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Introduction

1 -Fineteen ninety-four saw the celebration of the Ninth Ordinary

l\ I Session of the Synod of Bishops. This Session was devoted entirely
I \ to consecrated life in the Church and in the world. In preparing for
this Synod, the bishops had, as an available resource, the experience of the

almost one million men and women in the Church who live a consecrated

life. The wealth and power of this experieace emerged during the discussion

at a local level of the Lineamenta published in November 1992,'and its force

can be seen in many of the issues raised in the Insrtan enturu. laborb published

on June 20, 1994,' issues which those living a consecrated life felt were

important. These were the matters which ultimately came to be addressed

during the Synod. Prominent among them was the question of the

"charism" of the various institutes of consecrated life within the Church'

In the opening address of the Synod, Cardinal G. B. Hume is

quoted as saying: "To explain the different forms of consecrated life and the

particular nature of each institute, the term 'charism' is used in a specific

sense. In this sense, charism implies a specific way of being, a specific

' Or,'22 (1992 -1993), pp. 433, 43 5 -454.

'lbid.,24 (199+-1995), pp. 97 , 99-138.
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mission and spirituality, a style of fraternal life and of structures of the
institute at the service of the Church's mission."'

In canonical terms, it is easy to identifi, "charism" with the
"patrirnony" of an institute, i.e., it "is comprised of the intentions of the
founders, of all that the competent ecclesiastic authority has approved

concerning the nature, purpose, spirit and character of the institute, and of
its sound traditions" (c. 578). However, such a description is rather static,

giving little indication of the vibrant nature of these gifts of God,
particularly as experienced by those who belong to an institute.

Drawing form the Instrwmentam laboris, Cardinal Hume presents a

more dynamic description; he says:

An institute's charism:

includes all effective and life-giving relationships to the Spirit and an

experience of Christ that highlights one of his mysteries and/of ministries;

implies a special relationship to the Church. This ecclesial dimension is the
basis of communion and specific service, and requires it to grow in
harmonywith the Mystical Body;

indicates the integration and sl,nthesis of various elementsn which influence
each otfrer: consecration, spirituality, mission, fraternal life, structure;

demands continuity with the charism of the founder. This is how it is

expressed in a well known tetrt of Mutae relationes, which in turn refers to
Paul VI's Eaangelica tettificatiot "The 'charisms of the founders' appears as

an 'experience of the Spirit' transmitted to their followers to be lived by
them, to be preserved, deepened and constantly developed in harmony with
the Body of Christ continually in a process of growth," And thus in fidelity
to the founder's charism "a synthesis of the various elements of
consecration and mission should be made through the faithfrrl putting into
effect of the legislative provisions of each institute."*

From this presentation, it is clear that the charism of an institute is

a grace of God which gives life, a source of inspiration, the origin of a new

way of living and relating within the Church. In some way, precisely trecause

of the ne\Mness of the gift involved, each charism challenges the existing

'G. B. Elume, "setting the scene for the Synod," in Religious Life Rettiew,33

(1994), p. 327 .

*Ibid., pp. 327-328.
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institutions of the Church and reminds all Christians of the evangelical basis
of their life. Such a charism can sometimes become a cause of concern to the
leaders of the Church until they can find an appropriate way to deal with it.
Because a charism continues to live and give life, no "appropriate" juridical
structure can ever contain it or express it fully. fu time passes, various
adjustments and accommodations must be made. The effort to find an
adequate canonical expression of the charism could be portrayed in terms of
a struggle between the static institution and the dynamic gift from God.
Such a view, however, does not show any appreciation of the charismatic
gifts of the Church as institution; such a view presents charisms as essentially
divisive phenomena, when they are given to the whole Church, for the
benefit of all God's people; such a view reduces the relationship between
charism and institution to one of conflict.

Speaking to the Roman Rota in 1971, Pope Paul VI addressed this
very question:

It is very uue that the Spirit is completely free in what he does [...]. But it
is also true that charisms are for the benefit of the community, that all do
not possess the same charisms, and that, as a result of human frailty,
charism may be confused wirh one's own disordered ideas and inclinations.
Hence it is necessary to judge and distinguish charisms in order to verifr
their authenticity and corelate them with criteria derived from the
teaching ofthe Lord, and according to the order which should be observed
in the ecclesial community. Such an office pertains to the sacred
hierarchy-also established with an extraordinary charism.t

t"E b.n vero che lo Spirito E pienamente libero nella sua azione [...]. Ma e

anche vero che I carismi sono per la utiliti della communiti, che non tutti hanno gli
stessi carismi e che per la debolezza umana I carismi possono essere confusi con le
proprie idee ed inclinazione, non sempre ordinate. t p".t"nto necessario giudicare I
carismi per controllarne I'autenticiti, per coordinarli con criteri desunti dalla
dotrina del Signore e secondo l'ordine che deve essere osservato nella comuniti
ecclesiale. Tale ufficio spetto alla sacra gerarchia, costituita anch'essa con carisma
singolare, tanto che San Paolo non riconosce valido alcun carisma che non obbedisca
al suo ufficio apostolico" (Paul VI, Allocution to the Tribunal of the Roman Rota, 28

January 1971, in AAS,63 U97l), p. 139; English translation in W. H. Woestman

led.), Papal Allocutions to the Roman Rota, 1939-1994, Oftowa, Faculty of Canon Law,
Saint Paul University, 1994, pp. 108-109).
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While the Pope was not speaking specifically of the founding
charisms of institutes of consecrated life, the relevance of his words to this
issue is obvious. FIe strove to counter efforts to portray the external,
juridical features of the Church as a contradiction of the internal, spiritual
features.

Addressing the Second International Congress of Canon Law in
1973, held in Milan, he returned to this theme: "[A]ll the institutional and
juridical elements [of the Church] are sacred and spiritual, trecause they are

given life by the Spirit. In reality, at their source the 'Spirit' and the 'Law'
form a unity, in which the spiritual element is decisive; the Church of 'Law'
and the Church of 'Charity' are a single reality, of whose internal life the
juridical form is an external sign."u

In the light of this presentation of the basic spirirual unity of the
different features of the Church, the true relationship between a particular
charism and the institution of the Church (represented by the hierarchical
authority) is more akin to a dialogue than to a conflict. The accuracy of this
description becomes clearer when one considers an example from history.

Nineteen ninety-four also saw the celebration of the eighth
centenary of the birth of St. Clare of fusisi. In spite of the distance in time,
her life can provide the Church of today with an insight into the truly
dynamic nature of a charism and its relationship with the hierarchical
authority of the Church, particularly in the events which led to the approval
of her Form of Life in 1253 and the developments which took place after
her death. Her story embodies many of the anxieties and struggles which are

still experienced by religious; it demonstrates vividly what happens when a

dialogue is initiated between a charism and the hierarchical institution ofthe
Church.

o"1T1uni gli elementi istiruzionali e giuridici sono sacri spirituali, perch6

vivificati dallo Spirito. In realti, lo 'Spirito' e il 'Diritto' nella loro stessa fonte

formano un'unione, in cui l'elemento spirituale d determinante; la Chiesa della

'Cariti' sono una sola realti, della cui vita interna d segno esteriore la forma

giurduca" (Paul VI, Allocution to the participants to the Second International
Congress of Canon Law, September !7, 1973, in LE, 5 U973-19781, no. 4221, col.
66s5).
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The Historical Context

The later Middle Ages saw the emergence of women seeking to
dedicate themselves to God in ways and numbers unknswn trefore then.
This has been the subject of many detailed and scholarly studies and various
theories have been advanced to explain the phenomenon.'Belgium and the
Netherlands, for example, witnessed the rise of the Beguines, while the rest
of Europe saw the foundation of many monasteries of women in the
tradition of St. Benedict, several of them inspired by the recent Cisterian
Reform. The rise of these houses of religious women, whether monasteries
properly so-called or not, was a cause of some concern to the hierarchy of
the Church and to the men religious with whom the nuns claimed
associations. Many of the male institutions did not want anything to do with
these women.

In addition to the emergence of religious life for women in these
formal ways, other movements were alive in the Church in which women
played a prominent role. Some of these had the approval of the Church, at
least initially, e.g., the Humiliati of Northern Italy; but many of them from
start to finish were highly heterodox in their teaching and their practice,
e.g., the Cathari, Waldenses, Bogomils, Patarini. These groups differed
widely in their structure and aims, but they were united by the desire to
make some conscious effort to redress what they viewed as the major
injustice of the day, namely the corruption of the Church by wealth and
luxury; each movement in its own way claimed to seek a return to the
simplicity and poverty of the early Church.

Francis of Assisi and Conversion

Into this turmoil and ferment came the figure of Francis of Assisi.

Born in 1182, Francis was the son of a well-to-do textile merchant, a typical

'For example, S. M. Stuard (ed.), Wom.en in Medieoal Soeiety, Philadelphia,
PA, lJniversity of Pennsylavania Press, L976; D. Baker (ed.), Medieaal Wumen,

Oxford, Eng., B. H. Blackwell, 1978;J. A. Nichols and L. T. Shank (eds.), Medieaal

Religious Wom.en,vol.I, Distant Ecboes,Kalamazoo,Ml, Cistercian Publications, 1984;

P. Dronke, Wom.en Writers of tbe Middle Agu: A Critical Study of Tex* from. Perpetua

(20j) to Marguerte Porete (1310), Cambridge, Eng., Cambridge University Press,

1984; J. Kirschner and S. F. Wimple (eds.) Wom.en of the Medieoal World., Oxford,
Eng., B. F{. Blackwell, 1985; M. W. Labarge, Wom.en in Medieual Life: A Sm.all Sound

of the Trumpet, London, H. Hamilton, 1985.
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example of the new stratum of society, men who made their riches from
trade and industry. Yet Francis turned his back on all of this. After a fairly
boisterous youth and an attempt at a military career, Francis had an
experience in the little chapel of San Damiano, in the countryside near
fusisi. While praying there, he heard a voice saying, "Francis, go repair my
Church which, as you see, is falling into ruin." This changed his life forever.
At first, he took the message quite literally and began to rebuild the litde
chapel of San Damiano.t Soon, however, he became aware that this was not
what the Lord wanted. Hearing the Gospel read in the third church rebuilt
by him, Our Lady of the Angels of the Porziuncola, Francis discovered his
true vocation, namely to "live the Gospel" taking nothing with him for the
journey, living without anything of his own." Not long afterwards, some
others came to join him and he rcalized that they would have to be given
some sort of basic rule of life. At first he turned to the book of the Gospels
and opened the pages at random, selecting the passages that met his eye."'
However, this did not sufEce for long. As more young men came to follow
him, Francis felt the need to have the formal approval of the Church. He
went to Rome and sought and obtained an audience with Pope Innocent III.
Against all odds, this ragamuffin from fusisi was granted his request aiua
aoceby the Pope in 1209."

By now, the activity of this young man was having a profound effect
on the townspeople of fusisi. At first, when the king of the revelers had gone
off to San Damiano, the people treated him as a madman. Now that others
were joining him and that the Pope had approved of his scheme, they were
beginning to take notice of him and that the Pope had approved of his
scheme, they were beginning to take more notice of him. Among those who
watched him was the young Clare, the daughter of a city nobleman, born in
1193. By all accounts, her mother was an exemplary Christian and Clare
received a sound formation in the faith." Yet God was calling her to do even

'St. Bonaventure, Major Life of St. Francis,Il, 1, Sr. Francis of .4ssisi, Om.nibus

of Sources (=Omnibus), edited by M. A. Habig, London, SPCK, 1979, p. 640.

'Ibid., III, l, Omnibus, pp. 646-647 .

"'Ibid., III, 3, Omnibus, pp. 647 -648.

"Ibid., III, g-lQ, Ornnibus, pp. 650-653.

t"'The Acts of the Process of Canonization," Third witness, no. 28 and

Sixthwitness, no. 12, inR.J.Armstrong (ed.),Clareof ,4ssii:EarlyDocam.ents,Sr.
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more; she went to visit Francis and listen to his teaching; he returned the
visit. Eventually, on Palm Sunday 1212, after having taken advice from
Francis, Clare left her home at dead of night. She made her way to the little
chapel of the Porziuncula where she met Francis and the friars. There she

laid aside her finery, had her hair cut off and put on the habit of the friars."

Immediately after the ceremony of reception into the fraternity,
Francis escorted Clare to the monastery of San Paolo delle Abbadesse, a

Benedictine monastery at Bastia, near Assisi, where Clare stayed for a short
while. However, Clare's family was very influential in fusisi and the nuns at
San Paolo were understandably nervous when they arrived on the doorstep
demanding the return of the young girl. Tenacious as always, Clare clung to
the alter cloth while they tried to remove her bodily. They desisted only
when she took off her veil to reveal her shorn head. Clare did not remain
long at San Paolo. Francis transferred her first to the church of Sant'Angelo
in Panzo and then to San Damiano. This was to become her home until her
death.'o

At the time of her amival, living conditions at San Damiano must
have been very spartan: Francis had rebuilt the little chapel only a few years
before. In all probability, Clare came to live in a little hut or group of hurs
near to the church. She was not alone for very long. Only sixteen days after
her flight from home, she was followed by her younger sister, Catherine,
who took the name of Agnes. Others followed. No detailed account of what
life r.vas like at San Damiano has remained. However, one independent
witness was Jacques de Vitry, then bishop of Acre. Writing in 1216, he says

of his trip through lJmria: "I found one consolation in those parts [...]:
many men and women, rich and worldly, after renouncing every.thing for
Christ, fled the world. They are called Lesser Brothers and Lesser Sisters.
They are held in great esteem be the Lord Pope and the cardinals [...]. The
women live near the cities in various hospices. They accept nothing, but live
from the work of their hands. In fact, they are very much offended and

Bonaventure, NY, Franciscan Institute Publications, 1993, pp. 152, 160; "Legend oJ'

St. Clare," nos. l-4, in ibid., pp.252-255; M. Bartoli, Clare of Astisi, translated by
Sister Frances Teresa, London, Darton, Longman and Todd, 1993, p.26.

""Legend of St, Clare," nos. 4-8, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Axisi: Early
Docum.ents, pp. 2 5 5 -260.

'"'Legend of St. Clare," nos. 9-10, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Assisi: Early
D ocum.ents, pp. 2 60 -2 61.
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disturbed because they are honored by the clergy and the laity more than
they deserve."" The life of Clare and her sisters in those early days appears

to have been one of prayer, centered around the little church; they worked
with their hands and depended upon alms for their livelihood. There is
nothing in the contemporary sources to suggest that Clare and the early
sisters were involved in any way with the active preaching apostolate of
Francis and the friars.

The Search for a Rule

Life at San Damiano was first guided very much by the presence
and example of Francis and the friars. At the beginning, he gave to Clare
and the sisters a brief "Form of Life," written in l2l2 or l2l3: "Because by
divine inspiration you have made yourselves daughters and servants of the
Most High King, the heavenly Father, and have taken the Holy Spirit as

your spouse, choosing to live according to the perfection of the Holy
Gospel, I resolve and promise for myself and for my brothers to have that
same loving care and special solicitude for you as I have for them."'n Clearly
this was not the totality of the form of life lived by the earh sisters. There
must have been other counsels, exhortations and advice ofa practical nature
concerning a life dedicated to God.

In her testament, Clare says: "Afterwards he wrote a form of life for
us, especially that we always persevere in holy poverty. While he was living
he was not content to encourage us with many words and examples to the
love of holy poverty and its observance, but he gave us many writings that,
after his death, we would in no way turn away from it."'' Very few of these
writings of Francis mentioned by Clare are extant." The life of the sister at
San Damiano in the early days was probably regulated according to a few
passages from the Gospel, interpreted by Francis, i.e., more or less the

""The Testimony of Jacques de Vitry," in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Asii:
Early Documenrs, pp. 313-314.

'nArmstrong (ed.), Clare of llssisi: Early Docum.enrs, pp. 311-3 12.

rT"Testament of St. Clare," nos. 33-34, in Armstrong (ed,.), Clare of Assisi:

Early Dontmenrs, p. 58.

"Those writings of Francis for Clare and the sisters which still exist are the
"Canticle of the Creatures," the "Canticle of the Exhortation," and the "Last Will,"
in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Assisi: Early Docum.enr.r, pp. 315-320.
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simple rule of life which Pope Innocent III had approved orally for Francis
and the friars.

Ilowever, Clare's form of life had yet to be formally recognized by
the Church authorities. At the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), the bishops
were anxious to have some control over the emerging forms of religious life.
Consequently, it was decided that any new group of men or women seeking
to lead a religious life in the Church had to adopt one of the ancient and
approved Rules." In effect, this meant the Rule of St. Benedict or the Rule
of St. Augustine. By virtue or his audience with Pope Innocent III some
years beforehand, Francis was not bound by this decree since has way of life
had been approved orally by the Pope prior to the Council. However, this
approval did not include the sisters at San Damiano. Clare was now faced
with the obligation of adopting one of the ancient Rules in order to govern
her way of life. It would appear that, at this time, on the insistence of
Francis, she accepted the Rule ofSt. Benedict.

The Legend of St. Clare states: "Three years after her conversion
declining the name and office of abbess, she wished in her humility to be
placed under others rather than above them. [...] Compelled by blessed
Francis, however, she accepted the government of the ladies."'" The timing
of this intervention by Francis,'' in particular his insistence that she adopt
the title abbess with all its juridical overtones, suggests that he was in favor
of the adoption of the Rule of St. Benedict.

This gave the little community at San Damiano juridical status and

protection. However, it was not entirely to Clare's liking. While the sources

""In order to avoid and excessive diversity of Orders in the Church of God
causing serious confusion, we prohibit with force from now on the founding of an

Order, let him take one of tlre accepted Orders. Likewise if someone wishes to renew
an already established house of an Orders, let him adopt the Rule and attitude of one

of the approved Orders" (Lateran IV, Constitution 13, in G. Alberigo et al. [eds.],
Conciliorum. oecum.enicoram. decreta, ed. 3", Bolgna, Istituto per le scienze religiose,
1973, p. 242; translation in Armstrong led.], Clare of Axii: Early Domments, p. 85,
note a).

""'Legend of St. Clare," no. 12, in Armstong (ed.), Clare of Assisi: Early
Docaments, p.266.

"This o..rr.red three years after the conversion of St. Clare, i.e., in 1215,

the year of the Fourth Lateran Council.
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tell us that she did not care for the title of abbess, they do not go into any
great detail about the fact that she cared even less for the provisions of the
Rule of St. Benedict concerning property. fu far as she was concerned, her
vocation was identical to that of Francis, namely to live without anlthing of
her own, in complete poverty. She understood this to mean not just the
poverty of the individual but that of the group as well. So, some time after
the end of the Fourth Lateran Council and the adoption of the Benedictine
Rule, Clare approached the Pope directly: "She asked a privilege of poverty
of Innocent III of happy memory, desiring that her Order be known by the
title of poverty. This magnificent man, congratulating such great fervor in
the virgin, spoke ofthe uniqueness ofher proposal since such a privilege had
never been made by the Apostolic See. The Pope himself with great ioy
wrote with his own hand the first draft of the privilege that was sought after,
so that an unusual favor might smile upon and unusual request."22

The text of this Priailegiurt pauperitatis, written sometime between
the close of the Lateran Council Qrtrovember 30, l2l5) and the death of the
Pope onJuly 16, 1216 is really remarkable:

Innocent, Bishop, Servant of the servants of God, to his beloved daughters
in Christ, Clare and the other servants of Christ of the Church of San

Damiano in Assisi, professing the regular life, bot} those in the present, as

well as those in the future for ever:

As is evident, you have renounced the desire for all temporal things,
desiring to educate yourselves to the Lord alone. Because ofthis, since you
have sold all things and given them to the poor, you propose not to have

any possessions whatsoever, clinging in all things to the footprints of Him,
the Way, the Truth and the Life, \4/ho, for our sake, was made poor. Nor
does a lack of possessions frighten you from a proposal of t}is sort; for the
left hand of the heavenly Spouse is under your head to support the
weakness of your body, which you have placed under the law of your soul
through an ordered charity. Finally, He Who feeds the birds of the heavens

and clothes the lilies of the field will not fail you in either food or clothing,
until He ministers to you in heaven, when His right hand especially will
more happily embrace you in the fullness of His beatific vision. Therefore
we confirm with our apostolic authority, as you requested, your proposal of
most high povert/, granting you by the authority of this letter that no one

can compel you to receive possessions.

""Legend of St. Clare," no. 14, in fumstrong (ed.), Clare of Asisi: Early

Documents, p. 269.
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And if any woman does not wish to, or cannot observe a proposal of this
sort, let her not have a dwelling among you, but let her be transferred to
another place.

Therefore, we decree that it may not be permitted to anyone to disturb you
and your church rashly or to burden you with any kind of vexation. If,
therefore, any one, either an ecclesiastic or a secular, knowing this
document of our confirmation and constitution, rashly attempts to oppose
it, after the second or third warning-unless he has corrected his fault
through an appropriate satisfaction-let him lose the dignity of his power
and honor, know that he is subject to the divine judgment for the iniquiry
perpetrated, excluded form the most scared Body and Blood of God and
the Lord Jesus Christ, our Redeemer, and be subject to a severe

punishment at the last judgment.

May the peace of our Lord Jesus Christ, however, be with all of you and
with those who, in the same place, preserve a love in Christ, so that they
may both receive the fruit of their good work here and, before demanding

Judge, discover the rewards ofeternal peace."

This action by Clare was an attempt to have the Church recognize
her particular vocation in a formal way. Although constrained by the law of
the Church to adopt a Rule which did not quite fit the way of life to which
she felt called, she wanted to make sure that the precious gift given to her
and her sisters would be safeguarded by the highest authority in the Church.
The outcome of this was a unique situation of a community living according
to the Rule of St. Benedict and another document which contradicted some
of the ideals and provisions of that same Rule.

Further complications arose two or three years later. Pope

Flonorius III appointed Cardinal Ugolino dei Conti di Segni as legate for
Lombardy and Tuscany. While carrying out this function, he encountered

many groups of women, especially in Umbria, who sought to live an

evangelical life without any worldly possessions whatsoever. Ugolino
informed the Pope of the existence of these communities, and asked that
they be given the special protection of the Holy See. The Pope charged him
with the task of exempting from the jurisdiction of local bishops these new

communities and of receiving the property of their monasteries as the
property of the Holy See.'n Later he was charged with preparing a more

""The Privilege of Poverty of Pope Innocent IiI (1216)," in Armstrong
(ed.), Clare of Assisi: Eaily Docum.ents, pp. 85-86.

'*Honoriuss III, Letter Tuoe nobis, Lugust27,12l8, in G. G. Sbaraglia (ed.),
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stable form of life for these communities. In the year l2l9,he sent them a

"Form and Manner of Living." Often referred to as the Rule of Cardinal
Ugolino, this amounted to a set of constitutions based of the Rule of St.
Benedict."

The contents of Ugolino's Form and Manner of Life are detailed
prescriptions concerning certain aspects of the way of life of these women.
In particular, they contain very strict rules on enclosure:

Therefore, it is proper and it is a duty that all those women who, after
condemning and abandoning the vanity of the world, have resolved to
embrace and hold to your Order, should observe this law of life and
discipline, and remain enclosed the whole time of their life. After they have
entered rhe enclosure of this Order and have assumed the religious habit,
they should never be granted any permission or faculty to leave [this
enclosure], unless perhaps some are transferred to another place to plant or
build up this same Order. Moreover, it is fitting that, when they ai" I...]
they should e buried within the enclosure.,o

Entrance to the enclosure was just as strictly governed:

When the chaplain sees rhat one of the sisters, who is gripped by a serious
bodily illness, is coming to her end and she finds it necessary to confess her
sins or receive the Sacrament of the Body of the Lord, he may enter rhe
enclosure clothed in a white stole and maniple. After he has heard her

Bullarium {ranciscanum. Romnnoram PontiJtcum clnstitutiones, epistolas, ac d.iplom.aw
continense tribus Ord,inibu Minorum, Clnrissarum., et Poenitentium. a Seraphice patriarcba

Sancto Francisco institatis concessa ab illorum. exord.io ad nostra asque tempora iussu atque
auspiciis Reoerendissimi Patris Magistri Fr. Joannis Baptistoe Constantini, Minorum.
Conaentualium, Ministri Generalis, conquisitis undiqae m,onum.entis nunc primam. in lucem.

editum notis, atque ind.icibus locupletatum stad.io et labore Fr. Joannis Hyacintbi Sbaraleoe
eiusdem, Ord.inis sacrae theohgioe Magistri, r. I, Romae, Tlpis Sacrae Congregationis de
propaganda fide, 17 59, vol. I, pp. 1-2 (the text is given in English in Armstrong [ed.),
Clare of Assisi: Early Documenrs, pp. 87-88).

"The full text of this is found in English in Armstrong (ed,.), Clare of Assisi:
Early Documenrr, pp. 89-100. The version of the document given there is actually the
confirmation of the Rule by Pope Gregory IX in 1228. Flowever, it is clear from the
introduction that it is the same as that sent by Ugolino to the monasteries when he
was legate in Tuscany and Lombardy.

'u"The Form of and Manner of Life given by Cardinal Flugolino,,, no. 4, in
Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Assii: Early Docam.ents, pp.9l-92.
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confession and has given her rhe Sacrament of the Body of the Lord, he
should leave, vested as he entered, and not delay there any longer. Let him
also conduct himself in tlis way at the commendation of her soul. He may
not enter the enclosure to conduct the obsequies at the grave; this duty
should be fulfilled in the chapel."

There are details about how the doors are to be locked, who has the
responsibility for the key, for whom the doors may be opened. The norms
set forth in this Rule of Ugolino were a foreshadowing of the strict norms
which became generally enforced under Boniface VIII" and which were
reinforced by the Council of Trent."

Equally strict were Ugolino's provisions concerning silence: "Let a

continuous silence be kept by all at all times, so that it is not allowed either
for one to talk to another or for another to talk to her without permission,
except for those on whom some teaching office or duty has been enjoined,
which cannot be fittingly discharged in silence. Permission may be given to
these to speak about those things which pertain to their office or duty,
where, when, and how the Abbess sees fit.""' This rule of silence was
obligatory on all sisters, the sick and the infirm included.

It has been argued with more than a litde force that, for Ugolino,
enclosure and silence were values in themselves: strict rules about exit from
and entrance into the enclosure were the most secure way of protecting the
women who undertook this way of life and for whom he had been given the
responsibility; strict silence was a sure means of controlling what went on
within that enclosed space. In the words of a recent biographer of Clare, "
just as the physical space may not be violated by anyone coming or going
out, so the silence may not be violated by any words.""

""The Form and Manner of Life given by Cardinal FIugolino," no.ll, in
Armstrong (ed,.), Clare of llssisi: Early Documents, p.97 .

"Boniface YIII, Periculosq \IIo, III, 16, c. un.

"Council of Trent, Session XXV, "Decreyum de reularibus et monialibus,"
cap. V, in Nberigo et al. [eds.], Conciliorum oecumenicoram d.ecveta, pp.777 -778.

""'The Form of and Manner of Life given by Cardinal Hugolino," no. 6, in
Armstrong (ed,.), Clare of Axisi: Early Documents, p.93.

rrBartoli, 
Clare of ,4ssisi, pp. 80-81.
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There is no specific reference in the early sources to the attitude of
Clare to these prescriptions of the Rule of Ugolino. However, in so far as it
repeated that the sisters were to observe the Rule of St. Benedict, it
disturbed her. That Rule allowed for the sisters to own property together in
common, but she did not wish for anlthing like that; she wished to live
according to the Form of Life given by Francis and expressed in the
Privilege ofPoverty sanctioned by Innocent III.

On March 19, 1227, Cardinal Ugolino was elected Pope. One
might have expected that the elevation of their friend as Pope Gregory IX
would prove of enormous benefit to Clare and here sisters. Certainly, the
corespondence between them prior to his election appears to have been
very cordial." Moreover, on November 14, 1227,he entrusted the care of
the sisters to the Minister General of the Friars Minor." In April 1228, he
reissued the Rule he had drawn up as cardinal legate. Moreover, at this time,
a debate was raging within the Friars Minor as to the nature of their
poverty. fu the former Cardinal Protector of the Friars and a close friend of
St. Francis, the Pope was deeply involved in the search for a resolution of
the dispute. This soon affected the lives of Clare and her sisters. Gregory
urged Clare to accept in the name of the Holy See the minimum property
which would guarantee the security of the sisters. Clare refused. "To this the
Pope replied: 'If you fear for your vow, We absolve you from it'. 'Holy
Father,' she said, 'I will never in any \May wish to absolved from the
following of Christ'."'* Soon afterwards, she made a formal request of the
Pope and had him confirm the Privilege of Poverty on September 17,1228."

"One letter from Ugolino to Clare is extant. It was written after he had

spent Holy Week 1220 with the sisters at San Damiano. The text is published in
Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Assii: Early Docum.enrs, pp. 101-102.

"Gregory IX', Quotu corlls, November 14, 1227, h Sbaraglia (ed.),

B ul larium. fr anci s c anu.m' vol. I, I 7 5 9, pp. 3 6 -3 7 .

'*"Legend of St. Clare," no. 14, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare if Assisi: Early
Docaments, p.269.

"Gregory lX, Sicat m.anifestum e.rr, September 17 , 1228, in Abaraglia (ed.),

Bullarium franciscanum., vol. I, 1759, Appendix, p.771. The English text of this,
which is an abbreviated form ofthe Privilege issued by Innocent III is to be found in
Armsuong (ed,.), Clare of Assisi: Early Documenr^r, pp. 107-108.
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By the year 1230, therefore, the sisters at San Damiano were living
a unique form of religious life founded on the Form of Life given by
Francis, the Rule of St. Benedict, Cardinal lJgolino,s Form and Manner of
Life and the Privilege of Poverty which modified the provisions of the other
rules concerning property. In that year, Pope Gregory issued the Bull euo
elongati, the first of a series of interventions by the Holy See in the debate
concerning the interpretation and observance of the Rule of the Friars
Minor. This led to a further confrontation with Clare. In accordance with
the provisions of the Bull, he prevented the friars from preaching to her
sisters.'o Clare's response was immediate and dramatic: since she was being
denied food for the soul, she would deny herself and her sisters food for the
body-she dismissed the friars who had acted as questors for the sisters.
This was effectively a hunger strike. Eventually, Pope Gregory yielded and
restored the friars to their task ofpreaching."

The situation in the other houses of sisters who lived under the
inspiration of Clare and her followers at San Damiano is not quite so clear.
That they all adopted the Rule of St. Benedict in the wake of the Fourth
Lateran Council cannot be doubted; similarly, they were obliged to adopt
IJgolino's Form and Manner of Life. Underlying all of this was the brief
Form of Life given by St. Francis. It was this, after all, which set them aparr
from other nuns and other communities. But what of the Privilege of
Poverty? Some would argue that this privilege was granted to Clare and San
Damiano alone. However, there is no evidence to suggest that other

'oGregory W, Qou elongati, September 28, 1230, no. ll, in Sbaraglia (ed.),
Bullarium. franciscanum, v ol. I, 17 5 9, p. 7 0.

""Legend of St. Clare," rro. 37, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of Assisi: Early
Docum.ents, pp. 289-290. Bartoli places this struggle berween Clare and the Pope in
1230, in the immediate aftermath of the promulgation of euo elongati. FIowever,
Iriarte places it during the generalate of Hal,rno of Faversham (1240-1244), claiming
that the friars were removed at his request. According to him, they were restored to
their office of preaching by a Bull of Innocent IV in 1245 (L. Iriarte, "Clare of Assisi:
Her Place in Female Hagiography," in Greffiars Reuiew,I t1989], pp. l9l-192; ID.,
Frantiscan History: The Three Orders of St. Francis of Assisi, Chicago, IL, Franciscan
Herald Press, 1982, p. 444 [however, in this work he places the dispute during the
generalate of Crescentius of Jesi, 1244-12471). However, the ,,Legend of St. Clare,,
specifically mentions that it was Pope Gregory who mirigated the prohibition.
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monasteries may also have availed of this same privilege, often in the teeth
of stiffresistance from Church authorities."

Clare's experience of living at San Damiano left her dissatisfied with
the juridical expression of her way of life. She sought a more satisfactory
expression of the call she had received through Francis and of the style of
life she had tried to live ever since. Above all, she wanted to be able to
profess the Rule which Francis had written and which in 1223, the decree of
the Lateran Council not withstanding, had been approved by Pope
Honorius IIL FoT her, there was no fundamental difference between this
Rule and the brief formula Francis had given her at the beginning.
However, her desires were not to be fulfilled easily. ln 1239, Pope Gregory
confirmed once more the Form of Life he had issued as Cardinal Ugolino.
His successor, Innocent fV, continued to insist on the observance of this
Rule with its profession of the Rule of St. Benedict, confirming it for all
sisters taking their inspiration from San Damiano on November 13, 1245."

Aware of the growing dissatisfaction with this situation, the new
Pope addressed the problem directly and issued his own Form and Manner
of Life of Rule for what he described as the Order of Saint Damian on

"The letter from Agnes of fusisi to her sister, Clare, suggests that she had

obtained the Privilege of Poverty for her monastery at Monticello, near Florence (cf.

Armstrong led,.), Clare of Asisi: Early Documents, pp. 107-108). The Monastery of
Monteluce, near Perugia, obtained the Privilege (Gregory W, Sicut m.anifestnm est,

June 16, 1229,in Sbaraglia led.l, Bulkrium.franciscanumvol. I, 1759, p. 50; English
translation in Armstrong led,.l, Clare of Asisi: Early Documents, p. 354), although the
same Pope later granted it extensive possessions (Gregory lX , Ad faciendam, uobis,

July 18, 1231, in Sbaraglia [ed.], Bullariumfranciscanam.vol. I, 1759, p. 73). Perhaps

the greatest stuggle outside of San Damiano to obtain the Privilege of Poverty was

that experienced by St. Agnes of Bohemia. After many requests, the privilege was

granted to her monastery in Prague (Gregory W, Pia eredulitate tenentes, April 15,

1238, in Sbaraglia led.), Bullarium franciscanum., vol. I, 17 59 , pp. 236-237 ; English
translation in Armstrong led.), Clare of Assii: Early Docum,ent!, pp.367-368).
Flowever, the Pope refused to permit Agnes to live exacdy as Clare and the sisters

lived in San Damiano; he ordered her to continue living according to the Rule which
her had drawn up (Gregory IX, Angelis guailium., May 11, 1238, in Sbaraglia (ed.),

Bullarium. franciscanum, vol. I, 17 59, pp. 242-244; English translation in Armstrong

led.l, Chre of Assisi: Early Documents, pp. 242-244).

"Innocent IY, Solet annu.ere, November 13, 1245, in Sbaraglia (ed.),

Bu I larium, fr an ci sc anum, v ol. I, 17 5 9, pp. 3 9 4 -1 99.
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August 6, 1247.r" This repeated some of the strict measures imposed by
Ugolino concerning enclosure and silence. The major innovation of this
intervention by the Holy See was the recognition of the Rule of Saint
Francis as the basis of the sisters' religious profession. He also reaffirmed the
relationship between the sisters and the Friars Minor. It seemed that, in this
provision of the Holy See, Clare at last had the juridical expression of her
calling that she had sought for almost forty years. However, Pope Innocent's
Rule contained the following provision: "As far as this is concerned, you may
be permitted to receive, to have in common, and to freely retain produce
and possessions. A procurator [...] mry be had in every monastery of the
Order to deal with these possessions in a becoming way."*' This was
anathema to Clare. The use of procurator was one solution proposed by the
Holy See to the friars in their debate over poverty. Clare was not prepared
to accept such legal niceties. Effectively this robbed her of her Privilege of
Poverty.

So great was the reaction to his attempt to deal with the question of
Clare and here sisters that Innocent fV withdrew his Rule in 1250," stating
that he had never intended it to obligatory in the first place. So Clare was
back where she began. At this point, she decided to take matters literally
into her own hands and she began to compose a Rule of her own. This
would embody all she held dear, her original inspiration by Francis and what
a life offorty years in the cloister had taught her.

*" Innocent IY, Cum. omnis uera religio, 6 August 1247, in Sbaraglia (ed.),

Bullariam.franciscanum., vol. I, 1759, pp. 476-483 (English translation in Armstrong
fed,.), Clare of Axisi: Early Documents, pp. ll4-128). The Pope insisted on its
observance by all the monasteries in the Bull Qaoties a nobis, 23 August 1247, in
Sbaraglia (ed.), Bullarium franciscanum vol. I, 1759, p. 488 (English translation in
Armstrong led,.], Clare of Assii: Early Documenrs, pp. 384-385).

*"'The Form of Life of Pope Innocent IV," no. 11, in Armstrong (ed.),

Clare of Assisi: Early Docum.ents, p. 125.

a2lnrrocent .fi/, Inter personas,6 June 1250, in Sbaraglia (ed..), Bullarium

franciscanum, Suppl., 1780, pp. 22-24..
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The Rule of Clare

Clare's Rule*' was ready by 1252 nd it received the approval of the
Cardinal Protector, Rainaldo dei Conti di Segni, on September 16 of that
year. But Clare was still not satisfied: she wanted the approval of the

supreme authority itself, she wanted her Form of Life approved formally by
the Pope. In the end, her persistence won out. Pope Innocent came to fusisi
in the August 1253. By this time, Clare was dying. He visited her and she

renewed her request for approval of the Rule. On August 9, he did as she

requested, approving the text of the Rule as contained in the letter of
Cardinal Rainaldo dated September 16, 1252.The papal bull was delivered

to Clare.* She venerated the document repeatedly. On August ll, 1253,

having achieved her goal, Clare died. On August 15,1255, she was canonized

by Alexander fV', the former Cardinal Rainaldo dei Conti di Segni.n'

The text of the Rule which Clare wrote is a very clever combination
of several previous documents.*n It is obvious that the Rule of the Friars

*'Clare describes this document as the "Form of Life of the Order of the

Poor Sisters that the Blessed Francis established." However, it is known to history as

the Rule of St. Clare.

*Innocent lY, Solet annu.ere, August 9, 1251 , in Sbaraglia (ed.), Bullarium.

franciscanum., vol. I, 1759, pp. 671-678 (English translation in Armstrong led.), Clare

of Assii: Early Documents, pp.63-80). The Pope, in this document, incorporates the

letter approving the Rule from Cardinal Rainaldo dated September 16, 1252. In his

introduction to the text, Armstrong writes: "Nthough it had been overlooked among

the relics of Clare until 1893, the original document with the papal bull of Innocent

IV is still preserved in the Protomonastery of Saint Clare in Assisi. The manuscript

contains two phrases handwritten by the Pope: 'Ad instar fiatl S. [So be it!]' and Ex

causis manifestis michi et protectorii mon[asterii] fiat as instar [For reasons known to

me and the protector of the monastery, so be itl]'. The first of these is the formula of
approval given by Innocent IV who uses the first letter of his baptismal name,

Sinibaldo, as his signature; the second is a clause explaining the uniqueness of the

document" (Armstrong led.l, Clare of Assisi: Early Docum.ents, p. 62).

*tAlexander ln, Clara calris proeclara, September 26, 1255, in Sbaraglia (ed.),

Bullariunt franciscanam., vol. II, 1761, pp. 81-84 (English translation in Armstrong

led.), Clare of Assisi: Early Docum.ents, pp. 238-245). The ceremony of canonization

took place on August 15. The BuIl was promulgated later.

toThe actual text of the Rule is contained in the Bull Solet annuere, in
Armstrong (ed.),Clare of Assii: Early Docam.entr, pp. 64-80.
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Minor of 1223 is the basic inspiration for the Rule: indeed, she cited whole
passages from it, adapting thern to the needs of the sisters' way of life.
However, Clare weaves around it many of the provisions of Ugolino's Form
and Manner of Life and that of Innocent fV as well as several prescriptions
taken directly from the Rule of St. Benedict.*' In her Rule, Clare expressed

the initial inspiration of her way of life and, at the same time, acknowledges

that the forms of life given to her by ecclesiastical authority have proved

useful in regulating certain matters of a practical nature.

The regulations concerning the enclosure, for example, bear more
than a little resemblance to those contained in the Rule of Ugolino.
Flowever, the enclosure was not an absolute value, as it appears to have been

for Ugolino: after profession, a sister could leave the enclosure "for useful,

reasonable, evident, and approved purpose"*'-a far cry from the rigid rule
imposed by Ugolino. Moreover, outsiders might remain with the enclosure

for "a manifest, reasonable, and unavoidable cause"l*" the regulations for
funerals were also much more reasonable.t" Thus, while making it clear that
the rules concerning enclosure were to be obeyed, Clare makes it equally
clear that the practice of enclosure in itself is not an absolute: experience had

taught her that life brings exceptions to most norms.

In similar fashion, the rules concerning silence are much more

flexible: silence is to be maintained in church, in the dormitory and in the

refectory while eating; "they may be permitted to speak with the

discernment in the infirmary for the recreation and service of the sick.

Nevertheless, they may communicate whatsoever is necessary always and

o'The relationship between the Rule of Clare and that of the Friars Minor
(1223) is explored in M. Carney, The First Franciscan Woman: Ckre af Assisi and her

Form of Life, Quincy, IL, Franciscan Press, 1993, pp. 8l-88. The relationship

between Clare's text, the Rules of Ugolino and Innocent IV and the Rule of St.

Benedict is considered in H. de Sainte-Marie, "Presence of the Benedictine Rule in
the Rule of St. Clare," in Greyfriars Reaiew, 6 (1992), pp. 49-65 .

*"'The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," II, 12, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of

Assii: Early Documents, p. 66.

'""The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," XI, 8, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of
Assii: Early Docum.ents, p. 7 8.

t""The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," XII, I I , in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of
Assisi: Early Documents, p. 7 9.
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everywhere, briefly and in a low tone of voice,"t' For Clare, the absolute
silence demanded by Ugolino cannot be a value in itselfi when so
considered, it gives rise to serious problems of a practical nature and she
seeks to regulate these. The rules on silence must be read in the context of
Clare's concern for the welfare of the sisters and the life of the community.
Such concern, reflected in the earlier Rules of Ugolino and Innocent fV,
'was, in Clare's case, the fruit of her personal experience.

What marks Clare's Rule as distinct from the others which
preceded it is the attention she gives to the matter of material poverty. After
quoting the life and words of St. Francis, Clare states:

As I, together with my sisters, have ever been solicitous to safeguard the
holy poverty which we have promised the Lord God and blessed Francis, so

too, the Abbesses who shall succeed me in office and all the sisters are
bound to observe it inviolably to the end: that is, by not receiving or having
possession or ownership either of themselves or through an intermediary,
or even anything that might reasonably be called property, except as much
land as necessity requires for the integrity and proper seclusion of the
monastery, and this land may not be cultivated except as a garden for the
needs of the sisters.t'

This is the Privilege of Poverty as Clare wanted it stated. The
sisters may have what is sufficient to guarantee the integrity of their way of
life. They are not to have anything which will in any way render them
secure and independent of others for their livelihood. The sisters are

required to work for a living, but not as a means of obtaining a regular
income, unlike other groups of women living a religious life at the same

time in other parts of Europe."

In the final chapter of the Rule, Clare establishes the relationship
she desires with the Order of Friars Minor: the visitator is to be appointed

t"'The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," V,3-4, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of
Assisi : Early Documents, p. 7 0.

""The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," VI, 10-14, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare

of Assii: Early Document1p.72.

t'The Humiliati and the Beguines had considerable economic success in the
textile trade (cf. Bartoli, Clare of Assisi, p. 63).



B etw e en C h ari.snt. and Institution 197

from among the friars, and also the chaplain.5a By this means, she saw that
the wishes of Francis himself as expressed in the Form of Life would be
tulfilled.

Later Developments

The approval of the Rule on August 9, 1253, and the death of Clare
two days later did not end the story. Reading it stricdy, the Pope approved
the Rule for San Damiano alone. It did not affect the other monasteries who
took their inspiration form Clare. Many of these did not want to live
without property. So the overall problem remained. There were many
communities throughout Europe who regarded themselves and were
regarded by the Holy See as members of the "Order of San Damiano." But
how was their life to be regulated? The Privilege of Poverty of Innocent III
and Gregory IX did not extend to all of them; on the other hand, in the
wake of Lateran fV, they professed the Rule of St. Benedict; they also
adopted the Rule of Ugolino and later the Rule of Innocent fV. But when
the latter made it clear that his Rule was not obligatory, these monasteries
were left in an awkward juridical position. They viewed themselves as

inspired by Francis, yet they could not profess the Rule of the Friars Minor.
Nor did they want to be bound by the life lived at San Damiano. Some
convents were content to continue living according to the provisions of the
Rule of Ugolino or that of Innocent fV, but practice varied considerably
form one monastery to the next.

In 1254-1255, Isabella, the daughter of Louis VIII of France,
founded a convent at Longchamps. With the assistance of Bonaventure, she

drew up a Rule which she based n several existing Rules, including that of
Clare. However, the sisters at Longchamps were permitted to own property
in common. Their rule was approved first on February 2,1259 and, finally,
after further mitigations had been introduced, onJuly 27 , 1263." They were
known as "Enclosed Minor Sisters." Monasteries of these sisters who

t'"The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," XII, 1-7, in Armstrong (ed,.), Clare

of Assii: Early Docum,ents, p. 7 9.

tturban IY, Religionis aagrnentum., J:u/ry 27, 1263, in Sbaraglia (ed.),

Ballarium, {ranci sc enum., v oI. II, 17 61, p. 47 7 .
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regarded themselves as belonging to the tradition of Clare were founded
throughout France, Italy and England up to the Reformation.'o

The lack of uniformity of life among the monasteries claiming to
have been inspired by the example of San Damiano remained a constant
problem for the Holy See. In the same year that he approved the Rule for
Isabella of Longchamps, Pope Urban fV gave a Rule to all the convents of
what he called the "Order of St. Clare."" The aim of this move was to bring
some kind of unity and stability to the widely divergent practices among the
monasteries. Central to this Rule was the permission for the sisters to own
property in common. Absent from it was the link between the sisters and the
Friars Minor.In 1297, however, the Holy See entrusted them to persuade
the sisters to adopt the Rule of Pope Urban IV if they had not already done
so,tt

The community of San Damiano moved into the city a few years
after the death of Saint Clare. They settled in the church where her body
had been buried and around which the Basilica of Santa Chiara was
constructed. That community requested and obtained on December 31,
1266 a confirmation of the Rule of Clare." Nevertheless, on May 26, l2}g,
Pope Nicholas fV (himself a friar) permitted the sisters of that community
to inherit and acquire property in their own name.u'While they appeared to
have retained the Rule of Clare as the basis of their life, in effect they had

'uL. Oliger, "De origine regularum Ordinis S. Clarae," in Archiaum

franciscanum bistoricum, 5 (1912), pp.436-439; A. Blasucci, arr. "Clarisse Isabelliane o
Minoresse", in G. Rocca (ed.), Dizionario degli ixituti di perfezione, vol. 2, Roma Ed.
Paoline, 197 5, col. ll46;van Leeuwen, "Clare's Rule," in Greyfriars Reuiew, I (1987),
p-69.

t'IJrban IY, Beata Clara, October 18, 1263, in Sbaraglia (ed.), Bullarium

franciscanum,vol. II, 1761, pp. 509-521.

t*Oliger, "De rigine regularum Ordinis S. Clarae," p. 443.

t'Clement IY, Solet ann?tere, December Jl, 1266, in Sbaraglia (ed.),
Bullarium franciscanum,, vol. III, 1765, p. 107; cf. Oliger, "De rigine regularum rdinis
S. Clarae," p. 435; van Leeuwen, "Clare's Rule," p. 70.

o"Nicholas IY, Deaotionis aestrae precibus, May 26, 1288, in Sbaraglia (ed.),
Bullarium,franciscanum., vol. IV, 1768, p.26; Oliger, "De origine regularum Ordinis
S. Clarae," p. 435; van Leeuwen, "Clare's Rule," p. 70; Bartoli, Clare of Assii, p. 200.
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joined the vast majority of masteries who had adopted the Rule of Pope

Urban fV.

The text composed by Clare formed the basis for the reform of the
Poor Clares instituted by St. Colette of Corbie in the l5'h centuri, and for
the foundation of the Capuchin Poor Clares in 1535. Knowledge of the Rule
of Clare did not disappear although in fact most of the monasteries did not
observe it. The original text approved by Pope Innocent fV and so revered

by Clare on her death bed was lost. In 1893, after a diligent search at the
request of the Poor Clares in Lyons, the abbess of fusisi found the original.
The bishop of fusisi promised a photograph of the original text to all the
convents of Poor Clares around the world. The abbess of Lyons received the
first copy in May 1894.u' Since then this text has become more prominent in
the life of the Poor Clares. Even before the call from the Vatican II to
return to the sources, most Poor Clare communities of the world adopted
the Rule of St. Clare as the basis of their lives. The renewed General
Constitutions of the "Order of Poor Sisters of Saint Clare," approved in
1989, are based on the Rule;o'so, too, are the renewed Constitutions of the
Capuchin Poor Clares, approved in 1986.

Conclusion

It must be acknowledged that the approval of Clare's Rule was a
canonical milestone: it was the first occasion when a Rule of life written by a
\Moman for other women was formally sanctioned by the supreme authority
of the Church. In approving that Rule, Pope Innocent fV declared as

authentic the charism given by God to Clare; he acknowledged the
legitimate autonomy of the institute founded by her centuries trefore such

language could be used. While Clare had always insisted that Francis was

the true founder of the Poor Sisters,o' Alexander fV, who had given his

n'Van Leeuwen, "Clare's Rule," pp. 70-7l.In a note, van Leeuwen deals

with the question of where the Rule had been kept since 1253. He discounts the

claim put forward by some eminent scholars that the original text had been found

when Clare's body was discovered in 1850 since none of tiose scholars present any

corroborative evidence. He prefers the account by which the Rule had been placed

for centuries in a damp place within the monastery (ibid., pp. 7 5-7 6, note l9).

o'This text also governs those nuns who continue to profess the Rule of
Urban fV.

n"'The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi," I, 1, in Armstrong @d.), Clare of
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approval to the Rule while the Cardinal Protector, spoke of her quite clearly
as a true foundress, "the first and solid foundation ofthis great religious \May

of life."u* As a result, her sisters came to be known by her name: although St.
Francis had always referred to them as "Poor Ladies," after the death of
Clare, they became known universally as the Order of Saint Clare or simply
as the Poor Clares. They are the first institute in the history of the Church
to be known by the name of their foundress.

What happened in the approval of the Rule of St. Clare is an

example of the dialogue that takes place between charism and the
institution. In that dialogue, it became evident that what Clare was
proposing was not simply something of her own, a purely personal idea or
inclination, but a gift from God to the whole Church. This is a dialogue
which has taken place countless times throughout history. It would be easy

to portray what happened in terms of a conflict: Clare versus the Curia. But
to do so would be unfair to the protagonists and to history. The charism
given to Clare ultimately found its appropriate institutional expression. That
might not have been to the liking of Clare herself, but it has ensured the
continued presence and witness of her sisters in the Church for over 770
years.

The 1994 Synod of Bishops has reawakened interest in the whole
question of the charism of founders and foundresses. In his Post-Synodal
Apostolic Exhortation, Pope John Paul gave particular attention to this
question: "fihere is the need for fidelity to the founding charism and
subsequent spiritual heritage of each institute. It is precisely in this fidelity
to the inspiration of the founders and foundresses, an inspiration which is

itself a gift of the Holy Spirit, that the essential elements of the consecrated
life can be more readily discerned and more fervently put into practice."o'

After highlighting the divine origin and trinitarian foundation of
each authentic charism, the Pope issues an invitation to all members of
institutes of consecrates life:

Axisi: Early Docum.ents, p. 64; "Testament of St. Clare," 48, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare

of Assisi: Early Dot-um.entr, p. 59.

unAlexander I!, Clara claris proeclara, no.7, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of
Assisi: Early Documents, p. 241.

nJohn Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation Vita cowecrata. March 25, 1996, no.
3 6, in Or, 2 5 (199 5 01996), p. 693.

I
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Institutes of Consecrated Life are thus invited courageously to propose

anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of their founders
and foundresses in response to the signs of ttre times emerging in today's

world. This invitation is first of all a call to perseverance on the path of
holiness in the midst of the material and spiritual difficulties of daily life.
But it is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop a

dlmamic fidelity to their mission, adapting forms, if need be, to new

situations and different needs, in complete openness to God's inspiration
and to the Church's discernment. But all must be fi:lly convinced that the

quest for ever greater conformity to the Lord is the guarantee of any

renewal which seeks to remain faithful to an Institute's original inspiration.

In this spirit there is a pressing need today for every institute to retum to
the Rule, since the Rule and Constitutions provide a map for the whole
journey of discipleship, in accordance with a specific charism confirmed by
the Church.oo

Pope John Paul is clear that the gift embodied in the particular

charism must be discerned not only by the founder or foundress, but also by

the hierarchical authority of the Church. It is this twofold discernment

which guarantees the authenticity of the particular charism which is given

for the benefit of the whole Church and not just for that of a small group

within the Church. He does not see any conflict or contradiction between

the role of these founders and foundresses and the role of the hierarchical

authority:

In founders and foundresses we see a constant and lively sense of the

Church, which they manifest by their full participation in all aspects of the

Church's life, and in their ready obedience to the bishops and especially to

the Roman Pontiff. Against this background of love towards Holy Church,

"the pillar and bulwark of the truth," we readily understand the devotion of
Saint Francis ofAssisi for "the Lord Pope," the daughterly outspokeness of
Saint Catherine of Siena towards the one whom she called "sweet Christ on

earth," the apostolic obedience and the sentire cum Ecclesia of Saint

Teresa of Avila: "I am a daughter of the Church." These testimonies are

representative of the fuIl ecclesial communion which the saints, founders

and foundresses, have shared in diverse and often difficult times and

circumstances.o'

nnlbid., no. 37.

n'Ibid., no. 46.
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Among these tesqimonies of love towards the Church and its
pastors, the Pope could have included St. Clare who, at the beginning of her
Rule, in imitation of St. Francis, "promises obedience and reverence to the
Lord Pope Innocent and canonically elected successors, and to the Roman
Church."o' This profession of obedience and reverence did not prevent her
from challenging some of the set ideas of her time or from insisting that the
Church recognize the gift she had received in the way she had come to
understand it; her obedience and reverence did not mean utter subseryience.
The invitation issued by the Pope and the consequent renewed interest in
particular founding charism may sometimes prove somewhat uncomfortable
for many in heirarchical authority within the Church: founders and
foundresses were not and are not comfortable people to deal with; theirs has
been the prophetic role, the call to challenge the status quo and point to
something different within the life of the Church, local or universal. A
person like Clare would probably have inspired fear and dread in the hearts
of many working in the Curia of her day. Yet we must remember that she,
like countless others, was driven by a special grace from God, a grace that
had to be discerned over a long number of years. There is no essential
contradiction or opposition between the charism and the hierarchical
institution: they are, rather, two sides of a dialogue, a dialogue whose
ultimate aim is to find the best way in which the special grace given to an
individual can be expressed for the good of the whole Church.

When faced with some of the difficulties highlighted during the
Synod and mentioned explicitly by Pope John Paul, bishops would do well
to reflect on the experiences of the Popes who had to deal with Clare during
her lifetime. Eventually, they saw the wisdom of permitting her to draw up
regulations for her way oflife based on her understanding ofthe grace given
to her and on her experience of life consecrated to God. In a spirit of
openness and obedience, Clare then submitted what she had done to the
supreme authority in the Church for his approval. The history of Clare
show that a priori structures and responses alone are not always the most
appropriate when dealing with a gift from God. There must always be a

willingness to engage in dialogue and debate, to respect the legitimate
authority and autonomy of the other party to the dialogue, and to enter into
a mutual process of discernment to find the appropriate juridical expression
of the particular charism which will besr serve the Church.

n"'The Form of Life of Clare of Assisi;" I, 3, in Armstrong (ed.), Clare of
Assii: Early Documents, p. 64.


