prominent role in her life,
as it did in that of Francis and does today, still, in all her spiritual brothers
and sisters. A favorite image of St. Clare is the one of her holding up the
Sacred Host in its monstrance to repulse a hostile horde seeking to assail
the Poor Clares” monastery.

Francis, we know, in addition to being greatly attached to the passion
of Christ, was also especially devoted to the Birth of the Savior, as witness
his emotional visit to Bethlehem and his re-enactment of the Nativity
scene at Greccio on Christmas of 1223. No surprise, then, that Clare,
too, was devoted to the Feast of the Nativity. One Christmas, we read
in the “Little Flowers” (35, Omnibus, p. 1383), she lay abed sick deploring
her inability to join her sisters in reciting Matins and receiving Communion
during the Mass in the Church of San Damiano. She revealed to her
sisters later, though, that she had been miraculously transported in spirit
to the Church of St. Francis, where she participated in Matins, the Mass,
Communion and the whole celebration of the Feast by the friars.
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Clare’s attachment to Francis, as we can judge from all of the above,
lay at the root of her concern for and devotion to her own spiritual
daughters and sisters. That concern and devotion, by extension, reached
out in her life and activities to all the other units of the growing Franciscan
Family. Today, while the friars of the First Order and the brothers and
sisters of the Third Order, in both regular and secular fraternities, carry
out their apostolic ministries in the various marketplaces of the world
“according to places, times and climates,” after the manner of Francis of
Assisi, her concern for his Seraphic F amily lives on in her present-day
daughters and sisters.

Through the cloistered life of contemplative prayer led by the Poor
Ladies, St. Clare, Mother Hen of the Franciscan Family, continues to
witness, nurture and bolster all the sons and daughters of St. Francis,
giving increase to their living the Gospel in obedience, without property
and in chastity and to their vocation of spreading the message and love
of Christ to the ends of the earth.

223




24

Saint Bonaventure

Bona-ventura!

Good journey to you!
So you're a Franciscan!
Me, too!

We travel well together,

you and I,

and strengthened by

the telling of our own journeys,
and the breaking of Bread,

our baggage grows lighter.

Sandal-shod,

we journey on,

wiser for these graced moments,
knowing the Lord has been

with us :

on this road. ‘

Chistine Diensberg, O.S.F.
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