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Around the Franciscan World
The Franciscan Institute

There have been some new and exciting changes at 
the Franciscan Institute at St. Bonaventure Universi-
ty, developments that will improve the work we do in 
providing research and resources in Franciscan studies.

As you may know, the University suspended its 
Master’s degree program in Franciscan studies more 
than seven years ago. This was due to a number of fac-
tors, the most significant of which was the decreasing 
number of Franciscan religious available for the five 
summers it takes to pursue this focused degree. The 
University’s attempts to attract international students 
for its academic year program were thwarted by tight-
ening immigration restrictions that made pursuing ac-
ademic visas prohibitive for many Franciscans around 
the world. Unfortunately, we could not surmount these 
trends.

The University decided to commit itself to under-
graduate work in Franciscan studies. Our new Presi-
dent, Dr. Dennis DePerro, asked me, as Dean of the 
School of Franciscan Studies, and Dr. David Hilmey, 
as Dean of Arts and Sciences, to work together to re-
vamp the way we do theological studies at SBU, giving 
it a distinctive Franciscan flavor. Working collabora-
tively over the summer with our theology and Fran-
ciscan studies faculty, we developed a new department 
of theology and Franciscan studies that will introduce 
Franciscan theology and spirituality to our undergrad-
uates. Franciscan values will be the distinctive lens 
through which our students will look at cultural, polit-
ical, economic and scientific developments today. We 
are excited by this important development.

We are also happy to announce that the University 
has hired a new chair to inaugurate this new integrated 
department, Dr. Joshua Benson. Dr. Benson is a young, 
dynamic and well-respected Franciscan scholar, with 
a specialization in the theology of St. Bonaventure. A 
graduate of SBU and St. Louis University, he comes 
to us from Catholic University of America, where he 
served as associate professor of theology. He, his wife 
and four children will be moving to Olean this sum-
mer.

This change has wonderful implications for the 
Franciscan Institute. We will continue to be the pre-
mier site for Franciscan research and Franciscan ed-
ucational publications in North America. The Fran-
ciscan Institute remains as a dynamic academic unit 
of the University sponsoring academic conferences, 
workshops and seminars here and around the world. 
We will continue to publish Franciscan 
Studies, our premier academic journal of 
Franciscan research, along with Franciscan 
Connections-The Cord. We have some ex-
citing new books coming out this spring and 
summer, including Dr. Jay Hammond’s ma-
jor new work on Bonaventure’s Hexaemeron, 
and Dr. Emmanuel Falque’s powerful study 
of St.Bonaventure and the Entrance of God 
into Theology. We will also be presenting Dr. 
Aaron Gies’ new work on Alexander of Hales, 
On the Significations and Exposition of the 
Holy Scriptures. 

The Franciscan Institute is developing 
new academic partnerships with Boston Col-
lege and St. Isidore Research Center in Rome. 
This summer the Franciscan Institute will 
be hosting a colloquium and research study 
program in the archival materials of Alexan-
der of Hales located in Rome. One exciting 
development is that we are sponsoring some 
new and emerging Franciscan scholars so 
that they can advance their skills in archival 
work and become part of the new generation 
of Franciscan Institute scholars. 

Over the past several years, the Francis-
can Institute has connected emerging schol-
ars with established scholars at our summer 
academic conferences around the Feast of St. 
Bonaventure. The new generation of Fran-
ciscan scholars are scattered at universities 
across America, Europe and Asia. The Fran-
ciscan Institute has become the “gathering 
space” where these scholars connect with one 
another and advance Franciscan scholarship 
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in new and dynamic ways.
Our next Bonaventure Conference will be held at 

St. Bonaventure University from July 15-17, 2019. The 
theme of that conference is Quidam Enim Dicunt: 
Mendicant Theologies before Aquinas and Bonaven-
ture. Scholars and students from around the world 
will arrive in Western New York to pursue the study of 
the theological precursors of St. Bonaventure and St. 

Thomas Aquinas. Our thanks to Dr. Timothy Johnson 
of Flagler College and Dr. Boyd Coolman of Boston 
College who is working with us on developing this im-
portant conference.

These are changes that will reinvigorate Franciscan 
studies and research for a new generation. We are hap-
py and proud to work with you in making all of this 
happen.

Peace and all good,
David B. Couturier, OFM. Cap.

Executive Director of the Franciscan Institute
Associate Professor of Theology and Franciscan Studies



4                            Franciscan Connections: The Cord-A Spiritual Review

I am very happy to share these reflections on 
Franciscan leadership with you today. What 
I offer here is simply one approach to lead-
ership inspired by the early Franciscan tradi-
tion. I do hope that this reflection can help 

you as you reflect together on this important dimension 
of Franciscan life.1

At the Naval Academy Commencement this past 
May, Robert M. Gates gave one of his final addresses as 
Secretary of Defense. In his talk he included some re-
flections on the qualities of leadership which is a central 
aspect of the cadets training at Annapolis. He suggest-
ed that any leader must embody four qualities, which he 
named as vision, the ability to see beyond the present, 
immediate tasks at hand; integrity, or personal character 
and virtue; deep conviction, or strength of purpose that 
touches the hearts of others and makes them eager to 
follow and gives them the courage to act; and finally, 
common decency, or treating others with fairness and 
respect while using authority for constructive purpos-
es. Secretary Gates described each of these qualities in 
some detail within the context of Navy life and the de-
fense of country. He was very clear to distinguish be-
tween leadership and office, or the power to command. 
He made the point that not everyone is a leader, and 
described leadership as a “rare commodity” even among 
all the powerful people he has worked with throughout 
the world. But, he was encouraging each midshipman 
who was graduating that day to take to heart the call 
to leadership as, from his perspective, it was inherent to 
the identity of a good sailor at any level.

While there are certainly many different approaches 
to leadership, and many equally diverse descriptions of 
what makes a leader, I would like to take the four qual-
ities described by Gates and place them in a Francis-
can context as the basis for our reflection on Franciscan 
leadership today, while offering Francis as an example 
of an effective leader, and finally suggesting an image 
that embodies this practice of Franciscan leadership.

The Qualities of Franciscan leadership 
and Francis as Model.

Vision 

What is the vision that motivates us as Franciscans 
beyond the details of particular ministries, tasks, and 
obligations? I would suggest that Franciscan vision is 
mission, and to paraphrase our Rule of Life, our mis-
sion as lesser brothers is to pay attention to the gospel of 
our lord Jesus Christ as we go about world as agents of 
God’s peace (I-R 1:1; 111:10, 13). The Rule, of course, 
specifies this in more detail, but the heart of Franciscan 
vision is this mission to the world, which Francis re-
ceived as a revelation from God (Test 14-15). Embod-
ied in this mission is what Francis learned during his 
conversion when God led him among the lepers; what 
he came to understand from the Cross of San Damia-
no, which he experienced as telling him to “Go, repair 
my house, which is being destroyed” (L3C); and finally 
what he would learn with the reception of the Stigma-
ta about what it means to be human. In short, Fran-
cis learned through experience that God wanted him 
to turn toward others as Jesus turned toward us in the 
Incarnation. God wanted Francis to help create spaces 
(houses) where human beings could flourish as 

Reflections on Franciscan Leadership

By Michael Blastic, OFM

1 This was a presentation given in a meeting of Conventual Franciscans in March of 2011.
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mission of Franciscan life, and it is the vision that a 
Franciscan leader, indeed all Franciscans, must embrace 
as the horizon of life and ministry. This vision forms 
the basis for everything a Franciscan does — each com-
mitment, each practice of life, and every expression of 
prayer must flow from this vision and be put into action 
with one’s life.

We have a wonderful example of how this vision 
formed the basis of Francis’ own leadership style in his 
Letter to Brother Leo. After a long discussion on the 
road where Leo seemed to have sought Francis’ coun-
sel concerning an important decision he had to make, 
Francis wrote to him with this advice: “In whatever way 
it seems better to you to please the Lord God and to 
follow His footprints and poverty, you may do it with 
the blessing of the Lord and my obedience” (LtL9-15, 
Langeli edition). Prior to this, Fran-
cis opened the letter by reminding 
Leo that he was writing to him as 
“the mother,” that is, as the brother 
with responsibility for other broth-
ers. As the mother, Francis led Leo 
to embrace the vision or mission 
which he summarized in the letter 
as pleasing God and following the 
footprints and poverty of Christ, 
and Francis encouraged Leo to 
make a concrete decision based on 
that vision. Here is a clear example 
of how the Franciscan vision or mis-
sion determines all choices and de-
cisions regarding life and ministry.

Integrity

What is Franciscan integrity 
or character? I would suggest that 
Franciscan integrity is the expression of the virtues of 
poverty, simplicity, humility, and charity. One need not 
read widely in the early Franciscan tradition to recog-
nize that these virtues appear over and over again in 
descriptions of Francis, as well as in exhortations to au-
thentic Franciscan living. Poverty expresses the com-
mitment to not hold on to anything for oneself, but to 
put everything, even personal strengths and gifts, to 
the service of everyone. Simplicity is the expression of 
transparency and openness about self and others. Hu-
mility places others, and the Other, God, always in first 
place and before the self. Charity describes a life that is 

directed and given to others without holding anything 
back for oneself. As the life of Francis demonstrates, 
only a person who knows himself well and in this sense 
is self-possessed, can embody these virtues, which are 
the Christological virtues par excellence. As Christo-
logically shaped, these virtues define Franciscan integ-
rity as the authentic following in the footsteps of Jesus 
Christ. An authentic Franciscan leader embodies these 
virtues in life and ministry.

In the Letter to the Entire Order, which Francis 
wrote shortly before his death, he addressed a number 
of issues that were beginning to fracture the brother-
hood, issues that dealt with the growing number of 
clerics in the fraternity and how this was beginning to 
affect the prayer life of the brothers. In the letter he 
suggests certain practices to remedy the situation, but 

he does this by first reminding the brothers of their 
mission, and pointing them to the concrete example of 
Jesus’ incarnation made present in the celebration of the 
Body and Blood of the Lord as the model to embody 
in life: “Brothers, look at the humility of God, and pour 
out your hearts before him! Humble yourselves that you 
may be exalted by Him! Hold back nothing of your-
selves for yourselves, so that he who gives himself total-
ly to you may receive you totally!” (LtOrd 28-29). These 
words are Francis’ invitation to live lives of Franciscan 
integrity!
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Conviction

What is Franciscan conviction, or the strength of 
purpose that touches the hearts of others and makes 
them eager to follow? Franciscan conviction is the ex-
pression of faith in the way things really are. At the cen-
ter of Francis’ faith stands the incarnation of God in Je-
sus Christ, who entered human history as a frail, weak, 
and vulnerable human, taking our flesh from Mary, like 
us in all things but sin. Francis himself tells us that he 
only began to appreciate the reality of the incarnation 
when the Lord led him to care for real lepers, diseased, 
foul-smelling and unattractive, in and with whom he 
came to know and appreciate what it means to call Je-
sus Christ our brother. The truth Francis learned was 
that we are all brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ — 
this is the reality in which we actually live. The cosmos 
was established in brotherhood and sisterhood with the 
very act of creation — this is what Francis celebrates in 
the Canticle of Creatures. And he recognizes that while 
this is the way things are, it is difficult for humans to 
accept this created dimension of being in relationship 
with all men and women and all of creation, and hu-
mans resist it because it usually involves suffering and 
sacrifice. Francis reminds us that humans sing as crea-
tures of God only when they live in peace as brothers 
and sisters, accepting the cost this bears. The Franciscan 
conviction is that ordained friar-priests and religious 
brothers are brothers to each other, brothers to all men 
and women, and brothers to everything that exists. We 
are brothers with one another in our friaries, and we are 
brothers with those we minister to and with, in par-
ishes, schools, hospitals, and every place we minister. 
Franciscan leadership operates out of this conviction of 
brotherhood as the real way God intended things to be 
as the ground of all life and service.

In the Longer Version of the Letter to the Faithful, 
Francis suggested that it is the gift of the Spirit that 
makes us brothers and sisters, and even more, mothers 
and spouses of Jesus Christ. The condition for experi-
encing these divine relationships as indicated in this 
letter, is following in the footsteps of Jesus our brother, 
and living as brothers and sisters with one another. Af-
ter describing what the gospel life calls us to in terms 
of practices and commitments, Francis wrote, “And 
the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon all those men and 
women who have done and persevered in these things 
[that is, live the gospel as brothers and sisters], and it 
will make a home and dwelling place in them. And they 

will be children of the heavenly Father, whose works 
they do. And they are spouses, brothers and mothers of 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (2LtF 48-50). Living the reality 
of the Franciscan conviction that we are brothers of one 
another, is the condition for the Spirit’s work in us, who 
takes us up into relationship within the Trinity itself, as 
the inspiration for the practice of Franciscan leadership.

Common decency

What is Franciscan common decency, or treating 
others with fairness and respect? In the Rule, Francis 
defines this quality as treating the other as master and 
not as subject — it is described as the practice of mi-
noritas, or minority as the renunciation of power over 
anyone or anything. And so, in the Later Rule Francis 
states that “the ministers must be the servants of all the 
brothers.” In other words, everyone and everything is 
deserving of one’s attention. Francis modeled this espe-
cially in his own attention to the little ones of the earth 
and the little things of the world — the poor and the 
smallest of creatures, even the cricket — there is noth-
ing too small or insignificant to give one’s attention to.

Another way of speaking about treating others with 
fairness and respect is to reflect on the implication of 
Dun’s Scotus’ doctrine of haecceitas or “thisness,” Sco-
tus argued that in addition to having a common nature 
(such as human or man or woman), there is another 
property which makes everything that exists a unique 
singular and unrepeatable existence. The implication is 
that God doesn’t create just generic grass, for example, 
but this blade of grass with its unrepeatable existence 
distinguishes it from every other blade of grass. And 
men and women too, are not created simply as white 
men or Spanish women (or even as Conventual Fran-
ciscans), but rather everyone is created as this partic-
ular Michael, this particular Helen, or this particular 
Conventual Franciscan of St. Anthony Province. This, 
Scotus argues, is how God knows each of us and every-
thing that exists, that is, with each thing’s proper and 
particular name. Scotus insists also that the “thisness” of 
a particular cannot exist apart from its common nature, 
so Scotus would say we need to approach each other 
assuming our commonality (mission, etc.) but each one 
as a unique expression of what we hold in common. He 
also reminds us that in order to know the haecceitas of 
someone or something, you can only know it through 
experience; there is no knowledge of particulars from a 
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distance. So, Franciscan common decency would treat 
every person as a unique individual, committed to a 
common mission and a common fraternal life, but each 
with a particular identity that can only be known by 
spending time with that person. Franciscan leaders re-
late to particular and unique Franciscans and not ge-
neric ones. Here again, the Letter to Leo, is I believe, 
a good example of a Franciscan leader dealing with the 
“thisness” of a brother. Francis reminds Leo to observe 
the common vision (poverty and the footsteps of Jesus), 
and then to make the particular decision about the di-
rection of his life.

Now, this description of the qualities of Franciscan 
leadership is all encompassing and therefore, demand-
ing. It presumes that one has embraced and is commit-
ted to the Franciscan mission of paying attention to the 
gospel while going about the world as an agent of God’s 
peace. It presumes living a life of Franciscan integrity 
embodied in the virtues of poverty, simplicity, humili-
ty, and charity. It means living with the conviction that 
brotherhood and all that this implies is the way God 
has established reality. And, it demands common de-
cency, or the recognition of each brother’s and each per-
son’s “thisness.” Let me give an example of how these 
elements came together for Francis as a leader.

Francis’ Letter to a Minister was written sometime 
after the Early Rule was completed (1221) and prior to 
the confirmation of the Later Rule in 1223. It presumes 
the scenario of a minister who got so fed up with sinful 
brothers that he wanted to escape to a hermitage. With 
this letter, Francis demonstrated how a Franciscan lead-
er would respond to such a situation.

Francis counsels the distraught minister to “consid-
er as a grace” his concrete situation, that is, the difficulty 
some brothers and others were causing his spirit through 
their behavior, even to the point of laying hands on him. 
Francis frames the acceptance of this difficulty for the 
minister within the context of “true obedience” which 
is described as the kind of love which expects nothing 
more and is expressed in “not [even] wish[ing] that 
[the brothers] be better Christians” (the affirmation of 
the Franciscan vision). To escape to a hermitage would 
in effect miss the opportunity to love God completely 
which could not be realized in spiritual solitude in a 
hermitage according to Francis, but can only be experi-
enced in the expression of mercy toward one’s brother 
or neighbor (an expression of Franciscan integrity). This 
is the deepest expression of Franciscan living, to love 
even those who sin against you, to accept them as sin-

ners, and to love them in order to bring them back to 
God (the implication of Franciscan conviction). Francis 
paints the task of the minister, or the Franciscan leader, 
as embodying mercy in his person through simple pres-
ence to the sinful brothers, so that simply looking into 
the face of the minister the brother might experience 
mercy. As Francis puts it in the letter, he urges the min-
ister, “to love [the sinner brother] more than me so that 
you may draw him to the Lord” (LtMin 11). He frames 
the task of the leader here as drawing others to God, 
not demanding or telling the other what to do to find 
God (the exhortation to common decency).

But the letter does not end with this invitation to 
mercy because mercy implies institutional consequenc-
es for the brotherhood. The minister is asked to explain 
this praxis to the guardians in his province so that this 
praxis of mercy may be expressed at every level of the 
Franciscan brotherhood. In addition, the general chap-
ter of the brothers at Pentecost will discuss this prax-
is with the intention of modifying the Rule. In this, 
Francis models how Franciscan leaders are challenged 
to deal with issues and problems like this at the local, 
provincial and even general level. We know that the 
General chapter did discuss this recommended praxis, 
but it expressed it somewhat differently than was sug-
gested by Francis in the Letter to a Minister, as can be 
seen in the Later Rule Vll, which though modified, still 
maintains that mercy must be at the heart of the praxis 
regarding the weakness and sinfulness of the brothers. 
Thus the Letter demonstrates how, based on a concrete 
praxis modeled and recommended by Francis to a min-
ister in trouble, Franciscan mercy was translated within 
the complex institutional organization of the Order of 
Lesser Brothers. Here we have an example of how the 
qualities of Franciscan leadership could be practiced to 
impact even institutional structures of the brotherhood.

Finally, I would like to suggest an image that incar-
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nates this description of Franciscan leadership. It is the 
image that Francis himself proposes as the definition of 
the Lesser Brother — the foot washer. The story of the 
foot washing in John 13, takes place at the last meal Je-
sus eats with his disciples before his passion and death. 
As Jesus washed the feet of the disciples, you remember 
that Peter objected and protested that he would never 
allow Jesus to wash his feet! It was too much for Peter 
to accept his Lord and Master as a servant, as someone 
who would bow down before others and perform such a 
distasteful task that was normally assigned to slaves. Pe-
ter could accept Jesus as Lord and Master, but he could 
not accept Jesus as a humble foot washer. And yet, as Je-
sus replied, this was the only way one could share Jesus’ 
life, and so one must wash the feet of the other.

For John the evangelist, the foot washing functioned 
as a prophetic word-gesture that interpreted both Je-
sus’ life and the meaning of his impending death. The 
foot-washing defined Jesus’ life as a life for others. And, 
for John, as the foot-washing replaced the institution 
of the Eucharist at the supper, this gesture of loving 
service, and others like it, would be the way that Jesus 
remained present with his community until the end of 
time.

Francis’ too, described his life with the gesture of 
foot washing as he lay dying at the Portiuncula request-
ing that the gospel of John be read beginning with this 
chapter. His life and his practice of Franciscan leader-
ship found in this is a rich resource for imagining Fran-

ciscan leadership in life and ministry, even in our day 
and age. This image of foot-washing can help us imag-
ine the qualities of Franciscan leadership that we have 
suggested —vision, integrity, conviction, and common 
decency — as a way of being with and for others that 
concretely embodies the mission, the virtues, the reality 
of brotherhood and the respect for the uniqueness of 
everyone that characterizes Franciscan life.

May your time together today strengthen your fra-
ternity, and both challenge and enrich your lives and 
ministries with a commitment to do “what is ours to do” 
as Franciscan leaders!

Michael Blastic, OFM is a Fri-
ar Minor of the Holy Name of Jesus 
Province, New York, NY. He is cur-
rently serving on an interprovincial 
Novitiate Formation Team in Santa 
Barbara, CA. Fr. Blastic has given lec-
tures, workshops and retreats to vari-
ous audiences on Franciscan spiritual-
ity and theological tradition.
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The Cubas Women’s Community:
A Franciscan Family Tree

By  Kevin Elphick, OFS

The familial character of the Franciscan 
tradition is readily known. Francis was 
called both “mother” and “brother” by his 
early followers. Clare clearly utilized the 
sibling metaphor for her fellow Sisters 

and the Brothers of the First Order. However, “family,” 
necessarily, has a generational character with households 
of families following upon each other – a family tree. 
With the Franciscan women’s community established 
in Cubas de la Sagra, Spain, we find a multi-genera-
tional Franciscan family with a mission and character 
that is traceable over the decades. This article highlights 
three of their more notable family members and brief-
ly outlines this bright branch of the Franciscan family, 
following its humble beginnings outside Madrid, to its 
mission character as it traverses to the New World, and 
ultimately into the Philippines and China over the pe-
riod of 200 years.

Inés Martínez & the Community’s Founding

Most modestly, the Cubas Community had its 
beginnings with a young girl who herded pigs. Inés 
Martínez was born to poor farmers on Aug. 3, 1436. 
By the age of 12, Inés was helping support her family 
by tending pigs in the fields. It was there in the swine 
fields that the Virgin Mary first appeared to Inés. Just 
before Spring in 1449, our Lady appeared and walked 
up to Inés, asking her: “What are you doing here, Cari-
ta?” In Spanish, “carita” is an affectionate and endearing 
form of address, translating literally as “little face.”1 Inés 
answered, “I am watching these pigs,” not knowing that 
the Virgin Mother had much higher aspirations for her. 
Revealing herself as the Blessed Mother, Inés was di-
rected “to tell all the people to confess and put their 
souls right.” When, out of fear, Inés did not subsequent-

1 The Cubas apparitions are one of these best-documented Marian 
apparitions in Spain given that the community preserved transcripts of 
the original testimonies and affidavits. The English translation here is 
from William A. Christian, Jr. in his book, Apparitions in Late Medieval 
and Renaissance Spain (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981), 
. 57-87.

ly comply, the Virgin appeared to her again six days lat-
er. Surrounded by her herd of pigs, Inés was upbraid-
ed by the Virgin Mother who said: “Get up, daughter. 
Do not fear…. Go to the church. You will arrive when 
they are coming out of mass.… they will believe what 
you say….” Thus emboldened, Inés complied, she confi-
dently went “in front of the altar … and declared to the 
priest and people everything…” 

What had changed to so embolden her? Inés re-
ported that she had begun to follow in the footsteps 
of the Blessed Virgin. Our Lady led her to a location 
where she planted a small cross. In effect, following in 
the footsteps of the Virgin had led to the cross. Inés 
testified when asked if she walked with Mary: “she 
said when she got to the Lady, then the Lady began 
to walk, and Inés with her.… it seemed to her that 
some small footprints remained there… she went with 
the lady on the path…” Following in the footprints of 
Mary is quintessentially Franciscan. The Rule of St. Clare 
opens extolling the virtue of “following the footprints 
of Christ himself and his most holy Mother.” Later in 
the Rule, Clare cites St. Francis’ last will in which he 
describes how he too perseveres after Jesus Christ and 
His most holy Mother, following after them in their 
“life and poverty.” The Virgin Mary thus led Inés to a 
Franciscan vocation and way of life.

Her message, too, is Franciscan: “tell all the peo-
ple to confess and put their souls right.” The Franciscan 
movement began as a penitential movement with the 
goal of converting one’s soul to continued right relation 
with God and others. And inherently Franciscan is our 
Lady’s directive to Inés to preach conversion to her fel-
low town people. Tell all the people to put their souls right. 
In front of the altar Inés declared everything to the priest 
and people. By doing so, she followed a long and saintly 
tradition of female, Franciscan preaching.2 

2 See Darleen Pryds’ book, Women of the Streets: Early Franciscan Women and 
their Mendicant Vocation (St. Bonaventure, NY: The Franciscan Institute, 
2010), especially her chapter on St. Rose of Viterbo. See also Catherine 
Mooney’s Clare of Assisi and the Thirteenth-Century Church: Religious 
Women, Rules, and Resistance (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2016), 47.
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Inés went on to help found this community of 
women in Cubas de la Sagra in 1464, and was elected 
as the community’s Superior. It began as a “Beaterio,” a 
community of unenclosed women following the Third 
Order Franciscan Rule.3 Because of the apparition, it 
was known as “Santa Maria de la Cruz.” When Inés 
died years later, the bells there spontaneously rang, an-
nouncing her entrance into eternal life.4 In 1509, the 
community became cloistered under Cardinal Cisne-
ros. It continued under the Third Order Rule until it 
was razed during the Spanish Civil War. The commu-
nity was eventually re-established in 1943, and in 1974 
elected to adopt the Poor Clare Rule, continuing as a 
small Poor Clare community to this day, but now with 
fewer than 10 members.

Juana de la Cruz (1481-1534)

Little more than three decades after Mary had first 
appeared at Cubas, a daughter was born to peasant folk 
on May 3, 1481 and given the name “Juana” after her 
father, Juan. But her story begins actually earlier than 
her birth. Her hagiography recounts that our Lady spe-
cifically intervened at Juana’s conception, as God was 
forming her. She requested of her son “that he would 
send such a person as was fit to restore” her Cubas con-
vent. “God was to work in her, by the intercession of his 
most holy Mother.”5 Juana was thus commissioned and 
formed from the womb to work continued conversion 
and metanoia for this same convent. Juana’s sanctity was 

3 Christian, p. 86.
4 The Historie, Life, and Miracles, Extasies and Revelations of the blessed 
virgin, sister Joane, of the Crosse, of the Third Order of our Holy Father S. 
Francis by Anthonie of Aca, trans. by Francis Bell (S. Omers, 1625),  12.
5 Ibid. 13.

evident from an early age. Even as an infant, she was 
said to fast from nursing on Fridays. At the tender age 
of 15, Juana journeyed to the convent, hoping to be re-
ceived, and so avoid an arranged marriage. At the door 
of the convent, our Lady appeared and spoke to her and 
said “Fear nothing, for my dear Son has brought you 
here.”6 Juana was then welcomed there by the Abbess, 
and soon clothed in the Franciscan habit, taking the 
religious name “Juana de la Cruz” –Juana of the Cross, 
“so truly to follow Christ crucified.”7 She was clearly 
already walking in the footsteps of Jesus and Mary.

And, like Inés, Juana was called to a Franciscan 
vocation of preaching. “The servant of God being ele-
vated, did preach, uttering by the divine virtue marvel-
ous sentences, explicating prophesies and the difficult 
places of Sacred Scripture, to the great admiration of 
all those that heard her.”8 She even preached to Mus-
lims and answered them in their native language “and 
such things she recounted to them, as she converted 
them to the faith, and they were baptized.”9 Historian 
Jessica Boon remarks: “…it is Juana’s many years as a 
preacher that make her unique in the history of Chris-
tianity.”10 Where an abbess might in cloistered privacy 
deliver sermons to her fellow sisters,11 Mother Juana’s 
sermons were heard by those living outside the clois-
ter enclosure. King, Cardinal, Inquisitors, and the la-

6 Ibid.29.
7 Ibid.35.
8 Ibid.148.
9 Ibid.150.
10 Mother Juana de la Cruz, 1481-1534: Visionary Sermons, ed. Jessica A. 
Boon & Ronald E. Surtz (Toronto: Iter Academic Press, 2016), 5. 
11 See for example, Lesley K. Twomey’s chapter entitled “Preaching 
God’s Word in a Late-medieval Valencian Convent: Isabel de Villena, 
Writer and Preacher” in her coedited book, Spoken Word and Social Practice 
(Boston: Brill, 2015).
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ity came to hear her. Her preaching conformed with 
the Franciscan penitential tradition, calling people to 
conversion, because “God was being lost on earth, and 
faith and love and charity toward Him and toward one’s 
neighbors were being lost…”12 Juana’s preaching called 
for her listeners to find God, both on earth and in right 
relationships of charity with each other.

Juana also belongs to the Franciscan meditative 
tradition which seeks to im-
merse the believer in a sensu-
al experience of re-living and 
making present the events of 
the Bible and of Christ and 
Mary’s life. The best exam-
ple of this was Francis’ rec-
reation of the Nativity as a 
lived experience at Greccio, 
complete with straw and 
livestock. Juana’s sermons 
were often largely-extended 
reflections on the events of 
the gospels, as well as feast 
days of the church. Juana 
also encouraged meditat-
ing on the mysteries of the 
rosary, another example of 
how believers make real to 
their own senses the mystery 
of the Incarnation, God be-
come flesh. Famously, Juana’s 
guardian angel brought back 
from Heaven rosaries blessed by Christ himself. These 
rosaries and their beads were shared across Spain and 
into the New World, becoming an important means of 
Franciscan missionary work. Juana died in 1534, but her 
spirituality and preaching had laid the groundwork for 
the later flowering of Spanish mysticism in such figures 
as Teresa of Ávila, John of the Cross, and Francisco de 
Osuna.13 Faithful to the founding charism of the Vir-
gin’s call to Inés, Juana was a dutiful Franciscan, walk-
ing in Jesus and Mary’s footsteps, preaching conversion 
of heart.

12 Ronald Surtz, The Guitar of God: Gender, Power, and Authority in the 
Visionary World of Mother Juana de la Cruz (1481-1534), (Philadelphia: 
University of Philadelphia Press, 1990), 64.
13 Surtz includes Juana de la Cruz among the “Mothers of Saint Teresa” 
in his book, Writing Women in Late Medieval and Early Modern Spain: The 
Mothers of Saint Teresa of Avila (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1995). 

Maria Magdalena de la Cruz (1575-1653)

The influence of the small Cubas community of 
women was not to be limited to Spain. Its influence 
would be extended to the Americas, onward to the 
Philippines, and eventually into China. Maria Magda-
lena de la Cruz would be the source of this missionary 
activity. In 1575, Mariana Gonzalez de Avila was born. 

However, she had been born 
several months premature, ne-
cessitating her mother feed-
ing her milk through a straw. 
She was immediately bap-
tized, her parents fearing that 
she would soon die. Instead, 
she blessedly thrived. By age 
three, her family had already 
taught her to read. At the age 
of six, she expressed a fervent 
desire to become a missionary, 
once even escaping the house 
with her stated purpose to go 
convert the Moors. By the age 
of nine, she was gathering to-
gether other local young girls, 
practicing as their catechist 
and leading them in song like 
choir nuns. In 1590, she en-
tered the Cubas community, 
taking the religious name of 
Maria Magdalena de la Cruz.

In 1614, Fray Luis Sotelo visited the convent, accom-
panying Japanese embassy staff as their translator. Upon 
hearing of his missionary activities, Maria asked him, 
“If at any time there were opportunities to take nuns to 
found a convent there, she would like to be one of those 
chosen missionaries.” She was again acting on this mis-
sionary impulse which had first arisen in her childhood. 
Six years later her request would be realized. In April 
1620, Maria left Cubas to journey to the Philippines 
so as to establish a Poor Clare convent there. She was 
accompanied by Sor Maria Magdalena de Cristo, and 
together the two Cubas Sisters were taken to Toledo by 
Fray José de Santa Maria. At the Poor Clare Convent of 
Santa Isabel, the two Sisters met Jerónima de la Asun-
ción for the first time. She was to become the Abbess of 
the new foundation. Upon embracing her, they detected 
the odor of sanctity, reminding them of the same holy 
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odor emanating from Mother Juana’s venerated body.14 
Mother Juana’s beatification process would begin the 
following year, but her daughters would learn of it only 
later, their trip being completed on July 21, 1621 with 
their arrival in Manila. And on their journey, the Cubas 
Sisters carried Mother Juana’s rosary beads, even using 
them on one occasion to miraculously heal Jerónima, as 
she was deathly ill while at sea.15 

The Sisters traveled from Toledo, across the Atlan-
tic, to Mexico, which they then traversed across until 
they reached the Pacific shores. Resuming travel by boat, 
they then continued their months-long journey across 
the Pacific until they reached Manila. For Maria and 
her founding Sisters, following in the footsteps of Jesus 
and Mary meant traveling the world over. Once safe-
ly in Manila, they established their Poor Clare convent 
with Mother Jerónima as Abbess and Maria as Vicar. 
Maria thereafter went on to found a second community 
in Macao, China, where she was Abbess until they were 
expelled in 1644 because of political tensions. Trying to 
return then to Manila, the ship was blown off course, 
ending up off the coast of Vietnam. There, she and two 
other nuns and several friars were captured, held, and 
threatened with death. However, they were eventually 
released and returned to Manila in May of 1645.

While Mother Maria is not remembered as a 
preacher like her predecessors, she was named both a 
missionary and a foundress. The witness of her hero-
ic life eloquently preached the Gospel message in the 
Philippines and China. She was also a prolific writer. 
She authored a three-volume treatise entitled, Floresta 
Franciscana, which used spiritual allegories as its pri-
mary literary style. In addition to other mystical works, 
Maria wrote her own autobiography at her confessor’s 
direction. Notably, she also wrote extensively as a de-
fender of the Immaculate Conception at a time before 
it was defined doctrine. After receiving final rites and 
reaffirming her fidelity toward God, the Virgin Mary, 
and St. Francis, she died on November 20, 1653 at 78 
years of age. 

Inés, Juana, and Maria are representative family 
members of the Cubas community. They each faithful-
ly followed in the footsteps of Jesus and Mary as true 
children of Francis and Clare. Inés and Juana preached, 
calling people to ongoing conversion and right rela-

14 An account of their first meeting is provided in Sarah E. Owens’ Nuns 
Navigating the Spanish Empire (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 2017), 31.
15 Ibid.80.
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tion. Maria preached by the example of her religious 
life and her missionary zeal. Inés was the initial young 
sapling which established the Cubas community. Juana 
was among the first fruits of this fecund branch of the 
Franciscan Family. And Maria was like a transplanted 
shoot, which quickly rooted and flowered in China and 
the Philippines. The Cubas Community of Franciscan 
women exemplifies an exceptional family tree with con-
tinuing relevance even to this day.

Postscript: In 1986, the canonization cause for 
Mother Juana was re-opened. On March 18, 2015, 
Pope Francis declared Mother Juana de la Cruz “Ven-
erable.” Her community continues to await her three 
miracles. However, locally she has been known as “San-
ta Juana” for centuries now. Each Eastertide, the faithful 
recreate her journey on foot from her birthplace to the 
convent where she would profess. Retracing her path 
to the Franciscan community, the faithful share also in 
walking in the footsteps of Jesus and Mary. The first of 
Mother Juana’s sermons have just begun to be trans-
lated into English and are found in the book Mother 
Juana de la Cruz, 1481-1534: Visionary Sermons (Iter 
Academic Press, 2016).
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Mysticism in Vogue: 
Abandonment as the Unmarketable Experience 

in Ezekiel and St Francis
By Benjamin L. Johnson, OFM Cap.

A friend recently posted online a picture of 
the religion section of a local bookshop, 
which had been re-labelled ‘Self-Help / 
Religion.’ Leaving aside that one may be 
surprised that a religion section survives 

at all (or indeed a physical bookshop), what is striking 
is the perception of religion as associated with self-help. 
Do these seemingly growing self-help sections repre-
sent an increasing desire for spiritual nourishment as 
adherence to institutional forms of religion decline?

At the most basic level we can see that our spiritual 
dimension is not easily ignored; especially when it can 
become a marketable product for sale. We find today 
many popular forms of the spiritual life and mysticism. 
A number of these forms in the West have been influ-
enced by Eastern traditions. Indeed, a cursory glance at 
the aforementioned bookstore would probably find that 
the greater number of the ‘religious’ books would be so-
called Eastern literature. 

One may also come across the Jewish mystical tra-
dition named Kabbalah, which has roots in the Prophet 
Ezekiel, though in more recent times it has been as-
sociated with the pop-singer Madonna. This popular 
interest in mystical experience and meditation often 
functions in the manner of a new celebrity diet. But 
is mysticism something which a consumer can partake 
of at his/her leisure, picking and choosing according 
to that which is best suited to one’s lifestyle? Or does 
Christian mysticism have at its heart something very 
unmarketable to the individual consumer; namely the 
experience of abandonment? In order to answer this, I 
examine the nature of mysticism in the Prophet Ezekiel 
and subsequently the impact of the Christ-event. Final-
ly, in the life of St. Francis of Assisi one can see further 
the essential elements of mysticism in the Judeo-Chris-
tian tradition. 

Ezekiel and Biblical mysticism

Kabbalistic mysticism has been characterised by 
some as quite similar to Buddhist mysticism in that the 

object of the meditation is formless and abstract.1 Elliot 
Wolfson refutes this as an inauthentic development. He 
demonstrates that in medieval times, when Kabbalah 
developed, the object was not formless. He states that 
Kabbalistic “contemplation eventuates in the polishing 
of the mind so that reflected in the mirror of the imag-
ination is the concrete image of the divine anthropos.”2 

If the object of authentic Kabbalistic mysticism is 
not formless and abstract we should then ask about the 
nature of authentic mysticism within the Judeo-Chris-
tian tradition. Jewish mystical traditions like Kabbalah 
do not arise outside of given traditions, even though 
they can be warped. Some of the earliest forms of Jewish 
mysticism are found in the book of the Prophet Ezekiel. 
Central to this book is his vision of the divine chari-
ot, the merkavah (Ez 1:4-28). It is the divine chariot 
that forms the proper object of his ‘mystical experience.’ 
Ezekiel’s mystical experience can provide an archetype 
for discovering the specific nature of Biblical mysticism, 
and subsequently provide a benchmark for exploring 
true mysticism in the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

On the merkavah is the Glory (kavod or shekinah) 
of the Lord (Ez 1:28), which Ezekiel reveals at the end 
of his spectacular and glorious depiction of his vision. 
Ezekiel, a priest in exile (Ez 1:1-3), along with his fel-
low exiles would have asked the perennial question: 
‘Where is God in all of this?’3 Ezekiel’s vision will serve 
as the prophetic response to this question. The message 
1 Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah ( Jerusalem, 1974), 369. Cited in Jacob 
Neusner, et. al. (eds), The Encyclopedia of Judaism (New York: Museum of 
Jewish Heritage, 2000), s.v. “Mysticism, Judaism and”. Elliot Wolfson’s 
entry criticises Scholem’s position that medieval Jewish mysticism, 
including Kabbalah, meditated on abstractions such as the Tetragrammaton 
(YHWH). Wolfson argues that “the divine names, and especially the 
tetragrammaton, serve as the object of contemplation only to the degree 
that they assume morphic (and, in many instances, anthropomorphic) 
shape in the mind of the mystic.”
2 Neusner, The Encyclopedia of Judaism, s.v. “Mysticism, Judaism and”.
3 Ronald Clements constructs a different question; stating that Ezekiel’s 
vision is God’s answer to “How can one whose temple stands in Jerusalem 
come to a people in exile?” Ronald Clements, Ezekiel (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 13.
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will be one of abandonment and destruction, and finally 
restoration. 

The Divine Presence, the kavod of God appears to 
Ezekiel in exile, in pagan lands, the land of the Chal-
deans (Ez 1:3). In a certain sense, the Divine Presence 
has entered into 
the defilement 
of those having 
to dwell in pagan 
lands. The kavod 
or shekinah or-
dinarily dwells 
within the inner-
most part of the 
Temple, namely 
the Holy of Ho-
lies. Ezekiel’s vi-
sion begins with 
cloud and fire 
(Ez 1:4), which 
has a familiar as-
sociation to the 
Divine Presence 
in the Temple.4

Ezekiel’s vi-
sion is related 
to the Temple 
and thus to wor-
ship revealing a 
priestly nature 
to it. Ezekiel as a 
young Zadokite 
priest would 
have trained at 
the Temple.5 In Zadokite cosmology the Temple is at 
the center of creation.6 Yet we find in Ezekiel’s vision 
that the kavod of the Lord is in Babylon and thus, in a 
manner of speaking, in exile. 

Bitterness and Sweetness: Presence and Abandon-
ment

The glorious vision of the shekinah given to Ezekiel 
is followed by an inglorious abasement. Ezekiel is to 
4 See for example 1Kings 8:10-11: “a cloud filled the house of the Lord, so 
that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the 
glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord.” 
5 Clements, Ezekiel, 13.
6 Sweeney, Prophetic Literature, 133.

prophesy to the “rebellious house” of Israel (Ez 2:4). He 
literally consumes the scroll of the law, seeing written 
on the scroll words of “lamentation, mourning and woe” 
and yet it tastes as “sweet as honey” (Ez 2:9; 3:3). A 
tension emerges between bitterness and sweetness, and 

Ezekiel must 
enter into 
this bitterness 
p e r s o n a l -
ly. After the 
great gift of 
his mystical 
vision every-
thing else he 
has is seem-
ingly taken 
from him. He 
is to cook his 
food on cow 
dung and 
thus defile 
himself. And 
this is only 
after the Lord 
relents from 
him having to 
cook it on hu-
man dung (Ez 
4:12-15). This 
act would 
have rendered 
him unable 
to serve in 
the Temple. 

He must cut his hair and beard, which is against priestly 
custom, making him a public embarrassment (Ex 5:1).7 

The Lord makes a reproach of Ezekiel in the sight 
of others by his defilement and strange actions.8 These 
strange acts are more than symbolic of Ezekiel taking 
on a new role as prophet. They serve as part of the pro-

7 Corrine L. Carvalho, The Book of Ezekiel: Question by Question (New 
Jersey: Paulist Press, 2010), 30-31.
8 Ezekiel also builds a model of a city and has to lay siege to it as a sign to 
the house of Israel (Ez 4:1-3). He must also lie on his left side for 390 days 
and then forty days for his right side, bearing the punishment for Israel 
and Judah respectively (Ez 4:4-6). These strange actions which preceded 
his eating food cooked on dung would have served at least to have made 
people curious about his behaviour.  



 Franciscan Connections: The Cord-A Spiritual Review               15

phetic warning to the house of Israel. However, these 
acts should not be understood as isolated from the per-
sonal and mystical experience of Ezekiel.9 

There is no indication that Ezekiel has been un-
faithful. It is quite the opposite as he protests to the 
Lord that he has never defiled himself (Ez 4:14). And 
yet he must enter into the unfaithfulness and defilement 
of the house of Israel. He is stripped of his faithful-
ness through defiled food, not only in the eyes of those 
around him, but importantly to himself as well. Indeed, 
it is in the light of the glorious vision of the kavod that 
Ezekiel undergoes a humiliating abandonment. The 
Lord has given him everything in the heavenly vision of 
the kavod and yet subsequently Ezekiel must experience 
abandonment and defilement. 

The kavod of the Lord which Ezekiel saw in Baby-
lon he sees leaving the Holy of Holies, the Temple and 
subsequently even the city (Ez 10:4; 10:19; 11:23). The 
horror of this vision of divine abandonment would not 
have escaped Ezekiel the priest, trained in Temple wor-
ship. The innermost sanctuary, the Holy of Holies will 
no longer be the dwelling place of the shekinah. This 
means that the raison-d’être of both the Temple and the 
city will be gone. Ezekiel’s purification through abase-
ment and abandonment reflects the purification needed 
for the house of Israel at its innermost point. The divine 
abandonment is confirmation of God’s power and sov-
ereignty, evident also in the call of Ezekiel.10

There is a sign of hope contained in the prophesy 
of the destruction of the Temple. The Temple, which is 
to be restored at its proper place within the cosmos, is 
to be accompanied by a restoration of the people. The 
Lord will gather the scattered remnant of the house of 
Israel. He will give them “one heart, and put a new spir-
it within them”, and he will “take their stony heart and 
give them a heart of flesh” (Ez 11:19). The remnant and 
the Temple are to be changed at the most fundamental 
level, that is, in their innermost sanctuaries. The heart is 
where one ‘sees’ God. The pride of Jerusalem, trusting 
in her own beauty, has rendered them unable to see the 
Presence of God. 

The shekinah provided the link between corporeal 

9 Carvalho and Clements both do not articulate any sense in which these 
acts are part of a personal abasement for Ezekiel. They only view them on 
their symbolic level. See Carvalho, 32; and Clements, Ezekiel, 22-23.
10 Paul E. Fitzpatrick, The Disarmament of God (Washington: The Catholic 
Biblical Association of America, 2004), 125-26.

man and the transcendent God.11 Now man is blinded 
by pride and disobedience. The heart and the Temple 
are both the innermost sanctuaries for the Divine Pres-
ence. And both need to be kept sacred for that Presence. 
When the Divine Presence abandons them destruction 
inevitably follows. But the promise of the new heart 
and spirit reveals the future, which is restoration of the 
people and the Temple. If the people have new hearts 
and spirits given to them by the Lord, then His dwell-
ing among them will accord with the right order of the 
whole cosmos, not just Temple practice. 

In the depiction of Jerusalem as a cheap whore we 
hear reference to her heart as “lovesick” (Ez16:30-34). 
Jerusalem’s heart is lovesick, overwhelmed so much so 
that even as a prostitute she does not charge for her 
services. Her practices are devastatingly unnatural and 
reveal how much she has forgotten her past.12 A new 
heart and a new spirit is for the people to once again be 
able to follow the statutes and ordinances of the Lord 
(Ez 11:21). Yet the following of these ordinances will 
not be a moralism, which is the importance of the per-
sonal mystical relationship. The new heart and spirit 
will provide a pure dwelling place for the Lord. 

Ezekiel’s experience of abasement and abandon-
ment provided, at least in part, a purification of his 
heart and the preservation of humility. The people of 
Israel after their abandonment and destruction will be 
given a new heart and spirit. This will coincide with 
the restoration of the Temple, whose new heart will be 
the return of the kavod of the Lord (Ez 43:1-5). The 
greatest importance is to keep the innermost room pure 
and undefiled; both in respect to one’s heart and the 
Temple. Ezekiel’s heart is schooled in humility so that 
he may see the kavod. Ezekiel’s glorious vision of the 
kavod necessitated that his heart be one with this vision. 
To achieve this everything that he could possibly have 
clung to in pride was taken from him. 

Merkavah mysticism in the Christian experience

The Mishnah prohibited the merkavah mysticism 
texts of Ezekiel chapters one and ten from being read in 
the synagogue or even being discussed in private. Only 
a sage informed in such matters could read and discuss 

11 D. R. W. Wood (et. al.), New Bible Dictionary (Leicester, England: 
InterVarsity Press, 1996), “shekinah”.
12 Christopher Wright, The Message of Ezekiel (England: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 2001), 142-43.
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these passages.13 Nonetheless if one turns to the First 
Century AD one finds that merkavah mysticism is pres-
ent among Jewish writings. The Dead Sea Scrolls reveal 
the use of mysticism inspired by the prophet Ezekiel. 
There is present a connection between the throne-char-
iot, the celestial sanctuary and the heavenly liturgy.14 
The personal experience is thus not one of an isolated 
individual. The liturgy is to draw one into the heavenly 
places, indeed the places where the glory of the Lord 
dwells; placing one in new relation to the Lord, others 
and the whole cosmos.

The presence of merkavah mystical themes from 
Ezekiel are not confined to the Dead Sea Scrolls. We 
find these themes present in the New Testament texts. 
Written largely by Jews these books and letters are 
rightly understood as deeply Jewish texts. Recognising 
the significance of the Christ event these authors draw 
out themes from the Jewish Scriptures, including mer-
kavah mysticism and its priestly nature. 

The Gospel of John is a rich, but not an isolated 
example, whereby the Incarnation of Jesus Christ is 
referred to as the Word dwelling, that is tabernacling, 
among us ( Jn 1:14). And it is this tabernacling that 
means one can behold the glory of the Son, whose mis-
sion was to make known the Father, from whose bosom 
13 Geza Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1995), 254. From the introduction to number “24”.
14 Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 254-263. “Songs for the 
Holocaust of the Sabbath” (4Q400–407, 11Q5–6).

Jesus comes ( Jn 1:18). John links the dwelling of the 
Word with the glory of the Lord. As the kavod of the 
Lord entered into exile with Ezekiel, now the Word of 
the Lord will tabernacle in the flesh to reveal the Father. 

The Gospel of John also reveals the connection be-
tween the body and the Temple. When Jesus is asked 
for a sign from the Jews he says that if you destroy this 
temple in three days he will raise it up again ( Jn 2:19). 
They believe him to be speaking of the Temple, but Je-
sus is speaking of his body. John proclaims from the 
beginning of his Gospel that Jesus himself is the new 
Temple, where God dwells.

The revelation of the body of Jesus Christ as the 
Temple finds its climax at the Cross. The flesh which 
tabernacles God is crucified on a Cross. The Cross be-
comes the expression of God for the world, whereby 
God takes on bodily the abasement and suffering of 
humanity. The temple which is Christ’s body totally 
empties itself. The Temple has been destroyed, Jesus is 
dead on the Cross. His promise of rebuilding the Tem-
ple in three days will come with the Resurrection. Yet, 
the promise of the new Temple can also be seen in the 
piercing of Jesus’ side. The inner sanctuary, Jesus’ heart, 
is pierced and blood and water pours forth ( Jn 19:34). 
This is reflective of Ezekiel’s vision of the new temple, 
whereby water goes forth from the shekinah (inner sanc-
tuary) and renews Jerusalem and then all of creation. 
Water goes forth from Jesus’ side showing that water 
will renew creation in the new Temple of Christ’s body 
raised from the dead, revealing the bitterness of the 
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Cross as the door to sweetness.
The connection John makes is not arbitrary. His 

Gospel being later suggests that he would have been 
aware of the traditions of the other Gospels and their 
reference to the Temple curtain being torn in two at 
the moment of Jesus’ death on the Cross (Mt 27:50-5; 
Mk 15:37; Lk 23:45). So why does John highlight the 
piercing of Jesus’ heart at this point instead of making 
reference to the Temple curtain? Just as in the prophet 
Ezekiel, John reveals the correlation between the inner 
sanctuary of man and the inner sanctuary of the Tem-
ple. The difference in John complements the priestly 
connection of the Temple and the sacrifice of Jesus on 
the Cross.15 The Cross is now the throne of the glo-
ry of the Lord, it is the merkavah through which peo-
ple come into the presence of God. The experiences of 
abandonment through abasement and humiliation now 
have the efficaciousness of the Cross in one’s journey to 
union with God.

St. Francis and Abandonment

The correlation between man’s inner sanctuary and 
the shekinah is not restricted to Biblical texts. Indeed, it 
becomes a significant part of Christian mysticism. Jean 
Daniélou refers to three Christian mystics who espe-
cially reveal this connection; namely Sr. Teresa of Avila, 
John of the Cross, and Francis of Assisi.16 They under-
stand the “paradisal reconciliation” achieved through the 
Cross. They can see and experience the cosmic Temple 
because the universe has once more become the Tem-
ple where one is at home with God in the cool of the 
evening.17 

Mystical union with God in the cool of the evening 
though does not exclude the purgation of the heart. 
Purgation is connected to one being able to live amidst 
creation giving it its proper meaning. Daniélou cites 
Charles Péguy:

None but the pure in heart knows, 
The perfume of the rose.18

It is the experience of moving from bitterness to 
15 This connection is found widely in the New Testament texts but 
probably most developed in the Letter to the Hebrews.
16 Jean Daniélou, “The Sign of the Temple”, Letter and the Spirit (Volume 
4, 2008), 255-288.
17 Daniélou, “The Sign of the Temple”, 258-59.
18 Daniélou, “The Sign of the Temple”, 258.

sweetness. One of the most striking examples of this 
transformation is in our brother St. Francis of Assisi. 
His life reveals much of the nature of mysticism in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition. His mystical union with God 
culminated in him bearing the wounds of Christ cruci-
fied; his abandonment being the total giving of self to 
the Lord. With his health deteriorating, nearing death 
and in great pain, St. Francis dictated his testament re-
vealing the movement of his conversion. Francis stated:

…when I was in sin, it seemed too bitter for 
me to see lepers. And the Lord Himself led me 
among them and I showed mercy to them. And 
when I left them, what had seemed bitter to me 
was turned into sweetness of soul and body. And 
afterwards I delayed a little and left the world.19

These words of Francis testify that the Lord led him 
into bitterness to bring about a transformation. The 
only prerequisite was the abandoning of himself into 
the hands of God, which placed him in a new relation-
ship with everyone and everything. Indeed, he was even 
able to praise God and call death his “Sister.” By enter-
ing into experiences of bitterness and self-renunciation 
Francis was able to experience the transformation of his 
heart. It is most significant that this occurred through 
his entering into the experience of the sickness and bit-
terness of another in his encounter of the leper. 

Francis’ life, with its heights of mystical experience, 
demonstrates that prayerful union with God requires a 
certain abasement and humiliation of self. Indeed, the 
movement from bitterness to sweetness characterised in 
Francis’ encounter with the leper was not a static expe-
rience but formed the modus operandi of his continuing 
conversion from self-centeredness to Christ-centered-
ness. Eloi Leclerc captures this movement in his ac-
count of how Francis acquired greatest wisdom in his 
final struggles over the direction of the order. Leclerc 
states: 

This predicament was a terrible trial for Fran-
cis. He felt himself a failure. But God was there 
waiting for him: it was a supreme purification. 
With a shattered spirit, the Poor One of Assi-
si proceeded toward a complete and definitive 
renunciation of himself. Through misery and 

19 Francis of Assisi, “The Testament”, Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, 
Vol. 1, The Saint, Regis Armstrong OFM Cap (eds),et al (New York: New 
City Press, 1999). 124.
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tears, he was at last to attain peace and joy.20 

Francis did not allow the bitterness of failure and 
rejection to consume him; rather it was quite the oppo-
site as he was able renounce himself further. He saw the 
misery of the situation as an opportunity to go further 
into the mystical experience of the Cross to find the 
only true and meaningful consolation. 

He had to descend to the reality of his human frail-
ty in order to ascend to the reality of the all-good and 
loving God, which thrusts him into a new profound 
relationship with all people and the whole of creation. 
Like Ezekiel, Francis had to be purified from all earthly 
attachments to preserve the necessary humility of union 
with the Divine Presence. The stigmata he receives 
testifies to the union of Francis, soul and body, to the 
Cross of Christ. He allowed himself to be stripped of all 
things both materially and spiritually so that the Cross 
was his vehicle into the glory of God. Abandonment 
thus becomes the necessary vehicle of the Cross leading 
one to the glory of God.

Concluding Reflections 
 
Merkavah mysticism begins explicitly with the 

prophet Ezekiel. Ezekiel’s mystical experience serves 
as an archetype for understanding the nature of Chris-
tian mysticism with the Cross at the center. Indeed, it 
becomes a central part of the Christian experience be-
cause of its connection to the Cross of Christ, especially 
depicted in St. John’s Gospel. The Christian mystic who 
seeks Christ crucified, as witnessed especially by St. 
Francis of Assisi, enters into the experience of abase-
ment and humiliation to be thus united to Christ res-
urrected, bearing the glorified marks of abandonment.

Ezekiel’s and Francis’ lives reveal that mystical union 
is a gift that draws one out of oneself so that one’s very 
center, the heart, may be the locus of the Divine Pres-
ence. Mysticism is rooted in real life events and is not 
an escape from these nor a cheap form of consolation 
from the bitterness we must face. 

The connection between the mystical conversion of 
the heart and the Holy of Holies points to the liturgical 
and thereby communal nature of mysticism. Mysticism 
therefore cannot be reduced to a consumer product 
marketed in an individualistic culture. Consumerism is 
about ownership and control and thereby the opposite 
20 Eloi Leclerc, The Wisdom of the Poor One of Assisi, trans. by Mary-Louise Johnson (California: Hope Publishing House, 1996), Preface.

of abandonment and the Judeo-Christian mysticism 
revealed by the very unmarketable experiences of Eze-
kiel and Francis. 

The inglorious abasement, rightly understood, is for 
the changing of one’s heart and the renewing of one’s 
spirit for union with the Most-High; which in turn 
thrusts one into a new relationship with all of creation. 
The way of abandonment of self in Christian mysticism 
will most likely never be in vogue but any form that 
denies this aspect will serve only to fulfil the criticism 
of Marx that organised religion is just the opiate of the 
peoples. The current form of this opiate is spirituality 
reduced to a self-help product that lacks the profound 
depth of authentic Judeo-Christian mysticism. 

Benjamin L. Johnson, OFM Cap, is a 
Capuchin Friar of the Australian Province. 
He is currently in Rome working toward 
his Doctorate on the Sacrament of 
Marriage in Saint Bonaventure.
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Creating a Space of Penance: early female tertiaries 
in central Italy (1219-1309)

By Ella Francesca Kilgallon

On the corner of the narrow street of via de’ 
Cerchi in the centre of the city of Flor-
ence a medieval tower-house is visible 
embedded in the streetscape. This was 
part of the home of the Cerchi family 

and notably, of a young woman called Umiliana (1219–
1246). Widowed in her early twenties, Umiliana reject-
ed the proposal of re-mar-
riage and opted to follow an 
alternative path, returning to 
her paternal home and taking 
refuge in the tower. In a bed-
chamber shared with young-
er sisters and maidservants, 
Umiliana began a journey of 
self-reflection and spiritual 
education in her commitment 
to a life as a penitent. Despite 
becoming a celebrated reli-
gious figure in Florence and a 
member of the Third Order of 
St. Francis, in the earliest re-
cord of her life, Umiliana’s use 
of a domestic space was often 
veiled in a language of com-
parison. 

Umiliana’s confessor and 
scribe, Fr. Vito of Cortona resident at Santa Croce, at-
tempted to record and understand the transformation of 
her bedroom, and described it in association with estab-
lished eremitic and monastic models. He recalled in her 
vita, written in the year of her death, 1246: ‘What did 
she lack of the monastic life, who lived in such contin-
uous silence and observance? What less did she possess 
than the holy hermits, who found for herself a solitude 
in the midst of the city and converted her bedcham-
ber into a prison-cell? What austerities did she sustain 
less than the holy sisters of San Damiano…?’1 In these 

1 ‘The life of Umiliana de’ Cerchi’, in Saints and Cities in Medieval 
Italy: Medieval Sources, ed. by Diana Webb (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2007, 93–140 (p. 106). ‘‘De B. Æmiliana seu Humiliana, 
Vidva Tertii Ordinis S. Francisci. Florentiæ in Hetrvria’, Acta 

words, Vito compared her bedchamber to a prison-cell, 
for its solitude, and to the first convent of Poor Ladies, 
San Damiano, for its austerity. Redirecting his readers 
towards more established sacred spaces, Vito echoed 
Umiliana’s own desire for the convent. Prior to establish-
ing a ‘cell’ in her paternal home, Umiliana had wanted 
to enter the convent of Monticelli, a community of Poor 

Ladies estab-
lished near 
the friars at 
Santa Croce. 
For unknown 
reasons her 
yearning was 
not met and 
so she set 
about find-
ing an alter-
native space 
from which 
to perform 
her desired 
religious vo-
cation. Pos-
sibly because 
of her own 
wishes or 

perhaps because of the agenda of her scribe, Vito, the 
truly alternative nature of her tower room was never 
fully embraced. Vito emphasised how ‘[having] estab-
lished her little cell, her prison rather, in her father’s 
tower, she transformed that prison-cell into an oratory, 
as far as she could […]’.2 

Sanctorum (hereafter AASS) (Antwerp: Société des Bollandistes, 1685, 
repr. 1965), XVII, Mai IV, 17–19, 19, II, 13, 385–401 (p. 389). ‘Quid sibi 
de vita monastica defuit, quae in tam continuis silentiis & observationibus 
vixit? Quid minus sanctis Eremitis habuit, quae in meditullio civitatis sibi 
solitudinem invenit, & thalamum in carcerem commutavit? Quid minus 
sanctis b Sororibus S. Damiani asperitatis sustinuit […].’
2 ‘The life of Umiliana de’ Cerchi’, p. 107. ‘De B. Æmiliana’, AASS, Mai IV, 
II, 13, 390. ‘Cellulâ, imo carcere collocato in turri patris, ipsum carcerem 
in oratorium […].’
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Umiliana de’ Cerchi was not alone in utilising 
a secular, domestic space for her spiritual seclusion. 
Other religious women, many from central Italy, 
who had grown up in the spiritual milieu of the fri-
ars, and who would come to be celebrated figures in 
the Franciscan order, carved out alternative sacred 
spaces within the home. Much like Umiliana, the 
young virgin Rosa of Viterbo (1233–1255), who was 
refused entry to the convent of Santa Maria in Pog-
gio (later a Damianite community), made use of her 
paternal home as a space of solitude and reflection. 
The repurposing of secular sites was not reserved 
for young women, even those who had been mar-
ried and borne children used their homes as princi-
pal sites of religious refuge. Margherita of Cortona 
(1247–1297) and Angela of Foligno (1248–1309) 
both began their religious vocations from their 
homes, Margherita later took up an anchorhold (a 
cell attached to a church or chapel) while Angela ap-
peared to reject her home in favour of a life of local 
pilgrimage, centred on Assisi. 

Domestic solitude created within the bedcham-
ber offered an alternative for those female penitents 
who were either unable to enter the convent or who 
desired to pursue the mixed life. Despite struggling 
to describe these spaces, and at times appearing to 
criticise them, the friars had already established a 
comfort with entering the homes of followers, in a 
way previously unseen. St. Francis was recorded as 
visiting Clare within her family home to offer guid-
ance, and this tradition continued among the brothers, 
against the outraged cries of the clergy. This acceptance 
of the domestic as a space where religious counsel could 
be received elevated the home as an alternative space of 
spiritual seclusion, allowing female followers of Francis 
to pursue their path to perfection without the regula-
tions of the monastery.

The friars’ unprecedented embrace of the domestic 
was coupled with a celebration of adapting, repurpos-
ing, and revitalising existing buildings into sites of de-
votion. From the early narrative of St Francis rebuilding 
the ruined church of San Damiano, the act of repur-
posing buildings became a norm for the friars.3 In Ju-
lian of Speyer’s 1253 Officium S. Francisci, the image 
of three salvaged churches (San Damiano, San Pietro, 
and Santa Maria degli Angeli) gave material solidity to 
Francis’ foundation narrative: ‘The figure of the three 
orders, [who] received the order from God, constructed 

3 1C 8; AP 2:12; LMj 2:1.

three churches.’4 This epithet entwined the roots of the 
order in re-purposed churches. As Caroline Bruzelius 
has suggested, re-assigned or incomplete spaces had 
an ideological function for the friars and showed both 
continuity and poverty.5 Women like Umiliana, Rosa, 
Margherita, and Angela continued this track and re-in-
vented their bedchambers and family homes into plac-
es fit for spiritual rigour, in line with formal monastic 
alternatives. For them, however, much of the adaption 
was internal as they attempted to create a mental enclo-
sure unimpacted by their physical surroundings. 

The struggle of living ‘in the world’, or more often 
‘in the home’, suited many early penitents who had 
been inspired by the friars but who could not be ac-
commodated in existing convents. As Umiliana’s vita so 
eloquently extolled: ‘Think of your house as the desert 

4 Off, Nocturno II: Responsoria, X. ‘Sub typo trium Ordinum | Tres, nutu 
Dei praevio | Ecclesias erexit.’ 
5 Bruzelius, Caroline, Preaching, Building, and Burying, Friars and the 
Medieval City (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2014), 104. 

Tower of the De Cerchi family
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grove, and your household as wild beasts, and live 
among them as in a grove, preserving silence and 
devoting yourself to continuous prayer’.6 For ear-
ly female penitents embracing a space of seclusion 
and spiritual refuge in the home offered an ideal 
alternative path. These domestic ‘cells’, as they were 
repeatedly termed by their scribes, came to be cel-
ebrated spaces, not just as equivalent to the mon-
astery, but as sites of transformation in their own 
right. The possibility of a secular space offering the 
ideal environment for spiritual rigour was new. In a 
seventeenth-century vernacular version of the life of 
Rosa, the Historia di S. Rosa, her bedchamber, the 
space of her spiritual endeavours, was celebrated: 

6 ‘The life of Umiliana de’ Cerchi’, p. 115. ‘De B. Æmiliana’, AASS, 
Mai IV, III, 25, 392. ‘[…] Domum reputa solitudinem nemoris, & 
familiam silvestres feras, & inter eas eris velut in nemore, servando 
silentium & continuis orationibus insistendo.’ Overcoming the 
distractions of the family and the city meant these women embarked 
on a life of continual struggle not dissimilar to life in the desert.

Ella Francesca Kilgallon submitted her 
PhD in December 2017 from Queen 
Mary University of London on the subject 
of urban networks and spatial practice in 
the lives of women of the Franciscan Third 
Order in medieval Italy. Her AHRC-
funded PhD was titled ‘Creating a Space 
of Penance: Women of the Franciscan 
Third Order in the cities of Central Italy’ 
and was supervised by Prof. Miri Rubin. 

‘Oh happy chamber! Oh blessed room!’7 Women like 
Rosa, later remembered as Franciscan tertiaries, lived 
out a reality inspired by the ideals of St. Francis and by 
the need to adapt and repurpose their homes for a life 
of penance. In doing so, early female tertiaries carved 
out their own path against a challenging order.

7 London, Senate House, Special Collections, G8. 7 [Rosa-Coretini], 
‘Historia di S. Rosa Viterbese (1638)’, 265. 
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Franciscan Virtue Ethics

By Krijn Pansters

“Sad to say, how many there are who have left no trace of 
virtues behind them!
Bonaventure, Soliloquium 2,1,3 

What sort of person would do a thing 
like that?” This is the question that 
Thomas Hill Jr., a professor of 
philosophy, asked himself when 
he saw a man, who had bought a 

house with a beautiful yard, clear the whole lot and cov-
er it with asphalt.1 
Juridically, the man 
may have had every 
right to do it, but 
was it also right to 
do it? Indignation 
and moral discom-
fort are here the 
accuser of a certain 
lack of virtue. The 
sort of person who 
would do a thing 
like that certainly 
ignores the subtler 
rights of others as 
well as the cues of 
his conscience. He 
also patently fails 
to be an example 
of moral excellence. 
This kind of failure, 
personal and moral, 
may also be a com-
mon denominator 
in the more “wicked” problems of today’s world (bank-
ing crisis, human trafficking, dieselgate). A profound 
reflection and continuous focus on virtue is essential to 
address it.

Virtue ethics is firmly established as a branch of 

1 Environmental Virtue Ethics, eds. Ronald Sandler & Phil Cafaro (New 
York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005): 47.

philosophical ethics. More recently, it has also been sug-
gested as a sound basis for applications by other fields 
of science. Luigino Bruni and Robert Sugden work to 
“reclaim virtue ethics for economics;” Ronald Sandler 
defends his virtue-oriented approach to environmental 
ethics; Theodore Malloch is doing virtuous business; Duff 
Waring promotes healing virtues in psychotherapy; and 
so forth.2 The idea that is fundamental to these thinkers 
and many others (i.e., that the development of moral 
virtues should be undertaken within specific practices 

2 Luigino Bruni & Robert Sugden, “Reclaiming Virtue Ethics for 
Economics,” in Journal of Economic Perspectives 27 (2013): 141-164; 
Ronald L. Sandler, Character and Environment: A Virtue-Oriented Approach 
to Environmental Ethics (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007); 
Theodore R. Malloch, Doing Virtuous Business:The Remarkable Success of 
Spiritual Enterprise (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008); Duff R. Waring, 
The Healing Virtues: Character Ethics in Psychotherapy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016).
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rather than derived from a set of abstract moral norms) 
explicates the benefits of an ethics of human flourishing 
and moral excellence as opposed to other ethical ap-
proaches – deontology, behavioral ethics, utilitarianism 
– whose solutions to major ethical problems are funda-
mentally different.

For many centuries, the cultivation of virtue has also 
been one of the main priorities of moral theology.3 In 
the Christian tradition, and long before its comeback in 
mainstream ethics, virtue has been defined as “a habit 
perfecting man so that he may act well” (Thomas Aqui-
nas); “a good quality of the mind by means of which 
one lives rightly” (Peter Lombard); and the like. Repre-
sentative religious positions on the meaning and prac-
tice of virtue have significant contributions to make to 
contemporary discussions on goodness and rightness in 
being and acting. In his encyclical letter Laudato Si’, for 
example, Pope Francis once more underlines that to-
day’s economic and ecological crises cannot be solved in 
isolation from each other, that authentic human devel-
opment has a moral character, and that the virtues (like 
courage and care) needed in one context cannot be sep-
arated from those needed in another. Recent forms of 
3 See for example Odon Lottin, Psychologie et morale aux XIIe et XIIIe 
siècles, vol. 3 (Louvain: J. Duculot, 1949); Virtues & Practices in the 
Christian Tradition: Christian Ethics after MacIntyre, eds. Nancey Murphy 
et al. (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1997).

virtue theory with a particular theological foundation, 
furthermore, emphasize models of virtue and exemplars 
of goodness.4 

Of major importance for the present discussion is 
the trailblazing work by Neo-Thomists like Romanus 
Cessario, O.P., Josef Pieper, and Servais Pinckaers, O.P., 
who aimed at a renewal of Catholic moral thought and 
focused in particular on the value and relevance of mor-
al virtues.5 Amidst these theological and philosophical, 
largely Dominican, contributions to modern virtue eth-
ics, Franciscan ones are conspicuous by their absence, 
not in the least because of the very limited impact of 
Neo-Bonaventurism. On the one hand, virtue ethical 
discourse and moral debate have not adopted funda-
mental insights from the Franciscan theological and 
philosophical tradition. Alasdair MacIntyre, for ex-
ample, does mention Francis of Assisi (once) as a “hu-
man exemplar of certain of the virtues as I understand 
them,”6 but does not deal with Franciscan theologians 
like Bonaventure, Duns Scotus, or Olivi. A few refer-
ences to these theologians can be found in one (histor-
ical) article in the Cambridge Companion to Virtue Eth-
ics.7 Most other key publications in this regard do not 
feature Franciscan authors. 

On the other hand, much has been written on 
Franciscan virtues, but nothing translated into a virtue 
ethical program. Many Franciscan studies discuss the 
theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity, or partic-
ular Franciscan virtues like poverty, humility, and joy.8 

4 See for example Theology and the Science of Moral Action: Virtue Ethics, 
Exemplarity, and Cognitive Neuroscience, eds. by James A. Van Slyke et al. 
(New York: Routledge, 2013); Linda T. Zagzebski, Divine Motivation 
Theory (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
5 See for example Romanus Cessario, The Moral Virtues and Theological 
Ethics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 20092); Josef 
Pieper, The Four Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1966); Servais Pinckaers, 
Passions & Virtue, trans. Benedict M. Guevin (Washington: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2015). 
6 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 19842), 199.
7 Jean Porter, “Virtue Ethics in the Medieval Period,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Virtue Ethics, ed. Daniel C. Russell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 70-91.
8 See for example The Franciscan Moral Vision: Responding to God’s Love, 
ed. Thomas A. Nairn (St. Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute Publications, 
2013); Krijn Pansters, Franciscan Virtue: Spiritual Growth and the Virtues 
in Franciscan Literature and Instruction of the Thirteenth Century (Leiden 
& Boston: Brill Academic Pub, 2012). See for an original interpretation: 
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A nice new addition is Franciscan Virtues Through the 
Year: 52 Steps to Conversion From Saint Francis of Assisi, 
written by members of the Confraternity of Penitents.9 
Among the “steps to conversion,” real spiritual virtues 
like patience and simplicity can be found, but also vir-
tues that are essentially religious exercises, like praise 
and service. Studies on “virtue” in the Franciscan intel-
lectual tradition of Bonaventure cum suis, however, are 
rare. A number of classical works, for example, discuss 
particular aspects of Bonaventure’s teachings on the 
virtues; one of the first systematic studies being Ger-
hard Israël’s “forgotten” introduction to Bonaventure’s 
Tugendlehre (1914).10 The only recent systematic study, 
however, is the unpublished dissertation by Rachel Lu.11 
What remains to be written, furthermore, is a serious 
study on the “virtuous” Bonaventure, discussing his per-
sonal merit and grace in his roles of master, minister, 
preacher, pastor, and brother. Naturally, such an account 
would have to go beyond hagiographical observations 
and would have to substantiate further the claim “that 
we have here something very personal, a real experience 
central to and covering his whole inner life.”12

Virtue is approved by all with a certain unanimity.13 
Paradoxically, it is also mocked by many with a certain 
contrariety. In the words of James Q. Wilson, com-
menting on the moral state of affairs in contemporary 
America (1993): 

Virtue has acquired a bad name. To young peo-

Kathryn Getek, “Virtues and Vices: A Franciscan Approach,” in: Moral 
Action in a Complex World: Franciscan Perspectives, ed. Daria Mitchell. 
Washington Theological Union Symposium Papers 8 (St. Bonaventure: 
Franciscan Institute Publications, 2008), 67-92.
9 Franciscan Virtues Through the Year: 52 Steps to Conversion from 
Saint Francis of Assisi, ed. Jennifer Vetter (Fort Wayne: CreateSpace 
Independent Publishing Platform, 2016).
10 Gerhard Israël, Die Tugendlehre Bonaventuras (Berlin: Ebering, 1914). 
See for example Romano Guardini, Systembildende Elemente in der Theologie 
Bonaventuras (Leiden: Brill, 1964): 55-61; Zachary Hayes, The Hidden 
Center: Spirituality and Speculative Christology in St. Bonaventure (St. 
Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute Publications, 1992): 35-42; Marianne 
Schlosser, Cognitio et amor: Zum kognitiven und voluntativen Grund der 
Gotteserfahrung nach Bonaventura (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1990): 99-165.
11 Rachel Lu, Virtue In Bonaventure: A Study In Bonaventurean Ethics 
(Cornell: 2012).
12 Stanislaus Grünewald, Franziskanische Mystik: Versuch zu einer 
Darstellung mit besonderer Berücksichtigung des hl. Bonaventura (München: 
Naturrechts-Verlag, 1932): 24.
13 Comm Luke 16,12.

ple it is the opposite of having fun, to older ones 
it is a symbol of lost virtue that politicians now 
exploit for partisan purposes, and to young and 
old alike it is a set of rules that well-meaning 
but intolerant bluenoses impose on other peo-
ple.14

Virtue reeks of ideology, duty, and decency. At the 
same time, it draws an ever-growing crowd of scholars 
from various backgrounds and disciplines into a new 
and dynamic discourse on human flourishing, character 
formation, and moral excellence. All these women and 
men should at least consider including Franciscan views 
on virtue in their arguments and explanations. 

Apart from certain definitions that are general-
ly Pauline and Augustinian, e.g., “reason attaining its 
end, followed by beatific life,” in Bonaventure’s Defense 
of the Mendicants, Franciscan virtue has many dimen-
sions (facets), like those of attitude and action, or habit 
and behavior. Related to this are distinctions (kinds) of 
virtue, like intellectual or social or cardinal virtues, or 
the virtues of the spiritual person. Francis of Assisi is 
certainly well aware of the importance of the biblical 
set of theological virtues: “Give me true faith, certain 
hope, and perfect charity,” (Prayer Before the Crucifix). 
Of equal interest are similar configurations like the re-
medial virtues of charity and wisdom, patience and hu-
mility, and poverty and joy (Admonition 27), or Clare’s 
way of holy simplicity, humility, and poverty (Testa-
ment). Furthermore, there are certain divisions (parts) 
of virtue, concerned with the interior parts and internal 
hierarchies of the virtues, like cautiousness, cleverness, 
and deliberation as sub-virtues of prudence.15

For Francis, all virtue (virtus) is inextricably linked 
with the twofold commandment of love of God and 
love of neighbor. His definition of virtue is always indi-
rect and always implicit in such texts as the first chapter 
of his Earlier Exhortation:

All those who love the Lord with their whole 
heart, 
with their whole soul and mind, 
with their whole strength 
and love their neighbors as themselves (Mt 
22:37.39)
who hate their bodies with their vices and sins, 

14 James Q. Wilson, The Moral Sense (New York: Free Press,1993): vii.
15 For this fourfold scheme, see my Spirituele ethiek: Franciscaanse 
perspectieven (Eindhoven: Damon, 2017): 18.
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who receive the Body and Blood 
of our Lord Jesus Christ,
and who produce worthy fruits of penance: (Lk 
3:8)
How happy and blessed are these men and 
women 
while they do such things and persevere in 
doing them,
because the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon 
them ( Js. 11:2)
and make its home and dwelling place among 
them, ( Jh. 14:23)
and they are children of the heavenly Father 
(Mt. 5:45)
Whose works they do, 
and they are spouses, brothers, and mothers of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.16

Virtue, a disposition in action, is a familiar, relation-
al affair. It is the expression of interior concern for God, 
neighbor, and self, involving all three in a continuous 
act. 

Clare also views virtue as a relational process, even 
more characterized by charity and intimacy. The virtues 
are a reflection of the beauty of the divine-human rela-
tionship in the perception of oneself, as she explains in 
her Fourth Letter to Agnes: 

Look upon that mirror each day, 
O queen and spouse of Jesus Christ, (2 Cor. 
11:2) 
and continually study your face within it, 
so that you may adorn yourself within and 
without 
with beautiful robes (Ps. 45:10)
and cover yourself with the flowers and garments 
of all the virtues, 
as becomes the daughter and most chaste bride 
of the Most High King. 
Indeed, blessed poverty, holy humility, and 
ineffable charity 
are reflected in that mirror, 
as, with the grace of God, you can 
contemplate them throughout the entire 
mirror.17

16 Francis of Assisi: Early Documents 1, ed. Regis Armstrong et al. (New 
York: New City Press,1999): 41-42.
17 Clare of Assisi: Early Documents, ed. Regis Armstrong (St. Bonaventure: 
Franciscaan Institute Publications1993), 55.

Where spiritual ethics becomes a form of spiritu-
al esthetics, the grace of God becomes the garment of 
virtue. A royal model always wears colorful fashion; her 
beautiful attire reflects her gracious attitude. 

Let us turn, finally, to saintly virtuousness itself. 
Thomas of Celano describes the perfect model of virtue 
in the following exclamation of admiration in his Life 
of Saint Francis: 

How gloriously he appeared 
 in innocence of life, 
 in simplicity of words, 
 in purity of heart, 
 in love of God, 
 in fraternal charity, 
 in enthusiastic obedience, 
 in agreeable compliance, 
 in angelic appearance. 
  Friendly in behavior, 
 serene in nature, 
 affable in speech, 
 generous in encouragement, 
 faithful in commitment, 
 prudent in advice, 
 efficient in endeavor,
he was gracious in everything! 
  Tranquil in mind, 
 pleasant in disposition, 
sober in spirit, 
 lifted in contemplation, 
 tireless in prayer, 
 he was fervent in everything! 
  Firm in purpose, 
 consistent in virtue, 
 persevering in grace, 
 he was the same in everything! 
Swift to forgive, 
 slow to grow angry, 
 free in nature, 
 remarkable in memory, 
 subtle in discussing, 
 careful in choices, 
 he was simple in everything! 
  Strict with himself, 
 kind with others, 
 he was discerning in everything!18 

18 Francis, ed. Armstrong, 252-253.
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The Blessing
By Robert Phelps OFM Cap

Where strictness with oneself and kindness with 
others speak the language of simple wisdom, pure and 
loving goodness becomes a very real way of virtuous liv-
ing. Whether predominantly historical or hagiograph-
ical, we have here not only the example par excellence of 
moral excellence but also the exact spiritual reality from 
which Franciscan virtue ethics must take its cues. 

It came as a blessing to me
that I am completely of this earth,
like a smudge of dirt on a white Sunday shirt;
like the wet that is felt when a finger
runs over early morning summer grass.
Even like the sweet smell of cow shit
carried across miles of farm fields whose
fragrance becomes somehow the normal. 
This blessing didn’t bring comfort at first.
I had thought of myself as somehow better;
a harbinger of the spirit; an ethereal soul only 
reluctantly yoked with the carnal, dragging
the baggage of intestinal gas and sulfuric 
morning breath. Nonetheless, I am blessed. 
And so, I can taste the bread of the One 
who cobbled together this wondrous place. 
This earth.
 
I am become compost of God’s glory.

Fr. Robert Phelps has been writing poetry 
since 1991, and has poems published in 
several journals. He is also the author of 
two chapbooks, Ever and Point of View, 
published by Finishing Line Press in 
Georgetown, Kentucky. He can be found 
on Amazon.com, under ‘Robert Phelps, 
poetry.’
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“A Voice to Tell”: Listening to Caterina Vigri’s 
Sermon on the Animals

By Kate E. Bush, Ph.D. 

Why should studying the spirituality of 
Franciscan Observants be difficult?  
Didn’t these fifteenth-century 
men and women want to get back 
to basics—to revive the poverty, 

humility, and simplicity of their founders as enshrined 
in early texts? As a scholar studying them, I assumed so, 
and sought out traces of medieval Franciscan and Cla-
rissan spiritual writings in Observant didactic works. 
After all, they were composed just a few centuries after 
the orders came into being, by those who were enthu-
siastic about reviving a specifically Franciscan identity. 
These traces should be clear.

But, as I found out while examining the preaching 
of Clarissan Caterina Vigri (St. Catherine of Bologna, 
1413–1463), Observant sources were often not so easy 
to find. What follows is a discussion of the difficulties 
that I faced while seeking Franciscanism within Cateri-
na’s longest extant sermon. Ironically, this is her Sermon 
on the Animals, ostensibly the most Franciscan of sub-
jects. This was a piece of preaching, however, that fell on 
my deaf ears. That was until I realized that, for Caterina, 
it was not talking about animals that brought her close 
to Francis, but talking like animals. Let me explain how 
I learned to listen.

Caterina’s vernacular sermons to her sisters were 
compiled by Apostolic Protonotarious Paolo Cassanova 
in the early seventeenth century. He put them together 
in a massive volume called The Life, Customs, Death and 
Miracles of Blessed Catherine of Bologna in an effort to 
canonize this exceptional abbess and teacher.1 He was 
intrigued by the work he called Sermon XXXIV- On the 
Vices and Virtues of Various Animals, as he tells us that 
it was found after Caterina’s death, “written in pen” 
among her “most private writings” (più secrete scritture).2 

This secretive sermon was tricky to interpret then, 

1 The thirty-five sermons within this manuscript, now at the Archivio 
Arcivescovile in Bologna, have been published as Caterina De’ Vigri, I 
Sermoni (Bologna: Giorgio Barghigiani Editore, 1999). Hereafter Ser. All 
translations from the Italian are my own. 
2 Ser., XXXI, 264. 

and it remains so now, given that it contains stories 
treating over 100 different animals in a text occupying 
sixteen manuscript folios (or sixty printed pages). Ca-
terina apparently composed it over the course of several 
decades, delivering it piecemeal to her nuns in chap-
ter-house preaching sessions. Even though Cassanova 
called the sermon “most ingenious” and “beautiful,” he 
also stated that he was unsure where to place it in the 
collection, and it ended up near the end. 3 He grouped it 
with two short and pithy works given on the feast days 
of Clare and Francis. This long and rambling sermon 
seems strangely out of place.

According to Caterina, part of her motivation in 
writing these many vignettes down was to honor “our 
patriarch Saint Francis and our mother Saint Clare.”4 

3 Ser. 246–247.
4 Ser. XXXIV, lxv, 324
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But this is the only place that these holy names are 
mentioned. Early on, she states that she learned about 
animals “in various books of the saints and in the var-
ious things that our fathers preached.”5 But who were 
these saints and fathers?

Caterina included fantastical animal facts that she 
must have gotten from earlier medieval encyclopedists 
like Isidore of Seville, Albert the Great, and Vincent of 
Beauvais. There are no clear references to any of the an-
imal stories found in thirteenth-century hagiographical 
accounts of Francis, however. Caterina excluded most 

information from the famous bestiary tradition as well, 
and, more notably, all later Franciscan sources. 

For example, material from Anthony of Padua’s an-
imal sermons is missing. Anthony mentioned nearly all 
of the animals that Caterina used to represent the seven 
deadly sins:  the falcon (pride), the dragon (envy), bear 
(wrath), toad (avarice), ass (sloth), wolf (gluttony), and 
bat (lust). The moral significance that she attached to 
each creature, however, was different from Anthony’s 
in every case. The prolific fifteenth-century Observant 
Bernardino of Siena included innumerable animal ex-
empla in his sermons. There is no evidence, though, that 
Caterina used even the material from this more con-
temporary Franciscan in her own idiosyncratic sermon.

Having cataloged all of the dozens of Caterina’s an-
5 Ser. XXXIV, i, 265.  

imals with moral messages, I began to lose hope—and 
steam. I found curious mentions of common farm and 
wild fauna like mules and leeches, rarer specimens like 
elephants and hyenas, and even mythical creatures like 
manticores and draconopedes. I could not, however, find 
an overarching message of any kind, let alone an Obser-
vant Franciscan one. After all, I thought, Cassanova—
compiler of these works—was not Franciscan. He could 
have merely inserted lore that he found intriguing. I felt 
that I was on a wild goose chase that was far from figu-
rative.  Then I, too, decided to go back to basics.

For, at the very end of the sermon, Caterina states 
that her core inspiration was Old Testament scripture, 
more specifically, the Book of Job: 

Christ’s actions have taught me, through divine 
grace, to listen to the things that our learned Fa-
thers preached, and to read certain holy books. 
Besides which the book of Job advised me, say-
ing this: But ask now the beasts, and they shall 
teach thee: and the birds of the air, and they shall tell 
thee. Speak to the earth, and it shall answer thee: 
and the fishes of the sea shall tell. ( Job 12, 7–8).6

I dug deeper and found that many of the scripture 
quotes that Caterina used (and wove together with an-
6Ser. XXXIV, lxv, 323–324.   
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imal tales) were associated with ma-
terial poverty and the rejection of 
worldly status. Thus, Franciscan vir-
tue now seemed to fill the sermon. 
But I had yet to hear the humblest 
words of all: those spoken by the 
animals themselves.

I then realized that a deliberate 
echo of this quote from Job about 
animal speech appears early on in 
the sermon. Difficult to translate 
initially, it rewarded a close reading:

All of us…should always live 
humbly, meekly, and devotedly, 
to please God alone. We must 
realize the truth of the fact that 
almost each one of us is a zero 
and a nothing because we have 
conquered and overcome all of 
the beasts, as if they were the 
very lowest [beings] when tru-
ly…we should be, as much as we can… their 
disciples. These animals should have a voice so 
that they are able to tell [about] the perfection 
of their nature.7

This statement on the power of the animal voice 
is the ultimate expression of Franciscan poverty. Here, 
human striving and dominance over the natural world 
are useless. Caterina indicates that real spiritual insight 
comes from following the examples uttered by the low-
liest of preachers— the beasts.

Finally, then, I found a strong connection between 
Francis and Caterina, who both took this advice on an-
imal imitation quite literally. Francis is well known for 
his belief that animals formed an audience of attentive 
listeners. Thus, we have the famous tale of his preaching 
to the birds. In his Admonitions, too, Francis stated that 
God’s lowly creatures obeyed the Almighty better than 
humans.8 Recall his most joyous Christmas celebration, 
at which he

7Ser. XXXIV, iii, 266.
8Thomas of Celano, First Life of Saint Francis, trans. Placid Hermann, in 
St. Francis of Assisi (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1988). For Francis’ 
preaching to the birds see 53–55. Alfonso Marini, Sorores alaudae: Francesco 
d’Assisi, il creato, gli animali (Assisi: Edizioni Porziuncola, 1989), 59 cites 
Francis’ statement in the Admonitiones. 

…sang the holy Gospel in a sonorous voice.  
And his voice was a strong voice, a sweet  
voice, a clear voice, a sonorous voice… Fre-
quently too, when he wished to call Christ  
Jesus, he would call him simply the Child of 
Bethlehem, aglow with overflowing love for  
Him; and speaking the word Bethlehem, his 
voice was more like the bleating of a sheep.  
His mouth was filled more with sweet affection 
than with words…9

In the Animal Sermon Caterina tells her sisters that 
she has often called herself “a little dog…” so that she 
could “imitate and continually exercise in [herself ] the 
good and noble properties and customs of such a faith-
ful animal.”10 Consider, too, the opening statement of 
her autobiographical treatise, the Seven Spiritual Arms:

[This little work] was made–with divine aid–by 
me, the smallest little dog barking under the ta-
ble of the excellent and most beloved servants 
and spouses of Christ Jesus the  immaculate 
Lamb, the sisters of the monastery of Corpus 
Domini in Ferrara.  I…the little  dog, wrote 
this book with my own hand, only for fear of 
divine reproof if I should keep  silent about 

9Celano, 77 (XXX, 86). 
10Ser. XXXIV, xiii, 274-275.
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what could bring others joy...Every creature 
must be praiseworthy for its  Creator…”11

When I finally heard Caterina’s message, that clear 
bark, I did, indeed, feel joy. I knew that this description 
of embodied emotional expression captured something 
of the Franciscan spiritual experience. It also explains 
the motivation behind the parade of animals presented 
in Sermon XXXIV. My investigation of such preaching 
is not yet over, however. In the future I hope that I, as a 
scholar of the premodern Franciscan tradition, can add 
further bleats and barks to postmodern conversations 
about the animal voice. 

11Caterina Vigri, Le sette armi spirituali, ed. Antonella Degl’Innocenti 
(Florence: Sismel, 2000), 1.  
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#MeToo and Franciscan Values:
The Psychological, Organizational and Spiritual Dynamics

Of Sexual Harassment at Work
By David B. Couturier, OFM Cap.

I have chosen as my plenary talk what is arguably 
one of the most difficult and challenging conver-
sations that Americans are currently having and 
one that is long overdue.1 At one level, it has to 
do with how we behave in the workplace but, at 

a whole other level, it has to do with gender and sexu-
al relationships in American life, clearly a complicated 
topic, especially for a culture that has its roots in Puri-
tan thought and practice.

I am going to argue that sexual harassment in the 
workplace is more than a human resource problem. It 
goes far beyond what we might even consider a social or 
cultural problem. I am going to argue that the #MeToo 
movement is exposing a fundamental problem with our 
identity, with how we see ourselves as men and women 
and how we perceive our place in the world. It strikes 
at the way we have learned to see ourselves in all spaces, 
including workspaces. Therefore, while we can discuss 
sexual harassment as a social or cultural problem and 
think of it as a psychological defect and as criminal de-
viancy, we are dealing with much more.

I want to suggest that the #MeToo movement is ex-
posing a “soul problem” that will require the deepest in-
trospection and the most searing kinds of conversations 
from us. These discussions will make us uncomfortable 
because they will expose a world and an identity we 
have never had before. We are entering new territory.

You may object from the start that a man dares to 
say anything about the #MeToo movement. Women can 
rightly suggest that it is not a time for men to pontifi-
cate about gender relations. You may with reason sug-
gest that it’s time for men to shut up and listen. Men 
have been ruling the discussion for far too long. It’s time 
for us to sit back, listen carefully, and deeply examine 
our consciences. I get that and I respect that.

At the same time, because this is a gender issue and 
a most critical one, men cannot remain passive on this 
issue. Men dare not be passive. Male passivity can be-
come another dangerous accommodation. Men must be 

1 This presentation was delivered as part of a globalization studies forum 
at St. Bonaventure University ( January 29, 2018).

involved and they must become engaged with whatever 
skills they have and understanding they hold, so that we 
can begin to have a dialogue long delayed. One must 
approach this topic with deep respect and profound hu-
mility and I will try to do so. I will speak some things 
I think I know and continue to listen for things I must 
learn.

You may be asking yourself “what does a Franciscan 
priest have to offer this conversation of gender and sexual 
dynamics?” Some of my professional training helps me 
to offer questions and initial thoughts. By training, I am 
a psychologist and psychotherapist. I did my studies in 
clinical psychology and my residency in psychotherapy 
at a major cross-cultural counseling center in Europe2. I 
did further training and clinical work in organizational 
development at a psychiatric institute in New York City 
and went on to work as an organizational consultant 
for many years.3 During that time, I had to help exec-
utives understand and work sites confront all types of 
dysfunctional institutional behaviors, including bully-
ing and harassment.

On a personal level, when I started thinking of this 
topic as the subject of my plenary session, I was jolt-
ed back to my childhood with the awful memories of 
my mother coming home from work in tears because of 
the sexual harassment she had to endure. She worked 
as a waitress in a restaurant business owned by an uncle 
of mine. On the outside and to its customers, it was a 
very popular family restaurant. In the kitchen, however, 
it was a hot and gritty pit of sweaty men who made 
regular demeaning and sexually suggestive catcalls 
to young waitresses. My mother was a good-looking 
young woman who was “well-endowed.” The chefs de-
cided to ignore her first name and called her “Rusty,” as 
a substitute for what they actually wanted to call her, 
“Busty.” Every time her nickname was called on the mi-
crophone to come pick up her orders, she was reminded 
of what she had to endure when she entered the kitch-
2 The Institute of Psychology and the Centro di Consultazione at the 
Gregorian University in Rome.
3 William Alanson White Institute for Psychiatry, Psychology and 
Psychoanalysis in New York.
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en – demeaning and disgusting reminders that she was 
nothing more than a sexual object to these men who 
could degrade her at will and fire her at whim if she 
complained. The message was sent. She learned, as I did, 
that sexual harassment was the price our family had to 
pay for a secure job in America.

I am the brother of three sisters and I have heard 
many similar stories across the generations, all of which 
point to consistent patterns of sexual hostility that hide 
raw patterns of power imbalance against women. As 
a priest, however, I have heard in pastoral counseling 
sessions related patterns that affect men. Sexual harass-
ment of men by women is not rare. Sexual harassment 
of men by other men, gay or straight, may not be as 
common as the harassment of women by men but it 
is not rare, either. In fact, recent studies indicate that 
sexual harassment of young men is pervasive in middle 
and high school and has lasting and negative impact on 
behavioral issues in young adulthood.4 

The #MeToo Movement is a recognition that the 
time has finally come and is indeed long overdue when 
we must stop all forms of bullying and harassing be-
havior and recognize the roots of this behavior are not 
in sexual feelings poorly or awkwardly expressed. They 
are in power dynamics skillfully honed by our culture to 
keep gender, sexual and economic supremacies firmly in 
place. I will identify some of these power dynamics and 
then apply insights from the Franciscan Intellectual 
Tradition that may help us in healing both individually 
and institutionally.

What is Sexual Harassment?

Fundamentally, we can say that sexual harassment is 
a constellation of behaviors that are tied to power struc-
tures in employment and career advancement. The sex-
ual harasser is someone who, having influence on an-
other individual’s work advancement, creates a catch-22 
for the victim whereby that person has to choose be-
tween submitting to harassment and being exploited or 
being threatened or punished in the workplace. Sexual 
harassment is thus a no-win situation of power, control, 
degradation and intimidation for the sexual pleasure 

4 Debbie Chiodo, David A. Wolfe, Claire Crooks, Ray Hughes, and 
Peter Jaffe, “Impact of Sexual Harassment Victimization by Peers on 
Subsequent Adolescent Victimization and Adjustment: A Longitudinal 
Study,” Journal of Adolescent Health 45 (2009) 246-252

and power-based fantasies of the harasser.5

Sexual harassment takes many forms. Here is a 
non-exhaustive list of some ways that sexual harass-
ment is played out in the workplace: 

• leering
• wolf whistles
• discussion of one’s 

partner’s sexual 
inadequacies

• sexual innuendo
• comments about women’s 

bodies
• ‘accidentally’ brushing 

sexual parts of the body
• lewd & threatening notes
• stories of sexual 

exploitation
• graphic descriptions of 

pornography
• pressure for dates
• sexually explicit gestures
• unwelcome touching and 

hugging
• sexual sneak attacks, 

(e.g., grabbing breasts or 
buttocks)

• sabotaging women’s work
• sexist and insulting graffiti
• demanding sexual phrases, 

e.g., “Hey, baby, give me a 
smile” 

• inappropriate invitations 
(e.g., to a hot tub)

• sexist jokes and cartoons
• hostile put-downs 
• public humiliation
• obscene phone calls
• displaying pornography in 

the workplace
• insisting that workers 

wear revealing clothes
• inappropriate gifts (ex. 

lingerie)
• hooting, sucking, lip-

smacking, & animal 
noises

• pressing or rubbing up 
against the victim

• sexual assault
• soliciting sexual services
• stalking
• leaning over, invading a 

person’s space
• indecent exposure

Sexual Harassment – Three Forms

According to Dr. Louise Fitzgerald, an expert in the 
study of sexual harassment, there are three forms of ha-
rassment in the workplace:

1. Gender harassment;
2. Unwanted sexual attention;
3. Sexual coercion. 6

5 James Campbell Quick, M. Ann McFadyen “Sexual Harassment: Have 
We Made Any Progress?”  Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 22:3 
(2017).
6 Louise F. Fitzgerald, Fritz Drasgow, Charles L.Hulin, Michele J. Gefland, 
Vicki J. Magley, “Antecedents and consequences of sexual harassment in 
organizations: A test of an integrated model.” Journal of Applied Psychology 
(1997) 82:578-89.
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Gender Harassment
Gender harassment, or gender-based harassment, 

occurs when a person harasses another based on their 
gender or gender identity.7 The harassment does not 
need to be based on anything of a sexual nature. In-
stead, gender harassment usually involves stereotypes 
based on the roles and functions associated with a par-
ticular gender. That is to say, the behavior is based on 
stereotypes of gender roles and the conduct need not be 
strictly sexual nor take place in a sexual context.

Thus, gender harassment can take three forms:
a) sexist hostility – These are sexist jokes, anecdotes 
and slurs that are meant to be insulting, demeaning 
and derogatory. These supposed-jokes are ugly and 
they are offensive. 
b) sexual hostility – This is language and behavior 
that uses violent language and imagery to degrade 
women (or men). In The Journal of Trauma and Dis-
sociation, Dr. Fitzgerald reminds us of the origins of 
this kind of power-rhetoric: 

Such experiences, encompassing the entire ugly 
mosaic of sexual violence, persist as endemic in wom-
en’s lives for at least two reasons…. first, the pervasive 
system of attitudes and beliefs, accruing over centuries 
and embedded in a variety of cultural institutions, that 
denies and rationalizes systemic abuse of women; and 
second, the organizational and institutional actors that 

7 Emily A. Leskinen, Lilian M. Cortina, and Dana B. Kabat, “Gender 
Harassment: Broadening our Understanding of Sex-Based Harassment at 
Work,” Law Human Behavior (American Psychology-Law Society), 2010, 
accessed: https://lsa.umich.edu/psych/lilia-cortina-lab/Leskinen%20
et%20al.%202010%20LHB.pdf. 

serve to maintain this system.8

c) Gender policing – This is punishing women for 
not conforming to stereotypical forms of feminin-
ity. It is estimated that 15-20% of women endure 
these forms of gender harassment each year.

Unwanted Sexual Attention
This consists of making advances that are unwant-

ed and unreciprocated. These come-on’s and comments 
are not primarily or ostensibly designed to demean and 
intimidate. Yet, they create a toxic climate of systemic 
trauma for individuals who simply want to work in a 
space that is safe, creative, and dignified. It is estimated 
that 10% of women experience this form of harassment 
every year.

Sexual Coercion
Sexual coercion is unwanted and unprovoked sexual 

attention that includes job-related pressures or threats 
that contain bribes, “rewards,” promises or threats to 
employment and career advancement. It is estimated 
that 2-4% of women are sexually coerced in a given year.

The Frequency of Sexual Harassment
The statistics of the frequency of sexual harassment 

in the workplace are staggering:

31% of females are harassed at work  
51%  of these are harassed by a supervisor 
27% harassed by employee senior to them 
19% harassed by coworker at their level 
8% harassed by a junior employee 
62% of women took no action 
100% claimed that their harasser was a male 
7% of male workers are harassed at work 
62% claimed that the harasser was a woman 
41% claimed that the harasser was another man

Who are those who are Sexually Harassed?

The reality is that sexual harassment is pervasive. 
Harassment is not located in one or two industries or 

8 Louise F. Fitzgerald, “Still the Last Great Open Secret: Sexual 
Harassment as Systemic Trauma,” Journal of Trauma and Dissociation 
18:4 (2017) accessed at: http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1
5299732.2017.1309143
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experienced in only one social class of people.9 Vic-
tims of sexual harassment are hotel employees, artists, 
restaurant workers, clerks, flight attendants, students, 
health care workers, graduate students, scientists10, and 
other everyday workers whose bosses control advance-
ment, raises, work hours and references. It is important 
to remember that those who are sexually harassed are 
not on the same level field of action. Class differenc-
es, economic standing, immigration and refugee status 

matter. For example, undocumented women are coming 
forward to remind us that access to remediation and 
relief are different for those who are vulnerable in our 
society, especially women whose life in America and 
that of their families would be put in jeopardy if they 
complained about the sexual harassment and intimi-
dation they are forced to endure. We must remember 
that poor women, disabled women, and undocumented 
women are special targets of sexual harassment in the 
workplace.

9 Heather McLaughlin, Christopher Uggen, Amy Blackstone, “Sexual 
Harassment, Workplace Authority, and the Paradox of Power,” American 
Sociological Review XX(X) (2012), 1-2.
10 The problem of sexual harassment in the sciences, see Christine Russell, 
“Confronting Sexual Harassment in Science, “ Scientific America (October 
27, 2017) accessed at: https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/
confronting-sexual-harassment-in-science/

Why do Men Harass Women in the Workplace?
This question is at one and the same time both sim-

ple and complicated. On the one hand, the personality 
issues and psychological dynamics that foster harass-
ment are often rooted in complicated social and family 
histories. Some forms of harassment derive from em-
bedded personality disorders. On the other hand, we 
can say that men harass women for one simple reason 
– they have been allowed to do so and they have ben-

efitted from the power and privileges this behavior has 
accorded them. 

Psychologists speak of three psychological factors in 
the sexual harassment of women. The first is narcissism.

Simply put, narcissism is a grandiose view of one’s 
own talents along with a profound lack of empathy for 
the needs, concerns or perspectives of others. Beyond 
this, narcissists have a deep craving for admiration from 
others. Paradoxically, narcissists do not care if people 
like them or not, however, they do need people to think 
they are powerful, unique and impressive, thus making 
sexual harassment a useful tool in their power dynamics 
with others. Sexual harassment is, for the narcissist, a 
tool of power intimidation.

Narcissists justify their sexual harassment when 
they think they have been deprived of a sexual experi-
ence they believe they “deserve.” Narcissists seek, indeed 
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demand, control of the ethos and environment around 
them. Narcissists do not check their “perfect” interpre-
tations with others, thus their severe lack of empathy. 
They harass because, within their ethos of admiration 
and control, they simply cannot fathom that someone 
isn’t attracted to them and their superior qualities.

Narcissism was fully on display when Donald 
Trump admitted to or feigned the sexual harassment of 
women in the now infamous “Access Hollywood” tape. 
He argued that it was his fame and celebrity status that 
justified the alleged sexual assaults. 

Sexual harassment is expressed by individuals who 
are emotionally “disengaged.” Men are more likely to 
sexually harass when they practice a form of psycholog-
ical distancing from what they are actually doing and 
what this behavior actually means to individuals outside 
of themselves. This disengagement takes several forms, 
as psychologist Ellen Hendriksen notes:

• “First comes moral justification, or portraying 
harassment as acceptable. Think Harvey Weinstein’s 
line, “I came of age in the ‘60s and ‘70s when all the 
rules about behavior and workplaces were different.”
• Next is euphemistic labeling, or using sanitized 
substitutions for naming their behavior, like  Bill 
Cosby’s characterization of his sexual assaults as 
“rendezvous.”
• Third is displacement of responsibility, which 
attributes the harassment to outside forces (like 
Weinstein’s “that was the culture then.”)
• There’s also  advantageous comparison, which 
is the assertion that their behavior could have been 
worse, and distortion of consequences, where in-
dividuals minimize the harm wrought by their ac-
tions.
• And finally, there are dehumanization and at-
tribution of blame,  which respectively eliminate 
concern for the victim and blame her for the 
incident. Bill O’Reilly did this when he commented 
that a woman who was raped and killed was “mo-
ronic” because she was wearing a miniskirt and a 
halter top, and that  “every predator in the world is 
gonna pick that up.”
• The end result? Harassers sleep well at night 
because, through moral disengagement, they rest 
assured that what they did was within the realm of 
normalcy, deserved, and didn’t cause any harm.”11

11 Ellen Hendriksen, “Four Psychological Traits of Sexual Harassers,” 
Psychology Today (November 9, 2017) accessed: https://www.

These psychological tricks do not excuse the behav-
ior; they intensify them. Men who sexually harass do 
so in order to intimidate, disempower and discourage 
women. They do it most often, but not exclusively, in 
traditionally male-dominated occupations.

Sexual harassment is propelled by men who believe 
they have a “perceived invincibility.” In our culture and 
in our work spaces, power fuels the perceptions of enti-
tlement and privilege. In the past and in other cultures, 
coming to power meant an increasing sense of social 
obligation towards others and especially to those who 
are most vulnerable in society. Rising to a position of 
influence and authority implied duty to serve the needs 
of others and required virtues of selflessness, courage 
and magnanimity. In his new book, Why Liberalism 
Failed, University of Notre Dame professor Patrick De-
neen faults the rise of Lockean and Machiavellian lib-
eralism for detaching leaders and politicians from ob-
ligations to community, tradition, nature and place and 
replacing these obligations with tactics of competition 
and self-interest. “Gratitude,” he says, “to the past and 
obligations to the future are replaced by a nearly universal 
pursuit of immediate gratification.” 12 Self-interest has re-
placed the requirements and spirituality of self-sacrifice 
and the politics of self-transcendence for the sake of 
the other.

Finally and quickly, the last factor involved in sexual 
harassment is exhibitionistic disorder. Some men have 
an impulsive disorder to expose themselves for a mix-
ture of shock, low self-control, a lack of empathy and 
low self-esteem.

What are the Effects of Sexual Harassment at Work
The effects of sexual harassment in the workplace 

are not insignificant. Research calls them “systemic 
trauma” and they are so for a woman and her family. 
They are also traumatic to the organizational system 
that is the workplace. Harassment has devastating con-
sequences for the emotional context and work life of 
those who are harassed and significantly impairs over 
time the quality and productivity of the workplace, as 
well.13

psychologytoday.com/blog/how-be-yourself/201711/four-psychological-
traits-sexual-harassers. 
12 Patrick J. Deneen, Why Liberalism Failed (New Haven, Yale University 
Press, 2018).
13 Chai R. Feldblum, Victoria A. Lipnic, Report of the Co-Chairs of the 
EEOC Select Task Force on the Study of Harassment in the Workplace ( June 
2016), accessed at: https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task_force/harassment/
upload/report.pdf
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Let’s name some of the effects of sexual harassment 
in the workplace:

• A harassed woman risks losing her job or the 
chance for advancement if she refuses to give in to 
the sexual demands of someone in authority. 
• The unwelcome harassment of co-workers 
makes the workplace a hostile environment - put-
ting indirect pressure on the victim to leave the job.
• Sometimes, the employee is so negatively im-
pacted by the harassment that she suffers serious 
emotional and physical consequences and becomes 
unable to perform her job properly.
• Sexual harassment has a demoralizing effect 
that discourages women from asserting themselves 
in the workplace, reinforcing stereotypes of women 
employees as sex objects and strengthening the per-
ception of invincibility among men.
• Sexual harassment impacts the morale of all 
employees as work is disrupted by sexual harass-
ment even among those not directly involved.14

We can summarize the effects of sexual harassment 
in the following five ways:
• Emotional Reactions -  anxiety, shock, deni-
al, anger, fear, frustration, insecurity, betrayal, em-
barrassment, confusion, self-consciousness, shame, 
powerlessness, guilt, isolation.
• Physical Reactions -  headaches, sleep distur-
bances, lethargy, gastrointestinal distress, hyper vigi-
lance, dermatological reactions, weight fluctuations, 
nightmares, phobias, panic reactions, genitourinary 
distress, respiratory problems, substance abuse.
• Changes in Self-Perception -  negative 
self-concept/self-esteem, lack of competency, lack 
of control, isolation, hopelessness, powerlessness.
• Social, Interpersonal Relatedness, and Sexual 
Effects - withdrawal, fear of new people and situa-
tions, lack of trust, lack of focus, self-preoccupation, 
changes in social network patterns, negative atti-
tudes and behaviors in sexual relationships, poten-
tial sexual disorders associated with stress and trau-
ma, changes in dress or physical appearance.
• Career Effects -  changes in study and work 
habits, loss of job or promotion, unfavorable per-
formance evaluations, drop in academic or work 
performance because of stress, lower grades as 
punishment for reporting sexual harassment or for 

14 Cf. “Effects of Sexual Harassment” (Minnesota Advocates for Human 
Rights, 2003) accessed at: http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/svaw/harassment/
explore/4effects.htm.

noncompliance with sexual advances, absenteeism, 
withdrawal from work or school, changes in career 
goals.15

Sexual Harassment as a Soul Problem
I would like to go a step further and suggest that 

sexual harassment may be of a different order and mag-
nitude than what we have described thus far. We are 
coming to realize that sexual harassment creates a toxic 
and dangerous psychological and organizational cul-
ture of degradation and intimidation against individ-
uals where they work. In our discourse today, we are 
speaking of it as a political issue and as a sociological 
phenomenon. We are talking about it as a workplace 
problem and a personality defect.

I want to go deeper and suggest that we may not 
have grasped the full implications of this social disorder. 
We may need another category to understand the depth 
of the crisis we are facing. We require another reference 
point to begin healing from this devastating reality.

I want to suggest that sexual harassment is a “soul 
problem.”  As such, it is part of a syndrome of sexism 
that defines: (1) who we are, (2) how we see one anoth-
er, (3) how we work with one another and (4) how we 
relate to one another across all sectors of society and 
every form of engagement.

I borrow the term, “soul problem,” from Fr. Bryan 
Massingale, a moral theologian, expert on racism in 
America, and a professor at Fordham University. After 
years of writing, lecturing and teaching about racism in 
America, he has concluded that we will never come to 
an honest understanding of racism if we continue to see 
it in traditional political terms. We need to see racism, 
he says, as a “soul problem.” Massingale defines a “soul 
problem” in the following way:

A profound warping of the human spirit that 
enables us to create societies that favor, value, 
reward one group over another and demeans, 
degrades and deprives another.

It is a sickness that allows us to become com-
placent and indifferent to what’s going on in our 
society.16

15 This list can be found at Michele A. Paludi and Richard B Barichman, 
Academic and Workplace Sexual Harassment: A Resource Manual (State 
University Of New York Press, 1991).
16 Bryan N. Massingale, “Racism as Soul Sickness: Interview with Bryan 
Massingale,” Faith and Politics (November 20, 2017) accessed at: https://
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A “soul problem” is fundamentally a distortion in 
the way that we construct our identity, how we learn 
and come to see ourselves and how we respond to one 
another in interpersonal, social, cultural and organiza-
tional relationships. A “soul problem” affects how we 
imagine our world as it is “supposed to be” for us and 
how we position ourselves and the “other” within that 
world. As Massingale indicates, it is a warping of our 
spirit that allows us to create social systems and organi-
zational structures that privilege one group over anoth-
er and actively demean, displace and deprive another. 
This warping mechanism normalizes this twofold tactic 
of reward and degradation, creating a cultural and so-
cial indifference to the toxicity of trauma that is created.

Sexual harassment, one of the cultural and organi-
zational weapons of sexism, can thus be seen as such 
a soul problem in that it emerges from a long-stand-
ing social acceptance and approval of degradation and 
discrimination. It is fueled by an undeserved system of 
promotion and privilege that men have amassed over 
generations.

The dual pattern of privilege and degradation is 
tolerated and advanced by customs and conventions 
within the culture that are hard to break because they 
have been routinized and shrouded by a cover of cultur-
al indifference, in what Pope Francis calls a “culture of 
indifference.”17

Sexual harassment is an insidious identity device that 

thejesuitpost.org/2017/11/racism-as-soul-sickness-interview-with-
bryan-massingale/
17 https://www.romereports.com/en/2016/09/13/pope-in-santa-marta-
change-the-culture-of-indifference-to-a-culture-of-encounter/

rebalances an individual’s “personhood” back to its pre-
sumptive cultural and organizational state of promotion 
and privilege whenever such has been threatened. 

The sexual harassment of women thus sustains an 
identity in us, that men are and should be privileged 
over women and women can be objectified as less de-
serving than men and subject to hostile treatment and 
obstructed access to goods in ways that only men define 
and our culture affirms as reasonable. 

What we need to understand is that we have been 
trained into this identity. We have been shaped into this 
position within a world of inevitable and inescapable 
domination and deprivation, superiority and inferiority 
based on race, gender, and class.

Social and cultural identities are long and difficult 
in their construction. They will not be deconstructed 
simply or without difficulty. 

The remedy for such a long-standing and deeply en-
trenched soul-sickness cannot be a tweaking of human 
resource training or a minor adjustment in corporate 
policy and procedure. What we are facing is a profound 
analysis and adjustment of how we see ourselves in re-
lationship to one another.

This will not be easy, comfortable or immediate. We 
live with an imagination where skin tone, sexuality, and 
money accord rights and privileges to some and deny, 
refuse or obstruct those rights and privileges to others. 
We have never lived in a world where race doesn’t mat-
ter and gender doesn’t impede access to rights.

We have never yet lived in a society where wom-
en and men have been equal. We have never seen true, 
sustaining models where the exchange between women 
and men is equal across all platforms and free from gen-
der harassment, unwanted sexual attraction, and sexual 
coercion.

Some men still think they deserve to get away with 
“sexual privileges” the way the old “blue line” once pro-
tected its own, judges winked and nodded when one 
of their own misbehaved, and priests got off with just 
a warning whenever they were speeding. We have all 
accommodated to these systems of undeserved promo-
tions and privileges. Men have done so by taking ad-
vantage and women have done so by walking around 
and working around these aggressions (because they 
had to).

We too often expect women to do the heavy lifting 
of healing this soul-sickness for the rest of us. The truth 
is that we who suffer the privilege must be the first to 
bear the challenge of change. All of us need to under-

Fr. Bryan Massingale, Fordham University
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stand the soul sickness from which we are suffering and 
take responsibility for it.

The first thing we need to acknowledge is our fear. 
We have never lived in a world of equality and in a uni-
verse of equity. Therefore, we are afraid. Indeed, I think 
we are distinctly terrified at the unknown territory we 
are being asked to enter.

Men are understandably afraid of these questions.18 
They worry. How do I behave? How do I approach 
women? How do I approach men? What’s my role in 
a world of true mutuality and just equality? If I give up 
my dominance, how will I feel? Will I be taken advan-
tage of? What does the new workplace look like? What 
does the new home look like? What does the new bed-
room look like?

Women can also be afraid.19 They too have to ne-
gotiate the new and untested rules of mutual relations. 
They can rightfully ask themselves -- Will I lose my 
sense of caring? Will I stop being a nurturer? Will the 
world become “all against all?” As noted above, they 
have learned to walk around and work around the ugly 
dynamics of domination and subordination. How will 
they confront that system without losing their abiding 
principles of compassion, what feminist psychologists 
like Gilligan and Belenky have called their “different 
voice” and “ethic of caring?”20

Franciscan Values and Sexual Harassment

It will be extremely difficult to transform social and 
cultural relations with the repertoire of values that our 
post-modern society has bequeathed to us. In his recent 
piece, “How Democracies Perish,” NY Times colum-
nist David Brooks reminds us why our inherited social 
values will make it difficult to build solid mutual rela-
tions.21 We once lived in cultures with values and virtues 
that affirmed selflessness, duty, obligation, charity and 
compassion. But, now we are increasingly disconnect-
ed from family, traditions and religions that habituate 
us to the care of others. Instead, we live and work in 
18 Kim Elsesser, Sex and the Office: Women, Men, and the Sex Partition 
that’s Dividing the Workplace (Lanham, MD: Taylor Trade Publishing Co., 
2015).
19 American Association of University Women, Barriers and Bias: The 
Status of Women in Leadership (AAUW: Washington, DC, 2016).
20 M.F. Belenky., B.M. Clinchy, N.R. Goldberger and J.M. Tarule. 1986. 
Women’s Ways of Knowing. (New York: Basic Books, 1986; Carol Gilligan, 
In a Different Voice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984).
21 David Brooks, “How Democracies Perish,” (NY Times, January 11, 
2018).

a world of competing self-interests. As one Millennial 
student told University of Notre Dame Professor Pat-
rick Duneen:

Because we view humanity — and thus its insti-
tutions — as corrupt and selfish, the only person 
we can rely upon is our self. The only way we 
can avoid failure, being let down, and ultimate-
ly succumbing to the chaotic world around us, 
therefore, is to have the means (financial securi-
ty) to rely only upon ourselves.22

The source for our relief will not come from the res-
ervoirs of the secular imagination in which our capital-
ism and consumerism thrive. We need other streams. 
I’d like to suggest that the Franciscan imagination we 
have been teaching you for these four years may provide 
an answer to the soul-sickness of which we have been 
talking. Let me briefly highlight how Franciscan values 
can reorient us to more satisfying and more equal rela-
tionship with one another.

Universal Human Dignity
As we know, St. Francis of Assisi lived in a time 

of deep and unequal cultural divisions. The world was 
divided between the rich and privileged few on the one 
hand and the poor and desperate many, on the other. 
Francis lived in an economy of extraction, where the 
riches and treasures of the world were extracted from 
the sweat and labor of the poor and transferred to the 
powerful class of nobles who ruled with an iron fist and 
a bloody thirst for violence and greed.23

When Francis handed his clothes back to his fa-
ther and when he kissed the leper, he began the creation 
of a new and more fraternal economy, creating a com-
munity of inclusion. Francis was creating a new space 
where people began their encounter with one another, 
not with the script of majores and minores, but with the 
recognition of a universal dignity that was not earned 
and was not determined by status or production. 

When Francis asked his brothers to greet one an-
other with the words, “peace and all good,” he was in-
verting the normal ways people recognized one another 
(or didn’t) in his society. He was demanding that his 
brothers begin every new relationship with a recogni-

22 Quoted in Brooks, op. cit.
23 David B. Couturier, “From an Economy of Exclusion to an Economy 
of Inclusion: Franciscan Values in the Workplace,” Franciscan Connections 
67:4 (Winter, 2017), 27-36.
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tion of dignity and goodness, derived from a God-giv-
en sense of abundance and beauty. Instead of greeting 
others with a pre-established determination of worth 
(or non-worth) based on social norms of nobility and 
greed, health or disease, beauty or deformity, Francis 
started relationships with a presumptive dignity given 
by God.

We need to rewrite the scripts of how we judge 
others as well. We have to renegotiate the scripts and 
fantasies within us that position men and women on 
scales of superiority and inferiority, domination and 
deprivation. We need to establish new codes of dignity 
for every person no matter their gender, race or class.

Community
The true and full acceptance of others, no mat-

ter their race, class or gender, was not a project that 
St. Francis conducted alone. It was a social one that 
Francis engaged with others. Francis had to create the 
community of inclusion that he believed God wanted. 
He called that social experiment “fraternity.” As noted, 
Francis grew up with a deep disgust for anyone who 
was physically damaged. He could not stand the sight 
of lepers. He wanted nothing to do with the poor and 
vulnerable. In his adolescence, he could not recognize 
the soul-sickness within him that allowed for such dis-
gust and dismissal of others. The day he kissed the leper 
changed everything. The mercy that God was showing 
him was the only power that could force him into a new 
social identity that included others. Francis had been an 
immensely lonely and isolated man up until that point, 
even though he was, from all appearances, the darling of 
his age and the social life of every party. His popularity 
obscured the deep disgust he harbored for the people 
he was trying to dominate and deprive in order to reach 
the social pinnacle of nobility.

Francis learned how to create a new social system 
by learning to meditate on the inner life of God, as he 
understood it from the Scriptures to which he was im-
mensely devoted.

I have come to what I believe is a Franciscan de-
scription of the inner life of God, the Trinity, as “a free 
communion of persons without domination or depri-
vation.”

The inner life of God is a free communion of indi-
vidual persons, Father-Son-and-Holy Spirit who enjoy 
a substantive oneness that is arrived at without domina-
tion or deprivation of one another.

This is the communion we are called to develop in 

our relations with one another. What makes sexual ha-
rassment such a travesty of humanity and essentially an 
affront to God is that it tries to achieve mutuality or 
intimacy with another person by means of domination 
and deprivation. Intimacy cannot be achieved through 
domination and it cannot be arrived at through depri-
vation of the rights of another.

Indeed, no interpersonal system and no organiza-
tional system can be maintained with the trauma that 
domination or deprivation creates. Corporations may 
make money for a time, but I am convinced that they 
will lose their soul and their mission in the process.

Franciscanism offers other values that can create 
cultural and corporate systems of real beauty – compa-
nies that are creative and productive and that promote 
effectiveness and efficiency. These companies are based 
on dignity, community and minority. Minority is a val-
ue that accords immense respect for the opinion and 
positions of the others. It is a profound humility that 
listens and learns from the other. It respects the needs 
of the other and refuses to abuse them for personal gain 
or advantage.

St. Francis was so attentive to the needs of others 
that he would regularly take a worm off the beaten path 
so that it wouldn’t be stepped on. He’d place it by the 
side of the road, where the worm could go about its 
business undisturbed by the traffic of life. Similarly, St. 
Francis teaches all of us, no matter what situation we are 
in, to protect the needs of the other and to watch out for 
their greater good. People with Franciscan values take 
people out of harm’s way. They do not place them in it.

This attentiveness allows Franciscan-minded peo-
ple to build careers and companies that promote partic-
ipation and dialogue and that are mindful of those least 
fortunate in the community, because all actions are built 
on transparency and accountability.

Harassment thrives in the toxic air of secrecy and 
threats. Franciscan values stress compassion and open 
dialogue. 
Conclusion

The Franciscan values we teach at St. Bonaventure 
University are not only good for the quiet examination 
of an individual conscience. They are powerful tools for 
the reinvigoration of good companies and the revital-
ization of social systems.

Sexism and racism are two related “soul-sicknesses” 
that warp our identity, culturally and socially permitting 
one group to be rewarded and promoted, while another 
is degraded and deprived, providing a cultural cover of 
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indifference to maintain their systems of privilege and 
privation.

Franciscanism, for its part, undercuts this toxic 
system of trauma by providing individuals with a new 
identity not based on domination and deprivation, but 
one that is secured by a commitment to universal digni-
ty, community, minority, beauty, transparency and soli-
darity with the most vulnerable.

We do not have to live in a world where women are 
regularly and systematically degraded and deprived. We 
have the tools to create new organizational and social 
systems without sexual trauma and power differentials.

You have learned these tools. Use them well!
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