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Editorial

 When the Arab spring began two years ago everybody was 
thinking that the Middle East would be transformed into a paradise. 
The lessons of Afghanistan and Iraq had seemingly not been learnt. The 
idea that a western type of democracy can flourish in the Middle East is 
pure imagination. Yet people continue to think that this is the solution to 
problems facing people in the Middle East, an openness to democratic 
institutions, pluralism of ideas, religious tolerance. Nothing could be 
further from the truth.
 The Middle East can never be democratic in this way. It has 
never been. The reasons are many and varied. They range from ethnic 
questions, to cultural identity, to religious fundamentalism. Maybe one 
can understand the Middle East if one is aware of the political, social 
and religious framework of Europe in the early Middle Ages. It is a 
pity that many have forgotten the lessons of history and the long way 
forward that Europe has accomplished on the road to political, cultural 
and religious pluralism.
 The true reason why the Middle East has become a cauldron 
lies with the intransigent expectations of the western world, which has 
rejected its own values and thinks that it can impose its pseudo-values 
on others. It is a world that rejects its Christian identity that has shaped 
its culture and traditions for centuries. It calls religion in society a 
theocracy. It is seemingly unaware that elements of theocracy which 
are not Christian have crept into its political and social framework, and 
that the confusion that has followed upon the Arab spring will soon 
make itself felt at home.
 The western world should ask Christians living in Syria, 
Iraq, Egypt, Libya, and other countries of the region what it means 
to enjoy tolerance, freedom of expression and of religious worship. 
Or rather, what it meant under regimes that the west considered brutal 
dictatorships, and what it means now under a tribal anarchy which 
breeds violent fanatics adherents of the main religion of the region. Ask 
the Franciscan friars living in Libya or in Syria, whose suffering is kept 
low-key for fear that it might spark retaliation against Christians in the 
region. Ask the Trappist martyrs in Algeria. Ask the common Christians 
who have lived for centuries in relative peace and harmony with the 
other main religions in the region, and who are now pushed to leave the 
very cradle of Christianity.
 Politicians have said that, through security, the world has 
become a safer place to live in. They might convince through rhetoric 
and airport security that has become an unbearable nightmare. They can 
isolate a democratic paradise from its evil neighbours by building walls 
and fences and creating a state-of-the-art security umbrella against 
missiles, which incidentally has shown its flaws as well. They will 
never convince intelligent persons that they have the solution to the 
boiling problems in the vast region stretching from the western Sahara 
to the Hindu Kush. These problems are bound to spill over well beyond 
the oceans and continental masses.
 Maybe they should ask the Franciscans who have lived 
in these regions for 800 years how they managed to thrive among 
religious fanatics. They will be surprised to find out that the systems 
of government they think are the solution of today’s problems are as 
outmoded as the ones they have planned to democratically overthrow.
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 The first encounter I had with the figure of 
Saint Francis was when, as an adolescent, I read 
Michael de la Bedoyere, Francis: A Biography 
of the Saint of Assisi, (Harper and Row), New 
York 1962. The author starts the biography of 
Saint Francis with the episode of the meeting of 
the leper in the Umbrian plain below Assisi. The 
following is the vivid description of this event by 
this author.

Michael de la Bedoyere’s account
 “I had rather commit thirty mortal sins than 
contract leprosy,” the pious de Joinville (French 
chronicler c. 1224-1317) said to Saint Louis, King 
of France (1226-1270). He could hardly have put 
it more strongly, for he was saying that he would 
prefer to take his chance of burning in Hell for all 
eternity – and in the Middle Ages, men took the 
fire of Hell very literally – than be touched by the 
loathsome disease that was the terror of the times.
 Housed in the lazarettos dotted all over 
Europe, these miserable relics of men could only 
walk abroad dressed in a long tunic, their hands 
gloved, and holding a clicker or rattle perpetually 
warning the passerby to keep his distance. 
Forbidden to talk to others, the leper had to place 
himself to the windward when someone wished to 
talk to him. The Church Herself, despite Her great 
work for the sick, could only pray for the leper’s 
salvation in a world beyond the miseries of this one. 
The leper, dire symbol of sin, was excluded from 
the pity for the downtrodden and the suffering, 
sympathy for whom was part of the medieval 
ideal of chivalry then in the ascendant. The leper’s 
single hope once his leprosy had been noted and 
reported was the Lazar’s hope, for the Church saw 

in the parable of Lazarus “covered with sores” who 
was “carried to Heaven by the angels” the spiritual 
symbol of the leper (Luke 16:19-31). Hence, when 
the bells rang to announce the banning of a leper, 
people came, silently and morbidly curious to 
watch, as the touching ceremony which cut the 
leper off from sound mankind was ready to begin.
 “My brother, God’s dear poverello,” said 
the priest, vested in cassock and cotta, “through 
sadness and tribulation, through illness, desolation, 
leprosy, and so many earthly miseries lies the 
road to the heavenly kingdom where misery and 
infirmity are no more, where all are pure and clean, 
without shadow of beastliness, more resplendent 
than the sun… My brother, this separation only 
touches your body, for in your spirit, which is so 
much more important, you may still be one with 
us. Keep hidden, and be patient. God be with you.” 
Then the priest, taking a handful of black earth 
from the cemetery, scattered it over the leper’s 
head, saying, “Die to the world, and be born again 
to God.”
 This rite, while giving consolation and 
supreme hope to the spirit, could not alter the gradual 
thickening of the skin, the lumpy excrescences, 
the open sores, the falling away of the eyebrows, 
the grotesque enlarging of the ears and nose, the 
eventual dropping off of the fingers and toes, and 
the fetid smell. It was a man condemned to be a 
diseased deformity who walked away from the 
Church and the world to be born again of suffering 
and isolation.
 “Click, click, click.” The sound drove 
healthy people to one side of the road as they held 
their noses and looked the other way. It was a sound 
only too familiar to the men, women, and children 
of thirteenth-century Assisi as they trudged their 
way down the steep, dusty slopes from their little 
fortress city through the thick woods on to the great 
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Umbrian plain, once floor of a vast lake. There, 
sealed within the delicate green of the great valley 
and its vast amphitheatre of rosy hills and blue 
mountain ranges – the “Galilee of Italy,” as Renan 
was one day to call it – stood Assisi’s ospidale, 
San Lazzaro dell’Arce, the town’s lazaretto. It 
was not so very far distant, as it happened, from 
a desolate little rectangular chapel, destined one 
day to become a flaming basilica in the gold of 
the setting sun. Within range of this hospice of 
living death, the good countrymen would be on 
the lookout for the lepers, the kindlier among them 
murmuring a prayer, the rougher a curse, but all 
intent, if possible, on avoiding the miselli, the 
miserable ones.
 All except one: a young man in his middle 
twenties. A young man who was then far indeed 
from dreaming, dreamer though he was, that his 
life would be commemorated in the golden frame 
housing that little chapel which would in years to 
come catch the eye of numberless visitors as of an 
evening they looked down over the town across 
the great valley.
 His clothes, rather than his face, caught the 
eye as he rode that day: He had neither the time 
nor the inclination to look around him, but anyone 
could tell that only the best quality and dye in the 
cloth, only the most fashionable cut in cloak and 
hose, were good enough for him.
 Courteously, the rider would smile back 
a greeting from a passerby, and with a special 
love and tenderness, he would lean over to give 
a coin to a passing beggar; but his smile was 
now an inner smile, his charity almost a ritual, as 
though a distant habitual reflection of the laughter 
and the glad largesse of the person whom all the 
people of Assisi knew as the born leader of the 
fashionable younger set of the town. Even though 
his clothes were the best a man could buy, they 
were unusually sober and hardly warm enough 
for this time of the year. He had, in fact, hastily 
put them on that morning with hardly a thought 
for personal comfort. His large eyes, “black 
and candid,” had an apprehensive and almost 
frightened look, and those who recognized him 
may have wondered once again how it had come 
about that this “beau-laid,” less than average in 
height, slender and delicate in build, with his thin, 
unmanly beard, had ever gained ascendancy over 
the swaggering young toughs and bullies of a town 
of very doubtful moral reputation.
 “Click, click, click.” The dreaded sound 

could now be heard in an empty countryside and 
it was growing louder. It filled the rider with a 
fascinated dread, for he alone of those who passed 
by that day was being driven toward it by an inner 
compulsion.
 It was not by any means the first time that 
this compulsion had led him near the lazaretto. He 
had long been haunted by the despair and misery 
that lay behind those thick stone walls, yet unable, 
prodigal as he had been to the beggars and the 
sick, to feel anything but stark horror when he saw 
one of those outcasts. Those miselli, ritually cut 
off from the fellowship of mankind, were still, his 
conscience told him, his brothers – his brothers in 
Christ our Lord, aching for “the crumbs that fell 
from the rich man’s table” (Luke 16:21). They 
were as much his brothers as the beggars of Assisi 
and of Rome itself, where he had once changed 
clothes with a beggar to show his chivalrous 
sympathy with the oppressed. And he was a rich 
man with indulgent parents who had never denied 
him anything he wanted so long as it helped to 
advertise his family’s increasing prosperity. But it 
was an even deeper compulsion that had brought 
him again and again to the spot, and sent him 
galloping away as the sight and smell of these 
repulsive creatures turned nightmare into hideous 
and unbearable reality.
 But at last he had come to realize with 
absolute clarity and certainty that to gallop away 
from the lepers was also to gallop away from his 
deepest self, from that mysterious, unanalyzed, 
indeed incomprehensible feeling that called him 
to the greatness – to the sanctity even – which he 
knew he had it in him to fulfil.

Arnaldo Fortini’s account
 A professional description of the reality 
of lepers in the Assisi contado is given to us by 
the famous Assisi historian Arnaldo Fortini, 
Francis of Assisi. A Translation of Nova Vita di 
San Francesco by Helen Moak, The Crossroad 
Publishing Company, 370 Lexington Avenue, 
New York, NY 10017, 1992, 206-210. Original 
edition: Nova Vita di San Francesco, Tipografia 
Porziuncola, Santa Maria degli Angeli, Assisi 
Edition 1959.
 The hospital for the lepers of the commune 
of Assisi stood near the castle of Arce.  As were all 
the old leper hospitals, it was dedicated to Saint 
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Lazarus, the Biblical beggar 
covered with sores.
 Only in the fourteenth 
century, when devotion to 
Saint Mary Magdalen became 
widespread through the 
influence of the writers of devout 
lauds, was it given the name of 
the woman who suffered from 
leprosy of the soul: Mary of 
Magdala, who is said to have 
been contaminated by every 
sexual sin, until she found Jesus, 
who took her in and cleansed her 
from every stain.
 The “infected men and 
women of San Lazzaro d’Arce,” 
as they are called, file in front 
of us in a touching thirteenth-
century document preserved 
in the Sacro Convento.  The 
women have lovely names.  
They shine in the darkness of the 
lazaretto like the traces of beauty 
remaining on their ravaged faces 
and infected bodies: Domina 
Maria, Domina Bona, Domina 
Latuza Sugulla, Domina 
Stefania, Gilia, Rosa.  They 
have put aside their fine clothes 
woven of purple and have put on 
the grey tunic and mantle of the 
hospital.  Their faces are as white 
as those of corpses, yet they still 
burn with all the desires of which life is cheating 
them.
 A chaplain is assigned to the hospital by 
the city.  The statutes specify that he be a man “of 
good reputation and of mature age,” bone fame 
et mature aetatis, and that he be given board and 
lodging and a cloak on All Saints’ Day.  Every 
Sunday, after he celebrates Mass, he reminds the 
lepers that every beauty and every gift of earth 
are destined to fade away more swiftly than the 
mists of autumn. (His words are useless; in these 
walking dead, slimy thoughts and filthy grudges 
preoccupy men and women alike.  They are always 
looking for the chance to avenge themselves for 
everyone’s horror and hatred of them.)
 Francis himself, who was moved by the 
appeals of the poor and did not hesitate to take off 
his rich clothes and give them to an impoverished 

lord, could not conquer the disgust aroused in 
him by that dark house of the dead, even when he 
did no more than look at it form above. He never 
went near it if he could avoid it.  Sometimes that 
was not possible, for the road on which it stood 
was the shortest route to the family property in 
San Pietro della Spina.  It was called the Strada di 
Collemaggio, and also, as we read in the statutes, 
“the road by which from the city of Assisi one goes 
to the river Tabito,” that is, to the Ose.  It began at 
the Moiano gate, went down by the Galletta spring, 
and through San Masseo to the Strada Francesca, 
from there it led to the hospital, then turned toward 
Castelnuovo.  After a short stretch, one could turn 
to the left on the Via Antica, the ancient road that 
ran from Santa Maria degli Angeli to Foligno, and 
in a few minutes reach San Pietro della Spina.  
From the height of the hill, these roads may still be 

 Saint Francis meets the leper
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seen furrowing the great plain.
When he did go by the hospital on horseback and 
saw on its doorstep the emaciated faces with pus 
dripping from them, the hideous eyes, he fearfully 
turned his face and held his nose, not able to bear 
the horrible stench.  He sent alms to the patients 
by asking others passing along the road to deliver 
them, for he did not dare go close to the place.
 There is nothing left of the old hospital 
today but the chapel, with its façade of rough cut 
stones and a little bell tower rising over it.  The 
church is lonely, the countryside around it is silent.  
But in the evening, when the bell begins to ring 
in the darkening air, all comes to life again, real 
enough to shake the heart.  The very walls, bare 
as in the days of the long-vanished hospital, repeat 
the ancient rite.
 The leper lived hidden until someone 
reported him.  We see him torn away from his 
house, brutally taken off to his new destiny.  Then 
he is here, in the church, terrified and embittered 
as a wild beast caught in a trap from which there is 
no escape.  He is on his knees in front of the altar 
for the sacred rite that will solemnly proclaim his 
separation from human society.
 It is a rainy evening near the end of 
November.  All the candles are lit.  In the shadows, 
some object can be dimly seen on a table at the side 
of the sacristy door.  The church is comfortably 
filled with people – devout, curious, pious.  The 
bell rings.  The priest comes out in cotta and stole, 
preceded by clerics carrying the cross.  He goes 
up the steps of the altar, turns, and with the same 
gesture he uses at funerals, sprinkles with holy 
water the one who is about to die to the world.  
Then he delivers his admonition:
 “My brother, dear poor little man of good 
God, by means of great sadness and tribulation, of 
sickness, of leprosy, and of many other miseries, 
one gains the kingdom of heaven, where there is 
no sickness or sorrow, and all is pure and white, 
without stain, more brilliant than the sun.  You will 
go there, if it pleases God.  In the meantime, be a 
good Christian, bear with patience this adversity, 
and God will be merciful to you.”
 The terrible words fall into a silence as 
profound as the silence of a cemetery.  The living 
corpse bends still lower to the ground.  He seems 
to be looking for his grave.
 “My brother, the separation has to do 
only with your body.  As for the spirit, which is 

more important, you are still, as you were before, 
a participant in the prayers of our Holy Mother 
Church, as if every day you were assisting in the 
Divine Offices.  Charitable men will provide for 
your lesser needs, and God will never abandon 
you. Take care of yourself and have patience.  God 
is with you.  Amen.”
 From the hands of the acolyte the celebrant 
takes a handful of black earth brought from the 
nearby cemetery; he sprinkles it on the head of the 
sick man.
 “Die to the world, be born again in God.  
O Jesus my Redeemer, who made me of earth and 
clothed me with a body, make me to rise again in 
the new day.”
 The people respond, “My bones tremble, 
my soul loses its way. Alleluia. Have mercy on us, 
O Lord. Keep us from evil.”
 The Gospel is read.  It is the story of the ten 
lepers, the one that begins: “As Jesus was entering 
a village he was met by ten men with leprosy.  
They stood some way off and called out to him, 
‘Jesus, Master, take pity on us.’”
 Then it is time for the inexorable 
instructions.
 “My brother, take this cloak and put it on 
in sign of humility and never leave here without it.  
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit.”
 The tunic, made of gattinello (a poor and 
coarse cloth made primarily of cotton with some 
wool added), is full and long, as the statutes 
prescribe.  Reluctantly the leper puts it on.  It is 
the ominous uniform that will make everyone he 
meets flee from him.
 “Take this little flask.  Put in it what 
will be given you to drink, and under penalty of 
disobedience I forbid you to drink from the rivers, 
from the springs, from the wells.
 “Take these gloves. You are forbidden to 
touch anything that is not yours with your bare 
hands.
 “If, while walking about, you should meet 
someone who wishes to talk to you, I forbid you to 
reply before you put yourself against the wind.
 “You are forbidden to be with any woman 
who is not of your family.  You are forbidden to 
touch young people or to offer them anything.  And 
from eating from anything but your own leper’s 
bowl.  And from entering churches or rectories, 
and from going to fairs, to mills, and to markets.  
And from walking through narrow streets where 
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those who meet you cannot avoid you.”
 At last he is given the wooden clapper, the 
kind sounded in Holy Week.
 “Take this tentennella; carry it always with 
you.  Sound it to warn others of your presence.”
 A cortège forms as if the body is to be 
accompanied to a cemetery, the cross in front, then 
the clerics, the priest, the leper, the faithful.  Night 
has fallen.  The enclosure reeks of a sad autumnal 
fever.  The tentennella, shaken by the leper, fills 
the air with its dismal, clear sound.  The flames 
of the candles throw light along the long corridors 
and narrow passages, on the high columns.  The 
procession seems to be passing through a walled 
cemetery, amid deathlike odors of dampness of 
decay.
 The cell is ready.  A wooden cross is on the 
door.  The ghost enters the cell with his gravedigger.  
Inside are a low, mean bed, like a bier, a table, a 
chair, an old lamp, a strong box.  An attendant 
holds the newcomer sandals, a camel skin hood, 
an earthenware pot, a beech wood bowl, a copper 
jug, a belt, a knife.  Everything else the leper owns 
will go to this hospital of the commune.
 Now he is required to make the proper 
response:
 “Here is my perpetual resting place.  Here 
I shall live.  This is my vow.”
 Before the door is a stump for the collection 
of alms.  First the priest puts an offering there; the 
other faithful follow his example.
 Then the cortège, without the leper, who is 
left in his seclusion, returns to the church.  Again 
the chant of the priest rises:
 “Omnipotent God, who throws down the 
pride of the ancient enemy through the sufferings of 
your Only Son, give to your servant the necessary 
strength to bear with devotion and patience the 
evil that oppresses him.  Amen.”

Thomas of Celano’s account of 
Francis’ encounter with the leper
 After quoting entire passages from these 
two texts, we now examine the original account of 
Francis’ encounter with the leper, coming from the 
pen of his first biographer, Thomas of Celano, Life 
of Saint Francis 17 (FAED I, 195):
 “Then the holy lover of profound humility 
moved to the lepers and stayed with them. For 
God’s sake he served all of them with great love. 

He washed all the filth from them, and even 
cleaned out the pus of their sores, just as he said 
in his Testament: ‘When I was in sin, it seemed 
too bitter for me to see lepers, and the Lord led 
me among them and I showed mercy to them.’ 
For he used to say that the sight of lepers was so 
bitter to him that in the days of his vanity when he 
saw their houses even two miles away, he would 
cover his nose with his hands. When he started 
thinking of holy and useful matters with the grace 
and strength of the Most High, while still in the 
clothes of the world, he met a leper one day. Made 
stronger than himself, he came up and kissed him. 
He then began to consider himself less and less, 
until by the mercy of the Redeemer, he came to 
complete victory over himself.”
 Celano’s account is the oldest among 
the sources that speak about Francis’ encounter 
with the leper. As we shall see in practically all 
the sources, the text which influenced all the 
mediaeval biographers of Saint Francis was the 
autobiographical description given by Francis 
himself in the very verses of his Testament:
 “The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus 
to begin to do penance in this way: for when I was 
in sin, it seemed too bitter for me to see lepers. 
And the Lord Himself led me among them and I 
showed mercy to them. And when I left them, what 
had seemed bitter to me was turned into sweetness 
of soul and body. And afterwards I delayed a little 
and left the world” (FAED I, 124).
 This episode may well be considered as the 
turning point of Francis’s life.  The biographers all 
point out to the fact that Francis experienced an 
inner sweetness when he confronted the bitterness 
of embracing a leper. The meeting with the leper 
is part of the long process of conversion of Saint 
Francis, which spans the period 1202-1206, but it 
is certainly one of the most touching and important 
moments of this process (Pierre Brunette, Francis 
and his Conversions, Franciscan Press, Quincy 
1997).  

Julian of Speyer’s account of 
Francis’ meeting with the leper
 Julian of Speyer’s Life of Saint Francis, 
written in Paris in 1234-1235, although depending 
heavily upon Thomas of Celano’s Life of Saint 
Francis, written in 1228-1229, presents the episode 
of Francis’ encounter with the leper in paragraph 
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12 (FAED I, 376-377):
 “After this, humbly holding himself 
in low esteem and now not caring that he was 
despised by others, he moved to the lepers. He 
served them devotedly by humbly washing their 
sores, not even shrinking from wiping away the 
pus. Previously, such things were so disgusting to 
him that he used to hold his nose, not only when 
he saw lepers themselves nearby, but even their 
homes at a distance. But when he was still wearing 
secular clothes, the Lord had visited him with his 
grace, when a certain leper happened to meet him. 
As usual, he was horrified by the sight, but doing 
violence to himself, he conquered himself, and 
straightaway went up and kissed him. From then 
on, he fervently glowed with contempt of self, 
and began to wage constant war against himself 
until it was granted him from above to win perfect 
victory over himself. Therefore, as he himself later 
testified, he showed mercy to the lepers whom he 
was unable even to look at while he was living in 
sin.”

The meeting of Fran-
cis with the leper in 
the Legend of the 
Three Companions
 The Legend of the Three 
Companions 11 (FAED 
II, 74) is one of the most 
important among the Sources, 
for the simple reason that it 
concentrates in a particular 
way on the early years of 
the life of Saint Francis, and 
especially upon the period 
of his conversion. Although 
also depending on Thomas of 
Celano, the narration is full 
of vivid details that find solid 
proof in the same place where 
it all happened, as we shall 
see later on when we speak 
about the chapel of Saint Mary 
Magdalene, marking the spot 
of the leper hospital of San 
Lazzaro dell’Arce.
 “One day, while he was 
praying enthusiastically to 
the Lord, he received this 

response: ‘Francis, everything you loved carnally 
and desired to have, you must despise and hate, 
if you wish to know my will. Because once you 
begin doing this, what before seemed delightful 
and sweet will be unbearable and bitter; and what 
before made you shudder will offer you great 
sweetness and enormous delight.’
 He was overjoyed at this and was comforted 
by the Lord. One day he was riding his horse near 
Assisi, when he met a leper. And, even though 
he usually shuddered at lepers, he made himself 
dismount, and gave him a coin, kissing his hand as 
he did so. After he accepted a kiss of peace from 
him, Francis remounted and continued on his way. 
He then began to consider himself less and less, 
until, by God’s grace, he came to complete victory 
over himself.
 After a few days, he moved to a hospice 
of lepers, taking with him a large sum of money. 
Calling them all together, as he kissed the hand 
of each, he gave them alms. When he left there, 
what before had been bitter, that is, to see and 

The Chapel of San Rufino dell’Arce
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touch lepers, was turned into sweetness. For, as he 
said, the sight of lepers was so bitter to him, that 
he refused not only to look at them, but even to 
approach their dwellings. If he happened to come 
near their houses or to see them, even though he 
was moved by piety to give them alms through 
an intermediary, he always turned away his face 
and held his nose. With the help of God’s grace, 
he became such a servant and friend of the lepers, 
that, as he testified in his Testament, he stayed 
among them and served them with humility.”

The account of Francis’ meeting 
with the leper in Celano’s Memo-
riale
 Thomas of Celano develops the theme of 
Francis who meets the leper with references to 
what the saint says in his Testament. The episode is 
found in The Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul, 
9 (FAED II, 248-249). It is interesting because it 
includes a new detail, namely the reference to the 
hunchbacked woman and to the devil’s temptation 
to turn Francis into a disfigured person like her 
if he insisted on doing penance. The answer on 
Francis’ part is strongly evangelical. Francis feels 
one with the poor and miserable creatures of the 
world, symbolized by this poor woman and by the 
leper that he encounters.
 “Under his worldly clothing he wore a 
religious spirit; leaving public places he sought 
places of solitude, where he was often instructed 
by visits of the Holy Spirit. He was drawn away, 
lured by that remarkable delight that from the very 
beginning flowed over him abundantly and never 
left him as long as he lived.
 As he began to visit hidden places 
conducive to prayer, the devil struggled to drive 
him away with an evil trick. He made Francis 
think of a horribly hunchbacked woman who lived 
in town and whose looks scared everyone. The 
devil threatened that he would become like her if 
he did not turn back sensibly from what he had 
begun. But, strengthened by the Lord, he rejoiced 
at a response of healing and grace. ‘Francis,’ God 
said to him in spirit, ‘you have traded what you 
loved in a fleshly, empty way for things of the 
spirit, taking the bitter for the sweet. If you want 
to come to know Me, despise yourself. For when 
the order is reversed, the things I say will taste 
sweet to you even though they seem the opposite.’ 

He was moved to obey immediately the divine 
command, and was led through experience of the 
truth of these things.
 Among all the awful miseries of this world 
Francis had a natural horror of lepers, and one day 
as he was riding his horse near Assisi he met a leper 
on the road. He felt terrified and revolted, but not 
wanting to transgress God’s command and break 
the sacrament of His word, he dismounted from his 
horse and ran to kiss him. As the leper stretched out 
his hand, expecting something, he received both 
money and a kiss. Francis immediately mounted 
his horse and although the field was wide open, 
without any obstructions, when he looked around 
he could not see the leper anywhere.
 Filled with joy and wonder at this event, 
within a few days he deliberately tried to do 
something similar. He made his way to the houses 
of the lepers and, giving money to each, he also 
gave a kiss on the hand and mouth. Thus he took 
the bitter for the sweet and courageously prepared 
to carry out the rest.”

The account of Francis’ meet-
ing with the leper in the Legenda 
Maior
 Saint Bonaventure’s account of Francis’ 
meeting with the leper is based upon the episode 
documented by Celano in the Memoriale, but 
also contains a Christological interpretation in 
the mysterious apparition of Christ crucified to 
Saint Francis, which is unique among the Sources, 
and which probably forms part of Bonaventure’s 
plan to prepare the event of the stigmatization of 
Francis on La Verna with six apparitions of the 
Cross. The event is found in The Major Legend 
of Saint Francis, I,5 (FAED II, 533-534), and has 
the original reference to the figure of the suffering 
Servant of God in Isaiah 53.
 “One day, therefore, while he was riding 
his horse through the plain that lies below the city 
of Assisi, he met a leper. This unforeseen encounter 
struck him with not a little horror. Recalling the 
plan of perfection he had already conceived in 
his mind, and remembering that he must first 
conquer himself if he wanted to become a knight 
of Christ, he dismounted from his horse and ran 
to kiss him. As the leper stretched out his hand as 
if to receive something, he gave him money with 
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a kiss. Immediately mounting his horse, however, 
and turning all around, even though the open plain 
stretched clear in all directions, he could not see 
the leper anywhere. He began, therefore, filled 
with wonder and joy, to sing praises to the Lord, 
while proposing, because of this, to embark always 
on the greater.
 He then began to seek out solitary places, 
favorable to grieving, where, with unutterable 
groans, he concentrated incessantly on meriting to 
be heard by the Lord after the long perseverance of 
his prayers.
 One of those days, withdrawn in this way, 
while he was praying and all of his fervor was 
totally absorbed in God, Christ Jesus appeared to 
him as fastened to a cross. His soul melted at the 
sight, and the memory of Christ’s passion was so 
impressed on the innermost recesses of his heart. 
From that hour, whenever Christ’s crucifixion came 
to his mind, he could scarcely contain his tears and 
sighs, as he later revealed to his companions when 
he was approaching the end of his life. Through 
this the man of God understood as addressed to 
himself the Gospel text: If you wish to come after 
me, deny yourself and take up your cross and 
follow me (Mt 16:24).”
 The meeting with the leper was to mark the 
beginning of a long process of conversion which 
enlightened Francis’s spiritual vision to embrace 
the crucified Christ.  The Testament is the most 
tangible proof of the journey of conversion which 
Francis links with the image of the leper.  “When 
I was in sin,” is the down-to-earth way to express 
the need to do penance.  Francis never really 
concluded his commitment to do penance.  That 
is why, as 1 Celano 109 states, Francis exhorts his 
brothers to begin again to do penance, even though 
he had become an expert in Gospel perfection and 
a living icon of Christ crucified.  The sense of 
being in sin, that is, of lacking union with Christ, 
takes the concrete form of discovering Christ in 
the person of the leper.  No wonder that Francis 
calls Christ crucified “a leper”, echoing the image 
of the servant in the fourth canticle of the Second 
Isaiah (53:3).  It is St. Bonaventure who gives us 
this unique insight into the image of the leper as a 
symbol of the suffering Christ:

“From then on he clothed himself with 
a spirit of poverty, a sense of humility, and an 
eagerness for intimate piety.  For previously not 
only had association with lepers horrified him 
greatly, so too did even gazing upon them from 

a distance.  But, now because of Christ crucified, 
who according to the text of the prophet appeared 
despised as a leper (Is 53:3), he, in order to despise 
himself completely, showed deeds of humility and 
humanity to lepers with a gentle piety.”

“Bonaventure is the only biographer to 
attribute to his service of lepers a specifically 
Christian motivation, ‘because of Christ crucified’” 
(P. Brunette, Francis and his Conversions, 43).
 Francis’ enthusiasm to serve lepers was to 
inflame him with love to Christ crucified and to 
the poor and sick of the world, in such a way that 
Bonaventure describes the transitus of Francis as 
a longing to be united to Christ on the cross by 
serving lepers. We find this meditation in The 
Major Legend of Saint Francis XIV,1 (FAED II, 
640).
 “Now fixed with Christ to the cross (Gal 
2:19) in both body and spirit, Francis not only 
burned with a seraphic love into God but also 
thirsted (Jn 19:28) with Christ crucified for the 
multitude of those to be saved.
 Since he could not walk because of the 
nails protruding from his feet, he had his half-dead 
body carried through the towns and villages (Lk 
8:1) to arouse others to carry the cross (Lk 9:23) 
of Christ. He used to say to the brothers: ‘Let us 
begin, brothers, to serve the Lord our God, for 
up to now we have done little.’ He burned with a 
great desire (Nm 11:4) to return to the humility he 
practiced at the beginning: to nurse the lepers as he 
did at the onset and to treat like a slave once more 
his body that was already in a state of collapse 
from his work.”

The Chapel of Saint Mary Mag-
dalene, place of Francis’ encoun-
ter with the leper
 The small and ancient chapel of Saint 
Mary Magdalene is found very close to Rivotorto, 
on the road that links Rivotorto to the Portiuncula. 
Together with the other hospice for lepers, San 
Rufino in Arce, it can be considered as having 
been the main leper hospital of Assisi during the 
time of Saint Francis. The leper hospital of Arce 
was situated around two churches, that of Saint 
Mary Magdalene and that of San Rufino. Another 
tiny chapel in the vicinity is that of San Rufino in 
Arce, known also as San Ruffinuccio, which is the 
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property of the Cathedral church of San Rufino in 
Assisi. In the courtyard in front of the chapel there 
is the well known as the place of the martyrdom 
of San Ruffinuccio. Two documents attest to the 
existence of this place. The first one is a Missal 
dating from the 12th century, in which the feast 
of San Rufino in Arce is placed on 19th August. 
The second document is a papal bulla of Honorius 
III (8th March 1217) which lists the chapels that 
depended upon the Cathedral Chapter of Assisi.
 The recent works of restoration undertaken 
by the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Susa who 
inhabit the place in 1995-1997 have reopened the 
chapel for public worship. The chapel contains 
some frescoes of the 14th and 15th centuries, 
depicting a Madonna on a throne, together with 
saints, as well as the remains of a Nativity scene.
 The leper hospital is mentioned in many 
documents contemporary to Saint Francis and 
also others following his death. During the time of 
Saint Francis the hospital was dedicated to Saint 
Lazarus, just like all the ancient leper hospitals. 
Later on it changed its title to that of Saint Mary 
Magdalene, maybe after 1330. The Communal 
Statutes of Assisi often mentioned this hospital. 
They mention it as the hospital for lepers, and 
the reference is always to the hospital of Arce. 
It is probable that the other hospitals depended 
upon this main hospital. It is here that one has 
to place the mission of Francis and the early 
brothers who visited the lepers in their hospitals. 
In other documents other hospitals for lepers are 
mentioned, particularly the leper hospital of Selva 
Grossa, which already existed in 1118 and which 
was found some distance away from San Lazzaro 
in the direction of the Portiuncula.
 Another leper hospital in the Umbrian 
plain below Assisi was that of San Salvatore delle 
Pareti, which corresponds to the building that is 
nowadays known as Villa Gualdi, on the road 
that descends from Assisi to Saint Mary of the 
Angels. The building has always been known as 
the “Ospizio”, or hospice, by the locals.
 The old Communal Statutes of Assisi 
often speak about the legislation regarding the 
lepers during the time of Saint Francis. Those who 
became lepers had to wear their cloaks and tunics 
of gattinello, they had to remain closed in their 
refuge at the hospice. The castaldi or policemen of 
the Podestà would often harass them if they found 
them wandering in prohibited places, and thus they 
would have been very unsociable and full of anger 

towards society at large, which excluded them 
from all public places. The laws of the Commune 
were merciless. Arnaldo Fortini gives us some 
examples: “The Podestà should, after one month of 
tenure of his office, make a scrupulous research for 
lepers in the town and the contado. If some leper 
is found living in the town or contado, he should 
be excluded from it, as well as from the castles and 
surrounding villages. The syndics of the villages 
and the custodians are bound to denounce lepers. 
No leper dare enter the town or go through it, and 
if one is found in the town he is to be severely 
reprimanded by fustigation.” A citizen who found 
a leper out of the confines of the hospital had the 
right to hit him hard and even to kill him.
 Other laws regarding the treatment of 
lepers are found in rubric 161 of book 1 of the 
same Statutes. They establish norms for the divine 
offices “in the Hospital of Saint Mary Magdalene 
of the lepers in Arce in the Comitato of Assisi.” 
The rector who was responsible for directing the 
hospital had to nominate a chaplain who had the 
right to a salary, and to find food and lodging in a 
house adjacent to the same hospital. On All Saints’ 
Day the hospital had to donate a cloak to this 
chaplain. Other norms regarded the administration 
of the patrimony of the hospital. The Prior of the 
Hospital was declared to be under the protection 
and defence of the Commune of Assisi. He had 
to gather all lepers of the town of Assisi in the 
hospital. He had the right to oblige all the inmates 
to donate all their belongings and properties to 
the hospital, annulling any previous purchase or 
selling that they might have agreed to regarding 
their properties.

The leper hospitals as novice 
houses for the early brothers
 Saint Francis wanted that his brothers 
would start their training for religious life in the 
leper hospitals. From the beginning of the Order 
the brothers often found refuge in leper hospitals, 
and used to stop for days on end in these places in 
order to serve the lepers with great humility and 
devotion. “During the day those who knew how 
worked with their own hands, staying the houses of 
lepers or in other suitable places, serving everyone 
humbly and devoutly” (1C 39: FAED, 218).
 Francis wanted that the foundation of 
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humility would be part and parcel of the brothers’ 
training, a kind of novitiate. He did not make any 
exceptions to the rule, not even in the case of noble 
and delicate persons who presented themselves to 
be part of the Order. They all had to dwell in leper 
hospitals and serve the lepers. “At the beginning 
of the religion, he wanted the brothers to stay 
in hospitals of lepers to serve them, laying the 
foundation of holy humility in this way. Whenever 
nobles and commoners came to the Order, they 
were told, among other things, that they had to 
serve the lepers humbly and stay in their houses, 
as it was prescribed in the first Rule” (Mirror of 
Perfection, 44: FAED III, 290). The reference is to 
the Early Rule of 1221, chapter 9,2 (FAED I, 70): 
“They must rejoice when they live among people 
considered of little value and looked down upon, 
among the poor and the powerless, the sick and the 
lepers, and the beggars by the wayside.”
 One of the most touching episodes of 
Francis’ love towards lepers, especially those 
who were ungrateful and sour in their temper, is 
found in chapter 28 of the Actus beati Francisci et 
sociorum eius (FAED III, 492-494): 
 “It happened that in a particular place 
where they were serving lepers, there was one leper 
so malignant, impatient, and unruly, that no one 
doubted that he was being driven by an evil spirit, 
for the Spirit of God moves the soul to everything 
wholesome, and the evil spirit to everything wicked. 
Now that leper not only hurled terrible curses at 
those who were serving him and fired insults at 
them, but, even worse, wounded them with all 
kinds of beatings and blows. Moreover, what 
was dreadful and evil, the leper blasphemed the 
blessed Christ, His most blessed Mother, and other 
saints. Although the brothers patiently tried their 
best to store up merit from these insults and blows, 
nevertheless their consciences could not stand the 
blasphemies lest they seem to be participating in 
such crimes. Therefore, they decided to abandon 
this leper so that they could not become supporters 
of a blasphemer of God and a vessel of the devil.
 But they did not want to do what they 
had decided unless they first explained all this 
thoroughly to Saint Francis, who was staying 
in another place. After listening to them, Saint 
Francis made his way to that leper and on entering, 
said to him: ‘May God give you peace, dearest 
brother.’ The leper responded: ‘What kind of peace 
do I have? God, in fact, took all peace from me, 
because I’m all rotten.’ Saint Francis said: ‘Dear 

brother, be patient, because the evils inflicted on 
our bodies here provide the salvation for the soul, if 
they are endured with serenity.’ The leper replied: 
‘How can I patiently bear it, when my pain lasts 
night and day? For not only am I being consumed 
and tortured by my illness, but I am being terribly 
afflicted by the brothers you gave me as servants. 
None of them serves me as he should.’
 Through the Holy Spirit, Saint Francis 
knew that the man was being disturbed by an evil 
spirit, so he went and pleaded devoutly with the 
Lord for him. After his prayer, he returned to the 
sick man and said: ‘Dear brother, I want to take 
care of you since you are not content with the 
others.’ The leper replied: ‘I like that. But what 
more can you do than the others?’ Saint Francis 
said: ‘I will do whatever you want.’ ‘I want you to 
wash me,’ the leper said. ‘I stink all over so much 
that I cannot stand myself.’
 Saint Francis immediately had some 
water heated with many sweet-smelling herbs. 
Undressing the leper, Saint Francis began to wash 
him with his holy hands, while another brother 
poured the water. As his body was being washed 
on the outside, on the inside his soul was being 
cleansed. When the leper started being healed, 
he suddenly began to weep bitterly out of deep 
remorse. And just as the leper’s body was washed 
with water and cleansed from leprosy, so his 
conscience was baptised with tears and cleansed 
from all malice. When he was completely washed 
and healed externally, he was perfectly anointed 
and healed internally, and then burst into tears with 
such remorse that he wept and cried out in a very 
loud voice, saying he was worthy of hell because of 
the insults he heaped on the brothers, for the blows 
and beating he gave them, and for his impatience 
and his blasphemies against God. For about fifteen 
days this amazing wailing continued, breaking 
out from the depths of his heart as he constantly 
begged for the mercy of God and nothing else. 
With these tears and remorse he confessed all his 
sins to a priest.”
 One last episode regarding Francis’ care 
and love for lepers is highly eloquent. It is taken 
from the Assisi Compilation 64 (FAED II, 166-
167).
 “Once when blessed Francis had returned 
to Saint Mary of the Portiuncula, he fund there 
Brother James the Simple with a leper covered with 
sores who had come there that day. The holy father 
had entrusted this leper to him, and especially all 
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the other lepers who had severe sores. For in those 
days, the brothers stayed in the leper hospitals. 
That Brother James was like the doctor for those 
with severe sores, and he gladly touched, changed, 
and treated their wounds.
 As if reproving Brother James, blessed 
Francis told him: ‘You should not take our 
Christian brothers about in this way since it is not 
right for you or for them.’ Blessed Francis used to 
call lepers ‘Christian brothers.’
 Although he was pleased that Brother 
James helped and served them, the holy father 
said this because he did not want him to take those 
with severe sores outside the hospital. This was 
especially because Brother James was very simple, 
and he often went with a leper to the church of 
Saint Mary, and especially because people usually 
abhorred lepers who had severe sores.
 After he said these things, blessed Francis 
immediately reproached himself, and he told his 
fault to Brother Peter of Catanio, who was then 
general minister, especially because blessed 
Francis believed that in reproving Brother James 
he had shamed the leper. And because of this he 
told his fault, to make amends to God and to the 
leper. Blessed Francis said to Brother Peter: ‘I tell 

you to confirm for me the penance I have chosen 
to do for this and do not oppose me in any way.’
 Brother Peter told him: ‘Brother, do as you 
please.’
 Brother Peter so venerated and feared 
blessed Francis and was so obedient to him, that 
he would not presume to change his obedience, 
although then, and many other times, it hurt him 
inside and out.
 Blessed Francis said: ‘Let this be my 
penance: I will eat together with my Christian 
brother from the same dish.’
 While blessed Francis was sitting at the 
table with the leper and other brothers, a bowl was 
placed between the two of them. The leper was 
completely covered with sores and ulcerated, and 
especially the fingers with which he was eating 
were deformed and bloody, so that whenever he 
put them in the bowl, blood dripped into it.
 Brother Peter and the other brothers saw 
this, grew very sad, but did not dare say anything 
out of fear of the holy father.
 The one who wrote this, saw it and bore 
witness to it.” 

Chapel of Saint Mary Magdalene on the spot where the leper hospital of San Lazzaro dell’Arce stood
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Chapter 2
MORTEM CANTANDO SUSCEPIT

 Thomas of Celano describes the final 
moments of Francis’ life in both the Life of Saint 
Francis, 109-110 and the Remembrance of the 
Desire of a Soul, 214-217. The Remembrance or 
Memoriale in Desiderio Animae, written in 1246-
1247, contains some interesting details regarding 
particular actions of Francis just before he died. 
Celano underlines the fact that Francis welcomed 
Sister Death with a spirit of joy:
 “For he considered it dishonour to live for 
the world, loved his own to the very end (Jn 13:1), 
and welcomed Death singing.”1

 This fact agrees with what Celano states 
in the Life of Saint Francis, 109, when Francis 
“called to him two brothers, his special sons, and 
told them to sing The Praises of the Lord with 
a loud voice and joyful spirit, rejoicing at his 
approaching death, or rather at the life that was so 
near.”2

 In a certain way these affirmations seem 
to contradict what we have been stating all along 
when we commented Psalm 141. Indeed, according 
to the description given by Celano, Francis was 
surrounded by the brothers and he welcomed death 
with a joyful spirit and with songs. An analysis of the 
texts shows, indeed, that there was no contradiction 
between the two attitudes towards death on the 
part of Francis. Suffering and glory, pain and joy, 
are part and parcel of mystical experience. The 
moment of Francis’ transitus was a very profound 
experience of mystical union with Christ. When 
Francis had the vision of the stigmatised Seraph 
on La Verna in September 1224, according to 
Saint Bonaventure, he experienced this mixture 
of sweetness and bitterness, suffering and joy.3 No 
wonder, then, that even at the moment in which 

Francis felt the anguish of being alone, although 
he was surrounded by his brothers, he also felt the 
need to express his inner joy by praising God in 
songs.
 The experience of joy mixed with sorrow is 
the experience of any human loving relationship. 
An experience of love can become a sweet sorrow. 
This experience is also evident on the mystical 
level in the relationship of love between Francis 
and Christ. It is precisely this inner joy, this 
welcoming Sister Death with songs of joy, that 
signed Francis with a yearning to love the brothers 
to the very end, just like Christ did during the last 
supper when he washed the disciples’ feet. Just like 
Jesus Francis was feeling that the brothers could 
not understand his actions at that very moment, 
and he felt very much alone. Yet he never gave up 
hope in the power of Christ to transform even the 
bitterest suffering into a saving occasion of joyful 
hope. In order to convince his brothers of this 
Francis accomplished some symbolic prophetic 
actions that merit our consideration.
 “As he was wasted by that grave illness 
which ended all his sufferings, he had himself 
placed naked on the naked ground, so that in that 
final hour, when the Enemy could still rage, he 
might wrestle naked with the naked […] ‘When 
you see I have come to my end put me out naked 
on the ground as you saw me naked the day before 
yesterday, and once I am dead, allow me to lie there 
for as long as it takes to walk a leisurely mile.’”4

 The theme of nakedness as a weapon against 
the devil was very popular in Patristic literature. In 
the life of Saint Francis we have various instances 
of corporal and spiritual nakedness. Let it suffice 
to mention just some of them. Francis stripped 
himself naked in front of bishop Guido of Assisi 
when he renounced his father’s possessions in 
1206, thus marking his conversion to follow Christ 
poor and crucified.5 In the Memoriale Celano also 
mentions how Francis gave his clothes to a poor 
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knight, following the classical example of Saint 
Martin of Tours.6 When he was assailed by bandits 
Francis was thrown naked and freezing cold into a 
ditch full of snow, and he continued to praise God 
with a loud voice.7 At the hermitage of Sarteano 
Francis threw himself naked in the snow in order 
to fight back a temptation of the flesh.8 The Fioretti 
present Francis who sends brother Rufino to 
preach naked in the cathedral church of Assisi, and 
then decides to join him in order to re-enact with 
his corporal and spiritual nakedness the image of 
the naked and poor Christ on the cross, for the 
conversion of all those who were listening to his 
sermon.9

 The fact that Francis wanted to die naked 
certainly has a profound spiritual significance, 
particularly his desire to be conformed to Christ 
on the cross, and to the dead Christ before burial. 
Yet it seems that corporal and spiritual nakedness 
in the case of Francis evokes other meanings. First 
of all, nakedness in the Bible is associated with 
shame and embarrassment as a result of man’s first 
sin. Nakedness is a sign of extreme poverty in the 
face of human misery. In this respect nakedness 
evokes a kind of anguish at being forced to hide into 
solitude, away from the face of God. Whenever a 
person is dressed with new robes in the Bible, this 
is a sign of a new dignity and of an acceptance 
into the community (cfr. Dan 3:1-5; Lk 15:22-
24). Hence the dying Francis who asks to be left 
naked, even though his guardian commanded him 
to accept a tunic as an alms offering, expresses in a 
certain way his solidarity with fallen mankind, and 
the desire of being left alone in order to wrestle 
naked with the naked adversary, just as Christ did 
on the cross. Seen in this light, Francis’ nakedness 
expresses his inner anguish and solitude.
 The saint’s guardian, “who by divine 
inspiration better understood the saint’s wish, 
quickly got up, took the tunic, underwear and 
hood, and said to the father: ‘I command you under 
holy obedience to acknowledge that I am lending 
you this tunic, underwear and hood. And so that 
you know that they in no way belong to you, I take 
away all your authority to give them to anyone.’”10 
This brother could understand the saint’s inner 
anguish and shame, and his desire to be vested in 
order to feel part and parcel of the fraternity. In a 
certain way this action by the guardian was one of 
extreme tenderness and compassion, and Francis 
accepted it willingly as a sign of the brothers’ 
effort to come to terms with the distance that was 

separating them from the ideals of their father. 
There was profound humility in such a gesture, 
even though Celano’s interpretation seems only to 
be concentrated on Francis’ joy in being faithful to 
the very end to Lady Poverty.
 The second action of Francis before dying 
was that of blessing the brothers. The Sources 
present a very conflicting account of what actually 
was taking place at this moment. We shall try to 
analyse in further detail this episode in a separate 
chapter. For now let it suffice to indicate what the 
various Sources state. 
 In The Life of Saint Francis, Celano makes 
Francis utter the following words: “See, my son, I 
am being called by God. I forgive all my brothers, 
present and absent, all their faults and offenses, 
and I absolve them insofar as I am able. When you 
give them this message, bless them all for me.”11 
Some time before, according to Celano, Francis 
had reserved a special blessing for brother Elias:
 “He blessed each one as it was given to 
him from above, just as Jacob of old, the patriarch, 
blessed his sons […] When brother Elias sat down 
on his left side with the other brothers around him, 
the blessed father crossed his arms and placed his 
right hand on Elias’ head. He had lost the sight 
and use of his bodily eyes, so he asked: ‘Over 
whom am I holding my right hand?’ ‘Over brother 
Elias,’ they replied. ‘And this is what I wish to do,’ 
he said, ‘I bless you, my son, in all and through 
all, and just as the most High has increased my 
brothers and sons in your hands, so too, upon you 
and in you, I bless them all.’”12

 The Memoriale is more sober regarding 
the blessing of brother Elias. It simply states that, 
“as all the brothers sat around him he stretched out 
his right hand over them and, beginning with his 
vicar, he placed it on each of their heads.”13 The 
Memoriale does not mention Elias by name. In 
1246 Elias was still excommunicated and not yet 
reconciled to the Order.
 In the Assisi Compilation, the name of Elias 
disappears altogether. According to the compiler 
Francis got confused since he placed his hand first 
on brother Giles, and then demanded to place it 
on that of brother Bernard, whom he declared to 
be “the first brother the Lord gave me.”14 This 
reference to brother Bernard comes from the pen of 
the companions who, during the mid-13th century, 
were angry at what Elias had done to the Order and 
who insisted that the ones who really understood 
Francis and merited his blessing were those who 
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continued to live according to his ideals.
 A rather polemical text is found in the 
Actus Beati Francisci et Sociorum eius and in the 
Fioretti. It is the episode of Francis who wanted to 
bless brother Bernard. Bernard asked brother Elias 
to stand on Francis’ right hand. Although the saint 
was blind, he immediately sensed that he was not 
placing his right hand on Bernard’s head, and so 
he crossed his arms in such a way as to place his 
right hand on Bernard’s head and his left hand on 
Elias.15

 These various accounts indicate different 
ways of interpreting the action of Francis blessing 
the brothers before he died. In his solitude and 
anguish Francis seemingly tried to feel close to 
those brothers who had been most faithful to his 
ideals. Among them two stand out in a particular 
way, namely Elias, who was his vicar, and Bernard 
of Quintavalle, who was the first brother to join 
him. In the Sources coming from the pen of the 
Spiritual brothers there is no doubt that Francis 
would have preferred to bless Bernard rather than 
Elias.
 The third action of Francis was that of 
breaking bread with the brothers and asking them 
to read out loudly to him the account of the passion 
according to John’s Gospel. The texts from the 
Sources which we shall analyse have in common 
various elements that make them draw their 
inspiration from one source, that can be linked to 
the documentary material of the companions of 
Saint Francis, sent with an accompanying letter by 
the Three Companions of Greccio on 11th August 
1246 to the minister general Crescenzio da Iesi. 
What is of interest to us is to study, in the text 
we analyse, those elements that correspond to 
the paschal celebration of Holy Thursday, which 
Francis wanted to re-live in that extreme moment 
before departing from this world. The transitus of 
Saint Francis at the Portiuncula is presented by the 
biographers as a paschal celebration, which enters 
into the living texture of the mystery of Christ who 
offers himself to us during the last supper, during 
his passion on the altar of the cross, as a victim for 
our sins.
 The first text that we shall take into 
examination is that of The Remembrance of the 
Desire of a Soul by Thomas of Celano, written 
in 1246-1247, with the help of the documentary 
material of the companions of Greccio.

“As the brothers shed bitter tears and wept 
inconsolably, the holy father had bread brought 

to him. He blessed and broke it (Mt 14:17.18; Mt 
26:26), and gave each of them a piece to eat. He 
also ordered a Book of the Gospels to be brought 
and asked that the Gospel according to Saint John 
be read to him starting from that place which 
begins: Before the feast of Passover (Jn 13:1). He 
was remembering that most sacred Supper, the 
last one the Lord celebrated with his disciples (Mt 
26:20). In reverent memory of this, to show his 
brothers how much he loved them, he did all of 
this.”16

 Thomas of Celano recalls the gestures of 
the Lord Jesus, who receives the five loaves and 
multiplies them in the miracle recorded in Mt 14:19 
and parallel synoptic texts, who blesses and breaks 
bread during the last supper in Mt 26:26, and lastly 
who loves his own to the very end by bowing 
down to wash the feet of the disciples during the 
last supper in Jn 13:1ff. The link between the 
gestures of Francis and those of Jesus during the 
supper on Holy Thursday is underlined by Celano 
in the expression: “He was remembering that most 
sacred Supper, the last one the Lord celebrated 
with his disciples.” The text, however, contains 
various elements that are linked with the profound 
meaning of the paschal meal of the Lord. We shall 
try to individuate some of them.
 The gestures of Francis, who imitates the 
actions of Christ during the last supper, remind 
us of the constitutive elements of the liturgy of 
Holy Thursday. Francis asks the brothers to bring 
him some bread, then he blesses it and breaks it. 
This was the Eucharistic gesture of the Lord, who 
instituted the Eucharist during the last supper. At 
the same time it is also the gesture of the priest 
who presides in the person of Christ during 
the Eucharistic sacrifice. This para-liturgical 
representation of the supper has its importance, 
because it comes from Francis, who was not a 
priest, but who demonstrated respect and reverence 
to the ordained ministers of the Church. Francis 
distributed the bread to all the brothers gathered 
around his deathbed, just as Christ distributed the 
bread to the apostles during the last supper. With 
this action Francis expressed the communion of 
love that should reign among the brothers, which 
is truly signified in the Eucharistic celebration. 
 After this gesture Francis commanded the 
brothers to bring to him the book of the Gospels, 
and wanted to listen to the text of the Gospel of 
John 13:1ff, in which the evangelist recounts the 
gesture of Jesus who loves his disciples to the end 
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by washing their feet. This is the third element of 
the paschal meal of Holy Thursday, and we know 
how fundamental this action is not only in the 
reading of the Gospel text during the liturgy of this 
particular day, but also in the tradition to re-enact 
the gestures of Jesus in a concrete way in the rite 
of the Mandatum, or foot washing. In the Middle 
Ages the custom to wash the feet of poor persons 
was widespread in the monasteries and cathedrals, 
and was called Mandatum, from the first word of 
the antiphon that is sung during the celebration: 
Mandatum novum dabo vobis (I will give you a 
new commandment), echoing in this way the 
words of Jesus in Jn 13:34. Francis accomplished 
this para-liturgical action with his brothers, and 
in the reading of the text from John’s Gospel he 
certainly wanted to re-live in a spiritual way this 
experience of fraternal charity towards those who 
he loved to the very end, on the example of the 
Master.
 The second text that we shall take into 
consideration is that of the Assisi Compilation. 
Since it comes from the same source, it is very 
similar to the text of Celano. The references to 
Holy Scripture are less marked, the style is simpler 
and the content is shorter. All these are indications 
that probably this text of the Compilatio served 
as a source for Thomas of Celano, and that in its 
original nucleus it was closer to the witness of the 
companions of Greccio. The text insists upon the 
day of the week, namely a Thursday, when Francis 
had the intention to celebrate his “last supper” with 
the brothers: 

“Afterwards he ordered loaves of bread to 
be brought to him and he blessed them. Unable 
to break them because of his illness, he had 
them broken into many little pieces by one of 
the brothers. Taking them, he offered each of the 
brothers a little piece, telling them to eat all of it. 
Just as the Lord desired to eat with the apostles on 
the Thursday before his death, it seemed to those 
brothers that, in a similar way, blessed Francis, 
before his death, wanted to bless them and, in them, 
all the other brothers, and that they should eat that 
blessed bread as if in some way they were eating 
with the rest of their brothers. And we can consider 
this obvious because, while it was a day other than 
Thursday, he told the brothers that he believed it 
was Thursday. One of the brothers kept a piece of 
that bread, and after the death of blessed Francis 
some people who tasted it were immediately freed 
from their illnesses.”17

 The text is very similar to that of Celano, 
but insists upon the fact that Francis wanted, at 
least intentionally, to celebrate his “last supper” 
with the brothers on a Thursday, in order to imitate 
the Lord who celebrated his last supper on Holy 
Thursday before his passion. The supper is placed 
in relation with the last blessing of Francis, who 
appears like the patriarch Jacob who blesses his 
sons in the Genesis account. The testament of love 
of Francis is sealed by the gesture of sharing the 
blessed bread. According to the authors of the 
Compilatio, this bread also assumed miraculous 
powers in order to heal sick persons who tasted it 
after the death of Francis.
 The same episode is also recounted nearly 
verbatim in the Mirror of Perfection (Sabatier 
edition). Here we also present this text in order 
to show the similarities with the text of the 
Assisi Compilation. Although the Speculum is 
of late composition, being dated 1318, it makes 
abundant use of the documentary material of the 
companions of Saint Francis, particularly of the 
scrolls of brother Leo, and therefore is a privileged 
witness among the biographical sources for the life 
of Saint Francis.

“Desiring to imitate his Lord and Master 
in death as he had so perfectly done in his life, he 
ordered loaves of bread to be brought to him. And 
he blessed (Mt 26:26) them and had them broken 
into many little pieces because he was unable to do 
so because he was extremely weak. Taking them, 
he offered each of the brothers a little piece, telling 
them to eat all of it. Just as the Lord desired to eat 
(Lk 22:15) with the apostles as a sign of His love 
on the Thursday before His death, in the same way 
His perfect imitator, blessed Francis, wanted to 
show the same sign of love to his brothers. And it 
is clear he wished to do this in imitation of Christ, 
because he later asked if the day were a Thursday. 
And since it was another day, he said he thought it 
was Thursday. One of the brothers kept a piece of 
that bread, and after the death of blessed Francis 
many sick people who tasted it were immediately 
freed from their illnesses.”18

 The text of the Speculum insists upon the 
verb imitari (to imitate). Francis, “desiring to 
imitate his Lord and Master in death as he had 
so perfectly done in his life, he ordered loaves of 
bread to be brought to him.” Again, “before His 
death, in the same way His perfect imitator, blessed 
Francis, wanted to show the same sign of love to 
his brothers.” These references to the imitation of 
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Christ’s gestures and attitudes are underlined in the 
Speculum in such a way as to make us understand 
the importance of this source that comes from the 
first quarter of the 14th century, when the theme of 
conformity to Christ and imitation of his actions 
were part and parcel of Franciscan spirituality, 
particularly in the family of the Spirituals, from 
which the Speculum draws its inspiration.
 The characteristic elements of the supper of 
the Lord are all evident in these three texts, which 
are related to one another since they come from 
the same source and witness of the companions 
of the Saint. We have noted how Francis re-lives 
the experience of the last supper of the Lord in the 
re-enactment of the same paschal meal some time 
before he died. In this representation, that has all 
the characteristics of a paraliturgical celebration, 
Francis renders present to the brothers the dramatic 
moment of the passing over (transitus) of Christ, in 
order to insert his personal transitus from this life 
within the Christological context of the paschal 
mystery.
 In the Vita Sancti Francisci Celano says 
that Francis asked the brothers “to cover him with 
sackcloth and to sprinkle him with ashes, as he was 
soon to become dust and ashes.”19 The image of 
ash is quite significant in the life of Saint Francis, 
and the Sources often speak about the saint’s use of 
ash as a symbol of penance, but also as a reminder 
of death. It seems that the image is taken from the 
liturgy of Ash Wednesday in the Roman Missal, 
which prescribed the following words during the 
blessing and imposition of ashes: Memento, homo, 
quia pulvis es et in pulverem revertéris (Gen 3:9).20

 What is important to note is that, while the 
liturgy seemingly considered the act of imposition 
of ashes as a sober moment recalling death and 
decomposition of the body, Francis would also 
attach other more positive meanings to the use of 
ash, in his typical way of living penance joyfully. 
In fact the Legend of Three Companions has this to 
say regarding the way Francis considered ash:
 “When he ate with his brothers, he often 
sprinkled ashes on the food he was eating, telling a 
brother, as a cover for his abstinence, that ‘Brother 
Ash’ was chaste.”21

 The indication of chastity applied to 
‘Brother Ash’ is typical of the positive way of 
living in holiness on the part of Francis. Maybe 
this account is more honest and authentic in the 
message it conveys than Bonaventure’s rendering 
of the same event in the Major Legend, where 

he inserts it within the context of the virtue of 
austerity of Saint Francis, the first step on the road 
to purification:
 “When he was in good health, he hardly 
ever allowed himself cooked food; and on the rare 
occasion when he did so, he either sprinkled it 
with ashes or added water to make it extremely 
insipid.”22

 Another interesting feature about ash is that 
Francis used it on a unique occasion as a prophetic 
gesture, when he was invited to preach to Saint 
Clare and the Poor Ladies of San Damiano. Even 
in this case ash denotes penance, but at the same 
time becomes an eloquent sign of joy in humility 
and in the attitude of welcoming death any moment 
with the faith of one who is reconciled to God and 
the brethren.
 “While the holy father was staying at San 
Damiano, he was pressured by his vicar with 
repeated requests that he should present the word 
of God to his daughters, and he finally gave in to 
his insistence. The Ladies gathered as usual to hear 
the word of God, but no less to see their father, 
and he raised his eyes to heaven, where he always 
had his heart, and began to pray to Christ. Then 
he had ashes brought and made a circle with them 
round himself on the floor, and then put the rest on 
his own head. As they waited, the blessed father 
remained in silence within the circle of ashes, and 
real amazement grew in their hearts. Suddenly he 
got up, and to their great surprise, recited the Have 
mercy on me, God (Ps 51) instead of a sermon. As 
he finished it, he left quickly. The handmaids of 
God were so filled with contrition by the power of 
this mime that they were flowing with tears, and 
could hardly restrain their hands from punishing 
themselves. By his action he taught them to 
consider themselves ashes, and that nothing else 
was close to his heart except what was in keeping 
with that view.”23

 Francis made use of ash also to teach a 
novice a lesson. The novice was demanding to 
have a psalter, and his insistent requests prompted 
Francis to make a gesture, which would eloquently 
teach the novice a lesson of humility and poverty.
 “Another time, when blessed Francis was 
sitting near a fire, warming himself, the same 
novice spoke to him again about the psalter. And 
blessed Francis told him: ‘After you have a psalter, 
you will desire and want to have a breviary; after 
you have a breviary, you will sit in a fancy chair, 
like a great prelate telling your brother: Bring me 
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the breviary.’ And speaking in this way with great 
intensity of spirit, he took some ashes in his hand, 
put them on his head rubbing them around his 
head as though he were washing it, saying: ‘I, a 
breviary! I, a breviary!’ He spoke this way many 
times, passing his hand over his head. The brother 
was stunned and ashamed.”24

 On his deathbed Francis sent a message to 
Lady Jacoba dei Settesoli to come to see him for 
the last time, and he also asked her to bring him a 
linen shroud of an ashen colour in order to bury 
him in it. The saint even describes the nature of 
the fabric, stating that it was worn by Cistercian 
monks in central and northern Europe. The image 
is also worthy of note, because it refers directly to 
the episode of the transitus of Saint Francis at the 
Portiuncula.
 “One day blessed Francis called his 
companions to himself. ‘You know how faithful 
and devoted Lady Jacoba dei Settesoli was and is 
to me and to our religion. Therefore I believe she 
would consider it a great favour and consolation 
if you notified her about my condition. Above all, 
tell her to send some cloth for a tunic of religious 
cloth the colour of ashes, like the cloth made by 
Cistercian monks in the region beyond the Alps.’”25

 One last episode we take into consideration 
occurred in the hermitage of Greccio, which 
according to Celano took place on an Easter Sunday, 
while the same episode in the Assisi Compilation 
says that it took place on Christmas Day. It is the 
episode of Francis who enters for lunch with the 
brothers disguised as a poor beggar, in order to give 
them an example of poverty since they had taken 
care to prepare a sumptuous banquet. The episode 
is important because it provides a link with two 
themes we have been examining in the episode of 
Francis’ death, namely the breaking of bread with 
the brothers (image of the paschal meal) and the 
sprinkling of ashes (image of joyful penance and 
acceptance of imminent death). Both images are 
part and parcel of the Easter mystery. This is what 
Celano states in his account of the event:
 “As they began to eat, that true poor man 
cried out at the door: ‘For the love of the Lord 
God, give alms to this poor, sick pilgrim!’ And 
the brothers replied: ‘Come in, man, for the love 
of Him you invoked.’ He quickly came in, and 
showed himself to those dining. You can imagine 
the surprise the pilgrim provoked in those home-
bodies! The beggar was given a bowl and, sitting 
on the ground by himself, placed his dish on the 

ashes. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘I am sitting like a Friar 
Minor!’ And he said to the brothers: ‘The examples 
of the Son of God’s poverty should move us more 
than other religious. I saw here a table all prepared 
and decorated, and recognised it as not the table 
of poor men who go door to door.’ The chain of 
events proves that he was like that other pilgrim 
who was alone in Jerusalem (Lk 24:18) on that 
same day. And he certainly made the hearts of his 
disciples burn as he spoke (Lk 24:32).”26

 Our brief glance at the various gestures 
of Saint Francis during the final days and hours 
before he died at the Portiuncula has the aim of 
showing how the saint welcomed Sister Death 
with a spirit of joy and hope. Even in the midst 
of the anguish of feeling alone and abandoned 
even by the brothers who surrounded him, Francis 
continued to nurture a spirit of trust and faith. He 
wanted to share with the brothers those last intimate 
moments just like Jesus had wanted to share the 
Last Supper with his close circle of disciples. 
Francis blesses the brothers, he breaks bread with 
them and asks them to read out to him the account 
of the Lord’s passion, he wants them to sprinkle 
him with ashes and to lay him naked on the naked 
earth. All these actions convey a message, namely 
that of a celebration of the paschal mystery of 
Christ. In the midst of suffering and abandonment 
Francis finds consolation in the fraternity and 
grows in hope of welcoming Sister Death with 
the courage of faith. His actions are prophetic in 
the same way in which we find so many symbolic 
actions done by the prophets in the Old Testament, 
as well as those accomplished by Christ. Indeed 
the entire life of Francis could be seen as a ritual 
celebration and re-enactment of the mystery of 
Christ poor and crucified. From the nakedness 
of Francis’ abandonment of his earthly riches 
in the piazza in front of Santa Maria Maggiore 
to the nakedness of Francis on the ground at the 
Portiuncula where he let go of himself and of his 
brothers, life was one long celebration of Easter, 
passing through anguish, desolation and suffering 
to intimate union, joy and glory. The journey, 
however, was wearisome and difficult. We shall 
now try to understand what Francis had been going 
through in his relations with the brothers who 
made him suffer so much, in order to arrive at the 
conclusion that he was capable of letting go of the 
brothers and entrusting them entirely to the care of 
Christ. Francis accomplished this difficult journey 
alternating between the lamentation of Psalm 141 
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and the joy of the Canticle of Brother Sun. In both 
instances, however, he welcomed Death singing.
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 The Incarnation of the Word of the Father in the 
virginal womb of Mary is one the central mysteries of 
Franciscan contemplation: He who is the way, the truth and 
the life is given to us in the full sharing of our human nature, 
of our history, so that – through the working of the Holy 
Spirit – in Him we can fully become children of God and 
recognize our identity in the Father.
 Mary is, to all effects, the Mother of the Incarnate 
Word, since He is conceived in her womb and is born of her. 
The mystery of the paternity of Joseph, on the other hand, 
appears in a silence that pervades all the Gospel and which 
seems to be interrupted only in the words with which Mary 
seems to be scolding the adolescent Jesus: “My child, why 
have you done this to us? See how worried your father and I 
have been, looking for you” (Lk 2:48).
 In this present study we are going to speak about 
this unique paternity, delving in a particular way in the 
reflection of the Franciscan authors between the 13th and 
15th centuries, when the devotion towards the carpenter of 
Nazareth flourished, and also trying to indicate the specific 
Franciscan modality of proposing the figure of Joseph in 
relation to the Incarnation.
 We shall, first of all, consider two texts of Francis 
of Assisi, confronting them with what we can possibly glean 
from the episode of the Christmas celebration at Greccio as 
it is given to us by the Sources, in order to underline the 
presence of the father Joseph in relation to the mystery of the 
Incarnate Word, which was a particular object of meditation 
of the Saint, and which would then constitute a spiritual 
heritage for the brothers of the Order.

Francis of Assisi’s vision of pa-
ternity

 When we read the writings of Francis of Assisi we 
do not only gather in them the continual presence of God, but 
we also notice how Francis refers to God as Father in a way 
which is absolutely prevalent.1

 From the experience of God’s paternity the Saint 
elaborates his Christological vision, which is centred upon 
the mystery of the Incarnation. These two brief texts are an 
evident example:

 “The most high Father made known from heaven 
through His holy angel Gabriel this Word of the Father – so 
worthy, so holy and glorious – in the womb of the holy and 
glorious Virgin Mary, from whose womb He received the 
flesh of our humanity and frailty.”2

 “All-powerful, most holy, Almighty and supreme 
God, Holy and just Father, Lord King of heaven and earth 
we thank You for Yourself, for through Your holy will and 
through Your only Son with the Holy Spirit You have created 
everything spiritual and corporal and, after making us in Your 
own image and likeness, You placed us in paradise […] We 
thank You for as through Your Son You created us, so through 
Your holy love with which You loved us You brought about 
His birth as true God and true man by the glorious, ever-
virgin, most blessed, holy Mary and You willed to redeem us 
captives through His cross and blood and death.”3

 A first consideration that we can make on these two 
texts, but that could be extended to all the writings of Francis, 
regards the icon of the Incarnation that he has in front of his 
eyes, and whose central image is that of the Virgin and the 
Child Jesus.
 In the writings of Francis, but also in the biographies, 
the references to maternity are frequent. In the Later Rule 
the Saint founds the sense of belonging to a family and the 
familiarity of his brothers upon the model of maternity:
 “Wherever the brothers may be and meet one 
another, let them show that they are members of the same 
family. Let each one confidently make known his need to the 
other, for if a mother loves and cares for her son according to 
the flesh, how much more diligently must someone love and 
care for his brother according to the Spirit!”4

 The memory of Lady Pica could have often 
been impressed in his thoughts. Although we do not find 
any mention of his mother in Francis’ writings, from the 
biographies we get the image of a tender and understanding 
woman in a particular way regarding such a special son.5

 We cannot exclude that it was from these memories 
that the Saint’s sensibility towards the mothers of the brothers 
was born, since he regarded the mother of a brother as the 
mother of all the brothers.6 On the other hand we notice a kind 
of silence regarding paternity in general, maybe because of 
his psychological renunciation of his earthly father, in front 
of the bishop of Assisi, in order to proclaim that from that 
day onwards he only had one Father in heaven.7

 This attitude emerges in the same organisation 
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of the Order, where there is a new element – regarding 
the ancient conception of religious life as a hierarchical 
institution – namely the refusal of the name abbas and 
the adoption instead of the expression custodes in order to 
indicate those who preside over the fraternity.
 Referring to this last aspect, P. Payan comes 
out with the hypothesis of an eventual hint to the role of 
Joseph, the custodian and servant of the Virgin and Child.8

 If we try to plan a first conclusion, we can gather 
from the orientation of life that Francis chose for himself 
and for the brothers, on the one hand an explicit paternity, 
that of God, a clear reference for all and for each one to 
a faithful following of the Gospel. On the other hand, 
we notice an implicit paternity that becomes actual and 
is manifested in the reciprocal relationships, through the 
service and custody – which are typically paternal attitudes 
– acted out, however, in a mutual way with a maternal 
style. Within this complementariness of roles the fratres 
can constitute themselves as a familia.
 Payan again suggests a particular reading, 
regarding the intuition of an implicit paternity, of the famous 
episode of the Christmas celebration in Greccio. Two are 
the principal Sources that refer to this episode, the Life of 
Saint Francis by Celano,9 and the Major Legend of Saint 
Francis by Saint Bonaventure.10 Both describe an essential 
scene: a donkey, an ox, some hay, but no representation of 
the Virgin or of Saint Joseph. A witness affirms that he saw 
in the manger a sleeping child that Francis woke up and 
took in his arms.
 In Thomas of Celano, where the narration seems 
more simple, there is an evident Eucharistic reference: 
Francis who takes the Child in his arms as to arouse Him 
from sleep would be the figure of the priest who transforms 
the host in the Body of Christ. In Bonaventure the narration 
insists more on the image of Francis holding the Child in 
his arms. For Payan this detail could evoke the Virgin 
who holds the Child, but the Bonaventurian designation 
of pater Franciscus could rather make us think of the 
paternal figure of Joseph, and this is the image that Giotto 
has represented in the upper basilica of Assisi.
 Payan does not hesitate to affirm that in that precise 
moment it seems that Francis takes the role of Joseph. He 
concludes that all happens as if the Franciscans, after the 
renunciation of the earthly father symbolised by the action 
of their founder, have found a new paternal function in the 
person of Joseph, taking upon themselves in a particular 
way his humility and readiness to serve, qualities that 
are strongly asked of the Franciscan minister, but also in 
the mutual relations between the brothers. The putative 
(generally accepted) paternity of the carpenter of Nazareth, 
in its own nature, liberates every temptation of claiming a 
possession upon the Son, and thus it excludes all forms of 
paternal power, and in stronger way it underlines the true 
paternity which belongs to God.
 We can certainly affirm that, at the basis of the 
doctrinal movement regarding Saint Joseph – which would 
be developed among the followers of the Saint after his 
death, departing from the 13th century – we can consider, 
as we have already underlined, the devotion towards Saint 
Joseph as being united to the mystery of the Incarnation 
and humanity of Christ.

General elements regarding the 
origins of Franciscan devotion to 
Saint Joseph
 Although this aspect has often been overlooked by 
the first historians of the cult of Saint Joseph, the contribution 
of the Franciscans has been essential in the development and 
diffusion of the same cult, and it has introduced for the first 
time, as distinct from the discussions regarding the virginity 
of Mary, the reflection on the earthly father of Jesus in 
preaching, and later on, in the liturgy.11

 Joseph is finally considered for himself and not 
exclusively in his function of safeguarding the honour of the 
Virgin and of giving the appearance of the father figure of 
Christ. In the 13th century Saint Joseph became a model of 
life and a concrete answer for the proper spiritual needs of a 
determined historical context:
 “Franciscan preaching, which is warm, simple, 
and the interpreter of the needs for concreteness of the 
most humble among the people, knew how to impress 
popular piety, orientating it towards the contemplation of 
the most earthly and daily aspects of the infancy of Christ. 
The personages of the crib resembled common people who 
saw themselves reflected in those faces that were familiar 
to them as showing sings of poverty and suffering. Side by 
side to the Child and Virgin, the common folk discovered the 
humble figure of Joseph. The exaltation of poverty drew the 
followers of Francis to see in the carpenter of Nazareth an 
exemplary figure. Thus, in the Sermo de vigilia Nativitatis 
Domini Saint Bonaventure mentions, among the reasons for 
which the Virgin was given as spouse to the ‘pauper Joseph’ 
his poverty. Recognising in the humble condition of Joseph 
a title of merit, the Franciscans separated themselves from 
those who, like the Dominican Jacopo da Varazze, in his 
Legenda aurea, preferred to underline the royal lineage of 
Saint Joseph.”12

 The disciples of Francis of Assisi, therefore, sensed 
the pulse of the new social framework of the towns, and they 
gave life to flourishing confraternities, to associations of 
artisans and workers, so much so that in the Franciscan life 
one can sense the humanistic values that were the first seeds 
of a re-evaluation of the figure of Saint Joseph.
 We can follow the development of this devotion 
along two lines of thought, according to which the figure of 
Saint Joseph was being elaborated between the 13th and 14th 
centuries, in a crucial moment in the history of the Order, 
when it had to face the question of its official integration 
within the Church during the animated poverty controversy.
 The moderate line, that of the great theologians of 
the Community of the Order, from Bonaventure to Duns 
Scotus, considered Joseph especially within the context of 
Marian devotion, as he who guaranteed the virginal privilege 
of Mary at the moment of the Incarnation. On the other hand, 
the movement of the Spirituals, whose major exponents were 
Peter Olivi and Ubertino da Casale, who were driven by a 
greater sense of radical approach, accentuate the reading 
of the figure of Joseph as a model that can be followed. 
In general – as we shall be seeing later on, analysing the 
individual authors – we can affirm that the originality of 
Franciscans is expressed in attributing to Joseph a sanctity 
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founded upon his closeness to the Virgin and Child, and as a 
servant of the mystery of the Incarnation.
  A particularly interesting contribution on the part of 
the Franciscans regards the debate on the marriage between 
Mary and Joseph, which was a classic question in the 12th 
century, departing from the controversy between theologians 
and jurists regarding the essence of marriage.
 In this context it is not inopportune to ask an 
apparently tautological question: the marriage of the Virgin 
was also the marriage of Joseph? In other words, was Joseph’s 
marriage only functional and passive regarding his spouse, 
or else his decision, his consent, would have determined – in 
an equal manner as that of Mary – the nature of that most 
unique pact of marriage?
 In Mary her marriage was the completion of a divine 
decree: Christ had to be born of a Virgin, spouse of a man of 
the house of David. Consequently, even for Joseph marriage 
was the completion of a divine decree: he was predestined to 
be the spouse of Mary, the Mother of Jesus.
 The “fact” of the marriage between Joseph 
and Mary was, in ultimate analysis, an undeniable truth 
that no theologian has ever doubted: the difficulty lay in 
determining the nature and in evaluating the compatibility 
with the common opinion that Mary had previously made a 
vow of virginity.13 The Virgin, therefore, could have married, 
without any fear of being unfaithful to the first vow, since she 
was “divinely” inspired that Joseph would have respected 
her virginity.
 The Franciscans, in the context of this discussion, 
developed a concept which had been advocated by Peter 
Lombard, according to which it is the consent that constitutes 
marriage and not copula carnalis (carnal copulation). It 
was Duns Scotus who gave importance to this aspect in a 
significant way, offering a juridical more than a theological 
interpretation of it. Taking into consideration the background 
of the question of poverty, which was so important and 
delicate for the Franciscans, he makes use of the juridical 
concepts of dominium and usum, as they had been defined 
by Nicholas III in the bulla Exiit qui seminat (1279), where 
the Pope wanted to clarify some difficulties in the Rule 
regarding the refusal of property, and where he specified that 
the friars minor had the consent to make use of things, but 
that their property belonged to the Apostolic See.
 Scotus affirms that marriage determines a reciprocal 
power upon two bodies, which does not necessarily imply 
the carnal act of copulation. Joseph possessed dominion over 
the body of the Virgin, but he did not have the right to make 
use of it.
 Regarding such a solution we can certainly state 
that this is an application of a mediaeval schema which was 
in no way capable of considering the socio-cultural context 
in which the marriage between Mary and Joseph took place. 
However the sentence of Duns Scotus, although it cannot 
be accepted with our contemporary knowledge, represents 
a development in the theology of Saint Joseph, who is 
presented as a man who is eminently relational, who consents 
to the divine project and who is thus active in assuming the 
role to which God has predestined him in the mystery of the 
Incarnation: Joseph has every reason to be father of Christ 
and spouse of the Mother of God.
 Another aspect relating to the matter, which helps us 
to make a particular Franciscan interpretation of the fact, in 
the sign of the humanity of Joseph and of an anthropologically 

efficacious reclaiming of the image of the Saint – even upon 
the pastoral level – is that of the interpretation of his eventual 
suspicions and fear in front of the unexpected pregnancy of 
Mary (cf. Mt 1:18-21).
 Regarding the hesitancy of Joseph, the Franciscans, 
in general, indicated three possibilities of interpretation. 
According to some, who depend especially upon Augustine 
and Justin, Joseph who was not aware of the mystery that 
was to take place in the Virgin, when he knew that she was 
pregnant, would have decided to separate himself from her 
since he suspected her of adultery. Others, instead, admit that 
he was aware of the mystery, and therefore insist upon the 
reverential fear of Joseph who would have taken the decision 
to send his wife away in secret, driven by a sense of humility 
and indignity with regards to her and the Child of whom he 
would have become a father. Others think that, although he 
was not aware of the divine maternity of Mary, Joseph would 
have nurtured such a great esteem for her sanctity that he 
wanted to send her away secretly in order to suspend any 
judgement regarding her.
 The various alternative readings proposed give us 
the idea of the richness of the Franciscan reflection upon 
the spouse of the Virgin. Whatever plausible hypothesis is 
accepted, the Minors do not consider the difficulty regarding 
Joseph as a sense of embarrassment: they rather agree on 
the opportunity to meditate once more upon the event on a 
pastoral level, offering a more realistic and credible vision 
according to which the passage for doubt would constitute a 
significant moment of the interior progress in the following 
of the Gospel.
 The Spiritual Peter John Olivi, upon whom we will 
return later on, seems to gather an echo of the eschatological 
progressive perspective of Joachim of Fiore, when he 
synthesises the three hypotheses that we have mentioned 
above in an itinerary of maturation of the man Joseph in front 
of the Gospel, an itinerary that develops through suspicion, 
humility and interior anguish of heart.
 In the context of this synthesis and general 
panorama on the Franciscan approach  to the figure of Joseph 
of Nazareth, it is important to present a very brief reference 
to the liturgical aspect of the devotion towards this Saint: 
in order to give witness to the importance of the traditional 
belief, even though it has not been proved by first-hand 
sources, that in the General Chapter of Assisi in 1399, the 
cult of Saint Joseph was officially assumed by the Order.14

 During that time the only other Order that had 
instituted the feast of Saint Joseph with the obligation to 
celebrate it for all its members was that of the Servites, on 
1st May 1324. During the course of time the cult of Saint 
Joseph experienced a greater development, particularly 
among the Observants, and it was a Franciscan Pope, the 
Conventual Sixtus IV, who introduced in 1479 the feast of 
19th March in the Roman Breviary and Missal, even though 
he limited the celebration to the city of Rome. There is no 
doubt: the Franciscans, along the centuries, have played their 
part in the development and diffusion – through theological 
reflection and preaching – of the presence of Saint Joseph in 
the Church.15

 Which model, therefore, from the very beginning 
did Joseph incarnate for the Franciscans? In general, in the 
light of what has emerged up till now, we can affirm that he 
has been an exemplary man for his devotion and dedication 
to Christ and to the Virgin and in relation to the three virtues 
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that the Minors have cherished: poverty, humility and 
obedience. We have to answer this question, however, by 
resting our attention on some authors, and choosing among 
them those contributions that can suggest to us the Franciscan 
perception of the peculiar role through which Saint Joseph 
entered effectively in the mystery of the Incarnation: namely 
that of being father of the Son of God.

To be continued….

NOTES

1 T. Matura, Francesco, un altro volto. Il messaggio dei 
suoi scritti, Milano 2001, 69-70. In the writings Francis uses 92 
times the name “Father”, besides calling God “Out Father” 8 times. 
In the Office of the Passion, the name “Father” is placed 26 times 
on the lips of Jesus who prays to the Father.
2  2LtF 4 (FAED I, 46).
3  ER 23,1.3 (FAED I, 81-82).
4  LR 6,7-8 (FAED I, 103).
5  2C 3 (FAED II, 241-242).
6  CA 93 (FAED II, 196). 
7  2C 12 (FAED II, 251).
8  P. Payan, Joseph. Une image de la paternité dans 
l’Occident médiéval, Paris 2006, 75: “Ce sont des ‘custodes’ qui 
dirigent les convents franciscains, et cette terminologie peut faire 
penser au rôle de Joseph, nourricier et serviteur de la Vierge et de 
l’Enfant.”
9  1C 84-86 (FAED I, 254-257).
10  LMj 10,7 (FAED II, 610-611).
11  S. De Fiores, Giuseppe, in Nuovo Dizionario di 
Mariologia, a cura di S. De Fiores – S. Meo, Cinisello Balsamo 
1986, 647: “The dependence from Mariology has drawn the treatises 
on Saint Joseph on two hurdles, which they have not always known 
how to avoid: the foundation of the entire doctrinal edifice on the 
prerogative of “spouse of Mary” and the attribution to Joseph of all 
te privileges of the Virgin, not excluding the immaculate conception 
and the bodily resurrection. This placing of Joseph on the same 
level as the Virgin has the risk to deviate attention from the most 
fundamental perspective, which is the Christological perspective, 
and to hide the originality of the vocation and charism of the saint.” 
S. Payan, Joseph, 72.
12  A. Dordoni, Per la storia della devozione a san 
Giuseppe: indicazioni di metodo e linee di ricerca, 1996, 331-332.
13  Payan, Joseph, 81ff. For a more precise description of 
the question, cfr. J.R. Sanabria, San José en Duns Scoto y sus 
discípulos, in San Giuseppe nei primi quindici secoli della Chiesa, 
Roma 1971, 320ff. In p. 326 the author states: “The entire difficulty 
and the question of the marriage of the parents of Christ regards 
reconciling marriage with the vow of virginity: in hoc non stat 
difficultas quaestionis, sed in isto quomodo verum matrimonium 
stat cum voto virginitatis.”
14  This thesis was first presented by Wadding. Cf. B. 
Burkey, The Feast of Saint Joseph: a Franciscan Bequest, in San 
Giuseppe nei primi quindici secoli, 569-651, esp. 651: “What effect 
the Chapter’s decree had remains a mystery. Father Gauthier has 
examined many manuscript copies of Franciscan liturgical books in 
libraries all over Europe. And for the period from 1399 up till well 
past the middle of the 15th century he has found no original mention 

of the Feast of St. Joseph in any of the calendars.”
15  If the feast of Saint Joseph was introduced in the Roman 
calendar in 1479 by a Franciscan Pope, then it is no wonder that 
the devotion to Saint Joseph in the island of Malta was linked 
from the very beginning to the Franciscan presence in the island. It 
was in 1508 that the Jurati of Mdina established the feast of Saint 
Joseph as a holiday of obligation. One of the founders of the first 
Franciscan friary in Malta, the Observant Marjanu Hakim, brother 
of the Jurat Giacomo Hakim, hailed from Rabat of Mdina, where the 
Observants established the friary and church of Saint Mary of Jesus 
in 1494. It is in this church that the oldest devotion to Saint Joseph 
in the Maltese islands is to be found, developed subsequently by the 
Confraternity of Saint Joseph, linked to the same church and friary, 
whose first statutes date from the early 17th century. The role of 
the Franciscan Observant friars in Malta in establishing this ancient 
devotion is nowadays an established fact. Suppostions of an older 
cult from the 14th century in Malta are not only undocumented, but 
they make no sense at all without the presence of the Franciscans, 
who were truly the ones who spread the devotion of Saint Joseph 
in the Church already in that century, but whose arrival in Malta is 
only documented at the end of the 15th century. Cf. G. Aquilina – 
S. Fiorini, The Origin of Franciscanism in Late Medieval Malta, 
Edizzjoni TAU, Malta 1995.
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Abbreviations
Writings of St. Francis 
Adm Admonitiones. 
CantAudPov  Cantico Audite Poverelle. 
CantSol Canticum fratris Solis. 
LaudDei Laudes Dei Altissimi. 
BenLeo Benedictio fratri Leoni data. 
EpAnt Epistola ad sanctum Antonium. 
EpCler I Epistola ad Clericos (Redactio prior). 
EpCler II  Epistola ad Clericos (Red. posterior). 
EpCust I  Epistola ad Custodes I. 
EpCust II  Epistola ad Custodes II. 
EpFid I Epistola ad Fideles I. 
EpFid II Epistola ad Fideles II. 
EpLeo Epostola ad fratrem Leonem. 
EpMin Epistola ad Ministrum. 
EpOrd Epistola toti Ordini missa. 
EpRect Epistola ad populorum rectores. 
ExhLD Exhortatio ad Laudem Dei. 
ExpPat Expositio in Pater noster. 
FormViv  Forma vivendi sanctae Clarae data. 
Fragm Fragmenta alterius RegulaeNB. 
LaudHor  Laudes ad omnes horas dicendae. 
OffPass Officium Passionis Domini. 
OrCruc Oratio ante crucifixum. 
RegB Regula bullata. 
RegNB Regula non bullata. 
RegEr Regula pro eremitoriis data. 
SalBMV  Salutatio beatae Mariae Virginis. 
SalVirt Salutatio virtutum. 
Test Testamentum. 
UltVol Ultima voluntas S. Clarae scripta. 

Sources for the Life of St. Francis 
1C Tommaso da Celano, Vita Sancti Francisci. 
LCh  Celano, Legenda ad usum chori. 
2C Celano, Memoriale in Desiderio Animae. 
3C Celano, Tractatus de Miraculis S. Francisci. 
LJS  Julian of Speyer, Vita Sancti Francisci. 
OR Officium Rhythmicum S. Francisci. 
AP Anonimo Perugino. 
L3C  Leggenda dei Tre Compagni. 
CA Compilatio Assisiensis. 
LMj  S. Bonaventura, Legenda Maior S. Francisci. 
LMn  S. Bonaventura, Legenda minor S. Francisci. 
SP Speculum Perfectionis. 
SC Sacrum Commercium S. Francisci. 
ABF  Actus Beati Francisci et Sociorum Eius. 
Fior  Fioretti di San Francesco. 

Sources for the Life of St. Clare 

BlCl  Blessing of St. Clare. 
1-4LAg  Letters to St. Agnes of Prague.. 
LCl  Legend of St. Clare. 
PC  Acts of the Process of Canonization. 
PrPov  Privilege of Poverty. 
RegCl  Rule of St. Clare. 
TestCl  Testament of St. Clare.  

Brothers living in Libya 
and Syria

“Dear Brothers, 
May the Lord give you peace! 

Today, February 2, is the day of Consecrated Life and our 
thoughts go to all Consecrated Persons, especially those who 
have professed the form of life that our Father St. Francis has 
handed down to us. As we give thanks to the Lord on this day 
for calling us to embrace the Franciscan life and supporting us 
in this holy resolve, we welcome the invitation of the Church to 
renew our consecration to the One whom we have promised to 
follow “more closely” (cf. GGCC 5.2); whom we ardently desire 
to discover as the EVERYTHING in our lives as St. Francis did 
(cf. PrGod, 4); and whom we confess to be “the fullness of Good, 
Every Good, All Good, and the True and Supreme Good” (Rnb 
23.9). 

In front of the tomb of the Apostle Peter, where I will have the 
grace to concelebrate with the Holy Father, I will pray for all of 
you, my dear brothers, that you may continue “to be strengthened 
in His holy service, which you have undertaken with ardent 
desire” (1LtrAg 32); “to progress from good to better, from 
virtue to virtue” (1LtrAg 32); and cling “to Him with all your 
heart” (4LtrAg 9.11). Pray also for me, so that with you, I may 
reach the same goal to which we are all called. 
My thoughts and prayers today go especially to the brothers who 
work and witness to the Libya, and Egypt. Through the news 
in hand, the brothers who live in these countries are physically 
well, but the situation they are going through is very difficult, 
especially in Libya and Syria. God forbid, but we are expecting 
very difficult times ahead in these areas.
 
The decision of the brothers to remain in these countries, burdened 
by the threats some are receiving, is a clear manifestation of their 
love for both Jesus and the poor. Their witness is compelling 
and appealing to us all. As I show them on behalf of the Order 
immense gratitude for this service in difficult areas of mission, 
I also assure them the prayers of us all. Besides, you are not 
alone, my dear brothers. Although we are brothers scattered 
throughout the world, we are all with you. especially Jesus, who 
will not forsake you. To you I say what the Seraphic Father said 
to his sons, “Trust in God and He will take care of you.” Also, in 
the words of Blessed Juniper Serra, a missionary and apostle of 
California, whose 3rd centenary birthday we are celebrating this 
year, I say to you, GO FORWARD, ALWAYS FORWARD! 

Dear brothers, pray for peace and reconciliation in these 
countries and around the world. Let us pray for our brothers in 
Libya, Syria, and Egypt. May the Lord be their Shelter, Guard, 
and Defender (cf. PrGod 4.5)! 

May the blessing of our Father, St. Francis, which I cordially 
impart to you, accompany you all.

Fr. José Rodríguez Carballo ofm
Minister General
Message for the day of Consecrated Life
2nd February 2013
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