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/fthe Legend de aita et miraculis betae Margaritae de Cortona was written

I by the saint's confessoS Bro. Giunta Bevignati of the Order of Friars
I Minor, and approved February 15, 1308 by the cardinal and papal

legate Napoleone Orsini. It is still the most important and authoritative
source for a knowledge of Margaret's life.' Later biographies of the saint
(there are many) depend on this text, sometimes with limited faithfulness.'
For this reason existing literature on Margaret is almost exclusively

tThis 
Legmd is preserved in an autograph parchment manuscript of 108 folios, dating

from 1308, in the archive of the friary of St. Margaret in Cortona. The Legend, which is
accompanied by a statement of authenticity, consists of a prologue and eleven chapters (the
eleventh, however, is the result ofa later division ofthe tenth). A twelfth chapter consists ofan
account of the miracles "worked by God during Margaret's life and after her deatl." Two exact

transcripts of rhe Legend. (in which chapter )([I is missing) are preserved, one in the same

archive and the other in tle archive of the Commune of Cortona.

The prologue and chapter )OI are missing in the text adopted by the Bollandists in
Acta Sanctorum Febraarii, III, Antwerp, 1658, pp. 298-357. The editor and chiefscholar of the
Legend of St. Margaret remains even today Father Ludovico Bargigli of Pelago (1725-95), who
in 1793 published the Latin text with a facing Italian translation. It is preceded by eleven

dissertations and accompanied by copious notes. Bargigli's edition was reprinted in Siena in
1897 by Father Emilio Crivelli, with a summary of the dissertations and notes. Italian only texts

were published in Rome in 1858, Siena in 1942, Cortona in 1959 and, most recently, by Father
Eliodoro Mariani at Vicenza in 1978.

'With r.grrd to the various biographies of the saint, Blasucci's judgment is sound.

IIe says that, except for style, they are simply popularizations: see A. Blasucci, "Margherita da

Cortona," in Biblioteca Sanctorum, VIII, Rome, 1966, coll. 7 59-70.
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devotional. Although it is important for judging so-called popular piety, it
presents material that historians find hard to interpret.r

This state of affairs has in part determined the methodology of my
research. What is more, I will try to present, not so much a finished"work, as
a work to be done, "not findings, but a plan for excavation."n

Unlike, for example, St. Teresa of Avila or St. John of the Cross,
Margaret is not the one who recounts her mystical experience. The fact that
it is mediated through Bro. Giunta' may have altered or detracted from our
true image of the saint. What we have is not the direa eidence of holiness,
but a record of the holiness of Margaret. Moreover, it is a recollection that
at times seems to imply purposes beyond those of an ethical or didactic
nature.6 I am well ,*r." th^t the ierms for understanding Margaret,s
mystical experience, which I will try to set forth as I go along, all rr""d to b"
tested and rethought within a history of hagiography. This, ir seems to me,
is a historical problem that remains largely unresolved.'

Thus in writing this paper I have asked myself two questions:
l) What direction should an investigation of mysticism in general take?
2) How should the mystical experience of St. Margaret of Cortona be
interpreted?

***

'For the large bibliography on Margaret, which it is useless to cite here, see Blasucci,
"Margherita da Cortona" cit., coll. 769-70. Instead I am happy to mention a fine work by A.
Benvenuti Papi, "Margherita filia Jerusalem," in aa.w., Toscana e Terasanta nel Med.ioeao, societi.,
economia, m.entaliti; studies collected and arranged by F. Cardini, Florence, soon to be
published.

*G. Virry, "Raterio o di una storiografia inattuale,,, in Raterio da Wrana. Convegni
del Centro di studi sulla spiritualiti medievale, X, 12-15 October 1969, Todi, 1973, p. I I . The
study first appearedin Swdi Medieaali,IIl series, )O (1970), pp. 313-30.

'W" k rollr very little about Bro. Giunta Bevignati, Margaret,s confessor from 1288
to 1290. He was almost certainly born in Cortona and probably died around I I12.

J*t on" example in this regard. Sometimes "one gets the impression thatthe Legend
written by Bro. Giunta, although using recollections he received from others, implies a purpose
suggested by jealous love, in other words, to show that Margaret had been given by the Lord to
the friars, that they were responding to rhe constanr slander and backbiting, and especially that
Margaret's body also belonged to them by right after her death." See Giunta Bevignati, Legenil
della zti* e d.ei m.iracoli di Sanu Margherita ila Cortona, a new translation from the Latin with
preface and notes by Fr. Eliodoro Mariani, OFM, Yicenza.,l978, p. xi.

'A noteworthy atrempt to shift the study of hagiography from the margins of
historical research may be found in Agiografia altomeilioeaale, ed. S. Boesch Gajano, Bologna,
1976. Although the volume limits iaelf to the high Middle Ages, it provides an exhaustive view
of the problems and methodologies of hagiography.
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The term "mysticism" certainly has more than one meaning. I can

only state the sense in which I have understood it when trying to study and
understand the life of St. Margaret. By this term I mean primarily the
experience of God, specifically the God of Christians, since every religion
has its own mystical expression more or less in accord with its structures,
taditions and dogmas. This experience of God, if it is to be understood,
must be taken not only generically in its spiritual dimension, but also in a

specific historical expression in a given person at a given time. In some ways

mystical experience seems to be an experience like any other. Thus it must
be interpreted according to the goals of any historical research, just as one
reads and studies a source for the history of poetry or thought or ideology.
On the other hand, it seems irreducible, at least not ordinarily and at least
not in one aspect, to an ideological interpretation. This aspect is directly
linked to Christian faith, to revelation, to the mystery of the Incarnation and
to its structure.

If the model for Christians remains Christ, it is the saints who
propose to follow him; it is the mystical experiences of those who have
chosen him as exemplary cause of their life. These sub-models depend on
the archetypal model, Christ-who is a human model in the more proper
sense because, as a human being, he is completely united to God and thus
completely fulfilled-and they are situated within the history of Christian
and church tradition.'

With this in mind, we must ask which sub-model in Italy,
particularly in thirteenth-century Umbria and Tuscany, might represent
Margaret's experience. Is she an original voice, or does she simply reflect
(albeit with an intensity all her own) the experience of St. Francis and other
saints?

***
Margaret was born in 1247 in Laviano near Lake Trasimeno. Her

parents were peasants. Her mother died when she was eight years old, and

her father remarried. This woman would later prove to be a jealous, hostile
stepmother. Margaret, tired of being constantly mistreated and forced to
seek affection elsewhere, at the age of sixteen followed a young nobleman
named Arsenio to his castle in Montepulciano. She lived with him for nine
years, and they had one child. After coming upon the body of her
assassinated companion in the woods, she returned with her son to her

'Fo. .o-" of these ideas see C. Leonardi, "Pienezzt ecclesiale e santiti nella ..Vita
Gregorii" di Giovanni Diacono," in Renoaatio,Xll (1977), pp.5l-66; Idem, "Dalla santiti
..monastica>> alla santiti ..politicarr," in ConciliumW (1979), pp. 1540-53.
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father's house. But she was thrown out of there at the instigation of her
stepmother.

In the desperation of that moment, a light, a sudden inspiration
filled the depths of her soul. She understood that divine love must replace
human love. At that moment, Bro. Giunta's biography tells us, she accepted
the Lord as "master, father, spouse and lord."' She returned immediately to
Cortona, where she remained for the rest of her life under the spiritual
guidance of the Franciscans.

Naturally it is Bro. Giunta who provides some of this information.
There are a few remarks about her childhood, some indirect references to
her life in the world and, at the end, a rather quick mention of her death.
But aside from this, the Franciscan mostly reports, in dialogue form, the
uninterrupted colloquies, the loving conversations between Margaret and
the Lord.

Margaret's life falls within these extremely simple biographical
limits. There is none of the publicity associated with saints such as

Catherine or Brigid (or Francis); her activity and influence are apparently
limited to the tiny commune of Cortona. Her life, it seems, must be judged
solely in terms of mysticism. In short, we must analyze how she expressed
the idea that the activity of human beings consists in being open to the
action of God. For it is God who initiates the spiritual life and causes it to
grow.

On the other hand, another interpretation seems more immediate
and plausible: one based on psychology, with psychoanalysis filling in the
missing pieces.

Given the nature of psychology and psychoanalysis, an experience
that reaches the mystical state must be examined from the beginning, even
before one's life is directed toward transcending the limits of secular life.
The course of that experience must be retraced to a point where the desire
to leave the things of this world is only a desire or uneasiness; to a time
when the first step in the journey toward God has not yet been taken and
only an inner anxiety foretells the possibility of such a choice. A point must
be reached where a person is able to resolve the unconscious and still latent
problems, either through mysticism, or through philosophy or simple
activity.

The mysticism of Francis of fusisi begins, from this point of view,
at a time when we do not yet know whether he will become a saint or a

"Legend,I,2, p. 4, For reasons of convenience, citations from the Legmd arc taken
from the new Italian translation by Eliodoro Mariani.
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scoundrel; whether he will become the spouse of Lady Poverry or a
supporter of civic feuds, with his own passions, with arms in hand. Francis,s
espousal to Lady PovertF is, at first, like the drug addict's self-destructive
choice.

Psychologically speaking, the impulse that leads a person to identify
with God is like the impulse that leads an atheist to deny the existence of the
supreme being and the idea of eternity. In both, the initial stimulus is the
desire to confront and resolve the pressure of time, a time that seems to fly,
as long as we are alive, faster every day. Both are looking for an inner space
that is no longer subordinate to the demands of reason, where time, above
all, is no longer felt.

The mystical state is the finish line of a course that begins at the
same point from which a hundred others have started. On the opposite side
lies despair and rebellionr on one side St. Francis, on the other suicide,
which chooses death in order to overcome destiny. "Mystical experience and
suicide are the two extreme ways of responding to the same problem, not in
terms of philosophy, but of life.""'

It has been said that if we want to understand these existential
choices on a psychological level, we must analyze and discover the special
moments in a person's life, the mental states in which such choices gradually
mature.

Returning to Margaret, her life seems, psychologically speaking,
dominated by a single desire and concern: love for her father, her husband
and (symbolically) her son." Her relationship with others, in its three

'nG. Vinay, "Spiritualiti,,. Invito a una discussione," in Swili Meilieaali,Illseries, II
(1961), p. 709. For some of the other preceding points I am also indebted to this stimulating
work byVinay.

""Margaret had decided to support herself and her son by her work. For this reason she
chose to offer humble assistance to the noblewomen of Coftona during childbirth" (Legenil,TI, l,
pp. 10-11). This is "the first time the Legmil menttons Margaret's son, who was perhaps seven or
eight years old when he came with his mother to Cortona. Shordy after, Margaret placed him with
a teacher 'tn Arezzo so that he might have regular studies. This plus other facts [recorded in the
Legndl ndtcate that Margaret did not neglect or reject her son. Hence the expressions used by the
hagiographer that tend to suggest a certain distancing on her part-in affection if not in matemal
duties-need to tre taken with great caution, either because they are improbable or because they
are contradicted by the facts. Margaret worried about her son after he became a Franciscan and
also continued to follow him with her matemal admonitiors while he was a novice in the friary at
Cortona. Some of the information gathered by Bro. Giuna about Margaret's strict penitential
practices, in which she also planned to raise her son, must have come from the latter, who lived at
least for a while in the same friary as Bro. Giunta." Thus E. Mariani in one of the notes to his
translation (pp. 10-l 1) of the legezl. Other information about Margaret's son is inll,7 , pp.20-22;
\trtr, 17, pp. 218-19; Dt 5, p.232;IX" 27 , pp. 250-51.
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possible manifestations, seems to dominate completely. Margaret was not an
educated woman; during her life she showed none of the intellectual power
of a Clare or Catherine. Her psychological life is completely summed up in a
desire for love, an absolute and total love. It led her to seek a perfect object
to love, in spite of the greatest delusions. This was her life.

Deprived of a mother's affection, she was also rejected by her
father. Then, the man who came to represent everything for her, Arsenio,
was tragically taken from her. At that point Margaret wanted to reconcile
the love she had left, that for her son, with her uninterrupted love for her
father. But that wish, too, could not be fulfilled. And so her deep desire
found its object in God, who was seen precisely as "master, father, spouse
and lord."

Moving from psychology to psychoanalysis, we must at least deal
with the Freudian concepts of repression and sublimation. For Freud, we
know, mysticism is an expression of sublimated sexual energy. Sublimation is
a way of escape from repression, which is a person's refusal to allow an
intention or desire to become conscious. More generally, it is a refusal to
acknowledge certain aspects in the reality of one's nature. Sublimation is a
way of satisfiring the demands of the ego without repression coming into
play. In fact sublimation is often described by Freud not as a sacrifice of the
pleasure imposed by a hostile reality, but as a source of stable pleasure won
by it." If the instincts of repression and sublimation are sexual, then
repression means to turn these energies from their natural end and redirect
them to higher ends that are no longer sexual, such as science and art. It
means to shift, not the act aimed at sexual satisfaction, but the object of
sexual desire to a level that is socially acceptable, in other words, one that
constitutes a value, since it satisfies extra-individual and social demands at
the same time."

t'This 
is not the plxce to cite all the works in which the keys to Freud's thought, such

as tlre concepts of repression and sublimation, are illustrated, especially since practically all of
his works are based on these two theories. I think it is enough to mention: Die Traumdeatung
(1900), Die Freudsche psychoanalytiscbe Methode (1904), Eine Kndbeitserinnerang tles Leonardo da
Vinci (1910), Der Moses des Michelangelo (1914), Zur Geschichte dcr psycboanalytischen Baaegung
(1914), Vorlesangm zur Einfiihrung in d.ie Psychoanalyse l9l5-17), Das lch und d.as Bs (1923),
Hem.mung, Symptaru und Angst 1926).

'rThus for Freud mysticism is one of the possible sublimations, a possible remedy for
repression. But going beyond Freud's conclusions and stretching them, people at times have
wanted to see mlnticism, not as a remedy for neurosis, but as iself a neurosis. Mysticism, a

substitute for satisfaction and illusion as opposed to reality, would be essentially an escape into
an unreal world that cannot be distinguished from true neurosis because, whether in the
mystical state or neurosis, the basic aim is escape from reality. I do not think we need to discuss
here-in any case we lack the tools to do so-whether sublimation is really a way out of



The Mysticivn of Margaret of Cortona 85

In the mystics, sublimation would be a language that generally
expresses itself in the metaphors of love and passion. Ecstasy seems to be
experienced as an embrace. This type of intoxication, this blessed and
radiant state-unlike the "dark night" of which the mystics complain and in
which the soul loses the sense of God's presence-produces in the body
supernatural delights.

The extent to which Margaret's experience can be explained on this
basis is impressive. During one ecstasy Margaret says to Chrisu "Return to
me, return, my love; return, my spouse, for without you I find no peace."'o
And again: "But why did you make me 'fast' from you for so long, you to
whom I prayed with much weeping? Why did you ever hide yourself and
withdraw from me when I was in such distress, you my only love, my
beloved, whom I sought and desired?"" Elsewhere, after a conversation with
the Lord: "Why, O Lord, do I not feel at this moment my usual intense
delight?"'n And again: "I would like not only to love you; I would like, if
possible, to do more than love you, so great is my desire for your love.""
Finally, during one conversation: "Lord, don't make me 'fast' from you so
longl" And she receives this reply: 'Just as you have been allowed to observe
Lent, so you will be allowed to celebrate Easter."" In another place Christ
asks Margaret: "Do you love me?" Before she even had a chance to answer,
the Lord suggested to her: "Say'no'! Where is the old fervor of your desires
by which, all aflame and moved by the sweet violence of love, you disposed
me to hear your prayers?""'

The saint, it seems, is experiencing "spiritual lust," to borrow an
expression from St. John of the Cross. This "lust" takes away the desires of
the senses and prevents these contrary impulses from becoming conscious. If
Freud is right, Margaret is diverting her sexual energies from their natural
end and directing them all to the love of God. Psychoanalysis sees this
exaltation, in human terms, of the love of God as an example of the

repression and whether, as a result, the exasperation of Freud's idea is wrong. We can certainly
say that psychoanalysis has made important contributions to our understanding of the various
manifestations of the human mind. But this does not mean that psychoanalysis offers perfect
and complete knowledge of the human person. It is one key to interpretation, and it is on this
basis that its discoveries must be judged.

t* Lrgrnd,Y, 15, pp. 93 -94.

"Ibid., v, 19,p.99.

'nlbid., v, 34, p. r 15.

''Ibid., v, 42, p. lz2.
''Ibid., \,T, 18, p. 148.

''Ibid., VIII, 26, p.221.
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relationship between spiritual and sexual activity, between the rational
behavior ofadults and the irrational prototFpes ofchildhood.

***
This simple super imposition of Freud's ideas onto Margaret's

biography is valid for what I have been able to understand ofhis theories. It
can, in my opinion, resolve the problem of understanding the saint's
experience in at least one aspect, for it confirms the fact that, in Margaret,
arxiety and the desire for love were overwhelming; psychologically,
speaking they were dominant and exclusive.

I believe, however, we must try to analyze Margaret's life in terms
of an awareness of divine grace present and acting in her, in terms of a

choice determined by faith that is concretely at work in her and is
historically linked to her environment. Thus we must try to describe the
characteristics and nature of her particular experience in theological and
historical terms. Psychological investigation alone would make Margaret's
experience too much like that of other mystics and in the end it would
negate what is specifically historical about her.

Instead it is a question of understanding her from within Christian
spirituality, even from within a spirituality we will call simply human. Every
human being must confront self, others, death and the absolute; and this
confrontation has a history. In fact, if it is true that our first concern is to
understand spirituality and spiritual persons, their view of the world and
their behavior, it is equally true that to understand them means to recognize
them as human beings. But to understand them means also to consider them
as phases or stages in the history of the divine idea as it is incarnate in
humans. In fact the mystical state "preserves a kernel of testimony to the
past, which cannot be referred exclusively to politics or culture, but to that
unique historical power which is faith. The presence of faith and our
awareness of it are a dimension that is certainly historical, but also certainly
divine. They constitute one reality in two natures, a theandric reality. A
theandric reality cannot be properly understood merely within the discipline
of history; given its distinctive kernel, it must take place within theology."'u
It is not a question of analyzing mystical experiences "in terms of spiritual
elevation, but rather of understanding them in relation to @ut also apart
from) political-ideological and literary-cultural motives, whatever the
Christian self-consciousness that idealizes or fails to realize the Christic
model throughout history.""

'"Leonardi, "Pienezza ecclesiale e santiti nella ..Vita Gregoriirr" cit., p. 52

"Ibid.
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Margaret certainly does not represent a major stage in the history of
Christian spirituality and theology, although, as we shall see, her insistence

on certain themes does in the end distinguish her in a significant and

original way.

In any case, her trinitarian and christological themes are enough to
assure her Christian uniqueness. When Christ asks her, "Do you believe

that I am God, one and eternal, Father, Son and Holy Spirit?" Margaret
replies: "Lord, you know everything; you know very well that I believe with
absolute certitude."" And again: "Do you believe and firmly confess," says

the Lord, "that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are one God in
essence?" Margaret says: "...I believe that you are one essence and three

persons...."" During another conversation with Christ, Margaret says:

"Lord, when I am with you I am with the Father and with the Holy Spirit."'n
When Bro. Giunta asks her how she prays, Margaret replies: "Brother, after
I have called upon the blessed Trinity, one God, eternal, living and infinite,
I call upon our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God made flesh for us, our
Redeemer, and upon the holy Mother of God, the Virgin Mary, our
advocate.""

Thus the Trinity is the first immediate and conscious object of
Margaret's prayer. The trinitarian theme serves to guarantee that she is

satisfiring, sublimating (to use Freudian terminology) the triple valence of
human love (father-spouse-son), and it enables her to be aware of the

transformation taking place in her. It is a radical transformation of her

being, from a sinful woman, a woman placed in a circle in which a man is a

necessary condition, to a woman who seeks and receives an existence

incomparably greater than herself and incredibly liberating. The awareness

of this transformation cannot be explained by psychoanalysis. In other
words, the Trinity enables Margaret to become aware of her own
divinization, without which there is no Christian mysticism properly so-

called.

The Christological themes are certainly more complex and more

developed in Margaret. First of all, the nuptial theme: Margaret is Christ's
spouse. This background of this theme is the covenant between humans and

God and the nuptial symbolism that expresses it. Margaret's communion
with God is like the communion between husband and wife. It is a

communion of availability and total dedication, in which a love that is free

"Lrgmd,Y,16, p.96

"Ibid.,v, 17,p.97.

'*Ibid., v 4r,p. t2t.
"Ibid., vI, 6, p. r 3 1.
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responds to the initiatives of sovereign love, which creates in creatures the
very conditions of the response. If there is a history of humans and their
response to God's love, this story is strictly linked to and dependent on
another story: that of God's love for humanity. It is the story of the
economy of salvation, at whose center must be placed the incarnation (and
thus the passion) of the Son and Word of God. This story is an offer of
communion and divinization to sinful humanity, to bring it back nor only to
the image, but also to the likeness of God.

That is why in the Legend we constantly see the sinful soul's desire
to attain the joyful certainty of the love of God, its spouse. After so much
penance and suffering, the attainment of this joy is the goal most desired by
Margaret, who is finally conformed, through physical and spiritual trials, to
the crucified Lord.'n That is also why the Legend records not only the saint's
constant striving and continual desire for God, but also the responses she
receives from Christ's love almost daily.

Nuptial s).rnbolism is seen as capable of expressing not only the
experience of being one, but also of being united, of communion in
transformation, of love received that causes a person to love in a new and
never-before-experienced way.

Nuptial language, we know, originates in the Bible itself (think, for
example, of the famous passage from the prophet Micah). The Canticle of
Canticles is required reading for the language of mysticism, as witness the
medieval commentaries which culminate in the famous v/ork of St. Bernard.
Without the language of love, Christian experience would have no other
way to express itself except the language of reason. That which is an
experience of God would be reduced to an intellectual exercise unable to go
beyond the merely human. For this reason mysticism necessarily draws its
images from the love of the senses."

'nMargaret's penances were very severe: "Through strict abstinence she had become
so weak that she could not get up from the mat or floor or boards on which she used to sleep a
litde at night without a mattress" (Legend.,III, l, p. 38). She scourged herself cruelly; she fasted,
"giving up cooked food and sustaining her weakened body on bread and water, with a few
almonds or hazelnuts" (Ibid., I[, 8, p. 45). "So great was her love for poverty that she despised
all earthly things under heaven" (Ibid., II, l, p. 40).

The account of Margaret's life of penance and love for poverty recalls the austere
and harsh forms of poverty practiced by the Spiriruals and some aspects of the asceticism
praised by the saint's contemporary Jacopone da Todi.

"Ho*.r.r, from the viewpoint of psychoanalysis, the mystics' use of a language
which completely resembles that of the senses and the impressive similarity between mystical
ecstasy and sexual embrace has (as we have seen, in part) a different explanation. The
phenomenon of sublimation is a preventive flight from possible neurosis, a flight toward values
and choices (art, mysticism etc.) that only some people can easily achieve. But in this flight we
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Thus in Bro. Giunta's Legend. Margaret receives constant visions
and words from Christ her spouse. But these visions and words also transmit
a particular image of God. The words, in fact, center on the theme of
Christ's mercy toward humans. It is not Christ the judge, but Christ the
king who is seated on the throne, and from his throne he has only words of
pardon and salvation.

Although the incarnation and redemption are Margaret's preferred
theological themes, they are related almost exclusively to the theme of
merciful love. Thus the incarnation manifests itself as mercy in the passion.
The passion and death are the means by which God's mercy is realized. For
this reason the passion and death are usually the subjects of the saint's
locutions.

The biographer writes: "Every day in orderly fashion she would go
over the events of the Passion in her mind; she did this in her heart
especially on Friday, the day-she used to say-when Christians should not
be given to merriment."" One day, after attending Mass, around nine
o'clock, she was caught up in ecstasy and had a vision of the various
moments of the passion. She was completely able to describe the details
aloud, to the great edification of those present." Another day, seeing again
the scenes of the passion interiorly, at each of Christ's torments she would
repeat: "Your love for us has brought you to this, O Lord.""'

It must be added, however, that the themes of espousal and merry
tend to be superimposed and permanently joined. In other words, given
Margaret's conviction and experience of the Trinity, it is she herself who is
transformed into another Christ. It is she herself who takes upon her the
passion and death of Christ for the mercy and redemption of all her other
brothers and sisters. Her way of redemption is like that taken byJesus on the
way to Calvary. By contemplating the various moments of the passion, she

shows souls the way of expiation and love.

Margaret has a lively sense that her own experience is grace and
mercy because she has a sense of her sinfulness and her sin. She has a sense

of gratitude, of openness to God's free initiative, of the need for renewal and

pardon, of prayer, of hope and trust. But at the same time she has a lively

see the sexual instincts re-emerge as the object of sublimation. These impulses can be identified
by the fact that Eros, while it tries to distance iself from deceitful reality, is brought back, in
spite of itself, to earthly limis. Love, in fact, does not lose its human essence. Thus, for
example, the language, signs and traits of profane love are quite visible in the ardor of ecstasy.

"Lrgrod,V, lo, p. 84.

"See ibid., Y, 3, pp. 7 5 -7 6.
t"Ibid., v, 13, p. 88.
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sense of the relative importance of her own experience, not only with
respect to the final eschatological state of vision, communion and
transformation, but also with respect to Christian life during our earthly
pilgrimage. This flows from the fact that mysticism is not the essential thing
in Christianity; it is not even necessarily the greatest gift. The essential
thing-as St. Paul repeats several times-is love, on which alone perfection
is measured. And Margaret is well acquainted with the mystery of love. For
this reason she is disposed to the total gift of herself after the measure of
Christ suffering and dlng.

For this reason we can say that Margaret,s distinctive mystical
theme is that of priestly mercy. Moreover, all medieval women,s mysticism
seems to be an expression of this theme, above and beyond church
structures, above and beyond the mediation between humans and God that
monasticism and Franciscanism represent.

It is absolutely clear in Margaret thar the priestly function can and
must be exercised by Christians as such, by true Christians. Therefore it
must be exercised by mystics, since only mysticism is able to include the one,
true, real mediation: that of the passion and death of Christ. Margaret
knows that only by taking upon herself (thanks to the mercy of God) the
passion and death of Christ will she be able to share in the grace and glory
of the resurrection. It is a grace that Margaret wants to begin to enjoy even
in this life.

That is why her spiritual journey and her example are marked by a
sweet ineffability, the ineffability that is based on an experience of
communion with God-not a God who is indeterminate, for it is the same
God who unites himself with the flesh of Christ in every human being.

Along with her christocentric piety, the concepts of traditional
mariology are also very much alive in Margaret. She entrusts herself ,,in life
and in death"" to the Virgin, the model of perfection." She addresses her at
the beginning of her prayers. And it is always to Mary that Margaret turns
when, by God's will, the "wonderful sweetness"" she receives from the
Eucharist is taken from her. "My Lady, your Son, the spouse of my soul, has
left me; without him I cannot live, I cannot find rest."'* Elsewhere Mary is
addressed by the saint in these words: "O Lady of the world, queen of

"Ibid., x, l r, p. 2gg.

"Ibid., vI, ls,p. 142.

"Ibid., )o, 2,p304.

"Ibid.
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heaven, mother of my Lord,"tt and similarly in another place: "Lady of
heaven, advocate of the world, mother of my God."'n

Margaret's conversion from human to divine love, even though it
remains in a unique psychological order, nevertheless reveals achievements
of a specifically mystical nature.

No longer a woman confined by three loves (father-spouse-son),
she is a woman who opens herself to love for all. Margaret gradually
becomes the very center of civic life, and she does this solely in virtue of her
mysticism. Thus, as is clear from the Legend of Bro. Giunta, Margaret's
experience is also a documented example of the relationship between
holiness and history.

Margaret belongs to the history of the world and its people because

she is a daughter of the people, because she was a sinner," because she was a

woman and a mother. But especially because she chose to be poor, to be one
with the poor, the unfortunate and the sick. She belongs to them because

she endured the sufferings of war together with the citizens of Cortona. IIer
holiness is immersed in history, as mercy and as total and disinterested
dedication."

Thus it is easy to see the link between Margaret's historical
significance and the theological significance of her experience. Margaret
becomes the woman who brings aid to women in labor," who takes it upon
herself to help the sick and the dying by founding the hospital of Our Lady
of Mercy,o" who goes begging from door to door on behalf of the poor.o' The
mercy of Christ, suffering and in agony, is conveyed in her life of total
penance and total mercy. The hatred that had killed her husband, the family

"Ibid., v, 12,p.86.

'nlbid., v, 22, p. ro2.

"ln the Legend Margaret is described as "a new Magdalene" (V', 4, pp. 77-78). But it
has been correctly noted that there is a difference between Margaret and Magdalene' Whereas

the Magdalene of the gospels was a public woman and sinner by profession, Margaret was

simply a girl forced by circumstances to lead a life that, maritally speaking, was irregular. Hence

her resemblance to Magdalene must refer to the extraordinary depth of her love forJesus and

her friendship with him rather than to her sinful period. In this sense the comparison between

the two women is certainlyvery strong" (Mariani, cit., pp. 329-30' n.4).
t'Thrs ,lso Mariani in the preface to his translatiot of the Legmd, p. xili.

"' Lrgrrcd.,Il, l, pp. 9-12.
o"Ibid., II, 2, pp. 12-13.

''Ibid., II, 3, pp. l3-15.
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tragedies, the quarrels between civic factions now become dedication and
love for all, in her challenging role as a woman of peace. Clearly her
conscious presence in history is directly related to her mystical
contemplation of Christ crucified.

Just as Catherine exchanged her heart with the heart of Christ, so
Margaret wished to enter into the heart of Christ with all her being ("Not
only do I love you, Lord; I also wish, if it pleases you, to dwell in your
heart""). She wanted to be identified with that which is Christ's vital and
dynamic center. And since all earth's suffering is epitomized in the crucified
Christ, she saw fulfilled there all desire for redemption.

That is why we can say that her vision is that of the Word who is
priest. From this vision Margaret drew the strength and the'awareness to be
priest of her city. fu we read in the Legend' the saint would often pray to the
Lord for her fellow citizens of Corrona "thar he might deliver them from all
dangers, within and without."*' When her confessor asked about the order of
her prayers, she replied: "I pray especially for Cortona, tlre city in which
almighty God has willed to grant me so many favors."* The city is entrusted
to her, as it were, for its redemption; she alone can bring peace to public life
and alleviate every wound. Indeed Margaret, whom Christ called a

"preacher of peace,"*t strove constantly to make peace among the citizens of
Cortona, divided into Guelphs and Ghibellines, and to soothe the deep and
frequent quarrels between Cortona and the bishop of Arezzo, Guglielmo
degli Ubertini. Here too, as elsewhere, she acted as intermediary between
the will of God and the people, to whom she explained the demands of her
special apostolate. And when she was not allowed to fulfill her mission
directly, Christ turned to Bro. Giunta, but always through her, to work to
restore peace.*n

*'Ibid., v, 42,p.12t.
n'Ibid., ry 11, pp.56-57.

tuia., v4 15, p. 143.
*tlbid., VIII, 13, p. 214.
*nH"." ,r. the passages inthe Legendthat refer to the problem of either "internal" or

"external" peace: W, 4, p.49: Margaret prays for peace in Cortona; IV, 11, pp. 56-57:
Margaret prays again for the people of Cortona; VI, 15, p. 143: in explaining to Bro. Giunta her
method of prayer, Margaret mentions that she also prays especially for Cortona; YI, 17 , p. 147
prediction of peace between Cortona and the bishop of Arezzo; VIII, 2, p. 200: Margaret prays
for an end to the war between the French and the people of Forli; MII, 12, pp. 2L2-14
Margaret urges Bro. Giunta to make peace among the people of Cortona; \I[II, 13, pp. 2 14-15:
Margaret then predicts peace; \IIII, 14, pp. 215-16: prediction of a peace agreement in the city;
\TII, 19, p. 221: another prayer of Margaret for the people of Cortona: X, 3, p.279: Christ
invites Margaret to have Bro. Giunta summoned to work for the cause of peace in Cortona; IX,
12, pp. 288-89: the people ofCortona will receive mercy.
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And so Margaret is the priest of the city. She is not like Brigid or
Catherine, the prophet or the doctor of the universal Church. Instead she is
the apostle of the commune, the civic regime, whieh is now on the point of
dissolution because of political factions.

A woman of contemplation but also of action, Margaret represents
one of the most important examples of that "affective spirituality" which is
typically Franciscan.o' Her "active mysticism" remains outside the formative
influence of monasticism, of the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius or St.

Bernard; it owes nothing to earlier mystical tradition.

It is certainly symptomatic that Margaret could not or did not want
to choose religious life in the strict sense, but rather a new form that bore
the name of Francis: the Third Order. Several decades after the death of
Francis and Clare, Margaret of Cortona becomes the "third light" of the
Franciscan movement, as Christ himself confides to her.t'

Whereas Clare is still a monastic figure, Margaret is the saint who
remains in the city and the world. Her model is really Francis and his new
Christian persona." Not only because she reflects his more distinctive
characteristics; not only and not so much because her total christocentrism,t"
her strict poverty, her deep and simple humility, her love which was

completely seraphic, a love that surpasses all knowledge and understanding;
but also and above all because in her, as in Francis, striving for mystical
union is not divorced from concern for the human.

a'M. Petrocchi, Storia della spiritualiti italiana, I: il Duecento, il Trecento e il
Quattrocento, Rome, 1978, pp. 10-26.

orLrgmd,Xl, 
9, pp. 314-15.

o'Like F."ncis, Margaret sees prayer not only as a means, but also and above all as an

end to which every activity ofthe spiritual life is subordinate; insofar as it is adherence to grace,

she sees it as love itself.
t"In other Catholic spiritualities Christology is just a chapter in theology, the chapter

on human redemption. "The Franciscans, on the other hand, see the incarnate Word as the

supreme manifestation of God in love, in which everything is concentrated and explained. Jesus

Christ is predestined absolutely before all creatures; through him all things were made.

Therefore, as perfect adorer of the Trinity in the name of all creahrres, he is mediator not only
of redemption, but also, and first of all, of religion. He is mediator of grace for angels and for
men and \Momen, for whom he is a model of virtue, a teacher of wisdom and universal king. He
is mediator of sanctification through the Holy Spirit whom he has sent and mediator of glory in
eternal beatitude." Thus L. Bracaloni, La Eiritualitifrancescana nei sao corollari, S. Maria degli

Angeli, 1959, p. 17.
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When speaking with the Lord she prays for her friars, her poor, for
benefactors; and especially for sinners, the living and the dead. Her humble
humanity is always in a state of tension, even when, to compensate for her
fear, the Lord offers the gift of his consolations and the guarantee of his
promises.

For Margaret, as for Francis, life and the things of this world are
worthy of our full love and devotion, precisely because they have been
created by God and are living and tangible witness of his providential plan.
Everything in this world is a miracle; everything is a ladder to God. On the
other hand, nothing is irretrievably evil; no passion or vice, no matter how
base, can justi$, hatred ofourselves or our neighbor.

The typically medieval opposition between God and the world
tends to be resolved, It is in this restoration of all reality to the divine or, if
you prefer, this creation of a new world where human and divine are
arranged according to a harmonious plan, that the experience of Margaret
imitates that of Francis. Here, more than Clare, she proves to be a faithful
interpreter of the essential message of the Poverello of Assisi.

Perhaps it is no accident that people have been able to think of
Margaret as the inspiration for Dante's Lucia, who together with Beatrice
and the Virgin Mary (according to the poet's conception) came to his aid to
lead him-and, with him, his entire world of the Middle Ages-to eternal
happiness. No longer do ecclesiastical power or the monastic cloister
mediate between human beings and God; rather it is three women, even
though they are represented allegorically."

***
A final consideration will show the danger we risk when we try to

understand mystical phenomena historically. The use of various interpretive
criteria (as I have tried to do) in analyzing Margaret's experience could have
revealed two or three Margarets, each different from the others, with the
resulting conclusion that the phenomenon which is Margaret is unknowable.

Actually the use of various interpretations helps to understand the
different experiences in their totality. With severll keys to interpretation we
can more easily discover the universal categories that have been at work in
people and, in our case, in those who are mystics. People act only through
universals whose stnrctures can be identified in culture, theology, literature
and poetry. It is these universals that are the unifizing element in the various
interpretations.

t'See Dante Ali ghiei, Inferuo,Il,7}ff.



The Mysticisvr of Margaret of Cortona gS

Thus my reselch has uied to capture.from the secret of the uniquephenomenon that is Margaret 
" 

f.w mo.rr'"rrts in which the great problem ofthe unconscious and the great problem of history seem to meet.


