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David B. Couturier, OFM, Cap., is the Editor-in-Chief of Franciscan Connections. He is the Exec-
utive Director of the Franciscan Institute and Associate Professor of Theology/Franciscan Studies 
at St. Bonaventure University.

From the Editor-in-Chief

Under every Christmas tree is a collection of gift boxes, some of which are large and some of which 
are small. Some presents are taller than the children who receive them and others fit snugly into 
the palm of the smallest hand. Christmas gifts bring joy in whatever size they come, as long as they 
come from the heart.

We have a great collection of literary gifts for you in this issue, every one of them is dedicated to a 
reflection on a Franciscan theme, each also has a distinct style and unique message of hope and mutuality.
Prof. Godet-Calogeras starts us with a mystery – how do we make sense of the “disappearance” of St. Clare and 
her sisters in the various later lives of St. Francis. What meaning can we glean from these literary tricks?
Kevin Elphick speaks of the wounded love of St. Macrina, sister of Sts. Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa. He 
finds theological connections between her experience of the stigmata and that of Francis. 
 Mary Maynard weaves an intriguing and moving tale about a bird who oversees and imitates the traumas 
of a modern nursing home. The author skillfully draws us into a spirituality of nursing home care, at a time when 
cuts to Medicare and Medicaid threaten an already overburdened system.
 The Capuchin, Kyrian Godwin, sets a sumptuous table of Franciscan theological thought on the existence 
of the Trinity. Readers have come to expect dense thinking and deep meditations from this student of Bonaven-
ture. This is a piece for a long winter’s eve by the fireside.
 Jeff Sved takes us through a Bolivian Christmas as he spends time in one of the roughest and poorest 
prisons in South America, sharing a meal and a holy night with one of God’s most vulnerable children.
 Jeff Papia takes us to the place where St. Francis brought Bethlehem to life, in the little town of Greccio. 
He shows us how his encounter with that place re-invigorated his experience as a mission officer at a Franciscan 
college.
 We wrap up this eclectic issue with an exploration of Francis’ economic spirituality – from an economy 
of extraction to an economy of inclusion. No need to unwrap these gifts all at once. You have several months of 
winter nights by a blazing fire to lounge in the great love God has for you at this sacred time of the year. May it 
bring all of you great peace and joy.

PS. We thank Fr. Pat McCloskey OFM for his skillful work on our regular feature, Franciscan Roundtable. He 
ends his service as the editor of this work with this issue. He has our thanks and prayers for providing this great 
ministry.
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Christmas Eve brings me back to some of 
my favorite memories of Bolivia. As a lay 
missioner with Franciscan Mission Ser-
vice, I spent four years in and out of the 
prison system in Cochabamba, Bolivia as 

a volunteer with the Franciscan oficina nacional de jus-
ticia paz e integridad de creacion and La Pastoral Pen-
itenciaria within the arquidioceses de Cochabamba. In 
many parts of South America, and particularly in the 
altiplano of Bolivia the holiday focus is less on presents 
and Christmas itself and instead on La Noche Buena – 
Christmas Eve. 

 The day is passed in anticipation with fami-
ly and friends, awaiting the celebration of God made 
flesh, incarnate among us. That anticipation, that wait-
ing, had an extra layer of excitement – it was one of the 
only days during the year with extended visiting hours 
in the prison. 
 That meant that long after Msgr. Tito Solaris 
had celebrated Christmas Eve mass and was off to the 
next parish, I was still welcome among friends who had 
become like family. 
 I had first entered El Recinto Penitenciario San 
Antonio expecting many similarities to prisons I had 
experienced in the US. Even after four years, the differ-
ences continued to surprise me. Prisons were construct-
ed as mini-towns of 400 – 800 people within an outer 
structure of four walls. Guards governed what entered 
and exited from the prison, but everything inside was 
self-regulated and self-governed by the system of offi-
cials elected each year to lead their peers. 
 The entire economy of the prisons was based 
on family connections and work. The highest earnings 
went to those who owned the restaurants, though that 
was based on having a family member who visited daily 
with necessary purchases from the local market. Those 
who were incarcerated far from families or had been 
alienated from family and friends due to the nature of 
the accusations against them struggled to make ends 
meet economically, and were also without the basic re-
lational component of social interaction. 
 Most days I spent working alongside the men 
whose family were distant physically or emotionally 
from them, becoming like a family member as we spent 

more and more time together. Never was this more ap-
parent than passing La Noche Buena together. On a 
typical day, the end of visiting hours at 6pm was the 
great equalizer that brought with it a loneliness to all 
but a select few whose wives and children lived with 
them inside the prison. Christmas Eve was different 
though, as visiting hours extended well into the early 
hours of Christmas day. 
That loneliness was part of the reality for me as well, 
distant from family and friends, living in a new country 
and a new culture. On La Noche Buena, more so than 
any other day or night, it was clear that we had become 
family to each other. 
 We celebrated Christmas Eve mass together, 
then continued to celebrate the Incarnation as we bore 
witness to the love of God made flesh, dwelling among 
us. How beautiful to not only celebrate that in mass but 
to live that mystery for each other. In a shared buñue-
lo or laughter watching an episode of El Chavo, the 
mystery of love incarnate took on flesh and was made 
apparent among us. 

A Bolivian Christmas
By Jeff Sved

Jeff Sved is a returned lay missioner with 
Franciscan Mission Service. After four 
years serving in Cochabamba, Bolivia, Jeff is 
now the director of the Franciscan Center 
for Social Concern at St. Bonaventure 
University. He spent most of his time 
in Bolivia in the Cochabamba prisons, 
working alongside incarcerated carpenters, 
leather-workers, and artisans. Favorite 
memories from Cochabamba include good 
food with good people, sharing stories, and 

the pilgrimages during celebrations.Prior to FMS, Jeff served with 
Franciscan Volunteer Ministry and a Villanova University graduate 
with a B.S. in Chemical Engineering. 
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International News

All groups within the Franciscan family have been active in 
helping people rebuild their lives after the devastation caused 
in the U.S. and especially in the Caribbean by Hurricanes 
Harvey, Irma, and Maria. 

The 800th anniversary of the arrival of the Friars Minor in 
the Holy Land was celebrated with a conference last Octo-
ber at St. Saviour Monastery in Jerusalem. The friars landed 
in Acre on June 11, 2117.

In connection with this event, the Order’s first mission out-
side Europe, Pope Francis sent a letter dated October 17 to 
Custos Francesco Patton. The pope praised the friars’ Chris-
tian witness, their promotion of Scripture studies, and their 
hospitality toward pilgrims, always in support of the local 
Church.

The OFS general chapter was celebrated at Rome’s Seraphi-
cum in early November. Delegates voted to set up permanent 
offices for formation, communications, and Justice, Peace, 
and the Integrity of Creation to improve the functioning of 
these areas and decentralize the management of the OFS 
presidency.

The Secular Franciscan chapter also voted to establish na-
tional registers of local fraternities. Delegates were up-
dated on the causes of two OFS martyrs: Lucien Botovasoa 
(Madagascar) and Franz Jägerstätter (Austria). Causes have 
also been initiated for Augusto Natali (Italy), Manuela Mat-
tioli (Venezuela) and Manuela de Nunzio (Italy); the last 
two were recent general ministers of the OFS. Cardinal Pi-
etro Parolin, Secretary of State, celebrated the opening Mass.

The council of the International Franciscan Conference 
sent an October 4 letter to its TOR congregations, encour-
aging all members to follow the examples of Francis of Assisi 
and Pope Francis in their peacemaking efforts.

The 100th anniversary of St. Maximilian Kolbe’s founding 
of the Militia of the Immaculate was celebrated over several 
days in Rome last October with a pilgrimage to places where 
Kolbe lived, a concert of songs inspired by Kolbe, and an 
audience with Pope Francis.

Ministers General of the First Order and the Third Order 
Regular are moving ahead with establishing a Franciscan 
University in Rome. 

The OFM fraternity at Emmaus al-Qubeibeh outside Jeru-
salem  officially became last September an interobediential 
community (two OFMs and two Conventuals) for friars 
who wish to spend longer periods of reflection or ongoing 
formation there.

The OFM Canadian provinces of Christ the King and St. 
Joseph will become a single province in October 2018.

Father Giulio Cesareo, OFM Conv. is the new executive edi-
tor of the Libreria Editrice Vaticana. He began this work by 
participating in the LEV booth at the Frankfurt Book Fair. 
The 39-year-old has a doctorate in moral theology and has 
taught that subject at the Seraphicum in Rome for several 
years. 

The general councils of the TOR and the First Order made 
a retreat at La Verna last October. 

Three OFMs and 27 lay companions were canonized in 
Rome last October as Brazil’s proto-martyrs. At the same 
Mass, three Mexican young men were canonized as Mexi-
co’s proto-martyrs.

Pope Francis has instructed the Congregation for the Causes 
of the Saints to issue a decree recognizing the martyrdom 
in 1981 in Guatemala of Tullio Manuzzo, OFM and Luigi 
Obdulio Arroyo Navarro, a Secular Franciscan.

The Congregation has also recognized the heroic virtues 
of Serafino Kaszuba, OFM Cap (d. 1977 in Lviv), Maria 
Lorenza Requenses in Longo (foundress of Capuchin Poor 
Clares, d. 1539 in Naples) and Francesca of the Holy Spirit 
(founded a Third Order institute, d. 1882 in Saint-Chinian), 
Gregorio Fioravanti (d. 1894 in Gemona), and Macrelliono 
da Capradosso, OFM Cap (d. 1909 in Fermo).

Key websites
www.ciofs.org 
www.ifc-tor.org
www.ofm.org
www.ofmconv.net
www.ofmcap.org
www.francescanitor.org
www.fiop.org
www.sanfrancesco.org

Franciscan
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National News

Father Solanus Casey, OFM Cap. was beatified on Novem-
ber 18 before 68,000 people at Detroit’s Ford Field. He served 
as porter at three friaries in New York, one in Indiana but for 
20 years was porter at St. Bonaventure Monastery in De-
troit. Though he did not hear confessions or preach doctrinal 
sermons, he was widely known and revered. His advice and 
prayers were requested by many people. A special place was 
reserved for poor and sick people at the beatification Mass.

Kathy Warren, OSF and Michael Calabria, OFM will be 
keynote speakers for the Franciscan Federation’s annual 
conference ( June 11-14 in Buffalo). They will address the en-
counter between St. Francis and Sultan Malik Al Kamil. A 
movie about that encounter aired nationally in late December. 
Kathy and Michael have been very active in Catholic/Muslim 
dialogues.

The Federation is reaching out to associates of member con-
gregations and has also created a new associate member cat-
egory. These can be ministries sponsored by member congre-
gations or members of other parts of the Franciscan family 
(provinces, local communities, OFS fraternities, federation of 
or local monasteries of Poor Clares, or individuals for whom 
Franciscan values are very important.

Doctor Miguel Martinez-Saenz is the 19th president of St. 
Francis College, sponsored by the Franciscan Brothers of 
Brooklyn. He previously served as professor and an adminis-
trator at Wittenberg University and as provost and vice presi-
dent at Otterbein University—both in Ohio.

Over 100 Observant, Conventual, and Capuchin friars par-
ticipated in the Ite Vos conference last November at Catholic 
Theological Union to observe the 500th anniversary of the 
separation of the Conventuals and Observants and to discuss 
common First Order initiatives in the United States.

Twenty friars in formation ministry for the Conventual Fran-
ciscan Federation met in Marytown, Illinois last October to 
prepare formation matters for the Conventuals’ 2019 general 
chapter. The CFF has two postulancy houses, a single novi-
tiate, and two post-novitiate houses.

In 1961 in Cincinnati, a new building was dedicated as the 
home of St. Anthony Messenger and several offices of the 
OFM Province of St. John the Baptist. That building has now 
been extensively renovated to house seven non-profits: St. 

Francis Seraph Ministries (including St. Teresa of Calcut-
ta Dining Room and a family cooking program, a center to 
teach women to make jewelrt and clothing, and a bag lunch 
program), Mary Magdalene House (varied services for the 
homeless), Haircuts from the Heart (free to homeless peo-
ple), Respite Care (transitional housing for homeless people 
discharged from local hospitals), Sweet Cheeks (repackaging 
diapers for distribution through communities center), a minis-
try from nearby Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, and Tri-
health (a nursing service).t

Each non-profit has its own board of directors and has signed 
a five-year lease for its space. Christine Schuerman, executive 
director of St. Francis Seraph Ministries, coordinated this ini-
tiative with then-Provincial Vicar Frank Jasper.

St. Anthony Messenger and its parent company, Franciscan 
Media, moved into a new attached building in 2000, leaving 
space for the offices of the non-profit entities. Most of the 
provincial offices have moved across the street into St. Francis 
Friary.

Key websites
www.poorclaresosc.org
www.poorclares.org
www.franfed.org
www.USFranciscans.org
www.franciscancollegesuniversities.org
www.FranciscanHealth.org 
www.RuahMedia.org
www.franciscanpilgrimages.com

Pat McCloskey, OFM, the author 
of Peace and Good: Through the Year  
with Francis of Assisi (Franciscan Media).  
Send news items for this column to  
pmccloskey@FranciscanMedia.org. He 
serves as Franciscan Editor of St. Anthony 
Messenger and writes its “Dear Reader;” and 
“Ask a Franciscan” columns. He also edits 
Weekday Homily Helps.

roundtable
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Until recently, many thought that the hunt 
for new Franciscan early documents was 
over. It was not. The discovery of the Vita 
beati patris nostri Francisci or Vita brevior 
reopened questions regarding the early 

biographies of Francis of Assisi and the historical con-
texts.

 First, the Vita beati patris nostri Francisci is 
introduced by a short letter from Brother Thomas of 
Celano to Brother Elias, general minister of the Lesser 
Brothers:

To the venerable and reverend father, Brother 
Elias, minister general of the minor brothers. The 
life of our most glorious father Francis, which Pope 
Gregory commanded, but you, father, thorough-
ly informed, I already composed some time ago in 
a longer work that some criticized, perhaps with 
good reason, because of its length. As you prescribed, 
I have now drawn together, in a shorter work, an 
expedient summary, and, while there are many 
omissions, I have striven to write with succinct 
and competent words. Granted, some might have 
wished that perhaps something different be said in-
stead of what is said; nevertheless, your judgment 
alone must be prudently followed in these matters. 
It is to you, more than others, that the saint of God 
himself opened his soul and more freely entrusted 
what needed to be done. May it therefore please you, 
venerable father, in accord with the wisdom given 
to you, to cut and prune from this work those things 

1  J. Dalarun, The Rediscovered Life of St. Francis of Assisi by Thomas of Celano, translated by T.J. Johnson (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan In-
stitute Publications, 2016), 1. Latin text in J. Dalarun, “Thome Celanensis vita beati patris nostri Francisci (Vita brevior),” Analecta Bollandiana 133 
(2015): 23-86. Vita brevior 1:  Venerabili et reverendo patri fratri Helie, minorum fratrum generali ministro. Gloriosissimi patris nostri Francisci vitam quam, 
domino papa Gregorio iubente, sed te, pater, edocente, aliquantisper olim opere pleniori digessi, propter eos qui de verborum multitudine forte merito causabantur, 
te precipiente, nunc opusculo breviori perstrincxi et summa dumtaxat et expedientia queque, pluribus obmissis, sermone succincto et compendiose scribere procuravi. 
Nam, licet aliqui quedam fortasse vellent dici aliter quam dicuntur, tuum tamen iudicium solum in hiis tutius est sequendum, cui sanctus Dei plus ceteris animum 
suum aperuit et que agenda erant liberius ipse commisit. Placeat igitur, venerande pater, secundum sapientiam tibi datam ex hoc opere succidere et amputare que 
inpediunt. Placeat in eo colere ac servare que prosunt. Percipiet, ut spero, supplex obedientia in prolixitate et brevitate fructum sue devotionis, cum, hystorie fidem 
tenoremque secuta, teneat ubique lineam veritatis.

2  Marco Guida, “La pericope clariano-damianita di Vita beati Francisci VIII, 18-20: un’aggiunta all’opera di Tommaso da Celano?,” Collec-
tanea Franciscana 77 (2007): 5-26 (21). Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, cod. lat. 3817, f. xx: Apud Perusium felix dominus Papa Gregorius nonus, IIogloriosi 
pontificatus sui anno, quinto kalendis Marcii, Legendam hanc recepit, confirmavit, et censuit fore tenendam. Gratias omnipotenti Deo et Salvatori nostro super 
omnia dona sua nunc et per omne sæculum. Amen. Cf. Analecta Franciscana X (Quaracchi, 1926-1941), 115.

that are obstructions. May it please you to cultivate 
and preserve those things that are beneficial. May 
suppliant obedience in both breadth and brevity se-
cure, as I hope, the fruit of its devotion, since having 
followed the belief and tenor of history, it holds ev-
erywhere to the line of truth.1 

 Putting together what we already know from 
other sources and the information provided by that 
letter, we are getting a clearer idea of what happened 
after Francis died in 1226. In July 1228, Pope Gregory 
IX (previously Cardinal Hugo or Hugolino) canonized 
Francis and ordered Thomas to write the official Vita 
legenda for the new saint. At that time, Elias was not 
general minister (Giovanni Parenti was), but had been 
charged by Gregory to build the new basilica for the 
final tomb of Francis. However, Thomas acknowledges 
that he received guidance from Elias while writing his 
official Vita beati Francisci. But we also know, according 
to a manuscript copy from the National Library in Par-
is, that Gregory IX checked it and approved it on Feb. 
25, 1229.2 In 1232, Elias, who had previously served as 
the general minister chosen by Francis, was now elected 
general minister. In that position, he charged Thomas 
to write a shorter version of his life of Francis, and here 
comes our Vita brevior, a little more than half the size of 
the first life. An interesting document because, while the 
1229 Vita had been ordered by the pope with the scope 
of edifying the universal church, this Vita brevior is an 
initiative of the general minister and has the Franciscan 
family as audience. No doubt there will be research in 
the years to come to study what has been dropped from 

Thomas of Celano 1.5
Where have Clare and the Sisters gone?

By Jean-François Godet-Calogeras
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the first life, but also what is new in the shorter version. 
There is much more than a count of words.
 This essay wants to focus on the treatment of 
Clare and her sisters, the community of San Damiano, 
by Thomas of Celano in his Vita brevior, and what it 
tells us of the historical context of the time.
 We remember that in the Vita beati Francisci, 
there is a rather long, dithyrambic praise of the Poor 
Ladies following the mention of Francis working at the 
restoration of the little church of San Damiano.3 As 
surprising as that long passage is in the first life (over 
400 words), it is even more surprising that in the Vita 
brevior, the Poor Ladies – but not Clare – are still men-
tioned, but the long praise has been dropped altogether:

In the first year of his conversion, blessed Francis 
diligently repaired the church of Saint Damian, 
of ancient construction, but at the time reduced 
to nothing. This is the place in which the glorious 
religion of the poor ladies originated through the 
initiative of this happy man, nearly six years after 
the conversion of blessed Francis. Their holy conduct 
and magnificent life is passed over here, because it 
requires a work of its own and additional time. 4

 “Because it requires a work of its own and ad-
ditional time.” Additional time? Really? Is that all that 
can be said of “their holy conduct and magnificent life”? 
Why wouldn’t Thomas even try to summarize the long 
praise of the first life? Along with scholars like Ma-
ria Pia Alberzoni and Marco Guida, we need to take a 
closer look at that.

§
 In the Vita beati Francisci written in the after-
math of Francis’ canonization, it is not only the long 
digression in the middle of the restoration of three 
churches by Francis that surprises, but the praise itself 
of the Lady Clare that almost sounds like a pre-canon-
ization at a time Clare is alive and in her mid-30s. The 
style of the praise is different, and there is a twist. After 
praising Clare herself, 

Noble by parentage, but more noble by grace, 

3  1C 18-20.
4  Vita brevior 8: Primo conversionis sue anno, quamdam ecclesiam Sancti Damiani antiquitus fabricatam, sed ad nichilum iam reductam, beatus Fran-

ciscus studiosius reparavit. Hic est locus ille in quo gloriosa religio pauperum dominarum, a conversione beati Francisci fere sex annorum spatio iam elapso, per 
eumdem beatum virum felix sumpsit exordium, quarum conversatio sancta et vita magnifica, quia proprium opus requirit et otium, nunc ideo subticetur.

5  1C 18: Nobilis parentela sed nobilior gratia; virgo carne, mente castissima; aetate iuvencula sed animo cana; constans proposito et in divino amore 
ardentissima desiderio; sapientia praedita et humilitate praecipua: Clara nomine, vita clarior, clarissima moribus.

6  1C 19: Super hanc quoque pretiosissimarum margaritarum nobilis structura surrexit…

virgin in body, most chaste in mind, 

young in age, but mature in spirit, 

steadfast in purpose and most ardent in her desire for 
divine love, 

endowed with wisdom and excelling in humility, 

clear by name, clearer in life, clearest in character.5

The focus moves beyond Clare:

Above this woman arose a noble structure of most precious 
pearls…6

And what are those precious pearls?

Mutual and continual charity,
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Humility,

Virginity and chastity,

Most high poverty,

Abstinence and silence,

Patience,

Contemplation.
And the author concludes his eulogy:

For the present let this suffice 

concerning these virgins dedicated to God and most devout 
handmaids of Christ,

for their wondrous life and their glorious institution re-
ceived from the Lord Pope Gregory, 

at that time Bishop of Ostia, 

would require another book and the leisure in which to 
write it.7

 That eulogy raises questions. It is inserted be-
tween the restoration of two churches, breaking the 
continuity of the story. Clare would definitely not have 
liked to be put on such a pedestal. And what is said of 
the “pearls” bears little resemblance to her own writings. 
 What happened?

§
 In July 1228, Gregory IX did more than canon-
ize Francis; he also came to visit Clare one more time at 
San Damiano. Now that Francis was gone, he wanted 
Clare to adopt his “form and manner of life.” The meet-
ing must have been tense between Gregory pressing 
Clare to accept properties for the community (in a tra-
ditional monastic way), and Clare remaining undeterra-
bly faithful to the form of life received from Francis and 
promised to God. Eventually, Clare agreed to be part of 
what Gregory called the Order of San Damiano, but in 
compensation obtained the famous privilege of poverty, 

7  1C 20: Et haec ad praesens de virginibus Deo dicatis et devotissimis ancillis Christi dicta sufficiant, cum ipsarum vita mirifica et institutio gloriosa, 
quam a domino papa Gregorio, tune temporis Ostiensi episcopo, susceperunt, proprium opus requirat et otium.

8  On that episode, see Thomas of Celano, Legenda sanctae Clarae virginis, ed. G. Boccali (Assisi: Edizioni Porziuncola, 2001), IX 14; English 
translation in Clare of Assisi: Early Documents, ed. R.J. Armstrong (New York: New City Press, 2006), 294. See also M.P. Alberzoni, Clare of Assisi and 
the Poor Sisters in the Thirteenth Century (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2004).

9  1C 88: Superiore quidem tractatu, quem gratia Salvatoris congruo fine conclusimus, vitam et actus beatissimi patris nostri Francisci usque ad 
octavum decimum conversionis suae annum enarrando utcumque conscripsimus. Reliqua vero gesta ipsius a paenultimo vitae suae anno, prout potuimus recte 
scire, huic opusculo breviter adnectemus, et ea sola, quae necessario magis occurrunt, ad praesens intendimus adnotare, ut qui plus his dicere cupiunt, quid addant 
semper valeant invenire.

10  1C 116: Et ecce domina Clara, quae vere meritorum sanctitate clara erat, aliarum mater prima, quia prima planta huius sancti ordinis erat.

according to which nobody may force Clare and her sis-
ters to accept anything they do not want.8 The women 
retained control of their economics.
 Let us return to the Vita beati Francisci (the first 
life) that at the same time Thomas was composing and 
submitting to Gregory IX for approval. 
 The Vita is divided in three books. At the be-
ginning of the second book, Thomas suggests that there 
had been a lapse of time between book one and book 
two.9 Could it be that Gregory checked the first book 
and had Thomas adding something about the Poor La-
dies in San Damiano, now that they were part of “his” 
Order of San Damiano? The fact is that, as we said 
previously, the eulogy in chapter eight of the first life 
does not sound “like Clare…” and it doesn’t because it 
sounds like Cardinal Hugolino – now Pope Gregory 
IX – and the main elements of his “form and manner 
of life.” If that is the case, no wonder  a few years later, 
writing a shorter life for the general minister and the 
Order, Thomas dropped a passage that was not really 
his own.

§
 This is not the end of it. 
 Gifted writer and astute brother, Thomas found 
a way to bring Clare and her sisters into the picture, but, 
this time, for who they really were.
 In chapter 10 of the second book of the Vita 
beati Francisci (the first life), Thomas narrates the pro-
cession from the Portiuncula to Assisi with Francis’ 
body. Most of the chapter is devoted to a halt in the 
church of San Damiano to allow Clare and her sisters 
to say goodbye to their beloved brother.
 And here the tone is very different:

And there was Lady Clare,

who was truly clear with the sanctity of her merits,

the first mother of the others,

the first plant of this holy Order.10 
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 What follows is a long cry, “with great sorrow of 
heart and many tears,”11 writes Thomas. A cry for help: 
who will now be there to make sure they can continue 
to live their life?... 

“Father, father, what shall we do?”12

 At the end of the first life, Thomas finds his way 
to do justice to Clare and her sisters. He knows what 
has happened, that Clare is the leader of the women, 
that she was “planted” by Francis, that she is part of his 
Order. And he also knows what is now happening with 
the integration of the community of San Damiano in 
the Order of… San Damiano that has not been found-
ed by Clare or Francis. 
 Who will now help the sisters not to be “kid-
napped” and forced into another form of life, cut from 
their true roots?

§
 Back now to the Vita brevior. As we have seen 
and we think we know why, Thomas did not keep any-
thing from the eulogy of the Poor Ladies in chapter 
eight of the first life’s first book. Did Thomas also by-
pass the episode on the way from the Portiuncula to 
Assisi?
 No, he did not. The episode is shorter than in 
the first life, but certainly not less powerful:

There was Lady Clare,

who was truly clear with the sanctity of her merits.

She came first, with the other daughters,

because she was the first plant of this holy Order,

to see the body of the sweetest father.
And the same cry for help follows word for word:

Father, father, what shall we do?13

11  1C 117: cum magno cordis gemitu et lacrimis multis.
12  1C 117 : Pater, pater, quid faciemus?
13   Vita brevior 89: Ecce domina Clara, que vere meritorum sanctitate clara erat, prima, quia prima planta huius sancti ordinis fuit, ad videndum 

dulcissimi patris corpus cum reliquis filiabus advenit. <…> Pater, pater, quid faciemus?
14  2LtAg 15-18: Ut mandatorum Domini securius viam perambules, venerabilis patris nostri fratris nostri Helye, generalis ministry consilium imi-

tare; quod prepone consiliis ceterorum et repute tibi carius omni dono. Si quis vero alius tibi dixerit, aliud tibi suggesserit quod perfectionem tuam impediat, quod 
vocacioni divine contrarium videatur, etsi debeas venerari, noli tamen eius consilium imitari, sed pauperem Christum virgo pauper amplectere. See Saint Clare 
of Assisi: The Original Writings, ed. F.T. Downing (Phoenix: Tau Publishing, 2012), 52-53.

 Thomas has a lot of admiration and respect for 
Clare, and he also understands her concerns regarding 
the future.
 The tensions and problems are real as we can see 
in Clare’s letters to Lady Agnes, the Bohemian prin-
cess who founded in her native Prague a community 
modeled on San Damiano. Here is what Clare wrote to 
Agnes somewhere between 1234 and 1238:

So that you may walk more securely along the way of the 
Lord’s commands,

follow the advice of our venerable father, our brother Elias, 
the general minister.

Prefer this advice to that of any others

and hold it dearer than any gift.

And if anyone said anything else to you,

or suggested anything else to you which would hinder your 
perfection,

or which seems to be against the divine call,

although you must respect him, do not follow his advice,

but embrace the poor Christ, O poor virgin.14

 This was happening in the 1230s, during the 
generalate of Brother Elias, whom Clare obviously 
trusted. But Elias will be dramatically removed from 
office in 1239. After that, Clare did not find much help 
from the head of the Order anymore. But she did not 
give up. Her testament and the form of life she finally 
composed herself show that, until the end of her life, 
she resisted and persisted in living the evangelical way 
of life she has committed herself to.

§
 In spite of an evolution, in which the men were 
clericalized and the women monasticized, the lesser 
brothers of the first generation never abandoned Clare 
and her sisters. Does this include Br. Thomas of Cel-
ano?
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 Thanks to the work of Marco Guida and his at-
tention to the writings of Battista Alfani, a Poor Clare 
sister (1438-1523), we now know for sure that the Leg-
enda sanctæ Claræ composed after Clare’s canonization 
in 1255 is the work of Br. Thomas of Celano. 
 In his Life of Saint Clare, Thomas brings Clare 
and Francis back together. The name of Francis appears 
34 times. Also, he was not afraid to narrate Clare’s re-
sistance to papal politics. And besides the word ‘lady’—
domina, that is a class word, but never using the word 
‘nun’—monialis found all over the papal documents, 
Thomas likes to use the word soror, ‘sister’, a word part 
of the vocabulary of a fraternitas, a word that until then 
was rarely found in the documents, except in Clare’s 
own writings and in the writings of Brother Leo pre-
served in the Assisi Compilation.
 Writing about Francis over and over again, 
Thomas of Celano grew increasingly disappointed and 
even bitter because of the evolution of the Franciscan 
movement into separate orders. But in writing the Leg-
enda sanctæ Claræ he seemed to find all his enthusiasm 
back, and even some feistiness.
 And here is an interesting connection between 
the Vita brevior and the Legend of Saint Clare. Some-
thing happened around Francis’ death and around 
Clare’s death. In the Vita brevior, Thomas tells us that 
when Francis felt that death was coming, he asked for 
Br. Angelo and Br. Leo to come and sing to him praises 
of God – possibly those composed by Francis himself 
and we know as the Canticle of the Creatures or of Broth-
er Sun:
Resting then a few days in the place he desired for himself,

as he recognized now that the time of death stood close at 
hand,

brother Angelo and brother Leo, who among all were the 
dearest to him,

were summoned by him and ordered to readily sing praises 
to the Lord about his passage, now near.15 

 Three decades later, in the Legend of Saint Clare, 
Thomas of Celano describes the last moments of Clare. 
All the sisters are around her bed, crying. And Thomas 
adds:

15  Vita brevior 86: Paucis igitur diebus in loco sibi desiderato quiesens, cum iam tempus propinquae mortis instare cognosceret, accersiti sunt ab eo frater 
Angelus et frater Leo, inter omnes sibi karissimi, precepitque eis de transit sic vicino laudes alacriter Domino decantare.

16  Legenda sanctæ Claræ XXIX 45: Adstant illi duo beati Francisci socii benedicti, quorum unus Angelus moerens ipse, solatur mœrentes: alter Leo, 
recedentis lectulum osculatur.

There are standing those two blessed companions of blessed 
Francis.

One, Angelo, while weeping himself, is comforting the 
weeping sisters;

the other, Leo, is kissing the little bed of the one who was 
leaving.16

 In conclusion, for Brother Thomas of Celano, 
Clare and her sisters have not disappeared. The pristine 
fraternitas was indeed a tight knit, united in death as it 
was in life.

Jean-François Godet-Calogeras is a professor 
of Franciscan studies at Saint Bonaventure Uni-
versity, New York, received his education in classi-
cal philology and medieval studies at the Catholic 
University of Louvain, Belgium. As a Franciscan 
scholar, he is internationally well-known for his 
publications on the early Franciscan documents, 
in particular the writings of Francis and Clare 
of Assisi, for his lectures and workshops on early 
Franciscan history, and for his participation in the 
elaboration of the new Rule of the Third Order.
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Preaching to the Bird: 
A Franciscan Meditation on Nursing Home Care

By Mary Ann Maynard

The residents are not in their rooms, so I 
turn into the large glass hallway that leads 
to the dining room. Immediately, I’m 
aware of the large bird cage to my right. 
A few toys hang from its black metal bars: 

a thick multi-colored braid, a blue plastic ring, a little 
trapeze-like perch. On one side of the hallway, chairs 
are lined up facing the windows so when residents are 
here, they can gaze into a courtyard to watch an empty 
birdfeeder and a little unkempt garden. A CD player is 
stationed on a small table between two chairs, and a few 
scratched CDs lie next to it – Sinatra, big band, patri-
otic songs, and show tunes. But nothing is playing now, 
and the lone cockatiel sulks and glares and tightens his 
claws on the edge of his food tray.

 Since the residents are all at dinner, I approach 
the bird. Gray, white, yellow – the typical orange patch 
on each cheek. He shifts from foot to foot, holds me 
in his sideways gaze, and his curved black beak jabs 
at the bars of the door next to his food. I move my 
finger closer, and it seems he’s in attack mode. He’s . 
. . what? Angry? Agitated? Anxious? Distressed? He’s 
new here. He replaced a couple parakeets. Are these just 
stabs of adjustment? Loneliness? Or is he defending his 
birdseed?

 I’m here because I have a little time to kill before 
a service to commemorate the Transitus of St. Francis. 
I’m not sure who I’ll see. Frank, the blind pianist, 
died almost a year ago. Obese, cancer-filled, hilarious 
Debra has been gone a few months. Maddie, who was 
stationary and couldn’t speak, but whose mouth would 
move when she wanted to, and who had the kindest 
eyes, passed. Miriam is gone. Gone is Eleanor, who 
seemed mean, although it was hard to tell for certain 
because the sounds she made weren’t words. Eleanor 
threw fits around people she didn’t like, myself at first 
included, but once she saw that I’d just sass back, she 
softened toward me. She liked her back and shoulders 
rubbed. She’d actually coo and murmur when I rested a 
hand on the back of her neck. 

I might visit Maureen, mentally slow, but appreciative 
and boisterously cheerful. Or Jake, who watches baseball 

through his one good eye, has open sores from diabetes, 
eats whole pies in one sitting, and whose diapers, I’ve 
heard, are enough to make the most angelic of the staff 
lose it. There’s Jean, about my age – mid-fifties – bent 
in several sharp angles, shaking, damp from drool as she 
mumbles requests that few understand. An accident 
left her like this. And Daryl, who can’t see, hear, or 
remember anything, and who never looks up from the 
spot on the floor just in front of his wheelchair, but who 
wants to go outside and take pictures. He wears texting 
gloves. The woman who swears at the staff in Spanish 
also wants out. There’s a younger man without legs, with 
a tongue that won’t go back inside his mouth, eyes that 
won’t close, and a constant erection. Another accident, 
that one. There’s Neil, a Seventh-Day Adventist who 
no one will play Scrabble with. He’s alert and smart 
enough to play, but he cheats, and when he has trouble 
making a word because he has lousy letters, he just 
mentally goes somewhere else for a while. Sometimes 
quite a while. But he won’t give up his turn. He sits in 
front of the open board sometimes, alone in his room. 
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Ginny claws herself so bloody she has to wear mittens. 
Her roommate, food plastered to her front, doesn’t 
remember me anymore, but still loves to sing or be sung 
to. She tells me I’m beautiful. 

 I wonder if anyone here will die tonight. I think 
of the ones I never met who died during the few years 
I’ve been coming. I wonder which room Fr. John, one 
of the priests at my former parish, was in when he died, 
and I wonder about his last hours. He certainly never 
expected to end up here to live out his last few days. He 
used to come to the home to lead a religious service on 
occasion, and he used to come to anoint the sick, when 
called. 

 Sometimes I envy people who can walk in and 
openly minister without question, simply because they 
wear a collar or habit. I yank myself back from that 
thought, which is unfair. I’m sure there are people who 
wear nothing of the kind, who walk in here publicly 
prayerful. There is at least one such nurse on staff. And 
from what I’ve seen, most of the clergy in town are 
sincere. And I’ve never been called to any kind of collar 
or habit. But whenever I hear that someone I know here 
has died, alone, or with only paid staff in attendance, I 
feel a surge of helplessness and anger; I have no place on 
the call list, neither relative nor clergy. So, some people 

who might prefer otherwise die without the prayer of 
another human heart in the room, without a final, non-
medical touch. I think again about Fr. John and hope 
that there was love and peace in the last hands that were 
on him. 

 Later he will come to mind again, when I pray 
in his former parish, with his brothers from his order, 
the Secular Franciscans, and others who knew him. He 
was so unlike me that it was mindboggling to think 
that we were united in the same faith, although we truly 
were. Once, in a homily, he told us we didn’t have to love 
animals. That it would be nice, but that God told us we 
had to love people, not animals. That some people loved 
animals more than other people! 

 The bird is still beating his beak against metal, 
and I extend my open palm next to the cage, imagining 
I’m someone who does reiki. Which I am certainly not, 
but, not really to my surprise, it calms him. I talk softly, 
alert for people who might pass by and think I’m nuts. 
He talks back. I lower my hand and step back, and he 
attacks again –and I realize it’s not me he’s stabbing at 
– it’s the door! A person can open the door, and I am a 
person. And he knows it. I unhook the latch and slide 
my hand in. He steps sideways to perch on my index 
finger. I realize I can’t bring him out, of course. He lets 
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me lightly stroke his chest and belly with my thumb. I 
brush him off and close him in.

 It hurts my heart. 

 I want to explain to this bird that it’s important 
that he’s here for me, the staff, visitors, and all these 
old and infirm men and women, some of whom, also, 
will never again be outside; some of whom, also, ask 
for release or attempt escape, some of whom, also, live 
for nothing but the next meal. I check my voice so 
the woman in the office down the hall can’t hear me. I 
timidly tell the bird his colors cheer the cheerless. That 
this situation is unfair – but so is every sacrifice. If he 
were a person, someone with good intentions might tell 
him this is his cross to carry; this is his calling.

 Francis . . . Little Poor Man, known for loving 
God’s creation, for seeing all creatures as brothers and 
sisters. I want to tell the story of your preaching to 
the birds. . .to tell this one that he is in God and God 
is in him, and that in him I see God and beauty and 
goodness. 

 The little cockatiel bobs and looks at me and stabs 
at the door to his cage. I want to ask forgiveness. From 
all animals, on behalf of humanity. I want to exchange  
. . . what? Connection? Comfort? Acknowledgement? 
Confirmation that we all, the whole, are one? That 
everything, somehow, makes sense?

 I’m moved to extend my palm toward the bird 
again, although I suspect he still thinks my intention is 
to open the cage and remove him, and I feel badly about 
that. A wordless prayer wells up and energy arrives in my 
hand, surprising me, and he makes a little sound. I want 
to sound back; I actually know the words that suddenly 
want to be voiced, but there is an aid approaching from 
the end of the hall, and speaking them would be crazy. I 
certainly can’t pronounce them with the authority they 
would command. I leave them unsaid. 

 When I pull my hand away, he tilts his head and 
blinks at me before he shifts and stabs.

 I imagine the door to the cage opened, all 
barriers broken, and this little life soaring free . . . I see 
him preening a companion on a limb somewhere bright 
and lush. Behind him, through the leaves and branches 
of the trees, the sky is as blue as any his DNA holds in 
memory.

 I imagine a few of the residents here as younger 
and in their power -- freed and healed. I have to believe 
that their truest essence, their truest being, is still alive 

and good and well. Seconds left, I try to mentally see 
them as they really are; to know them, hold them in my 
mind and heart. I want to tell the bird that we are all in 
cages, our lives are passing right where we are, and we 
are all away from home. But that God is beyond time 
and space, and we are in Him and He is in us, so God is 
here. I don’t, of course, I can’t; people are too near.

 I smile and greet the adagio roll and shuffle, 
follow one sad woman to her room, hold her hand. 
Hold her despair; her life within this cage. We watch 
Katherine Hepburn on TV. I bring her tea and Oreos 
from the vending machine. I stay a half hour. I don’t 
know or ask her name. She doesn’t ask mine. She reaches 
up for a hug when I leave, the way a child reaches to be 
picked up. 

 After the Transitus service, on the way home, 
you come to me again, Nursing Home Bird, as I 
think more about Francis. How for him God wasn’t 
in a compartment, to be held until conditions were 
“acceptable” for prayer. How he wouldn’t scan halls to 
make sure no one could see him before raising a hand 
in blessing, or both hands to heaven. How he wouldn’t 
snuff out the impulse to voice a prayer simply because 
someone was approaching. How he wouldn’t hesitate to 
speak with and for a bird. He was that humble. He was 
that focused. He was that free. 

 This is the great distance between the saints and 
me. God flows through them. They don’t impede the flow. 
Their minds don’t get in the way. Dissolving into God, 
they burst their cages. And so, no, this message doesn’t 
carry anything like the power a saint can channel. The 
moment for that passed me, again; was wasted. 

 But I say to you now the words that came to me 
to speak to you before: words that sounded clearly in 
my heart, and that my tongue would have spoken, but 
for lack of humility and courage. I say the only thing 
there really was or is to say, Little Brother: Praise Him. 

Mary Maynard is a freelance writer and editor of educational 
materials. Raised Catholic, but after almost 30 years away, she saw a 
hooded Franciscan friar on a street corner in the town she’d recently 
moved to. Something about that sight aroused memory, interest, and 
joy, so she stumbled back into the Church and into a relationship 
with God. She considers New York her home, although currently in 
the Midwest. St. Francis, St. Clare and other Franciscans, living and 
dead, continue to inspire her.
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Bonaventure on the Existence of 
the Trinity as the Foundation of all Knowledge of Faith

By Kyrian Godwin, OFM Cap.

Just as the existence of God in relation to human 
reason is the foundation of all human knowl-
edge, so also the existence of the Trinity in rela-
tion to faith is the foundation of all knowledge 
of faith. After deliberation on the existence of           

God, Bonaventure now turns to the second foundation-
al issue, and this is to affirm that it is a truth of faith 
that God is a trinity. This for him is the foundation of 
all the knowledge of faith. Bonaventure presents four-
teen arguments drawn from scripture,1 from theologi-
cal traditions,2 and from theological reasons to affirm 
that the dogma of the Trinity is both congruous for the 
human mind and its knowledge obligatory for human 
salvation.3 

These arguments according to Hayes 

Revolve round the idea that, though the dogma 
does not stand in contradiction to reason, yet 
it does transcend reason. It is fitting, so the 
arguments say, that the finite mind should be 
orientated to truth that is greater than itself. In 
as far as the mind is open to Mystery which it 
cannot grasp, it is liberated from the necessity 
of making either itself or the world around it 
bear the weight of ultimacy. It can, therefore, 
subject itself in faith to the Mystery with fitting 
religious dispositions.4

 Bonaventure’s affirmation of the Trinity as 
the foundation of all knowledge of faith, according 
to Hayes, seems to contradict what he says elsewhere 
concerning Christ as the starting point for theology.5 
The crux of the matter now is whether Bonaventure’s 
theology is centered around the Trinity or on the person 

1  Matt 28:19, Mark 16:16, John 5: 23, John 14: 17, 2 Cor 10:5. 
2   Athanasius and Augustine.
3  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, Works of St. Bonaventure III, trans. Zachary Hayes, ed. 

George Marcil (St. Bonaventure, NY: The Franciscan Institute, 2000), 74.
4  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 74.
5  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 75.
6  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 75.
7  Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” in The History of Franciscan Theology. Ed. Kenan B. Osborne, (New York:  The 

Franciscan Institute, 1994), 48.
8  Cf. Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 48.
9  Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 48.

of Christ?6  To this, we respond using the words of 
Hayes, who clearly affirmed that “Bonaventure is well-
known as a Christocentric theologian.”7 However, he 
states that if one observes all his theological works, none 
of them are structured in this manner – i.e., beginning 
with the Mystery of Christ, with the exception of his 
Collation on the Hexameron.8 According to him, 

There are two texts in his own writings that 
provide important clues for locating the 
starting-point for entering into Bonaventure’s 
theological world. The first text appears in his 
Disputed Questions on the Trinity, and hence 
from his years in the academic arena of Paris. 
The second text appears in the Collations on 
the Hexameron, and hence comes from his final 
work which was left unfinished in 1273 the year 
before his death.9

 Hayes explains the two texts in the following 
manner

In the first text, Bonaventure speaks of the 
foundation of the entire edifice of Christian 
faith. This foundation, he argues, is the mystery 
of the Trinity. At first reading, this seems to be 
inconsistent with the long-standing conviction 
that Bonaventure’s theology is thoroughly 
and consistently Christocentric. The tension 
is obvious when the text is placed next to the 
second text. In the second instance, Bonaventure 
is reflecting on the possibility of overcoming 
the confusion which he feels is so pervasive in 
his own historical era. In that context, he asks 
explicitly: where are we to begin our reflections 
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if we hope to arrive at true wisdom? His answer 
is unequivocal: we are to begin at the center of 
reality; and this center is Christ. Only if we begin 
there can we hope to overcome the rampant 
debilitating confusion of the times and come to 
some genuine insight into the nature of reality 
and of human destiny. Here the mystery of the 
incarnation is emphatically foundational.10

 Consequently, another question goes thus – 
which is really the foundation? Are both foundational?

If Christianity is approached in terms of its 
eternal grounding, then the mystery of the 
trinity is foundational. But, if Christianity is 
approached in terms of the historical process 
whereby the Christian faith vision emerged in 
human consciousness, then the mystery of the 
incarnation is foundational. That is, both are 
foundational. All depend on the perspectives 
from which we approach them.11

 Hayes noted that when the two texts, namely 
the Disputed Questions on the Trinity and the Collations 
on the Hexameron, are read in relation to each other

It becomes clear that Bonaventure’s 
Christocentrism is not in competition with 
theocentrism. Christ does not replace God in 
the structure of Christian faith and spirituality. 
On the contrary, Christ is the crucial historical 
point of departure for the Christian experience 
of God. And the experience of Christ has led 
Christians to expand the received monotheistic 
understanding to a Trinitarian monotheism. 
The mystery of the triune God, therefore, is the 
eternal mystery of God in which the historical 
mystery of Jesus is grounded and into which 
that historical experience opens the eye of faith. 
The infinite mystery of God is not replaced by 
the finite reality of a human being. But the finite 
history of Jesus is perceived as the historical 
mediation of a divine presence in and through a 
finite symbol.12

 Hence, without any form of contradiction one 
can say that without the Trinity there is no Christ, and 

10  Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 49.
11  Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 49.
12  Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 49.
13  Cf. Ilia Delio, Simply Bonaventure: An Introduction to His Life, Thoughts, and Writings. (New York: New City Press, 2003), 39.
14  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 31.
15 Bonaventure, Collations on the Hexameron, 8, 9, (V. 370) as cited by Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure: Mystery of the Triune God,” 50.

without Christ there is no Trinity.13 Both Trinity and 
Christology are inseparably intertwined. Both are the 
main pillars of Bonaventure’s theology.

It is the mystery of Christ that leads us to the 
Trinity; and the Trinitarian concept of God is 
developed as a function of Christology. At one 
level, the whole of the Trinity is seen as the 
exemplar of the world while at another level, 
the mystery of exemplarity is concentrated in 
the second person; for the Divine Word is the 
total expression of all that the divine love is in 
itself and can be in relation to the finite.14

 In speaking of the Trinity and the incarnation, 
Bonaventure himself confirms the dialectical 
relationship between both. For he says that:

As in the eternal God there is a trinity of persons 
together with a unity of essence, so in God made 
man there is a trinity of natures together with a 
unity of person. These are the two roots of faith. 
Anyone who is ignorant of them will have no 
faith. They include the body, the soul, and the 
divinity. The holy Christ has a holy body; the 
holy Christ has a holy soul; and the holy Christ 
has the holy divinity.15

 In responding to the question of whether 
Bonaventure’s theology is centered around the Trinity 
or around the person of Christ, Hayes further explains:

It is necessary to distinguish between the order 
of reality and the order of human knowledge. 
In terms of the order of knowledge, to which 
theology belongs, the Christian religious 
experience centers around the community’s 
experience of Jesus Christ. From this perspective, 
theological methodology is Christcentered; for 
it is from the historical revelation in Jesus that 
Christians come to discern the nature of reality. 
Yet, through reflection it becomes clear that, for 
Bonaventure, the mystery of Christ would be 
impossible without the mystery of the trinity. 
Indeed, without the trinity, there would be 
no creation, to say nothing of the incarnation. 
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Such statements refer not only to the order 
of knowledge but to the order of reality. Thus, 
while methodologically, Bonaventure’s theology 
begins with the person of Christ, the prior 
condition in which the reality of Christ is 
grounded is the reality of the trinity. In this 
sense, it is the trinity which is the basis in the 
real order for the entire edifice of faith.16

 Bonaventure’s theology begins with the Trinity 
and, as Ilia Delio noted, he did not view the Trinity 
as an intellectual datum, as an independent treatment 
of the One God, but rather as a doctrine with 
radical consequences for Christian life.17 The essence 
of Bonaventure’s Trinitarian thought can be best 
summarised in the following manner

The life of God – precisely because God is 
Triune – does not belong to God alone. God 
who dwells in inaccessible light and eternal 
glory comes to us in the face of Christ and 
the activity of the Holy Spirit. Because of 
God’s outreach to the creature, God is said to 
be essentially relational, ecstatic, fecund, alive 
as passionate love. Divine life is therefore also 
our life. The heart of the Christian life is to be 
united with the God of Jesus Christ by means 
of communion with one another. The doctrine 
of the Trinity is, ultimately, therefore a teaching 
not about the abstract nature of God, nor about 
God in isolation from everything other than 
God, but a teaching about God’s life with us 
and our life with each other.18

 The Trinity is thus a structured principle on 
Bonaventure’s entire theological system. Every major 
theological theme is structured by Bonaventure with 
reference to the Trinity. All theological activity revolves 

16  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 75.
17  Cf. Ilia Delio, Simply Bonaventure, 39.
18  Catherine Mowry LaCugna, God For Us: The Trinity and Christian Life (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 1.
19  Cf. Christopher Cullen, Bonaventure, 117.
20  Cf. Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c. 
21  Cf.  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
22  Cf. Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
23  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 76.
24  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 76.
25  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c. 
26  For St. Augustine, Bonaventure says, “For everything that exists there is one thing by which it is; another by which it is known; and another 

to which it conforms. Therefore, every creature manifests a threefold cause by reason of which it is; and by reason of which it is this; and by which it 
is in conformity with itself. This cause of creation – which is its author – we call God. It is necessary therefore, that the trinity exists; and the perfect 
mind can discover nothing more excellent, more intelligible, and more blessed.”  Question 18 of Augustine’s Book of 83 diverse questions as quoted by 
Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.

27  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 77.

around the trinity, for example – creation, incarnation, 
redemption, salvation, and sanctification. Trinity for 
Bonaventure, is not a prelude to theology, it is the 
foundation of all certain knowledge and the entire 
Christian faith. It has priority over doctrines concerning 
either what God is in his various perfections or what 
God has done for us.19 The doctrine of the Trinity 
according to Bonaventure is a truth of faith that is 
fitting, necessary and worthy of belief.20 Since it is the 
foundation of the entire Christian faith, he noted that 
there is a threefold testimony through which we are led, 
obliged, and elevated to believe it, so that the foundation 
might remain unshaken.21 These are namely: the Book 
of creation, the Book of Scripture, and the Book of life. 
The first provide a testimony that is efficacious; the 
second, a testimony that is more efficacious; and finally 
the third, a testimony that is most efficacious.22 Hayes 
gives a full description of the three books using the 
schema below.23

 When these three books are read and interpreted 
simultaneously in the light of each other, they constitute 
the testimony to the mystery. Also, what distinguishes 
them is not metaphysics but the various states in the 
history of grace in which man finds himself.24 The first 
book, the Book of Creation, offers a twofold witness 
namely vestige and image. According to Bonaventure, 
“every creature is either a mere vestige of God – as 
in corporeal nature – or an image of God as in the 
intellectual creature.”25 Both of them give witness to the 
trinity but at different degrees. Concerning the vestige 
of God, Bonaventure following St. Augustine,26 shows 
that creation is a vestige which gives witness to the fact 
that God is a Trinity. For Bonaventure, every creature is 
a vestige of God and therefore reflects His Trinitarian 
reality. But this it does in a distant and unclear way, 
that is, from afar.27 Every creature, he says, has three 
series of attributes which by appropriation corresponds 
to the Trinity of persons and gives rise to the fact that 
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God is a trinity. By reason of this appropriation also one 
can recognize s distant reflection of the trinity, but not 
a knowledge of the three persons precisely as persons. 
These three series of attributes include measure, species, 
and order; unity, truth, and goodness; measure, number, 
and weight.28 According to Hayes, 

The witness of the vestige consists primarily in 
its witness to a three-fold causality: efficient, 
exemplary and final. Bonaventure views the 
material world as a medium of communication 
between God and man; his interpretation of its 
structure, therefore, is of a theological nature. 
The created order is the objectification of the 
Absolute Being’s word. It is, therefore, a means 
whereby the Absolute can communicate itself to 
the finite spirit of man. This is the structure of 
the world, both prior to the Fall and after the 
Fall.29

 The second witness, namely the image of God, 
is a deeper level at which creation reflects God as triune. 
According to Bonaventure, “that creature which is an 
image – such as the intellectual creature – testifies to 
the threefold character of God, as it were, from near 
at hand, because an image is an express similitude.”30 
Bonaventure employs two Augustinian triads namely 
memory, intellect, will; and mind, knowledge, love. The 
analogy which he derives from this is that of origin 

28  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 77.
29  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 77.
30  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
31  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 77.
32  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.

and emanation leading to distinction. The analogy of 
origin, together with equality, consubstantiality, and 
inseparability constitute an express testimony of the 
triune character of God.31

According to Bonaventure,

Mind, like a parent, knowledge like an offspring, 
and love like a bond proceeding from both and 
joining them together. For the mind cannot fail 
to love the word which it generates. Therefore, 
these not only indicate origin and emanation 
which leads to distinction among them; but 
they indicate also quality, consubstantiality, and 
inseparability, from which an express testimony 
is given to the fact that God is a trinity. For 
since He is spirit and intellect, He can lack 
neither a word that is begotten nor a love that 
proceeds. Among these there is distinction by 
reason of origin, and emanation of one from 
another; and together with this, there is equality, 
consubstantiality, and inseparability. This is 
what Augustine intended to add toward the end 
of the ninth book On the Trinity, showing how 
testimony to the eternal trinity is given by the 
created image.32

 The Book of creation was clear and adequate 
before the fall, but with the fall of man, it became 
obscured by sin. Bonaventure described this vividly 
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stating that due to this reason the testimony of another 
book became necessary and was thus provided by divine 
wisdom.

This twofold witness of the book of creation was 
efficacious in the state of innocent nature, when 
that book had not been obscured; nor had the 
eye of man been darkened. But when the sins of 
man had weakened his sight, then that mirror 
was made dark and obscure, and the ear of 
our inner understanding was hardened against 
hearing that testimony. For this reason, divine 
providence saw fit to provide the testimony of 
another book; namely, the book of Scripture 
which was written in accord with the divine 
revelation which has never been deficient nor 
absent from the beginning of the world to the 
end.33

 The Book of Scripture does not go contrary to 
the book of creation,

Rather, the Scriptures make it possible for man 
to read and to interpret the divine revelation 
which has never been deficient nor absent from 
the beginning of the world to the end. The book 
of nature is not nullified but is made legible 
again.34

 This book of Scripture is divided into two parts 
namely Old Testament and New Testament. Both 
testify in varying degrees of explicitness regarding 
the Trinity. An implicit witness is given in the Old 
Testament, while an explicit witness is given in the 
New Testament.35 In the Old Testament, the testimony 
concerning the Trinity is given both in figure and in 
words. He explains further: 

The most authentic among those figures is the 
one which was shown to Abraham, the father 
of our faith. Concerning him, Genesis 18 says 
that in the three men who appeared to him, 
he saw three but adored one, wherefore he 
spoke to the three as to one. In this, he himself 
understood the mystery of the trinity and made 
it known to others. That which David, the most 

33  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
34  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 77.
35  Cf. Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
36  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
37  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c. 
38  Cf. Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.

distinguished of the prophets, said in the psalm 
seems to be the most efficacious among the 
testimonies given in words: ‘By the word of the 
Lord the heavens were established, and by the 
breath (= Spirit) of His mouth all their strength’ 
(sic Psalm 32:6). Here the trinity of persons 
is implied in such a way that two persons are 
explicitly mentioned by the names Spirit and 
Word, and one implicitly by the name Lord. 
In many places, indeed in almost all the figures 
and words of the Old Testament, witness to the 
trinity is given at least implicitly.36

 Concerning the witness of the New Testament 
with regards to the Trinity, Bonaventure says 

Testimony is given in the New Testament, but 
explicitly both in the sacraments and in express 
teachings. For the first of the sacraments, which is 
baptism, is conferred with the express invocation 
of the divine trinity, according to what is written 
in the final chapter of Matthew (Sic vs. 19). 
There it is written: ‘Teach all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit.’ Therefore the character 
of the trinity is imprinted in that fundamental 
sacrament. Among the many words that testify 
to the same truth, that which was written only 
by the friend of the Spouse in 1 John 5 (Sic 
vs. 7) is an express statement: ‘There are three 
who give testimony in heaven; the Father, the 
Word, and the Holy Spirit. And these three are 
one.’ This testimony is so express and efficacious 
that it renders the truth not only credible – i.e. 
congruous for belief – but necessary as well, 
since it obliges us and constrains us to believe 
it.37

 Due to the fact that not all listen to the Gospel 
and since this is a truth beyond reason. An eternal 
testimony which is the Book of Life was provided by 
Divine Wisdom.38 According to Hayes, “the first two 
books of themselves are but inert realities unless they 
are read by human persons, for only then do they come 
to life in the finite spirit. They must be read in the 
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proper light, which is found in what Bonaventure calls 
the Book of Life.”39 The term book of life, he says, 

Refers here to God’s own inner life of knowledge 
in as far as it is the source of illumination for the 
human mind in reading both the book of nature 
and that of scripture…. the Book of Life is not 
a source of knowledge independently of man’s 
experience of the world and of history; but is 
the light whereby that experience may be read 
properly.40

 In his description of the Book of Life, 
Bonaventure notes that

This book of life by itself and in itself explicitly 
and expressly gives incontestable witness to 
the eternal trinity to those who see God in 
heaven with unveiled faces. For those on earth, 
it provides a testimony through the influence of 
light, since while on earth, the soul is capable 
of receiving such an influence, as it is written in 
John 1 (Sic. Vs. 4): ‘The Life was light for men;’ 
because that book of life is the ‘true light which 
illumines every man coming into the world’ 
(Sic. Jn. 1: 9).41

 Illumination according to Bonaventure is given 
in two ways namely by an innate light of the human 
mind and infused light of supernatural faith. It is from 
these two lights and concurring with the habit of faith 
that “the argument that God is a trinity arises for our 
belief, and eventually every truth which pertains to the 
practice of the Christian religion.”42 By the innate light 
of the human mind, that is, the light given naturally to 
man by God, Bonaventure says 

Human reason dictates to each individual man 
that we are to think of the first principle in the 
39  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 78.
40  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 79.
41  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
42  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c. 
43  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
44  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
45  The relation of nature (reason) to faith is raised in the seventh objection as follows: “The creator of nature does nothing contrary to that nature 

which cooperates with Him. Therefore, He who is the teacher and Inspirer of nature does nothing contrary to natural dictates of reason. Therefore, if the 
fact that God is a trinity is not credible through the natural dictates of reason, neither is it credible through an additional inspiration.” To this objection, 
the Seraphic Doctor responded in the following manner: “To the objection that the Author of nature does nothing contrary to nature, we respond that 
nature has two meanings; either the natural course of events, or the natural obedience of the creature. In the first sense, God frequently acts in works 
beyond nature or even contrary to nature, as in miraculous works; but in the second sense He does nothing contrary to nature. Similarly, we should 
understand that our natural intelligence may be spoken of in two ways; either in as far as it is created so as to think in accordance with its own proper 
light, or in as far as it is created to subject itself to the eternal light. In this last sense, nothing is dictated to us contrary to our intelligence. But in the 
first sense,  something is dictated which – though it seems to be contrary to reason – becomes  consonant with reason after the light has been infused; 
for what at first seemed impossible for reason or difficult to believe afterwards becomes very easy to believe to such a degree that the true believer says to 

highest and most reverent way; in the highest 
way because He proceeds from no other; in 
the most reverent way, because other things 
proceed from Him. In this there is agreement 
among Christians, Jews, and Saracens, and even 
Heretics.43

 With regards to infused light of supernatural 
faith, he further states:

But to think that God can and does wish to 
produce one equal to and consubstantial with 
Himself so that He might have an eternal 
beloved and cobeloved is indeed to think of 
God in the highest and most reverent way; for 
if one thinks that He is not capable of this, one 
does not think of Him in the highest way; and 
if one thinks that He is capable of this but does 
not will to do it, one does not think of God in 
the most reverent way. That God exists in this 
way and that He is to be thought of in this way, 
I say, is not dictated by the innate light by itself, 
but by the infused light from which – together 
with the natural light – one concludes that God 
is to be thought of as one who generates and 
spirates one co-equal to and consubstantial 
with Himself, and thus one thinks of God in 
the highest and most reverent way. To think this 
of God is to honor, venerate, and worship Him 
in the highest degree. From this it is clear how 
faith in the trinity is the foundation and root of 
divine cult and of the entire Christian religion.44

 From this therefore, we see that both faith and 
reason are related to one another in a very positive 
manner,45 for reason is subordinate to faith, while 
faith is the intrinsic perfection of reason. Illumination 
begins in the innate light of reason and is brought to 
completion in the infused light.
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If the task of reason is to know reality, and if reality 
is not fully known until it is known in trinitarian 
terms, then the task of reason is realized only 
partially until it finds its completion in faith. 
Similarly it is the conjunction of the light of 
reason and the light of faith that provides the 
basis for the unity and coherence of theology.46

 The root of the Christian faith therefore is to 
believe that God is one and trinity and, according to 
Bonaventure, it was Christ himself who commanded 
that this truth be preached clearly and openly throughout 
the whole world and all are bound to believe it.

Prior to His coming, men were obliged to 
believe in the trinity only implicitly, now after 
the promulgation of the New Testament, all 
are obliged to believe it explicitly, so that the 
truth of faith not only because it is worthy of 
belief or fitting for belief from the testimony 
of creation; but it must be believed by reason 
of the promulgation of the truth of the Gospel. 
The promulgation of the Gospel takes its origin 
in the Savior.47

 What moves us to believe this, Bonaventure 
says, is:

The illumination which begins in the natural 
light and finds its consummation in the infused 
light, for this leads us to think of God not only 
in lofty manner but also in a reverent manner, 
because this illumination proceeds from the 
eternal light itself which takes our intellect 
into obedient captivity; in capturing the mind, 
it subjects it to God in worship and veneration 
and renders it ready to believe whatever pertains 
to the divine honor and veneration, even though 
such things be beyond our reason. This becomes 
clear from experience if one turns to the secret 
things of his own mind. There are many things 
that move us and support us, and in a certain way 
lead us to believe this. The authentic testimony 
of Scripture moves us as do the examples and 
witness of the Saints; the arguments of the 

the eternal Teacher: ‘Your testimonies are indeed worthy of belief.’- (Sic. Psalm 92:5) – see Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 
q. 1, a. 2, obj. 7 & response to obj. 7.

46  Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 79.
47  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
48  Bonaventure, Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, q. 1, a. 2, c.
49  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 80.
50  Cf. Zachary Hayes, ‘Introduction’ in Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, 80.

Doctors, and the judgment of the universal 
church moves us as well as unquestionable 
miracles. Therefore Richard writes in the second 
chapter of the first book On the Trinity: ‘We 
hold nothing more unshakeably than that which 
we apprehend by faith; for these things were 
revealed by heaven to the Fathers and divinely 
confirmed by so many great and marvellous 
signs and prodigies that it would seem to be 
a great mental aberration to have even a little 
doubt in these matter. Therefore innumerable 
miracles and other deeds that can only be of 
divine origin lead to faith of this sort and do 
not allow for doubt. Therefore we use signs for 
arguments and prodigies for proof in attesting 
and confirming these matters.48

 Having discussed fully the foundational themes 
in Bonaventure’s theology, we could note that the 
existence of God who is trinity is the foundation of all 
knowledge of faith. So, prior to the coming of Christ, 
an implicit faith was possible. But after Christ, the 
doctrine of the trinity must be believed with explicit 
faith which does not stand in opposition to reason 
but is in harmony with the whole created order and is 
obligatory because of the promulgation of the Gospel. 
 Furthermore, it is the light of reason brought 
to completion in this life by the infused light of faith 
that makes it possible for us to believe. This is in so 
far as the light of faith leads our intellect into obedient 
conformity to the eternal light of God Himself. 49 But 
the final consummation of this faith is to be hope, for 
in heaven when we all will stand in the presence of the 
Light itself, then we shall no longer need the mediation 
of the opaque world of our historical experience.50 With 
this understanding in mind, we can now look at his 
discussion on the Trinity.
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‘A Reminder of God’s Visitation’ — 
Sacred Wounds on the 

Bodies of St. Macrina and St. Francis
By Kevin C.A. Elphick, OFS

St. Macrina (324-379 C.E.) deserves to be bet-
ter-known in the Western Church. Her two 
brothers, St. Basil the Great and St. Grego-
ry of Nyssa, are familiar to us as fathers and 
doctors of the church. But Macrina’s figure re-

mains not as  well-known. As the oldest child born into 
this saintly family, Macrina took on a tutoring role with 
her younger brothers and guided them in their early 
faith formation. After her father’s death, Macrina and 
her mother established a religious community for wom-
en, in which they remained faithfully until their deaths. 

 While separated by over 800 years, St. Macri-
na and St. Francis of Assisi (1182 -1226 C.E.) have 
surprisingly similar descriptions of marks left on their 
bodies and made known upon their deaths. St. Francis’ 
wounds – the marks of the stigmata on his hands, feet, 
and side – are much more commonly known and writ-
ten about. Not as well-known is the scar left on Mac-
rina’s side from a tumor healed miraculously by shared 
prayers with her mother. While hagiographies abound 
describe the wounds suffered by martyrs at their deaths, 
far less common are hagiographical accounts in which 
miraculous wounds from earlier in the saints’ lives are 
revealed upon their deaths. This article will limit its fo-
cus to the accounts describing these wounds in Gregory 
of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina and Thomas of Celano’s writ-
ings on the life of St. Francis. Thomas of Celano was the 
first author to write definitive accounts of Francis’ life, 
and Celano’s writings demonstrate that he had working 
“knowledge of the monastic literary tradition,”1 which 
would have included Gregory of Nyssa’s works. 
 In his first “Life” written about St. Francis, when 
Thomas of Celano introduces the concept of St. Fran-
cis as teacher of the gospel counsels, the editors of the 

1  Francis of Assisi: The Early Documents, Edited by Regis J. Armstrong, OFM, Cap.; J.A. Wayne Hellmann, OFM, Conv.; and William J. Short, 
OFM, (New York: New City Press, 1999), Vol. 1, p. 171.

2  Ibid, p. 196.
3  All quotes from The Life of Macrina are taken from Kevin Corrigan’s translation, Peregrina Publishing Co., Toronto (1998). Available online at 

https://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/cartularium/life-macrina-gregory-bishop-nyssa.

4  Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, Vol. II, p. 255. For a fuller treatment of this theme, see Jacques Dalarun’s Francis of Assisi and the Feminine (St. 
Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2006), especially Chapter 2.

5  Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, Vol. 1, p. 195.

Francis of Assisi: Early Documents series point to Gregory 
of Nyssa2 and his Life of Moses to illustrate the typos of 
saint-as-teacher which Celano is drawing upon. While 
they then quote from his Life of Moses, they might have 
more accurately pointed to Gregory’s Life of Macrina, 
his hagiographical writing concerning his own saint-
ly sister. In the adjoined writing, in which Macrina is 
cast as the knowledgeable authority, The Dialogue on 
the Soul and Resurrection, (together referred to as Ta 
Makrinia, “The Macrina Works”), Gregory refers to her 
as “The Teacher” and sets himself up as her disciple in 
the dialogue that follows. Gregory calls her “Teacher,” 
knowing full well the injunction of 1 Timothy 2:12 that 
women should not teach men. However, Gregory intro-
duces her stating, “I do not know whether it is fitting to 
designate her by her sex, who so surpassed her sex …”3 
 Celano will also present Francis as one who sur-
passes his gender. Recalling Francis’ parable told to the 
pope of a poor woman married to a king and bearing 
him children, Celano explains, “Francis himself was this 
woman.”4 For both Gregory and Celano, their respec-
tive saints each transcend their given gender.
 Celano will begin Francis’ conversion story by 
recounting his tender, compassionate care of the lepers. 
Celano quotes Francis’ own “Testament” recalling that 
when it was still “bitter for” him “to see lepers… the 
Lord led…” him among them. There, “[h]e washed all 
the filth from them, and even cleaned out the pus from 
their sores…” Celano’s conversion account culminates 
with Francis kissing an individual leper whom he had 
“met … one day.”5 
 Similarly, Gregory’s “Life” of his sister will con-
clude with a recounted miracle story of Macrina kissing 
the eye of a young girl with an “infectious” eye disease. 
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The infection had left her afflicted eye as a “hideous 
and pitiful sight, since the membrane around the pupil 
was swollen and because of the disease had taken on a 
whitish tinge.” Like Francis, Macrina is led to kiss this 
human affliction which others would deem un-kissable. 
In a gesture of healing, “she kissed the little girl and 
was putting her lips to the girl’s eyes,” promising to her 
mother a healing, and thereby restoring “sight to the 
blind.”6

 Both stories have commonality in these saints 
overcoming their natural impulses to avoid contact with 
the infectious. Instead, they transcend their instincts so 
as to embrace and kiss the afflicted, attentive to their 
wounds and sores. 
 There is even greater commonality in the de-
scriptions of the bodies of these saints, these wounded 
healers, at their deaths. The miracle of Francis’ stigmata 
is well-known. Less explored is the scar on Macrina’s 
body which Gregory describes as “a reminder of God’s 
visitation.” This description is equally apt for Francis’ 
stigmata. 
 From the onset, Francis’ wounds are described 
as miraculous in their origin after the Crucified Ser-
aph’s appearance to him.7 In contrast, Macrina’s scar 
first originates as an illness, a tumor on her breast. In 
a backstory told upon her death, Gregory explains that 
she had been reluctant to seek medical care,8 having de-
cided “that to bare a part of her body to the eyes of 
strangers was worse than being sick.”9  Keeping others 
from “seeing the sacred wound in his side” will also be a 
theme for Celano regarding Francis.10 Instead of seek-
ing a doctor’s care, Macrina prayed all night in the sanc-
tuary, moistening mud with her tears and then applying 
it as a salve to the afflicted place. 
 She thereafter sought out her mother to obtain 
from her shared intercession for God’s healing. “And 
when her mother put her hand inside Macrina’s robe to 
make the sign of the cross on the affected spot, the sign 
of the cross worked and the affliction disappeared.”11 

6  Celano too will later recount Francis’ healing of the blind and crippled by his touch. p. 240.
7  Ibid. pp. 263-265.
8  See Francis’ reluctance to obtain medical care in Chapter IV, p. 267.
9  Celano: “He hid those marks carefully from strangers…” 
10  Early Documents, pp. 264-265.
11  It is noteworthy that the healing miracle is not solitary, but the effect of both Macrina and her mother’s interventions. In the testimonies from the 

“Acts of the Process of Canonization” for St. Clare, one of St. Clare’s healings miracles is also a joint healing with her own mother, similarly using the sign of 
the cross. See Clare of Assisi: Early Documents, Edited by Regis J. Armstrong, OFM, Cap. (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 1993), pp. 
155-6.

12  The Rediscovered Life of St. Francis of Assisi, trans. Timothy J. Johnson (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2016), p. 28.
13  Ibid. p. 27.
14  Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, Vol. 1, p. 280.
15  Ibid. p. 281.
16  Ibid. p. 280.

While only her mother knew of Macrina’s tumor, with 
Francis, it is only Brother Elias “whom he had chosen 
in place of a mother for himself,”12 who was able “to 
look at the precious wound in the side”13 while Francis 
was still alive. 
 Macrina was healed of the tumor, but a scar re-
mained, testifying to the miracle. Gregory was shown 
the scar only after his sister’s death, while the body was 
being prepared for burial. In his account, “a tiny scar…. 
is left on the body…as a reminder of God’s great help.” 
For Gregory, this miracle is “the greatest wonder ac-
complished by this holy lady.” His text explains that the 
scar remains “there till the end to be a reminder, I think, 
of God’s visitation, as an impetus and cause for constant 
thanksgiving to God.” 
 After his death, Francis’ wounds are described 
as “even more wonderful,” and that they “added great 
beauty and grace.”14 Where Macrina’s breast scar is “a 
reminder of God’s visitation, Francis’ wound in his side 
made them remember the One who poured out blood 
and water from His own side.” Gregory does not want 
this greatest wonder of his sister to “pass by unrecord-
ed.” Celano explains of the stigmata when he writes, 
“This is a miracle worthy of everlasting remembrance.”15 
 After her death (and anticipating the resurrec-
tion), Macrina’s wounded body is described as shin-
ing and beautiful. Gregory names it a “sacred beauty” 
whereby her body “shone even in the dark [funeral] 
mantle; God’s power… added even such grace to her 
body that…. rays of light seemed to shine out from 
her beauty.” Francis’ body is described similarly: “now 
shining white in its beauty, promising the rewards of 
the blessed resurrection… All the people saw him glow-
ing with remarkable beauty and his flesh became even 
whiter than before.”16  Both authors are keenly attentive 
to the resurrection potency implicit in these saints’ bod-
ies.
 Tellingly, Gregory placed two texts from Ga-
latians in the mouth of Macrina as a final prayer just 
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before her death: “for I too have been crucified with 
you, [Gal. 2:20] for I have nailed my flesh [Gal. 5:24] 
out of reverence for you.”  Macrina is thereby overt-
ly connected to the Crucified One. These texts are also 
quintessential to the Franciscan tradition’s explanation 
and interpretation of Francis’ stigmata. But if Celano is 
conscious of Gregory’s lauding of his sister’s scar and is 
drawing upon this hagiographic tradition, his intent is 
ultimately to supersede all prior precedents. For Celano, 
Francis’ stigmata is a “… new miracle…. For they had 
never heard or read in Scripture …what their eyes [now] 
could see.”17  Celano’s intent is to emphasize the nov-
elty of Francis’ stigmata. If Celano was drawing upon 

17  Ibid.

Gregory’s Life of Macrina and its miraculous wound 
typology, in his hagiographies of Francis, his goal is ul-
timately to emphasize the fully unique novelty of Fran-
cis’ wounds and their conformity to Christ. It would 
be expected that any dependence upon Macrina’s Life 
would be necessarily subtle and oblique, so as to not de-
tract from his intent to emphasize Francis’ uniqueness. 
 While there are expected differences between 
the recorded lives and deaths of Francis and Macri-
na, the similarities described above are intriguing and 
worthy of further textual investigation and study. Both 
hagiographies are striking in their attentiveness to the 
saints’ woundedness as a point of God’s manifestation 
(in contrast to scars illustrating the fallen state of hu-
manity). Both describe the body as a locus of divine ac-
tion and revelation. Both find in our human fragility and 
vulnerability – what the Franciscan lexicon will describe 
as “fragilitas” – an opportunity for manifestation of the 
divine. Scars and wounds are portrayed as theophanies. 
Divine glory shines through frail, wounded flesh. Res-
urrection does not void and nullify the woundedness 
of our human lives, but instead validates and glorifies 
the wounded journey we make toward Heaven. Both 
narratives challenge us to find in our scars and wounds 
evidence of God’s accompaniment through our life 
journeys, “a reminder of God’s visitation.” 
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The Small and Unlikely Places: 
Mission Integration after Assisi

By Jeff Papia

My knowledge of St. Francis was as 
deep as the birdbath in which I had 
often seen him standing. Although 
I had been educated in Catholic 
theology, I was new to the Francis-

can charism. Of course, this is becoming increasingly 
more common among mission leaders, particularly in 
Catholic Franciscan higher education. Nevertheless, 
in June of 2015, I began serving as Director of Mis-
sion Integration and Campus Ministry for Hilbert 
College in Hamburg, NY. For three years prior, I had 
done ministry in a high school, where faith was pre-
sumed and Mass attendance was expected, due both 
to age and policy. I learned very quickly, however, that 
our colleges and universities were mission territory. 
Of course, I was familiar with the research about the 
rise of “nones” and the growing contingent of “spiritual 
but not religious,” but distant intellectual comprehen-
sion and daily ministerial engagement are very different 
forms of knowing. In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis 
inspiringly shared his “dream of a ‘missionary option.’”1 
Yet, for mission leaders, this missionary impulse is not 
really an option at all; it is a necessity. Thankfully, on 
pilgrimage in Assisi, I would discover that St. Francis 
shows us how to begin making the Pope’s dream a re-
ality.

In Mission Territory
 Needless to say, it is not “business as usual” for 
our Catholic colleges and universities or for the Catho-
lic Church itself. In Western New York, for instance, the 
challenges we are experiencing are not unlike those en-
countered throughout the Rust Belt. A wealth of schol-
arship and research has detailed the causes of our rapid-
ly changing landscape, identifying factors like a lack of 
economic development, an exodus of residents in search 
of employment, and, on top of that, diminished Catho-
lic religious affiliation. Ultimately, these conditions have 
left us with an infrastructure suited to Catholics in the 
1950’s with more churches and schools than people and 

1  Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (on the Joy of the Gospel), 27, https:// http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html, accessed November 9th, 2017. 

students to fill them. Not surprisingly, as the traditional 
pipelines have become leaky and narrower and the costs 
of providing a college education have increased, higher 
education has felt the drought and with seven Catholic 
colleges and universities in Western New York alone, 
enrollment has become everyone’s primary concern.

All of these challenges converge upon the ef-
forts of mission integration. More specifically, I have 
heard among my counterparts that financial strain 
has exacerbated the already prevalent predilection for 
hard data as the sole measure of success. In an assess-
ment driven culture, an implicit deference is given to 
those programs and initiatives that can quantify their 
outcomes and ultimately determine their impact upon 
enrollment. On these terms, it is nearly impossible 
demonstrate the return on investment in more staff or 
resources for mission and ministry. Furthermore, as one 
counterpart at another institution bemoaned, financial 
stress has relegated mission and identity to an ancillary 
or secondary concern at the Board level, only to be ad-
dressed and funded with surplus in times of fiscal sta-
bility. Consequently, mission officers can feel pressured 
to evaluate their efforts based on limited metrics not 
capable of measuring the breadth and depth therein. 
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Operating within this context, mission leaders 
are called to engage students, faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators with increasingly less familiarity and exposure 
to the rich traditions of the Catholic Church and the 
Franciscan charism. As previously mentioned, there is 
ample literature about “nones,” the “churchless,” and the 
Catholic Church’s struggle for relevance in the lives of 
Millennials.2 Research such as this can provide helpful 
categories, language, and analysis to inform one’s think-
ing about mission and ministry. On a practical level, 
however, effective integration is context-dependent and 
requires daily interpersonal engagement in an effort to 
discover the fertile soil in which to plant the seeds of 
mission. For instance, generally speaking, service and 
social justice are the easiest ingresses into the lives of 
today’s college students, who seem to be ingrained with 
a natural desire to assist others and address social ineq-
uity and systemic injustice. Furthermore, the life of St. 
Francis of Assisi and the principle characteristics of the 
Franciscan charism are not only timely in our current 
socio-political and economic context, but also naturally 
appealing to students, staff, and faculty alike. However, 
even as mission leaders invite their campuses to enter 
into mission through the door of social justice, they 
cannot leave them standing at the threshold. Many are 
amenable to the Franciscan charism, but wary of Cath-
olic faith. Many are eager to engage the social and pro-
phetic dimensions of our tradition, but reluctant to ex-
perience the sacramental and contemplative elements. 
Yet, we cannot allow the Catholic Franciscan tradition 
to collapse into an ethic or immerse students in the 
Franciscan charism without delving into the Catholic 
foundation from which it proceeds. 

The challenges are immense and the causes are 
beyond any mission leader’s control. Shortly after en-
tering into the work of mission integration, I found that 
doubt and indecision can be paralyzing when trying to 
discern where to even start. However, thanks to the 
humbling generosity of a perfect stranger, I was sent 
on Pilgrimage to Assisi, where St. Francis taught me 
where to begin. I learned to take two simple steps: (1) 
Find your Greccio and (2) Begin with your Porziuncola.

Finding Your Greccio

 As cute as our manger scenes may be, the first 
Christmas was anything but cute. In fact, our pictures, 
paintings, and Hallmark cards may have white-washed 
and sugar-coated our collective imaginations, covering 

2  See George Barne and David Kinnaman, Churchless: Understanding Today’s Unchurched and How to Connect with Them (Austin, TX: Tyndale 
House Publishers, Inc., 2014) and David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving Church and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 2011).

an otherwise dismal scene in history with cinnamon, 
spice, and everything nice. 
 History tells us that Jesus was born into danger-
ous circumstances. His mother Mary, who would have 
been in her early teenage years at the time, could have 
been stoned to death under Mosaic Law for being an 
unwed mother. Explaining to family and friends that 
her child was from God would have inevitably drawn 
responses ranging from laughter to ridicule to hatred. 
Furthermore, having been warned in a dream, Joseph 
fled with Mary, fearing for their lives. Ultimately, af-
ter having been denied welcome by homeowners and 
innkeepers, Mary and Joseph settled into a stable, filled 
with dirty and smelly animals. Brought into this world 
by refugees, who were shunned, marginalized, and flee-
ing from persecution, Jesus was born into poverty and 
political danger.

 In 1223, in the town of Greccio, Italy, St. Fran-
cis of Assisi is credited with staging the first Christmas 
crèche. According to St. Bonaventure’s biographical ac-
count, St. Francis received permission from Pope Hon-
orious III to set up a manger with hay and live animals. 
Much has been written about St. Francis’ reasons for 
doing this, most notably his devotion to the infant Je-
sus. 
 Although he never stated this himself, I sus-
pect that St. Francis was trying to convey his belief that 
Christ’s birth was not an event of the past, but an ongo-
ing reality. By inviting normal, everyday people to reen-
act the scene, like we do at Hilbert, Francis encourages 
us to see the beautiful in the ordinary, the sacred in the 
profane, and the divine in the mundane. The Nativity, 
in all of its gritty reality, challenges us to recognize that 
Jesus is in our midst, especially in the places we least ex-
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pect. Christ enters 
into our lives wher-
ever there is pain, 
suffering, injustice, 
hatred, anger, and 
evil. It is precisely in 
these places, where 
we are least likely 
to recognize it, that 
God is most pres-
ent and real. This is 
the great paradox of 
Christmas.
 On pilgrimage in 
prayer at Greccio, 
overlooking the Ri-
eti Valley, St. Fran-
cis showed me what 
lies at the heart of 
a missionary spir-
it and the secret to 
mission leadership 

in a Catholic Franciscan institution. Like St. Francis, I 
was in awe of the poverty of God, born in a small and 
unlikely place. Turning my attention to St. Francis him-
self, I marveled at the thousands upon thousands of pil-
grims that travel great distances to walk in the footsteps 
of a man with small stature and unlikely appearance. 
Reflecting upon the person of Jesus, the life of St. Fran-
cis, and the beautiful Christmas crèche tradition, I was 
certain that I needed to find my own Greccio at Hilbert 
College. Sitting in paralysis amidst the challenges men-
tioned above, I had forgotten to look in the small and 
unlikely places where Christ is found. I realized that 
mission leadership in the Catholic Franciscan tradition 
means that we ought to seek the places that cause us 
discomfort. We must be courageous enough to embrace 
the leper, find hope in dismay, and invite Christ to be 
born in the weaknesses and dark corners of our hearts. 
Embracing the missionary spirit that Pope Francis pre-
scribed means that we must see God in the stranger, the 
refugee, the persons we dislike, and the students that 
trouble us. We must keep the eyes of our hearts open to 
find God in the small and unlikely places, where we can 
confidently proclaim Emmanuel – God is with us!

Beginning with the Porziuncola

In June of 2015, the day before I was to begin 
working in mission integration, I stood beneath a beau-
tiful, ornate, stained glass window that I had often over-

looked, wondering where this journey would take me. 
At the time, I was only versed enough to know that St. 
Francis was depicted in it and that my parish church 
had acquired it from a community of Franciscan wom-
en religious, who were selling their motherhouse in an 
effort to downsize. Thanks to a course offered by the 
Franciscan Institute at St. Bonaventure University, Br. 
William Short, OFM, informed me that the window 
was depicting the Fiesta del Perdono di Assisi, also 
known as the Feast of Our Lady of the Angels of the 
Porziuncola.

While on pilgrimage, we had the extraordinary 
privilege to visit and celebrate Mass inside the Porzi-
uncula, the broken down church that Francis himself 
rebuilt with his own hands. It was crude, humble, quiet 
and beautiful. One afternoon, in prayerful reflection, I 
sat on a ledge overlooking the Umbrian Valley with San 
Stefano peeking out of the trees. Looking down at the 
Basilica of Santa Maria degli Angeli, I tried to imagine 
what St. Francis would have seen during his lifetime. 
Could he even see the tiny, dilapidated chapel down in 
the swampy forest below? Could he have ever imagined 
the movement that would begin within the Porziuncu-
la? I am certain that St. Francis could not have guessed 
what God would do with him and through him in that 
small and unlikely place. It makes me wonder what God 
can do through us if we too are willing to seek the small 
and unlikely places in our lives. God calls us as leaders 
to Greccio first to focus our work on humble things, 
to make our way with the poor who need us the most. 
Then God brings us to a Porziuncola, a “little portion” 
where we are called to rebuild what was rundown and 
fill the space with joy, acceptance, love and solidarity. 
Ultimately, we are called to transform the lives of the 
young people that we serve and, while that may seem 
overwhelming and impossible, Greccio and the Porzi-
uncula teach us to begin simply by giving them what 
they need -  love and acceptance. 
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versity. Jeff lives with his wife Maria in 
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From an Economy of Extraction to an 
Economy of Inclusion: 

Franciscan Values in the Workplace
By David B. Couturier, OFM. Cap.

I have heard it said that it is impolite to talk about 
two things in a mixed company: money and re-
ligion.1 Well, in this article I am going to be very 
impolite. The fact is – Franciscans have been 
extremely impolite about this mix of religion 

and economics since their founding. It is not just that 
Franciscans liked to talk about spiritual and material 
poverty. That comes with the brown robes. What most 
people do not know is that Franciscans have been do-
ing some serious academic thinking about money, eco-
nomics, accounting, and finances since they first began 
their unique urban enterprise in the 13th century.2 They 
have produced some amazing economists, like Peter of 
John Olivi and Luca Pacioli, better known as the “Fa-
ther of Accounting” since long before the likes of Adam 
Smith.3 Their ideas are experiencing a kind of revival in 
the economic world, as people search for new ideas for 
a more social, less individualistic, economic mindset in 
our increasingly complicated financial environment. No 
group seems more interested in these more social forms 
of economics than today’s Millennial generation, young 
adults 18-34. The reason is clear – no cohort of young 
people has been harder hit and more disappointed by 
today’s economy than Millennials and their youngest 
counterparts, the Mosaics.

 Let me attempt to do three things in this pre-
sentation. First, let me talk briefly about a “healthy 
economy,” what that means in modern parlance and 
what it means in the Bible, which has a lot to say about 
money and possessions. Then, I would like to speak 
about young adults and their experience of the econo-
my today and why they are searching for a more social, 
less individualistic and less aggressive, form of living. 
Finally, I would like to talk about Franciscan values and 

1  I want to thank Sr. Roberta McElvie, OSF and Mr. Jeffrey Papia for the opportunity to share versions of these thoughts at lectures at Alvernia 
University and Hilbert College earlier this year.

2  Michael F. Cusato, “The Early Franciscans and the Use of Money,” in Daria Mitchell, OSF, ED., Poverty and Prosperity: Franciscans and the 
Use of Money, Washington Theological Union Symposium Papers, 2009 (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Press, 2009).

3  A conference on the economic theory and theological work of Peter of John Olivi (1248-1298) was held at St. Bonaventure University in July, 
2015. A compilation of papers from this conference is found in Franciscan Studies, Volume 74 (2016), 1-206.

4  President Bush’s Speech to the Nation on the Economic Crisis,” NYTimes (September 24, 2008) accessed at: http://www.nytimes.
com/2008/09/24/business/economy/24text-bush.html?mcubz=1

5  Mike Collins, “The Big Bank Bailout,” Forbes ( July 14, 2015), accessed at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/ mikecollins/ 2015/07/14/the-big-

how they can shape our thoughts and practice around 
business and, more specifically, about the business of 
being a college or university in the Franciscan tradition. 
 So let’s begin with some ideas about the health 
of our economy.

The Health of the American Economy
 Let us look at how easily and how massively our 
economy can turn against us with an example that is 
relatively near in time and extensive in its negative in-
fluence on an up and coming new generation of Amer-
ican young adults. We use it as a kind of a case study in 
organizational identity.
 It was nine years ago that President George W. 
Bush stood before the American people and announced 
what most Americans already suspected – the Ameri-
can economy and, indeed, the world economy was on 
the verge of collapse.4 The Great Recession had begun 
and, without a massive infusion of government mon-
ey, our now interconnected world economy would slide 
into a potentially unrecoverable depression. In an article 
for Forbes Magazine, Mike Collins recalls the moment 
of reckoning when Congress learned how serious the 
crisis was and how massively the American government 
needed to intervene. He writes,

… in a meeting with Congress on September 
18th, 2008. Treasury Secretary Paulson told the 
members that $5.5 trillion in wealth could dis-
appear by 2pm of that day. In a meeting with 
Senator Sherrod Brown, Secretary Paulson and 
Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke said, 
“we need $700 billion and we need it in 3 days.”5 
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Taxpayers were on the hook, so they thought, for $700 
billion dollars in order to purchase, manage and sell a 
whole lot of toxic assets, primarily troubled mortgag-
es and mortgage-backed securities in order to keep 
the world’s largest banks from collapsing and sending 
the whole economy into a massive freeze and eventual 
freefall into insolvency. According to reports from the 
Special Inspector General for TARP (Troubled Asset 
Relief Program) and the Government Accountability 
Office, the actual cost was significantly higher than the 
$700 billion dollars first projected.  In fact, when all 
was said and done, the U.S. Government provided 16 
trillion dollars in loans to American and foreign banks, 
providing special waivers and a huge infusion of cash 
to banks whose leaders sat as members of the Federal 
Reserve, the very ones making the decisions.6

 We know well the origins of the crisis. They are 
found in what are called subprime loans. Simply put, 
because of deregulation in the banking industry and a 
whole lot of greed, banks made housing loans available 
to a whole class of people whose credit worthiness and 
ability to pay back the loans was always shaky, at best. 
Unusually low introductory mortgage rates teased peo-
ple into the real estate market who would never have 
qualified under ordinary circumstances and in normal 
times. With these low introductory rates in place, peo-
ple bought homes they could not afford or added onto 
homes with money they did not have over the long 
haul.7 They did so, often enough without so much as a 
down payment. People secured 100% of adjustable ver-
sus fixed rate mortgages. Everything was fine, at least at 
the beginning, because on the front end of an adjust-
able mortgage, payments are low. It is when the adjust-
able rates kicked in, as they must, that large numbers of 
families found themselves in severe trouble. They could 
afford the teaser introductory rates, just not the larger 
adjustable ones that followed.
 When the mortgage rates finally adjusted, up-
wards of course, the amount people were required to 
pay on a monthly basis skyrocketed dramatically; in 
some cases, doubling and tripling. Some people tried to 
buy time and borrow on their credit cards to make their 
mortgage payments. With interest rates running be-
tween 18 and 22% and a whole lot of late payment fees 
tacked on, sub-prime families found themselves in a 

bank-bailout/2/#465118c42ce8
6  Senator Bernie Sanders, “The Fed Audit,” ( July 21, 2011), accessed at: https://www.sanders.senate.gov/ newsroom/press-releases/the-fed-

audit
7  I reprise these thoughts in the chapter, “Franciscans and the Great Recession,” in my book, Franciscans and their Finances: Economics in a 

Disenchanted World (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2015).
8  David B. Couturier, “Franciscans and the Great Recession,” in Franciscans and their Finances: Economics in a Disenchanted World (St. Bonaven-

ture, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2015), 3-16.

quicksand of debt, unable to make their mortgage pay-
ments or their credit card bills. Banks found themselves 
with empty loans and scores of foreclosed properties. 
Banks started to hemorrhage money uncontrollably. 
Some well-known and highly esteemed banks began 
to fail. The government needed to step in to forestall 
rolling bank failures and a stampede of runs on banks 
across the country and indeed the world. What became 
clear almost immediately was that no one knew who 
actually owned the loans and who was actually respon-
sible for securing the loans that had been made.
 Without going into greater detail, the fact is 
that these loans had been chopped up by the banks and 
sold hither and yon to various banks and lending insti-
tutions in the United States and around the world. They 
were re-packaged and re-bundled numerous times so 
that the paper trail was confusing and often lost. If the 
whole venture sounds incredibly irresponsible, it was. 
But, why would reputable companies engage in such 
loan-sharking enterprises? The simple and most hon-
est answer is greed. Consumers got greedy; bankers got 
greedy and the government, because of its deregulatory 
policies, stopped watching out for and stopped protect-
ing against greedy behaviors. No one was minding the 
store as these loans were sliced and diced, bundled and 
sold off to other institutions. Everyone’s focus was on 
making quick cash and not being responsible agents of 
other people’s money. Every time a loan was divvied up, 
sold off and sent to another institution, someone made 
money.
 As banks realized the depth of the crisis, they 
closed their spigots and stopped lending money or 
making promises to one another. The economic system’s 
most prized possession – trust—went into short supply 
and, without it, the economy started to freeze up and 
become paralyzed.
 We know the rest of the story. Lots of peo-
ple lost their homes and their businesses. The unem-
ployment rate skyrocketed to over 10% generally, but 
to around 40% in minority communities and among 
young adults.8 The problem that began in the United 
States soon went global. It took years to see improve-
ment and signs of recovery. 
 Fortunately, an unhealthy economy just nine 
years ago has gotten better, but the reality is that the 
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middle class in America, the engine of America’s con-
sumer spending, is still hurting and increasingly so.9 
While Americans are feeling more confident about the 
economy, they are not yet showing it in their consumer 
spending. Increased out of pocket costs for health care 
and the increases in educational spending, when cou-
pled with stagnant wages, may account for what is still 
a tepid recovery. What we have may have is a structural 
weakness in the economy itself. A few facts might help 
us understand.
 The size of the middle class has fallen in virtu-
ally all parts of the country. Pew research studies show 
that median income for middle class households fell by 
5% between 2000 and 2014 and median wealth, which 
is assets minus debt, declined by 28% after the hous-
ing market crisis.10 Middle class wages are stagnant and 
have been for a long time. Middle class hourly wag-
es went up by only 6% between 1979 and 2013. Low 
wageworkers’ income actually fell by 5%, while very 
high wage earners saw a 41% increase in their income.11 
What we are seeing is that people are falling out of the 
middle class and any benefits in our economic recovery 
are going almost exclusively to the top tiers of our soci-
ety. 
 The recent gains in the stock market, up 20% in 
the last few months, are impressive but they are not sig-
nificant for the economic standing of the middle class. 
The fact is that 92% of stocks are owned by the top 
20% of wealthy Americans. The gains we are witnessing 
in the stock market demonstrate how well companies 
are doing. They do not tell the story about how average 
American families are doing.
 There is growing resentment over how wealth is 
manufactured in America to promote and protect the 
top 1% of Americans who captured more than half of 
the total income growth from 1993 to 2014.12  In 1980, 
Fortune 500 CEOs earned about 42 times what their 
average typical workers made. Today, they now earn 373 
times what their workers make. American workers are 
working longer and harder and for less. They are on a 
treadmill of increasing expectations, stagnant incomes, 
decreasing benefits, watching their hard work deliver an 

9  Richard Eskow, “What’s Killing the American Middle Class?” Huff Post (May 17, 2017), accessed at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/rj-es-
kow/whats-killing-the-america_b_9990822.html

10  Pew Research Center, “America’s Shrinking Middle Class: A Close Look at Changes within Metropolitan Areas,” (May 11, 2016), accessed 
at: http://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2016/05/Middle-Class-Metro-Areas-FINAL.pdf. 

11  Ibid.
12  Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman, “Distributional National Accounts: Methods and Estimates,” ( July 6, 2017) accessed 

at: http://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/PSZ2017.pdf
13  Anthony B. Atkinson, Inequality: What can be Done (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015).
14  Jessica Kriegel, Unfairly Labeled: How Your Workplace Can Benefit from Ditching Generational Stereotypes (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 

Inc., 2016).
15  Malcom Harris, Kids These Days: Human Capital and the Making of Millennials (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2017).

economy that is more unequal and less fair.13 America’s 
economic recovery is far from complete.

The Millennial Generation and the Economy
 No one knows this story better and more vis-
cerally than young adults today, between the ages of 18 
and 34, the Millennial generation. This is a generation 
that has been called “entitled,” “narcissistic,” “spoiled,” 
and self-absorbed. Jessica Kriegel who did her recent 
doctoral dissertation on generational stereotypes in the 
workplace lays out the labels assigned to Millennials 
and labels them unfair:

They are portrayed as entitled know-it-alls who 
want to jump up the corporate ladder without 
paying their dues; who demand work/life bal-
ance but also want a collaborative work environ-
ment; who need time off for volunteer efforts 
(since they want to save the world) but resist 
putting in extra time at work when it is needed; 
who are super tech-savvy but oblivious to social 
norms.14

 Kriegel believes these descriptions are unfair and 
unfounded and I agree. What they miss is the mindset 
of Millennials. They fail to recognize what Millennials 
experienced during the staggering and stagnant years of 
the near total collapse of the American economy and 
the mostly tepid recovery of the post-Recession peri-
od. The fact is that Millennials see the world differently 
than Boomers do and Boomers are not used to contra-
diction, especially from a cohort that is about 58 million 
strong.15

 Millennials do not share the innate Boomer 
confidence in inevitable human progress. Millennials 
do not have the same sunny attitude toward the future 
or the same trust in institutions to get things right and 
make things better that Boomers instinctively have. 
Millennials have seen the most salient structures of so-
ciety fail them. They know the corruption of banks, the 
ineptitude of Congress, the scandals of churches, and 
the breakdown of families. These are not theoretical is-
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sues or abstract concerns of Millennials. They affect the 
lives of Millennials every day. 
 Millennials worry and they worry a lot about 
their future, which they are convinced will not be bet-
ter economically than their parents’ was. Statistics bear 
them out. Millennials belong to a generation saddled 
with debt. Forty percent of them are still living, large-
ly reluctantly, at home with their parents, because their 
jobs are not keeping pace with what they owe. They sus-
pect that the plan of life laid out for them (college, job, 
marriage, home, kids, career, cushy retirement) is a pipe 
dream they will never achieve. The rungs on the ladder 
of success are already broken and they suspect (and they 
are not wholly wrong) that the system is rigged against 
them. 
 The fact is that Millennials think differently 
than Boomers. Yet, Boomers are still notably in charge 
of the American discourse of politics, economics, and 
religion. Despite the struggles they face and the obsta-
cles they endure, Millennials are an amazingly upbeat 
cohort. They are simply too nice to tell Boomers to 
their faces that they do not believe them anymore and 
they are tired of the polarization and divisiveness that 
Boomers take for granted as the normal politics of busi-
ness and religion today. Boomers created the language 
of protest and polarization in the 1960s and have been 
using it ever since. 
 Barak Obama, the first post-Boomer president, 
made the audacious claim during the 2008 election that 
“we are not red states and blue states; we are the United 
States of America.” In many ways, Millennials believed 
him and shared the hope that we could transcend our 
predictable politics of divisiveness. The 2016 election 
revealed that we were not done with our Boomer mind-
set, not by a long shot. We nominated two Boomer can-
didates and Millennials witnessed a multi-billion dollar 
slugfest play out for months and watched their central 
economic issues get drowned out by the ugly identi-
ty and racial politics dredged up from an unfinished 
Boomer agenda. 
 What Millennials argue for is a politics of in-
clusion to replace a politics of extraction. What I mean 
is that Millennials, in large numbers, understand that 
we are living in an economy of extraction “whereby con-
centrated power serves to extract wealth from vulnera-
ble people in order to transfer it to the more powerful. 
That extraction is accomplished by the predatory if legal 
means of tax arrangements, credit and loan stipulations, 
high interest rates, and cheap labor.”16

16  Walter Brueggemann, Money and Possessions (Louisville, KY: John Wesley Knox Press, 2016), xx.

 What Millennials are searching for is an eco-
nomics and politics of inclusion. This is their most pow-
erful and prophetic insight. We know that Millennials 
love their friends. We complain that they are always 
checking in on their cellphones. We are bemused by 
their Twitters, Instagrams, selfies, and every sort of so-
cial app imaginable. We interpret this under the rubric 
of self-absorption and generational cliquishness. We 
simply do not understand the ecclesiology they are cre-
ating in the public square.
 Millennials want to include people under a 
great tent of social unity. They despise the polarizations 
of the past and distrust institutions that continue to 
provoke them. They have already determined an ethical 
social space for people of different colors, creeds, sexual 
orientation, and gender identities. Now they want an 
economics that follows suit, living wages that work for 
families and health care that is affordable and accessi-
ble to all. They expect debt relief. They are creating an 
economic map that is socially more fair and allows for 
creativity, agency, social interaction, a culture of family 
first and work in the service of life (not the other way 
around) and a lifestyle that does not put the human 
person in bondage nor the planet in peril. 
 We who lived our entire work lives under an 
economics of extraction have come to expect the cor-
ruption that gave rise to the Great Recession. We have 
already forgiven the great schemers and perpetrators of 
this grand deceit. No corporate leaders were sent to jail. 
All has been easily forgiven and we have moved on. We 
find it hard to believe Millennials are serious when they 
agitate for an economics of inclusion. Our economy, 
we believe, is supposed to be brutal, as Thomas Hobbes 
predicted it would be. We are in a “war of all against all,” 
he said.
 But, is another kind of economic map possi-
ble? Can we construct a different kind of economy that 
is more humane and more social? Indeed, we can. So 
thought a young man in his twenties from Assisi and it 
is to him we turn for inspiration and insight.

St. Francis and the Economics of Extraction
 When Francis stood naked in the public square 
of Assisi and handed back his clothes to his father, he 
was declaring that he wanted off the social grid con-
structed as it was on the economics of extraction, put-
ting the vulnerable at the service of the privileged, and 
damning society to endless spasms of violence in the 
service of greed.
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What stands out in contrast from this symbolic ges-
ture is the embedded social imagination that controlled 
the vision and parameters of the political and religious 
imagination of the times in which Francis of Assisi 
lived. Francis is challenging more than his father’s busi-
ness practices. He is indicting the whole social script by 
which his generation lived its life.
 Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) lived by a narra-
tive of incredible violence and enormous greed.17 He 
was the son of a wealthy cloth merchant, an apparent-
ly happy and well provided and well -privileged young 
man used to the high-life and fast lane adolescence of 
an up and coming new generation of financial entrepre-
neurs. Whether working in his father’s clothing shop or 
gathering his friends for parties for which he paid, he 
was, as a young man, always the walking advertisement 
for his father’s fashion business. However, he was more 
than a symbol to his family, he was his father’s promise 
of a change in the family’s economic fortune, one that 
promised to see them become part of a noble class of 
living to which they were not born. Francis and his fa-
ther had a deeper motive for Francis’ actions and a large 
scheme for his adventures with the nobility with whom 
he hung around. They were legitimizing an economy 
based on hard work and merit not inheritance, as was 
the way wealth worked in medieval times. Francis and 
his father were committed to a new social ideal whereby 
families could work their way into the upper class and 
actually create status for those not born into privilege. 
 Francis’ father had often shared with his son 
that he was tired of slogging his way back and forth to 
France to pursue his business, only to be interrupted 
and gouged by the endless tariffs and tollbooths erected 
by noble families to keep the noble class and no others 
in the privileged lifestyles to which they had become 
accustomed. Francis’ father was intent on building a 
new and indeed radical model whereby people made 
money a new-fashioned way: they would earn it.  Fami-
lies would assume the social rewards of privilege and re-
ceive the accolades of the upper class because they had 
earned their way into a new kind of entrepreneurial no-
bility. It was a radical and dangerous ideal that Francis 
and his father, Pietro, promoted for the times in which 
they lived.
 Francis and his father were trying to reshape 
not simply the economic order of things, but also the 
social one as well. The adolescent singer of French bal-
lads had high ambitions of redrawing the social hier-
archical map so that it would include families like his 
own, hard-working people who thought they deserved 

17  David B. Couturier, “Franciscan Economics in a Disenchanted World,” Franciscan Connections 65:3 (September, 2015), 41-43.

the privileges and the respect now reserved to those 
who did nothing more than simply “inherit” what they 
had. Francis and his father were committed to “working 
their way up” the ladder of nobility’s privileges, if not its 
peerage.
 However, the medieval world knew almost noth-
ing of “upward mobility,” as we now know and suppose 
it. The “majores” of Francis’ day did not share the logic of 
inclusiveness that Francis was forming in his mind. The 
majores liked the hierarchical arrangement as it was. It 
suited their needs just fine. The world, as they knew and 
wanted it, was designed for a hierarchy of the few above 
the many. The nobility that included both laity and cler-
gy were willing to fight to maintain the status quo.
 The tensions that developed in the 12th and 
13th centuries around these questions of access and 
merit, privilege and power were extremely dangerous 
and often turned deadly. The time of Francis was one 
of constant wars and incessant bloody battles. Violence 
in the service of greed was the norm and expectation 
of Francis’ time and culture. It was the “new normal” of 
his time. The young adult Francis not only expected this 
connection between violence and greed, he welcomed it 
as the only means of securing the “justice” he envisioned 
for himself, his family and his town. Francis accepted 
his society’s brutal economic narrative and was quite 
willing to play his dangerous part in it. For that, he de-
cided to go to war. 
 Francis’ adolescent dreams were as vast as they 
were naïve. Few young men take stock of the bloody 
consequences of real wars before they go. They wallow 
in their fantasies of war to excite and inspire them. To 
Francis the plan was simple enough. He would become 
a knight and finally achieve the glory he and his family 
were owed. Francis would go to war and return home a 
hero. To that end, he was masterfully outfitted for mil-
itary service by his father. Francis, the playful darling 
of his friends, set out for war with nothing more than 
glory on his mind.
 However, something happened to Francis at the 
Battle of Collestrada, something that shook him to the 
core of his soul. Taken prisoner of war, he languished in 
prison for the better part of a year until ransomed by his 
father. He was never the same afterwards.
 Like many soldiers before and after him, Fran-
cis had finally seen the real consequences of war. He 
had seen his friends, the ones he used to party with as 
minstrels on the streets of Assisi, now butchered on the 
bloody floor of the Umbrian Valley. Francis stood shak-
en and traumatized by what he had experienced. He 
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had no words to express what he had undergone, no 
way of making sense of what had happened to him and 
his friends out there where blood saturates dreams and 
swords tear through a young man’s heart. The experience 
was so traumatizing that Francis would never pick up a 
sword again. Coming home, Francis tried to reorder his 
priorities and rework his life plans. His questions went 
further, to the core of his identity as a man, as a son, and 
as a Christian. He asked himself, “Chi sei tu, Signore, 
and chi sono io?” (Who are you, Lord, and who am I?)
 Francis questioned the roots of the violence and 
greed that had consumed his adolescent imagination. 
He understood that his questions were not simply about 
himself. They were about his society and, more fright-
eningly, they were about his God. He understood what 
many had missed in their justifications for violence in 
the name of privilege, that God was being implicated by 
Assisi’s association of God with the greed of the day.
 Francis’ night sweats were not simply about his 
memories in battle and as a prisoner of war. He trem-
bled at what was happening to his soul in front of an 
adolescent God who could no longer inspire or direct 
him. The God of his youth had been left out on the 
battlefields where his friends had lost their lives.
 Francis had grown up on the apocalyptic and 
majestic images of God that were current in the Middle 
Ages. It was common belief that God looked after the 
world but on a throne and with a threatening glance 
and a thunderous judgment against evil. As a boy, Fran-
cis would have shaken with dread as he pondered the 
imperial character of the Almighty in his time. Yet, 
something changed in his view of God after his experi-
ence of war. His turning toward the poor and his turn-
ing against the violence that saturated his time period 
implicated his view of God, as well. That is to say, his 
well-chronicled conversion included not just sensitivity 
to the poor and a wondrous appreciation for the lowliest 
of creatures in nature. It also now impelled Francis to a 
dramatic and radical love of the humble God, the naked 
divinity, and the approachable incarnate Christ of the 
Gospels, the One whose fundamental stance turned out 
to be mercy and compassion, and not angry judgment 
and a vengeful wrath.
 Francis came to the conviction that it was this 
tender and kind God that violence and economic greed 
obscured and defaced. As this realization crystallized 
in him, it became Francis’ mission to reveal once again 
the goodness and indeed the humility of God, found in 
abundance in the lowliest and most vulnerable of crea-
tures.18 

18  William B. Short, OFM, “What is the Franciscan Imagination,” Franciscan Connections  65:1 (March, 2015), 8-12.

 Francis embarked on a new mission – to see and 
experience the world in the fullness of a God who was 
good, all good, supremely good, all the time and to ev-
eryone. He discovered the remarkable principle that the 
way to experience the fullness of God was through a 
process of emptiness. That is, the way to enter the maj-
esty of God was through experiences of minority. In or-
der to experience the abundance of a good and gracious 
God, Francis had to open up new spaces emptied out of 
self-aggrandi”zement and competitive aggression. He 
had to find his way to the luxurious nature of God’s 
kindness through the portals of vulnerability. 
 His contemporaries had proposed that the way 
towards God was through an imitation of majesty and 
the accumulation of power, prestige, and privilege. Fran-
cis had learned just the opposite. The way to fullness was 
by emptiness. This insight would have enormous impact 
for the way the brothers used money and the way they 
went about their economic activities in the world. 
 With Francis, the brothers created a fraternal 
economy in sharp contrast to the competitive and ag-
gressive economy of his time. They premised their fra-
ternal economy on the belief that God was ever generous 
and abundant in gifts to humanity and in creation. The 
fraternal economy did not divide the world into those 
who have and those who have not, as their medieval 
economy had done. Their more social economy was not 
staged on the presupposition that some were destined 
to privilege and others were fated to deprivation. Their 
medieval economy, founded on aggression and greed, 
fostered chronic social insecurity. The rituals and rules 
of the fraternal economy, on the other hand, protected 
their security with one another and their reliance on 
one another. Francis did not design poverty to increase 
insecurity, anxiety, and uncertainty among the brothers. 
Quite the opposite! Franciscan poverty was the protec-
tion of fraternity by setting the means by which friars 
relied and depended on one another for all they had 
and all they received from a good and generous God. 
Francis’ critical understanding of poverty was less about 
ascetics than it was about the development of mutuali-
ty, relationality, and interdependence not only with one 
another but with the entire creation under God.
 Thus, Franciscan poverty could not mean the 
denigration or rejection of the world. Francis’ view of 
poverty connected the brothers intimately to the world 
and all God’s creatures. The brothers did not embark 
on poverty to castigate the creatures of this world. The 
brothers did not want to bypass the natural world in 
order to “get to heaven” as quickly as possible. Quite 
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the opposite! The brothers wanted to enjoy the lavish 
goodness of God found in God’s good creation.
 Francis’ re-thinking of the economics of his 
time, concentrated as it was on the development of his 
fraternity’s use of goods and money, was aimed at the 
construction of security, joy, and peaceful relations, el-
ements of life sorely lacking in the culture of his time. 
Francis’ rule was anticipating Christ’s return to “create a 
new heavens and a new earth,” by living in the simplici-
ty of life that called on the brothers and sisters to live in 
communion and not in competition with one another. 
Francis wanted his fraternity to experience the fullness 
of God, not God’s supposed stinginess. Francis created 
an economic model and plan of life that re-directed the 
brothers and sisters away from aggression and power 
building and mutual reliance and common sharing. 

St. Francis: Towards an Economics of Inclusion
 When he kissed the leper on the roadside, he 
began to construct a new ethic and spirituality of in-
clusion. He no longer wanted to participate in a society 
that divided itself between the majores, the privileged 
few, over the minores, the destitute many. He no longer 
wanted to protect this brutal arrangement of econom-
ic and spiritual exclusion with weapons and the force 
of law. He retreated from the social boundaries of his 
culture, and he cast his lot and his future with the re-
jected, serving lepers in the crude hospices, deep within 
the forests of the Umbrian Valley. Francis would have 
stayed nothing more than a solitary charitable but un-
known figure in history, if it were not for another con-
version beyond his embrace of the leper. Francis tells us 
of his second conversion. He calls it the one “when the 
Lord gave me brothers” (Testament).
 Soon enough young men (and eventually young 
women) came to embrace his radical life form off the 
social grid, away from the normative greed and violence 
of the day. Because of this, Francis realized that God 
was calling him to create a new way of life, a new social 
experiment called “fraternity.”
 The radical nature of “fraternity” has lost some 
of its currency over the generations. We have worn out 
fraternity’s original radicalism by reducing it to some 
social form of camaraderie or association. Even in the 
church and in canon law, we have allowed fraternity to 
be obscured by terms such as “common life” or “mo-
nastic community living.” We need to re-enliven the 
concept and return it to its original force and radical 
meaning.

19  David B. Couturier, The Fraternal Economy: A Pastoral Psychology of Franciscan Economics (South Bend, IN: Cloverdale Books, 2007).

 The new form of life would have no superiors, 
only servants. There would be no divisions whatsoever, 
no traces of majores and minores, those who have and 
those who do not, those who are privileged and those 
who are impoverished. This radical lifestyle would be 
characterized by an attitude of radical humility, hospi-
tality, and a determination to stop scratching for posi-
tion and power and an intention to take the last place in 
everything. Free from a fatal possessiveness, one could 
be appreciative of all that God gives freely and abun-
dantly. 
 What Francis began to construct was an econ-
omy of inclusion. People have grossly misunderstood 
Francis of Assisi by characterizing his spirituality as a 
“love of poverty.” Poverty was not Francis’ thing, at least 
not as commonly understood. Francis surely practiced 
ascetics but not as an end in themselves. Community 
was more at the center of his consciousness. Francis was 
interested in the common good, the social bond, the ex-
perience of love, and the ability to include everyone in 
the embrace of a God that Francis came to recognize 
as absolute self-diffusive love. The way to protect this 
experience of shared divine abundance was through an 
attitude of dispossession. In Latin, we call this “sine pro-
prio,” living without owning anything of one’s own. It 
is a radical disposition against possessing anything or 
anyone. Francis’ logic was as simple as it was direct. If 
we own, we must protect. If we protect, we will guard 
the things we own to the point of violence, and it was 
violence that Francis rejected most of all.19

 Francis had seen too much violence in his youth. 
He had seen how far the citizens of Assisi would go 
to protect the wealth of the privileged few. They would 
send their sons to war and death on the bloody fields 
of the Umbrian and Spoleto Valleys. He had witnessed 
the butchering of the friends he loved and the friends 
he used to party with, when he was the happy-go-lucky 
minstrel on the streets of Assisi.
 What, then, are the values of a “fraternal” or “so-
cial” economy in the Franciscan tradition? Obviously, 
Francis was not an economist. He never worked out an 
academic map of his social or economic thoughts. Yet, 
the values emerge and we can see the shape of a fraternal 
economy from the practice of Francis and his brothers. 
Let me name a few values gleaned from the intuitions 
and insights of the Franciscan movement that I believe 
the business of college and university life can learn.
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Franciscan Values for a More Social Economy

Inclusion 

 Francis of Assisi believed in community and 
was fiercely egalitarian. The social structures of his 
youth were severely and brutally divided. People were 
assigned their social standing and their economic space 
by the cultural customs and conventions of the time and 
they were bound to stick to them. Opportunity was dic-
tated by one’s social position and inheritance. Francis 
rejected these social barriers and created a community 
of inclusion. Any man could come into the community, 
as long as he was willing to be non-possessive, i.e. give 
up all he had and give it to the poor, and be willing 
to serve and not be served. Francis’ spirit of inclusion 
was divinely-driven. One of the great revolutions in 
Francis’ spirituality was his exchange of a majestic God 
for a humble one. The God that he had grown up with 
was a royal divinity, enthroned for a final judgment of 
humankind. Instead, Francis reverenced the humble 
Christ, the naked figure in the manger and on the cross. 
He fell in love with the Christ who owned nothing and 
embraced everything in creation to save humankind in 
His passion and death. 

Thus, a fraternal economy is radically inclusive. 
It seeks a social and ethical space for every man, 
woman, and child. Its privileges are not for the 
few. God’s gifts are “for the many.” The fraternal 
economy is not based on limits and deficiencies. 
Francis’ God is an abundant God, a self-diffu-
sive God of generosity, that calls humankind 
to a similar attitude of dispossession and gen-
erosity. The God of Adam Smith, by contrast, 
is a quite stingy God and the world elaborated 
by the Enlightenment is a creation bounded by 
limits, a zero sum game of inevitable winners 
and losers. Not so for the Franciscan movement. 
The abundant and loving God is creative and 
generous and God’s world is lush with possibil-
ity and ingenuity. God’s creation is a vast and 
interdependent network, a communion of social 
beings with an inestimable potential for service 
and goodness.

Dignity

 Spiritual writers have always stressed the dig-
nity that Francis bestowed on the leper when he kissed 
and embraced this rejected man on the roadside. Actu-

ally, I think there is more to this story than that. I be-
lieve that it was Francis who remained ever grateful to 
the leper for accepting Francis, while he (Francis) was 
still steeped in his sins. It was the leper who accepted 
Francis fully and completely. The leper’s wounds were 
only skin-deep. Francis’ vulnerabilities, his disgust with 
vulnerable “others,” were deep in his soul. Francis was 
grateful that the leper saw a dignity in him that Fran-
cis could not see or own in himself at the time. What 
Francis learned in this encounter was the inestimable 
dignity of each and every human being, no matter their 
physical challenges, emotional problems or social in-
heritance. Every human being has a rightful place and 
an inalienable dignity that is neither earned nor worked 
for.
 We live in a time where people’s worth is cali-
brated by their careers. Their standing is determined by 
their ability to produce and serve the insatiable needs of 
a consumerist society. Increasingly, one must earn one’s 
health care. One has to afford one’s education and the 
chance to succeed. Tragically, one has to have the right 
skin tone to be a true American in our still highly ra-
cialized economy. 
 The fraternal economy recognizes rights that are 
still only partial or highly limited in our competitive 
and aggressive social compact. A fraternal economy rec-
ognizes the right to life, health care, work, education, a 
living wage, as a well as the right to contribute from the 
wellsprings of one’s talents, creativity, vision, and hopes 
without the obstacles artificially imposed by cultural 
conventions or social bias.

Beauty

 Our consumer society is eminently practical but 
it is constraining us to produce only those things that 
can be bought and sold, consumed, destroyed, and re-
cast for further profit. Those of us who teach in liber-
al arts colleges and universities know how strong the 
temptation there is today to reduce the ideal of learning 
only to career goals, those courses and those topics that 
can get one a job and produce a paycheck and an imme-
diate payback. Our educational vision, wrapped tightly 
around the logic of developing one’s profession and es-
tablishing one’s career, is losing sight of the intuitions 
and insights for building a character and liberating us 
from the hazards of consumption. The fraternal econo-
my, on the other hand, establishes the insight that we 
are made for a way of beauty. In the Franciscan tradition, 
God is Beautiful and creates a world that is immensely 
and gloriously beautiful. The natural stance of the hu-
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man person is one of awe in the face of a world steeped 
in wondrous colors and exquisite sounds. We need a 
holistic pedagogy and an ethos that engages us in the 
beautiful. This is what Mary Beth Ingham reminds us, 
as she says, “Beauty is the foundational human experi-
ence that unites mind and heart, spirit and body, activity 
and passivity, embracing and transcending time, culture, 
and point of view. Creation of beauty in art, literature, 
poetry and music is a distinguishing characteristic of 
the human person and every human culture.”20

 The fraternal economy creates a space for beauty 
and engages individuals and communities openly and 
fully (not begrudgingly) in music, literature, poetry, in 
the full range of the arts, along with experiences with 
and for nature, in a conscious and loving solidarity and 
communion with creation. Unfortunately, the arts have 
become a luxury we can ill afford in our consumerist 
society. Young people, especially in our minority com-
munities, are systematically deprived of their right to 
beauty and an engagement with the arts. The fraternal 
economy reverses priorities and re-establishes our com-
munion with God and God’s good earth.

Creation

 We have already tipped our hand when it comes 
to a new creation-centered communion. It is only now 
dawning on people around the world just how much of 
the planet and our future we have sacrificed in the pur-
suit of our aggressive consumerism. “Climate change” 
is a soft-phrase for the long-term destruction we have 
caused for the short-term profits we have amassed 
during our lifetime alone. It is easy to trivialize the im-
age of Francis of Assisi. I was recently taken to task 
by a Franciscan who thought I was setting back the 
cause of good Franciscanism by the choice I made for 
the cover of a new book about the Franciscan Intellec-
tual Tradition. The Franciscan accused me of perpet-
uating the image of Francis in a birdbath. Horror of 
horrors. I actually thought the cover choice was a good 
one, progressive, sensitive, modern and beautiful, with 
no birdbath in sight. But, the point is well-taken. Our 
age is still too insensitive to the dangerous realities of 
climate change. We are still too blasé about the way we 
pollute our oceans and destroy our forests. We are still 
too shortsighted in recognizing how badly we treat our 

20  Mary Beth Ingham, “Framing a Transformative Franciscan Ethos: The Challenge of Excellence at St. Bonaventure University,” Franciscan 
Connections 67:3 (Fall 2017), 24-28.

21  Jacques Dalarun, The Canticle of Brother Sun: Francis of Assisi Reconciled, trans. Philippe Yates (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute 
Publications, 2016). 

22  I review this new research in neuro-economics in my book, Franciscans and their Finances, 73-77.

sister, “mother earth,” and how selfish we are toward the 
generations who will follow us.
 A fraternal economy is not based on an ethic of 
demand and destroy. It is fundamentally derived from 
an attitude of gift, one that generates possibility by a 
non-possessive spirit of gratitude. Francis had a deep 
love and respect for all creation. He was so respectful 
that he would stop on the road and move a worm to the 
side of the road so as to protect it from being stepped 
on. And, Francis composed his immensely beautiful 
Canticle of the Creatures, praising God for Brother Sun 
and Sister Moon, even though he was suffering from an 
excruciating eye disease that left him virtually blind and 
unable to bear sunlight or even the flicker of an evening 
candle.21 
 Today’s modern economy is individualistic and 
highly competitive. Its anthropological presuppositions 
are forged in Enlightenment principles of self-interest 
and division. In traditional economic theory, concepts 
such as trust, bonding, and empathy are systematically 
ignored since it is held a priori that individuals cannot 
but act exclusively on the basis of personal preferenc-
es. New research in neuro-economics are finding, using 
MRI imaging, that the human brain is hard-wired to 
cooperate rather than compete and people are condi-
tioned to act pro-socially, even when the possibility of 
future interaction is low or even zero. New research in-
dicates that people are more altruistic and cooperative 
than traditional economics presumes.22

Transparency and Accountability 

 There are a few more values that underpin 
the Franciscan fraternal economy. Let me trace them 
very briefly as I wrap up. These values undergird and 
strengthen the personal, relational, and collective 
well-being that derive from a profoundly fraternal or 
social economy. They are transparency, accountability, 
dialogue, solidarity, and austerity. 
 In a fraternal economy that is service-orient-
ed rather than self-interested, one is guided by rules of 
transparency and mutual accountability. Accounts are 
open for scrutiny and inspection. Secrecy and stealth 
are discouraged and prohibited. Truth is guaranteed 
by active involvement and honest dialogue throughout 
the system. The normalization of corporate deviancy is 

Franciscan Connections 67.4.indd   35 12/12/2017   1:57:35 PM



36                            Franciscan Connections: The Cord-A Spiritual Review

averted by a compunction of cooperation at every level 
of the organization. 

Solidarity

 Because a fraternal economy is founded on an 
attitude of communion, it is also distinguished by a pro-
gram of solidarity. A fraternal economy has a conscience 
for the marginalized other and continually reaches out, 
giving back to the larger society, reminding all employ-
ees and every worker that doing well also means doing 
good.

Austerity

 Honestly, this generosity comes at a price. The 
final virtue of a fraternal economy may be its hardest 
to understand and undertake. In a way, austerity sets 
a limit to profit in the sense that it sets aside some of 
its wealth, even significantly so, to help one’s neighbor, 
strengthen one’s community and build up one’s society. 
The evidence from new “economies of communion” in-
dicate that a social conscience is good for business and 
wins good will, stronger loyalty. and an enduring respect 
from customers in ways that ordinary profit-bearing in-
stitutions cannot manage.23

Conclusion
 As an organizational development specialist, 
trained in the socio-analytic study of institutions, I am 
fascinated by the way these Franciscan values meet the 
challenges of today’s complex and ever-changing insti-
tutions. I would like to direct my concluding thoughts 
to one such institution, the college or university in the 
Catholic-Franciscan tradition. The challenges of these 
institutions are significant and steep: they are global, 
cultural, social, demographic, and financial in scope. 
They are the kind of challenges that a Franciscan ethos 
can transform.
 Educational institutions in the Franciscan tra-
dition have a unique challenge in our post-modern 
world. We are called to set before our students, staff, 
faculty, and administrations nothing less than a “trans-
formative Franciscan ethos.”24 We are called to present 
and articulate a mission and vision that is intentionally 
and proactively Franciscan in the way we go about the 
business of being a Franciscan college and university 
today. Let me be blunt about it. Franciscan institutions 

23  John Gallagher and Jean Buckeye, Structures of Grace: The Business Practices of the Economy of Communion (Hyde Park, NJ: New City Press, 
2014).

24  Ingham, op.cit.

cannot splash a little holy water here or there, mount 
murals of Francis and Clare as decorative art and, hor-
ror of horrors, place Francis of Assisi in a birdbath and 
call themselves Franciscan.
 A smattering of Franciscan courses in the cata-
logue and a vague humanitarian spirit of camaraderie is 
not enough to deserve the designation of being a uni-
versity or college in the Franciscan tradition. My con-
tention is that our educational business must be Fran-
ciscan and our economy should be fraternal.
 Our economic relationships and our business 
processes must be informed and transformed by an eth-
ic of inclusion and dignity. A “culture of students first” 
must be a baseline and a starting point for a profound 
respect for and advancement of every students’ deepest 
desires for communion, creativity, wisdom, and beauty. 
 Our business dealings with one another have to 
be more than transactional and efficient. They need to 
be, dare one say, transformatively beautiful because they 
respect something more than productivity and efficien-
cy. A beautifully-designed educational institution fos-
ters care, generosity, mutual respect, and a recognition 
of and reward for creativity and ingenuity.
 A Franciscan ethos builds joy and thrives on 
goodness. A Franciscan campus should be beautiful 
through and through. Maintenance workers should be 
reminded of their unique role as “directors of first im-
pression,” the ones who set the tone and atmosphere for 
the world we share together. Staff workers at every level 
should understand their role as “directors of lasting im-
pressions.” Long after a lecture’s details have faded into 
history, the kind notice and the generous acts of those 
with the less lofty titles and less lucrative paychecks 
will shape the character of those who build tomorrow’s 
sturdy foundations, because people have not only been 
smart, but they have also been good. 
 Franciscan institutions are all about relation-
ships and so, I would say to all, look up when people are 
talking to you. Put down your cell phones long enough 
to talk to someone new or needing your attention. Our 
job is about doing more than our job. It is about build-
ing fraternity on this campus.
 It is time to own our Franciscan tradition. Let’s 
not settle for being Catholic-light, Protestant light, 
Jewish light, Muslim light, Hindu or Buddhist light. 
Let’s be the inclusive, dignified, creative, beautiful, and 
accountable institutions we are meant to be. Let’s be 
Franciscan and darn proud of it! 

Franciscan Connections 67.4.indd   36 12/12/2017   1:57:35 PM


