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 Syria is in the midst of a full-blown civil war. During the last months 
we have witnessed a frightening escalation of hostilities, with thousands 
of innocent civilians killed or wounded, and up to two million displaced 
persons who have fled over the borders to neighbouring Turkey, Lebanon 
and Jordan, creating a humanitarian crisis that will spill over beyond the 
region into Europe with thousands more trying to cross the Mediterranean to 
Cyprus, Greece, Malta and Italy.
 Although the media coverage of the conflict is very well done, few 
of us have a clear idea of what is actually taking place. Unfortunately the 
media reports are of service to the political establishment which is fairly 
split up into two separate parties, namely the United States and its European, 
Turkish and Arab allies, who want to bring about at all costs an end to the 
brutal regime of Bashar al-Assad, and Russia together with Iran and other 
factions, like Hezbollah in Lebanon, who resolutely want Bashar al-Assad 
to stay on. This, however, is only a very general view of the entire picture, 
which is much more complicated.
 Syria has been in the hands of the Assad regime ever since the 
ascent to power of Hafez al-Assad, Bashar’s father, in 1971. The Assad 
regime comes from the Alawite minority, which is a sect of Shi-ite Muslims 
as opposed to the Sunni Muslim majority which is now organising the 
opposition to the regime. The Shi-ites are backed by Iran and Hezbollah, 
while the Sunnis are backed by Saudi Arabia and Turkey.
 Few know, however, that Syria is also home to a minority Christian 
population, made up of mainly Orthodox Churches (Syrian Orthodox, Greek 
Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox) and the Latin (Catholic) Church. Syria is a 
cradle of Christianity. The remains of churches dating from the 4th century, 
particularly the famous ruins of the church of Saint Symeon the Stylite, the 
Christian village of Ma’loula, where Aramaic is still spoken, and the Marian 
shrine of Seidnaya above Damascus, are a proof of the ancient origin of 
Christianity before the region was invaded by the Muslims in the 7th century.
 The Latins or Catholics in Syria are a tiny minority, centred around 
the parishes of Bab Touma and Salhieh in Damascus, the Memorial of Saint 
Paul also in Damascus, the parish of Aleppo, that of Lattakiah, and the three 
Christian villages of the Orontes river valley, namely Knayeh, Yacoubieh 
and Ghassanieh. The pastoral care of these Catholics has been entrusted for 
centuries to the Franciscans of the Custody of the Holy Land and the Vicar 
Apostolic who resides in Aleppo is a Franciscan friar.
 For decades Christians have been tolerated in Syria and they had 
freedom of worship, including under the Assad regime. Those days are 
now over. The opposition forces supposedly fighting against the regime are 
not organised, but they have been infiltrated with Islamic fundamentalist 
elements from Al-Qaeda, whose aim is not only that of toppling the Assad 
regime, but of destroying the social and religious framework of Syria, 
including the destruction of the Alawite and Christian minorities.
 It is a pity that western nations do not seem to be aware of this 
grave danger. Many acts of violence have been carried out against Christians 
in these last months, with the occupation of Ma’loula, the destruction of 
the friary of Ghassanieh, the killing and abduction of priests and monks. 
The extremists are taking advantage of the chaotic situation to increase their 
pressure upon Christians to leave and thus wipe Christianity off the face 
of Syria. It is high time that the secular West wakes up to this danger and 
embarks upon the defence of the local Syrian Christian population, including 
the Franciscan friars. Time is running out. The danger could well arrive at 
Europe’s own doorstep, and it will show no respect to Europe’s boast in 
secularism and laïcité to the detriment of Christianity that has shaped its 
very being since the dawn of time.  

Noel Muscat ofm

Editorial  

Quarterly journal of   
Franciscan culture published   
since April 1986. 

Layout: 
John Abela ofm 
Computer Setting: 
Raymond Camilleri ofm  

Available at: 
http://www.i-tau.com 

All original material is 
Copyright © TAU Franciscan  
Communications 2013  

Contents  
• Editorial ..............................2 

• Francis of Assisi
and Islam ...............................3
 
• Franciscan Marian
devotions ...............................9

• Ubertino da Casale............15

• Speco di Sant’Urbano.........17

• Franciscans and the
Crusades...............................21

• Quote ................................23 

2                                                                                                                SPIRIT +  LIFE - October - December 2013



Franciscan Culture  

2013 October - December  -  SPIRIT +LIFE     3  

 After the oral approval of the forma vitae by 
Innocent III in 1209, Francis and his first companions 
dedicated themselves to preaching in central Italy, and 
began to embark upon expeditions to more distant 
regions. What did they preach? They certainly preached 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ, but not in its doctrinal 
aspects. Since they were laymen, they could only 
carry out a penitential form of preaching, namely an 
invitation to conversion,1 to the changing of mentality 
and to entrusting oneself to the salvation of the cross; in 
other words, to change one’s life, to follow the virtues, 
to love.
 Historians are in agreement regarding the 
centrality of the preaching of peace of the first 
Franciscans, particularly in the midst of the parties 
that were dividing the towns in their internal social 
framework as well as encouraging wars between city-
states, particularly in the communes of central and 
northern Italy.2 Such an agreement among historians is 
not to be found within the framework of the relations 
between Francis and the Muslim world.
 Francis attempted more than once to go to the 
lands of Islam. According to the Vita beati Francisci 
of Thomas of Celano, first biographer of the saint in 
1229, towards 1221-12 Francis boarded a vessel to go 
to Syria, but the winds carried the ship in Dalmatia, 
from where Francis had to return to Ancona.3 In 1212-
13 Francis had tried to go to Spain in order to cross 
over to Morocco, but he was stopped along the journey 
by an illness and had to return to the Portiuncula.4

 Why did Francis wish to meet the Muslims? 
Regarding the first attempt of Francis to go to Syria, 
Thomas of Celano says sacri martyrii desiderio.5 The 
motivation is repeated by other Franciscan Sources 
of the 13th century, and is finally expressed by Dante: 
“…per la sete del martiro / nella presenza del Soldan 
superba / predicò Cristo e l’altri che ’l seguiro 
(Paradiso XI, 100-102).
 There had been friars minor who were 
martyred in the lands of Islam, particularly the first five 

Franciscan martyrs killed in Morocco on 16th January 
1220.6 However, the date of their martyrdom came 
some months later than the journey of Francis in Egypt, 
and it is interesting that the chapter of the Regula non 
bullata (1221) regarding preaching among the Muslims 
counsels the friars to assume a very prudent attitude, 
which is very different from the “search for martyrdom”, 
even though such an aim cannot be entirely excluded in 
the vision of an evangelizer. Brother Jordan of Giano, 
writing his Chronica around 1262, briefly records the 
five brothers martirio coronati,7 but he immediately 
adds a significant comment by Francis, in order to 
show that the saint did not intend to celebrate such an 
achievement in a great way:
 “When the life and history of these 
aforementioned martyrs were brought to Blessed 
Francis, hearing that he himself was praised in them 
and seeing that the other brothers were taking pride in 
the sufferings of these brothers, in as much as he held 
himself in the greatest contempt and despised praise 
and glory, he spurned the accounts and forbade them to 
be read, and said: ‘Everyone should glory in his own 
suffering and not in that of another.’  And thus this whole 
first mission was brought to naught, probably because 
the time had not yet come for sending brothers out, 
since the time for everything is under the providence 
of heaven.”8

 Francis finally succeeded to go to the lands of 
Islam in 1219, in a moment of conflict in the relations 
between Christians and Muslims, since at that time 
the Fifth Crusade was underway, particularly between 
1217 and 1221, with the aim of regaining Jerusalem 
that had been conquered by Saladin in 1187. Palestine 
belonged to the Sultan of Egypt Malik al-Kamil 
(nephew of Saladin in 1218, when the Crusade had 
already started). In this way the military expedition 
was directed against Egypt, concentrating the forces 
particularly around Damietta. The Christian leaders 
were the titular king of Jerusalem, Jean de Brienne, 
the king of Hungary Andrew II, the duke of Austria 

FRANCIS OF ASSISI 
AND ISLAM

Alfonso Marini

Excerpts from the study by Alfonso Marini, Storia contestata: Francesco d’Assisi e l’Islam, in Franciscana. 
Bollettino della Società internazionale di studi francescani, XIV (2012), Fondazione Centro Italiano di 
Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, Spoleto 2012, 1-54.
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Leopold VI of Babenberg, but the greatest decisional 
role was played by the papal legate, cardinal Pelagius 
Galvao.9

 In June 1219 Francis left from the port of 
Ancona, and after some weeks arrived in Damietta. 
On 29th August 1219 the Crusaders suffered a defeat, 
but in November they conquered Damietta. Malik al-
Kamil proposed a truce, but the papal legate Pelagius 
refused it. He wanted an armed conflict, and in this 
way he entered into disagreement with both the Grand 
Master of the Temple and with Jean de Brienne. On 21st 
August 1221 his intransigent position led to the defeat 
of the Crusades and to the end of the same Crusade.
 In this climate of war Francis went to Sultan 
Malik al-Kamil during the truce between the defeat of 
the Crusaders on 29th August 1219 and their victory 
in November. He went disarmed into enemy territory, 
was captured by the guards of the Sultan and was taken 
to his presence, after his explicit request. Jacques de 
Vitry, bishop of Saint Jean d’Acre, narrates the episode 
in a letter that he wrote in the spring of 1220 and sent 
to Pope Honorius III:
 “The head of these brothers, who also founded 
the Order, came into our camp. He was so inflamed 
with zeal for the faith that he did not fear to cross the 
lines of the army of our enemy. For several days he 
preached the Word of God to the Saracens and made a 
little progress. The Sultan, the ruler of Egypt, privately 
asked him to pray to the Lord for him, so that he might 
be inspired by God to adhere to that religion which 
most pleased God.”10

 One should note that Jacques was impressed 
by the episode, but without noting any apologetical 
intentions on the part of Francis. Indeed he did not 
know Francis, to the point that he did not even know 
his name, or at least he did not even quote him.11 There 
is also an Arabic source that confirms the presence of 
a Christian “monk” (râhib) who went in the presence 
of the Sultan and who entered into a discussion with 
an Egyptian sage, who was the spiritual director and 
counselor of al-Kamil. The sage was called Fakhr ad-
din al Fârisî and the source is his own biography or 
epitaph. The râhib is not mentioned by name, but the 
source defines the meeting as “a most famous story”,12 
even though, besides this hint, the episode has not left 
any other trace in other Arabic sources that are known 
today. Tolan notes that this testimony could also refer 
to other different episodes.13 The meeting between 
Francis and the Sultan has instead found a vast echo 
in Christian sources contemporary to the event. These 
underline its exceptional nature, although they offer 
accentuations which are not uniform.
 Jacques de Vitry describes again this meeting 

later on in his Historia occidentalis, written maybe 
already before the end of 1221:
 “We have seen the founder and master of this 
Order, Brother Francis, a simple, uneducated man 
beloved by God and man, whom all the others obey 
as their highest superior. He was so moved by spiritual 
fervour and exhilaration that, after he reached the army 
of Christians before Damietta in Egypt, he boldly set 
out for the camp of the Sultan of Egypt, fortified only 
with the shield of faith. When the Saracens captured 
him on the road, he said: ‘I am a Christian. Take me 
to your master.’ They dragged him before the Sultan. 
When that cruel beast saw Francis, he recognised 
him as a man of God and changed his attitude into 
one of gentleness, and for some days he listened very 
attentively to Francis as he preached the faith of Christ 
to him and his followers. But ultimately, fearing that 
some of his soldiers would be converted to the Lord by 
the efficacy of his words and pass over to the Christian 
army, he ordered that Francis be returned to our camp 
with all reverence and security. At the end he said to 
Francis: ‘Pray for me, that God may deign to reveal 
to me the law and the faith which is more pleasing to 
Him.’”14

 Various other chroniclers of the Crusade speak 
about this event. They take the information regarding 
the meeting of Francis with the Sultan one from the 
other. The first among them, and a contemporary of 
Saint Francis, is Ernoul, who lived for many years in 
the Orient and was an eyewitness of the Fifth Crusade. 
In his account he also does not mention Francis by 
name:
 “Now I am going to tell you about two clerics 
who were among the host at Damietta. They went 
before the Cardinal, saying that they wished to go to 
preach to the Sultan, but that they did not want to do 
this without his leave. The Cardinal told them that as 
far as he was concerned, they would go there neither 
with his blessing nor under his orders, for he would 
never want to give them permission to go to a place 
where they would only be killed. For he knew well that 
if they went there, they would never come back. But 
they responded that, if they were to go there, he would 
have no blame, because he had not commanded them, 
but only allowed them to go.
 And thus they begged the Cardinal insistently. 
When he saw that they were firm in their resolve, he 
told them: ‘Sirs, I do not know what is in your hearts 
or in your thoughts, whether these be good or evil, but 
if you do go, see that your heart and your thoughts are 
always turned to the Lord God’ […] Then the cardinal 
said it was indeed good for them to go if they wished, 
but that they were not to let anyone think that he had 
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sent them.
 And so the two clerics left the Christian camp 
and headed towards that of the Saracens. When the 
Saracen sentinels saw them coming they thought that 
they were messengers or perhaps had come to renounce 
their faith. When they met them, they seized them and 
led them to the Sultan.
 When they were brought into his presence, 
they greeted him. The Sultan returned their greeting 
and then asked if they wished to become Saracens or 
perhaps had come with some message. They responded 
that they never would want to become Muslims, but 
that they had come to him as messengers on behalf of 
the Lord God, that he might turn his soul to God. ‘If 
you wish to believe us,’ [they said], ‘we will hand over 
your soul to God, because we are telling you in all truth 
that if you die in the law which you now profess, you 
will be lost and God will not possess your soul. It is for 
this reason that we have come. But if you will give us a 
hearing and try to understand us, we will demonstrate 
to you with convincing reasons, in the presence of the 
most learned teachers of your realm, if you wish to 
assemble them, that your law is false.’
 The Sultan responded that he had archbishops, 
bishops, and good clergy of his law, and that he could not 
listen to what they had to say except in their presence. 
‘Very well,’ responded the clerics, ‘order them here, 
and I few cannot demonstrate with solid arguments 
that what we tell you is true, that your law is false – 
that is, if you are willing to listen and understand – then 
you can have our heads cut off.’ So the Sultan ordered 
them to join him in his tent. And so some of the highest 
nobles and wisest men of his land and the two clerics 
were gathered together.
 When they had all assembled, the Sultan 
explained the reason why he had called them together 
and brought them into his presence, and what the two 
clerics had said, and the purpose they had in coming to 
his court. But they answered him: ‘Lord, you are the 
sword of the law: you have the duty to maintain and 
defend it. We command you, in the name of God and 
of Mohammed, who has given us the law, to cut off 
their heads here and now, for we do no want to listen to 
anything they have to say…’
 Having said this, they took their leave and 
departed, without wanting to hear another word. 
There remained only the Sultan and the two clerics. 
Then the Sultan said to them: “My lords, they have 
told me that in the name of God and of the law that 
I should have your heads chopped off, because it is 
so prescribed. But I am going to act against the law, 
because I am never going to condemn you to death. 
For that would be an evil reward for me to bestow on 

you, who conscientiously risked death in order to save 
my soul for God.’ After saying this, the Sultan said 
that he wished they would remain with him, and that 
he would give them vast lands and many possessions. 
But they replied that they did not want to stay, from 
the moment they saw that he did not want to listen to 
them or understand their message, and that they would 
like to return to the Christian camp, if he would permit 
them.
 The Sultan replied that he would gladly have 
them returned safe and sound to the Christian camp. 
Furthermore, he brought great quantities of gold, silver, 
and silk garments and invited them to take whatever 
they wanted. They said that they would not have taken 
anything once they saw they could not obtain his soul 
for the Lord God, for they considered this the most 
precious thing they could give to God, rather than 
the possession of vast treasure. They said it would be 
sufficient if he would give them something to eat, and 
then they would be on their way, since they could not 
accomplish anything else there. The Sultan gave them 
plenty of food to eat, whereupon they took their leave 
of him, and he had them escorted safely back to the 
Christian army.”15

 As we have seen, in front of this affirmation by 
Francis, the Sultan called his “archevesques et vesques 
et bons clers” to the discussion. They answered that on 
the basis of the law of God and Mohammed, of whom 
the Sultan kept the sword, the two Christians had to be 
beheaded, since it was not licit “parler contre le loi.” 
Then they left the meeting. The Sultan informed the 
two clerics regarding what had happened, offered them 
lands and lavish gifts, which they refused. “Li soudans 
lor fist donner à mangier assés, si present congie au 
Soudan et il les fist conduire salvement dusqu’à l’ost 
des Crestiens.”16

 The sources coming from the pen of Franciscans 
are successive. The oldest source, dated 1229, is 
contemporary to the Chronicle of the Crusade by 
Ernoul. Thomas of Celano in the Vita sancti Francisci 
offers a brief account, inserting in it an element that 
is lacking in the four preceding sources, namely the 
violence of the Muslim guards upon Francis and his 
companion, who were captured. In this way Celano 
is contributing to underline the theme of martyrdom, 
which Francis was risking to experience:
 “Now in the thirteenth year of his conversion, 
he journeyed to the region of Syria, while bitter and 
long battles were being waged daily between Christians 
and pagans. Taking a companion with him, he was not 
afraid to present himself to the sight of the Sultan of 
the Saracens. Who is equal to the task of telling this 
story? What great firmness he showed standing in 
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front of him! With great strength of soul he spoke to 
him, with eloquence and confidence he answered those 
who insulted the Christian law. Before he reached 
the Sultan, he was captured by soldiers, insulted and 
beaten, but was not afraid. He did not flinch at threats 
of torture nor was he shaken by death threats. Although 
he was ill-treated by many with a hostile spirit and a 
harsh attitude, he was received very graciously by 
the Sultan. The Sultan honoured him as much as he 
could, offering him many gifts, trying to turn his mind 
to worldly riches. But when he saw that he resolutely 
scorned all these things like dung, the Sultan was 
overflowing with admiration and recognised him as a 
man unlike any other. He was moved by his words and 
listened to him very willingly.”17

 These are the witnesses of the most ancient 
among the sources that speak of the encounter with 
Francis with the Sultan. The successive sources are a re-
elaboration in various ways of the same material. I think 
that the events we have examined show that Francis 
had a great desire to go among the Muslims in order 
to preach the Gospel, without wanting to attribute to 
this will an exasperated search for martyrdom.18 In this 
desire we cannot exclude the search for an encounter. 
The Muslim response seems very encouraging on the 
human level, and probably we should not believe the 
episode of the violence of the guards, which is only 
present in Thomas of Celano, where it appears to be 
an evident hagiographic and rhetorical amplification, 
whereas it is absent even in the Historia Occidentalis 
of Jacques de Vitry, who nevertheless qualifies the 
Sultan as a “bestia crudelis”. Instead, the Sultan – and 
on this fact all the sources, including Celano, are in 
agreement – welcomed Francis and his companion 
with a benevolent attitude, and he considered them as 
two “monks” (the râhib of the Muslim sources), as two 
men of God. The Sultan listened to them and let them 
go free offering them many gifts. We cannot exclude 
that some members of his court reacted negatively 
in front of the evangelizing words of Saint Francis, 
even though probably the saint did not attack directly 
Mohammed. These are considerations that we cannot 
develop further, if we are to base our arguments on the 
sources we have at our disposal.19

 The account given by Bonaventure20 is of a 
later date, and it introduces the proposal of Francis 
regarding the trial by fire, to which the Muslim sages 
were to expose themselves together with him. The 
sages refused such a trial, and the episode is to be 
considered as being highly improbable.21 

NOTES

 1 Poenitentia is the Latin term in the Vulgate which translates the 
Greek term metánoia.
2  In 1222 Thomas of Split, who later on became bishop of 
this town – in order to quote a non-Franciscan author – heard Francis 
preaching in Bologna and left us his own testimony of the event in 
the Historia pontificum Salonitanorum et Spalatensium, in 1226 (ed. 
Heinemann, in MGH Scriptores XXIX, 580, quoted also in L. Lemmens, 
Testimonia minora saeculi XIII de S. Francisco Assisiensi, Ad Claras 
Aquas, 1926, 10): “Tota vero verborum eius discurrebat materies ad 
extinguendas inimicitias et ad pacis foedera reformanda. Sordidus erat 
habitus, persona contemptibilis et facies indecora, sed tantum (sic) Deus 
verbis illius contulit efficaciam, ut multae tribus nobilium, inter quos 
antiquarum inimicitiarum furor immanis multa sanguis effusione fuerat 
debachatus, ad pacis consilium reducerentur.”
3  Fr. Thomae de Celano, Vita prima S. Francisci, 55, in 
Analecta Franciscana X, Quaracchi 1926-1941, 42. 
4  Ibid., 56, p. 43.
5  Ibid., 55, p. 42.
6  P. Rossi, Francescani e islam. I primi cinque martiri, Anghiari 
2001, and especially Dai Protomartiri francescani a sant’Antonio di 
Padova. Atti della giornata di studio (Terni, 11 giugno 2010), Padova 
2011.
7  Chronica fratris Jordani, 7, ed. H. Boehmer, Paris 1908 
(Collection d’études et de documents sur l’histoire religieux et littéraire 
du Moyen Âge, VI), 7.
8  Jordan of Giano, Chronicle, 8, in XIIIth Century Chronicles. 
Jordan of Giano. Thomas of Eccleston. Salimbene degli Adami, 
Translation by Placid Hermann, Franciscan Herald Press, Chicago 1961, 
24. Latin text in Chronica fratris Jordani, cit., 8, p. 7: “Cum autem 
fratrum predictorum martirium, vita et legenda ad beatum Franciscum 
delata fuisset, audiens se in ea commendari et videns fratres de eorum 
passione gloriari, cum esset sui ipsius maximus contemptor et laudis 
et glorie aspernator, legendam respuit et eam legi prohibuit dicens: 
‘Unusquisque de sua et non de aliena passione glorietur.’ Et ita tota illa 
prima missio, quia forte tempus mittendi adhuc non venerat, cum omnis 
rei tempus sit sub celo, ad nichilum est deducta.”
9  Pelagius Galvani, O.S.B., was cardinal deacon of Santa Lucia 
from 1205, subsequently passing on to the title of Santa Cecilia from 
1210, and finally bishop of Albano from 1213. He died in 1232, cfr. K. 
Eubel, Hierarchia catholica Medii Aevi, I, Munich 19132, 4. Besides the 
classic work by S. Runciman, A History of the Crusaders, 3 volumes, 
London, Cambridge University Press, 1951, 1954, Italian edition, Storia 
delle crociate, 2 volumes, Torino 1966 (for the V Crusade, ed. 1994, vol. 
II, 800-831); and – among the most recent publications – J. Flori, Les 
croisades, Paris 2001 (it. Le crociate, Bologna 2003, for the V Crusade, 
64-65) and A. Demurger, Croisades et croisés au Moyen Âge, Paris 2006, 
consult also the detailed study by G. Ligato, La crociata a Damietta tra 
legato papale, profezie e strategie, in San Francesco e il sultano. Atti 
della giornata di studio (Biblioteca Francescana ‘Stanza delle Laudi’, 
Firenze, 25 settembre 2010), in Studi Francescani, 108 (2011) 427-476.
10  English text in FAED I, 581. Lettres de Jacques de Vitry 
(1160/1170-1240) évéque de Saint Jean d’Acre, ed. R.B.C. Huygens, 
Leiden 1960, Littera VI, 1336-157, especially 132-133: “Magister 
vero illorum, qui ordinem illum instituit, cum venisset in exercitum 
nostrum, zelo fidei accensus ad exercitum hostium nostrorum pertransire 
non timuit et cum aliquot diebus Sarracenis verbum Dei predicasset, 
modicum profecit. Soldanus autem, rex Egypti, ab eo secreto petiit ut 
pro se Domino supplicaret quatinus religioni, que magis Deo placeret, 
divinitus inspiratus adhereret.” Letter VI was sent also to Master Jean de 
Nivelles and to the abbess of the monastery of Aywières.
11  The phrase “frater Franciscus nominatur, qui adeo amabilis est, 
ut ab omnibus hominibus veneretur”, placed immediately after “Magister 
vero illorum Fratrum” and quoted by L. Lemmens, Testimonia minora 
saeculi XIII de S. Francisco Assisiensi, Ad Claras Aquas – Florence 
1926, 80, is an interpolation.
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12  Cfr. F. Gabrieli, San Francesco e l’Oriente islamico, in 
Espansione del francescanesimo tra Occidente e Oriente nel secolo XIII. 
Atti del VI Convegno Internazionale (Assisi, 12-14 ottobre 1978), Assisi 
1979, 116-118. The discovery of the Arab source and the identification 
of the râhib with Francis was done by Louis Massignon in 1957. Cfr. 
Gabrieli, San Francesco e l’Oriente islamico, cit. 121. The inscription 
and translation is slightly different in Tolan, Il santo dal sultano. 
L’incontro di Francesco d’Assisi e l’Islam, Roma – Bari 2009, 319: Fakhr 
al-Din al-Fârisi, “hikâya mashhûra” = a memorable adventure. Vauchez, 
Francesco d’Assisi. Tra storia e memoria, Torino 2010, 95: “disponiamo 
della testimonianza di un autore arabo del secolo XV, Ibn al-Zayyat, 
che rammenta una epigrafe trovata sulla tomba del grande mistico Fakr 
al-Din, consigliere spirituale di al-Kamil, che si poteva allora vedere al 
cimitero del Cairo e su cui era scritto: ‘Costui ha una virtù riconosciuta da 
tutti. Celebre la sua avventura con al-Malik al-Kamil e quanto gli capitò a 
causa di un monaco; tutto è assai conosciuto.’”
13  Tolan, Il santo dal sultano, cit. 319. According to him it 
could refer to the Coptic patriarch of Alexandria, “who participated in 
a discussion with erudite Muslims under the presidency of al-Kamil 
in 1221” or to a Coptic faithful who had been tried and condemned to 
death for blasphemy in Cairo in 1209. A. Maalouf, Le crociate viste 
dagli arabi, Torino 1989, dedicates only a brief final note in page 298 to 
the encounter between Francis and the Sultan, and refers to the fact as a 
hypothesis (“Sembra... si dice...”) and affirms that no Arab source gives 
us any hint regarding this episode.
14  English text in FAED I, 584. Jacques de Vitry, Historia 
occidentalis, book II, c. 32, critical edition by J. F. Hinnebusch, The 
Historia Occidentalis of Jacques de Vitry, Fribourg-Switzerland 1972, 
161-162: “Vidimus primum huius ordinis fundatorem et magistrum, 
cui tamquam summo priori suo omnes alii obediunt, virum simplicem 
et illeteratum, dilectum Deo et hominibus, fratrem Francinum 
nominatum, ad tantum ebrietatis excessum et fervorem spiritus raptum 
fuisse, quod, cum ad exercitum christianorum ante Damiatam in terra 
Egypti devenisset, ad soldani Egypti castra intrepidus et fidei clypeo 
communitus accessit. Quem cum in via captum sarraceni tenuissent, 
‘Ego,’ inquit, ‘christianus sum. Ducite me ad dominum vestrum.’ Quem 
cum ante ipsum pertraxissent, videns eum bestia crudelis, in aspectu 
viri Dei in mansuetudinem conversa, per dies aliquot ipsum sibi et suis 
Christi fidem predicantem attentissime audivit. Tandem vero, metuens ne 
aliqui de exercitu suo, verborum eius efficacia ad Dominum conversi, ad 
christianorum exercitum pertransirent, cum omni reverentia et securitate 
ad nostrorum castra reduci precepit, dicens ei in fine: ‘Ora pro me, ut Deus 
legem illam et fidem que magis sibi placet mihi dignetur revelare.’” Cfr. 
Lemmens, Testimonia minora saeculi XIII cit., 82-83; G. Golubovich, 
Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente 
Francescano, I, Quaracchi (Firenze) 1906, 8-10. The text was originally 
quoted in L. Wadding, Annales Minorum seu Trium Ordinum a S. 
Francisco institutorum auctore A. R. P. Luca Waddingo Hiberno, I, Editio 
tertia a c. G. M. Fonseca, Ad Claras Aquas (Quaracchi), prope Florentiam 
1931, 12. I have left the name Francinum given by the editor, but on 
the basis of manuscripts one can read it correctly as Franciscum, cfr. S. 
Brufani, Domenico e Francesco, Predicatori e Minori, in Domenico di 
Calaruega e la nascita dell’Ordine dei Frati Predicatori. Atti del XLI 
Convegno storico internazionale (Todi, 10-12 settembre 2004), Spoleto 
2005, 418.
15  English text in FAED I, 605-607. Chronique d’Ernoul et 
de Bernard le Trésorier, ed. L. De Mas-Latrie, Paris 1871 (Societé 
d’Histoire de France), cap. 37, par. 1-4; G. Golubovich, Biblioteca bio-
bibliografica della Terra Santa, I, cit., 12. The work is dated 1227-29 
and has come down to us in a successive compendium which is the work 
of Bernard the Treasurer, written in ancient French. The text can also 
be found in Italian translation in Fonti Francescane. Nuova Edizione, 
a cura di E. Caroli, Padova 2004, 1469-1471, and in modern French 
in François d’Assise. Écrits, Vies, témoignages, sous la direction de J. 
Dalarun, II, Paris 2010, 3043-3046.
16  Golubovich, Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa, I 
cit., 13; ibid., 13-14 gives us the same account based on the Latin version 
of the work of Bernard the Treasurer, written by the Dominican Pipino 
da Bologna around the year 1320, the Liber de acquisitione Terrae 

Sanctae, published by L. A. Muratori, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, VII, 
Milano 1725, cap. 208, coll. 846-848. The text by Pipino is also present 
in the Fonti Francescane. Nuova edizione, cit., 1471-1472; it does not 
add anything new to what is already present in Ernoul, but insists more 
upon the benevolent consideration of the Sultan (confused with Melek-
Moaddam, called Corradinus, brother of Malik al-Kamil), defining him 
as having a “corde mitis”.
17  English text in FAED I, 231. Latin text in Fr. Thomae de 
Celano, Vita prima S. Francisci, 57, cit. 43-44: “Nam tertiodecimo anno 
conversionis suae, ad partes Syriae pergens, cum quotidie bella inter 
christianos et paganos fortia et dura ingruerent, assumpto secum socio, 
conspectibus Soldani Saracenorm se non timuit praesentare. – Sed quis 
enarrare sufficiat, quanta coram eo mentis constantia consistebat, quanta 
illi virtute animi loquebatur, quanta facundia et fiducia legi christianae 
insultantibus respondebat? Nam primo quam ad Soldanum accederet, 
captus a complicibus, contumeliis affectus, attritus verberibus non terretur, 
comminatis suppliciis non veretur, morte intentata non expavescit. Et 
quidem licet a multis satis hostili animo et mente aversa exprobatus 
fuisset, a Soldano tamen honorifice plurimum est susceptus. Honorabat 
eum prout poterat, et oblatis muneribus multis, ad divitias mundi animum 
eius inflectere conabatur: sed cum vidisset eum strenuissime omnia velut 
stercora contemnentem, admiratione maxima repletus est et quasi virum 
omnibus dissimilem intuebatur eum; permotus est valde verbis eius et 
eum libentissime audiebat.”
18  I am placing an emphasis upon the “exasperated search”, 
without wanting to exclude martyrdom from the vision of Francis, as 
I have already written above. However I insist upon the necessity of 
not concluding that Francis’ “thirst for martyrdom” was indeed as the 
hagiographic sources present it, and much less when we deal with later 
sources that place more emphasis upon the theological aspects of Francis’ 
life and mission, like the Legenda maior sancti Francisci of Bonaventure, 
as is evident in M. Melone, Il desiderio di martirio di Francesco d’Assisi 
nella Legenda maior di Bonaventura da Bagnoregio, in San Francesco e 
il sultano, cit. 509-524. The more convincing position is that of Frugoni, 
Francesco e le terre dei non cristiani, Milano 2012, 13-18, even though 
her summary affirmation seems to me to be too decisive: “Francesco, 
personalmente, non desiderava il martirio” (p. 16). 
19  Jordan of Giano does not add any new elements. He wrote after 
the Vita secunda of Thomas of Celano (1247, Fr. Thomae de Celano, 
Vita secunda S. Francisci, 30, in Analecta Franciscana X, cit. 129-260). 
Cfr. Chronica fratris Jordani, cit., 10, pp. 8-9: “...se ad Soldanum contulit. 
Sed antequam perveniret ad ipsum, multis iniuriis et contumeliis est 
affectus et, linguam ipsorum ignorans, inter verbera clamabat: ‘Soldan, 
soldan.’ Et sic ad ipsum perductus, gloriose est ab ipso receptus et in 
infirmitate humanae pertractatus. Et cum apud ipsos fructum facere non 
posset et redire disponeret, per Soldanum armata manu ad Christianorum 
exercitum, qui tunc Damiatam obsedit, est perductus.” 
20  Doctoris Seraphici S. Bonaventurae, Legenda maior S. 
Francisci, IX, 7-8, in Analecta Franciscana X, cit. 600-601. The account 
by Bonaventure accentuates the hagiographic and legendary elements. 
Even though Bonaventure made use of the Vita prima by Thomas of 
Celano, he places the event outside the spatio-temporal coordinates, 
except for the indication of the thirteenth year of the conversion of the 
Saint. Francis embarks on a journey “ad partes Syriae” in order to arrive 
at the presence of the “Soldani Babyloniae”. “Inter Christianos enim ac 
Saracenos tunc guerra tam implacabilis erat.” The cruelty of the Sultan is 
accentuated with the insertion of a highly unlikely fact, which is explained 
by the specification of a Byzantine currency that would certainly not 
have existed in the reign of the Sultan of Egypt: “Exierat siquidem a 
Soldano edictum crudele, ut quicumque caput alicuius Christiani 
afferrtet, Byzantium aureum pro mercede reciperet.” The proposal of 
the trial by fire is narrated by Bonaventure also in the Collationes in 
Hexaëmeron XIX, 14, in Opera Omnia V, Quaracchi 1893, 422, and in 
the Sermo II de S.P.N. Francisco, ibidem, IX, Sermones de tempore, de 
sanctis, de B. Virgine Maria et de diversis, Quaracchi 1901, 579-580. 
The Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius, ed. postuma J. Cambell, a 
cura di M. Bigaroni e G. Boccali, S. Maria degli Angeli – Assisi 1988, 
cap. XXVII, 314-320, make a short reference to the trial by fire (“tam 
divine de sancta fide catholica predicavit, quod per ignem hanc se obtulit 
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probare”), and offer a more legendary account, but which is globally 
positive. After speaking about the initial violent treatment inflicted upon 
Francis and his companions (who become twelve) by the Saracen guards, 
the Sultan is presented as having a more friendly attitude than in the 
preceding sources. After the death of Francis he even arrives at receiving 
baptism before dying in the hands of two friars minor to whom the Saint 
had appeared in a vision. The trial by fire is absent in the Historia septem 
tribulationum by Angelo Clareno. In the catalogue of sources, but 
without the need of taking them into account we mention the Verba fratis 
Illuminati socii beati Francisci ad partes Orientis et in conspectu soldani 
Aegypti, in L. Oliger, Liber exemplorum fratrum minorum saeculi XIII. 
Excerpta e cod. Ottoboni 322, 98-99, in Antonianum 2 (1927) 250-251, 
where Francis is presented as a controversial layman; cfr. Pacifico 
Sella, Francesco e il Sultano: l’incontro, in San Francesco e il sultano, 

cit. 493-507.
21  The historical-theological construction of Massignon has been 
reproposed by G. Basetti-Sani, La cristofania della Verna e le stimmate 
di san Francesco per il mondo musulmano, Negarine di San Pietro in 
Cariano (Verona) 1993 (cfr. my recension in Collectanea Franciscana 
65 (1995) 686-689). According to the first part of this presentation the 
proposal of Francis would have been the answer, after six centuries, of the 
one made by Mohammed to the Christians of Medina, namely a trial by 
fire in order to resolve the problem of the Incarnation and the Maternity of 
Mary, a proposal that the Christians of the 7th century refused. Massignon 
and Basetti-Sani go further ahead in their interpretation of the meta-
historical role of Francis for the salvation of the Muslims.

St. Francis in front of the Sultan Melek el Kamil
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 Thomas of Celano describes Saint Francis’ 
devotion to the Virgin Mary in The Remembrance of 
the Desire of a Soul, 198: “He embraced the Mother 
of Jesus with inexpressible love, since she made the 
Lord of Majesty a brother to us. He honored her 
with his own Praises; poured out prayers to her, and 
offered her his love in a way that no human tongue 
can express. But what gives us greatest joy is that 
he appointed her the Advocate of the Order, and 
placed under her wings the sons to be left behind, 
that she might protect and cherish them to the end” 
(FAED II, 374).
 Saint Bonaventure also speaks about 
Francis’ devotion to the chapel of Saint Mary of the 
Angels in The Major Legend of Saint Francis II,8: “He 
came to a place called the Portiuncula where there 
stood a church of the most Blessed Virgin Mother of 
God, built in ancient times but now deserted and no 
one was taking care of it. When the man of God saw 
it so abandoned, he began to stay there regularly 
in order to repair it, moved by the warm devotion 
he had toward the Lady of the world. Sensing that 
angels often visited there, according to the name of 
that church, which from ancient times was called 
Saint Mary of the Angels, he stayed there out of 
his reverence for the angels and his special love 
for the mother of Christ. This place the holy man 
loved more than other places in the world; for here 
he began humbly, here he progressed virtuously, 
here he ended happily. This place he entrusted to 
his brothers at his death as the most beloved of the 
Virgin” (FAED II, 540-541).
 When he speaks about the episode of 
Francis who listened to the Gospel of the mission of 
the Apostoles in the Portiuncula chapel, probably 
on the feast day of Saint Matthias (24th February 
1208), Bonaventure writes: “In the church of the 
Virgin Mother of God, her servant Francis lingered 
and, with continuing cries, insistently begged 
her who had conceived and brought to birth the 
Word full of grace and truth (Jn 1:14) to become 
his advocate. Through the merits of the Mother of 
Mercy, he conceived and brought to birth the spirit 

of the Gospel truth” (FAED II, 542).
 Saint Francis himself is the author of two 
marian prayers that are included in his writings, 
namely The Salutation of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
and the antiphon Sancta Maria Virgo in the Office 
of the Passion.
 It is customary to refer to the great 
contribution that certain saints have made in favour 
of devotion towards the Blessed Virgin Mary. Let it 
suffice to mention Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-
1153), author of various sermons on the Virgin 
Mary and of the famous marian prayer Memorare. 
Cistercian spirituality, indeed, had a great influence 
upon the Franciscan devotion towards the mystery 
of the Incarnation and the humanity of Christ, in 
which the Blessed Virgin plays a major role.
 Maybe the most popular marian devotion 
in the Church is the Rosary, which is a meditation 
on the mysteries of the life of Jesus Christ and 
the Blessed Virgin. Although attributed to Saint 
Dominic and the Friars Preachers, who spread 
this devotion in the universal Church, particularly 
during the pontificate of Pope Saint Pius V, himself 
a Dominican, who in 1570 instituted the feast of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary of the Rosary on the first 
Sunday of October, the “marian psalter” was already 
in existence in the 12th century, although it took its 
present form definitely in 1586, particularly through 
the establishment of various Rosary confraternities 
in many dioceses and parishes (Nuovo Dizionario di 
Mariologia, a cura di Stefano de Fiores e Salvatore 
Meo, Edizioni San Paolo, Torino 1986, 1086-1093).
 Having said this, it is interesting to note that 
there is another marian prayer that has played a 
great role in the spreading of devotion towards the 
mystery of the Incarnation. This is the prayer of the 
Angelus Domini, which is traditionally prayed three 
times a day, in the early hours of the morning, at 
mid-day and at sunset. This prayer is very much the 
result of a devotion that was born in the Franciscan 
Order and then spread far and wide in the Church. 
No wonder that, in the Apotolic Exhortation 
Marialis cultus, Pope Paul VI indicates the Rosary 

FRANCISCAN MARIAN 
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and the Angelus Domini as two eminent marian 
prayers.
 Our aim is that of briefly outlining the history 
of the Angelus Domini as a prayer that reflects the 
Franciscan devotion towards Mary that we have 
already noticed in the Franciscan Sources we have 
quoted. We shall also add a short note regarding 
another Franciscan marian devotion, the so-called 
Franciscan Crown, or the meditation on the seven 
joys of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

The Angelus Domini
 The angelical salutation to Mary of Nazareth 
commemorates the mystery of the Incarnation. 
Although the prayer is currently recited thrice daily, 
in the early morning, at mid-day and in the evening, 
it developed gradually during each of these three 
moments. It seems that the oldest tradition of 
praying the Angelus Domini  is linked with the hour 
of Compline after sunset.
 It was during the general chapter of Friars 
Minor celebrated in Pisa in 1263, over which Saint 
Bonaventure of Bagnoregio was presiding, that the 
custom of praying the Angelus in the evening was 
introduced. In fact the chapter established that the 
friars were to exhort the people to make a salutation 
prayer to the Virgin Mary at the ringing of the bells 
during the hour of Compline, since that was the 
time that popular tradition and devotion held that 
the angel Gabriel was sent by God to Mary in order 
to announce the mystery of the Incarnation.
 The Chronicle of the 24 Generals states: “In 
the same year a general chapter was celebrated at 
Pisa, during which some new rubrics were added 
to the Breviary. It was ordained that the rubric, 
which states that, until the Octave of the Nativity 
of the Lord, the hymns are to conclude with the 
expression: Glory to you, Lord, who were born of the 
Virgin, etc., should be extended up till the Epiphany 
of the Lord. It also ordained that the friars, during 
their sermons, should invite the people so that, 
when the bell is rung for Compline, they recite 
more than once the salutation of the blessed Mary, 
since it is the opinion of some solemn doctors 
that during that hour she had been greeted by the 
Angel” (Arnald of Sarrant, The Chronicle of the 
Twenty-Four Generals of the Order of Friars Minor, 
English translation from the original Latin text by 
Noel Muscat ofm, Franciscan Friars, Malta 2009, 
446).
 In some codexes of the 15th century we find 
the precise note that “when the bell is rung after 

Compline, the people are to genuflect devoutly and 
recite three Hail Marys (cfr. Analecta Franciscana 
III, 329, note 4).
 The Franciscan historian Girolamo 
Golubovich maintains that this decision had 
already been taken in 1269 (Archivum Franciscanum 
Historicum 4 (1911) 62-73).
 D. Cresi, Il Beato Benedetto Sinigardi d’Arezzo 
e l’origine dell’“Angelus Domini”, Convento di S. 
Francesco, Firenze 1958, 31-37, also documents 
this decision taken in 1263. 
 The decree was renewed in the general 
chapter held in Assisi in 1269, as is documented 
by Luke Wadding, Annales Minorum, Tomus IV, 
Quaracchi 1931, 331: “It was also decreed that 
all the friars were to exhort privately and teach 
publicly to the faithful that they were to recite for 
three times the words of the angelic salutation to 
the Virgin, when they would hear the bell ringing 
after Vespers. In fact, the opinion of many doctors 
of theology is that it was at that hour that the 
Archangel Gabriel was sent as a divine messenger 
regarding the conception of the eternal Word: since 
that time this custom has grown very much in the 
holy Church, and it is now being observed in all 
lands in a most splendid manner.”
 It is very probably that such decisions were 
influenced by the writings of Brother Benedetto 
Sinigardi of Arezzo (†1282), who had been a 
companion of Saint Francis and who had spread 
in the friary of Arezzo and in the surrounding area 
the custom of singing the antiphon Angelus locutus 
est Mariae after Compline. Benedetto Sinigardi 
is considered to be the initiator of the angelic 
salutation which was to develop in the Angelus 
Domini.
 Benedetto Sinigardi was born circa 1190 in 
Arezzo, son of Tommaso Sinigardo de’ Sinigardi and 
Countess Elisabetta Tarlati di Pietramala (Girolamo 
Golubovich, Biblioteca Bio-Bibliografica della Terra 
Santa e dell’Oriente Cristiano, Tomo I (1215-1300), 
Collegio S. Bonaventura, Quaracchi 1906, 135-143). 
In 1211 he heard Saint Francis preaching in Arezzo, 
and felt the call to follow the Poverello. Leaving his 
noble family he received the habit from the hands 
of Francis himself. When he was only 27 years 
old, during the general chapter of 1217 he was 
appointed minister provincial of the Marches. Later 
on he travelled to Greece, Romania and Turkey. In 
1221 he became minister provincial of the Holy 
Land, being successor of Brother Elias (1217-1220) 
and Brother Luca (1220-1221). During his tenure 
of office Benedict built the first Fanciscan friary 
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in Constantinople. According to tradition, Jean de 
Brienne, Emperor of Constantinople, following the 
example of Saint Louis IX, King of France, and Saint 
Elisabeth of Hungary, became a Franciscan penitent 
and received the habit of penance from Brother 
Benedict. In an uncertain date after he finished 
his provincial mandate in 1237, Benedict returned 

to Italy, maybe circa 
1247 and settled in the 
Franciscan friary of 
Arezzo in the district 
of Poggio del Sole. 
Here he remained 
until his death in 
1282. It is said that 
he died when he was 
92 years old and in a 
great fame of holiness. 
He was proclaimed 
a Blessed by popular 
acclamation.
 Benedict’s devotion 
to the Passion of 
Christ and to the 
Virgin Mary is evident 
in some actions he 
accomplished while 
living in Arezzo. During 
the last years of his life 
he commissioned the 
Crucifix known as “of 
the Blessed Benedict” 
hanging on the main 
altar of the basilica 
of San Francesco in 
Arezzo, famous for the 
image of Saint Francis 
who kneels below the 
Crucifix and kisses the 
stigmata of the feet 
of Christ. Benedict is 
buried in the same 
basilica. The artist of 
the Crucifix is the so-
called “Maestro di San 
Francesco”. In the choir 
and apse of the same 
basilica is found the 
cycle of frescos known 
as the “Leggenda della 
Croce”, by Piero della 
Francesca (c.1415 – 
1492).

 Benedict Sinigardi has remained famous 
also because to him is attributed the recitation of 
the antiphon Angelus locutus est Mariae, which is 
considered as the forerunner of the Angelus Domini 
prayer three times a day. On 23rd May 1993 Blessed 
Pope John Paul II visited the tomb of Blessed 
Benedict and mentioned the Franciscan tradition 
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of reciting the Angelus Domini attributed to Blessed 
Benedict of Arezzo.
 The salutation to the Virgin Mary in the 
evening was a monastic achievement. In 1251 the 
general chapter of the Cartusians had ordered the 
singing of the Salve Regina  after Compline. The 
monks had to kneel and recite the verse Ave Maria 
and the prayer Concede nos.
 The opinion that the recitation of the 
Angelus Domini after Compline was linked with 
the mediaeval tradition of the curfew has never 
been proved. It is more likely that the monastic 
custom was that of ringing the bells at dusk and 
of saluting the Virgin Mary after Compline. This 
custom was then extended from the abbeys to 
the cathedral, canonical and parochial churches, 
where the bells were rung after Vespers. The 
importance of this custom is seen in the case of the 
abbey of Montecassino, where a Capitulum of the 
Constitutions of Abbot Thomas I (1285-1288) gives 
the order to ring the bell ad Ave Maria sero et mane 
(at the Ave Maria in the evening and morning). 
Some inscriptions have been found on ancient bells 
in Germany, dating from the end of the 13th century, 
and seem to be in a direct link with the prayer of the 
Angelus, as if they confirm the connection between 
this angelic salutation and the ringing of the bells.
 In the beginning of the 14th century the ringing 
of the Angelus is documented in many regions of 
Europe. Pope John XXII (†1334) confirmed this 
initial custom. In 1318 he praised the tradition of 
the diocese of Saintes and other local churches in 
France, which used to ring the bells in the evening, 
and he conceded an indulgence to all the faithful 
who would recite three Hail Marys on their knees 
when they heard the bells. In 1327 he introduced 
the same pious custom in Rome. It was during this 
period that this particular tradition spread far and 
wide. In the church of the Annunciation in Florence 
one found the painting of the angel who announced 
the incarnation of the Word, in which there was the 
most ancient text of the Ave Maria that would reflect 
the textus receptus: Ave, dulcissima et immaculata 
virgo Maria: gratia plena, dominus tecum: benedicta 
tu in mulieribus – et benedictus fructus ventris tui – 
Jesus. Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis, nunc 
et in hora mortis. Amen.
 Regarding the hour in which the Angelus 
would be announced by the bells in the evening, it 
seems that the custom varied from place to place. 
From the Horae Beatae Virginis ad usum Sarum, 
published in Paris in 1526, it results that in England 
the Ave Maria in the evening was announced by the 

bells at 6 pm. In Paris, at least towards the mid-15th 
century, the bells would announce the Ave Maria at 
9 pm.
 Some scholars have attributed the Franciscan 
tradition of encouraging the faithful to praise God in 
different moments of the day to what Francis wrote 
in the First version of the Letter to the Faithful, dated 
1219-1220, and which is in direct relationship with 
the papal document Sane cum olim (22nd September 
1219). Francis would have noticed the custom 
of the Islamic salât when he was in the Egypt in 
1219-1220. This thesis has never been historically 
proven, and it does not seem that the tradition was 
welcomed early on in the Franciscan Order, at least 
not during Francis’ own lifetime. At best we can 
state that the tradition of saluting the Virgin Mary 
after Compline started with the Constitutions of 
Narbonne in 1260. Among the Statutes emanated 
by the chapter of Narbonne we find: “The antiphon 
of the Blessed Virgin shall always be said following 
Compline” (St. Bonaventure’s Writings concerning 
the Franciscan Order, introduction and translation 
by Dominic Monti, Franciscan Institute, St. 
Bonaventure University, NY 1994, 142). In the 
Statutes of the chapter of Assisi (1269) the friars 
are ordered to preach to the people and encourage 
the faithful to salute the Virgin Mary every evening 
when they heard the bell of the friary ringing. 
This would have marked the beginning of the 
pious tradition of the Angelus Domini, of which the 
Franciscans were fervent promoters (S.J.P. van Dijk, 
Sources of the Modern Roman Liturgy. The Ordinals 
by Haymo of Faversham and related Documents 
(1243-1307). Vol. II, Leiden 1963, 441: Ad eius (i.e. 
Virginis gloriosae) honorem fratres predicent in 
populo, quod quando auditur campana completorii, 
ipsa beata virgo aliqoutiens ab audientibus salutetur 
(n. 8).

The Franciscan Crown of the Seven 
Joys of the Virgin Mary
 The Franciscan Crown of the Seven Joys of 
the Virgin Mary is a devotional form of prayer that 
contemplates the joyful mysteries in the life of Mary. 
It is structured very much alike the Rosary, with a 
total of 70 plus 2 Hail Marys to commemorate the 
tradition that the Virgin Mary was 72 years old when 
she was assumed into heaven. The origin of this 
devotional marian prayer in the Franciscan Order is 
documented by the historian Luke Wadding (1588-
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1667), who attributed its beginning to a vision that 
a novice in Assisi had in 1422. The text is found in: 
Annales Minorum, Tomus X (1418-1436), Ad Claras 
Aquas, Quaracchi 1932, 62:
 “During that time a certain adolescent 
entered the Order of Minors. He had a great 
devotion towards the Blessed Virgin Mary, and he 
was accustomed to make garlands of flowers in 
order to adorn her chapel. But when he entered 
the novitiate, it was no longer possible for him to 
find the flowers and continue his act of piety. Since 
he was still very young and immature he decided 
to return to the world. Therefore he went down 
to the church to salute the Virgin, and to ask her 
protection. She then appeared to him and told him: 
‘Do not be sad and do not leave the Order because 
of the fact that it is no longer possible for you to 
offer me the homage of your garlands of flowers. 
I will now teach you in what way you can proceed 
in your conversion and offer me crowns of flowers, 
but these will be made of roses that are more 
beautiful than the ones you used to gather. Every 
single day you can make for me a crown, not of 
flowers, which wither quickly, and which cannot 
be found always, but of pious prayers, which you 
can utter, and which the Angel has taught you how 
to recite. You are to recite ten Angelic salutations, 
and also the Lord’s prayer, in memory of the joy 
that I felt when I exulted in the conception of the 
eternal Word. Secondly, you are to repeat the same 
prayers for the joy that I experienced when I went 
in haste to the hills of Judaea, in order to visit my 
cousin Elisabeth. Thirdly, meditate upon my great 
joy when I gave birth to Christ the Lord without any 
pains, and totally conserving my virginity. Fourthly, 
meditate the joy that I experienced when the Magi 
came to adore the child. In the fifth meditation 
ponder on the joy that I had when I found my son in 
the Temple, after having been in tears because I had 
lost him. The sicth joy I experienced was because of 
his glorious resurrection. The seventh joy regarded 
my Assumption into heaven. If you recite these 
prayers for these mysteries every single day, you 
are to be certain that this is a thing that pleases me, 
and that it is beneficial for your own merits.’ That 
novice proceeded to carry out this invitation, with 
all the devotion possible for him, and he recited this 
prescribed formula. It happened that his master of 
novices quietly approached his room to see what 
the novice was doing when he was in bed. He saw 
an Angel who was inserting roses in a garland, 
and was tying them to one another with a golden 
lily, and thus weaved a crown made up of all these 

flowers, and then kneeling down and placing it on 
his head. Some time later the Master commanded 
the novice to explain to him what he was doing, and 
he told him that he had received the gift of praying 
in this manner, after having been instructed on 
this form by the Blessed Virgin, and therefore the 
master understood that this had been a heavenly 
vision.”
 This is how the pious devotion of the 
Franciscan Crown of the Joys of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary spread in the Order. As a devotional prayer 
it was approved by Pope Leo X on 14th September 
1517, who enriched it with a plenary indulgence. 
The same indulgence was confirmed by Pope Paul 
V in June 1608 and by Pope Pius IX on 29th August 
1864. The Indulgence was originally given to the 
Friars Minor and the Poor Clares. On 7th September 
1901 Pope Leo XIII extended the same indulgence 
to the members of the Third Franciscan Order, in 
such a way that it could be applied also for the 
deceased brothers and sisters. For a complete study 
on the Franciscan Crown of the Joys of the Virgin 
Mary, cfr. Stefano Cecchin, La corona dei sette gaudi 
di Maria detta francescana, in Contemplare Cristo 
con Maria. Atti della Giornata di studio sulla Lettera 
Apostolica ‘Rosarium Virginis Mariae’ di Giovanni 
Paolo II (Roma, 3 maggio 2003), a cura di S. 
Cecchin – G. Calvo, Ed. Pontificia Academia Mariana 
Internationalis, Città del Vaticano 2003, 247-275.
 The Franciscan Crown of the Seven Joys of 
Mary was probably also a way of meditating on 
the joys of Mary in the same way that the Order 
of Servites (founded in 1233) had preached the 
practice of meditating on the Seven Sorrows of 
Mary, the so-called Via Matris, which includes 
the following mysteries: (1) The Sorrow of Mary 
during Simeon’s prophecy at the Presentation; (2) 
The Sorrow of Mary during the Flight into Egypt; 
(3) The Sorrow of Mary when she lost Jesus in the 
Temple; (4) The Sorrow of Mary upon meeting 
Jesus carrying the cross; (5) The Sorrow of Mary 
under the cross of Jesus; (6) The Sorrow of Mary 
when Jesus was taken down from the cross; (7) 
The Sorrow of Mary during the burial of Jesus. The 
feast of the Sorrowful Virgin was instituted in 1688 
on 15th September. The Franciscans also spread 
the devotion to the Sorrowful Virgin on Calvary, 
where they placed a statue of the Virgin pierced 
with the sword of suffering in 1776. The mediaeval 
Franciscan mystic and poet, Jacopone da Todi 
(c.1230 – 1306), is also considered to be the author 
of the lauda or sequence Stabat Mater dolorosa.
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The Responsory Gaude Virgo 
Mater Christi
 An interesting feature regarding the joyful 
mysteries of the Virgin Mary, cherished and spread 
by the Franciscan Order, regards the responsory 
Gaude Virgo Mater Christi that the Franciscans sing 
daily at the end of the procession of the Basilica of 
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, in the chapel of the 
Blessed Sacrament which also commemorates the 
apparition of the Risen Christ to Mary his Mother. 
This is the text of the responsory:
 Gaude, Virgo, Mater Christi: condemnatum 
quem vidisti. R/. Resurrexit sicut dixit.
 Gaude, lumen claritatum: quem vidisti 
conclavatum. R/. Resurrexit sicut dixit.
 Gaude, magnum fletus mare: quem vidisti 
exspirare. R/. Resurrexit sicut dixit.
 Gaude, flos odoris miri: quem vidisti sepeliri. 
R/. Resurrexit sicut dixit.
 Gaude, Mater alma Christi: gloriosum quem 
vidisti. R/. Resurrexit sicut dixit.
 Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.
 This responsory contains references to various 
Gospel texts, particularly taken from the evangelist 
Luke. In Lk 23:35 we have the reference to Jesus’ 
condemnation to death; in Lk 23:27 Jesus is nailed 
to the cross; in Lk 23:35 Jesus dies on the cross; in 
Lk 23:49 Jesus is buried. The popular devotion of 
the Franciscans in the Holy Sepulchre has linked 
these Gospel texts with Mary’s presence under the 
cross as witnessed by John 19:25. Although there is 
no reference to the Risen Christ appearing to Mary 
his mother in the Gospels, the logical conclusion 
of popular piety has always held that Mary was 
privileged to be the first one to witness the joy 
of the Resurrection. That is why the chapel of the 
Blessed Sacrament also commemorates the joy of 
Mary at the Resurrection of the Lord (cfr. Stéphane 
Milovitch ofm, La celebrazione quotidiana latina 
della Morte e Risurrezione del Signore nel Santo 
Sepolcro di Gerusalemme. Studio storico e eucologico 

per una riforma, Dissertatio ad Doctoratum Sacrae 
Liturgiae assequendum in Pontificio Instituto 
Liturgico [Thesis ad Lauream, n. 392], Pontificium 
Athenaeum S. Anselmi de Urbe, Roma 2011, 371).
 The tradition of Jesus appearing first to his 
mother Mary after the Resurrection forms part of 
the apocryphal gnostic Secret Gospel of Mary. This 
is an ancient Christian text that describes Mary’s 
experience of the passion, death and resurrection 
of Jesus as she narrates it to the beloved disciple 
John. Like many other apocryphal narrations it 
finds in the Jerusalem liturgy its place of honour, 
since the Judeao-Christian community of the first 
centuries guaranteed the living memory of Jesus as 
seen by those persons who were closest to Him, and 
conserved many events that were not accepted by 
the Church in the canonical Gospels (cfr. Santiago 
Martín, Il Vangelo Segreto di Maria, San Paolo 
Edizioni, Roma 2006).
 This Franciscan tradition and the responsory 
Gaude Virgo Mater Christi has probably inspired 
other similar compositions, or else has been 
inspired by them in turn. We have found one 
beginning with the same expression:
 Gaude Virgo Mater Christi / Quae per aurem 
concepisti / Gabriele nuntio. // Gaude quia Deo 
plena / Peperisti sine poena / Cum pudoris lilio. // 
Gaude quia tui nati / Quem dolebat mortem pati / 
Fulgeret resurrectio. // Gaude Christo ascendente 
/ Et in coelum te vidente / Motu fertur proprio. // 
Gaude quae post ipsum scandis / Et est honor tibi 
grandis / In coeli palatio. // Ubi fructus ventris tui / 
Per te detur nobis frui / In perenni gaudio. Alleluia.
 In many places the tradition of the seven 
joys of Mary was also commemorated by particular 
celebrations. In the Franciscan Church of Santa 
Maria di Gesù in Valletta, Malta, the Franciscans for 
centuries upheld the pious custom of celebrating 
the seven joys of Mary on the seven Wednesdays of 
Eastertime (from Wednesday of the Easter Octave 
to Wednesday before Pentecost). These were 
popular called Mercoledì dell’Udienza, which is an 
Italian corruption of the Latin term Gaudentia, or 
joyful mysteries.
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 The 41 Congress of the International Society 
of Franciscan Studies was held in Assisi, at Palazzo 
Bernabei, on 18-20 October 2013. The theme chosen 
for this year regarded the famous Franciscan Spiritual 
and mystic Ubertino da Casale, author of the mystical 
treatise Arbor Vitae Crucifixae Jesu, and of other 
polemical writings particularly during the poverty 
controversy between the leaders of the Franciscan 
Order and Pope John XXII during the first quarter of 
the 14th century.
 The main speakers during the Congress 
included the following: M. Bartoli (Università 
LUMSA, Rome): Ubertino nella storiografia e 
altrove; A. Montefusco (Università La Sapienza, 
Rome): Gli anni della formazione; M. Soriani 
Innocenti (Università di Pisa): Ubertino predicatore; 
C. Martinez Ruiz (Universidad Nacional de Córdoba, 
Argentina): Fonti e sviluppo redazionale dell’«Arbor 
vitae crucifixae»; R. Parmeggiani (Università 
di Bologna): Ubertino inquisitore e lo «Spiritus 
libertatis»; F. Verderosa (SISMEL, Florence): 
Ubertino e le fonti francescane; P. Vian (Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana): «Noster familiaris solicitus et 
discretus»: Napoleone Orsini e Ubertino da Casale; 
K. Pennington (Catholic University of America): 
Teorie dei diritti nella «Disceptatio magna» di 
Avignone; R. Lambertini (Università di Macerata): 
Ubertino contro la Comunità: argomenti e posta in 
gioco; A. Cadili (Fondazione per le Scienze Religiose 
‘Giovanni XXIII’, Bologna): L’enigma degli ultimi 
anni di Ubertino; S. Piron (École des hautes etudes 
en sciences sociales, Paris): La ricezione dell’opera e 
della figura di Ubertino.
 Ubertino da Casale stands out as one of the 
most interesting and polemic figures of Franciscan 
friars during the early 14th century, together with other 
great Spiritual Franciscans, such as Pierre Jean Olivi 
and Angelo Clareno. These men marked a new trend 
in Franciscan spirituality and history, particularly 
because of their insistence upon an ideological defence 
of Franciscan poverty, that led them into trouble with 
the Church authorities, and even with the person of the 
Pope himself. We speak about an ideology of poverty 
since these men were not just simple Franciscan 

friars who were trying to steer the Order back to its 
original Gospel purity, helped by the moral authority 
of the disciples of Francis’ own companions, but they 
were also erudite friars who had studied at Paris and 
therefore knew how to discuss the issue also on an 
academic level. It is important to keep this in mind 
so as not to think of the Spiritual Franciscans as a 
group of ignorant and unlettered laymen, in constant 
conflict with the Community of the Order. Keeping 
this in mind we shall briefly proceed to take a look 
at Ubertino da Casale’s troubled life as a Franciscan, 
and particularly with regards to the themes underlined 
during the Congress dedicated to his person and work 
in the Franciscan Order.
 Ubertino was born around 1259 in Casale 
Monferrato, in the diocese of Vercelli, in north western 
Italy. He entered the Franciscan Order in 1273 when 
he was fourteen years old, namely one year before 
the Council of Lyons. It was during this Council, that 
had been prepared by Saint Bonaventure, that the 
question of the mendicant Orders was addressed the 
first time. The Council showed the aim of suppressing 
the many mendicant Orders that had mushroomed 
during the 13th century, but stopped short of touching 
the principal mendicant Orders, namely the Friars 
Preachers (Dominicans) and the Friars Minor 
(Franciscans), and tolerated other mendicants, like 
the Carmelites and the Augustinian Hermits. But 
the seed of discord had been sown, and many began 
thinking that the Church would eventually wipe off the 
face of the map the new geography of the mendicant 
Orders, including the Franciscans, who professed 
to live in poverty and without any possessions. The 
first contacts of Ubertino seem to have been with the 
Franciscan province of Genoa. It was in the friary of 
his hometown that Ubertino received his initial cultural 
and spiritual formation. Later on, in 1285-1289 he 
was sent to study in Florence and then in Umbria. It 
was during his stay in Umbria that Ubertino met the 
famous Franciscan female mystics Angela of Foligno, 
Margaret of Cortona, Cecilia of Florence, Clare of 
Montefalco, the holy comb-seller Pier Pettinaio and, 
during a brief visit to the hermitage of Greccio on 25th 
July 1285, he also met John of Parma, the ex-minister 

UBERTINO DA CASALE
41 Congress of the International Society of Franciscan Studies
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general of the Order who was forced to resign in 1257 
and was confined to this hermitage by Bonaventure as 
a punishment for his sympathies with the doctrine of 
Joachim of Fiore and with the Spiritual Franciscans. 
John died in 1289 and Ubertino mentions that he had 
met him some four years previously, namely around 
1285.
 While Ubertino was staying in Florence he 
studied at the Franciscan studium of Santa Croce, 
where in 1287 he met the famous Franciscan Spiritual 
Petrus Iohannis Olivi (Pierre Jean Olieu) and became 
his disciple. Olivi had been expelled from France, 
where he had been teaching, on account of his Joachist 
tendencies, but he was subsequently sent to lecture 
at Santa Croce by the minister general Matthew of 
Acquasparta. The minister general Raymond Geoffroi, 
who was sympathetic to the Spiritual cause, then sent 
him back to Montpellier as lector. It was in Florence 
that Ubertino became a faithful disciple of Olivi. 
After the departure of his lecturer Ubertino remained 
for another two years at Santa Croce, from where he 
left for Paris, where he spent a period of nine years of 
study at the university between 1289 and 1298.
 Between 1298 and 1302 Ubertino was lecturer 
at Santa Croce in Florence. In 1302, however, he 
decided to give up teaching and dedicate his energies 
to popular preaching, and he began to embark on 
preaching expeditions in Umbria, Toscana and 
Marche. His zeal for radical evangelical poverty and 
his evident sympathies for the Joachistic doctrines of 
Olivi led him to be accused of heresy in 1304. Pope 
Benedict XI summoned him to Rome, and he ended 
up in prison. After some time, however, he was freed 
with the help of the influence of the town of Perugia, 
on condition that he was to refrain from preaching. 

 During this period Ubertino was confined to 
the Franciscan hermitage of La Verna, the place where 
Saint Francis had received the stigmata in 1224. It was 
at La Verna that, in 1305, Ubertino produced the first 
draft of his masterpiece, entitled Arbor vitae crucifixae 
Jesu (The Tree of the Crucified Life of Jesus). The work 
is a mystical treatise, but shows all the characteristics 
of the theology of history of the Spiritual Franciscans. 
In fact, in chapter 1 of book V, Ubertino informs with 
precision on the seven stages, or times, of the history 
of the Church, according to the Spiritual vision. The 
first stage was that of the primitive foundation of 
the Church in Judaism, represented by the apostles. 
The second stage was that of the martyrs who had to 
confirm their faith in the face of paganism. The third 
stage was that of the enlightening doctrine of the 
Church Fathers, who explained faith and fought against 
heresy. The fourth stage was that of the anchorites, or 

hermits, who retired to the desert to live an austere 
life. The fifth stage was that of monasticism and 
regular clerics, who could possess goods in common. 
The sixth stage was that of the renewal of evangelical 
life through the mendicant Orders, particularly 
through the Franciscans and Dominicans who were to 
bring about victory over the Antichrist, by means of 
those Spiritual men who embraced voluntary poverty 
and the renouncing of all kinds of possessions. The 
seventh and final stage was to herald in a period of 
mystical peace and participation in the future glory 
of the heavenly Jerusalem, according to what the 
Apocalypse says regarding the end of times.

 A look at this vision of history is enough to 
explain the problematic issue of Spiritual Franciscans 
during the time of Ubertino da Casale. They saw 
themselves as the true representatives of the sixth 
stage, heralded by Saint Francis, and as the precursors 
of the final stage of apocalyptic peace reserved for a 
Spiritual Church as distinct from the carnal Church 
present in history. This vision was the reason why 
the Spiritual Franciscans were persecuted by the 
holy Inquisition and by the Church’s authority. At the 
same time, judging from the profound academic and 
theological preparation and study of Ubertino and the 
other eminent representatives of the Spirituals, it is a 
mistake to think that the Spiritual Franciscans were 
simpletons and visionaries. They were well versed in 
Holy Scripture and could also perform a very profound 
analysis of the historical unfolding of the history of 
the Church, albeit with their own particular vision 
that differred greatly from that of the Church and the 
Franciscan Order as institutions. Chapter 3 of book V 
is entitled “Jesus generates Francis” and is the central 
part of the treatise, since it deals with the Christ-like 
figure of Saint Francis and his evangelical ideal shared 
by the brothers. It is in this chapter that we find the 
prayer Absorbeat that Ubertino attributes to Saint 
Francis: “I beg you, Lord, let the glowing and honey-
sweet force of Your love draw my mind away from all 
things that are under heaven, that I may die for love of 
the love of You, who thought it a worthy thing to die 
for the love of the love of me” (FAED III, 190-191).

 Towards the end of 1306 Ubertino da Casale 
became a chaplain for cardinal Napoleone Orsini, who 
was the papal legate for Tuscany. This fact shows the 
importance of Ubertino as a mystic, who could also 
attract the sympathies of eminent personages in the 
Church. In 1307 Orsini asked Ubertino to preside over 
a trial against the followers of the so-called “movement 
of the free Spirit”, who tried to emulate the way of 
life of the Franciscans with the aim of defending the 
Joachist doctrines of the Spiritual Church in a radical 
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and violent manner.
 In 1309 Ubertino followed Orsini to Avignon, 

where Pope Clement V had established his See. 
During that year Clement V had tried to reconcile the 
Community of the Order with the Spirituals, by creating 
a commission of cardinals to study the problem of the 
infiltration of Joachist doctrines in the Order, and that of 
the interpretation of evangelical poverty as advocated 
by Olivi and his followers. Ubertino showed himself to 
be a moderate Spiritual in the whole question, and was 
also flanked by his great friend Raymond Geoffroi, 
insisting upon the literal observance of poverty as 
advocated in the Franciscan Rule. Times, however, 
were to prove harder for Ubertino with the accession 
to the papal throne of Pope John XXII (1316-1334).
 John XXII immediately showed himself a 
strong opposer to the Spiritual cause. He would not 
approve of the thesis of voluntary poverty through 
the renunciation of all possessions, as upheld not only 
by the Spirituals, but indeed by the entire Franciscan 
Order. He was soon to enter into a bitter controversy 
with the Order, first by condemning the Spirituals in 
1317 and later on even going as far as opposing the 
views of the minister general Michele da Cesena and 
the procurator of the Order Bonagratia of Bergamo. 
The first decades of the 14th century were to mark 
one of the most tragic moments in the history of the 
Franciscan Order.
 Ubertino soon found himself in great difficulty, 
even though he had the strong defence of cardinal Orsini. 
In 1317 John XXII formally condemned the Spirituals 
as heretics and, in order to escape imprisonment at 
Avignon, Ubertino chose to escape to the abbey of 
Gembloux in Belgium, where he supposedly became 
a Benedictine monk. Historians are not sure, however, 
whether he ever made it to this Benedictine abbey at 
all, since it seems that Orsini was protecting him in 
Avignon and we know that Ubertino was still there in 
1319, when he was accused of heresy by Bonagratia 
of Bergamo. He remained in hiding for a number of 
years and in 1325 a new trial was opened against him. 
It was on this occasion, which was marking also the 
great poverty controversy between John XXII and 
the institution of the Order, that Ubertino da Casale 
decided to flee from Avignon. Historians have lost 
all traces as to the whereabouts of Ubertino after this 
period. All we know from papal letters is that he was 
a “vagabond in the world” and we know nothing else 
regarding him after 1328.
 The presentation of Saint Francis and Saint 
Dominic in the Arbor vitae was instrumental in 
inspiring Dante Alighieri to compose the Canto XII del 
Paradiso in the Divine Comedy. Ubertino gives us this 

presentation in chapter 3 of book V: “Among these, the 
ones that shone brightest were Francis and Dominic, 
whose prototypes were Elijah and Henoch. The one 
was touched by the purifying coal of the Seraph and 
aflame with a heaven-sent ardor, so that he seemed to 
set the whole world alight. The other, like the Cherub 
with protecting wings outstretched, bright with the 
light of wisdom, prolific through his preaching, had 
a most radiant effect on a darkened world. Those 
are the features they initially transmitted to their 
sons; although the resplendence and ardor of both 
these individuals must be linked to an extraordinary 
outpouring of the Spirit” (FAED III, 147).
 An interesting note regards the way that 
Ubertino da Casale presents Brother Elias in a negative 
light. He writes this anecdote: “I shall recount one 
incident, which I heard once from a most reliable 
reporter, in which the saint reacted against excess and 
novelty in some people. It involves Brother Elias, who 
in his desires was forever like the flesh in opposition 
to the spirit of the Saint, albeit under the pretext of 
good sense. He had made himself a habit which, in 
length, width, size of sleeves, and capuche, and costly 
material, departed altogether from the shape and cheap 
quality which the saint had prescribed. He summoned 
him to where there was a good number of brothers and 
asked hm if he could borrow the habit he was wearing. 
Then he put it on over his own, and wearing its girdle 
high up he went through the motions of arranging the 
pleats of the tunic and adjusting the capuche on his 
head, and making all the physical gestures he knew 
in his heart a generation of his sons would go in for. 
Then he began to walk up and down, head in the air, 
chest out, in a haughty, full-blown posture and, with 
a bellowing voice and in pompous yet flat tones, to 
salute the brothers, who were wide-eyed at what they 
were seeing, with ‘Good people, the Lord give you 
peace!’” (FAED III, 202-203).
 For a more detailed study of the figure of 
Ubertino da Casale, cfr. Raoul Manselli, Pietro di 
Giovanni Olivi ed Ubertino da Casale (a proposito 
della Lectura super Apocalypsim e dell’Arbor vitae 
crucifixae Iesu), in Studi Medievali, Series 3(6) 1965, 
95-122.
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 The pilgrims and visitors to the Franciscan holy 
places in Assisi, La Verna and the Valle Reatina do not 
normally have time to visit other less known shrines 
and hermitages, which do play an important role in 
the conservation of the memory of Saint Francis and 
the first brothers in various places of central Italy. One 
of these less known places is a small hermitage in the 
Apennines of central Italy in the region of Narni. It is 
known popularly as the “Speco di Narni”, although its 
official name is Speco di Sant’Urbano.
 The word “Speco” refers to a natural grotto or 

cavity in the rock, which served as an ideal place for 
prayer and contemplation. There are many examples 
of this kind of eremitical life in Italy. One of these is 
the Sacro Speco of Subasio, above the monastery of 
Saint Scholastica, hallowed by the presence of Saint 
Benedict and the first Benedictine monks.
 Speco di Sant’Urbamo is the most ancient 
Franciscan shrine in the Valnerina, or the valley of 
the River Nera. It stands at 600 metres above sea-
level close to the town of Narni. The “speco” is a 

natural cave or cleft in the rock which is about 60 
metres deep and goes down nearly perpendicularly in 
the valley underneath. The first Benedictine hermits 
arrived in this place around the year 1000, where they 
found a grotto and built a chapel dedicated to Saint 
Sylvester. It could have belonged to the Abbey of San 
Benedetto in Fundis at Stroncone. As was the case in 
other Franciscan places, such as Monteluco and the 
Eremo delle Carceri, the presence of hermits antedates 
the Franciscan presence by some centuries, a sign that 
Francis and the first brothers sought out places that had 

already been inhabited by 
hermits and monks.
 Saint Francis arrived at 
this place around 1213 
and returned more than 
once to spend periods of 
prayer and contemplation. 
The hermitage is famous, 
in a special way, for an 
episode that Thomas of 
Celano narrates in The 
Treatise on the Miracles 
of Saint Francis, 17: 
“At the hermitage of 
Sant’Urbano he was 
suffering from a severe 
illness, when with a weak 
voice he requested some 
wine. The response was 
that there was no wine 
there to give him. He 
ordered some water to be 
brought, and when it was 

brought he blessed it with 
the sign of the cross. Immediately the element was 
transformed to another use; it lost its own taste and 
took on another. What had been pure water became 
excellent wine. What poverty could not provide, 
holiness furnished. Once he tasted it, he recovered 
easily. That marvellous conversion was the cause of 
his marvellous healing, and the marvellous healing a 
proof of the marvellous conversion” (FAED II, 410). 
The episode is first found, in its original abridged 
form, in Celano, The Life of Saint Francis, 61: “Water 

SPECO DI SANT’URBANO

Well of St. Francis
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was changed into wine for him once at the hermitage 
of Sant’Urbano when he was suffering from a severe 
illness. Once he tasted it, he recovered so easily that 
everyone believed it was a divine miracle, as it indeed 
was” (FAED I, 236).
 According to another tradition, when Francis 
got better from his illness, on leaving the hermitage he 
planted in the earth the stick he used to help himself to 
walk when he was ill. That stick sprouted and became 
a large chestnut tree, which according to tradition is 
the same one which still stands today in the open space 
in front of the cell used by the Saint.
 Another tradition linked with 
the Speco di Sant’Urbano is that of the 
angel who played the viola in order 
to comfort Francis during his illness. 
This tradition is present in the Second 
Consideration on the Sacred Stigmata 
of Saint Francis in the Little Flowers, 
where it is described as having taken 
place on La Verna:
 “Since Francis was very weak in 
his body, because of his great abstinence 
and the battles with the devil, he wanted 
to comfort his body with the spiritual 
food of the soul. He began to consider 
the unending glory and joy of the blessed 
in eternal life; and he began to pray God 
to give him the grace to taste some of 
that joy. Being in these thoughts there 
appeared to him an angel in an aura of 
glory, who was holding a viola in his 
left hand and a bow in his right. While 
Francis was marvelling at the vision of 
this angel, the same angel placed the bow 
on the viola. That very moment the soul 
of Francis was inundated with so much 
sweetness of that melody that he was 
taken beyond all corporal sentiments. 
As he later narrated to his companions, 
he doubted whether, if the angel would 
have continued to move the bow up and 
down, his soul would have gone out of 
his body for the incredible sweetness 
that his soul experienced.”
 The same episode is narrated in 
The Remembrance of the Desire of a 
Soul 126 (FAED II, 330), but is referred to 
as having taken place at Rieti, where the papal curia 
was staying when Francis was taken there very ill for 
the treatment of his eyes. The tradition at the Speco 
di Sant’Urbano may have been similar to the two 
just mentioned, and could be linked with the fact that 

Francis was ill when he stayed at this hermitage, and 
he yearned for some comfort of the body, just as the 
episode of the water changed into wine illustrates.
 As was the case in many other Franciscan 
hermitages, the original nucleus of the Speco di 
Sant’Urbano developed into a small friary during 
the Observant reform guided by Saint Bernardine of 
Siena in the 15th century. The ancient chapel of Saint 
Sylvester presents precious frescoes from the 14th 
century. The chapel is found close to the cloister. It 
was built by the Benedictines in 1000. In the apse it 
has frescoes depicting the Crucifix, the Madonna, Saint 

John the Evangelist, Saint Francis and Saint Sylvester. 
Other frescoes depict Saint Clare, Saint Jerome and 
Saint Catherine of Alexandria. Behind the apse of the 
chapel there is the well from which the friars drew the 
water which Francis then changed into wine.

Cleft in the rock of the Speco Sant’Urbano
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 From the cloister one can also see the 15th 
century Refectory of Saint Bernardine. On the first 
floor there is the tiny Observant friary dating from the 
time of Saint Bernardine, who founded it as a novitiate 
house. He himself stayed there for a time, together 
with Blessed Giovanni Bonvisi da Lucca and Blessed 
Pietro da Rieti.
 The Speco in itself is the heart of the hermitage. 
In it one finds the cleft in the rock which marks the 
place of Francis’ contemplation. The Oratory of Saint 
Francis contains two frescoes which depict the episode 
of the water changed into wine. A tiny cell adjacent to it 
marks the place where the Saint would rest and has the 
so-called bed of Saint Francis. In front of the Speco an 
isolated rock, called Colonna dell’Angelo, marks the 
place where, according to tradition, the angel appeared 

to Francis playing the lyre or viola. The open space in 
front of the Speco is dominated by the ancient chestnut 
tree planted by Saint Francis. A niche in the rocky face 
with an altar recalls the preaching by Saint Bernardine 
of Siena.
 The hermitage was enlarged during the 19th 
century, but was closed in 1916. It was reopened in 
1942 and is nowadays a flourishing centre of prayer 
and retreats. The Franciscans present in the hermitage 
also minister to the parish of Vasciano.

The chestnut tree planted by St. Francis
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 Among the various congresses of 
Franciscan studies celebrated in Italy, one 
can mention the one held at Greccio on 3-4 
May 2013. It was organized by the Franciscan 
provinces of Rome and Abruzzo and was 
dedicated to the theme “Franciscans and the 
Crusades.”
 The first speaker during the congress 
was the scholar Grado Giovanni Merlo, 
who spoke about Saint Francis and the 
overcoming of the Crusader mentality. The 
scholar mentioned the difficulty to reconcile 
the historical details of Francis’ life with the 
image that was depicted of the saint by the 
subsequent biographers of the 13th and 14th 
centuries. In order to understand the attitude 
of Francis towards the Crusader mentality 
of his day it is important to study critically 
chapter 16 of the Earlier Rule. In this chapter 
there is no evidence of any desire to conquer 
new lands as was evident in the Crusades, or 
even of the defence of the Holy Places and of 
an armed conflict against Islam resulting in a 
forced evangelisation. If one takes a look at 
the Testament, written at the end of Francis’ 
life, one is aware that the saint never mentions 
his experience in the East. In other words, 
according to Merlo, the Crusader mentality 
that was pervading medieval thought, is very 
much absent from Francis and his outlook on 
Christianity. The new fraternity he built was 
rather based on the notion of dialogue and 
encounter, without, however, minimising the 
importance of the spreading of the Gospel 
even among the infidels by peaceful means 
and especially by the witness of fraternity.
 Anna Aiello presented a paper entitled 

Lex falsa, carnalis, diabolica. The minors and 
Islam in the 13th century. Pope Innocent III 
wanted to spread the notion of Christianitas. So 
did Francis of Assisi. But their methods were 
very different. In front of the menace of Islam, 
and later on, of the Mongol empire, the Church 
made use of the Crusades and of diplomatic 
endeavours by missionaries, among whom 
were eminent Franciscans and Dominicans. 
Francis embarked upon a project of a peaceful 
co-existence with the followers of Islam, with 
the aim of announcing Christ but without the 
use of force or even of diplomacy. Indeed, the 
Franciscans were instrumental in introducing 
a new mentality which was definitely anti-
Crusader. They went as missionaries and 
explorers with the aim of creating dialogue 
in North Africa, in the Holy Land, and in 
the Far East. As decades passed Franciscans 
introduced the study of Islamic literature with 
the aim of creating contacts with the Islamic 
world. Examples include the treatises of Ramon 
Lull and Fidenzio da Padova. In the case of 
the Mongol empire there are the examples of 
great missionaries and explorers, such as John 
of Rubruck and Giovanni di Pian del Carpine. 
Roger Bacon introduced the study of Islamic 
philosophy in Oxford.
 Sergio Ferdinandi presented a paper 
entitled Crusader Levant: the castle mentality 
and defence. The Franks were experts in 
introducing the castle mentality in the lands 
they conquered, particularly in the East during 
the time of the Crusades. They constructed a 
number of coastal defence cities and castles in 
the Holy Land, the remains of which are still 
visible today: from Ashkelon in the south to 

FRANCISCANS AND 
THE CRUSADES
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Tripoli in the north along the coast of Palestine, 
and in the interior from Damascus down to 
Galilee, Samaria and beyond the Jordan. The 
defence was in the hands of the two great 
military and chivalric Orders, namely the 
Templars and the Hospitalers. Although the 
Crusades fought a number of disastrous battles, 
the initiative of the Treaty of Jaffa of 1229 
between Emperor Frederick II and the Sultan 
Melek al-Kamel of Egypt, secured Jerusalem 
for the Christians. It was during this truce 
(1229-1244) that the Franciscans established 
themselves for the first time in Jerusalem.
 Marina Benedetti gave a conference 
entitled The Friars Minor and the anti-clerical 
repression of the Crusades in the late Middle 
Ages. The later history of the Friars Minor 
shows a marked tendency to aid the papacy in 
a new kind of Crusades, this time not against 
Islam or the Tartars, but against heresy in 
Europe. Examples include the Crusades against 
the Waldensians and particularly against 
the Cathars (in which the Dominicans had a 
great role), and the preaching Crusades of the 
great figures of the Franciscan Observance, 
Bernardine of Siena, John Capistran and 
James of the Marches, particularly against 
the Bogomils and Hussites in the Balkans and 
central-eastern Europe.
 Giuseppe Ligato presented the theme 
The world of the Crusades in the Chronicle of 
Salimbene of Parma. The Franciscan chronicler 
gives us a good presentation of the Fourth 
Crusade, in which the city of Constantinople 
was sacked in 1204. His father had participated 
in this Crusade and was scandalised by his 
son’s decision to become a Franciscan and 
hence to assume an anti-Crusader mentality.
 Paolo Evangelisti presented the paper 
entitled The Crusades mirrored: going to 
the East in order to re-think the political 
paradigms of the West. The scholar mentioned 
the preaching of Francis to the Crusaders at 
Damietta according to The Memorial in the 
Desire of a Soul by Thomas of Celano, in 
which Francis tries to convince the Christian 

army not to wage battle against the Saracens. 
This method was not only aimed at pacifying 
the situation, but also gave the subsequent 
generations of Franciscans a good idea of how 
to conquer the Holy Land without shedding 
blood, namely without making use of the 
Crusader mentality of the West. Franciscan 
chroniclers and philosophers wrote whole 
treatises, like Fidenzio da Padova with his 
Liber recuperationis Terrae Sanctae, in which 
they envisaged a cosmopolitan society in the 
East, based on the values of charity, humility, 
chastity, legality, and frequent prayer. Indeed, 
according to this Franciscan, the first aim of 
acquiring the Holy Land should not be that of 
conquering lands for the Christians.
 The theme of the Franciscan preaching 
Crusade against the heresies of the Hussites 
in Europe was presented by Václav Vok 
Filip in his paper entitled The action of the 
Observance in the territories of Bohemia and 
the Hussites. The Franciscans who initially 
settled in Prague in 1228 had good relations 
with the population. The wars against the 
Hussites, unfortunately, broke these good 
relations, and the Franciscans embarked upon 
a true preaching Crusade against the heresy, 
particularly with the sermons of John Capistran 
in Austria and Moravia in 1451.
 The last speaker during the congress was 
Anna Benvenuti, who spoke about Interiorising 
the Crusade. Her aim was to show how the 
Franciscans contributed to spread devotion to 
the Holy Places when the Crusader era finished 
and the Holy Land was in the hands of Islam. 
The Franciscans transported many memories of 
the Holy Places to Europe in order to underline 
the devotional aspect of the pilgrimage which 
had formerly been a military expedition. 
 The conclusions of the Congress were 
brilliantly presented by Franco Cardini the 
eminent historian and scholar on the relations 
between Saint Francis and Islam. He concluded 
that, for the Franciscans, the Crusade was 
never a conquest, but a pilgrimage.     l           
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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.    

A process of permanent
conversion

 In the past year, many of our brothers and sisters 
have continued to endure the destructive experience of 
war, which constitutes a grave and deep wound inflicted 
on fraternity. Many conflicts are taking place amid 
general indifference. To all those who live in lands where 
weapons impose terror and destruction, I assure you of 
my personal closeness and that of the whole Church, 
whose mission is to bring Christ’s love to the defenceless 
victims of forgotten wars through her prayers for peace, 
her service to the wounded, the starving, refugees, the 
displaced and all those who live in fear. The Church also 
speaks out in order to make leaders hear the cry of pain of 
the suffering and to put an end to every form of hostility, 
abuse and the violation of fundamental human rights. 
For this reason, I appeal forcefully to all those who sow 
violence and death by force of arms: in the person you 
today see simply as an enemy to be beaten, discover rather 
your brother or sister, and hold back your hand! Give up 
the way of arms and go out to meet the other in dialogue, 
pardon and reconciliation, in order to rebuild justice, 
trust, and hope around you! “From this standpoint, it is 
clear that, for the world’s peoples, armed conflicts are 
always a deliberate negation of international harmony, 
and create profound divisions and deep wounds which 
require many years to heal. Wars are a concrete refusal 
to pursue the great economic and social goals that the 
international community has set itself”. Nevertheless, as 
long as so great a quantity of arms are in circulation as at 
present, new pretexts can always be found for initiating 
hostilities. For this reason, I make my own the appeal of 
my predecessors for the non-proliferation of arms and for 
disarmament of all parties, beginning with nuclear and 
chemical weapons disarmament. We cannot however fail 
to observe that international agreements and national 
laws – while necessary and greatly to be desired – are 
not of themselves sufficient to protect humanity from the 
risk of armed conflict. A conversion of hearts is needed 
which would permit everyone to recognize in the other 
a brother or sister to care for, and to work together 
with, in building a fulfilling life for all. This is the spirit 
which inspires many initiatives of civil society, including 
religious organizations, to promote peace. I express my 
hope that the daily commitment of all will continue to 
bear fruit and that there will be an effective application in 
international law of the right to peace, as a fundamental 
human right and a necessary prerequisite for every other 
right.

His Holiness Pope Francis
Message for the World Day of Peace
1 January 2014
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