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foreWord

It does seem the long winter is behind us as Easter 
dawned with spring blossoms and rejoicing in resurrect-
ed life. Watching the pathways of the sun change daily 
through the windows it’s easy to understand why all liv-
ing creatures raise their faces to the sun.

This issue of The Cord has a couple of new voices 
mixed in with some well-known contributors. Jason Welle 
explores the impact technology has on authentic Francis-
can living and Michael Havercamp shares impressions of 
Pope Francis with us. Michael Cusato opens up a discus-
sion of poverty, especially how it is lived in Third Order 
communities, Chris Dyczek explores how Francis’s words 
were interpreted by his earliest followers, Brian Jordan 
searches Anthony of Padua’s preaching style for inspira-
tion for today’s evangelization efforts, and André Cirino 
shares his remembrances of one of our newest saints: 
Pope John XXIII. In addition, we have a variety of poetry 
and a book review rounding out this issue.

The academic year is winding down, or already on 
summer schedule. It reminds us that learning is a life-
long blessing. Franciscan Institute Publications has sev-
eral new titles available for a continuum of reader pref-
erences: the latest “30 Days” volume by Robert Karris 
leads one to read and pray with scripture through the 
eyes of Peter of John Olivi, information on the earliest 
rule commentaries edited by David Flood gives new in-
sight into how the early community translated Francis’s 
vision into daily life, a new translation of the rules of Isa-
belle of France by Sean Field evokes images of thirteenth-
fourteenth century Poor Clare life. The magnus opus of 
Warren Lewis, a critical edition of Olivi’s Commentary on 
the Apocalypse (in Latin) is on its way. We owe tremen-
dous debts of gratitude to these and all the scholars who 
continue their ministry of peeling back the layers of the 
Franciscan charism for us. May God continue to grace us 
with the fruits of these laborers, and send new laborers 
to follow.
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The forTunes of poverTy:
Minor(iTe) Musings on a Medieval MaTTer

MiChael CusaTo, o.f.M.

Men and women who are choosing – or have already cho-
sen – a Franciscan vocation might occasionally do well 
to ask themselves this short series of questions on an 
important aspect of their religious life:

•	 Why are you poor?
•	 Why are you choosing to become a full-fledged mem-

ber of a religious community that is associated with 
the figure of Francis of Assisi, known as the Poverello, 
the Poor Man of Assisi?

•	 Do you have a clear understanding of this particular 
aspect of your vowed life? Or, are you professing an 
understanding that is shrouded in spiritual language 
but divorced from the historical realities of the Fran-
ciscan movement during its first centuries?

This presentation aims to address these fundamental 
questions by using the medieval sources and the history 
we have at our disposal, thanks to the tireless efforts of 
numerous scholars – major and minor – over the years 
and the keen observations made on them by various in-
terpreters of the tradition. We may not always agree with 
every insight they draw out of the sources, but we can 
surely learn much from the methods they employ and the 
musings they offer.

Before launching into an examination of the sources 
with respect to the theme of poverty, I would like to make 
three quick opening observations which may have some 
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relevance, especially to the male members of the Third 
Order Regular (for whom this presentation was originally 
crafted and delivered).1 I have retained the personal style 
of those conferences here.

First, let me say, right from the start, that as a mem-
ber of the First Order (and of the Observant wing of the 
Franciscan Family), I am very much aware that the pov-
erty of the Third Order is not exactly the same as that 
professed by those of us in the First Order. Nevertheless, 
a clearer understanding of how poverty functioned in the 
early Franciscan movement will serve as a kind of pole 
of comparison for you to be able to contrast and identify 
what is unique about what it is you profess as a member 
of the Third Order Regular.

Second, if this were a dialogue, I would hazard a guess 
that at least a few (if not more) would answer my initial 
question – why are you poor, why do you choose poverty 
– by claiming that you are poor because the Jesus whom 
you desire to follow was poor, and that we Franciscans 
are poor, because we follow the poor Christ. This was and 
is a truism in Franciscan formation and spirituality. In-
deed, it was the primary reason given in the Middle Ages 
by many Franciscans themselves. But today, few Scrip-
ture scholars would describe the Jesus of the gospels as 
being a man who lived a life of voluntary poverty. The 
poor Christ, in other words, was a particularly medieval 
understanding of Jesus. In fact, it was an image that had 
become prevalent only in the High Middle Ages – shortly 
before the time of Francis in the latter part of the twelfth 
century – and that this particular image would once again 
shift in succeeding centuries. Images or readings of Jesus 

1 These pages are a slightly reworked and now annotated version of 
two conferences given to the male Franciscan community of the Third 
Order Regular in Washington, DC on December 20-21, 2013. The au-
thor wishes to thank Fr. Seraphim Beshoner, T.O.R. for his kind invi-
tation and my brothers who toughed through a Friday evening fatigue 
and Saturday morning somnolence to be attentive to these observa-
tions. Although these conferences were directly addressed to the male 
component of the Third Order Regular, some of the reflections will 
have relevance also to our Sisters in the same branch of the Family.
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are always shaped by historical contexts and the spiritual 
needs of a given age. Hence it is critical for you, for me, 
for us, to be able to ground our profession of poverty not 
on spiritual myths (even in the best sense of the term) but 
on firmer principles than the usual answers given to us in 
formation. We are fortunate that we can.

And third, I think it is also important to point out that 
the earliest form of Franciscan poverty is not what it even-
tually became just twenty years after the inception of the 
movement. In other words, the understanding of Francis 
and his early brothers is not exactly the same as that es-
poused by the clerical friars after his death in 1226. We 
will want to tease that out in our reflections. Thus, for 
the first part of this presentation, I want to concentrate 
on what the earliest form of Franciscan paupertas was. 
Then, once that has been established, I will address how 
it evolved into something a little different. Finally, I will 
briefly explore the relationship of these understandings 
to the poverty you profess as members of the Third Order 
Regular.

Part I:
Poverty in the Early Franciscan Movement

Most of you, I would imagine, upon entering the for-
mation program (or, more exactly, the novitiate), had to 
make some decisions about what to do with the things 
you owned: car, tools, gadgets, maybe even a house or 
apartment. Many young friars, in an appropriate wave of 
fervor, give away or consign to someone else some of these 
things we tend to accumulate and need in life. Having 
done so, having dispossessed oneself of, at least, some of 
these things, we would like to be able to say to ourselves 
and maybe to others: “now, in the manner of our Holy 
Father Saint Francis, I am poor.” In other words, we give 
things up so as to become poor.

This was the reasoning often followed by the friars of 
the second generation: those who had become attracted 
to the virtue of evangelical poverty seemingly espoused 
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and lived by the early Franciscan fraternity. We will re-
turn to examine this perception a little more closely fur-
ther on. For now, suffice it to say that the inspiration for 
Francis and his earliest companions lies somewhere else.

The motivating factor for earliest Franciscan poverty 
lies in the primordial experience of Francis’s chance en-
counter with lepers one day outside the city of Assisi. We, 
of course, know the importance of this event in his life. 
We have been taught it and we have read his own words 
about it in his Testament. But perhaps we have not con-
nected it with what followed in Francis’s life and the life of 
the early fraternity. For what Francis encountered in that 
pre-eminent moment of God’s grace in his life were real-
life suffering human beings – men and women of flesh 
and blood, like himself, – who, however, existed virtually 
invisible to the eyes of the citizens of Assisi because they 
added nothing to the glory and prestige and prosperity of 
this city on the rise.2 They were, by definition, not only 
non-citizens (not having sufficient net worth to be con-
sidered eligible for citizenship according to the Charter 
of Assisi in 1210); but they were also non-persons – the 
invisible and despicable poor – the minores of societies of 
every time and place who populate the cities and country-
sides of the world even today.

Now we always have to keep the impact of this seminal 
experience in the life of Francis uppermost in our minds 
when we try to make sense of the subsequent journey of 
the Poverello, because it was the cardinal formative mo-
ment for his – and for the early Franciscan – spiritual vi-
sion. If we do not, we simply will not understand the saint 
we all claim to love and want to follow.

2 Cf. Michael F. Cusato, “Hermitage or Marketplace: The Search 
for an Authentic Franciscan locus in the World,” in True Followers of 
Justice: Identity, Insertion and Itinerancy among the Early Franciscans, 
Spirit and Life 10 (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute, 2000), 
1-30, esp. 10-13; rpt. in: Idem, The Early Franciscan Movement [1205-
1239]: History, Sources and Hermeneutics (Spoleto: Centro Italiano di 
Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, 2009), 1-28, esp. 10-13.
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The Primacy of the Earlier Rule

The place to find this spiritual vision is, alas, not so 
much in the vitae and legendae about the saint of Assisi 
– the great hagiographical narratives which are so engag-
ing to read, to ponder and to put to good use in our litur-
gies. Rather, the minorite spiritual vision is to be found 
first and foremost in the document which the group it-
self cobbled together over the next number of years and 
served as their charter and covenant: the Earlier Rule, 
sometimes called the Rule of 1221. You may recall that 
this one document, if read as a text which developed and 
matured over time into a profound spiritual vision, gives 
us just about everything we need to know about the early 
Franciscan evangelical life.3

In terms of the topic before us, however, let me just 
single out a few critical items within the text but start 
with a preliminary comment.

I think it is important to point out, first, that nowhere 
in the earliest layers of the Rule will you find the word 
“poverty”;4 nor will you find, until what I call the third 

3 There are two, quite different approaches to gathering an under-
standing of the Franciscan charism. The first and most common is to 
read about the life and spirituality of Francis, the founder. This con-
sists very often of reading biographies of the saint, based – to a greater 
or lesser degree – upon a selective reading of the sources (the medi-
eval vitae and legendae, supplemented by passages from the writings 
of Francis himself). A second approach is to read about the founda-
tions of the movement; this takes into account the socio-economic and 
spiritual dynamics operative within the early fraternity and broadens 
the focus of one’s understanding from the founder to the brothers 
who discerned their way forward and who formulated their reflections 
in the Earlier Rule. The foundations of the charism – which is what 
Franciscans need to know in order to faithfully live the life they have 
embraced – are to be found most clearly expressed in the latter source, 
rather than the hagiographical texts. Or put another way, nothing in 
the stories about Francis should seriously contradict the evangelical 
project of the forma vitae found in the Rule(s). The biographies are an 
easier, more enjoyable read. The rules are tougher sledding requiring 
some additional guidance from scholars and other interpreters.

4 The first two layers of the Earlier Rule consisted of many of the 
materials (though not all) found in chapters 1, 7 and 14 of that rule. 
For a brief overview, one can still consult the comments of David Flood, 
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layer, a mention of Jesus Christ. This is significant be-
cause it tells us that poverty was not a concept or a virtue 
that was uppermost in the minds of the earliest friars as a 
goal of their spiritual pursuit. Rather, poverty was a lived 
condition of life, inspired by the fate of the poorest mem-
bers of Assisian society, with whom they chose to live out 
their new lives in Christ – because the spiritual vision of 
the earliest brothers was tributary from the foundation-
al experience of Francis with the lepers. The friars were 
poor as a result of – as a consequence of – choosing to live 
among the poor.

Money and Ownership of Property

Now this minorite vision – this vision to live among, as 
and ultimately for the minores, the poor or – as they were 
more often called at the time of Francis, the vilani, those 
people of vile condition – this minorite vision comes up off 
the pages of the Earlier Rule with respect to two themes 
in particular: money and property.

You may recall that as this document began to de-
velop into the text which the friars would eventually take 
down to Rome for approval in April 1209, they expressed 
themselves on three critical issues: who they were as 
evangelical men, how they were going to live and sustain 
themselves, and what they wanted to share – what mes-
sage – with others around them in the world. It is in that 
second area – how are we to concretely sustain ourselves 
where they addressed the questions of work (especially 
remuneration for work and begging that they might have 
to do if this did not suffice) and where they were going to 
live – that the issues of money and property would arise.

The friars determined that for their work they were 
permitted to receive anything as compensation except 
money. Too much ink has been spilled discoursing on the 
issue of money, much of it, unfortunately, off-the-mark. 
The friars foreswore accepting money (or, as they put it, 
The Birth of a Movement, trans. Paul Lachance and Paul Schwartz 
(Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1975), 13-35.
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accepting or causing to be accepted, receiving or causing 
to be received) not because it would make them poor and, 
therefore, assuring them that they would be following the 
poor Christ. No, they refused to accept money because, 
they knew, many of whom had been sons of merchants or 
the well-heeled nobility, that the denarius, the coin of the 
realm, was being used by the powerful as an instrument 
of the exploitation of the poor. There were, in circulation, 
two kinds of money. “Strong money” (the coin possessed 
and used by those with power in the area, including the 
upper clergy) contained the proper admixture of silver 
and filler and thus held its value. The working poor and 
those struggling to scratch out a living in the best way 
they could, however, were paid their wages in “weak mon-
ey,” that is, coin that had been debased by the authori-
ties and thus worth less and less every time they went to 
market to buy food and clothing for their families.5 This 
debasing was deliberate and exploitative. It was done to 
make a profit at the expense of those who had no choice 
but to use this weak money at market. The friars knew 
this. They said – to themselves and to others – we will re-
fuse to be a part of such a system that increasingly grinds 
down the poor, rendering them hungry or desperate or 
both, thus setting into motion those horrible pathologies 
associated with crushing poverty. Malnutrition, by the 
way, was one of the prime elements contributing to the 
contraction of leprosy.

Secondly, the issues of property and almsgiving were 
surprisingly linked in the spiritual vision of the friars. 
For when remuneration in goods (foodstuffs) was not 
sufficient to cover the needs of the early brothers, they 
were allowed to go out, like other poor men and women, 
begging-bowl in hand, to ask their fellow countrymen for 

5 Cf. David Flood, “Franciscans and Money,” Haversack, 4, no. 
2 (1980): 12-21; and Michael F. Cusato, “The Early Franciscans and 
the Use of Money,” in Poverty and Prosperity: Franciscans and the Use 
of Money, Washington Theological Union Symposium Papers, 2009 
[CFIT/ESC-OFM Series 9] (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute 
Publications, 2009), 13-37.
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food. Begging an alms of food was a last resort, as it were; 
something one should do only in extremis. In truth, the 
friars were not – as they would eventually be called in 
the decades ahead – mendicants. They were workers who 
sometimes needed to supplement their earnings by en-
trusting themselves to the generosity of their fellow citi-
zens. But behind this simple gesture of begging was an 
astonishing ethic of creation. For according to the early 
minorite vision (as it was in the Old Testament, especially 
the Psalms), “the earth was the Lord’s and everything in 
it.” The land (that is to say, creation and all its fruitful-
ness) ultimately belonged to God and, only by extension, 
was it loaned out, as it were, to all of us, his creatures. 
Hence, according to this ethic, every creature – every 
creature! – had the God-given right to be sustained at 
this abundant Table of Creation. But when, through hu-
man circumstances, some did not have the means to sus-
tain themselves by their labor, Francis and his brothers 
declare that alms were a hereditary right and a matter 
of justice for the poor. And whenever, in their need, they 
extended their begging-bowl towards one far more fortu-
nate than they, the friars – indeed all those of vile condi-
tion – were actually extending an invitation to their fellow 
human beings, their fellow Christians, to use the goods of 
creation justly and in a proper manner, as God intended 
them to be used.6

As a result, they regarded the land and places where 
they slept and abided as gifts which God was giving them 
to cover their basic human needs. They did not claim the 
land or these places as if they were their own. Rather, 
they insisted only on using what was unoccupied or un-
claimed and thus available on the basis of honest human 
need. And if, perchance, someone else claimed a greater 
need, they were to move on and find another place, as 

6 Cf. Michael F. Cusato, “Alms-asking and Alms-giving as Social 
Commentary and Spiritual Remedy,” in The Rule of the Friars Minor, 
1209-2009: Historical Perspectives, Lived Realities, Spirit and Life 14 
(St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2010), 59-79.
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in the famous story at Rivo Torto.7 (The Portiuncula will 
present an interesting exception but we cannot treat it 
here).8

A Summary of the Minorite Vision: 
The Charter of Their Charism

Now, at some point in the evolution of the brothers’ un-
derstanding and articulation of their spiritual vision, they 
reached a point of real maturity where they expressed, in 
compact form, the very heart of their charism. That ar-
ticulation is found in the first two verses of Chapter 9 of 
the Earlier Rule. It reads as follows:

Let all the brothers strive to follow the humility 
and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ and let them 
remember that we should have nothing else in the 
whole world except, as the Apostle says: having 
food and clothing, we are content with these. They 
must rejoice when they live among people consid-
ered of little value and looked down upon, among 
the poor and the powerless, the sick and the lep-
ers, and the beggars by the wayside [ER 9, 1-2].

These are, in my opinion, some of the most inspired 
words of the early Franciscan movement. First of all, they 
describe the world of the minores – those men and wom-
en whom we should consider “our kind of people” – the 
poor, those who suffer, those excluded from the bounty 
of society, the beggars who live from hand to mouth, the 
lepers whose physical deformities give respectable society 
permission to enforce physical isolation and emotional 
deprivation upon them: untouchability with all of its dev-
astating wreckage. But the friars will say: These are our 
people; this is our rightful place! Thanks to the insight 

7 1 C 44; L3C 55. The latter account mentions that abandoned hut 
was eventually used by needy lepers.

8 See a discussion of this point in chapter one of Michael F. Cu-
sato, Franciscan Economics: Towards a More Just and Equitable World 
(forthcoming).
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of the leper experience, we live among, as and for their 
welfare.

And second, this is only the second passage where the 
name of Jesus Christ appears during these years. For, it 
is a mark of the maturity of their spiritual evolution that 
the friars now began to relate the experience of life which 
the Lord has been leading them to embrace among the 
poor with the very life of Jesus himself. The life of Jesus 
did not come first, as we so often think – as the result 
of a providential flipping through the gospel book in the 
church of San Niccolò – followed by a groping towards 
what that might look like out in society. No, it was the 
other way around! This life among the minores they now 
see reflected in the life of Jesus himself. And they char-
acterize this life as “the humility and poverty of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

But now we have enough concrete facts about the 
early spiritual vision of the friars to elucidate what these 
terms mean. These are not abstract virtues to be pur-
sued for the sake of holiness; rather, they are concrete 
social values which they have been living for several years 
which they now see reflected in the life of Jesus of Naza-
reth. Thus, “humility” is not a self-deprecating attitude 
towards oneself, trying to convince oneself that all others 
are somehow better or more worthy than I am. No, “hu-
mility” is the social condition of living among the humble 
– the minores of society – the poor, the weak, the sick, the 
lepers, etc. among whom the friar is to find his joy, his 
vera laetitia (his true and perfect joy). Similarly, “poverty” 
in this context is not a negative value – the giving up or 
the renunciation of all that one owns in order that I can 
say that I am poor (and therefore virtuous). Rather, “pov-
erty” is the social value of living and using creation on the 
basis of honest human need. It is using creation as the 
Creator intended us to use it and to live with those who 
are without until such time as a more just society can be 
built.

Poverty, in short, is not a negative virtue of giving up. 
It is, first and foremost, a positive ethic of creation. To live 
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in this manner is to “do penance” (facere penitentiam) – 
the hallmark of Franciscan life and especially life in the 
Third branch of our Family. And this also becomes the 
substance of the Franciscan vision taken to the world in 
their penitential preaching.9

Part II:
Poverty in the Second Generation of Friars Minor

In the first part of this presentation, I made two dis-
tinctions which I want to emphasize as we begin this sec-
ond part of our treatment of the issue of Franciscan pov-
erty.

- First, I noted that the poverty of the First Order was 
different – or, at least, practiced differently – from that 
of the Third Order Regular; and

- Second, I also stated that, though different in purpose 
and practice, it was important for all of us in the Fran-
ciscan Family to understand the original dynamics of 
the question of poverty among Francis and his earliest 
companions: that is to say, poverty as a socio-spiritual 
phenomenon where minorite poverty has to be under-
stood in relation to the social conditions of the poor.

At the conclusion of this survey, I will address the 
issue the issue of poverty in the Third Order Regular 
branch of our Family. But first, I begin with a brief exami-
nation of what happened to the original (socio-spiritual) 
understanding of poverty in the second generation of the 
followers of Francis.

Franciscan Poverty and the Clerical Mentality

Francis of Assisi’s graced discovery of the existence 
of lepers living outside the city of Assisi and the trans-
formation that occurred within him which led him to the 
cardinal insight of his life – the universal fraternity of all 

9 Cf. Michael F. Cusato, “To Do Penance / Facere penitentiam,” in 
The Cord, 57.1 (2007), 3-24.
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creatures under God – was the seminal event that opened 
his eyes to the reality of the poor living in his midst. It 
also spurred him to decide to live among them with only 
the essentials of life while dedicating himself to their car-
ing: one human being in loving service to another who is 
in need.

There was, in other words, a definite social component 
to early Franciscan poverty. And if one were to realize 
that desire to live among and care for the despised and 
neglected of the world, one would, by necessity, have to 
live at the material level of the poor, sharing their fate, 
become poor as they were poor. But it is important to 
emphasize that this was not some form of apostolic play-
acting – putting on the garments of the poor, adopting the 
“look” of the poor, whenever one came to minister among 
them. This is more than a matter of a change of clothing. 
Quite the contrary, by the very fact of living in the midst 
of the poor and joining the ranks of the poor, one would 
inescapably begin seeing the world through the eyes of 
the poor. One would necessarily begin seeing and judg-
ing the world through the prism of injustice, hardship 
and neglect. A change in one’s social status or location, 
in other words, will inevitably lead to a change in mental 
outlook or mentality. The world, the values it trumpets, 
its politics, all begin to look considerably different when 
seen from the perspective of the poor. This, incidentally, 
should be the goal of any and all forms of Franciscan 
education, whether it be formation in religious life or the 
ministry of teaching in the classroom.

Now, after the approval of the propositum of the friars 
in 1209 by Innocent III as a legitimate form of religious 
life in the Church and during the ensuing decade, espe-
cially as the movement began to move beyond the con-
fines of Italy – over the mountains and across the sea 
after 1217 – the Franciscan way of life began to attract 
new followers from beyond Assisi and the Umbrian Val-
ley. But, it should also be noted that the birth and growth 
of the Franciscan fraternity coincided with the emergence 
in medieval spirituality of the virtue of poverty and the 
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living of the poor life as an important Christian antidote 
or counter-witness to the spirit of acquisitiveness which 
had been gripping the faithful thanks to the explosion of 
commerce and prosperity in the newly commercializing 
towns of northern and central Italy. As a result of these 
momentous socio-economic changes, Europe was in need 
of a new form of spirituality – less monastic and mysti-
cal, less formulaic, and more decidedly urban – that was 
adapted and adaptable to this new world of complex eco-
nomic dynamics and moral challenges. The emergence 
of groups like the Poor Men and Women of Lyons, the 
Humiliati in northern Italy, and others like them in the 
last quarter of the twelfth century – all testify to diverse 
attempts of devout Christians (primarily lay, it should be 
said) trying to address a gospel vision of life to the new 
complexities of their day. 

However, it was the Franciscan movement led by its 
charismatic founder that contained within itself a whole 
spectrum of spiritual richness that would speak, unlike 
any other, to the men and women of the thirteenth cen-
tury. Although having evolved out of a specific socio-eco-
nomic context (that of Assisi), with the content of its Rule 
reflecting the social conditions of that particular region, 
the Friars Minor had managed to develop a spiritual vi-
sion which was so deeply grounded in the universal evan-
gelical values of Jesus of Nazareth that it truly resonated 
with the people of their time. Hence, as it preached its 
message of penance across Italy and beyond, urging their 
hearers to distance themselves from everything destroy-
ing the human fraternity, the spirituality of the Minors 
not only resonated with thirteenth-century Christians 
in general but also began attracting new recruits to the 
movement from all over Europe.

This newly-found popularity, in other words, brought 
into the fraternity men from cultural and religious back-
grounds considerably different from those which had 
formed the earliest friars in Assisi. This was going to have 
profound ramifications for how the Order understood it-
self and its charism. Indeed, this is the beginning of the 
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famous problem of the “clericalization” of the Order of 
Friars Minor, not so much in the sense of great influx of 
numbers of priests into the community (although there 
was), but rather, in the broader sense of the entrance 
into the fraternity of those who had been shaped by a 
“clerical mentality” which was prevalent in the schools. 
What does this phrase mean? Formed in the schools well 
beyond Assisi, such men would have been formed in and 
imbued with the more classic or traditional categories as 
to what constituted Christian holiness and what religious 
life ought to look like. Thus, from such formative envi-
ronments, these new recruits brought their own particu-
lar understanding of the apostolic life – the life of Christ 
and his apostles – and what it meant to be a religious. 
And particularly acute in this understanding was the role 
which poverty ought to play in such a life.10 For most 
of them, poverty – understood as an interior detachment 
from the things of the world – had now become the pre-
eminent Christian virtue – the antidote to contemporary 
avarice (whereas for centuries, in the monastic life, it was 
interior humility which countered interior pride, self-reli-
ance and the use of abusive power over others). One thus 
countered an excessively acquisitive spirit through the 
renunciation of one’s possessions and committed oneself 
to live “poor as the poor Christ,” “naked like the naked 
Christ.” 

Consequently, dispossession of one’s goods was re-
lated to the pursuit of Christian virtue rather than direct-
ly connected to the plight of the involuntary poor in one’s 
midst. Hence, the motivation in this understanding of 
poverty was quite different from the one reigning in the 
early Franciscan movement.

10 On this matter of a “clerical mentality,” see Michael F. Cusato, 
“‘Esse ergo mitem et humilem corde, hoc est esse vere fratrem minorem’: 
Bonaventure of Bagnoregio and the Reformulation of the Francsiscan 
Charism,” in Charisma und religiöse Gemeinschaften im Mittelalter, 
eds. Giancarlo Andenna, Mirko Breitenstein and Gert Melville, Vita 
Regularis. Abhandlungen 26 (Münster: LIT, 2005), 343-82, esp. 353-
55.
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To sum up: for these new recruits entering the or-

der in the late 1210s and early 1220s, poverty was not 
a social condition to be embraced and shared with the 
poor, but the prime virtue of Christian asceticism to be 
pursued by way of the renunciation of one’s goods and 
possessions. This should sound somewhat familiar to us 
because it became the primary understanding of poverty 
in classic Franciscan formation.

This was a monumental change; and it was also one of 
the most contentious elements which would lead Francis 
to resign his functions as “minister and servant of all the 
friars” in September of 1220. For now, the Franciscan 
movement had two, rather different understandings of 
its own charism, uncomfortably existing within the same 
movement – one which saw the pursuit of the observance 
of material poverty as the highest form of evangelical 
perfection and placed at the service of the needs of the 
Church and another where Francis and his companions 
saw poverty as a way of life to be lived among the minores 
of their society, calling others to use their power to rec-
tify the injustices of the world. The first pursued a life 
of evangelical perfection whereas the latter lived out an 
evangelical life of service among the poor, the sick and 
the lepers.

We thus stand before a conflict between two com-
peting goods: two different ways of understanding the 
charism, both in some way “Franciscan.” This dichotomy 
would not only continue but intensify after the death of 
Francis. For, as his less learned and simple companions 
slowly receded into the background, continuing to live 
among the invisible of society in the remote hermitages 
of the order, the more learned and articulate clerics rose 
in number and prominence, promoting their understand-
ing of the charism and placing themselves increasingly at 
the service of the Church and papacy, preaching to and 
confessing the faithful in the towns throughout Europe. 
With the accent now placed on the observance of material 
poverty (rather than living among the truly poor), these 
friar-clerics needed to define for themselves exactly what 
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material poverty and the observance of material poverty 
looked like (and did not look like) in the juridical and 
theological categories of their day. In their hands, Fran-
ciscan poverty thus came to be understood in increasing-
ly legal terms, defining who owned what and how much; 
who used what and how much. These were not questions 
raised by the earliest brothers. Material poverty was sim-
ply life lived among the poor. But now, the critical distinc-
tion in Franciscan life was going to be defined as the dif-
ference between ownership and use; the friars could use 
things as long as they did not own them. But what does 
this have to do with rejoicing to be among those of vile 
condition or the beggars along the road? This is rather 
that fateful road of legalistic distinctions which will lead to 
the great controversy over Franciscan poverty at the end 
of the thirteenth and into the early fourteenth centuries 
between the Spiritual Franciscans and the Community, 
eventually involving the papacy in the role of adjudicator 
between the two warring sides. But by this time, thanks 
to this distinction between use and ownership, poverty 
had pretty much been reduced to a legal fiction. Lack of 
ownership was certainly maintained, at least on paper. 
But the appearances belied reality of the use of large ur-
ban convents in the heart of the cities, housing rafts of 
friars, fed by the produce of grand gardens or annoying 
begging – for most of the friars, as clerics, were now too 
busy with preaching and confessing to do any manual 
labor. It was no accident that already by the late 1240s 
(if not hinted at earlier in Francis’s own story of true joy), 
Thomas of Celano, in recasting the story of Francis’s en-
counter with a leper out on the plain of Assisi, will now 
depict the poor leper as suddenly disappearing from view, 
no longer to be seen anywhere!11

11 Cf. Michael F. Cusato, “Social Action of Fraternal Presence: Me-
dieval Franciscanism at the Crossroads (1220-1247),” Franciscana 15 
(2014), forthcoming.
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Poverty in the Third Order: 
Secular and Regular

Now, it is one of the most fascinating paradoxes of 
Franciscan history that, just as the clerical wing of the or-
der was rising to prominence and dominance in the Fran-
ciscan movement – with its emphases of pastoral min-
istry, apostolic preaching, virtue-asceticism and a more 
juridical approach to the observance of poverty – another 
branch of the Family, the Third Order, was emerging to 
rescue some of the very elements of earliest minorite life 
that were being lost or cast aside by the First order. In-
deed, as the majority of friars devoted themselves to the 
clerical tasks of preaching, confessing, celebrating the 
Eucharist and burying the dead all throughout Europe, 
it was the lay component of the Franciscan Family who, 
remaining in the cities of their birth and surrounded by 
their own families, devoted themselves to caring for the 
poor and marginalized of their towns, now neglected even 
by the clerical friars intent on fulfilling their ministerial 
responsibilities across the territories. It is the Third Order 
Secular who continued tending to the sick and leprous.

Moreover, during the latter half of the thirteenth cen-
tury and beyond, various women in a number of towns in 
northern and central Italy began to dedicate themselves 
more exclusively to this ministry of the care of the poor of 
their towns, while simultaneously gathering around them 
other like-minded women devoted to this same service.12 
These groups of devout and dedicated women slowly co-
alesced into stable, on-site, single-gendered communities 
of regular prayer and ministry which began to take on 
all the appearances and rhythms of approved religious 
communities. Eventually, by the year 1290, the papacy 
– under the Franciscan pope Nicholas IV – gave to this 
Third branch of the Franciscan Family (now comprised of 

12 For a general overview of some of these individuals, see the vol-
ume of Darleen Pryds, Women of the Streets: Early Franciscan Women 
and Their Mendicant Vocation, Franciscan Heritage Series 7 (St. Bo-
naventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications/ESC-OFM, 2010).
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lay men and women living in their own homes as well as 
these quasi-religious women living-in-community) a Rule 
of life which did not really fit this new, single-gendered 
form of the Third Order – the Third Order Regular way of 
life.13 This awkward situation persisted at least until the 
second decade of the sixteenth century.

Moreover, within thirty or fifty years of the promulga-
tion of this awkward rule, one begins to find some evi-
dence of men – and not just women – who similarly sought 
to live this same kind of life: that is, to give themselves to 
a ministry of charity to the vulnerable members of their 
own cities and towns and to, likewise, gather together 
into stable communities of prayer, devoted to these min-
istries and to one another in pursuit of the spiritual life 
as chaste religious. This is, of course, that branch of the 
Family to which Third Order Regular men belong and for 
which, unfortunately, we have only scant and scattered 
evidence for the next hundred years or so.14

However, I always find it helpful to ask one question 
regarding these communities of Third Order Regular men: 
given the established and noteworthy presence of the fri-
ars of the First Order throughout Europe and beyond, 
why would such religiously-minded men, aflame with the 
spirit of Francis, not have done the most obvious thing 
and simply joined the First Order? After all, both were 
vowed to celibacy, obedience as well as poverty. And here, 
I think, is the rub. For the poverty of the Third Order 
Regular is not that of the First Order. Indeed, by this time, 
one might even say that Third Order Regular poverty had 
more in common with the poverty of the earliest friars in 
the sense that it was not defined by the legalistic bound-
aries between observance and non-observance; nor was 

13 On this branch of the Family, one can consult now History of the 
Third Order Regular Rule: A Sourcebook (St. Bonaventure, NY: Francis-
can Institute Publications, 2008).

14 See, with some prudence, the foundational work of Raffaele Paz-
zelli, The Franciscan Sisters: Outlines of History and Spirituality (Steu-
benville, OH: Franciscan University Press, 1993), which, in spite of its 
title, also contains some information about the masculine branch of 
the Third Order Regular.
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it defined by total individual as well as communal dispos-
session. Indeed, because the intention of the Third Order 
Regular communities – of men as well as of women – was 
to remain dedicated to the service of the poor and vulner-
able of their locales, their form of poverty was not about 
giving up their possessions individually and communally 
in pursuit of an ideal of evangelical perfection (the ideal of 
absolute poverty); nor did it concern itself with the nifty 
distinctions between ownership and use or even “poor 
use” and “moderate use” of things – issues that had been 
consuming the First order for centuries. Rather, the pov-
erty of the Third Order Regular communities pivoted on 
the donating and pooling of their own resources towards 
the establishment and sustaining of hospices, hospitals, 
leprosaria, low-level schools and so forth that served the 
needy and, additionally, to the upkeep, maintenance and 
establishment of similar kinds of places where the loving 
face of the compassionate Christ could once again be re-
vealed to those too often neglected by society.

This is why I would like to insist that the poverty prac-
ticed within the Third Order Regular (at least at its in-
ception), with its de-emphasis upon the legalistic issues 
faced by the First Order, freed these Franciscans to be of 
service to those now neglected by the Friars Minor intent 
on fulfilling their clerical duties in the pulpits and par-
ishes and out on their preaching tours.

For, First Order Franciscans tended to forget (and 
tend still to forget), given our formation, that the famous 
passage in Scripture – in which Jesus (we claim) urges a 
fervent potential follower to live a life of evangelical pover-
ty – has a very important clause that usually gets occlud-
ed or completely forgotten in our reading of it. As with the 
leper, we do not see it. It is a passage that found its way 
into the earliest layers of the Earlier Rule, thus having ut-
most importance for understanding the minorite charism. 
I conclude by quoting it and emphasizing the part that we 
somehow never seem to hear. It is the pericope about the 
rich young man who wants to follow Jesus:
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And behold, a man came up to him and said to 
him: ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit ev-
erlasting life …’ Jesus replied: ‘If you wish to en-
ter into eternal life, observe the commandments.’ 
‘Which ones,’ he asked? [And after Jesus enumer-
ated the two great commandments of love of God 
and love of neighbor], the man then said: ‘I have 
done all these things from my youth. What more is 
still lacking to me?’ And Jesus said: ‘If you would 
be perfect, go, sell what you have and give it to the 
poor and you will have treasure in heaven.’

We, First Order men, hear the words “if you would 
be perfect, go sell what you have” because we have been 
taught that the surrender of all our goods, individually 
and in common, is the very definition of evangelical per-
fection. We live out, in other words, the understanding of 
those friars of the second generation of Franciscans. And 
what we miss is the all-important phrase: “and give it to 
the poor.” We miss the social connection to the poor: the 
aspect about the redistribution of our goods so that oth-
ers might have a shot at better life. The choice for evan-
gelical poverty from the perspective of earliest Francis-
canism and as revived in Third Order Franciscanism is to 
keep our eyes upon the welfare of the poor.

Do we, do I, do you? And if so, how; and if not, why 
not?
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When St. Francis was away in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, it seems that quite a few of his extended commu-
nity members either forgot some of his important sayings, 
or had never really listened to them in the first place. 
When he received the pleading message that he should 
hurry back to Italy, in case much of what he had achieved 
would vanish, we can only guess how intensely absorbed 
he might have been on the return journey. We might pic-
ture him meditating on (and praying about) some typical 
weaknesses amongst his Italian followers. He had already 
pointed out certain issues some years before. These could 
best be named and challenged through the use of partic-
ular extracts from the Psalms or elsewhere in Scripture. 
The Old Testament is notable for showing, not a people 
proud of its achievements (as the Greeks, Romans or 
Egyptians would do) but a people willing and even keen 
to speak openly about their failings. They acknowledged 
their shaky appreciation of what creates a nation with 
integrity. Similar voices can be heard in stories about 
St. Francis and his community members, when they de-
scribed their shared sense of dissatisfaction or lack of joy. 
They felt that they had noticed, yet only half-heartedly 
tackled, the neediness and vulnerability of their neigh-
bors. 

Yet these stories also contain shared ideals, and re-
peat good motivations. Many relate to the total reliabil-
ity of Jesus Christ as their communal guide. St. Francis 
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pointed this last factor out often in his writings. Possibly 
he expected at least this much of what he said and wrote 
to have remained intact amongst his brethren. We today, 
aware of how highly St. Francis was esteemed by many 
in his lifetime, may also assume that whoever heard St. 
Francis speak must also have taken what he said fully 
to heart, as unforgettable wisdom. Yet his letters, state-
ments and guidelines entered public awareness in un-
predictable ways. What he knew about the gospels, about 
doctrines and liturgical patterns, about human nature, 
and the attraction of Christ in the hearts of believers, 
could be distorted, as these fragments were passed on. 
The fact that he refers even to the Order’s Rule of Life as 
a number of crumbs of bread, gradually to be observed 
turning into one loaf, shows that he was aware of this 
problem.

How early did he become aware of this guiding role? 
Possibly when his group of brothers reached twelve in 
number in 1209, with Peter Catani among them as a po-
tential recorder?1 Moorman states that the literate Leo 
was one of the original twelve, and that Leo accompanied 
Francis, evangelizing the Appenines, in 1213.2 Or was 
a larger sense of literary responsibility formed in 1214, 
when Thomas of Celano and several other educated com-
panions joined in Assisi?3 Perhaps it was after a novitiate 
structure had been imposed, in Francis’s absence, be-
tween 1219 and 1220.4 Fortini does not suggest a date 
when Leo joined, but depicts him acting as Francis’s sec-
retary only after 1220.5 In 1221 at Poggibonsi, Lucchesio 

1 Arnaldo Fortini, Francis of Assisi, H. Moak, trans. (New York: 
Crossroad, 1985), 268, 279, 286, 290 lists seven in August 1209, in-
cluding Peter Catani (Pietro di Catanio), then three more companions, 
and Angelo as the twelfth, near the end of the year.

2 John Moorman, A History of the Franciscan Order (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1968), 21, 24.

3 Fortini, Francis, 375.
4 E. E. Reynolds, The Life of Saint Francis of Assisi (Wheathamp-

sted, Herts: Anthony Clarke, 1983), 75, 74. Reynolds mentions new 
rules imposed by Vicars of the Order, including disciplines to be im-
posed on any who resisted.

5 Fortini, Francis, 484, 491, 491n7, 524, 580, 618.
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and Buonadonna, a married couple, are said to have be-
gun the Secular Franciscans, yet in Faenza, near Raven-
na, in that same year, there was already a group of active 
lay supporters of the Franciscan ideals and doctrines.6 
Had they heard or read certain sayings by Francis? Had 
some admonitions been written down and passed on to 
them? There are many such uncertainties about how the 
ideals of St. Francis were transmitted.

Admonitions that Form a Bond

We cannot be sure, for instance, that all of his twen-
ty-eight Admonitions were recorded, and made memora-
ble, by the same procedure, since they read differently, 
in terms of their style. The twenty-seventh has a regular 
alternating shape: “Where there is charity and wisdom, 
there is neither fear nor ignorance;.... Where there is rest 
and meditation, there is neither anxiety nor restlessness.”7 
This might fit into a tradition of virtue and vice spirituali-
ty, building up a sense of victory over sin, rather like Alan 
de Lille. The fifteenth admonition is a brief commentary 
on a line from the Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the 
peacemakers... (Matt 5:9). Those people are truly peace-
makers who, regardless of what they suffer in this world, 
preserve peace of spirit and body out of love of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.”8 This feels like an extract from the biblical 
Glossa, a line by line Commentary on scripture. Its style 
is scholastic, looking for firm commitment.

The same verse from Matthew is the focus of the thir-
teenth Admonition, but it finds the meaning of that verse 
in terms of “patience and humility,” making a spiritual 
point about occasions when we get tested. Those people 
who should treat us justly may, on occasions, decide to 
do the opposite, and then we shall see how well our vir-

6 Fortini, Francis, 520-22.
7 St. Francis, Admonition XXVII, Francis of Assisi: Early Docu-

ments, Vol.1 The Saint, ed. Regis Armstrong, J.A. Wayne Hellmann, 
William Short (New York: New City Press, 1999), 136-37.

8 Admonition XV, FA:ED 1, 134.
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tues of patience and humility prove to be grounded in a 
faith relationship with God.

Discernment relating to envy appears in numbers 
eight and twelve, which might be seen as moral reflec-
tions.9 But they both contain enough New Testament al-
lusion for the behavioral factors to link with the strength 
of a person’s resurrection faith. They set out to disclose 
the bond that this should achieve with fellow believers.

Admonition five provides a more social and exegetical 
approach, explaining how patiently and self-discerningly 
we might develop our uses of resurrection language.10 
Other kinds of speculative knowledge, the kind available 
in first century Greece, had been challenged by St. Paul, 
especially in writing to the Church in Corinth, a letter re-
ferred to at least three times in this admonition. It would 
seem either that Francis here happily took to heart some 
points made by a friar, who was exegetically trained, or 
else gave approval to a neatly phrased admonition, of-
fered by someone with such training, and celebrated this 
as his own.

The first admonition, likewise, has phrasing which 
seems to come from a person trained in theological per-
spectives: phrases required for producing a community 
language that could best unite a group of Christians.11 
It is clearly listed first in order to win over listeners and 
readers to singleness of purpose, given in the Holy Spir-
it, and links the light of the resurrection to the experi-
ence of Eucharistic participation. If we feel confident that 
this language is Francis’s own knowledgeable faith being 
communicated, we must at least wonder at what point in 
his life he became able to talk forthrightly in this mode.

How, then, should we imagine the mind of St. Fran-
cis? Was he an exegete, or a learned theologian, able to 
weigh up the correct terms to use when referring to the 
Holy Spirit? Was he a moralist guided by faith? Was he 
a spiritual guide, or an imaginative herald of improved 

9 Admonitions VIII and XII, FA:ED 1, 132-33.
10 Admonition V, FA:ED 1, 131.
11 Admonition I, FA:ED 1, 128-29.
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spirituality? All of these options can be recognized in 
the Admonitions. He must, at least, have been on easy 
terms, in conversation, with people who did fit these dif-
ferent descriptions. The First Version of The Letter to All 
the Faithful is three pages long; the Second Version is 
six and a half pages, and rather more exact in its the-
ology.12 But both are compact and detailed exercises in 
New Testament interpretation. How should we picture the 
writing, consulting, revising and approval process which 
produced the first, and then eventually the second? It 
is likely that they would have been read out at annual 
gatherings, such as the Pentecost Chapters. Among the 
listeners will have been many with a level of high speed 
literacy, able to transcribe spoken material quite well, 
having been trained in this type of memorizing. Never-
theless, two recorders could produce two or three dif-
ferent versions of any single homily or lecture, through 
their choices from a speaker’s passing comments, which 
they might also write down. Those letters demand that 
listeners maintain a high degree of attentiveness to the 
writings, and precise wordings, of the New Testament. A 
corrected version must surely have been what was dis-
tributed to community leaders, for later close meditation.

The Theme of Spiritually Blind Christians

The First Version stated that all men and women who 
are not living in penance, “who do not receive the Body 
and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.... [who] do not ob-
serve what they have promised to the Lord.... are blind, 
because they do not see the true light, our Lord Jesus 
Christ. They do not possess spiritual wisdom because 
they do not have the Son of God, the true wisdom of the 
Father.... you are deceived because a day and an hour 
will come of which you give no thought, which you do not 

12 St. Francis, The First Version of the Letter to All the Faithful 
(1LtF) and The Second Version of the Letter to All the Faithful (2LtF), 
FA:ED 1, 41, 45.
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know, and of which you are unaware.”13 The argument 
ends with a reference to the day of judgment. We can 
see how this all accords quite well with the language and 
explicit reflections attributed to St. Francis by Thomas of 
Celano. We are presumably not wrong to imagine Fran-
cis as able to compare this eschatological format, used 
to draw his letter to a conclusion, with the eschatologi-
cal format with which his first admonition ended: “... the 
Lord is always with his faithful, as He Himself says: ‘Be-
hold I am with you until the end of the age’.”14 He will have 
agreed that both concern the endings of human striving, 
as that was announced and even explained by Jesus. In 
both cases, an implication is that members of the Body of 
Christ experience their membership as also a joyful call 
to mission. This call is to be celebrated.

The Second Version contains this material from the 
First Version, but begins with more observations about 
how relationships in communities need to be non-coer-
cive, merciful, free from anger and humbly persevering: 
“We must never desire to be over others.... And the Spir-
it of the Lord will rest upon all those men and women 
who have done and persevered in these things and It will 
make a home and dwelling place in them. And they will 
be children of the heavenly Father, whose works they do. 
And they are spouses, brothers and mothers of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. We are spouses when the faithful soul is 
united by the Holy Spirit to our Lord Jesus Christ... We 
are ... mothers when we carry Him in our heart and body 
(cf. 1 Cor 6:20) through love and a pure and sincere con-
science; and give birth to Him ...”15 The ending of this 
whole longer letter repeats the Pauline or Augustinian 
theme of perseverance, “I ask you ... to receive ... these 
words ... with kindness, understand them and send cop-
ies of them to others if they have persevered to the end 
in them.”16 This point is foreseen a little earlier, where he 

13 1LtF 1-14, FA:ED 1, 43.
14 St. Francis, Adm 1, FA:ED 1, 129.
15 2LtF 47-53, FA:ED 1, 48-49.
16 2LtF 87, FA:ED 1, 51.
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speaks of Jesus “Who suffered so much, Who has given 
and will give in the future every good ...”17 The grace of 
Christ therefore is the source of that desirable persever-
ance, an exact theological structuring of the thought in 
this letter.

We don’t have to suppose that Francis always thought 
in such measured terms, or even that he would easily 
do so, in situations where he was less involved with the 
clerically trained members of his fraternities. It may even 
be that he expected his community theologians to insert 
some key phrases, which made for a higher degree of 
theological correctness. If they did so, it would be to en-
sure that the wider audiences of non-Franciscans, across 
Europe, should have no cause to attack the low level of 
preaching occurring in these mission groups. This long 
reflective passage, from the Second Version, feels rather 
close to the kinds of erudite homilies that were encour-
aged in places like Paris or Oxford. It still has elements 
that are genuinely in the voice of St. Francis, but the 
range of scriptural texts being interwoven seems just a 
bit sophisticated to be entirely Francis’s own work. Yet 
we cannot be certain how he composed his ideas and re-
corded them.

Although St. Francis, in his approach to the gospels, 
was at times exceedingly determined to make a literal and 
repetitive response to Christ, these details show us that 
spiritual dimensions mattered more to him than naive 
repetition. Repeating approved words was not enough. 
“Understanding meanings” was called for, which allowed 
a number of distinct applications or practical interpre-
tations to be tried out. Meanings of the call to mission 
would be important to talk through, and revise, and then 
be tried out as a diverse selection of activities.

One version of such reflections could be what we meet 
in Bonaventure’s Commentary on Luke’s Gospel, where 
he talks about the mustard seed and measures of faith 
(Luke 13:18-21). Jesus urged his listeners “to make prog-

17 2LftF 61, FA:ED 1, 49.
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ress continually in the knowledge of the truth” and in “the 
fervor of love,” which we experience as like a tree “that is 
long lived and enjoys unexpected fertility.”18 It is an image 
of faith becoming fruitful in salvation, through preach-
ing. The tree’s top “reaches to heaven through faith and 
the desire of things eternal.” With these images he moves 
the commentary on, from points that relate to the king-
dom of God as resembling a mustard seed, to a different 
comparison, its resemblance to a measure of leaven. In 
the seed and tree comparison, the faithful teacher can 
instruct “spiritual men,” the sorts of people implied by 
Jesus referring to “birds of the air” in the tree’s branches. 
In the leaven and dough image, we learn that “love and 
joy expand the heart and warm it from inside.”19 The full 
meaning to be understood will be that there are three 
aspects of loving, “namely with the whole heart, with the 
whole soul and with the whole mind.” If all three are tack-
led, people are more likely to avoid a complaining charac-
ter in their relationships. Fruitfulness relates to light and 
warmth and to right desires, just as they do for Francis.

This is an example of one follower’s teachings, written 
some twenty-five to thirty years after St. Francis’s death, 
but not intended to echo directly any specific writing by 
the preacher from Assisi. Yet the Earlier Rule contains the 
notion of brothers who greet one another wholeheartedly, 
without complaining. It includes an emphasis on loving 
God with heart, mind, soul and strength and all our pow-
ers, “with every desire.” So we cannot simply dismiss this 
exegetical writing, which comes from a very academic en-
vironment, as a work with no awareness of those teach-
ings closest to the heart of Francis. We could contrast 
Bonaventure’s Commentary with other works from the 
medieval academic environment, such as discussions of 

18 St. Bonaventure, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, 3 vols. R. J. 
Karris trans., in Works of Bonaventure, Vol. VIII, 2 (St. Bonaventure, 
NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2003), Chapter 9-16, 1267-69, 
1271-72. 

19 Bonaventure, Commentary on Luke, 1273. Also 1281 where 
God, “like a woman baker” hides a “multiform wisdom” of miraculous 
ardour in the heart, transforming also the mind.
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the Theodosian Law Code (regarding superstition, and 
many other topics), which would tell us nothing specific 
for understanding St. Francis better. Surely, since Fran-
cis maintained a steady enthusiasm for learning about 
Christ from Scripture, we rightly restrict our picture of 
the literate friars’ preaching culture to what medieval col-
leges taught about the New Testament in particular. By 
adding this specific academic viewpoint, we are better 
able to maintain a commitment to language which con-
veys the love of Christ, and see this as similar to what 
was favored by Francis Bernadone.

A Dynamism Distinct from College Learning

Why fear, in other words, that the educated follow-
ers of Francis had not grasped his full message? After 
all, it seems clear that the poor man from Assisi traveled 
around the cities of Italy, seeing citizens battling with one 
another, and speaking out in his public sermons against 
their cruelty and violence. None of these sermons was 
ever recorded, so we can be sure that then, as now, peo-
ple were unable to recover a full picture of how Francis 
spoke, when reconciling opponents. His conflict manage-
ment language was mostly not available, even if hints of 
it do appear in his letters. Yet the communities which 
sprang up so fast across Europe did think they knew his 
core teachings. They felt that they could defend these, as 
authentic responses to the gospel call of Jesus Christ, 
whenever haughty Church officials threatened to close 
down their activities.

Much of the support for those communities derived 
from their combination of simplicity and joy. Much of 
the opposition to them came from their combining a beg-
ging life-style and a non-territorial procedure for absolv-
ing sinners, with short dogmatic statements about Jesus’ 
apostles having owned nothing. What community mem-
bers took from Francis’s letters might have been his cen-
tral concern for vulnerable members of society, and the 
need to be available to support or guide them. But less 
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impressed readers of the letters could take from them 
the uncomfortable realization that many Church leaders 
were being referred to as “the blind,” leading the blind. All 
readers were in need, the texts implied, of stricter atten-
tion to the profound voice of Christ in their lives. There 
would be some educational materials likely to make this 
deafness and blindness more entrenched. What was most 
likely to undo the lack of discernment would be resurrec-
tion faith.

This requires a sustained focus on the resurrection 
narratives and relevant Pauline passages. At the same 
time, we must appreciate that studying those narra-
tives and doctrinal excerpts was often teamed up with 
allusions to antiquity’s Christian theologians, who had 
made comments on the same texts. Hints of clerical train-
ing can linger around the ancient sermons which most 
resolutely appealed to teachings about incarnation and 
resurrection. The same was true amongst the sixteenth 
century Reformers. But many of the friars’ sermons did, 
nevertheless, dwell this firmly on a major doctrine. To 
their uneducated listeners the bald doctrine itself, not the 
context, will have seemed an all-encompassing reality. 
The dynamism created by the preaching was a dynamic 
of relating closely to Christ. It was not, in most cases, a 
dynamic of methodical study or schoolroom shrewdness.

Joy and the Resurrection

What brought Francis fairly speedily back to Italy 
from the eastern Mediterranean was, quite probably, his 
appreciation of how strong an effect the Church’s tempo-
ral power could have on his followers. He saw the rapid, 
distorting effects of privilege and status, which could au-
tomatically accompany any clerics’ movements through 
society. We can suggest that what the privileges and ad-
vantages might have destroyed, or undermined, was the 
specific kind of joy that comes from faith in the resurrec-
tion of Christ. It was a joy that involved integrity, genuine 
commitment to one another, and deeper concerns about 
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the needs of humanity. The theme of blindness used in 
Francis’s Letters would imply that other friars and sup-
porters should share his awareness about losing this 
quality of faith and joy, or they might need prompting to 
recover it. There are several sections of his Earlier Rule 
(of 1221, five years before his death, produced after his 
return to Italy) which focus on this topic of “rejoice and 
be glad” (Luke 6:23) (ER XVI:16): “Let no brother ... say 
anything evil to another” (ER V:13); “None of the brothers 
may be ... in charge ... nor accept any office ... harmful 
to their souls” (ER VII:1-2).20 The community members 
should be helping one another in many ways, to trea-
sure the kind of transformative seeing which connects 
with the hearts of human beings. To move from seeing to 
sharing gave their lives a quality of authentic participa-
tion in Christ. It was Christ’s love which transformed, but 
any dominating sense of power, especially in those with 
some office, could deaden the love.

Theologies of joy have become significant in the twen-
tieth and twenty-first centuries. John Baptist Metz ad-
mires the mendicant spirit of joyful mission, the itinerant 
preachers willing to undergo rejections on their travels, in 
order to stir up new life in those of a new generation who 
might be easily become despondent. One of Jurgen Molt-
mann’s finest writings is his Theology and Joy.21 Harvey 
Cox’s The Feast of Fools contains a substantial section 
that welcomes the spontaneity of St. Francis. The points 
they make are important for deciding whether Francis-
can witness and conversation has the continuing power 
to bring vigor into a believing community or to release 
members from fear. There is a historical aspect to main-
taining joy, in that the grandiose manner of Brother Elias 
earned him a lot of enemies in the Franciscan Order. He 
was deposed in 1239 for spoiling the single-minded char-

20 The Earlier Rule (RNB), FA:ED 1, 75, 67, 68.
21 John Baptist Metz, Followers of Christ (London: Burns & Oates, 

1978). Jurgen Moltmann, Theology and Joy, R. Ulrich, trans. (London: 
SCM Press, 1973). Harvey Cox, The Feast of Fools: a Theological Essay 
on Festivity and Fantasy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969).
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acter of the friars’ lives. Rather startlingly, he was not 
ordained, and it was the educated friars who insisted that 
he should be replaced, and who wanted to ensure a valu-
able simplicity was upheld.

There are several interlinking questions here. Does a 
community hold onto its clear-sightedness and religious 
direction through having advice available from well-edu-
cated and well trained mentors? Or is it by having regular 
gatherings, at which the deficiencies of all participants 
are freely admitted, and the gaps in its sense of purpose 
are mended? Or possibly, by ensuring a better quality 
of prayer and preaching on a weekly basis? There will 
be some truth in each of these suggestions. For each of 
these questions we could assemble some relevant texts 
from the sources. But they would be slightly haphazard 
in the amount of direct evidence which they provide. They 
would not constitute a thorough survey of what actually 
took place. It may not be easy, therefore, for any histo-
rian to identify those friaries which were least attuned 
to the mind of Christ as viewed by St. Francis. This is 
because records are not achievable concerning the levels 
of improved educational input, the honesty of group self-
discernment, or the inner strengths of prayer sessions.

Poetic Aspects of Celebration

Of course, anyone who felt strongly involved might be 
taking decisions affecting all three of these aspects. We 
do not have much in the way of diaries, even spiritual 
ones, from the middle ages, to give us a picture of how 
personal growth or spiritual development will have con-
tributed to shared experiences of faith, hope and love. 
The rate at which an early mix of the highly educated and 
the illiterate was nudged towards a preference for pleas-
ing the literate friars is also therefore tricky to assess. 
It is unlikely to have been uniform from one country to 
another. However, we might ask why a strong interweav-
ing of thoughtfulness and joy would attract new novices. 
When an accomplished singer such as Pacificus joined 
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the Order, why would he welcome St. Francis’s appeals 
for single-minded faith and a celebratory witness? We as-
sume a contrast between the gospel phrases in daily use 
in the friaries and an entirely secular Italian poet from 
Siena such as Cecco Angioleri.

Here is an example of Angioleri’s writing:

“At night, when all the day I failed to see
The one I love, I writhe like any snake;
Just like a spinning top, it seems to me,
I’m turned around by Love and kept awake.
....
And nothing can relieve the endless ache.
So changed is life on her account today
That even when I walk along her street,
Someone complains I’m loitering by the way,
And hints that I should beat a quick retreat;
Because my lady’s found another minion,
A thousand times more fit in her opinion.”22

Relief from an overwrought passion for ownership of 
another’s affections is possible for those who pray and 
read the Scriptures. Becoming a friar gave access to theo-
logians and nurtured the singing of hymns directed en-
tirely to Christ and to God. Boccaccio refers to Angiolieri 
as “courteous,” but Antonio Tabucchi says he sang of 
gambling, wine and money, wasted his father’s inheri-
tance, cursed the world and died in misery.23 However, 
Mortimer’s modern edition regards Tabucchi’s opinion as 
being largely derived from legend, preferring to admire 
Angiolieri as principally a humorist, who rejected the 
mendicant language about poverty. Mortimer explains 
that his burlesque style of writing does not imply that 
he wanted to simply mock poverty and contrast it to wild 
sensuality. Subtle perceptions of the twists and turns of 
experience were important to him. Yet he surely did not 

22 C. Angiolieri, Sonnets, C. H. Scott and A. Mortimer, trans. (Rich-
mond: Oneworld Classics, 2008), 99.

23 Angiolieri, Sonnets, 297, 272.
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accept the church teaching which saw the light of Christ 
and Christ’s message of love as most reliably found in the 
features of his most vulnerable neighbors. In that sense, 
he preferred to remain “blind” to that strong gospel en-
ergy welcomed by St. Francis.

Although Angiolieri was probably born in 1260, he is 
a relevant figure to set alongside Pacificus, when imag-
ining the spread of St. Francis’s life story, and Francis-
can interpretations of the gospel message. Amongst the 
keen followers of the Poverello, those who kept records 
will have had involvement with the educated, literate 
and even literary portions of Italy’s city culture. They will 
have known what a challenge it might be, to talk such 
people around to acquiring sympathy with the new com-
munity outlook. In some ways, friars may not have been 
surprised that many ignored the simplicity and humility 
of their preaching. For the educated class, to be told that 
they were spiritually “blind” was just one more insult, 
in a world where all sorts of insults were thrown about 
freely. The fact that Francis had paid such close attention 
to the prophetic vocabulary of Jesus and the evangelists 
could easily fail to be appreciated.

On the other hand, amongst the varied recorded re-
sponses to the spirit of prophecy, embodied in the Fran-
ciscan stories, there is a generally uninterrupted sense of 
welcoming such terminology, and of attempting to pass it 
on as authentic. We can single out in particular the Stim-
ulus Amoris, a devotional treatise written in the late thir-
teenth century by James of Milan. It addresses the soul, 
inviting it to hold back no longer, but to run to Christ as 
its spouse, who has opened his side, “in order to give His 
Heart to you.”24 St. Paul spoke about Christians “test-
ing all things” (1 Thess 5:21), so believers should try to 
experience this wounded love. “You will then be amazed 
about the blindness which you and others have had con-
cerning this; and yet you will be rejoicing over the great 

24 James of Milan, The Goad of Love, ch. XIV, in Hugh Eller, “James 
of Milan and the Stimulus Amoris,” D. McElrath ed., Franciscan Chris-
tology (St. Bonaventure: The Franciscan Institute, 1980), 107.
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sweetness which you are feeling.” This is poetic language, 
even though it is not in the form of a poem. It encourages 
readers to celebrate more consciously the presence of the 
love and light of Christ in their lives.

The theme of blindness thus continued to have a cen-
tral role, in a text which is rather distinct from the promise 
of penance assumed by Francis, even if both rely on the 
concept of witness. But it is not far from Francis’s mes-
sage, that participating in the Body and Blood of Christ 
is an experience of a divine gift. James of Milan opens 
this chapter with an appeal to “wonder at God’s charity 
towards you and your own blindness and badness (ma-
litiam) towards him.”25 He is evidently well aware of how 
St. Francis’s challenging gospel language, about shallow 
faith, was a core feature of Christian conversion, in any 
community shaped by the Franciscans. We sometimes 
meet modern writers who worry that a great deal of St. 
Francis’s spirit was buried by institutional indifference, 
or was deliberately suppressed. Paul Sabatier’s investi-
gation into The Mirror of Perfection is the most emphatic 
example. There are real issues here. How easy was it for 
James of Milan to find all the letters and writings of St. 
Francis, and read them through? How much opportunity 
did he have to pick up both Celano’s first Life and the 
second biography of Francis by Celano, and to consider 
how and why they differed? Whatever his sources were, 
and however limited these may have been, he clearly did 
find a way of tapping into the specific view of the gospels 
promoted by St. Francis.

Getting Thoughts Better Focused

A key writing by Francis, on the topic of sharing in a 
communal witness when following Christ, is his Testa-
ment, a reflection set down at the end of his life. This 
has been examined by a number of scholars, as evidence 
that Francis himself had to defend his vision of the gospel 

25 James of Milan, The Goad of Love, 99.
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reality for his time. It adds to our impression that it was 
rather difficult to uphold a thoroughly New Testament 
language of belief and practice in the Middle Ages and to 
ensure the transmission of that commitment over several 
decades. Here, I want only to take stock of a few eschato-
logical features in that Testament. The most striking es-
chatological statement forms his conclusion: “And who-
ever observes these things, let him be blessed in heaven 
with the blessing of the most high Father and on earth 
with the blessing of his beloved Son with the most Holy 
Spirit the Paraclete, and all the powers of heaven and 
all the saints.”26 Death and the prospect of the ending of 
life are clearly viewed here as a transformative event, in-
volving many previous activities amongst God’s messen-
gers and servants, and the blessings which they share. 
The tension, between a blessing “on earth” and the final 
heavenly blessings, seems to indicate a "now and not yet" 
perspective on how a life of conversion moves towards its 
fulfilment in Christ.

This earthly perspective implies that any steps tak-
en in faith, to break free from worldly entanglements, 
for the sake of the community which is focused on the 
heavenly kingdom, must also be eschatological. This is 
apparent when he says, “Let the brothers be careful not 
to receive in any way churches ... or anything else built 
for them, unless they are according to the holy poverty 
... As pilgrims and strangers let them always be guests 
there.”27 Aspects of phrasing that appeal to a witness re-
inforce this view, such as “we were simple and subject to 
all” and “let us have recourse to the table of the Lord.” A 
specific blessing is implied in this, namely the greeting 
which the Lord “revealed” to Francis: “may the Lord give 
you peace.” This word “revealed” (together with the term 
“observed”) does indicate that an inner enlightening is a 
treasured aspect of the witness to peace. The question of 
how strongly St. Francis kept to Jesus’ language about 
avoiding “blind guides” can be a criterion for recognising 

26 Testament, 40, FA:ED 1, 127.
27 Testament, 24, FA:ED 1, 126, 



145

Chris Dyczek
the core of his message, and an indicator of how well it 
was transmitted from place to place as new friary com-
munities were set up.

Copies of the New Testament or of particular gospels 
were not nearly as widely available as we assume them to 
be today. There were still priests who were, at best, semi-
literate. If they owned biblical texts where they lived, 
they might not consult them very carefully. Their train-
ing would often have provided limited details for under-
standing of how prophetic language varies between the 
Old and New Testaments, for example. So this document 
from Francis is a remedy for such failings. It can help a 
busy preacher to home in on some of the essentials of 
the gospel accounts of faith, seeing himself as once more 
a participant in mission communities created by Christ.

Transmitting St. Francis’s Alertness

The details of the transmission of St. Francis’s inten-
tions, his gospel understanding, and current social con-
cern are evidently not as easy to pin down as we might 
wish. Just consider the fact that both Anthony of Padua 
(d. 1231) and Giles of Assisi (d. 1262) had seen St. Fran-
cis, and could reasonably assume that their first hand 
encounter with his charism was something marvelous. 
Both will have aimed to pass on what they learned from 
their encounters. But each brought with him certain pre-
vious phases of individual character growth, and merged 
what they took from Francis into their inner spiritual 
maps. Their separate views about Christian integrity had 
already begun to take shape. Key points in each one’s in-
ner map were quite dissimilar for these two men. Giles, 
the hermit, had been told of his great gifts by Francis 
and had learned from Francis how spontaneous generos-
ity to a woman in distress was a basis for great happi-
ness. His message to others was often about celebrating 
the harvest of spiritual victories, of overcoming tempta-
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tions and reaching “a good ending.”28 Anthony, the lectur-
er, had received his designation as a lector for the friars 
in a short letter directly from Francis (about 1223). His 
pupils, says Celano, were not to be left “half-wise out of 
mere curiosity.”29 Although he would have seen Francis 
at the 1221 Assisi Pentecost Chapter, it seems they never 
met, and that he may not even have heard Francis speak-
ing. In Celano’s account, Francis’s attitude to books was 
that they must be read in such a way as to favor a per-
son’s readiness for when “the Lord comes nigh.” The fu-
ture kingdom, and awareness of it in faith, would be the 
criterion for the best studies, which can also account for 
the period of time which Anthony spent in a hermitage 
cave (at Montepaolo, near Forli, inland from Ravenna).30 
Anthony’s later preaching against hypocrisy can be seen 
as a dimension of his conviction that worldly power is 
oblivious, even deliberately so, to the ultimate goodness 
promised by Christ.

It is not insignificant that we do find, in recorded say-
ings by the two friars, versions of that concern with a 
widespread spiritual “blindness” of their neighbors, of 
potential benefactors and of contemporaries in general. 
In Anthony’s version, “vanity and falsity” are the target, 
since these are why “the many tears of the innocent go 
unconsoled.”31 “Oh, if you could see!,” he exclaimed, and 
“if the oppressors were human beings [rather than lethal 
lions],” there would be some who are able “to resist the 
call of violence.” Failing to see, in this account, includes 
an underdeveloped application of faith when faced with 
multiple versions of social injustice. Having and employ-
ing the eyes of faith would be sure to stimulate a deep-
ened sense of responsibility, a heightened sense of being 

28 Nello Vian, ed., Golden Words (The Sayings of Giles of Assisi), I. 
Sullivan trans. (Chicago, IL: Franciscan Herald Press, 1990), 96.

29 Sophronius Clasen, St. Anthony, Doctor of the Church, I. Brady 
trans. (Chicago, IL: Franciscan Herald Press), 33, 21-22.

30 Vergilio Gamboso, St. Anthony of Padua – his life and teaching 
(Padua: Edizioni Messaggero, 1991), 42, 44, 45, 56.

31 Gamboso, St. Anthony of Padua, 97.
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called, or a broader sense of the hardships and conflicts 
around us which need to be alleviated.

In Giles’s version, the focus is more on how each lis-
tener or believer will nurture their faith relationships. 
These include a general readiness to share wise advice. 
Giles said, for instance, that he would rather be blind 
than be the handsomest and richest man in the world. 
Asked why, he explains: “Because I’d be afraid that [those 
good things] would impede me on the road I must walk.”32  
Deliberate exaggeration was an effective device to capture 
a small crowd’s attention. He might then add that “if you 
realized your blindness, you would implore the King of 
Kings, who would then give you your sight.” The King of 
Kings is “the source of all favors,” so yearning for his help 
is also yearning for salvation, as a destined path. Giles 
referred to “a mighty stride in lowliness,” when we “rec-
ognize” that all benefits come from God: “Happy the man 
whose forward march is lighted by obedience to another. 
That was the way with the apostles after they were filled 
with the Holy Spirit.” The person who intends not to “lose 
himself” must bear in mind three things, one of them be-
ing to “keep a steadfast heart for those good things un-
seen by human eyes.”

Surely this degree of care about the quality of spiritual 
perception, in personalities as different as Giles, Anthony 
and James of Milan, tells us that a sustained response to 
the meaning of Francis’s words was crucial in the forma-
tive decades of the Franciscan life style. They all adopt-
ed language which invited listeners to see themselves as 
witnesses to the resurrection of Christ. Individuals and 
crowds alike could be chivvied into pondering how closed 
their hearts had become. They must surely welcome the 
opportunity to become genuine children of light. That core 
topic could have been derived by all three men from the 
Rule, although the eschatological or prophetic theme of 
stifled vision was not very apparent in the approved Rule 
of 1223 (there it is mostly in chapter X). It is more likely 

32 Vian, Golden Words, ##164, 227, 33, 36, 9; 82, 104, 55, 48.
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that deliberate communal awareness of this topic has to 
be seen as the factor which preserved it at the center of 
awareness. We can continue to explore the traces of that 
deliberate communal openness, of course, in the many 
sources which are now at our disposal.
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brian Jordan, o.f.M.

Introduction

History and legend point out the influential preaching of 
Anthony of Padua in thirteenth century Europe. Although, 
there is a scarcity of academic sources and written tes-
timony of Anthony’s actual sermons—the oral tradition 
spread his unique influence in Portugal, France and Italy. 
Anthony of Padua was actually born Ferdinand Bouillion, 
August 15, 1195, in Lisbon, Portugal of a very prominent 
family. His early education was profound, well-rounded 
and meaningful.

What is not emphasized enough is that the Order of 
Friars Minor owes a great debt of gratitude to the Canons 
Regular of St. Augustine. Young Ferdinand was not only a 
promising scholar but a young man possessed with deep 
faith and piety in God and the Roman Catholic Church. 
At age fifteen in 1210, he decided to join the Canons Reg-
ular of St. Augustine – a devout, scholarly Augustinian 
order. “It is to the Augustinians that Il Santo is indebted 
to his intellectual formation which made him one of the 
most learned clerics in Europe at the beginning of the 
thirteenth century.”1 As a minister of hospitality in the 
Augustinian friary in Coimbra, Portugal in 1219, he met 

1 Jude Winkler, O.F.M.Conv., “St. Anthony of Padua,” The Messen-
ger of St. Anthony (Padua: Basilica of St. Anthony via Orto Botanico), 
3.
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five Franciscan friars who stopped along the way where 
Ferdinand attended to them with room and comfort. He 
admired them for their fervor to journey to Morocco and 
preach to the Muslims. After Ferdinand’s ordination in 
Coimbra in 1220, he learned that the five Franciscan fri-
ars were all martyred in Morocco. Ferdinand was moved 
so much by this heroic act of martyrdom that he wanted 
to join the Franciscans. He received permission from his 
Augustinian superior to do so. It was assumed and be-
lieved that John Parenti, the Franciscan general minister 
from 1227-1232, who was also the former provincial of 
the Iberian peninsula, may have personally welcomed the 
Augustinian canon to the Franciscan order.

Ferdinand chose the name Anthony, inspired from St. 
Anthony of the Desert. He attended the Chapter of Mats 
in Assisi in 1221 during the Feast of Pentecost. During 
and after that chapter, Anthony was totally absorbed in 
the teachings of Francis of Assisi.

At the end of this same chapter, the provincial of 
Bologna, Friar Graziano invited Anthony to minister to 
hermits at the hermitage named Montepaolo near Pad-
ua. Months later, his preaching skills were officially no-
ticed when he was asked, at the last minute with no prior 
preparation, to preach at an ordination ceremony for a 
fellow friar. What a life-changing sermon! “All were as-
tounded when Anthony preached with great learning and 
fervor. His peaceful period of retreat in the hermitage had 
come to an end, for henceforth he would be called upon 
to preach near and far.”2 

Thus began his preaching ministry, widely renowned 
due to his understanding of Scripture, his relevant style 
and meaningful substance. Scripture, style and sub-
stance epitomized the preaching of Anthony of Padua.

Sources of Anthony’s Preaching 

Franciscan scholars have few resources to examine 
the preaching of Anthony. First, there are two documents 

2 Winkler, 6.
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both written in St. Anthony’s lifetime. The early document 
was the Letter of St. Francis to Anthony to commission 
him to teach theology to the friars in 1224. The later doc-
ument was written by Thomas of Celano in 1228 which 
describes the miraculous apparitions of St. Francis to fri-
ars in Arles while Anthony was preaching to them.3

The second primary source was the “Assidua”—The 
Primary life of St. Anthony written by an unnamed Fran-
ciscan friar who was a contemporary of Anthony. It was 
hagiographical – a popular celebration of Anthony of Pad-
ua – published in 1232, the year of Anthony’s canoniza-
tion, one year after his actual death.4 The work is there-
fore a witness to the saint’s spirituality and to the growing 
veneration of his countless devotees.5 The “Assidua” was 
primarily destined for liturgical reading by religious and 
diocesan clergy, but it was available to anyone who de-
sired to know the life and miracles of Anthony.6

When reading about the miracles attributed to An-
thony, one needs to separate fact from perception. Case 
in point, the alleged miracle of preaching to the fishes in 
the lake near the city of Rimini. Whether it was true or 
not is subject to debate, but what is not subject to de-
bate is that every time Anthony preached many hardened 
sinners were converted. He had the uncanny ability to 
challenge people to conversion without making them feel 
resentful. He constantly preached love and forgiveness. 
He called people to liberate themselves from their self-
imposed imprisonment to selfishness, resentment and 
jealousy.7 

3 Thomas of Celano, The Life of Saint Francis, FA:ED 1, 225.
4 The Life of St. Anthony, “Assidua,” The Legends, ed. Vergilio 

Gamboso, O.F.M. Conv., trans. Bernard Prezwozny, O.F.M. Conv. 
(Padua: Messenger of St. Anthony, 2006).

5 Gamboso, 6.
6 Gamboso, 7.
7 Gamboso, 10
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Contemporary Preaching Influences of Anthony of 
Padua 

According to Presbyterorum Ordinis, Vatican II’s 1965 
Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, the most im-
portant ministry of the ordained priesthood is preach-
ing! The US Conference of Catholic Bishops echoed that 
meaningful ministry in 1982 with a key document “Ful-
filled in Your Hearing: The Homily in Sunday Assembly” 
and in a recent statement in 2012 “Preaching the Mystery 
of Faith: The Sunday Homily.” Despite all the encourage-
ment for good preaching in the United States, lots of ter-
rible preaching still occurs—whether it be the bishop, the 
priest or the permanent deacon.

Reasons for this vary from poor preparation, lack 
of theological training, overemphasis on apologetics or, 
whether we care to admit or not, the preacher cannot be 
understood because of a speech impediment or because 
he does not speak English clearly. The laity is growing 
impatient with such shoddy preaching — and they have 
a right to be upset and demanding. If the Roman Catholic 
Church still emphasizes that the Eucharist is the source 
and summit of our faith, then we, the clergy need to im-
prove our preaching skills for the New Evangelization.

Many seminaries, both those affiliated with a religious 
order or for the diocesan clergy, encourage candidates for 
ordination to look to those already ordained as role mod-
els for good preaching and inspiration for the People of 
God. Just as Anthony of Padua influenced many prospec-
tive Franciscans with his oratorical skills and demonstra-
tion of both theological and scriptural knowledge, so can 
many of us recall who has inspired us in our develop-
ment of preaching skills to inflame the People of God with 
the Word of God and its daily applications. I recall, with 
wonderful memories, three Franciscans in my formation 
program who greatly influenced me in the living tradition 
of the preaching of Anthony of Padua. They did so with 
scripture, style and substance. 
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Scripture 

He is called the Holy Spirit because without Him, 
no spirit, whether it be angelic or human, can be-
come holy. (From St. Anthony of Padua’s Sermon 
for the Feast of Pentecost.)

Father Alexander DiLella, O.F.M., was a full profes-
sor of the Old Testament and Semitic Languages at the 
Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. We 
both lived in the same house of formation, Holy Name 
College, a short distance away from Catholic Universi-
ty. Alexander and I both lived in the same community, 
sharing meals and recreation together. Alexander lived 
and breathed both the Old and New Testament on a daily 
basis. I learned more about Sacred Scripture from him 
than most of the professors from whom I took courses at 
the Washington Theological Union. His weekday homilies 
went no longer than three minutes and his Sunday homi-
lies never went beyond ten minutes. Numerous times he 
said to me, “Brian, if you cannot communicate it in less 
than ten minutes, then you are not being effective!” 

Another piece of scholarly advice, given after he heard 
me preach at some weekday Masses in Holy Name College, 
“Brian, there is a difference between exegesis and eise-
gesis. Exegesis is unpacking the word of God. Eisegesis 
is unpacking your self-absorption into the word of God. 
Remember, be faithful to the word of God not to yourself 
only.” The final pearl of wisdom was his unsurpassed in-
sistence that the proclamation of the Gospel was just as 
important if not more important than the homily. It was 
at this painful admonition, that both Alexander and the 
formation team confronted me with my speech impedi-
ment—my guttural Brooklyn accent which impeded me 
from proclaiming the word of God clearly.
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Style

And may we love others as we love ourselves, with 
Your help who are blessed throughout the ages. 
Amen. (From St. Anthony of Padua’s Sermon for 
the Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost)

Father Francis DePaul Kealy, O.F.M. was a professor of 
phonetics in the former high school formation program in 
Callicoon, NY. He assisted many young students who had 
problems communicating clearly in the English language. 
His style was strict but sensible which eventually helped 
many young men overcome their barriers with speech. 
After serving in a few parishes, he eventually became the 
director for Holy Name Province’s Mission Band which 
gave retreats, days of recollections to many schools, in-
stitutions, parishes and religious order houses through-
out the country. He was invited by the local guardian of 
Holy Name College to reside in Holy Name College as his 
permanent base because of his positive presence in the 
community especially with formation students.

He took particular interest in my preaching dilemma 
and offered some viable solutions. First, he provided me 
with a series of exercises to help me break some long-
standing tendencies I had in my speech. Second, he took 
me to a speech therapist at Catholic University to improve 
my speaking style that not only lessened my Brooklyn ac-
cent but freed me up to enunciate more clearly. Many 
of my fellow formation students and other friars in the 
community noticed improvement as I entered my third 
and final year of studies at Holy Name College. I cannot 
count the times I have expressed my gratitude to Francis 
DePaul for his sensitive and sensible intervention on my 
behalf to preach in the Franciscan tradition of Anthony 
of Padua. I was especially touched when I was asked to 
preach at Francis dePaul’s Mass of Christian Burial in 
March, 2006. During the sung responsorial psalm, I viv-
idly recalled his strong admonition after my ordination 
to the ministerial priesthood. He said with great gusto  
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“I helped you to preach with style, now do so with sub-
stance as well.”

Substance 

Do you presume to ascend Mount Tabor by an-
other way, to ascend to the glory of heavenly beati-
tude by a different route and not by the ladder of 
humilty, of poverty and of the Passion of the Lord? 
Rest assured that this is not possible. (From St. 
Anthony of Padua’s Sermon for the Second Sun-
day of Lent)

I am a product of the post-Vatican II church that val-
ues the role of the laity. The US Catholic laity is the best 
educated in our history as a nation. Often they hear from 
neighbors or business colleagues about the great quality 
of preaching to be found in Protestant churches, syna-
gogues or other houses of worship. They have a right to 
expect the same from Roman Catholic clerics, and espe-
cially from Franciscans.

Father Anthony Carrozzo, O.F.M. was the director of 
formation when I was a novice in Brookline, Massachu-
setts. During that year, he told me that he chose the reli-
gious name Anthony after Anthony of Padua. He wanted 
to imitate Anthony of Padua not only in the contemporary 
church but also in contemporary society. My fellow nov-
ices and I were so impressed with his preaching style that 
we asked him to preach at the Mass of our simple profes-
sion. We expected him to give us words of encouragement 
for taking simple vows and give comfort for our choice of 
religious life. Well, we were tremendously surprised when 
he gave us no comfort at all nor words of encouragement. 
Rather he challenged us through the Gospel account of 
Zaccheus up in the tree trying to see Jesus. He challenged 
us to come down from our trees of comfort and get with 
the People of God. 

Anthony Carrozzo is still considered one of the most 
gifted preachers in Holy Name Province. Why? Largely 
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due to substance—substantive messages laced with both 
challenge and wisdom. My novitiate class was not the 
only group who were told to come down from their trees—
no one was spared. Wall Street executives, government 
personnel, elected officials and yes, even some high and 
mighty bishops were recipients of his challenging, sub-
stantial messages. I clearly recall his sharing a conversa-
tion with an erudite cardinal who kept on insisting that 
the people of his archdiocese were “my people.” Anthony 
smiled at him and replied, “Excuse me, your Eminence, 
I thought they were God’s people!” The entire assembly 
roared approvingly with laughter and applauded this res-
onating admonition. 

To reiterate, Anthony preached not only to the con-
temporary church but also to contemporary society. His 
sources were not just scriptural commentaries but also 
The New York Review of Books, sophisticated secular 
magazines, his experiences of plays both on Broadway or 
off-Broadway. He connected with the assembly not only 
on their moral and spiritual dilemmas but he also offered 
remedies they may or may not have been aware of need-
ing. When he was provincial of Holy Name Province and I 
was going through a spiritual crisis, he admonished me, 
“Brian, Rome was not built in a day. One also cannot 
rebuild their spiritual life in a day. It takes time and our 
God is a God of time.”

Integration of Scripture, Style and Substance

The mercy of God is like a pillar supporting both 
Heaven and Earth. If it were taken away, every-
thing would collapse. (From St. Anthony of Padua’s 
Sermon for the Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost)

Bishop Lawrence Graziano, O.F.M. was a Franciscan 
friar of the Immaculate Conception Province of the Order 
of Friars Minor. Like Holy Name Province, the Immaculate 
Conception Province had many foreign missions especial-
ly in Central America. As a young friar and priest Father 
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Lawrence became a missionary in El Salvador. After many 
years until he was consecrated a bishop and became an 
ordinary of the diocese of Santa Ana in El Salvador. His 
contemporary was Archbishop Oscar Romero of San Sal-
vador, El Salvador, who was assassinated on March 24, 
1980. Bishop Graziano was aware of the murder of many 
people including religious who fought for social justice. 
He too was threatened with death and was asked to leave 
the country by both the military government and by local 
church authorities. This harsh rejection deeply pained 
him but like Anthony of Padua, he shook the dust from 
his sandals and went back to his native United States to 
preach to prisoners in Federal and state prisons.

From 1979 to 1982, part of my apostolate at Holy 
Name College was to visit prisoners at the Lorton facility 
in Virginia and help out in the Spanish-speaking min-
istry at the Capilla Latina in Washington DC. When I 
was invited to help out on weekend retreats with Bishop 
Lawrence Graziano, O.F.M. for two years, I realized that 
I finally met the friar who skillfully integrated scripture 
with style and substance. Like Alexander DiLella, Bishop 
Graziano spoke many languages especially Spanish, Ital-
ian and English. He also had a firm grasp of Scripture 
through his academic training combined with his cat-
echetical training of catechists in El Salvador. He helped 
me with my style of speaking, not with English but with 
Spanish “Brian, speak like a Latino not like an Irishman!” 
Like Anthony Carrozzo, Bishop Graziano preached with 
substance, not with the sophisticated sources of my for-
mer provincial, but with colorful phrases in English and 
Spanish that would make both Damon Runyon and Ga-
briel Garcia Marquez proud!

Anthony of Padua had his provincial Friar Graziano 
bring him to Padua. Bishop Graziano was the true inspi-
ration of Anthony in our contemporary Paduas ― whether 
it be New York City, Boston, a Federal prison or even war-
torn El Salvador. Like Anthony, who met the five Francis-
can friars before they were martyred in Morocco, Bishop 
Graziano knew many martyrs in El Salvador, especially 
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Archbishop Oscar Romero. Like Anthony, Bishop Gra-
ziano had a special affection for the poor especially those 
he visited and comforted in prisons. Like Anthony, he 
brought many to the Catholic faith or helped them return 
to the Church through his preaching. 

Like Anthony, he was a rotund, happy friar who had 
an appetite for truth as well as for a big plate of home 
cooked pasta. He ordained many of my fellow friars to 
the transitional diaconate. Bishop Graziano was not only 
a great friar but he showed that bishops could preach if 
they learned to integrate Scripture with style and sub-
stance.

Closing

To reiterate, according to the Second Vatican Council, 
preaching is the most important ministry of a priest. I 
have been privileged to attest to profound preaching in-
fluences in my formation program both as a novice and 
as simply-professed friar. I hope current candidates for 
both the priesthood and the permanent diaconate also 
have meaningful influences in their formation programs. 
The laity, the People of God have a right to hear inspiring 
and meaningful homilies. If not, for the sake of the New 
Evangelization, canon law should be revised to permit 
educated religious and enlightened lay people to preach 
at Sunday Masses and other key liturgical celebrations 
during the liturgical year. The early Franciscans began as 
itinerant preachers and they connected with the People 
of God in their day. I argue for a contemporary retrieval 
of our Franciscan roots and help revitalize the Roman 
Catholic Church in the twenty-first century in the United 
States through effective preaching.
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pope John XXiii, sainT!

andré Cirino, o.f.M.

Pope John XXIII is one of my heroes. When he was elected 
pope in 1958 during my novitiate year, we were invited to 
the professed friars’ television room to witness the blessing 
of this new pope. Having the image of the ascetical-looking 
Pope Pius XII in mind, when I saw this rotund new pope 
come out to the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica, I thought: 
My God, what have you given us! When John died after 
the first session of the Second Vatican Council in 1963, I 
remember thinking almost the same thought with a slight 
reversal: My God, what you have given us!

Working for Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs, I have 
had the privilege of bringing pilgrims to Rome and Assisi 
each year. When we arrive at the Basilica of St. Peter in 
Rome, I always try to celebrate Eucharist at the tomb of 
Pope John XXIII. As one looks upon his body, it seems as 
if he died just yesterday.1 During the homily at mass, I 
preach about the notion of authority that Jesus invested 
in Peter [Matt 16:18ff.] and his successors, and flowing 
from this authority, the power invested in the bishop 

1 For several years when viewing the body of John XXIII, I had been 
telling pilgrims that the body was not incorrupt, but was preserved by 
embalming techniques and suitable temperature in his tomb. Dur-
ing one such pilgrimage, a Conventual friar, who was a mortician in 
his previous life, wrote: “Even if some measures were taken to reduce 
or eliminate odor from decomposition ... this would not prevent de-
composition. Modern embalming and funeral/mortuary techniques 
are designed to slow, but not eliminate decomposition.... John should 
show signs of discoloration and decomposition.... He’s incorruptible.”
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of Rome as successor to Peter and pope of the Catholic 
Church.

In a lecture Alan McCoy, O.F.M. spoke of authority 
and its derivation from the Latin augere meaning “to 
create,” “to make able to grow,” “to give life.” As pope, 
John XXIII was vested with authority, the ability to give 
life. And, indeed, he gave life: 

—to the Church as the people of God; 
—to the Eucharist in the vernacular languages of the 
world, which he never had the opportunity to celebrate 
in his native Italian; 
—to the beginning of ecumenical dialogue; 
—to religious life, inviting orders and congregations of 
men and women to return to their roots, which gave a 
jolt to Franciscan studies; 
—to me personally as a newly ordained friar in the 
post-Vatican II church.
Those in leadership roles know that authority implies 

the use of power. In his considerations about a fitting use 
of power, Richard Rohr, O.F.M. claims that it has three 
facets:

•	 Power is the ability to act from the fullness of who 
I am.

•	 Power is the capacity to establish and maintain a 
relationship with people and things.

•	 Power is the freedom to give myself away.2

Power is the ability to act 
from the fullness of who I am.

Out of the fullness of his new office as pope, John XXIII 
was barely three months into his papacy when he called 
for an ecumenical council. On January 25, 1959, during a 
celebration at the Basilica of St. Paul-Outside-the-Walls, 
he announced to a group cardinals his decision to convoke 
an ecumenical council. Right after his announcement, he 
asked them what they thought about it. 

2 Richard Rohr, O.F.M., “Menders of the Breach,” Franciscan 
Gathering, Tampa, FL, Feb. 7-12, 1993, audio cassette.
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He confessed on paper later: ‘Humanly speaking, I 
expected the cardinals, after hearing our allocution, 
might have crowded round to express approval 
and good wishes.... Instead, there was a devout 
and impressive silence.’3 

But his quick humor emerged when some cardinals 
received the news with shock and said: ‘“We can’t possibly 
hold a council by 1963.’ ‘All right,’ said John, ‘then we’ll 
have it in 1962.’”4 

Peter de Rosa claims that John XXIII was the first pope 
“to call a council when there was no pressure on him to 
do so. The Church was not in a state of revolt; there were 
no dogmatic questions outstanding.”5 John wanted an 
aggiornamento, a word he used to describe his thrust for 
the Second Vatican Council. He wanted the Church to 
update itself in all aspects of its existence.

So out of the fullness of whom he saw himself 
to be as newly elected pope, and in spite of the lack 
of encouragement from some of the hierarchy, he, 
nevertheless, decided to assemble the bishops of the 
world in an ecumenical council. He urged everyone not 
to heed the “‘prophets of misfortune’ (usually translated 
indiscriminately as ‘prophets of gloom’ or ‘of doom’).”6

Power is the capacity to establish and maintain 
a relationship with people and things.

From the folklore that has grown about Good Pope 
John, let me give you a few examples of the power that 
emanates from how he related to people.

3 Peter de Rosa, Vicars of Christ (London: Bantam Press, 1988), 
279.

4 Louis Michaels, The Stories of Pope John XXIII (Springfield, IL: 
Templegate Press, 2000), 19. 

5 de Rosa, Vicars of Christ, 280.
6 Peter Hebblethwaite, Pope John XXIII (Garden City, NY: Double-

day, 1985), 430.
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When a cardinal is elected pope, he is brought to a 
room where there is a tailor awaiting him with three white 
cassocks—small, medium, and large. His humor surfaced 
immediately when he said to the tailor that you better 
give me all three!

On the evening of the day he was elected pope, the 
crowd in St. Peter’s square remained there until the new 
pope came to the window to greet them. When he appeared 
before them, he warmly greeted them and blessed them 
as they returned to their homes, asking them as they kiss 
their children good night, to tell them the kiss is from the 
new pope.

In 1958, his first Christmas as pope, he went to visit 
the prisoners at Regina Coeli prison.

Before his coming the officials had arranged a 
special section of the prison where certain well-
screened inmates had been brought and the 
Pope greeted them cheerfully and gave them his 
blessing. Then he noticed that there were other 
prisoners restrained behind bars. ‘Open the gates,’ 
he said. ‘Don’t bar me from them. All of these men 
are children of the Lord.’ Then he walked among all 
the prisoners. ‘You couldn’t come to visit me, so I 
came to visit you.’7 

One can only imagine the response of the prisoners to 
such a warm and friendly greeting. And Pope John 
also went to the children’s hospital, Bambino Gesù, to 
celebrate with the little children.

The folklore surrounding this pope speaks of John 
walking through the Vatican gardens. If there are workers 
in the gardens at the same time, they are to continue 
their work and not disturb the pope. It is related that 
John told one of the gardeners to get up from his work 
and talk to the pope!

7 Michaels, The Stories of Pope John XXIII, 68.
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Another incident revolves around the portable papal 

throne—the sedia gestatoria—that was carried by several 
men so the pope may be seen in an assembly of people. It 
is related that the first time he sat on the chair, he called 
one of his staff over telling them to double their salary 
because he was double Pius’s weight! 

When Jacqueline Kennedy, wife of President John F. 
Kennedy, was coming to visit Pope John, he was practicing 
by which title to address the First Lady. Should it be “Mrs. 
Kennedy” or “Madame” since her ancestry was French. 
When she entered, he opened wide his arms and greeted 
her warmly and simply with “Jacqueline.”8

On April 16, 1959, the general ministers of the 
Franciscan family met with Pope John XXIII in the 
Cathedral of St. John Lateran to commemorate the 750th 
anniversary of St. Francis’s Rule, and to renew their 
religious profession in the hands of the pope. Whenever 
he met with friars, he would address them as fratelli, 
brothers, and on this occasion, he opened his heart, 
telling them: “I am Joseph, your brother,”9 for he was 
indeed a Secular Franciscan.

Power is the freedom to give myself away.

Pope John XXIII knew he had cancer before opening 
the Second Vatican Council. Aware of the seriousness of 
his illness, he nevertheless gave himself completely to his 
dream of a church council, the realization of which Peter 
de Rosa vividly recalls:

Pope John was eighty-one years old when, on 
a marvelous October morning in 1962, he was 
carried on his sedia gestatoria into St. Peter’s. 
His face was wet with tears. Never had the papacy 
been so high in public esteem. If all popes were 
like him, it was said, people would be lining up to 

8 Michaels, The Stories of Pope John XXIII, 32.
9 Anacleto Mosconi, Papa Giovanni: Terziario Francescano (Roma: 

Edizioni Fiamma Nova, 1975), 62, translation mine.
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be Catholic…. In his opening address, he made it 
plain the Church was not to heed the prophets of 
doom. The Church had to update herself radically 
and without fear. The Cold War of the Churches, 
as far as Rome was concerned, was over. There 
were to be no anathemas; instead a return to the 
Gospel of the Master, Jesus Christ.10 

John XXIII used authority to give life to everyone and 
everything. And in the exercise of power, he acted from 
the fullness of who he was as pope, related comfortably 
and humorously with people, and gave his life completely 
to the people of God. Pope Francis, whose short papacy 
already has overtones to that of Pope John XXIII, recently 
commented on the use of power: 

Let us never forget that authentic power is service, 
and that the Pope too, when exercising power, 
must enter ever more fully into that service 
which has its radiant culmination on the Cross. 
The Pope must be inspired by lowly, concrete, 
and faithful service ... and he must open his 
arms to embrace with tender affection the whole 
of humanity, especially the poorest, the weakest, 
the least important.11 

A few weeks after his election, L’Osservatore Romano12 
reported that Pope Francis called John XXIII’s former 
secretary, Archbishop Loris Francis Capovilla, to 
personally thank him for a letter he had sent to Francis 
suggesting an official celebration of the 50th anniversary 
in June to commemorate John’s death in 1963. In that 
conversation, Pope Francis said to Archbishop Capovilla:

I see him with the eyes of my heart!

10 de Rosa, Vicars of Christ, 280.
11 Andrea Tornielli, Francis: Pope of a New World (San Francisco, 

CA: Ignatius Press, 2013), 149-50.
12 L’Osservatore Romano, April 2, 2013.
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do We have an app for ThaT?1

Jason Welle, o.f.M.

Mono was on the internet all day … He’d type in … 
addresses then stop and delete, hating himself be-
cause the computer couldn’t hate him instead. The 
nonjudgmental nature of technology, if technology 
could have a nature—that struck him as unfair.2

Any member of the Franciscan family has heard ad nau-
seam (or perhaps ad felicitatem, depending on whether 
one likes it) the mantra falsely attributed to St. Francis, 
“preach the Gospel at all times, and if necessary, use 
words.” Personally, I often cringe at this saying, because 
it usually accompanies an attempt to create a false oppo-
sition between deeds of preaching and words of preach-
ing. Should not optimal preaching occur using both deeds 
and words? Why do so many Christians tote along the 
assumption that witness to Christ should first be unspo-
ken?

With that question in mind, I intend to meditate here 
on an omnipresent aspect of American society that be-
lievers do not often discuss with much coherence: tech-
nology. Specifically, I hope to bring some wisdom from 
the Franciscan tradition to bear on the prevalence and 

1 I have presented versions of some of this material on retreats for 
friars in Tweed Heads, Australia, in 2013 and Las Cruces, New Mexico, 
in 2014. I thank the friars present at those gatherings for their candid 
feedback, which helped me advance my thinking on the matter.

2 Joshua Cohen, “Emission,” in Four New Messages (Minneapolis: 
Graywolf, 2012).



The Cord, 64.2 (2014)

166

use of modern communications technology. Rapid devel-
opments in technology have immense consequences for 
the spiritual lives of members of the Franciscan family 
and those with and among whom we minister. I note here 
some previous reflections on this matter in this journal 
by Daniel Horan, O.F.M. but intend to take the discus-
sion in a slightly different direction.3 Much discussion of 
communications technology thus far has revolved around 
certain sets of questions. First and most frequently, min-
isters from the Bishop of Rome on down concern them-
selves with effective ways to use the internet and social 
media as means of evangelization. The democratizing 
thrust of the internet has amplified many voices and di-
minished the significance of some traditional avenues of 
religious authority. Further, much religious discourse 
on the internet occurs in an unhealthy and unchristian 
manner, increasing polarization and enmity in Church 
and society. As Horan argued well, Franciscans must find 
ways to proclaim the Gospel in the digital sphere in a 
spirit of love, humility, and civility. Second, the ever in-
creasing challenge of addiction to the internet—particu-
larly addiction to online pornography—prompts reflection 
from believers, particularly ministers of the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation. Third, members of the Franciscan fam-
ily predictably rehash well-patterned debates about pov-
erty, wondering how much gadgetry we can accumulate 
in keeping with our vows and our public commitment to 
simple living. For the future of evangelization, much de-
pends upon the answers to these questions. I will not 
focus on them here, but instead attempt some sober dis-
cussion in a different key about how technology affects 
people’s spiritual lives today.

It goes without saying that technology has trans-
formed the American social landscape in a very short 
time. Less than twenty years ago, cell phones were func-
tionally invisible—not with regard to their size, but with 

3 Daniel P. Horan, O.F.M., “Finding Francis on Facebook: Fan-
ciscan Spirituality and Mission in the Digital Age,” The Cord 62.3: 
243-67.
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regard to how the few people who had them used them. 
Today, when I take the Red Line train in Washington, DC, 
a full three quarters of riders travel dissolved into their 
phones or some type of tablet device. Half of those people 
also have earbuds plugged in, coolly deaf to my wails of 
alarm that their purses are on fire. College campuses are, 
of course, worse. A seemingly routine trip between build-
ings can become an acrobatic attempt to avoid a ten-stu-
dent pileup simply because a nineteen-year-old walking 
blindly could never bear the misery of crossing the quad 
without texting someone. Even more disconcerting is the 
use of such technology in the bathroom. I usually don’t 
ponder how many emails with the footer “sent from my 
iPhone” were written on the toilet. This is my version of 
custodia mentis. All of this is very new! And it affects the 
spirituality of Franciscans and the people with whom we 
minister.  

A year ago, a professor at Harvard Business School 
released the book Sleeping with Your Smartphone.4 Please 
do not be confused by the title: although some columnists 
have mused about emotional attachment to their gadgets, 
this book does not chronicle obsessive Mac users5 but 
focuses on the reality of businesspeople who are wired 
in 24/7. In the business world, it has become normal 
to check one’s phone before leaving bed. Before kissing 
one’s husband, or brushing one’s teeth, email has been 
checked. Before turning out the light at night, checking 
for messages, if not sending a couple, is the norm. One 
sleeps an arm’s length from a device that may buzz or 
vibrate during the night, a device calling for immediate 
accountability and response. Many businesspeople, quite 
literally, sleep with their smartphone. 

To be clear, the author, Leslie Perlow, made an ar-
gument against such a business culture. Perlow charted 
the work of the Boston Consulting Group, a high-paced 

4 Leslie Perlow, Sleeping with Your Smartphone (Boston: Harvard 
Business Review Press, 2012).

5 Charles Yu, “Happiness Is a Warm iPhone,” New York Times, 
February 23, 2014.
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elite professional services firm. The book charts the orga-
nization’s shift from a deeply-ingrained professional cul-
ture in which each member of a team on a project is “on” 
24/7 to a model of “predictable time off,” in which Amy 
always has Monday nights off, Dan always has Tuesday 
nights off, and Frank always has Wednesday nights off. 
Teams had faced constant problems: each member had 
specialized skills, and thus considered himself or herself 
uniquely indispensable. BCG’s strategy was simple: every 
team member strives to take an agreed-upon unit of pre-
dictable time off each week. At the team’s weekly meet-
ing, they discuss how each member is achieving this goal. 
Through discussion, they develop methods to cope with 
Amy’s Mondays off, Dan’s Tuesdays off—and strangely, 
all of this actually increases productivity. BCG realized 
that their non-stop connectivity had actually been cost-
ing them business. You can disconnect and become more 
productive in the process. You can become more produc-
tive and at the same time have a team of workers indi-
vidually feeling more satisfied.

One need not be a spiritual master to recognize the 
benefits of disconnection. To the contrary, “digital detox” 
has become a buzz phrase. Last summer, the decidedly 
irreligious Huffington Post ran a story entitled “10 Digi-
tal Detox Vacation Hacks To Help You Truly Unplug.”6 
Android users can download a digital detox app which 
disables the user’s phone irrevocably for a preset quan-
tity of time. Once initiated, the app will not allow you to 
use your phone. Business people shell out boku bucks to 
stay in remote resorts precisely because they offer no op-
portunity for wi-fi or cell coverage. The scarcest resource 
has become the opportunity to unplug.

Franciscans enjoy the grace of a rich tradition span-
ning eight centuries. Many great sisters and friars before 
me have taken weeks, months, or years off. The Church 
and the Franciscan charism remain with us. No mem-
ber needs to be wired, connected, reachable, in the loop 

6 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/31/vacation-hacks-
_n_3676474.html 



169

Jason Welle
twenty-four hours of every day. The People of God and the 
Holy Spirit can function without me. That’s a good prob-
lem to have. It’s a blessing to realize.

Whether in the business world or in the Church, 
much of this desire to connect derives from a mental-
ity of scarcity. I assume that there’s not enough wisdom 
for guidance in the world, so I have to offer mine. There 
aren’t too many clients available, so I have to be waiting 
by the phone if I want to get one. Time flies, so if I’m not 
ready at just the proper moment, the opportunity might 
pass me by. The question arises: is God gratuitous? Is 
God generous? Will God still provide for me even if I don’t 
take this call at midnight? Do I believe that God provides 
in abundance, or is God stingy?  

The core of the Franciscan experience of God lies in 
God’s generosity. Our God is the God who turns five loaves 
and two fish into food for five thousand. The fragments 
from that meal filled twelve wicker baskets. Our God is 
the God who never allowed Francis and his brothers to go 
without. God gives every good gift in excessive measure, 
shaken down and flowing over. For this reason, Francis 
spoke so much about God’s goodness,7 which pointed Bo-
naventure to the classic axiom bonum diffusivum sui—
goodness diffuses itself.8 Goodness by its nature spreads 
out. Francis obsessed over calling God good: You are 
good, the highest good, the sum of all goods, totally good. 
Goodness implies generosity. God is gratuitous. I don’t 
need to walk with the assumption that so much depends 
on me because in reality it depends upon God. Living sine 
proprio, living without grasping, depends upon the belief 
that God provides. Rather than cling to immediate con-
nection, a Franciscan must live with open hands.

A piece in The Atlantic two years ago made a different 
sort of a splash. The cover ran, “Is Facebook Making Us 

7 Among many other places, see “The Praises of God” or the prayer 
concluding the “Praises to be Said at all the Hours.”

8 Among other places, see Itinerarium 6.2.
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Lonely?”9 Novelist Stephen Marche’s piece opens with an 
eerie story of the death of Yvette Vickers, a former Play-
boy playmate and horror movie actress found dead in her 
apartment. News of her death went viral because she was 
found mummified, next to a heater that was still running, 
and no one knew how long she had been dead. No one 
had seen her for the better part of a year until a neighbor 
finally broke into her apartment and found the room lit 
up by Yvette’s still-running computer, its dull glow per-
meating the empty space.

It seems silly to suggest that our use of the internet 
could be making us lonely. After all, the internet is a tool 
that increases connections with people, right? I can email 
friends and family and not have to wait for snail mail de-
livery. Why pay for stamps when email is free? And why 
wait days or weeks for a reply when email enables one 
right now? And why spurn the chance to keep up with 
persons I love and to meet people who share my interests 
when it’s so quick and easy, just a few clicks away? 

Marche’s point was basically this: most of us use the 
internet to create connections that are broader but shal-
lower. “We are living in an isolation that would have been 
unimaginable to our ancestors, and yet we have never 
been more accessible.… In a world consumed by ever 
more novel modes of socializing, we have less and less 
actual society. We live in an accelerating contradiction: 
the more connected we become, the lonelier we are.” The 
symbol for all this is, of course, Facebook, which now has 
well over one billion users. Marche uses the final scene 
of The Social Network to drive home his point. Facebook 
founder Mark Zuckerberg, atop his astounding rise to 
success, sits alone, staring at a screen and wondering 
if his ex-girlfriend will accept his friend request, desper-
ately clicking “refresh.” He endures a moment of super-
connected loneliness.

Some psychologists have begun to speak openly about 
an epidemic of loneliness in this country, and there’s 

9 Stephen Marche, “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?” The Atlantic 
309.4 (May 2012), 60-69.
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no magic pill to cure it. Marriage helps, but only if your 
spouse is a true confidant. Belief in God doesn’t always 
help, for it depends on the kind of God you believe in. 
Studies consistently show that social interaction mat-
ters, and by that, I mean quality social connections. How 
many true personal confidants do you have? Marche re-
ports a 1985 study documenting that the average Ameri-
can had 2.94 personal confidants. By 2004, it declined to 
2.08. Basically, that’s moving from three friends you re-
ally trust down to two: a recipe for loneliness. Some have 
been able to cope by adding therapists or marriage coun-
selors or life coaches or perhaps all of the above, but in 
the grand scheme, this amounts to outsourcing the hard 
work of caring about each other. Please don’t think that 
I’m merely waxing nostalgic; this isn’t a matter of wanting 
the good old days. It’s a public health crisis. For Marche, 
“The question of the future is this: Is Facebook part of the 
separating or part of the congregating; is it a huddling-
together for warmth or a shuffling-away in pain?” 

Now, to be sure, the internet is a complicated thing. 
People use the internet in general and they use Facebook 
in particular in many different ways. Several of them cor-
relate to loneliness but correlation is not causation. I 
am not saying that Facebook makes you lonely, nor did 
Marche. Technology is not a personal malevolent force 
encroaching inch by inch on what had been my com-
pletely fulfilled and satisfying life. What I am observing 
is this: Franciscans live in a world of lonely people and 
have traditionally claimed that our life is about fraternity, 
brotherhood and sisterhood. We live in a world where real 
connections are slipping away and we have a mission to 
bring people together. This mission does not pertain to an 
hour on Sunday morning, but to ways that allow God’s 
children to experience that they belong. This mission in-
volves our life together somehow showing people that if 
you take your earbuds out and plug into each other—at 
least every once in awhile—you’ll have a more peaceful 
life.
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In discussions of technology and our changing hab-
its, one inevitably hears the objection that there’s noth-
ing intrinsically wrong with technology. It’s just a mat-
ter of how you use it! Prima facie, this statement is true 
enough. However, this blasé objection overlooks the po-
tential of modern communications technology to form 
habits. Joshua Cohen’s recent collection of short stories 
expresses these dangers clearly. The computer can’t hate 
me. It’s nonjudgmental. But yet … I experience it en-
croaching on my life somehow … and this reality strikes 
me as unfair. Is there … could there be … must there be 
something else going on?

This “something else” finds expression in the writing of 
Nicholas Carr. To this point, I have suggested that many 
of our habits in the use of technology derive from the 
expectation that it will make our lives more efficient and 
fulfilled. Examples from the business world both confirm 
and refute this. It certainly makes our work more efficient, 
but in the oft-seen extremes of non-stop connectivity and 
the assumption that my minutes are so uniquely valu-
able that I must multi-task, the argument from efficiency 
runs aground. Studies from contemporary psychology 
both confirm and refute that social media makes our lives 
more fulfilling. Those who use Facebook as a means to 
facilitate real face-to-face interaction with friends find it 
a wonderful boon; those who cultivate shallow connec-
tions often find it a path to loneliness. Carr focuses on 
the effect of the internet on the brain itself, challenging 
the assumption that all of this technology is certainly a 
blessing. He exploded on the blogosphere in 2008 with 
his cover story for The Atlantic entitled “Is Google Making 
Us Stoopid?”10 Later, Carr spun this argument out into 
his 2011 book The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to 
Our Brains.11 In a nutshell, Carr urges us to take seriously 
the plasticity of the human brain. The brain is malleable, 

10 Nicholas Carr, “Is Google Making Us Stoopid?” The Atlantic 
(July/August 2008).

11 Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our 
Brains (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010).
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changeable, adaptable to whatever tasks users present to 
it. This seems like a great blessing: my brain will mold it-
self to grapple best with the challenges I set before it. But 
the reality masks a problem: scientists haven’t really ac-
counted for what the internet is doing to our brains. How 
does one typically use the internet? A screen pops up—
scan, point, click—another screen—scan, point, click—
another screen—scan, point, click—and take in very little 
of what is actually on those pages. Frequent use of the 
internet encourages our brain to become a machine that 
jumps from hyperlink to hyperlink, dealing with material 
only at the level of phrases and sound bytes. Carr re-
counts his lifelong love for reading, when as a young man 
he would knock off entire novels in a single sitting. Now, 
because of the amount of time he spends on the internet, 
he can’t do that anymore. He finds his mental circuitry 
too scattered and jittery to engage in deep reading. The 
way his brain works has changed. Use of the internet has 
rewired his brain. It can’t do the tasks it once could, and 
he’s not sure if he can train it to shift back.

Treating one’s brain as if it were any other muscle 
in the body is not a novel approach. New studies con-
stantly emerge showing the effects of Sudoku, crossword 
puzzles, or other mental challenges on problem solving, 
memory, and other cranial tasks. In a sense, attempts 
to do so may rub against the reflections on embodiment 
posed by Horan. Horan rightly notes the prevalence of re-
newed Manichaeism today, insofar as the digital world re-
inforces the subordination of our physical embodiment to 
the mental/spiritual dimensions of human reality. In the 
case of persons who are the most digitally saturated, this 
subordination often occurs passively—i.e., not because 
one chooses to exercise the brain more than the body, 
but because habits and patterns develop more gradually. 
A free decision to train my brain probably contributes to 
the recognition of the goodness of my embodiment, as 
Horan exhorts, insofar as I realize that I should train the 
other parts of me as well. However, the issue for Carr is 
not cranial atrophy, a recognition of a general slowdown 
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or inefficiency in certain mental tasks that he has failed 
to exercise. The challenge is a fundamental change in the 
way his mental machine works, and persons invested in 
helping others develop their spiritual lives must seriously 
consider the consequences of this possibility.

An astute reader has inferred by now that the present 
author is somewhat of a Luddite12 and rejoices in it. To 
be clear, I do not suggest for a moment that Franciscans 
should be Luddites as a matter of principle, nor am I try-
ing to sound apocalyptic. Most readers of this article have 
cultivated the ability to rapidly process information and 
smoothly navigate the widely varied sources of content we 
find on the internet. This is a blessing. I used to pride my-
self on wolfing through Agatha Christie novels in one sit-
ting, but does this really contribute more to the Church 
and human civilization than my use of Facebook to dis-
seminate information about Franciscan efforts to pro-
mote justice and peace? Probably not. Should we develop 
a Franciscan app that easily enables regular contact to 
wisdom from our Franciscan sources and our contempo-
rary commitments? Absolutely. Our missionary presence 
on the digital continent must be a constitutive element 
of Franciscan evangelization today. However, in preach-
ing, in ministry, and in our religious lives, Franciscans 
need to honestly face some of these trends. Grace builds 
on nature, and it often feels like our nature is changing. 
Particularly in the case of digital natives, young people 
who have never known a life without a device in their 
hands, are we entering a time when our brains are physi-
cally unable to concentrate? Where one’s mind can’t sit 
still? How do we as Franciscans talk about deep prayer to 
someone who can’t focus attention long enough to read 
a meaty paragraph? How do we talk about meditation to 
someone so obsessed with connection that two minutes 
without looking at one’s cell phone is an impossible chal-
lenge? How do we speak about making God the center of 
our lives if on waking in the morning, instead of making 

12 Editor’s note: a “Luddite” is broadly defined as one who is op-
posed to technological change.
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an act of thanksgiving, email has to be checked before 
rolling out of bed? Has my ability to be present to people 
changed?

To be sure, there are prominent authors who contest 
the image of the shallows described above. Clive Thomp-
son, for example, argues that good neurological studies 
have not sufficiently supported theses like Carr’s, but that 
even if our brains were changing in this way, we should 
look at the bright side.13 In 2010, a community of online 
puzzle gamers was able to unravel the protein folding of 
the virus which gives AIDS to monkeys. The solution to 
the problem had eluded professional biologists for a de-
cade; online volunteers solved it in three weeks. Modern 
technology enables this. The internet enables me to work 
on my doctorate with infrequent trips to the library. Such 
trips become rarer by the semester and that pattern will 
increase. Thompson insists on considering this a victory 
for our world.  

In tension, recall St. Francis’s words to Anthony of 
Padua. Asked if Anthony could take on a task—teaching 
theology—which would better prepare the friars of the or-
der for their mission, Francis said, “It pleases me for you 
to teach theology to the brothers, so long as you do not 
extinguish the spirit of prayer and devotion to which all 
things must tend.”14 Franciscans are not and have never 
been in the business of efficiency. If we had been, our se-
raphic confusion would have put us out of business long 
ago. Instead, we are in the Gospel business. We are in the 
business of helping people commune with the God who 
created them and stirring up their compassion for each 
other. We must face honestly whether all of our gadgets 
and connectivity make that task harder. Were Francis of 
Assisi with us today, I have little doubt that one would 
find him on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and several other 
platforms that would enable him to connect to the joys 

13 Clive Thompson, Smarter Than You Think: How Technology 
is Changing Our Minds for the Better (New York: The Penguin Press, 
2013).

14 A Letter to Brother Anthony of Padua, FA:ED 1, 107.
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and hopes of those longing for the Gospel. However, I 
have even less doubt that he would unplug far more often 
than his contemporaries, and that a significant part of 
his witness would be precisely this.

In preparation for a 2010 meeting of young friars from 
around the world, Br. José Rodríguez Carballo, the for-
mer O.F.M. general minister wrote:

We are surrounded and immersed in noise. Noises 
of every kind have become the sound barriers of 
the spirit in this society, preventing us from listen-
ing to ourselves, to God, and to others. And the 
worst is that we are afraid of silence, because it 
puts us face to face with ourselves, it shows what 
we must be and how much is missing in us in or-
der to be that. And in this sense it is dangerous: 
it reminds us of what we still have not resolved 
within us. It shows us the other face of ourselves, 
that which we cannot escape, that which we can-
not camouflage with ‘cosmetics.’ Silence leaves us 
alone with ourselves. And this terrifies us, so we 
flee from silence. Because of what I have just said, 
and because I consider silence as the greatest 
teacher of life, I am convinced that we must find 
spaces of real silence if we wish to be accompanied 
and, at the same time, if we wish to reach a ‘holis-
tic’ growth, that is, the growth of the full person. 
My dear brothers, it is urgent for us to educate 
ourselves to discover the value of silence.15

As I recall José’s words, I do not wish the reader to 
assume their cash value is, “you should pray more.” He 
does not speak about prayer in the general sense. He 
speaks about silence. Many Franciscans pray enough, 
and perhaps the reason that Mass attendance wanes is 

15 José Rodríguez Carballo, O.F.M., “Rekindle the Gift of God with-
in You,” Letter of the General Minister OFM to Young OFMs Professed 
Under Ten Years on the Occasion of the 4th Chapter of Mats (Rome: 
2012), 48.
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that our prayer merely adds another clanging gong to the 
cacophony of noise out there. Our contribution is less 
flashy, so people understandably pay little attention to it. 
If we want to preach the Gospel today, we must be people 
of silence. We must channel Francis at the end of his 
life, when he spent so much time each year in a hermit-
age. In a world where people use Foursquare to broadcast 
their every latte, we must remind others to unplug and 
we must show them that it is possible. This does not de-
mand a remote mountaintop, whether it has wi-fi access 
not. Franciscans today must search out a way to create 
silence in the public square, in the heart of the city. God 
did not call us to be Carthusians. A Franciscan must be 
an oasis of silence amid the numberless goings on of life, 
to remind others that silence is the greatest teacher of 
life. 

So perhaps we have returned to that old mantra falsely 
attributed to St. Francis. “Preach the Gospel at all times, 
and if necessary, use words.” Or better: “preach the Gos-
pel at all times, and whenever possible, use silence.”
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The JesuiT and The friar:
pope franCis and The enduring legaCy of The 

franCisCan spiriTual TradiTion

MiChael a. haverCaMp

When the words, “Habemus papem!” rang out across St. 
Peter’s Square on March 13, 2013, the crowd’s electric 
applause was tempered only when the relatively anony-
mous name “Bergoglio” was announced. Overcome by the 
deafening ovation, many didn’t hear it, most didn’t recog-
nize it, but the papal conclave had just elected the first 
Jesuit, the first South American, and the first ever from 
the Southern Hemisphere to the chair of St. Peter. His-
tory had been made.

If this were not enough, the multitudes were downright 
stunned when the chosen papal name was finally spoken, 
“Francesco!” In a gesture as shocking as St. Francis’s fa-
mous disrobing before the local prelate, a Jesuit pope had 
taken the name Francis – not Francis Xavier, the famous 
sixteenth-century Jesuit missionary to Asia, but the be-
loved Francis and thirteenth-century friar from Assisi. In 
the eighty-nine popes elected since the extraordinary life 
of St. Francis, not a single pope had taken the appella-
tion. For most, the moniker approached the status of off- 
limits, untouchable, unrepeatable. In the minds of most 
Catholics, taking the name Francis was tantamount to 
taking the name Jesus, although the humble saint from 
Assisi would cower at the comparison. 

Who could possibly assume even a portion of the au-
dacity, simplicity, and revolutionary genius of the chival-
rous playboy turned religious luminary, Giovanni di Pi-
etro di Bernardone? Yet this intrepid move would herald 
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a sign of the missionary acumen and evangelical spirit of 
our Holy Father that would soon shock the ecclesiastical 
status quo and intoxicate the world over. It appears that 
the legacy of the Lesser Brothers is alive and well today.

In this essay, I will explore the papacy of Pope Fran-
cis as it relates to the enduring spiritual legacy of Fran-
cis and Clare. While it may seem odd to view Franciscan 
spirituality through the lens of a contemporary Jesuit fig-
ure, archbishop Bergoglio’s assumption of the papal sig-
nature Francis highlights precisely the perennial power 
and lasting influence of the Franciscan tradition. Within 
this paragon of spirituality, I will focus on two fundamen-
tal themes – radical poverty and the associated principle 
of incarnational relationship – in an effort to answer one 
essential question: What do apostolic poverty and a re-
lational approach to evangelization have to contribute to 
pastoral ministry today? I will argue that these enduring 
pillars of the Franciscan spiritual tradition are uniquely 
suited to answer the missionary mandate of the Church 
and address the unique postmodern challenges of the 
twenty-first century.

 
Frontiers and Laboratories

It is important to note from the start that St. Fran-
cis of Assisi was not an academic. Though he did learn 
enough to write contracts and business memos for his 
father’s shop, Francis never mastered Latin, the mother 
tongue of the western Church. Donald Spoto notes, “[It] 
is clear from the two existing manuscripts that have sur-
vived in his own hand, he could not even write it without 
the help of a secretary.”1 Spoto perhaps overstates the 
point – Francis did use secretaries but this doesn’t reflect 

1 Donald Spoto, Reluctant Saint: The Life of Francis of Assisi (New 
York: Penguin Compass, 2002), 18. This does not in any way sug-
gest that Francis was ignorant. Far from it, Francis was gifted with a 
spirited native intelligence that manifests itself clearly in his life and 
writings. The point is that his spiritual acumen was more experiential 
than theoretical. 
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an ignorance much less a complete incompetence when 
it comes to the written word. Nonetheless, we do not see 
in Francis the language of a theologian steeped in the 
technical minutia of the scholarly elite but the ordinary 
penmanship of a common man whose identity was forged 
by a prodigal past and a superabundant portion of God’s 
amazing grace. 

Francis was revolutionary, a reformer, a visionary and 
a pastor of the people. His voice and vision did not ema-
nate from the lecture hall but from the gritty daily experi-
ence of thirteenth century life. No doubt informed by the 
chivalrous frivolity of his first twenty-five years,2 Francis 
understood, on a deep and personal level, the “joys and 
hopes, the grief and anguish”3 of the human condition. He 
understood the struggles and temptations that accosted 
the human spirit and, on the other hand, the renewing 
fire that sets the soul ablaze in Christ.4

His thorough experience of human life, paired with an 
unrivaled commitment to Christ and his kingdom, served 
as guiding lights of this magnanimous medieval figure 
and important keys to understanding his enduring spiri-
tual legacy. “Francis was no theoretician of the spiritual 
life,” writes Spoto. “He never spoke of God in any but ex-
periential terms ... He could speak only of what he saw, 
heard and felt.”5 He did not minister from a textbook. 
Francis forged an innovative and completely original path 
to follow God’s call and address the unique frontiers of 
his cultural milieu. 

As we will soon discover, this experiential predispo-
sition would foster the very foundation of the Francis-
can order and test his leadership as he faced the never-
ending onslaught of ecclesial challenges in the thirteenth 
century. Speaking of Francis’s style, “He did not try to 

2 Regis J. Armstrong, J. A. Wayne Hellmann, and William J. Short, 
eds., Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, The Saint (NY: New City Press, 
1999), 182-83. 

3 Gaudium et Spes, 1.
4 Luke 12:49.
5 Spoto, xix.
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understand what the Gospel meant and then attempt to 
find ways of carrying out its message,” Spoto continues. 
“Rather, he dared the experiment of first living that mes-
sage, and from living it, discovering a new and practical 
way of understanding it.”6 Thus, Francis did not simply 
espouse the gospel with his lips but witnessed the Good 
News with his life.7 

Pope Francis: 
On the Frontier of a New Evangelization

The same experiential style can be seen in the life and 
witness of Jorge Mario Bergoglio. Unlike Francis, he did 
receive formal academic training as a Jesuit, but Bergo-
glio’s strengths and aptitudes place him in notable dis-
tinction from the professorial papacies of his predeces-
sors, John Paul II and Benedict XVI. Like St. Francis of 
Assisi, Pope Francis has already established himself not 
so much as an intellect, but as a penetrating personal 
embodiment of the God we call Emmanuel, God-with-us. 
“Ours is not a ‘lab faith,’ but a ‘journey faith,’” Pope Fran-
cis noted. “I am afraid of laboratories because in the labo-
ratory you take the problems and then you bring them 
home to tame them, to paint them, out of their context. 
You cannot bring home the frontier, but you have to live 
on the border and be audacious.”8 The life of the Church, 
according to Pope Francis, is not nourished in the eccle-
sial laboratory of abstract truths but in the messy reality 
of human life.

In Buenos Aires, where Bergoglio served as archbish-
op for over twenty years, Bergoglio was widely known in 

6 Spoto, 68.
7 Francis’s penchant for personally witnessing with Gospel surely 

gave rise to the quote which is regularly misattributed, but nonethe-
less true for him, “Go out and preach the gospel always, and if neces-
sary use words.”

8 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis,” America (September 20, 2013) accessed 
9/20/2013 at: http://www.americamagazine.org/pope-interview.
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the neighborhoods locals refer to as villas miserias, or 
“villas of misery.” These are Argentina’s most destitute 
slums, places where the poorest of the poor are found. 
Bergoglio would arrive, not with the press corps and ec-
clesial entourage, but in his common priestly “blacks” 
and trench coat. “He’d take the bus and just come walk-
ing around the corner like a normal guy,” reported one of 
the local priests who knew the archbishop well. “It was 
the most natural thing in the world. He’d sit around and 
drink tea, talking with people about whatever was going 
on. He’d start talking to the doorman even. He was totally 
comfortable.”9 For Pope Francis, it is of far greater import 
to reach out and touch one poor person with his hands 
than to write a thousand volumes about the poor with his 
pen. Pope Francis seeks to live close to the people – kiss-
ing babies, embracing the broken, comforting the down-
trodden, and washing the feet of criminals. 

In a move that is quickly becoming his papal signa-
ture, not to mention earning him the unofficial nickname 
“The Cold Call Pope,” Francis regularly picks up the 
phone and makes spontaneous calls to people in need. 
In early September, Pope Francis was moved by a letter 
from an Italian woman whose boyfriend had unsuccess-
fully pressured her to abort the child. Now an expecting 
single mother, the woman expressed her anxiety about 
her standing with the Church. Francis, the preeminent 
pastor, called the woman, comforted her and offered to 
personally baptize the baby when it was born.10 Francis’s 
warmth and solidarity with the people make him an ex-
citing symbol of Christ at a time when talk is cheap and 
action is everything. Reviving not only the name but the 

9 John Allen, “Pope Francis gets his ‘oxygen’ from the slums,” Na-
tional Catholic Reporter (April 7, 2013) accessed 4/10/2013 at: http://
ncronline.org/node/49246

10 Elisabetta Povoledo and Dan Bilefsky, “The Pope Gets on the 
Line, and Everyone is Talking,” New York Times (September 9, 2013), 
accessed 9/22/2013 at: http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/10/
world/europe/the-popes-on-the-line-and-everyones-talking.html?_
r=0.
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spirit of the humble friar from Assisi, Pope Francis is a 
living witness of the enduring pastoral heirloom of the 
Franciscan tradition.

Radical Poverty/Simplicity

On a cold April morning in 1208, Francis gathered 
himself and two lowly disciples in the church, opened the 
missal blindly and read these words, “Go, sell what you 
own, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; then come, follow me.”11 He turned to the next 
passage, “Take nothing for your journey – no staff, nor 
bag, nor bread, nor money – not even an extra tunic.”12 
And finally the third, “If any want to become my follow-
ers, let them deny themselves, take up their cross daily, 
and follow me.”13 Thus marks the humble beginnings of 
the Lesser Brothers. Inspired by radical poverty, simplic-
ity, and a denial of oneself for the sake of the Suffering 
Servant, Francis of Assisi inaugurated a quiet revolution 
that would transform the Church and renew the face of 
Christian mission in the world.14 

11 Matt 19:21; The Medieval practice of opening the Scriptures 
randomly to elicit spiritual guidance, sortes apostolorum, was wide-
spread in Francis’s time. According to Donald Spoto, it was “based 
on the devout (if somewhat superstitious) belief that if one by chance 
turned to the same or similar passages three consecutive times, it was 
a clear sign of God’s plan.” See Spoto, 72.

12 Luke 9:3; Spoto, 72.
13 Luke 9:23, Spoto, 72.
14 Following the Gregorian reforms of the late eleventh century, the 

Church seemed to have cemented its hierarchical ordo and its under-
standing of the apostolic life in terms of the ecclesiastically ordained 
priesthood and in those bishops who served as successors to Peter 
and the early apostles. Yet this same period found a clergy steeped in 
the corruption of simony, usury and unchaste practices which called 
into question the “worthiness of the priest” whose life failed to embody 
gospel values. Quite naturally, many began to question whether the 
Church’s hierarchical and juridical focus had somehow neglected the 
essence of Christianity, particularly for the vast majority of Church, 
lay men and women who also took refuge in the gospel message.
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Perhaps nothing is more constitutive of Franciscan 
spirituality than the unwavering commitment to radi-
cal poverty. After “boiling in the sins of youthful heat,” 
having become a “slave of sin by a voluntary servitude,” 
Francis ultimately renounced the folly of material things 
and set out to follow Christ with nothing but the naked 
grace of God.15 In direct contradistinction to the opulence 
and privilege that had infected the ecclesial culture of his 
time, Francis understood Christian discipleship in a lit-
eral way, following Jesus of Nazareth who himself had 
no place to lay his head and who plainly asserted, “No 
one can serve two masters ... You cannot serve both God 
and Money.”16 Francis was not entranced by the growing 
opportunities for power and advancement that accompa-
nied the bourgeoning commercial enterprise of twelfth-
thirteenth century Italy. Instead, “Francis brought the 
world a life of radical simplicity,” notes Spoto, “unmoored 
to possessions and therefore free to follow the promptings 
of grace and the path toward God, wherever and when-
ever God summoned him.”17 For Francis, his disinvest-
ment from material gain meant everlasting freedom for 
the kingdom of God.

Francis’s contemporary, Clare of Assisi, manifested 
the same unwavering commitment to poverty as the foun-

In this climate, various lay groups arose in northern Italy, France 
and western Germany which sought a way of life that could satisfy 
their longing for a more personal and participatory response to the 
witness of Jesus Christ. Inspired by the biblical norms of evangeli-
cal poverty and apostolic action, these groups (Waldensians, Humil-
iati, Cathars) yearned for something more than a forensic connection 
with the hierarchical Church and mere intellectual assent to orthodox 
formulations of Christian dogma. The faith of these courageous men 
and women and the auspicious approbation of Pope Innocent III set 
the stage for Francis and an impressive epoch of religious innovation 
and a broader, more inclusive understanding of Catholic ecclesiology. 
A new structure, consciousness and lifestyle of Christian spirituality 
was born.

15 Armstrong, Francis of Assisi, 183-84.
16 Matt 8:20, 22; Luke 16:13.
17 Spoto, xviii.
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dation for the spiritual life. “O God-centered poverty,” she 
writes in her First Letter to Agnes of Prague, “whom the 
Lord Jesus Christ Who ruled and still rules heaven and 
earth, Who spoke and things were made, came down to 
embrace before all else!”18 For Clare, the road to God’s 
kingdom is paved with the poverty, humility and self-sac-
rifice reflected in the life of Jesus. Choosing “a spouse of 
a more noble stock,” Clare saw poverty as a life-long mar-
riage with Christ bringing a dignity and honor far sur-
passing the temporary splendor of secular wealth.19

It is important to note that Clare’s insistence on pov-
erty in the image of the crucified Christ is not ultimately 
about a depravity of possessions but about a receptiv-
ity to relationship. “Poverty is not so much about want 
or need; it is about relationship,” says Delio.20 Clare as-
sumes the foundation of apostolic poverty established by 
Francis while expanding it, deepening it, and coupling 
it with contemplative practice. “Gaze, consider, contem-
plate, imitate” Clare instructs us.21 This poverty of spirit 
and contemplation of Christ is meant to elicit a personal 
transformation and an overflowing impulse to participate 
in the life of God. “May you be inflamed ever more strong-
ly with the fire of love!” she exhorts.22 Our poverty makes 
us both available to receive God’s love in relationship but 
also to share that love in relationship with others. It is a 
matter of allowing Christ’s life to live through us in a way 
that transforms us and reshapes the world.

Pope Francis and the Church of the Poor

When Pope Francis refused the traditional vestments 
of papal tradition in favor of the simple white cassock, 

18 Clare of Assisi, trans. Regis J. Armstrong, Clare of Assisi: Early 
Documents: The Lady (NY: New City Press, 2006), 45.

19 The Lady, 43-44.
20 Ilia Delio, Clare of Assisi: A Heart Full of Love (Cincinnati, OH: 

St. Anthony Messenger Press, 2007), 11.
21 The Lady, 49.
22 The Lady, 57.



The Cord, 64.2 (2014)

186

when he eschewed the trappings of the papal palace and 
chose the humbler dwellings of Room 201, when he re-
jected the pageantry of the papal limousine to drive a 
Ford Focus, he was not simply making a statement about 
his personal preferences. Pope Francis was signaling a 
return to the radical simplicity that marked the life of 
St. Francis of Assisi. Following the conclave of 2013, it 
was clear that this pope was breaking with much of the 
pomp and circumstance that has characterized the pa-
pacy since the Middle Ages. “[We] must be pastors, close 
to people, fathers and brothers,” the pope exhorted at a 
recent address to South American bishops. “Men who 
love poverty, both interior poverty, as freedom before the 
Lord, and exterior poverty, as simplicity and austerity of 
life. Men who do not think and behave like ‘princes’”23 For 
Pope Francis, apostolic poverty is an essential prerequi-
site to spiritual leadership.

This posture of poverty was revealed further in a re-
cent interview with Fr. Antonio Spadaro, editor-in-chief 
of La Civilta Cattolica. When asked, “Who is Jorge Mario 
Bergoglio?” Pope Francis answered, “I am a sinner. This 
is the most accurate definition. It is not a figure of speech, 
a literary genre. I am a sinner.”24 His own self-assessment 
illuminates the very poverty that St. Francis and St. Clare 
espoused over seven hundred years ago, a spirit of pen-
ance and humility that silences the ego and allows God’s 
presence to take center stage. 

Pope Francis’s spirit of poverty informs his pastoral 
vision of the Church and allows God’s life to spill out into 
the lives around him. “This church with which we should 
be thinking is the home of all, not a small chapel that can 
hold only a small group of selected people,” Pope Francis 
asserted.25 Comparing the modern church to a field hos-

23 Pope Francis, “Address to the Coordinating Committee of 
CELAM,” Sumare Study Center, Rio de Janiero, July 18, 2013.

24 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis,” America (September 20, 2013) accessed 
9/20/2013 at: http://www.americamagazine.org/pope-interview.

25 Ibid.
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pital, he declared “The thing the church needs most today 
is the ability to heal the wounds and to warm the hearts 
of the faithful; it needs nearness, proximity.”26 

The ministers of the Gospel must be people who can 
warm the hearts of the people, who walk through the dark 
night with them, who know how to dialogue and to de-
scend themselves into their people’s night, into the dark-
ness, but without getting lost ... The church’s ministers 
must be merciful, take responsibility for the people and 
accompany them like the good Samaritan, who washes, 
cleans and raises up his neighbor. This is pure Gospel.27

For Pope Francis, the world is the Courtyard of the 
Gentiles, the grand stage upon which the drama of God’s 
merciful redemption is played. It is the theater of nearness 
and encounter, a place where the intimacy of God shown 
forth in Christ is manifest in our intimacy with God’s 
children here and now. Much in the same way as Francis 
and Clare, the pope is calling the Church to return to its 
evangelical roots, stripped down and unadorned, “a poor 
Church for the poor.” 

Relationship

Drawing on Ilia Delio’s commentary on Clare, we see 
in Pope Francis a similar understanding of poverty as it 
corresponds, on an ultimate level, to relationship. “The 
foundation of the evangelical life is the human person and 
the sharing among persons of the experience of Christ. 
The experience of God in the flesh emphasizes being a 
‘person in relationship,’ that is, a brother or sister,” notes 
Delio. The upshot of our daily encounters with Christ and 
the expression of our faith in God are manifest in the con-
crete human relationships that constitute society today. 
We are not isolated monads, each with our own solitary 
relationship with God, but an interconnected web of re-
lationships, a body, who is invited to personify the very 

26 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis”.

27 Ibid.



The Cord, 64.2 (2014)

188

message we have been entrusted to proclaim. Cambridge 
theologian John A.T. Robinson offered a prophetic word 
on this point in his 1952 book, The Body:

The redemption of man to-day means his release 
to become, not an individual ... but a person, who 
may find rather than lose himself in the interde-
pendence of the community. The content of social 
salvation for the modern man is to discover himself 
as a person, as one who freely chooses interdepen-
dence because his nature is to be made for oth-
ers.... The alternative to the ‘They’ is not the ‘I’ but 
the ‘We’ ...28 

While part of Pope Francis’s decision to forego the lux-
uries of the papal palace arose from his evangelical com-
mitment to poverty, his recent interview offered a further 
insight into the Argentine pontiff that affirms this rela-
tional point. Pope Francis did not so much object to the 
extravagance of the palace but its architectural design. 
“The entrance is really tight,” the pope explained. “People 
can come only in dribs and drabs, and I cannot live with-
out people. I need to live my life with others.”29 For Pope 
Francis, like Francis and Clare who went before him, pov-
erty is explicitly connected to relationship and our ability 
to minister to others in the spirit of Christ.

This might explain why Pope Francis so readily visits 
the poor, comforts the afflicted and picks up the phone to 
offer personal encouragement. He is a man of the people, 
a shepherd of his flock, and modern witness to Jesus, the 
Good Shepherd of us all. In the words of St. Bonaventure, 
he is perfectly suited for this post, “so that through him, 
more by example than by word, God might invite all truly 

28 John A.T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology 
(Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1952), 8.

29 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis”. 
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spiritual men to this kind of passing over.”30 The love of 
Christ is not private property but a communal heritage. 
In this light, God’s love is always manifest in relationship. 
For Pope Francis there is little to be understood of Chris-
tian faith without the corporate experience of the body of 
Christ, the Church:

There is no full identity without belonging to a people. 
No one is saved alone, as an isolated individual, but God 
attracts us looking at the complex web of relationships 
that take place in the human community. God enters into 
this dynamic, this participation in the web of human re-
lationships.31

Franciscan Spirituality: Pioneering New Paths 
for Ministry in the Twenty-first Century

What practical import do these two Franciscan foun-
dations have for the pastoral minister today? While it is 
hard to accuse the vast cadre of pastoral ministers of be-
ing “in it for the money,” renewing our commitment to 
apostolic poverty in light of Francis and Clare may enjoy 
uncommon purchase in today’s cultural economy. True 
poverty allows the spiritual leader to dispense with the 
notion that he or she is the primary protagonist of fruit-
ful ministry. Ever dependent on the provision of God and 
the partnership of others, evangelical poverty empties the 
soul of self-will so as to receive the life-giving sap of un-
merited grace. St. Clare notes, “The kingdom of heaven 
is promised and given by the Lord only to the poor be-
cause she who loves what is temporal loses the fruit of 
love.”32 The fruit of God’s grace is love, the fulfillment and 
consummation of our Christian faith. Poverty’s pursuit 
of God alone is the lifeblood of healthy ministry because 
it sacrifices the uncanny seduction of “success” and ren-

30 Ewert Cousins, trans., Bonaventure (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 
1978), 112-13.

31 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis”.

32 The Lady, 46.
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ders us fully available for God’s often unseen or misun-
derstood purposes.  

St. Francis struggled with this vainglorious tempta-
tion for most of his life, pursuing self-centered victories 
in both his secular and spiritual affairs. Yet through his 
personal encounters with God, Francis was able to em-
brace the truth of his utter dependence on divine mer-
cy and the existential destitution of his life without the 
sustaining goodness of his heavenly Father. Spoto notes, 
“At the deepest core of his being [was] a constant, con-
stantly maturing reliance on the God he experienced as 
unimaginable love and mercy – a God Who asked him to 
collaborate in the healing of the world.”33 Poverty kept 
Francis humble, and it kept God in the driver’s seat of his 
ministry.

Yet evangelical poverty has more global implications 
for the pastoral minister. According to World Bank Devel-
opment Indicators, almost half the world’s inhabitants, 
over three billion people, live on less than $2.50 per day.34 
Over 80% of humanity lives on less than $10 per day.35 
Of such abominations to human dignity, Pope John Paul 
II once asked, “And what should we say of the thousand 
inconsistencies of a globalized world where the weakest, 
the most powerless and the poorest appear to have so 
little hope? It is in this world that Christian hope must 
shine forth!”36 More than ever before, the global Church is 
aware that her message will attract the world’s attention 
not so much in its internal logic and theological consis-
tency but in her valiant witness of liberating action. 

Let me be clear that the pastoral minister should not 
attend to the poor because of the self-reproaching guilt of 

33 Spoto, 83.
34 Anup Shah, “Poverty Facts and Stats,” Global Issues (January 

7, 2013) accessed 9/23/2013 at: http://www.globalissues.org/arti-
cle/26/poverty-facts-and-stats.

35 Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravallion, “The developing world is 
poorer than we thought,” World Bank (August 2008).

36 John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia (Vatican City: Libreria Edi-
trice Vaticana, 2003), §20.  
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a pricked conscience. We, as disciples of Christ, should 
serve in solidarity with the poor because this is the very 
nature of God, because we are filled with the true pres-
ence of God who is already there, because “Christ’s love 
compels us.”37 

As Cuban-born professor of ethics at Hope College, 
Miguel De La Torre asserts:

Christians make an option for the poor, for those 
on the margins, not so much because it is the ‘eth-
ical’ thing to do but because of the need on the 
part of believers to imitate God as fully revealed in 
the life of Jesus Christ.38

Pope Francis’s call for a poor church in service to the 
poor draws widespread appeal because it stands precise-
ly at the intersection of the world’s greatest need and his 
own deepest identity. In this Jesuit pontiff sworn to con-
tinue the legacy of St. Francis, we see the telltale signs of 
God-with-us “who takes on the infirmities of his people, 
walks with them, saves them and makes them one.”39 
Pope Francis is most himself, most radiantly authentic 
as an image-bearer of God, when he denies himself, takes 
up his cross and follows Jesus into the plight of the poor. 
And we are most beautifully ourselves when we follow 
him.

As St. Francis revolutionized evangelization in the 
thirteenth century, challenging the cloistered confines of 
monasticism to engage the people in their own language 
and style, Pope Francis calls the Church of the twen-
ty-first century to depart from the smug dogmatism of 
Counter-Reformation Catholicism to engage the frontiers 
of the postmodern era. “Instead of being just a church 

37 2 Cor 5:14.
38 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins 

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 57.
39 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Compendium of 

the Social Doctrine of the Church (Washington, DC: USCCB, 2004), 87 
(§196).  
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that welcomes and receives by keeping the doors open, 
let us try also to be a church that finds new roads, that 
is able to step outside itself and go to those who do not 
attend Mass, to those who have quit or are indifferent,” 
Pope Francis exhorted.40 The pope is openly critical of a 
pastoral approach that neglects nearness and relation-
ship for the sake of organizational procedures and disci-
plinary actions. “They do not take into account the ‘revo-
lution of tenderness’ brought by the incarnation of the 
Word.”41 For many young people today, the cool institu-
tionalization of the Church is exactly what makes it so 
inhospitable, and they are leaving in droves. According to 
a USCCB report, nearly four times as many adults have 
left the Catholic Church than have entered it.42

What is needed is an evangelical poverty which makes 
us broken vessels carrying the living waters of Jesus 
Christ, a brokenness that places us in solidarity with the 
earth’s largest demographic. What the world is waiting for 
is an incarnate witness of the God who is not afraid to en-
ter into the sultry circumstances of the human condition 
and transform the world in love. This relational nearness, 
revealed in Christ, refocused in St. Francis, and recapitu-
lated in our Holy Father today, underscores the enduring 
legacy of the reluctant saint from Assisi and the eight 
hundred-year tradition that followed. “I beg that we take 
seriously our calling as servants of the holy and faithful 
people of God,” Pope Francis implored, “for this is where 
authority is exercised and demonstrated: in the ability to 
serve.”43 May we respond to that humble calling with the 
kind of poverty, simplicity and compassion that would 

40 Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open to God: The Exclusive In-
terview With Pope Francis”.

41 Pope Francis, “Address to the Coordinating Committee of 
CELAM,” Sumare Study Center, Rio de Janiero, July 18, 2013.

42 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, The Catholic 
Church in the United States at a Glance, 2009, accessed 9/23/2013 
at: http://old.usccb.org/comm/catholic-church-statistics.shtml.

43 Pope Francis, “Address to the Coordinating Committee of 
CELAM”.
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make St. Francis proud.

book revieW

Daniel Horan, O.F.M., The Last Words of Jesus: A 
Meditation on Love and Suffering. Cincinnati, OH: 
Franciscan Media (2013).

Dan Horan brings this Lenten reflection to aid the reader 
in finding modern day significance for the last words of 
Jesus Christ. Originally developed for a Lenten retreat in 
Washington, DC his comments were again delivered in a 
homily given in the sanctuary where Fr. Mychal Judge, 
O.F.M. was laid to rest after the 9/11 attack. In expanding 
this reflection Horan has utilized a number of scriptural 
commentaries with traditional interpretation in addition 
to those expressed by a number of preachers. With his 
own Franciscan insight, the author has rounded out this 
presentation on The Last Words of Jesus to enrich the 
readers’ experience.

The chapters are divided into the seven Words spoken 
by Jesus Christ during his passion. The reader is lead 
to reflect on the past but also to actively consider our 
own lives, the world today and the people we meet daily. 
The question is posed, “Where is God present in our lives 
today?” Can we look at Good Friday with a new set of 
eyes? How might our Franciscan charism speak to us this 
year on Good Friday beginning with the word passion? 
At the end of each chapter the reader is provided an 
opportunity for reflection with questions that lead to an 
original prayer.

The author begins with a reflection titled “Passion, 
Control, and a Franciscan Perspective on the Cross 



The Cord, 64.2 (2014)

194

of Christ.” Passion is explored from two sides: as the 
love a person has for another and also in terms of the 
suffering endured by Christ on the road to Calvary. It is 
the combination of that love and suffering of Christ that 
St. Francis identified in his own life, culminating in the 
miracle of the stigmata. This embrace of the cross by Jesus, 
mirrored in the life of Francis is kenosis, surrendering our 
control in order to be open to the love of God in ourselves 
and others. 

The First Word: Father forgive them, for they know 
not what they do (Luke 23:24). There were two others 
crucified with Christ. One of the criminals understood 
exactly what the significance of Christ’s words meant. 
Just as Jesus asked for forgiveness for others, for whom 
do we ask forgiveness: those we need to forgive or those 
from whom we need forgiveness? Who in our lives do we 
find ourselves ignoring willfully or unintentionally, and 
how can we build positive relationships with those with 
whom we feel rejection or we reject?

The Second Word: Today you will be with me in Paradise 
(Luke 23:43). The one criminal that recognized that he 
was dying next to the Messiah was saved for his faith and 
is remembered for that faith. Perhaps we can recognize 
ourselves in the other criminal who asked Jesus: “If you 
are the Messiah, then save yourself and save me.” What 
do we read between the lines of this passage? Do we act 
out of fear and doubt when we begin to question where 
God is in all this? 

The Third Word: Woman, behold your son (John 19:26) 
is one of the most memorable scenes. If you have seen the 
recent movie “Son of God,” there is a very moving moment 
when Christ meets his mother on the road to Calvary. By 
that time almost everyone has left except for Mary, John 
and Mary of Magdalene. Those last words, Woman, be-
hold your son and, here is your mother, spoken from the 
cross, symbolize the promise of community. The author 
challenges us by asking if we are willing to take the risk 
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daily to trust in God’s presence in the enduring commu-
nity of discipleship guided by Mary’s intercession.

The Fourth Word: My God, why have you forsaken 
me? (Mark 15:34) challenges us to ask what is in a name. 
The author highlights the phrase and asks if it is a cry 
of despair and lament. Does Jesus feel that God has 
abandoned him or is he recalling how God has always 
been faithfully there? How do we understand God’s 
presence in our lives? Do we call out that name of God 
who has faithfully been there for us? It is through the 
incarnation that Jesus shared in the reality of all humans 
to experience suffering. Do we look beyond our suffering 
to see the goodness within ourselves and the goodness of 
the world around us?

The Fifth Word: I thirst (John 19:28), is a very 
reflective part of our Lenten journeys. What do we thirst 
for during Lent? What do we strive for in our relationship 
with God? Horan gives a totally different scenario to this 
phrase by sharing his experience in Bolivia, one of the 
poorest countries in South America where clean water for 
drinking, cooking, washing is scarce. One day a woman 
in a village asked a friar returning from the United States 
if it is true that Americans flush clean water down their 
toilets. This gives the phrase I thirst a different perspective 
in this day and age as to how do we care for each other in 
need of basic daily necessities and our environment.

The Sixth Word: It is finished (John 19:30) is one of 
the most solemn moments in our Good Friday services. 
The author presents to the reader the symbolism of 
beginnings and endings. For Jesus it was the end of one 
journey but a beginning of Christianity. Horan notes that 
Francis lived every day as a proclamation of “It is finished; 
it is fulfilled.” One of the reflection questions asks if we 
are full of hope and expectations and how God is calling 
us to continue to build up the “Kindom” of God today.

The Seventh Word: Father, into your hands I commend 
my spirit (Luke 23:46), is literally the darkest moment of 
that Good Friday with the sky overcast. The author has 
always preferred Luke’s account of this part of scripture. 
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Luke’s version brings out more the significance of the 
“table of fellowship.” The symbolism of the cross at that 
point and time is the challenge of today to be the voice 
for the voiceless. Jesus’ crying out, not screaming, is of a 
tender, gentle feeling of the relationship with God as one. 
This intimacy with Jesus saying, “Father” is the bond of 
trust that has always been there and now is expressed in 
a spirit of caring. This is what Francis lived and identified 
with daily, I commend my spirit, into the hands of the 
Father. How do we like Francis commend our spirit, our 
entire self, body and soul to follow the humility of Christ 
through our own humility in the Franciscan Spirit?

Horan ends this manuscript with the same words from 
the Gospel of Luke. Jesus’ first word at the beginning of his 
ministry was, “Father.” It is also the intimate word Jesus 
spoke with his last breath. It is a reminder to us that the 
passion is one of love and one of suffering. The author 
quotes the late Franciscan scholar, Zachary Hayes, who 
stated it so clearly, “We become like what we love.” This is 
the heart and soul of the last words of Jesus. Francis was 
transformed by embracing a life in unison with the love 
and suffering of Jesus the Christ. Can we be transformed 
to be followers of Jesus the Anointed One in our lifetime 
by embracing the suffering in our world?

Paula J. Scraba, O.S.F., Ph.D.
St. Bonaventure University
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Lady CLare 

Clare … the firstborn of the Poorest Ladies 
Inspired to a noble call
As Francis preached with great appeal
The soul of Clare grew in virtue strong
The vision to “Rebuild my Church”
Resounded like a fine duet
As Francis and Clare’s hearts united
Dreaming a dream unheard of then
With Christ, the Light, the Sun Eternal 
Designed a path of poverty and strict observance 
To become the Blessed Francis’s Rule of Life
And Clare, his Sister, in this dream 
Calmed the world of greed and strife
And turned the world of chaos upside down
Following her Christ gazing in contemplation 
She spurned the flesh and worldly pleasure 
And walked the way that Francis did
Renewed in virtue, zeal and grace
Her Christ, so poor beyond compare 
Yet portraying Christ, the gentle Master
Resounded in this virgin’s song of praise
And many heard this joyful chorus
Responding with a love unfolding
To the newness of this life-style different 
From the ones Assisi knew
A city small, so unknown then
Became a beacon calling women
To be rich in heaven’s kind regard –
A faithful life … a sure reward
So new bathed in splendor bright, Clare lives
A light brilliant for a troubled world
Whose values cause the soul to die
To words of Christ, Her God most High
She dedicated life and all for Him 

Sister Benedicta Dega, F.S.S.J.
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sT. Clare’s Well

By the stone well where you dropped
Buckets of longing deep down

And water was springs of Him
Who promised kisses of life,

I sit thirsting in the sun
Where azaleas close the mouth

You would drink from happily:
Water to lips to full buds

Blooming where Jesus once filled
What blossoms now remember.

How silent their round vowels.

sainT franCis and The bird

Late hours and long as if
staying awake’s staving off

what? Death is too direct for
the inexpressible fear of

not being who he is now 
that the body’s stopped counting

hours, the heartbeat slower
steady as the graph’s flat line

Oh, heart, the hours linger …
He tries to remember how

Saint Francis died like a bird
wings singing from his body

his words muffled on the ground
blind eyes bright as what he sees 

Murray Bodo, O.F.M.
Pleasant St. Friary, Cincinnati, OH
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Clare’s Treasure

 1
Not a hair fell to the dirt floor, 
all were caught in the hands of the brothers. 
Only Francis, who held its length 
within one hand and cut with his other, 
could not grasp a strand, 
and he ached, as with the emptiness 
of a Lenten fast.  

The sound of dull shears 
tore through him, as if he were cheap cloth 
beside a costly bolt of silk
his father had brought home to wrap him 
within its length, as if he were a king. 
How Francis would lift its sweetness to his face
to know the strangeness of a distant place!

But Clare’s sweetness of unshorn hair 
was different:  Its scent was of rain water 
runnelling down eave spouts of all the tiled rooftops 
of Assisi. And Francis wanted to reach 
out with both hands to cup within them its purity,
to wash his face from all past wantonness.

2
In their simple act, 
each brother had become sister or mother, 
their hands maternal with care 
as they took Clare’s fullness of intention, 
piled within their redeemed roughness,
at once heavier than anything they’d held,
yet lighter than any emptiness they’d known.
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All this Francis saw as they took Clare’s treasure--
as he himself would a taper’s flame-- 
out into the courtyard and surrendered it to a wind 
that came up out of the holy stillness 
of moments before--the sky cloudless, the moon 
stopped like a chapel bell over San Damiano.

With morning, swooping swallows
would find it, line their nests with its magnificence 

 

The eMbraCe 

It embarrasses me to think of it.

Not that embrace of Francis
when he got off his wild-in-the-eye horse
to embrace the leper and kiss.

Poor Francis,
drawn in by what repelled.

But that leper’s embrace of Francis!–
that the embrace of God.

sTones of The CoasT of anCona

When Brother Leo heard Francis
speak of turning from love of parent,
as if it were away from all of Italy,
he heard his voice breaking like waves
that sought the stone-hoarding shore.
But Leo didn’t ask how the love of God
could replace a mother’s love or motherland.  
Instead he picked up a stone his eyes 
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sorted out, braced it along middle finger 
and thumb of his Tuscan-tanned hand 
and skipped it three times across the sea 
in its little doxology of praise.

And then it was that Francis
picked up a flatter, whiter stone at random
from among its unsortable number, 
and with a motion of shoulder, elbow 
and wrist, as if he were signing the Adriatic—
horizon to horizon line—in a blessing of all  
creatures, reappearing stars and storms to come, 
sent that stone leaping like a green seahorse,
not three, but four ... five and a hundred times
beyond the foam of the furthest wave.
When all words fail, Francis might have said, 
speak the homiletics of stones.

MediTaTion on a MonasTery’s Chapel bells

Through one of the four rectangular windows,
set into the nave of the octagonal oratory, 
the mouth of the lower chapel bell is dusk-dark, 
like a burnt-black bottom of an old coffee pot 
or double-boiler, left too long on a hot stove. 
The perfectly curved rim of the heavy bell shadows—
like the face of a Friar beneath his raised cowl—
the bell’s long clapper, its time-telling tongue. 
The inner depth and width of it 
is as impenetrable as the thoughts of the one 
or two sisters, kneeling or seated, keeping watch
toward the close of an hour, the others at work.

Ten slat-backed chairs bend sacred space 
into a horseshoe shape; at its center; a candle,
on a glass-topped table before a wooden pyx, 
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begins to flicker the last of the adoration hour out.
Sandaled or in stocking feet, other sisters enter 
to kneel, sit in chairs, on one of three benches 
or on zabutan or zafu pillows on carpeted floor. 
In their readiness, like a kettle about to boil, 
chapel bells have called them, each separately,
to come to Christ present in holy stillness. 
To wait until the tongues of the bells lashed loud  
would be to have waited too long to set aside 
the work of a day and walk lightly through hallway. 

They know the bell-less hours as well as the sundial 
knows length of shadows in the monastery garden;
know the call to prayer as well as sandaled fall 
of each sister’s step or clearing of winter-dry throat.
They know it’s time before the chapel bells know 
it is time for the old wood of psalms to be set afire.
The closing prayer of the adoration hour is recited;
the abbess comes forward, removes the Host 
from the pyx and processes out into the chapel dark. 
We follow in the lowering flames of evening light,
and when the heavy bells ring out, they hardly move.

danCing franCis

When Francis opened his hands,
night birds flew off 
with the flesh of his palms 
and left nests of blood pooled
where the night birds slept.
From his side,
their offspring opened its mouth, 
cried out to be fed,
and Francis brought his pierced hand
to his side to let the fledgling feast.
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If Francis could have, he would have 
flown off after the night birds,
their lancing flight like two flat stones 
cast into cresting waves of cloud;
but both of his feet were tethered--
rooted where they had tunneled down,
had found the hidden water of prayer.
He had meditated throughout that night, 
as he had the nights before, 
had stood at cliff’s edge beyond the hallow 
of the cave, like a stunted cedar, 
angled out beyond its ledge, 
had uplifted his hands in holy oblation,
like twigs, bent reeds and withered grass.

And then the night birds had come 
to them, nested within them, and had fed.
And their fledgling had hatched 
and peeped its small-voiced psalm
to the world--its red-throated prayer at birth.
And the night birds returned and returned, 
unlike Noah’s raven, to the ark of calm
that Francis was, then flew off, 
like lancing stones, with psalms of his flesh 
toward stars over La Verna and beyond.
And the fledgling opened wide its mouth, 
an empty purse for a dropped coin 
of kindness from Francis–poor beggar,
impoverished beggar that he was.  
And at times the pierced feet of Frances 
would dance in holy misery
as though it were a measured waltz. 

Chet Corey
Bloomington, MN
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Franciscan Studies 
From Your Home 

	  
	  
	  

INSTITUTE FOR 
CONTEMPORARY 
FRANCISCAN LIFE 

	  
	  

Learn about the heritage of 
Saint Francis of Assisi 

	  
	  

The Institute for Contemporary Franciscan Life (ICFL) 
offers a certificate program through distance education 

on Catholic Franciscan values and 
their influence on contemporary society. 

	  
Available courses are: 

	  
FRANCISCAN GOSPEL LIVING IN 

THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD 
	  

THE FRANCISCANS: 
A FAMILY HISTORY 

	  

FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY 
	  

CLARE OF ASSISI: HER 
LIFE AND WRITINGS 

FRANCISCAN PRAYER 

FRANCISCAN SERVANT LEADERSHIP 

ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI, 
AN INTRODUCTION 

THE RULE OF THE SECULAR 
FRANCISCAN ORDER 

HEALTH CARE IN THE FRANCISCAN 
TRADITION 

	  
	  
	  

To learn more contact us at: (814) 472-3219 
ICFL@francis.edu 

PO Box 600, Loretto, PA 15940 
www.francis.edu/ICFLHome.htm 
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franCisCan life reTreaT

July 6-11, 2014
presenTers:

andré Cirino, o.f.M. and

ann breMMer, o.s.f.

MT. alvernia reTreaT CenTer

158 delavergne ave.
p.o. boX 858

Wappingers falls, ny 12590
privaTe bedrooM and full baTh 

air CondiTioned 
845-297-5706 eXT. 112

  FRANCISCAN SISTERS OF THE SACRED HEART

We invite you to share in the peace and spirituality of St. Francis Woods:  
*50 acres of wooded land bordered by Hickory Creek,   

*Outdoor labyrinth   *5 hermitages for private retreats  
*50 bed retreat house  *Spiritual direction   *Massage therapy

Portiuncula Center for Prayer
St. Francis Woods

www.portforprayer.org
815.464.3880    info@portforprayer.org

9263 W. St. Francis Road
Frankfort, IL   60423

See next page for details of retreats.
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June 25-29, 2014 –WOMEN’S SUMMER RETREAT (Can be extended)

 “Making Connections … Restoring Balance” ($350)
  “There is a Spirit working in us that can do infinitely more than we can 

ask  or even imagine!” (Eph. 3)
 Engaging body, mind, and spirit, we will tap into the wisdom of a variety of 
spiritual paths that can help us find a balance and lead more centered lives.  
Morning presentations will invite you to grow, to stretch, and to imagine 
new ways of healing divisions within and around us. While the afternoons 
will offer you personal time to let your own creative spirit lead the way.  
Presenters: Mary Ruth Broz, RSM; Norma Janssen, OSF, Joseph Kilikevice    

    

Drawing upon the wisdom and inspiration of the Franciscan Tradition, this                          
retreat will offer you the opportunity to discover fresh ways of incarnating 
a Franciscan presence in your personal relationships and the world in which 
we live. You will become aware of contemporary Franciscan strategies for 
compassionate transformation, be invited to contemplatively hold both the 
grace and shadow of your interactions with others, and be encouraged to re-
imagine how you are being called to make a difference from the inside out!    
Presenter: Gabriele Uhlein, OSF

  July 23-27-- SILENT DIRECTED RETREAT (Can be extended)

  “Just to be is a blessing...Just to live is holy!”  ($350)
 Give yourself the gift of time! Sit under a tree, stare out the window, walk 
the labyrinth, journal in the gazebo, wander down to Hickory Creek, become 
acquainted with the cosmic walk, find a bench in the shade! It’s up to you! 
This Retreat promises an environment that fosters silence, solitude, prayer, 
rest, and renewal as you find yourself surrounded by the beauty of St. Fran-
cis Woods. Each day you will have the opportunity to meet with a trained 
spiritual director and participate in Liturgy if you wish.  
Spiritual Directors:  Mary Ruth Broz, RSM, Father Terry Johnson, and Sue 
Carter

July 11-18, 2014—

FRANCISCAN RETREAT 

“Franciscan Presence for a World in Shift”   
($510)
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July 7 - 11, 2014
Leading in the 21st Century:

Making Better Social Worlds
 - Lessons from Francis and Clare of Assisi - 

Complex and Changing times call for new ways of leading.  
Developing a traditional set of leadership skills is no longer 
sufficient.  Leadership is a process that requires a thorough 
knoledge of self, a deep umderstanding of context, and a vi-
sion of what can be.  Ironically, two saints from the Middle 
Ages have some good advice for leaders today.  Francis anc 
Clare of Assisi lived in troubled times.  Like many systems 
today, the Catholic Church was a bit broken, and both Fran-
cis and Clare wanted to create new, less broken systems, 
while operating within the context of the Christian vision.  
Neither ever critisized the Church, they simply did some-
thing different.  An in-depth analysis of their lives provides 
context for five tenents of integral leadership that can be im-
plemented today.  Francis and Clare wanted to lead like Jesus, 
and their ideas are translatable amd imminently applicable 
to mission-driven organizations.  This seminar will involve 
breaking open participants’ personal notions of leadership, 
and exploring leadership as spiritual practice for envisioning 

and creating better social worlds.  

Seminar Facilitator:  Dr. Pauline J. Albert

Who Should Attend:
•	 Executive Team and Board Members 

of Franciscan Sponsored Institutions 
(Service Organizations, Health Care, 
Education);

•	 Non-profit Executive Team and Board Members who aspire 
to a Franciscan-Servant Leadership Model;

•	 Loval Leardership Team Memvbers in Franciscan Affiliated 
Ministries; and

•	 Franciscan (Lay and REligious) in a variety of Leadership 
Roales in REligious or Lay communities, Church Ministry

For more information:
www.sbu.edu/leadingfi14

leadingfi14@sbu.edu
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Franciscan Life Center
Retreat

July 25 (7 p.m.) – July 31 (noon), 2014
Sister Rose Mary Eve Holter OSF

As our lives accumulate wisdom and age we have a rich opportunity to 
create a new way of being and praying our lives as faithful Franciscans, 
moving from a spirituality of doing to a spirituality of being.  Through 
story, music, prayer and reflection, we will explore our Good God’s 
invitation to enter the beauty and goodness of the Sacred Ordinary of 
our wisdom years!   Come and reflect on this sacred time touched by 
Extravagant Love in the laughter and tears, the aches and pains, the joys 
and surprises of embracing the “fall” of our Franciscan lives!

Rose Mary Eve Holter, OSF, a Sister of St. Francis of Philadelphia, is a storyteller, musician, 
and retreat director, and enjoys teaching the Dances of Universal Peace.  She has master 
degrees in spirituality and education and has been creating retreats for adults and youth 
since 1980.  Many of the stories used in her retreats come from her book:  Dancing in the 
Crack:  Stories of Inner Healing.

Retreat Fee: $400 (commuter rate: $150) Register by June 25, 2014 with 
a $50 non-refundable deposit.

For more information or to register, contact:
Franciscan Life Center 
116 8th Avenue SE, Little Falls, MN 56345  
320-632-0668 • franciscanlife@fslf.org • www.fslf.org

Franciscans Contemplating 
Continual Conversion in  

the Fall of Life
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The Franciscan Moral 
Vision:  Responding to 
God’s Love
edited by Thomas Nairn
$39.95

Studies in Early Francis-
can Sources - Volume 4
The Rules of Isabelle of 
France
by Sean Field

$19.95 Paperback
$24.95 Hardcover

Beyond the Text:  Fran-
ciscan Art and the Con-
struction of Religion
edited by Xaver Seubert, 
OFM and Oleg Bychkov, 
PhD
$65.00

Peter of John Olivi’s 
Commentary on the Acts 
of the Apostles - Thirty 
Days of Reflection and 
Prayer
by Robert J. Karris
$12.95 

Early Commentaries on 
the Rule of the Friars 
Minor - Volume I
edited by David Flood, 
OFM

S49.95

Commentary on the 
Sentences:  The Philoso-
phy of God
translation, introduction 
and notes by R.E. Houser 
and Timothy B. Noone

$49.95

Franciscan Institute Publications
fip@sbu.edu • www.franciscanpublications.com

New Titles Now Available
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on The franCisCan CirCuiT

franCisCan federaTion
2014 Annual Conference Westport Sheraton Chalet
St. Louis, MO                               July 18-21, 2014
Theme:  Cultivating Kindom Power

Presenters: Margie Will OSF
                  Michael Crosby OFM Cap

For a brochure, schedule and registration for AFC 
2014, click on the Annual Conference tab on the Federa-
tion website: right click www.franfed.org 

JpiC – huMan TraffiCking

Workshop on Human Trafficking 
and Environmental Refugees

Pre-AFC Meeting
Friday, July 18                 2:45 p.m. to 3:45 p.m.

Think Superstorm Sandy, Hurricane Katrina, Ty-
phoon Haiyan, Japan’s Earthquake and Tsunami! Hu-
man Trafficking SURGES with Environmental Disasters!

The JPIC Committee is planning a fantastic workshop 
on Human Trafficking and Environmental Refugees. This 
workshop will be well worth the time for anyone inter-
ested in the human trafficking of our sisters and broth-
ers. When making your travel arrangements for the AFC, 
please consider attending this workshop.

Our Main Guest Speaker will be Amanda Colegrove, 
Rescue and Restore Coalition Organizer for Catholic 
Charities in St. Louis. Amanda is a recent graduate of the 
University of Missouri in Columbia, where she earned a 
Master’s in geography. She has researched human traf-
ficking from various angles, both national and interna-
tional, and has presented her research at regional and na-
tional conferences, as well as to local community groups 


