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FRANCISCAN LEADERSHIP 
The Franciscan Order is going through a crisis of leadership. This affirmation 

may sound far-fetched and exaggerated if it were not for the fact that the crisis 
of leadership is a widespread phenomenon in today’s world. Indeed there are 
exceptions to the rule. Pope Francis is one of them. His amiable but strong 
style of leadership has attracted the attention of the world media, which was 
rather cold and indifferent as far as the Catholic Church was concerned, and 
preferred to portray a grim picture of an outmoded institution prone to financial 
scandals and sex abuse of minors. The picture is still there, but Pope Francis 
has shifted the world’s attention to other issues, which are equally, if not more, 
important. His charismatic role as leader of the world’s Catholics has opened 
new opportunities for dialogue and reconciliation even in a world torn apart by 
fanatical fundamentalism exploiting religion for its dirty ends.

Having said this, it is indeed difficult to find authoritative leadership in the 
world today. At most it is easy to find authoritarian leadership. The Arab spring 
has resulted in a chaotic situation in many countries that had known stability 
for decades, and it seems that the only way out is a new kind of authoritarian 
dictatorship to replace the old models. In the so-called democratic world, leaders 
are either helpless in front of global and national unrest because of the economic 
crisis, or they cling on to power in authoritarian manners masked by a democratic 
framework. This is the case in the majority of the great powers of the world both 
in the west and in the east.

So, what is the kind of leadership that one should hope for in our world 
today? Can the Franciscan charism provide a solution to the problem? Saint 
Francis himself was no great leader in the authoritarian sense. He resigned from 
his post as leader of the Order in 1220, six years before he died. Indeed he did 
not regard himself as being an efficient leader. And yet he was a good leader, and 
a charismatic one as well. Francis envisaged a new model of leadership that sent 
ripples through the political and economic institutions of his times. He discarded 
the feudal and monastic system of domination of the noble class upon the serfs 
and chose a new model that was reminiscent of his upbringing. Francis was the 
son of a merchant. He was brought up in a new world of contacts and business. 
This was a world in which one could travel freely and exchange goods and ideas. 
In this way he formed an Order of brothers that was democratic and built on 
mutual respect and co-responsibility.

It would, however, be a mistake to think that Francis transferred his social 
way of life to the new Order he founded. Francis himself was critical of the 
merchant class to which he belonged. It was the class which founded the Italian 
communes based on democracy, but it still was a social caste that excluded the 
poor and marginalised. Francis became a minor among the true minors, among 
lepers, poor beggars and sick persons by the wayside. This is the new kind of 
leadership he envisaged for his brotherhood. It was the leadership of those who 
bend down to wash the feet of the brothers and serve the most downtrodden, just 
like Jesus of Nazareth had done many centuries before.

It is a pity that the Franciscan Order is not always aware of this model of 
leadership. Indeed, the idea that one gets is that of an Order that is very much 
lacking in leadership, to the point that many brothers go astray not because of 
lack of leaders, but because of lack of leaders with ideas, with a vision, with 
hope for the future. It has been some decades now that the lack of vocations and 
the difficulty to keep up with commitments has drawn the Order to a dangerous 
state in which pessimism has crept in many provinces and entities. This is a pity. 
It means that lack of ideas and vision will produce a lack of interest in study, in 
ministry, in witness. It will result in the lack of leaders who are important to give 
a direction to such a large family in the Church. It also results in a marginalisation 
of the friars in their own surroundings, to the detriment of dialogue with a world 
that is changing and clamouring for new hope.

Pope Francis can give a good example to our Order as to how one can divert 
the usual ideas of helplessness into hope and courage for the future. It does not 
mean that the storm will be over. The Church is going through turbulent times, 
and so is our Order. It is not always our fault, to be honest. But it would be our 
fault if we simply react to contingent issues and are not capable of foresight and 
vision to shape our own future.  

Fr. Noel Muscat ofm
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FRANCIS OF ASSISI 
AND ISLAM

Alfonso Marini
 

deeds; thus the army both inside and outside the 
city began to pillage, steal, murder, engage in sen-
sual pleasures of the flesh, even with the Saracen 
women of the city.”2

 The story ends with the quarrel between 
King Jean and the Legate Pelagius (“la rancune et 
la haine”), who with their sin brought about the 
loss of the city that the Christians had conquered.3

 The Anonymous forms part of the medieval 
mentality which, on the biblical pattern, places the 
cause of evil upon the refusal of the help of God 
and upon the self-sufficient pride. Thus the anony-
mous author harshly condemns the vices and unor-
thodox behaviour of the Christian army and shares 
the decision of Francis to leave their camp. With 
the minimum of documentation to which the his-
torian is bound to adhere, he gives the information 
regarding pillaging, stealing, murders (as well as 
sexual misconduct with the Saracen women) that 
took place both within and outside the city, and 
thus stigmatizes the violence of the Crusades not 
only within their own ranks, but also against the 
conquered enemies, extending the criticism of the 
individuals to the general climate of war and to a 
mentality of antithesis.
 As we know, in 1247 Thomas of Celano, 
acting on the command of the general Minister of 
the Friars Minor, Crescentius of Jesi, composed 
another hagiography of Saint Francis (Memoriale 
in desiderio animae), integrating and sometimes 
modifying what he wrote in the first biography 
(Vita Sancti Francisci). Among the scarce bio-
graphical notes of the first part he does not re-pro-
pose the journey of Francis to the East; however 
he narrates a new episode, not based upon the en-
counter with the Sultan or with the Muslims, but 
on the attitude of the Saint towards the Crusader 
army. This episode is inserted in the second part, 
which is divided according to specific themes, and 
is found in the first section entitled De spiritu pro-
phetiae quem beatus Franciscus habuit. In fact, 
in chapter 4 (coinciding with paragraph 30 of the 

Excerpts from the study by Alfonso Marini, Storia 
contestata: Francesco d’Assisi e l’Islam, in Fran-
ciscana. Bollettino della Società internazionale di 
studi francescani, XIV (2012), Fondazione Cen-
tro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, Spoleto 
2012, 1-54.

Francis and the Crusade
 Now that we have seen Francis’ behaviour 
towards Muslims, we now examine his attitude to-
wards the Crusaders and the crusading expedition.
 The Historia rerum in patribus transmarin-
is gestarum by William of Tours was continued, 
among other works, by the anonymous vernacular 
edition in Old French of the Histoire de Eracles 
empereur et la conqueste de la terre d’outremer, 
dated 1229-31. The Anonymous, who knew Fran-
cis and reminds his readers that Francis had been 
canonised, does not give any information regard-
ing Francis’ visit to the Sultan, but he informs us 
regarding the attitude of the Saint towards the Cru-
sades:
 “The man, who began the Order of Friars 
Minor – a brother called Brother Francis – who 
was later made a saint and officially raised to that 
dignity, so that we call him Saint Francis, came 
to the army at Damietta. He accomplished many 
good things and remained until the capture of the 
distressed. For that reason, he left there and stayed 
for a space of time in Syria, and from there he re-
turned to his country.”1

 The anonymous author then stops to de-
scribe the sins committed in the Crusader camp 
after the capture of Damietta:
 “But after the city (of Damietta) had been 
captured, it seemed that they (the Crusaders) want-
ed to say: ‘We do not need God’s help any long-
er,’ because they drove Him far away from them, 
and then they did not want to understand how to 
serve Him and neither how to accomplish good 
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modern authors) Celano narrates Quomodo apud 
Damiatam Christianorum stragem futuram prae-
dixit (How he foretold the massacre of Christians 
at Damietta). Francis invited the Crusaders not to 
wage battle on that day; they did not listen to him 
and the Christian army had to face a bloody defeat 
(probably that of 29th August 1219).4

 This narrative can be interpreted literally 
according to the intentions of the hagiographer, 
that is, as an example of the supernatural pro-
phetic ability of Francis. Some read in the episode 
a favourable attitude towards the Crusade on the 
part of the Saint, since Thomas writes that Fran-
cis tried to dissuade the Christians from attacking 
battle exactly because he knew prophetically that 
they would be defeated, and he cried profusely on 
the courageous soldiers who were killed, particu-
larly on the Spaniards. “He could see their bold-
ness in battle had left only a few of them alive.” 
Here, however, once again we notice the necessity 
to analyse critically the source and decipher it. For 
his formation and also for his position as official 
hagiographer, Thomas of Celano did not want and 
could not present an anti-crusading position on the 
part of Francis, or else he could not conceive that 
the Saint could have had such an attitude. There-
fore he narrates the episode of Francis’ reticence 
in encouraging the Crusaders to wage the battle as 
a desire on his part to avoid the defeat of his own 
party, namely the Christian side. It is therefore pos-
sible, if not also probable, that the hagiographer 
adjusts, in a more or less conscious manner, the 
episode in such a way that we see in it a preaching 
against war, even if it was a question of a Crusade. 
In many other cases, as I have already said more 
than once, the narration of Thomas and of the oth-
er hagiographers has to be interpreted, and such an 
operation is possible thanks to the confrontation 
with other sources that narrate the same episode. 
In this case it is not possible to make a confron-
tation, but we can cross-examine Celano with the 
Histoire de Eracles empereur that shows Francis 
angry for the sin of the Crusades to the point of 
leaving Damietta. If we compare the two episodes 
we seem to understand that Francis was against 
armed conflict. On the other hand in the same epi-
sode of Thomas of Celano we clearly see the fear 
on the part of Francis to invite the Crusaders to 
abandon their plans for battle, a fact that is shown 
in this detailed dialogue with his companion:
 “When the Christian army was besieging 
Damietta, the holy man of God was there with 

his companions, since they had crossed the sea in 
their fervour for martyrdom. When the holy man 
heard that our forces were preparing for war, on 
the day of battle he grieved deeply. He said to his 
companion: ‘If the battle happens on this day the 
Lord has shown me that it will not go well for the 
Christians. But if I say this, they will take me for 
a fool, and if I keep silent my conscience will not 
leave me alone. What do you think I should do?’ 
His companion replied: ‘Father, do not give the 
least thought to how people judge you. This would 
not be the first time people took you for a fool. Un-
burden your conscience, and fear God rather than 
men.”5

 Was Francis afraid that he would be re-
garded as a fool because he referred to a vision or 
because he called the soldiers not to wage battle? 
Even in the conclusion of the paragraph, the com-
ment of Thomas of Celano appears rather strong, 
if it is referred solely to the refusal to believe in 
a prophecy. And then, why was the will of God 
so contrary to the possibility of attacking battle 
on that particular day? Could it be that the Most 
High was also an expert in military tactics? The 
moralistic explanation of Thomas, that falls in line 
with the traditional justification of the defeats en-
dured by the Crusaders from the time of Bernard 
of Clairvaux, does not convince much if it is ap-
plied to this limited episode, even from the point 
of view of the Crusade, since the defeat was not 
definitive and the Christians did, in fact, conquer 
Damietta the following November:
 “Let the princes of the whole world take 
note of this, and let them know: it is not easy to fight 
against God, that is, against the will of the Lord. 
Stubborn insolence usually ends in disaster. It re-
lies on its own strength, thus forfeiting the help of 
heaven. If victory is to be expected from on high, 
then battles must be entrusted to the divine Spirit.”6

 The fact is that Francis goes to the Sul-
tan after this defeat, and for him such an episode 
could not possibly have had simply a military sig-
nificance, and could not have been just an isolated 
episode.
 It could be that even Saint Bonaventure 
regarded this narration as being ambiguous. Bon-
aventure, minister general of the Minors, omits this 
episode in chapter IX of the Legenda maior sancti 
Francisci, which he concluded in 1263 and which 
was destined to substitute all the preceding bio-
hagiographic legends of Saint Francis.7 The omis-
sion could, in fact, have been the result of the will 
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to avoid interpretations of the episode that would 
be contrary to the Crusade, and that were possible 
also in the 13th century. The three hypotheses of 
reading the three sources that we have examined 
(Histoire de Eracles empereur, Vita II by Thomas 
of Celano, Legenda maior of Saint Bonaventure) 
together reach a good degree of plausibility, more 
than that of Francis who would be devoutly scan-
dalised by the Crusaders who blasphemed and 
frequented prostitutes (in the Histoire de Eracles). 
Since he was supernaturally capable of reading 
the future, he would have been preoccupied of 
a Christian defeat. Such an interpretation would 
lead us back to the already recorded positive con-
viction of the sources that speak for themselves.
 Gwénolé Jeusset makes a meaningful read-
ing of the event: at Damietta Francis has another 
conversion; maybe upon arriving in Egypt he did 
not clearly possess an anti-crusading attitude, but 
his experience led him to refuse totally the idea 
of war even if it is waged for religious purposes: 
“disons qu’il arriva les mains neus et qu’il reparit 
avec la pensée que l’Église devait aller, elle aussi, 
les mains nues vers le musulmans.”8

 What other elements do we have to hold on 
to the interpretation that Francis was not in favour 
of the Crusade? If there are no other elements, in 
fact, the interpretation would still remain weak, 
even if the opposite would also be the same or 
even more so. On the basis of the sources we have 
examined there are no elements other than the 
weeping of Francis upon the Crusades who died, a 
fact given by only one hagiographic source.
 We are fortunate to be able to analyse other 
sources. First of all we have the writings of the 
Saint of Assisi – the same writings that Tolan and 
all those who came before him ignored. The writ-
ings are important for what they state expressly as 
well as for their silence.
 The first writing we shall analyse is the 
Salutatio virtutum 16-18, which expresses a gen-
eral attitude of the Saint regarding human persons 
and regarding creatures. Among the virtues holy 
obedience leads one to “obedience to one’s broth-
er, so that it is subject and submissive to everyone 
in the world, not only to people but to every beast 
and wild animal as well that they may do whatever 
they want with it insofar as it has been given to 
them from above by the Lord.”9

 The Laudes Dei altissimi, conserved in the 
autograph of Francis on the parchment that also 
contains the Blessing given to brother Leo, which 

is also an autograph of the Saint, are a prayer that, 
in the repetition of the 30 praises of God which 
are always introduced by the expression “Tu es” 
(sanctus, fortis, magnus, altissimus, omnipotens, 
etc.),10 is seen by some as an echo of the praises 
(or names) of Allah. Francis would have been in-
fluenced by Islamic piety, since he composed the 
prayer after his stay in the Orient, in particular dur-
ing the lent in honour of Saint Michael in 1224, af-
ter the impression of the stigmata. This, however, 
is just a hypothesis or a simple suggestion.
 The most clear text by Francis that indi-
cates his attitude towards Muslims was written im-
mediately after 1219-1220 and it could also reflect 
his experience in Egypt. It is chapter 16,1-7 of the 
Regula non bullata (1221),11 entitled De euntibus 
inter saracenos et alios infideles:
 “The Lord says: Behold I am sending 
you like sheep in the midst of wolves. Therefore, 
be prudent as serpents and simple as doves (Mt 
10:16). Let any brother, then, who desires by di-
vine inspiration to go among the Saracens and 
other nonbelievers, go with the permission of his 
minister and servant. If he sees they are fit to be 
sent, the minister may give them permission and 
not oppose them, for he will be bound to render an 
accounting to the Lord if he has proceeded without 
discernment in this and other matters. As for the 
brothers who go, they can live spiritually among 
the Saracens and nonbelievers in two ways. One 
way is not to engage in arguments or disputes but 
to be subject to every human creature for God’s 
sake (1Pt 2:13) and to acknowledge that they are 
Christians. The other way is to announce the Word 
of God, when they see it pleases the Lord, in order 
that [unbelievers] may believe in almighty God, 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Crea-
tor of all, the Son, the Redeemer and Saviour, and 
be baptised and become Christians because no one 
can enter the kingdom of God without being re-
born of water and the Holy Spirit (Jn 3:5).”12

 First of all we notice the corresponding 
aspects of subditi omni humanae creaturae with 
the analogous expressions of the Salutatio virtu-
tum and the Epistola ad fideles, which refer to the 
same quotation from the New Testament. From 
this we can conclude that the general attitude of 
Francis that we have recorded earlier is applied 
also to the Muslims. But what appears to be more 
evident from this text is the refusal of all kinds of 
disagreements. For Francis, as always, the first 
witness should be that of one’s own life: confitean-
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tur se esse christianos. It is only when the oppor-
tunity presents itself, or rather when God deems 
it to be useful, that the friars should pass to the 
direct preaching of the Gospel and of the Triune 
God (this would however bring with it the risk of 
martyrdom, as the rest of chapter 16, intertwined 
with quotations from the Gospel, shows).13

 In chapter 16 of the Regula non bullata it 
is evident that there is transposition of the experi-
ence in Egypt, and maybe also in the sense of an 
ulterior conversion of Francis, as Gwénolé Jeusset 
suggests.
 We also have to consider the “silence” of 
Francis. In his writings he never speaks of “arms” 
in battle or of “enemies”.14 In the Regula non bul-
lata 22,1-4 there is just one reference to the pas-
sage from enemy to friend in the interpretation of 
the evangelical text: Francis seems to eliminate the 
same word “enemy”, where with a system which 
is nearly rabbinical, he departs from the words of 
Jesus in Mt 5:44 (“Love your enemies”), reminds 
us of the words of Jesus addressed to Judas when 
he betrays him in Mt 26:50  and concludes: “Our 
friends, therefore, are all those who unjustly inflict 
upon us distress and anguish, shame and injury, 
sorrow and punishment, martyrdom and death.”15 
It is thanks to this that we can attain eternal life. 
The enemies have become friends, that is, Fran-
cis provides a leap which is far from being simply 
lexical.
 Francis’ most significant silence is that of 
the attribute miles Christi, which had been first ap-
plied to the martyrs, then to the monks, and then, 
from the end of the 11th century, to the Crusades 
and to the members of the monastic Orders and 
the Orders of Knights (Pauperes milites Christi 
was the official denomination of the Templers). 
In classical Latin the term indicated the soldier of 
Christ, and from the 11th century onwards it indi-
cated in a particular way the knight. The attribute 
is often used for Francis by the Franciscan sources 
which were produced after his death, from the Vita 
prima of Thomas of Celano, even though only 
in its original spiritual meaning.16 It is only Bon-
aventure who calls Francis miles Christi when he 
presents him going to the Sultan, but always with 
the aim of making him look like an innocent man 
who is looking for martyrdom.17 The fact that the 
Saint never used this attribute for himself or for his 
brothers, even outside the context of war, is full 
of meaning, especially in front of such an ancient 
tradition that is to be found immediately in the first 

biographical work of Thomas of Celano.
 Sometimes we find Francis making refer-
ences to the Paladins and the Knights of the Round 
Table in order to show that he was not against war 
and that the ideal of chivalry – understood as that 
of the knight who wields the sword in defence of 
Christianity – was very strong in his horizon of 
thought. These two references come from the tra-
dition of the “companions” and are present in the 
Legenda antica Perusina. First of all we have to 
state that we are out of the writings of Saint Fran-
cis, nevertheless we can give trust, in this case, to 
the witnesses, since they do not use these words 
for aims that are immediately polemical in nature. 
The difference in the typology of the sources is 
therefore underlined for correctness of method and 
to maintain a minimum of attendibility.18 The two 
texts are both found in chapter 103 of the edition 
of Bigaroni, which has the name Compilatio As-
sisiensis (Assisi Compilation). The text referring 
to Charles and the Paladins constitutes the answer 
to a novice who insistently asked Francis to give 
him permission to keep a psalter:
 “Blessed Francis gave him this sort of re-
sponse: ‘The Emperor Charles, Roland and Oli-
ver, and all the paladins and valiant knights who 
were mighty in battle, pursuing unbelievers with 
great toil and fatigue even to death, had a glori-
ous and memorable victory for themselves, and, 
finally, died in battle fighting as holy martyrs for 
the faith in Christ. And there are many who want 
to receive honour and praise by only relating what 
they did.”19

 It is certain that here we are dealing with 
heroes who fought in the defence of the faith 
against the infidels, and who were regarded as 
martyrs if they died in battle against the unbeliev-
ers. However I would not see in these words a 
conscious expression of a bellicose ideology that 
would give a right of existence to the Crusade. 
It is just a reminder of heroes who lived in times 
gone by, and who were placed on an ideal if not a 
mythical level, within the context of the culture of 
courtesy in which Francis had been certainly edu-
cated like all young people of his age, particularly 
before his conversion, during the period in which 
he himself had fought battles on horseback, at least 
that of Collestrada. On the other hand, even if one 
holds that the Poverello was not keen on making 
propaganda for the Crusade in the 13th century, one 
cannot arrive at defending the position that Francis 
had a precise “pacifist” ideology on the political 
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level according to the parameters of our culture, 
to the point that one would like to exclude from 
his words even the reference to Charles and the 
Paladins.20

 The second texts does not present any ref-
erence to war or martyrdom. The ideal image that 
has remained alive for centuries – up till this very 
day – of the Knights of the Round Table is reha-
bilitated in order to represent the friars who dedi-
cate their lives to solitude in prayer and in contem-
plation, in the presence of God but hidden to the 
world. They are the Knights of the Round Table. 
This brief text can offer the correct interpreta-
tion of the preceding text we have seen regarding 
Charles and the Paladins:
 “These brothers of mine are my knights of 
the round table, the brothers who hide in desert-
ed and remote places, to devote themselves more 
diligently to prayer and meditation, weeping over 
their sins and those of others, whose holiness is 
known to God, and is sometimes ignored by the 
brothers and people.”21

____________
NOTES

1  English translation in FAED I, 609. Recueil des historiens des 
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modis inter eos possunt spiritualiter conversari. Unus modus 
est quod non faciant lites neque contentiones, sed sint subditi 
omni humane creature propter Deum et confiteantur se esse 
christianos. Alius modus est quod, cum viderint placere Deo, 
annuntient verbum Dei, ut credant in Deum omnipotentem, 
Patrem et Filium et Spiritum Sanctum, creatorem omnium, re-
demptorem et salvatorem Filium, et ut baptizentur et efficiantur 
christiani, quia nisi quis renatus fuerit ex aqua et Spiritu Sancto, 
non potest intrare in regnum Dei.”

13 St. Francis of Assisi, Earlier Rule, 16,8-21 (FAED I, 74-75): 
“They can say to them and the others these and other things 
which please God because the Lord says in the Gospel: Who-
ever acknowledges me before others I will acknowledge before 
my heavenly Father (Mt 10:32). Whoever is ashamed of me 
and of my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of when 
he comes in his glory and in the glory of the Father (Lk 9:26). 
Wherever they may be, let all my brothers remember that they 
have given themselves and abandoned their bodies to the Lord 
Jesus Christ. For love of Him, they must make themselves vul-
nerable to their enemies, both visible and invisible, because the 
Lord says: Whoever loses his life because of me will save it in 
eternal life (Lk 9:24; Mt 25:46). Blessed are they who suffer 
persecution for the sake of justice, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven (Mt 5:10). If they have persecuted me, they will also 
persecute you (Jn 15:20). If they persecute you in one town, flee 
to another (Mt 10:23; Mt 5:11; Lk 6:22). Blessed are you when 
people hate you, speak evil of you, persecute, expel, and abuse 
you, denounce your name as evil and utter every kind of slander 
against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad on that day be-
cause your reward is great in heaven (Mt 5:11-12; Lk 6:22-23). 
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I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of them and do not fear 
those who kill the body and afterwards have nothing more to 
do (Mt 10:28). See that you are not alarmed (Lk 12:4). For by 
your patience, you will possess your souls (Mt 24:6; Lk 21:19); 
whoever perseveres to the end will be saved (Mt 10:22).”

14 Cfr. Frugoni, Francesco e le terre dei non cristiani, cit. 7, with 
a reference to R. Paciocco, “Sub jugo servitutis”. Francesco, i 
Francescani e la “militia Christi”, in Militia Christi e Crociata 
nei secoli XI-XIII. Atti dell’XI settimana internazionale di stu-
dio (Mendola, 28 agosto – 1 settembre 1989), Milano 1992, 
699-715. It is to be noted that the Saint never uses the word 
“heretics”.

15 St. Francis of Assisi, Earlier Rule, 22,1-4 (FAED I, 79): “All 
my brothers: let us pay attention to what the Lord says: Love 
your enemies and do good to those who hate you (Mt 5:44) for 
our Lord Jesus Christ, Whose footprints we must follow, called 
His betrayer a friend and willingly offered Himself to His ex-
ecutioners. Our friends, therefore, are all those who unjustly in-
flict upon us distress and anguish, shame and injury, sorrow and 
punishment, martyrdom and death. We must love them greatly 
for we shall possess eternal life because of what they bring us.”

16 Thomas of Celano, The Life of Saint Francis, 36 (FAED I, 
214-215): “Francis, Christ’s bravest soldier (fortissimus miles 
Christi Franciscus), went around the cities and villages pro-
claiming the kingdom of God and preaching peace and pen-
ance for the remission of sins, not in the persuasive words of 

human wisdom but in the learning and power of the Spirit.” In 
1C 93 (FAED I, 263): “The brave soldier was not disturbed by 
oncoming battles” (Sed non turbatur fortissimus miles propter 
ingruentia bella).

17 St. Bonaventure, Major Legend of Saint Francis IX,7 (FAED II, 
602): “Francis, the intrepid knight of Christ, hoping to be able 
to achieve his purpose, decided to make the journey, not terri-
fied by the fear of death, but rather drawn by desire for it.”

18 R. Manselli has particularly studied the paragraphs of the Leg-
enda Perusina in his Nos qui cum eo fuimus. Contributo alla 
questione francescana, Roma 1980 (Bibliotheca seraphico-
capucina, 28). He has been often criticised for the excess of 
attendibility that he attributes to them. Cfr. Miccoli, La “ques-
tione francescana” è ancora attuale? in Id., Francesco d’Assisi. 
Memoria, storia e storiografia, Milano 2010, 220. 

19 Assisi Compilation 103 (FAED II, 209).
20 The mention of Charles, the Paladins and the Knights of the 

Round Table does not appear in none of the writings of Saint 
Francis. Frugoni, Francesco e le terre dei non cristiani, cit. 70-
75, is of the opinion that these texts of CA are dubious, particu-
larly the reference of Francis to Charles and the Paladins, and 
states: “Francis did not intend to suggest the approval of the 
Crusade and the killing of the infidels and his words should not 
be considered as a quotation ad litteram” (p. 75).

21 Assisi Compilation 103 (FAED II, 208).
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 The Via Crucis, or Way of the Cross, is 
among the most popular Christian devotions. 
The majority of Catholic churches in the world 
have erected the Stations of the Cross and many 
Christians practice this devotion on Fridays, 
during Lent and especially during Holy Week. 
 The Way of the Cross as we know it 
nowadays is the direct result of a pious devotion 
introduced by the Franciscan Saint Leonard of 
Porto Maurizio (†1751), member of the Order of 
Friars Minor Reformed, who spread this devotion 
in his preaching tours in Italy and personally 
erected more than 572 Via Crucis. Among these 
the most famous is the one that he erected in the 
Colosseum in Rome, upon the request of Pope 
Benedict XIV, on 27th December 1750, on the 
occasion of the Jubilee Year. To this very day the 
Pope goes to pray the Via Crucis at the Colosseum 
on Good Friday evening.
 It seems, however, that Leonard of Porto 
Maurizio came to know of this devotion that had 
already existed before him. In the traditional form 
as we know it the Via Crucis was already practiced 
in Spain during the first half of the 17th century, 
particularly in Franciscan friaries. From the 
Iberian peninsula it passed on to Sardinia, which 
was under the domination of the Spanish crown, 
and from there it spread to the Italian peninsula.
 The origins of the Via Crucis are, however, 
much older. Our aim is that of tracing the origins of 
the Via Crucis with a reference to the place where 
it was born, namely Jerusalem, and to those who 
introduced it, namely the Franciscans. Indeed, 
among the popular devotions in the Church, the 
Via Crucis ranks high on the agenda of importance, 
and it is an eminently Franciscan devotion.

The Origins of the Via Crucis in 
Jerusalem

 The practice of meditating upon the 
episodes of Christ’s passion and death by following 
the same footprints of the Lord is attested since 
ancient times in Jerusalem. Although we cannot 
speak of a Via Crucis in the way we know it 
today, it is certain that from the first centuries 
of the Christian era, it was common practice to 
meditate and celebrate the liturgy in the same 
places sanctified by the passion and death of 
Christ. Our presentation will initially follow the 
official Vatican website: Piero Marini, La Via 
Crucis, Presentazione, Ufficio delle Celebrazioni 
Liturgiche del Sommo Pontefice, in http://www.
vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/documents/ns_
lit_doc_via-crucis_it.html.
 The Church of Jerusalem manifested very 
early on its attention for the Holy Places. After the 
destruction by Emperor Hadrian in ad 135, and the 
building of Ælia Capitolina, the new Jerusalem, 
which aimed at obliterating the Christian memories 
of Calvary and the Tomb of Christ, in ad 325, 
during the Council of Nicea in the Byzantine 
Empire which became totally Christian, Helena, 
the mother of Emperor Constantine the Great, was 
convinced by Bishop Macarios of Jerusalem to 
take an active interest in the Holy Places of Calvary 
and the Holy Sepulchre that had been covered up 
respectively by the shrine of Venus and the Forum 
of Ælia. Thus the Constantine Basilica of the Holy 
Sepulchre was built, comprising the Anástasis, 
or dome above the Holy Sepulchre itself, the 
Triporticum or open courtyard in which the rock of 
Calvary was venerated, and the vast Martyrion, or 
prayer hall with columns, opening up on the Cardo 
Maximus of Ælia. The famous pilgrim Egeria, in 
her Itinerarium, describes the processions that 
used to take place in the Constantine basilica in ad 
384, particularly from the Martyrion to the Rock 
of Calvary (ad Crucem) and to the Empty Tomb of 
Christ in the Anástasis. This could be described as 
the first procession commemorating the events of 

THE FRANCISCAN 
“VIA CRUCIS”

Noel Muscat ofm
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the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
even though it did not resemble our Via Crucis in 
any way.
 The journey along various commemorative 
Holy Places leading up to Golgotha was popular 
with Christian pilgrims during the 5th and 6th 
centuries, that is, during Byzantine times. The 
various chronicles of pilgrims that visited 
Jerusalem during this period speak about these 
processions along a sacred way, a via sacra, which 
obviously did not necessarily correspond to the 
Via Crucis as we practice it today.
 A good example of these processions can 
be found in the Diary of the Anonymous Pilgrim 
of Piacenza, who visited Jerusalem in ad 560-570. 
He describes it in detail: “There are fifty paces 
from Golgotha to where the cross was found. In the 
basilica of Constantine, which is to be found close 
to the Sepulchre and to Golgotha, in the atrium 
of the same basilica one finds the room where the 
wood of the cross has been placed. We venerated it 
and kissed it” (Itinerarium I, c. 20).
 At a time when it was difficult for pilgrims 
to go to Jerusalem, we find reproductions of the 
various shrines linked with the passion and death 
of Jesus in some European cities. Maybe the most 
famous among them is the complex of Seven 
Churches of Santo Stefano in Bologna, built by 

bishop Saint Petronius (431-450) as an imitation of 
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, and sometimes 
also called Sancta Jerusalem. Christians would 
commemorate the various shrines linked with the 
events of the passion of Christ in this complex, 
where one literally walks from one church into 
another.
 During the times of the Crusades this 
practice of building churches imitating the Holy 
Sepulchre continued to spread in Europe. An 
example is the Church of Santo Sepolcro in Pisa, 
built in 1113 on an octagonal plan by the Order of 
the Knights of Saint John of Jerusalem.
 Towards the end of the 13th century the Via 
Crucis as a devotional walk along certain Stations 
in the streets of Jerusalem is already mentioned. 
In fact, in 1294 the Dominican pilgrim Ricoldo 
di Monte Croce, in his Liber peregrinationis, 
affirms that he had gone to the Holy Sepulchre 
“by the way through which Christ ascended, while 
carrying the cross by himself” (per viam quam 
ascendit Christus, baiulans sibi crucem). He 
describes various Stations: the palace of Herod, 
the Lithóstrotos where Christ was condemned 
to death, the place where he met the women of 
Jerusalem and the place where Simon of Cyrene 
carried the cross of Jesus.
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The first Franciscan processions 
in Jerusalem
 The term Via Dolorosa refers to the 
journey of Jesus who carried the cross from 
Pilate’s praetorium to Calvary. In Jerusalem it is 
not just a spiritual journey. Pilgrims flock along 
the short distance of the Via Dolorosa to meditate 
on the various moments of Christ’s passion. The 
name Via Dolorosa seems to have been first 
used by the Franciscan Custos of the Holy Land 
Bonifacio da Ragusa (Dubrovnik) in the mid-16th 
century, when he describes this devotional walk 
along the streets of Jerusalem. We shall try to see 
how this Franciscan devotional walk originated 
and developed, before trying to understand the 
relationship between the devotion in itself and the 
archaeological proof of the actual way that Jesus 
followed while carrying the cross. Indeed, it is not 
our aim to delve into this complex problem, which 
is of little interest to the devotional aspect that 
has characterised the Via Crucis as spread by the 
Franciscans along the centuries. For further study 
regarding this argument, cfr. Jerome Murphy-
O’Connor op, Keys to Jerusalem. Collected 
Essays, Oxford University Press 2012, 107-121 
(chapter entitled: Tracing the Via Dolorosa).
 The Franciscans first settled in Jerusalem 
in 1229, during the truce established between 
Emperor Frederick II and the Sultan of Egypt, 
al-Malik al-Kamil, a truce that ended in 1239 but 
that was still largely in force until 1244, when 
the Khwarezmian Turks invaded Jerusalem and 
massacred the Christian population. The Franciscan 
residence used to be found close to where today 
Christians stop to meditate at the 5th Station of 
the Via Dolorosa, in the area of El-Wad, the street 
that marks the ancient valley of Tyropoeon, that 
divided Jerusalem into two sections during the 
time of Jesus.
 There are scarcely any hints to a Franciscan 
presence in Jerusalem during the rest of the 13th 
century, although the house of Anjou managed to 
acquire some concessions from Sultan Bibars to 
allow Latin clergy (the Franciscans) to celebrate 
divine offices in the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre.
 It is only in 1335 that the Franciscans 
managed to obtain a permanent presence in 
Jerusalem. In 1333 the Franciscan Roger Guerín 
took active interest to acquire for the Franciscans 

the property on Mount Sion, particularly the 
Coenaculum, or Upper Room of the Last Supper, 
through the kind services of Lady Margherita 
of Aragona, who directed the Pilgrim Hospital 
that used to belong to the Knights of Saint John, 
and especially with the financial help of King 
Robert of Anjou of Naples and his wife Sanchia 
of Majorca. The stable presence on Mount Sion 
resulted in the establishment of the Custody of the 
Holy Land when, on 21st November 1342, Pope 
Clement VI published two bullae in Avignon, the 
Gratias agimus and Nuper carissime, in which he 
mentioned the generous donation of the King and 
Queen of Naples and established the Franciscans 
as the official custodians of the Holy Places, with 
the superior or Guardian of Mount Sion as the 
Custos of the Holy Land.
 The Franciscan presence in the Holy Land 
has remained stable ever since. The aim of this 
presence, from the very beginning, was “to ensure 
the Latin liturgical services in the Holy Sepulchre 
in Jerusalem and in the Church of the Nativity in 
Bethlehem” (Murphy-O’Connor, 110). But the 
Franciscans on Mount Sion also had the duty of 
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welcoming pilgrims who arrived in Jerusalem 
for devotional purposes. They took care of their 
lodging and food, and also tried to defend them in 
all ways in front of the local Muslim authorities. 
The pilgrims would find in the Franciscans their 
expert guides to visit the Holy Places in Jerusalem. 
Thus was born a “Franciscan tour” of the Holy 
Places that could be seen as a remote preparation 
for the devotional practice of the Via Crucis.
 “The tour was circular and based on sound 
common sense. It was given added authority, 
however, by the legend that Mary the mother of 
Jesus had followed the same route each day during 
her last years in Jerusalem in order to visit the places 
associated with her Son. Such reverence on her 
part made it difficult for pilgrims to disagree with 
the route laid down by their guide! The pilgrims’ 
path started at the Franciscan monastery on Mount 
Sion. They visited the house of Caiaphas and the 
palace of Annas, both then located on the western 
side of the city, which they left to climb the Mount 
of Olives. From there they descended to the Pool 
of Siloam and ended the circuit by ascending the 
steep slope that brought them back to Mount Sion” 
(Murphy-O’Connor, 110-111).
 The late Franciscan archaeologist, Michele 
Piccirillo, in a study published some years back, 
called this Franciscan tour il Santo Circolo (the 
holy circuit). He underlines the fact that the 
Franciscans would accompany the pilgrims very 
early in the morning, when the Muslims would still 
be asleep, in order to avoid them being harassed by 
the local Muslim population when they would stop 
to make their devotions at the various stages. This 
is how Jerome Murphy-O’Connor describes the 
Franciscan tour along what is roughly today’s Via 
Dolorosa:
 “Interesting as the complete circuit is, 
we must focus on the section that came to be 
recognised as the Via Dolorosa. After leaving the 
Holy Sepulchre, as they headed east across the city, 
the pilgrims were shown a series of mementos of 
Jesus: namely, the flagstone in the courtyard of the 
Holy Sepulchre on which Jesus fell; the Judgement 
Gate, to which the death notice had been affixed, 
and by which Jesus left the city for Golgotha (this 
gate was important in order to underline that the site 
of the Holy Sepulchre had been outside the city at 
the time of Jesus); the tavern where the soldier got 
the sour wine (Mark 15:36); the house of Veronica; 
the house of the Rich Man (Luke 16:19-31); the 
crossroads at which the cross was transferred from 

Jesus to Simon of Cyrene (Mark 15:21); the place 
where Jesus encountered the women of Jerusalem 
(Luke 23:27-31); the steps that Mary mounted to 
see her Son pass and where she collapsed; the arch 
where Jesus was condemned; the school which 
the mother of Jesus had attended as a girl; the 
house of Pilate (Mark 15:1); the house of Herod 
Antipas (Luke 23:6-12); the house of Simon the 
Pharisee, where Mary Magdalene was pardoned 
(Luke 7:36-50); the Beautiful Gate of the Temple 
(Acts 3:2); the Temple of the Lord (Luke 2:27); 
the house of Anne, where Mary was born; the pool 
at the Sheep Gate (John 5:1); and finally the gate 
leading to the valley of Jehoshaphat. At each place 
the pilgrims stopped to pray. There was no critical 
discussion of historical authenticity. The guide 
was a moralising preacher who exploited the awe 
with which the pilgrims looked at what they were 
shown” (Murphy-O’Connor, 111).
 A good number of these sites are still 
shown to this very day, and some have become 
Stations of the Cross along the Via Dolorosa. 
Although the historical authenticity of much 
of these sites, as the author suggests, has never 
been proven, what is important is to underline 
the Franciscan contribution to the memory of the 
various moments of Christ’s passion along the 
Way of the Cross. This faithfulness to a tradition 
of devotion that was passed along from one 
generation of Franciscans and pilgrims to another 
is the basis of the devotional practice of the Via 
Crucis as it developed in Europe during the 17th 
and 18th centuries. Indeed, one cannot understand 
the true basis of this devotion without a visit to the 
Holy City of Jerusalem, from where it all started.

The Franciscan Via Dolorosa 
and the Via Crucis
 The insistence upon the Franciscan origin 
of the Via Crucis is necessary in order to distinguish 
between the archaeological and devotional aspects 
of the Via Dolorosa. The Franciscans have always 
indicated the Via Dolorosa as an uphill journey 
from Pilate’s praetorium, which they place 
roughly in the area where the Antonia fortress 
would have stood (the present site of the Omariyya 
School and the Flagellation monastery) to Calvary. 
There is no discussion among archaeologists 
regarding the historical location of Calvary 
and the Tomb of Christ. The excavations by the 
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Franciscan archaeologist Virgilio Corbo in the 
early 1960’s have resolved the question as to the 
historical truth of the location of the quarry and 
the rock of Golgotha where Jesus was crucified, 
and which are nowadays occupied by the complex 
structure of the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre, 
even though the actual level of the quarry would 
have been lower than the present floor level of the 
Basilica (Virgilio Corbo, Il Santo Sepolcro di 
Gerusalemme. Aspetto archeologici dalle origini 
al periodo crociato, Franciscan Printing Press, 
Jerusalem 1981-1982). The problem concerns 
the historical proof regarding the Via Dolorosa, 
and hence regarding the place from where Jesus 
carried the cross, namely Pilate’s praetorium.
 The thesis of the Dominican scholars of 
the École Biblique et Archéologique Français in 
Jerusalem, followed by the late Murphy-O’Connor, 
himself a Dominican, is that the Roman governor 
would come to Jerusalem from Caesarea Maritima 
during the great Jewish festivals and reside in 
Herod’s palace, which would correspond to the 
Citadel at Jaffa Gate, rather than at the Antonia 
fortress, which was rather a military barracks 

more than a palace. If this were the case, then the 
entire tour of the Via Dolorosa would be totally 
different. According to the Dominican version, 
it departed from the elevated western hill where 
Herod’s palace stood (hence the word Gabbatha 
in John 19:13, indicating a ‘raised platform’), 
and then proceeded down, not up, towards the 
quarry situated outside the city walls. The tour 
would have passed roughly down through what 
is now the modern David’s Street and left, out of 
the Gennath Gate towards the disused quarry out 
of the city walls, in the site of the present Holy 
Sepulchre Basilica.
 As we have already stated, it is not 
our intention at this point to insist upon the 
archaeological evidence, but rather to underline 
the centuries-old tradition of the Via Dolorosa as 
practiced by the Franciscans ever since the 14th 
century. Indeed, the Franciscan thesis of the Antonia 
fortress as the starting point of Jesus’ journey to 
Calvary cannot be excluded a priori, judging from 
the scant, but important, archaeological evidence 
in the area of the Flagellation and Ecce Homo 
church. Unfortunately, the nearly impossible task 
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of archaeological digs in the northern section of 
the Temple esplanade, or the Muslim sacred site of 
Haram al-Sharif, makes it very difficult to pinpoint 
the exact location of the Antonia fortress and hence 
of Pilate’s praetorium, according to the Franciscan 
tradition.
 According to Murphy-O’Connor’s study, 
“as the fifteenth century progressed, a feeling grew 
that the section between the Holy Sepulchre and 
the house of Pilate should have a special status in 
the pilgrim cult, because it was on this section that 
Jesus slowly died for our sins. This recognition 
brought with it the realisation that the traditional 
direction (from the Holy Sepulchre to the house 
of Pilate) should be reversed. It would be more 
appropriate, and spiritually more beneficial, to 
begin at the house of Pilate and to end at the Holy 
Sepulchre. Then the pilgrim would walk in the 
footsteps of Jesus” (Murphy-O’Connor, 112).
 The Franciscan walk to the Sepulchre along 
the Via Dolorosa was described by the Spanish 
Franciscan, Antonio of Aranda, in 1530. There were 
only three stops in which pilgrims were allowed 
to stay for some time, but only in silent prayer, 

since public prayer in the streets of Jerusalem was 
prohibited by the Muslim authorities. These three 
Stations included: (1) the church of Saint Mary of 
the Spasm, marking the traditional place of Jesus’ 
encounter with his Mother; (2) the place where 
Simon of Cyrene took the cross from Jesus; (3) the 
place where Veronica wiped the face of Jesus. As 
one can notice, only one of these three Stations is 
referred to in the Gospels. The other two are the 
fruit of a local tradition of the Church of Jerusalem, 
as are the Stations commemorating the three times 
that Jesus fell under his cross.
 Other traditions linked with the various 
moments of Christ’s passion and death developed 
in Jerusalem along the centuries. During Byzantine 
times the column on which Jesus was scourged 
was venerated at the Church of Hagia Sion, and 
a part of it subsequently ended up in the chapel 
of the Blessed Sacrament in the Latin section of 
the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre, where it is still 
venerated. The Crusaders found that the restoration 
of the Basilica by Constantine Monomachos (1042-
1055) after the Fatimid destruction by Al-Hakim in 
1009 incorporated a series of chapels dedicated to 
the Passion of Christ, namely the Prison of Christ, 
the chapel of the division of the garments, and the 
chapel of the crowning of thorns. These chapels 
were left in the Basilica during the Crusader 
restoration in 1149 and are still venerated to this 
very day, particularly in the daily procession of the 
Franciscans within the same Basilica.

 The church of Saint Mary of the Spasm was 
built between 1160 and 1187 during the Crusader 
period, and was again rebuilt by the Orthodox or 
Jacobite community between 1229 and 1244 when 
Jerusalem was again in Christian hands. It was 
built with the intention of serving as a Station on 
the Way of the Cross, even though the discovery of 
a 5th or 6th century mosaic in its south-eastern apse 
suggests a much older building. The mosaic is still 
visible. The church commemorates the suffering 
of the Virgin Mary at seeing her Son carrying the 
cross on his way to Calvary. The remains of the old 
church are now the crypt of the Armenian Catholic 
Church of the 4th Station, built in 1881 (Denys 
Pringle, The Churches of the Crusader Kingdom 
of Jerusalem. Vol. 3. The City of Jerusalem, 
Cambridge University Press, 321-322).
 The Veronica tradition is of particular 
interest. It is mentioned already by the 4th 
century Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea, 
who records the woman that Jesus cured from a 
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haemorrhage (Mark 5:24-34) in Caesarea Philippi 
(Banyas), and whose name is recorded as Berenike 
(Latin: Veronica). According to an apocryphal 
tradition this woman gave witness during Jesus’ 
trial and merited to have Jesus’ face miraculously 
imprinted on a piece of cloth, which ended up as 
a precious relic traditionally venerated in Saint 
Peter’s Basilica in Rome.
 Devotion to the Way of the Cross spread 
into Europe already during the 15th century. A 
Spanish Dominican, Blessed Alvarez of Cordoba 
(†1420), who visited Jerusalem before 1405, 
incorporated eight chapels with paintings of the 
scenes of the Passion in the Monastery of Scala 
Coeli in Cordoba. The German Martin Ketzel set 
up a Via Dolorosa in Nuremberg after having been 
to Jerusalem in 1472. The practice of erecting 
chapels commemorating the various moments of 
Christ’s passion spread to France, Switzerland 
and Belgium, where a Via Dolorosa was set up in 
Louvain.
 The number of 14 Stations, which was to 
establish itself as the normal practice in praying 
the Via Crucis, was introduced by a Dutch 
scholar, Christian van Adrichom, who produced 
a Description of Jerusalem at the Time of Christ 
published in 1584. Although Adrichom’s list was 
to become classic, he had never been to Jerusalem, 
and the Franciscan Bernardino Amico, who 
produced the first measured plan of Jerusalem in 
1591, initially criticised it.
 The development of the Jerusalem Via 
Crucis as we know it today took place thanks to 
the Franciscan Bernardino Amico, who produced 
a detailed plan of the tour in 1591. He divides the 
Via Dolorosa in various Stations, particularly the 
palace of Pilate, where Jesus was scourged, the arch 
of the Ecce Homo, where Jesus was condemned to 
death, and the Chapel of Saint Mary of the Spasm, 
where Jesus met his Mother. Then he also drew 
another plan showing the street leading up from the 
place where Simon the Cyrenian took the cross, on 
to the encounter with the women of Jerusalem, the 
house of Veronica and the Judgement Gate, from 
which Jesus went out of the city walls on to Calvary 
(Bernardino Amico, Plans of the Sacred Edifices 
of the Holy Land, with a Preface and Notes by B. 
Bagatti and E. Hoade, Franciscan Printing Press, 
Jerusalem 1953, 78-86).
 Another explanation, very close to what 
developed into the actual practice, was given by 
the Franciscan Francesco Quaresmius in 1639 

(Quaresmius, Elucidatio Terrae Sanctae, ed. 
Sabino de Sandoli, Vol. 2, 138). He lists eight 
stations in all: (1) the palace of Pilate; (2) the 
Flagellation of Christ; (3) the palace of Herod; (4) 
the arch of the Ecce Homo; (5) the Chapel of Saint 
Mary of the Spasm; (6) the corner where Simon of 
Cyrene took the cross from Jesus; (7) the house of 
Veronica; (8) the Judgement Gate. From this point 
onwards the city was built over, and Quaresmius 
does not trace any more Stations.
 The fact that the Via Dolorsa ended at 
the Judgement Gate (the modern 7th Station) was 
a disappointment for pilgrims. That is why the 
Franciscans, particularly Elzear Horn, who was 
influenced by Arichom, developed a new tour that 
corresponds exactly to the street plan of the city 
and is still practiced to this very day (E. Horn, 
Ichonographiae Monumentorum Terrae Sanctae 
(1724-1744), English version by E. Hoade, Preface 
and Notes by B. Bagatti, Franciscan Printing Press, 
Jerusalem 1962, 142-143). The following is the 
list of Stations along the Via Dolorosa:
(1) The condemnation of Jesus by Pilate, in the 

courtyard of the Omariyya School.
(2) Jesus carries the cross, in the street opposite 

the school. The Station used to be 75 
metres to the east, outside the Flagellation 
monastery.

(3) Jesus falls the first time, close to the Ecce 
Homo arch. Nowadays the Station stands 
at the junction of the Via Dolorosa with 
Tariq el-Wad.

(4) Jesus meets his Mother. Station at Saint 
Mary of the Spasm.

(5) Simon of Cyrene carries the cross. It used 
to be on the opposite side of Tariq el-
Wad, but is nowadays to be found at the 
other junction of Tariq el-Wad with the 
continuation of the Via Dolorosa at the 
point where one starts to climb up the steps 
of the same street.

(6) Veronica wipes the face of Jesus, in the 
central section of the Via Dolorosa going 
up to Suq Khan ez-Zeit.

(7) Jesus falls the second time, at the junction 
of the Via Dolorosa and Suq Khan ez-Zeit, 
the ancient location of the Judgement Gate.

(8) Jesus meets the women of Jerusalem, under 
the vaulted arch of the Aqabat al-Khanqa 
Mosque. This Station used to be linked 
with the place where Simon of Cyrene 
took the cross of Jesus, and is now to be 
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found further down from Al-Khanqa close 
to the 7th Station, near the Greek Orthodox 
Monastery of Saint Charalambanos.

(9) Jesus falls the third time, further up Aqabat 
al-Khanqa. Today this Station stands at the 
entrance of the Coptic Orthodox Monastery.

 Stations 10 to 14 are found within the 
complex of the Holy Sepulchre Basilica, namely 
on the Latin side of Calvary (Stations 10 and 11), 
on the Greek Orthodox side of Calvary (Station 
12), in front of the Latin altar of the Sorrowful 
Virgin on Calvary (Station 13), or else in front 
of the Stone of Unction, and in the Edicule of the 
Tomb of Christ (Station 14).
 In this way we arrive at the traditional 
stable devotion of the Franciscan Via Crucis in 
Jerusalem, that is the most popular meditation 
upon the passion of Christ.

The Franciscan contribution to 
the spreading of the Via Crucis
 The later history of the Via Crucis is 
intimately linked with the effort of the Franciscans 
to spread this devotion. The practice of following 
Jesus’ footsteps along the Via Dolorosa in 
Jerusalem was upheld by the ancient tradition of 
praying at the various Stations of the Cross every 
Friday afternoon, a practice that the Franciscans 
of the Holy Land Custody still accomplish to this 
day, come rain or shine, accompanied by hundreds 
of pilgrims who throng the narrow alleyways of 
Jerusalem following the procession.
 In 1686 Pope Innocent XI granted to the 
Franciscan Order the faculty to erect the Stations 
of the Cross in their churches, and endowed them 
with indulgences. This privilege was confirmed 
by Innocent XII in 1694 and in 1726 Benedict 
XIII extended it to all the faithful. In 1731 Pope 
Clement XII granted all churches the privilege of 
erecting the Stations of the Cross, endowed with 
indulgences, on the condition that the Stations 
would be erected by a Franciscan friar with the 
permission of the ordinary. It was this Pope who 
fixed the number of Stations at fourteen. Benedict 
XIV encouraged all churches to erect the Stations 
in 1742, and from that time onwards practically 
all Catholic churches have erected the Stations of 

the Cross. As we have already seen, the preaching 
tours of Saint Leonard of Porto Maurizio were 
instrumental in ensuring the spread of this popular 
devotion in the entire Church.
 An interesting feature of this devotion 
is the fact that the erection of the Stations of the 
Cross in all churches, including those of the secular 
clergy, was a privilege granted to the Commissary 
of the Holy Land, namely the Franciscan friar in a 
province or territory of the Franciscan Order who 
is the delegate of the Custos of the Holy Land and 
his representative, in order to work for the spiritual 
and material benefits of the mission of the Holy 
Land, including the organisation of the Good 
Friday collection, of pilgrimages to the Holy Land 
and of all spiritual propaganda in favour of the 
mission. The preaching of the Via Crucis and the 
erection of Stations was one of his most important 
tasks that is a proof of the intimate link between 
the Franciscans and the pious devotion of the Via 
Crucis that they fostered from the living memory 
of the Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem.        

            l
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THE PROLOGUE OF 
BONAVENTURE’S

ITINERARIUM MENTIS 
IN DEUM

Noel Muscat ofm

The Itinerarium Mentis in Deum, or Journey of the 
Soul into God, is one of the most famous mystical 
treatises of all times. It was composed by Saint 
Bonaventure in the autumn months of 1259, after an 
experience of a retreat on Mount La Verna, the place 
where Saint Francis of Assisi had received the gift 
of the stigmata in September 1224.  Bonaventure 
had been elected as minister general of the Order of 
Minors on 2nd February 1257 during the chapter of 
Aracoeli. His election was the result of a suggestion 
by the minister general John of Parma (1247-1257) 
who was made to resign because of his sympathies 
with the Zelanti party of the Franciscan Order, a 
group of friars who wanted a more strict and pure 
observance of the Franciscan Rule, but who also 
followed the apocalyptic theories of the Abbot 
Joachim of Fiore (c.1130 – 1202). It was John of 
Parma who named Bonaventure as his successor, 
at a time when this brilliant Franciscan theologian, 
born at Civita di Bagnoregio in 1217, was lecturing 
at the University of Paris.

                                                                                         
Circumstances of composition of 
the Itinerarium
 Bonaventure himself had been involved 
in the bitter struggle between the secular masters 
of the Paris University and the mendicant Orders 
(Dominicans and Franciscans), who had respective 
chairs at the University in their own study houses 
at St. Jacques and St. Denis. He had defended the 
evangelical Franciscan ideal and now found himself 
leader of an Order that was split into two distinct 
factions, one advocating change and progress (the 
Communitas Ordinis) and the other defending the 
strict observance of the Franciscan original ideal of 
poverty (the Zelanti). Bonaventure had began his 
tenure of office as minister general, an office that 

he would hold until 1273, by writing an encyclical 
letter to the entire Order on 23rd April 1257, in 
which he listed the various abuses that had crept 
into the same Order and outlined his programme of 
reform. In 1259 Bonaventure seemed to need time 
for himself to reflect and pray. He himself explains 
the circumstances that led to the composition of the 
Itinerarium in the Prologue to the same work:
 “This is the peace which our Lord Jesus 
Christ preached to us and which He gave to us. This 
message of peace our father Francis ever repeated, 
announcing peace at the beginning and at the end 
of every sermon, making every greeting a wish for 
peace, every prayer a sigh for ecstatic peace, like a 
citizen of that Jerusalem about which the Man of 
Peace, who was peaceable with those that hated 
peace, exhorts us concerning it […] Inspired by 
the example of our blessed father, Francis, I sought 
after this peace with yearning soul – sinner that I am 
and all unworthy, yet seventh successor as Minister 
to all the brethren in the place of the blessed father 
after his death. It happened that, thirty-three years 
after the death of the Saint, about the time of his 
passing, moved by a divine impulse, I withdrew 
to Mount La Verna as to a place of quiet, there to 
satisfy the yearning of my soul for peace. While I 
abode there, pondering on certain spiritual ascents 
to God, there occurred to me, among other things, 
that miracle which in this very place had happened 
to the blessed Francis – the vision he received of 
the winged seraph in the form of the Crucified. As I 
reflected on this marvel, it immeditately seemed to 
me that this vision suggested the uplifting of Saint 
Francis in contemplation and that it pointed out the 
way by which that state of contemplation can be 
reached.” (St. Bonaventure, Itinerarium Mentis 
in Deum, Prol. 1-2, in Works of St. Bonaventure, 
Vol. II: Itinerarium Mentis in Deum, with an 
Introduction, Translation and Commentary by 
Philotheus Boehner, The Franciscan Institute, St. 
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Bonaventure University, NY 19983, 31).

Prologue of the Itinerarium
 The Prologue of the Itinerarium is a 
masterpiece of mystical theology. In it Bonaventure 
lays out the plan for his treatise, which was the 
result of his personal meditations. The Itinerarium 
was not born out of pure speculation in a library, 
even though that was also very much in the vein of 
what Bonaventure did to produce his monumental 
works. It is rather the result of a loving willingness 
to discover the beauty of God in a journey that takes 
the soul along various levels to arrive in the state of 
ecstasy and sabbatical rest.
 Bonaventure lays out the plan for his treatise 
in the prologue: “The six wings of the seraph can 
be rightly understood as signifying the six uplifting 
illuminations by which the soul is disposed, as by 
certain grades or steps, to pass over to peace through 
the ecstatic transports of Christian wisdom.” 
(Itinerarium, 3, in Works St. Bonaventure, Vol. II, 
33).
 The Itinerarium, in fact, is structured 
along six ascending steps in order to arrive at the 
seventh and final stage of peace. These six steps 
are symbolised by the six wings of the Seraph, a 
reference to Isaiah 6:2, where the heavenly court 
of God is described as being surrounded by the 
“burning angels” or Seraphim, the symbols of 
ecstatic love. The Seraph is depicted has having six 
wings, two covering its body, two for flying, and 
two uplifted above it, in order to indicate that the 
angelic ministry of contemplation regards three 
double levels, namely the earthly level of creation 
of nature and the human person, the spiritual level 
of the soul that can fly through the gifts of spiritual 
faculties and grace, and the heavenly level of God 
himself who is the most perfect Being and the most 
perfect Goodness in his revelation as Trinity of 
Persons. 
 But before proceeding to analyse these 
steps, let us examine the name of the treatise. The 
title indicates The Journey of the Soul into God. It is 
not simply the journey of the mind (in Latin the term 
mens means mind, but also refers to the spiritual 
faculties of the soul, namely memory, intellect and 
will). It is the soul, namely the spiritual faculties that 
accompany a journey leading the human person into 
the mystery of God. There is therefore a movement 
towards God and into God. This movement passes 
necessarily along the various stages which we will 
now briefly outline.
 Bonaventure is convinced that it is possible 
to enter into God’s mystery by passing through 
three double stages. The soul has to depart from 

the contemplation of God through his vestigia, 
or footsteps, in the universe. It then goes on to 
contemplate God in his footsteps in the world of the 
senses. This first stage is linked with the experience 
of the divinity in nature and in the external and 
internal senses of the human person. It is the basic 
level that underlines the fact that God can be 
understood in the sense world, even without the 
explicit understanding of Scripture. Bonaventure 
underscores the distinction between contemplating 
God through his vestiges or footsteps, and in his 
vestiges. It is as if the whole world is a book that 
can be read in order to provide the clues for entering 
into the mystery of creation on the part of God. That 
is why medieval theologians would speak about the 
Liber naturae, or book of nature.
 The second level of contemplation in the 
Itinerarium concerns the level of the soul itself, 
which is above nature and the human senses. In the 
third step Bonaventure considers the contemplation 
of God through his image imprinted on our natural 
powers, or spiritual faculties of the soul, namely 
memory, intellect and free will. The fourth step 
regards the contemplation of God in his image 
reformed through the gifts of grace, particularly in 
the gift of divine illumination that enlightens and 
inflames the soul to rise above itself and be able to 
delve into God’s own mystery of revelation. “On 
this level of contemplation the study of the divinely 
inspired Sacred Scriptures is most especially 
helpful, as philosophy was on the preceding step” 
(Itinerarium IV,5, in Works St. Bonaventure, Vol. II, 
77).
 The third double stage concerns God himself. 
After having gone through the stages of creation 
and human nature, and of the faculties of the soul 
reformed and enlightened by the grace of Christ, who 
is the Uncreated, Incarnate and Inspired Word, the 
soul arrives at the highest stage of contemplation. In 
the fifth stage the soul contemplates God as Divine 
Unity through his primary name which is Being. It 
then passes on to the sixth and final stage in which 
it contemplates the most blessed Trinity in its name 
which is Good (Bonitas). In this way the soul can 
comprehend the depth of God’s mystery by what 
God himself has revealed about himself in Sacred 
Scripture. In the Old Testament God revealed 
himself as a provident Being who creates and takes 
care of the work of his hands. But this mystery 
was the foreshadowing of the fullness of God’s 
mystery revealed in Jesus Christ, the Incarnate and 
Crucified Word, who spoke of God as a Trinity of 
Persons in eternal communication and love. Thus 
God is Goodness itself, since Bonus est diffusivum 
sui, Goodness must be self-diffusive, it has to go 
out of itself and love someone else. God the Father 
created the universe out of his love to Christ, the 
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Incarnate Word, God the Son. The union of the love 
of Father and Son is sealed through the presence of 
God the Holy Spirit in an endless circle of egressus 
et reditus (going forth and going into) the mystery 
of the Trinity.
 This journey leads on to the final stage of 
ecstatic peace. But before speaking of this seventh 
and final stage, we need to understand how this 
journey can be accomplished. It would be useless, 
according to Bonaventure, to try to venture upon 
such a journey with the sole help of speculation. It 
leads nowhere, except in complicated reasoning, 
which can never delve into God’s mystery. 
Bonaventure, as a true Franciscan, shows us another 
way, the way of the humanity of Jesus Christ. “With 
Christ I am nailed to the Cross. It is now no longer 
I that live, but Christ lives in me (Gal 2:20). And 
this love so absorbed the soul of Francis that his 
spirit shone through the flesh the last two years of 
his life, when he bore the most holy marks of the 
Passion in his body.” (Itinerarium, Prol. 3, in Works 
St. Bonaventure, Vol. II, 33).
 Christ is, therefore, the key to unlock the 
mystery of the journey of contemplation into God. 
It is Christ Crucified who enlightened Francis on La 
Verna, and Bonaventure understood this mystery 
when he himself made the experience of his spiritual 
retreat. He describes this experience of the key that 
opens the door of contemplation into the ecstatic 
peace of the seventh day:
 “The figure of the six wings of the 
Seraph, therefore, brings to mind the six steps of 
illumination which begin with creatures and lead up 
to God. Whom no one rightly enters save through 
the Crucified. For he who enters not by the door, 
but climbs up another way, is a thief and a robber. 
But if anyone enter by this door, he shall go in and 
out, and shall find pastures (Jn 10:1.9). For this 
reason Saint John writes in the Apocalypse: Blessed 
are they who wash their robes in the blood of the 
Lamb, that they may have the right to the tree of 
life, and that by the gates they may enter into the 
city (Apoc 22:14). That is to say, no one can enter 
by contemplation into the heavenly Jerusalem 
unless he enters through the blood of the Lamb as 
through a door.” (Itinerarium, Prol. 3, in Works St. 
Bonaventure, Vol. II, 33).

The seventh stage of contempla-
tive peace: Incipit speculatio 
pauperis in deserto
 It is only when the soul arrives at union 
with Christ Crucified that it can find peace in 
contemplation. Bonaventure underlines the 

importance of finding true peace in Christ in order 
to live a meaningful existence. Human endeavour 
is not enough, and no matter how lofty any 
speculation can be it can never give peace. Only 
the contemplation of Christ Crucified, as the key to 
unravel the mystery of God’s love, is the guarantee 
of ecstatic peace and union. This is the seventh and 
final stage of contemplation, completing the cycle 
to arrive at the seventh day of perfection and peace, 
the Sabbath on which God rested from the work of 
six days of creation. Let us see how Bonaventure 
describes the seventh stage in the Prologue, before 
developing it further in chapter 7 of the Itinerarium, 
where he speaks about Francis’ own experience of 
contemplative peace:
 “Wherefore, it is to groans of prayer through 
Christ Crucified, in whose blood we are cleansed 
from the filth of vices, that I first of all invite the 
reader. Otherwise he may come to think that mere 
reading will suffice without unction, speculation 
without devotion, investigation without admiration, 
observation without exultation, industry without 
piety, knowledge without love, understanding 
without humility, study without divine grace, the 
mirror [speculation] without divinely inspired 
wisdom.” (Itinerarium, Prol. 4, in Works St. 
Bonaventure, Vol. II, 33).
 It is this holy wisdom that is the object of 
the Itinerarium. Bonaventure was aware of this fact 
in a moment of his life when he was at the height of 
his academic career and was also at the helm of the 
Franciscan Order that had become an outstanding 
institution in the Church. Bonaventure went up to 
Mount La Verna in order to discover the mystery 
of true wisdom in the contemplation of Christ 
Crucified, just as Saint Francis had done before 
him. That is why, when he finishes the Prologue, 
Bonaventure gives a subtitle to his treatise, in the 
expression: Incipit speculatio pauperis in deserto 
(Here begins the speculation of the poor man in the 
desert).
 Who is this poor man? It could certainly 
refer to Francis of Assisi, who was outstanding for 
his poverty and chose lonely places, like La Verna 
(a desert) in order to be with his Crucified Lord 
whom he loved. But this poor man was certainly 
also Saint Bonaventure himself, who felt the need to 
retreat from the hustle and bustle of his ministry and 
academic career in order to find inner peace. And 
this poor man is also any person who would like to 
accomplish the spiritual journey into God outlined 
in the Itinerarium, in order to mirror (speculate) the 
radiant glory of the divinity of Christ in the vision 
of the Verbum Crucifixum who reveals the true face 
of the Father. 
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GIROLAMO GOLUBOVICH
Francisco Víctor Sánchez

Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Vol. 57 (2002)

 Girolamo Golubovich was born in 
Constantinople on 7 February 1865. He was named 
Antonio in baptism. He was the son of Antonio, a 
sailor, and Lucia Obradovich, both hailing from 
Ragusa of Dalmatia (Dubrovnik); he had a younger 
brother called Giorgio. In 1879 the mother took 
both boys in pilgrimage to the Holy Land where 
they eventually settled. Giorgio was admitted to 
the Patriarchal Seminary of Jerusalem, where he 
eventually became a priest and then canon, while 
Antonio entered the Franciscan minor seminary at 
Ain Karem.
 On 24 November 1881 he began his 
novitiate and took the Franciscan habit, and changed 
his name to Girolamo. He studied philosophy in 
Bethlehem and theology in Jerusalem. On 18 June 
1888 he was ordained priest in Cairo, but celebrated 
his first solemn Mass in the church of Saint Saviour 
in Jerusalem on 29 June 1888.
 Girolamo dedicated the eight consecutive 
years for apostolic ministry, as a missionary in 
the Custody of the Holy Land. At the same time 
he learned various languages, including Turkish, 
Arabic and Greek, and became more familiar with 
Italian, having been at home with the Venetian 
dialect spoken at home. In 1893 he went as a 
missionary and lecturer of Greek and Italian first at 
Cyprus and then in Aleppo in Syria. The following 
year he went to Alexandria and Port Said in Egypt, 
where he became parochial coadiutor for the Slavic, 
Greek and Italian Christian minorities of the region. 
In 1895 he returned to Cyprus as parish priest at 
Limassol.
 During this period he developed his 
missionary vocation and furthered his knowledge 
of the Holy Places and the long history of the 
Franciscans of the Holy Land. He also had the 
opportunity to work in the libraries of Jerusalem, 
where he was responsible in a particular way of the 
library of Saint Saviour, which he enriched with 
new acquisitions and opened to the consultation of 
scholars.
 In 1898, while he was missionary in the 
Holy Places, he was destined to guide the official 
delegation of the Holy Land Custody for the great 
Exhibition of sacred art in Turin. During this occasion 

he presented his work, the Serie cronologica dei 
reverendissimi superiori… Nuova serie di Terra 
Santa, dealing with the superiors of the Holy Land 
Custody, the fruit of four months of research in the 
custodial archives of Jerusalem (1897-1898). This 
work earned for him the golden medal at the Turin 
Exhibition. At this point in time he was definitely 
oriented towards the study of history, and through 
Turin he became a frequent visitor to Italy. In fact, 
he acquired Italian citizenship some time before 
1914, and Italy became his second homeland.
 The Exhibition had given Girolamo an 
occasion to enter in contact with scholars interested 
in the presence of Italian nationals in the Holy 
Land, and with the rights and obligations relating to 
the Holy Places of Christianity, that the Franciscans 
have guarded as custodians since the 13th century. 
Many of these missionaries had been Italians. 
This Italian character was one of the motives that 
oriented the research of Girolamo in his studies and 
publications, that were centred on the documented 
and critical history of the Custody of the Holy Land 
in particular and, in general, on the entire Christian 
and Franciscan Middle East.
 In Turin Girolamo met Queen Margherita, 
who was an avid visitor to the Exhibition. The 
Queen took an active interest in his studies and 
met him once again in 1900 at San Lazzaro degli 
Armeni in Venice. He also developed a lasting 
and strong friendship and collaboration with the 
Egyptologist E. Schiaparelli, founder and director 
of the national Association with the aim of helping 
Italian missionaries in Palestine and the Middle 
East.
 While he was still in Turin Girolamo 
conceived his most ambitious historical and 
editorial project, the monumental Biblioteca bio-
bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente 
Francescano. After a brief visit to Jerusalem 
in March 1899, during which he informed his 
superiors regarding his initial research in archives 
regarding bibliographic and documentary material, 
he received their placet in order to prepare and carry 
out this project.
 Girolamo was gifted with excellent qualities 
of research and study, and was helped by his ability 
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to master languages, especially those spoken in the 
region of Palestine at the time. In this way he began 
to visit various European libraries in order to gather 
the necessary unedited documentary material, and 
to illustrate the general history of the origins and 
the first three centuries of medieval Franciscanism, 
departing from the figure and writings of Saint 
Francis. He also concentrated on the specific history 
of the Holy Land and of the Franciscan presence in 
the Middle East.
 He initially concentrated his work in 
particular in the libraries of Venice, Padua, Verona 
and Milan, where he met Achille Ratti, the future 
Pope Pius XI, who was then vice-librarian, and 
then prefect, of the Biblioteca Ambrosiana. In 1900 
Girolamo left Milan; he visited the archives and 
libraries of Bologna; then he went to the communal 
library of Perugia. He discovered the original version 
of the treatise of Suriano, from the 15th century, which 
he transcribed and then published its critical edition. 
He spent the last part of 1900 in Venice, while in 
1901 he went to Florence, where he visited other 
archives and libraries in Tuscany. For some time 
he resided in Rome, and worked at the Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, and then he transferred to 
Naples. As time went by Girolamo began to publish 
the fruits of his historical discoveries in periodic 
publications, some of which were of a scientific 
nature while others were more popular in style. In 
1902, at the Biblioteca Vaticana, he discovered the 
original version of the unedited Ichonographiae 
locorum et monumentorum veterum Terrae Sanctae, 
designed and illustrated by Eleazar Horn during the 
first half of the 18th century. Girolamo published 
its critical edition the same year. After this he went 
for a brief period as superior of the mission in 
Constantinople (1902-1904), during which time he 
found new information at the archives and libraries 
of the city. In February 1904 after a brief visit to the 
University Library of Budapest, Girolamo arrived 
in Italy and from Venice went again to Florence. On 
13 March 1904 he accepted the invitation that the 
minister general of the Order made for the second 
time to form part of the community of the Collegio 
S. Bonaventura di Quaracchi (some 8km to the 
west of Florence). He knew that his famous and 
prestigious centre of research and critical editing of 
Franciscan texts could offer him the best instruments 
for the publication of the voluminous material that 
he gathered during those years regarding the Holy 
Land and the Middle East.
 At Quaracchi Girolamo was occupied with 
the study and research of the editorial activity of the 
Franciscan College, known as the “Padri Editori 
di Quaracchi”. As a member of the theological 
commission, which at the time was the only 

one in existence, he occupied himself with the 
reading, transcription of codices, collocation and 
critical edition of the various texts. At the same 
time he worked hard to prepare the printing of his 
great erudite work of Middle Eastern history, the 
Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa. As 
a compilation with illustration of sources, edited 
and unedited, and of historical studies on the 
Franciscan presence and activity in Palestine and in 
the Near East from the 13th century onwards, this 
work was aimed at continuing, with Girolamo’s 
critical rigour and historical methodology, the three 
series or collections already existing at Quaracchi, 
namely the Analecta Franciscana (1885), which 
had exclusively a historical-documentary character, 
followed by the Bibliotheca Franciscana-
Scholastica (1903), concentrated upon works of 
doctrinal interest, and the Bibliotheca Franciscana 
Ascetica Medi Aevi (1904).
 The Biblioteca bio-bibliografica was born 
out of an original idea of Girolamo, and he continued 
to realise it and direct it till his death. The first series 
(volumes I-V), fruit of an immense quantity of 
documentary material that was collected, had to be 
subsequently subdivided in two distinct series, the 
new or second series (volumes I-XIV) and the third 
series, which is entitled Documenti (volumes I-II). 
Out of 21 volumes that compose the three series, 
those that are directly the work of Girolamo are the 
first five volumes of the first series; the others, in 
which one finds partial contributions of Golubovich, 
were published by various collaborators, but always 
under his direction and care. Particularly significant 
and valid are the complements and illustrations that 
Golubovich added to volume XIV of the second 
series (Collectanea Terrae Sanctae, 1933), which 
were edited after his death by his friend the historian 
Leonhard Lemmens.
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 In the meantime the Order was developing 
a project to collect the historical-critical studies of 
various specialists of Franciscan history, particularly 
of medieval history. These scholars were staying in 
Rome and in the College at Quaracchi and formed 
the theological commission. The initiative was 
launched by the minister general of the Order, Fr. 
Dionysius Schüler, with an encyclical letter in 1906 
(De studio historiae Ordinis). The minister had 
announced that it was his intention to proceed in 
the publication of a new periodical to promote the 
history of the Order, by means of elaborate studies 
according to the modern scientific method. This 
new periodical would be published the following 
year. The responsibility to realise this project was 
entrusted to Golubovich. On 10th January 1907 
the minister general and definitory of the Order 
appointed him as moderator novi periodici historici.
 Golubovich rapidly prepared a first draft 
of the editorial project, with the title Analecta 
Waddingiana, whose principal aim was that of 
making the project known, both within the Order as 
well as more generally to the scientific world, in that 
way opening a public debate regarding the usefulness 
and the objectives of the periodical and the relative 
problems connected with it. In order to understand 
better the situation, the minister general Schüler, 
on 2-4 April 1907, convoked some specialists of 
Franciscan history at the friary of the Porziuncola 
at Santa Maria degli Angeli in Assisi. He also asked 
the various historians of the different provinces of 
the Order to send him their notes and suggestions. 
At the conclusion of this work the programme than 
Golubovich had planned was approved with a large 
majority, and he was recognised unanimously as the 
director of this new periodical.
 The majority of those consulted agreed 
that the new periodical should be called Archivum 
Franciscanum Historicum. If this programme was 
realised it was all due to the merits of Golubovich, 
who was instrumental in its realization through his 
authority, experience and prestige. On 16th April 
1907 the general curia of the Order of Friars Minor 
ratified what had been decided upon in Assisi and 
promulgated a decree of the general definitory in 
which it instituted, in the College of San Bonaventura 
in Quaracchi, a historical commission entrusted 
with the redaction of the new periodical, of which 
Golubovich was the director, aided in his work by 
the valid collaboration of his assistant Michael Bihl. 
The first volume, with 208 pages of texts, printed in 
the printing press of the College, was published in 
the first months of 1908.
 The preface presented the elaborate 
programme as planned by the director. The 
scientific and technical content of the publication 

was subdivided into six parts, structured according 
to specific rules: the first three were principally 
but not exclusively redacted in Latin, and they 
distinguished themselves for the importance and 
value of the historical studies and the authors. One 
can affirm that the institution of the Archivum, as it 
was configured by Golubovich and his most intimate 
collaborators, contributed to give a decisive, 
innovatice and modern impulse to the promotion 
of the studies of historical criticism applied to the 
sources on the life and the writings of Saint Francis 
of Assisi and of the medieval European Franciscan 
movement.
 After having realized the work of redaction 
of the new periodical, in May 1908, Golubovich 
left Quaracchi, and went on a study tour of the 
most important libraries in France, Belgium and 
England, in search of new documentation, which 
was necessary to continue his work, which was 
now centred exclusively on the history of Palestine 
and of the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land. 
In November 1909, returning from his journey, 
he established himself definitely in the friary of 
Ognissanti in Florence. From this place he continued 
to send, every now and then, his new contributions 
and studies for the Archivum. After the parenthesis 
at Quaracchi, Golubovich now continued, from 
Florence, to publish the Biblioteca bio-bibliografica, 
with the edition of volumes II-V of the first series in 
the years 1913 to 1927. He concentrated his efforts 
to organise and prepare the enormous documentary 
material which he collected, and thus opened the 
second series, that he also directed. Between 1921 
and 1933 another 14 volumes were published. He 
also directed the third and last series that is made up 
of one volume in two tomes, published in 1928, and 
dealing with Franciscan Ethiopia in the documents 
of the 12th – 18th centuries. During the period he 
spent in Florence Golubovich also concluded a new 
edition of the famous Annales Minorum by Luke 
Wadding. It was he who had noted the nearly total 
absence of exemplars of the two preceding editions, 
the first one of the 17th century, under the care of 
Wadding himself (8 volumes), and the second one 
of the 18th century, the work of Fr. J.M. Fonseca 
de Evora (16 volumes and one volume of indices). 
Until 1622 other volumes completed this entire 
opus, which ultimately resulted in 25 volumes in 
folio, relating to the years 1208-1622, of which 
Golubovich, between 1931 and 1935, with the help 
of expert collaborators, directed and completed, 
thus giving us the third reprinting of the opus, which 
had been corrected, re-elaborated and enriched.
 Girolamo Golubovich died in Florence on 
9th February 1941.                                   
                                                                   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.  

We turn to you Francis

“ Where did Francis’s journey to Christ begin? It 
began with the gaze of the crucified Jesus. With letting Jesus 
look at us at the very moment that he gives his life for us and 
draws us to himself. Francis experienced this in a special 
way in the Church of San Damiano, as he prayed before the 
cross which I too will have an opportunity to venerate. On 
that cross, Jesus is depicted not as dead, but alive! Blood 
is flowing from his wounded hands, feet and side, but that 
blood speaks of life. Jesus’ eyes are not closed but open, 
wide open: he looks at us in a way that touches our hearts. 
The cross does not speak to us about defeat and failure; 
paradoxically, it speaks to us about a death which is life, a 
death which gives life, for it speaks to us of love, the love of 
God incarnate, a love which does not die, but triumphs over 
evil and death. When we let the crucified Jesus gaze upon us, 
we are re-created, we become “a new creation”. Everything 
else starts with this: the experience of transforming grace, 
the experience of being loved for no merits of our own, in 
spite of our being sinners. That is why Saint Francis could 
say with Saint Paul: “Far be it for me to glory except in 
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14). We turn to 
you, Francis, and we ask you: Teach us to be “instruments 
of peace”, of that peace which has its source in God, the 
peace which Jesus has brought us […] Francis began the 
Canticle of the Creatures with these words: “Praised may 
you be, Most High, All-powerful God, good Lord… by all 
your creatures.” Love for all creation, for its harmony. Saint 
Francis of Assisi bears witness to the need to respect all that 
God has created and as he created it, without manipulating 
and destroying creation; rather to help it grow, to become 
more beautiful and more like what God created it to be. And 
above all, Saint Francis witnesses to respect for everyone, 
he testifies that each of us is called to protect our neighbour, 
that the human person is at the centre of creation, at the 
place where God – our creator – willed that we should be. 
Not at the mercy of the idols we have created! Harmony and 
peace! Francis was a man of harmony and peace. From this 
City of Peace, I repeat with all the strength and the meekness 
of love: Let us respect creation, let us not be instruments 
of destruction! Let us respect each human being. May there 
be an end to armed conflicts which cover the earth with 
blood; may the clash of arms be silenced; and everywhere 
may hatred yield to love, injury to pardon, and discord to 
unity. Let us listen to the cry of all those who are weeping, 
who are suffering and who are dying because of violence, 
terrorism or war, in the Holy Land, so dear to Saint Francis, 
in Syria, throughout the Middle East and everywhere in the 
world. We turn to you, Francis, and we ask you: Obtain for 
us God’s gift of harmony, peace and respect for creation! 

Pope Francis
Homily for the Feast of St. Francis
Assisi, 4 October 2013 ”

Quote
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St Francis and the vision of the Crucified Seraph on La Verna


