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EDITORIAL

Editorial

100 YEARS OF 
THE MALTESE FRAN-

        CISCAN PROVINCE 

 The Maltese Franciscan Province of the Friars Minor, 
dedicated to Saint Paul the Apostle, is 100 years old. On Sunday 
12 April 1914, which was Easter, the Minister General of the 
Order of Friars Minor, Pacifico Monza ofm, declared the Maltese 
Franciscan Custody of Saint John the Baptist an independent 
Province of the Order, with the title Saint Paul the Apostle. 
 The Maltese Franciscans had already gained a certain 
degree of autonomy from their Sicilian mother Province of Val 
di Noto in 1838, when they had become a Custody. It had been 
a long and arduous journey. Ever since the founding of the first 
Franciscan Observant friary in Rabat, dedicated to Santa Maria 
di Gesù, and known by the local population as Ta’ Ġieżu, a 
Maltese corruption of the Sicilian dialect Di Giesu, the Maltese 
Franciscans of the Observant family had formed part and parcel 
of the Province of Val di Noto, covering much of southern Sicily. 
This Province had a long and ancient tradition of faithfulness to 
the renewal of Franciscan life, through the Observant movement 
that spread like wildfire in Italy during the 15th century. One of 
the disciples of Saint Bernardine of Siena, who led the Observant 
movement, was Bishop Matteo Giumarra di Agrigento. It was he 
who spread the Observant reform in Sicily, from where it found 
its way to Malta towards the end of the 15th century.
 With the building of Valletta, Grand Master Pietro del 
Monte donated land to the Franciscan Observants in order to 
build their second church and friary in the new city. The church 
was also dedicated to Santa Maria di Gesù, and is an architectural 
gem, created by the famous Maltese engineer Girolamo Cassar.
   These two friaries remained the centres of the pastoral 
activity of the Maltese Franciscan Observants for three 
centuries. In the meantime, however, the undue interference 
of the Reign of Two Sicilies in the affairs of Maltese religious, 
plus the ambivalent attitude of Grand Master Emanuel Pinto de 
Fonseca, prompted the Maltese Franciscan Observants to take 
the initiative to break away from Sicily and appeal directly for 
guidance to the Order’s General Curia in Rome. Unfortunately 
this initiative ended in tragedy for two poor Maltese Franciscans 
who were courageous enough to embark upon such an initiative, 
Accursio Stuppia and Giovanni Nicola Falzon. They ended up 
exiled from the islands, by order of the same Grand Master who 
had hypocritically encouraged their endeavour! Their effort, 
however, was not in vain. In 1790 the Maltese Franciscan entity 
was declared an independent Custody, but only for a short period 
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of time. The Tribunal of the Regia Monarchia of the Kingdom of 
Naples was still strongly opposed to any break away attempts by 
Maltese religious.
 The advent of British rule in Malta during the 19th 
century changed the course of history for Maltese religious. The 
British were keen on separating the religious from their mother 
provinces in southern Italy and making them directly dependent 
upon Rome. Thus on 26 July 1838 the Maltese Franciscan 
Observants became a Custody, choosing the title of Saint John 
the Baptist.
 The turn of events in the Franciscan Order at the end of 
the 19th century was also a boost for Franciscan religious life in 
Malta. The unification of the Order of Friars Minor in 1897 and the 
providential figure of a Maltese Franciscan, Anton Maria Cesal, 
were key factors in bringing about the renewal of the Maltese 
Franciscan Custody. Cesal founded another two churches and 
friaries, the Sacro Cuor in Sliema and Saint Anthony in Gozo. 
Time was now ripe for a rebirth. The Franciscan Order could 
now found a new entity, the Maltese Province of the Friars 
Minor, dedicated to Saint Paul the Apostle. It was exactly 100 
years ago.
 The minister general of the Order at the time was Pacifico 
Monza ofm (1911-1915). In 1914 he came over to Malta for a 
general visitation. On 7 April 1914 he issued the Decree of the 
foundation of the Maltese Franciscan Province, with the title 
of Saint Paul the Apostle. The original Decree, however, was 
published at the Ta’ Ġieżu friary in Valletta on Easter Sunday, 12 

April 1914.
 The new minister provincial, Anton Maria Cesal, 
convoked the Definitorium on 1 July 1914. By the time he had 
to convoke the second meeting on 16 December, Anton Maria 
Cesal had died on 14 December 1914, after only 8 months 
in office. He can be rightly considered to be the father of the 
Province.
 Since then the Maltese OFM Province has continued to 
flourish, with new churches and friaries in Ħamrun (Saint Francis 
Stigmatised), Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq (Porziuncola Retreat House and 
Saint Mary of the Angels), and other permanent or temporary 
presences in Malta and abroad (London, Toronto, Adelaide, 
Honduras, Libya, Ħal Far, Birkirkara, Mellieħa, Marsascala).
 Times have never been easy for the Franciscan OFM 
Province of Malta. This commemoration is not only a joyful 
celebration of past achievements, but should also be a courageous 
occasion to face up to the challenge of giving a Franciscan 
witness in a secularised and postmodern society.

Noel Muscat ofm
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 On 12 April 1914, which was Easter 
Sunday, the Maltese Franciscan Custody of Saint 
John the Baptist became the Maltese Franciscan 
Province of Saint Paul the Apostle. The Friars 
Minor are commemorating the 100 years of the 
establishment of their religious Province, within 
the context of the foundation of other religious 
Provinces in Malta during the same period.
 The historical research regarding this 
important event for the Maltese OFM Franciscans, 
locally popularly known as Il-Patrijiet ta’ Ġieżu, 
from the titular dedication of their two first churches 
of Santa Maria di Gesù in Rabat and Valletta, has 
been exhaustively published by the late eminent 
historian of the Province, Fr. Ġorġ Aquilina ofm. 
The information given here is taken from his latest 
publication on the history of the presence of the 
Franciscan OFM Friars in the Maltese Islands.1

The origins of Franciscan life in 
Malta
 The history of the origins of Franciscan 
presence in Malta has witnessed a radically new 
approach during the 1990s, with the discovery 
of new documents in the Vatican Archives. Ġorġ 
Aquilina and Professor Stanley Fiorini were 
instrumental in this new way of looking not only 
at the beginning of Franciscan presence on the 
Maltese islands, but indeed at the origin of religious 
Orders in Malta during the late Middle Ages.2 
The initial reactions to their discoveries varied 
from enthusiastic acceptance to outright rejection 
on the part of those who continued to hold on to 
traditional, but poorly documented, positions.
 According to these two historians, the 
entry of religious Orders in Malta coincided with 
the enthusiastic reform of the Church advocated by 
the Council of Constance (1414), after the Western 
Schism (1378-1417). Thus we assist at the earliest 
documentation of the presence of Augustinians in 

Malta in 1413, although their effective arrival can 
also be traced as far back as 1370. The Benedictine 
presence is linked with the Hospital of San Pietro 
in Mdina, founded in 1418, which was changed 
into a Benedictine nunnery in 1455, although 
another monastery, the nunnery of St. Scholastica 
was already in existence in 1443. The Dominicans 
were present in Rabat at priory of Our Lady of 
the Grotto during the jubilee year 1450. The 
Carmelites traditionally trace their origins to 1418, 
and their presence at Il-Lunzjata outside Rabat is 
documented in 1441. 
 In the case of the Franciscans, it seems that 
the earliest documents refer to the construction of a 
friary dedicated to Santa Maria de Jhesu in Gozo, 
in 1489, through the initiative of Fra Matteo de 
Episcopo, of the Observant Franciscans. The same 
friar seems to have changed obedience since he 
became guardian of the Conventual friary of Saint 
Francis in Rabat, and in 1492 the friary in Gozo 
is referred to as being a Conventual establishment 
dedicated to St. Francis. The case of the Hospital 
of Santo Spirito, which was already in existence 
in 1372, is also linked with a Franciscan presence 
in a church and friary in Rabat, although historical 
research has proved that this was not a presence 
of the First Order, but of the Third Order Regular, 
which was taking care of the same institution 
known as Hospitalis Sancti Francisci in 1459. The 
last Regular Tertiary left in 1494 and the church 
and friary passed over to the First Franciscan 
Order, in this case to the Conventual family.
 The 15th century witnessed the progress of 
the reformed Observant family in the Franciscan 
Order. Heir of the more orthodox elements of the 
Fraticelli, formally condemned by Pope John XXII 
in 1317, but still in existence in Sicily and Calabria 
where their most famous promoter, Angelo Clareno 
died in 1337, the Observant family was born in 
Umbria in two moments, namely in 1334 through 
the initiative of Fra Gentile da Spoleto, and after a 
short period of suppression, again in 1368 with the 
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efforts of Fra Paoluccio dei Trinci da Foligno. With 
the entry in the Franciscan Order of great saints, 
such as Bernardine of Siena, John of Capestrano, 
James of the March, and with the support of Pope 
Eugene IV, the Observant family grew to become 
the dominant Franciscan family during the 15th 
century. At the same time, however, the Order was 
still being governed by the unreformed Conventual 
ministers, whereas the Observants were allowed 
to have their own Vicars. This state of affairs 
remained substantially unaltered until 1517 when 
Pope Leo X formally split the Order of Friars 
Minor into the two families of the Conventuals and 
Observants. Thus the period we are dealing with 
marks a watershed in the history of the Order, but 
at the same time it was a moment when distinction 
between the two families was not so clear as it 
would be from the 16th century onwards, since the 
Order was substantially one undivided family.
 The Observant Franciscans came to Malta 
from Sicily, where they had various churches and 
friaries, all dedicated to Santa Maria di Giesu, 
the result of the reform of Blessed Matteo of 
Agrigento, a disciple of St. Bernardine of Siena. 
The first attempt to found a friary of Observant 
Franciscans in Malta was done on 7 November 
1482, according to the Bulla Pia Fidelium. It was 
not implemented, but on 6 April 1492 Giacomo 
Ħakim, a Giurato of Mdina, left in his testament 
a legacy in favour of his brother, the Observant 
Franciscan Fra Mariano Ħakim, who was living in 
the friary of Santa Maria di Gesù in Messina, to 
found an Observant friary and church with same 
title in Malta. The request was renewed two years 
later, and on 29 January 1494 the Bulla Apostolicae 
Servitutis was published giving permission to Fra 
Mariano to build the church and friary. Since he 
died things remained at a stalemate until 1497, 
when the Mdina Giurati requested the nomination 
of a Procurator, so that they themselves would 
see to the building of the said church and friary 
and hand them over to the Observant Franciscans. 
Thus, at the beginning of the 16th century there were 
two Franciscan churches and friaries in Rabat, one 
belonging to the Conventual Franciscans and the 
other to the Observant Franciscans.
 As the centuries passed the Observant 
Franciscans in Malta formed part of the Province 
of Val di Noto e Malta, one of the three Observant 
Sicilian Provinces (the other two were Val di 
Mazzara and Val di Demone). The Observants 
in Malta in the meantime had two friaries, both 

dedicated to Santa Maria di Gesù, one in Rabat, 
and the other one in Valletta, founded in 1571, 
during the reign of Grand Master Pietro del Monte.

The foundation of the Custody of 
Saint John the Baptist (1838)
 The reign of Grand Master Manoel Pinto de 
Fonseca (1741-1773) and of the other subsequent 
Grand Masters up till the ousting of the Order of 
St. John from Malta by Napoleon Bonaparte in 
1798, marked a moment of social and political 
change, in which the spirit of Enlightenment and 
Nationalism began to pervade the Maltese society. 
Religious orders were also influenced by this quest 
for a greater autonomy, and they wanted to be 
freed from Sicilian hegemony and depend directly 
from their superiors in Rome. The Observant 
Franciscans in Malta had two friaries, which 
were among the most important in the Province 
of Val di Noto e Malta. There was no way that the 
Sicilian Provincials would accept any division 
from the mother province. In 1740 the Capuchins 
succeeded in becoming an autonomous Custodia 
of the Sicilian Province. This fact led to new hopes 
among other religious orders, among which the 
Franciscan Observants.
 Other attempts at the autonomy of religious 
provinces from the Sicilian mother provinces had 
proved to be a failure. A case in point was the 
attempt done by the Carmelites who succeeded in 
acquiring a papal Bulla giving them independence 
from the Sicilian province in 1752. Unfortunately 
their autonomy was short-lived, since they were 
forced back into obedience to their Sicilian 
superiors in 1755.
 The reign of Grand Master Pinto was 
marked by intrigues between the Order and the 
Kingdom of Naples. Pinto considered himself 
a prince in his own right on the islands, which 
were a fiefdom of the Kingdom in the hands of 
the Order. He sought ways to bring about greater 
self-determination by literally using the religious 
Orders’ quest for autonomy. At the same time, he 
outwardly wanted to appear respectful to the King 
and his anti-clerical ministers. In 1768 he agreed 
to the suppression of the Jesuit College in Valletta. 
In the meantime the quality of religious life in 
Malta had gone from bad to worse. Apostolic 
and General Visitations were carried out by 
Inquisitors and Visitators, which give us a clue 
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as to the deplorable state of religious discipline. 
The Observant Franciscans, through their local 
superiors, were trying to do their best to break 
loose from the control of the Tribunal of the Regia 
Monarchia, and were looking at the possibility to 
make direct recourse to Rome and gain autonomy.
 In order to succeed in their plans, the 
Franciscans needed to acquire a third friary 
according to the Order’s legislation. Since they 
only possessed the friaries of Rabat and Valletta, in 
1764 they opted to acquire the hermitage of Santa 
Venera from the collegial chapter of Birkirkara. 
The Sicilian Provincial, Vincenzo Maria da Avola, 
protested in front of the Tribunal of the Regia 
Monarchia and accused the Maltese friars of 
being dangerous innovators. The friars were sure 
that they would be helped by the Grand Master 
and Bishop Bartolomeo Rull, and presented their 
formal request for the establishment of a Maltese 
Franciscan Custodia to the General Commissary 
Pasquale Frosconi da Varese.
 Since things seemed to become 
complicated, two Maltese friars agreed to go 
personally to Rome to speak with the Minister 

General about the matter. They were Accursio 
Stuppia and Giovanni Nicola Falzon. On 28 
October 1764 they left the island, seemingly with 
Pinto’s consent. What the friars did not know was 
that Pinto kept constant correspondence with the 
Order’s ambassador in Rome, De Breteuil. He 
immediately made it clear that he did not want to 
offend the King of Naples. The two friars got the 
shock of their lives when they arrived at the general 
curia of the Franciscan Order at Aracoeli in Rome, 
and were declared fugitives and excommunicated! 
De Breteuil interceded for them initially and they 
were welcomed in a friary in Rome. Thus the two 
friars presented their Memoriale to the Pope, but to 
no effect, since the Order’s ambassador was keen 
on not creating tension between Pinto and the King 
of Naples.
 Back in Malta things were getting very 
tense between the Maltese friars and their Sicilian 
confreres present on the island. On his part Grand 
Master Pinto tried to remain aloof from the whole 
issue in order not to irritate the Neapolitan royal 
court. His hypocritical attitude towards the Maltese 
Franciscans reached a climax on 8 June 1765 

Photo on the Foundation Day of the Province
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when a decree was published in Naples declaring 
the two Maltese Franciscans who presented 
themselves in Rome to be perpetually exiled from 
the domains of the Kingdom of Naples, and hence 
also from the Maltese islands. Pinto was aware 
of this decree and did nothing to protect the two 
friars who had originally thought that the Grand 
Master would uphold the legitimate desire for 
autonomy on the part of the Maltese Franciscans. 
The Grand Master even kept correspondence with 
royal minister Tanucci and with ambassador De 
Breteuil, congratulating them for the decision of 
the Tribunale della Regia Monarchia.
 When the two Franciscans concluded their 
mission in Rome on 20 January 1767 they thought 
that they could return to Malta. They were not even 
aware that their fate had been sealed one and a half 
years before and that they were exiled from their 
homeland. We do not know what later happened to 
the two friars, except that Accursio Stuppia died 
in exile on 9 September 1776 in the friary of San 
Francesco in Camerino in the Marches, and that 
Giovanni Nicola Falzon died in Valletta on 24 
April 1781, after the minister general Pasquale da 
Varese interceded on his behalf.
 This sad turn of events had its negative 
effects in Malta. Apathy reigned supreme in 
the two Franciscan friaries. The King of Naples 
prohibited the entry of Maltese novices in the 
Franciscan Order. In a few years the number of 
vocations dwindled. Grand Master De Rohan even 
contemplated joining the friary of Santa Maria di 
Gesù in Rabat to the College of the Conventual 
Chaplains of St. Paul’s Grotto, and there were 
also attempts to give the friary to the Capuchins in 
order to avoid its suppression.
 It was in this critical time that the minister 
general of the Order finally decided to intervene 
in favour of the Maltese friars. Pasquale di Varese 
published a decree on 5 January 1790 in which he 
established the two friaries in Malta as a Custodia, 
and nominated Gaetano [Mallia] di Malta as the 
general delegate to convoke a chapter to elect 
the Custos and his council. Fr. Venanzio Fenech 
was elected as first Custos and the novitiate was 
founded. The new Custodia was dedicated to St. 
John the Baptist.
 This first foundation of the Maltese 
Custodia was, however, short-lived. The protests 
of the Sicilian friars in front of the King and the 
pressure on Grand Master De Rohan and even 
on Pope Pius VI, during a delicate moment for 

relations between the papacy and France, prompted 
the Grand Master to issue a decree on 26 October 
1791, revoking the privilege of the Maltese 
Franciscans to be an autonomous Custodia. The 
Sicilian provincial Ignazio di Caltagirone came to 
Malta, removed the Custos from office and brought 
matters to what they were before 1790. The ousting 
of the Order of St. John from Malta by Napoleon 
in 1798, during the time when the provincial was 
a Maltese, Sebastiano Barone from Senglea, the 
last Maltese provincial in Sicily, effectively sealed 
the end of relations between the Maltese and their 
Sicilian confreres.
 With the turbulent period of French 
domination, followed by British rule, Malta 
underwent a radical change. As regards religious 
orders, the British were adamant that these should 
not depend any longer upon their superiors in Sicily 
and upon the King of Naples. In 1801 the British 
Commissioner Charles Cameron wrote to Bishop 
Labini informing him that, henceforth, religious 
orders were to depend solely upon their superiors 
in Rome. From that moment the Maltese religious 
had a Commissary Delegate representing their 
interests directly to the Sicilian superiors. This was 
just the first step towards autonomy. When Malta 
passed definitely under British rule after the Treaty 
of Paris of 1814, Governor Maitland continued to 
insist that monastic and religious orders had to gain 
full autonomy and break away from Sicily and the 
pretensions of the religious and secular authorities 
of the Kingdom of Naples.
 The pretensions of the Sicilian friars 
continued for a long time, but to no avail, even 
though some Maltese friars were still in favour of 
union with Sicily. Among them was Fr. Salvatore 
Anton Vassallo, who for many years was guardian 
in Rabat and who also became Custos of the Holy 
Land in 1816-1820. At long last, on 26 July 1838, 
the Minister General Giuseppe Maria Maniscalco 
from Alessandria, himself a Sicilian friar, declared 
the two Maltese friaries to be an independent 
Custodia with the title of St. John the Baptist. As 
first Custos he chose Salvatore Anton Vassallo, 
who had already been General Delegate from 
1821 to 1838 and who would remain in his role 
until 1851, and again in 1854-55. Unfortunately 
this friar clung on to power until his old age and 
had to be removed forcefully from his role by the 
Minister General Venanzio da Celano.
 The rest of the 19th century was marked 
by turbulent events in Europe, where religious 
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orders suffered at the hands of secularist regimes. 
In Malta the Franciscan Custody suffered from 
inertia, as a result of the long years of rule of 
Vassallo, until providence donated to the Order a 
holy and capable Minister General in the person 
of Fr. Bernardino dal Vago da Portogruaro (1869-
1889), and to the Maltese Franciscans a dynamic 
leader who would refound Franciscan presence in 
Malta, namely Fr. Anton Maria Cesal.  

The foundation of the Province of 
Saint Paul the Apostle (1914)
 On 30 July 1877 the minister general 
Bernardino dal Vago wrote a letter to Anton Maria 
Cesal, who though a Maltese friar, was a member 
of the Aracoeli province in Rome, sending him 
to Malta as Custos. Cesal had formerly been a 
missionary in Bolivia (1864-69) and in Egypt 
(1870-1876) where there were many Maltese. 
In 1887 he was also pro-Secretary of the Holy 
Land Custody in Jerusalem. He obeyed promptly 
and even requested to pass over from the Roman 
province to the Maltese Custody. Anton Maria 
Cesal was Custos from 1876 to 1883, and again 
from 1899 to 1902.
 Cesal embarked on a courageous 
programme of reform. New vocations arrived. He 
opened two new friaries, namely the Madonna 
del Sacro Cuor friary in Sliema (1883) and Saint 
Anthony friary in Għajnsielem, Gozo (1899). He 
was also contemplating of establishing the Friars 
Minor at Saint Paul’s Bay. This was a moment 
of rebirth for the Franciscan Order. In 1897 Pope 
Leo XIII had published Felicitate quadam, in 
which the reformed families of the Franciscan 
Observance dropped their names and differences 
and henceforth were known simply as Ordo 
Fratrum Minorum, Order of Friars Minor.
 In the meantime all the other religious 
in Malta had been constituted as autonomous 
provinces in their Orders. Cesal worked tirelessly 
to accomplish this, especially by increasing the 
Franciscan presence on the island. He was against 
the Order’s plan to join the Maltese Franciscan 
Custody to Egypt and Cyprus, and insisted that the 
Maltese Franciscans had sufficient numbers and 
means to become an independent province in the 
Order. By the end of the 19th century the Maltese 
Custody had more friars than its mother province 
of Val di Noto. A memorandum was written by Fr. 

Ġorġ Scerri, signed by all the Maltese friars, and 
sent to the minister general, requesting an apostolic 
dispensation so that the Maltese Custodia could 
become a Province.
 The minister general of the Order at the time 
was Fr. Pacifico Monza ofm (1911-1915). In 1914 
he came over to Malta for a general visitation. On 
7 April 1914 the General Definitorium issued the 
Decree of the foundation of the Maltese Franciscan 
Province, with the title of Saint Paul the Apostle.3 
The original Decree, however, was published at 
the Ta’ Ġieżu friary in Valletta on Easter Sunday, 
12 April 1914.4

 The new minister provincial, Anton Maria 
Cesal, convoked the Provincial Definitorium on 
1 July 1914. By the time he had to convoke the 
second meeting on 16 December, Anton Maria 
Cesal had died on 14 December 1914, after only 8 
months in office. He can be rightly considered to 
be the father of the Province.  
 

NOTES

1  Ġorġ Aquilina ofm, Il-Franġiskani Maltin (Ta’ 
Ġieżu) 1482c – 1965c, Klabb Kotba Maltin, Malta 2011, 

Fr. Anton M. Cesal OFM
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particularly c. 1: “L-Osservanza u d-Dħul tagħha f’Malta”, 
pp. 1-33; c. 2: “Il-Firda minn Sqallija. Oppożizzjoni akkanita, 
Kustodja, Provinċja”, pp. 35-92.
2  Ġorġ Aquilina ofm - Stanley Fiorini, The 
Origin of Franciscanism in Late Medieval Malta, Edizzjoni 
TAU, Patrijiet Franġiskani, Malta 1994; New Documents 
relating to the Origins of Religious Orders in Malta, in 
Melita Historica. Proceedings of History Week 1994, The 
Maltese Historical Society 1996, 1-23.
3  Acta Ordinis Minorum 33 (1914) 132.
4  Decree of the Foundation of the Maltese Franciscan 
OFM Province of St. Paul the Apostle, in Archives of the 
Maltese OFM Province, Acta Def. 1907-48, ff. 29-31: 
Fr. Pacificus Monza a Vicentia Provinciae Venetae S.P.N. 
Francisci ex-Procurator Generalis Totius Ordinis Fratrum 
Minorum Generalis Minister et humilis in Domino servus. 

DECRETUM. Nova evulgata Constitutionum Generalium 
editione, Melitensis Custodiae alumni, tam Superiores 
quam subditi, uno ore Nobis iterata supplices obtulerunt 
preces flagitantes ut, editis legibus minime obstantibus, 
aut eius antiquum Custodiae titulum servaremus aut 
Custodiam ipsam, jam ab anno 1838 fundatam, ad 
Provinciae dignitatem et honorem evehere dignaremur.
Cui sane postulationi, aequis admodum suffultae 
rationibus, propenso animo occurrere jam cupientes, 
canonicam horum Fratrum visitationem suscepimus; atque 
deinde, collatis per litteras cum Definitorio nostro Generali 
consiliis, Apostolicam Sedem adeundam censuimus, ut 
Ipsa, peculiari omnino habita adjunctorum ratione, Nobis 
facultatem tribuare dignaretur efflagitantium preces 
benigne favore prosequendi. 
A qua per Rescriptum diei 4 h.m. gratiae responso accepto, 
Nos de Rmi Definitorii Generalis consilio et assensu 
deque Apostolica facultate S. JOANNIS BAPTISTAE EX-
CUSTODIAM, quatuor formatis domibus constantem 
ac proportionato Religiosorum numero, tum heic tum 
in Missionibus strenue adlaborantium, provisam, in 
PROVINCIAM erigimus atque erectam harum vigore 
declaramus sub titulo quidam S. PAULI APOSTOLI, Insulae 
hujus Protectoris ac Domini; pro certo habentes fore ut 
novae Provinciae alumni, speciali hac aucti gratia, in dies 
magis illius praecipere incremento ac decori pro viribus 
nitantur. 
Quoniam vero, Constitutionibus Generalibus ita 
disponentibus, nostrum st pro hac vice, una cum Definitorio 
nostro Superiores neoerectae Provinciae praeficere; Nos, 
jam canonice, in Congressu diei 6 h.m., a Rmo Definitorio 
habitas electiones ratas habentes et confirmantes, qui 
sequuntur Patres Moderatores Provinciae nominamus et 
esse volumus, nempe: 
MINISTRUM PROVINCIALEM: A.R.P. Antonium M. Cesal
CUSTODEM PROVINCIAE: R.P. Joannem Ev. Spiteri

DEFINITORES PROVINCIAE: R.P. Aloysius Attard 
R.P. Emmanuelem Formosa
R.P. Vincentium Xuereb
R.P. Franciscum Galea. 
Omnibus itaque PROVINCIAE S. Pauli Apostoli alumnis, in 
virtute S. Obedientiae, mandamus ut praedictum Patrem 
ANTONIUM M. CESAL tanquam verum ac legitimum 
Ministrum recipiant et recognoscant, eique quisque serum 
pareat in omnibus, quae non sunt contraria animae suae et 
Regulae nostrae, atque ut reliquos supra recensitos Patres 
debita reverentia prosequantur.
Datum Vallettae ex hoc Conventu nostro S.M. a Jesu, in 
Solemnitate Paschali, die 12 Aprilis 1914 (L.S.) (fto) Fr. 
Pacificus Min. Glis.
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              The Holy Land has been rightly called “The 
Fifth Gospel”. It is a biblical text, which is not 
written down, but descriptive. For Jews, Christians 
and Muslims, it is the place of divine manifestation, 
and hence it is a “mystery”. This is the way people 
in ancient times perceived and represented it. In 
the Roman and Byzantine mosaics it also appears 
as a choreography of divine mysteries, the scenic 
background for the expression of the liturgy. For 
the ancient sources the Holy Land appears as a 
place preferred by saints, as a necessary spot on 
which holy persons liked to tread. A great river 
irrigates it: the Jordan, at whose extremity are 
placed the cities of Jerusalem and Bethlehem, 
described as cities that illuminate the globe. The 
Holy Land is a sacramental land, a place of grace 
in which to listen once again to the Gospel.
 Maybe for this reason the ancient sources 
lack the anecdotes describing the local folklore 
and the historical annotations of a political and 
economic character. The pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land is not narrated in the same way as a devotional 
pilgrimage to places of popular piety, or to a great 
shrine. From here is born the contemporary problem 
of a correct “reading” of the Holy Land. This query 
has been present from the history of antiquity to 
the present, since the various literary and artistic 
presentations are expressions of changing spiritual 
and cultural needs, which respond to particular 
interests or collective sensibilities of times to 
come, but which are always fluctuating between a 
spiritual and a cultural ambit.
 Such needs have sometimes been personal 
“interpretations” or literary-artistic “elaborations” 
of the author. At other times, who writes limits 
himself to satisfy the requests presented to him 
by who commissioned him, agreeing with the 
instructions that he received and producing a result 
that had a recompense in view. It is therefore not 

easy to deduce the real motives that, along the 
course of centuries, have pushed pilgrims to visit 
the Holy Land: was it the desire to recite pious 
prayers, or to carry out a penitential vow, or to 
go for reasons of studies, or of religious and/or 
cultural tourism?
 It is even more difficult to determine the 
“internal reactions” that the visit to the Holy Land 
has awoken in the inner sensibilities of pilgrims 
of the past and its effects in their own lives. For 
certain aspects, it is a question of exemplification 
of how the pilgrimage in the Holy Land can still 
arouse enthusiasm in pilgrims even to this very 
day, and also in the case of pilgrims in the future. 
The psychological and emotive condition of the 
pilgrim of every age, in fact, answers to a typical 
phenomenology and to the human religious spirit. 
These answers are born from, and at the same 
time reveal, the profound intentions of the visitor, 
which can be summarised in two interrogatives: 
what does the pilgrim expect to find in the Holy 
Land; what did he or she find or not find?
 Whoever has left to journey to the Holy 
Land, convinced that he would arrive at an 
enchanting place, has remained full of delusions: 
the environment is rather arid and the conditions of 
life are not comfortable. The environmental aspect 
can exert an influence upon the perception and 
reception of the Holy Land, leading to negative 
impressions. “Without the Bible in hand this land 
is not beautiful to behold,” and in order that the 
pilgrimage in the Holy Land can leave a positive 
impression on one’s soul, I is necessary to have 
an adequate preparation since – as Chateaubriand 
reminds us – “the treasures of the Holy Land are 
hidden.”1

 This premise is necessary because it renders 
comprehensible what we are going to present in the 
following paragraphs, which illustrate the history 

FRANCISCAN MOUNT 
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of a holy place that is fundamental for Christianity: 
Mount Zion and the Cenacle in particular, namely 
the place where Jesus has explicitly chosen and 
willed to celebrate the Last Supper together with 
His disciples (Lk 22:8-13). Gestures, words, a 
specific place, all give form in an indelible and 
clear way to the high moment of the institution of 
the Eucharist, the message and memorial that from 
that moment and for all ages nurtures Christian 
faith. From “the vigil of His passion” to this very 
day, the Cenacle and Mount Zion have known 
an uninterrupted flux of pilgrims, who have been 
welcomed by the laborious presence of the Friars 
Minor.

The pilgrim hospital in Jerusalem 
during the 14th – 15th centuries
 A hospital for pilgrims in Jerusalem already 
existed in 1335, and it seems that it continued 
functioning rather well until the mid-15th century, 
at least until the consuls lived in it. For as long 
as this institution lasted, more or less intact, the 
Franciscans of Mount Zion never considered the 
opportunity of creating a proper structure. They 
rather intervened in a concrete manner to solve 
problems as they presented themselves,2 and after 
the mid-15th century the hospital fell increasingly 
into decline.
 In the first half of the 15th century the 
managerial running of the pilgrim hospital fell 
under the responsibility of the consuls and the 
captains-proprietors of the ships. It was only 
later that this responsibility was taken over by 
the Franciscans, together with the captains of the 
ships. According to Golubovich: “In the second 
half of the 15th century the pilgrim hospital fell 
into such a decline from its primitive state, that 
around 1480 it was nearly abandoned; and in 1514, 
during the time of Suriano, it was a refuge for poor 
Saracens.”3

 If we follow chronologically the various 
witnesses of this hospital we find the following:
 1336-1341: the witness of Ludolph of 
Sudheim who offers us this description: “Pilgrims 
to Jerusalem (…) are offered hospitality in the 
palace that once belonged to the Templers, and 
which is found in front of the Holy Sepulchre. They 
pay for their hospitality with Venetian money. If a 
sick pilgrim stays there for more than one year, he 
is not bound to pay any longer. This palace is now 

under the care of Margherita of Sicily, a female 
religious.”4

 1345, 7 May: the English anonymous 
writer in his Itinerarium cuiusdam Anglici (1344-
1345) wrote that a certain brother Nicholas, who 
was a most fluent cleric in spoken Latin and in the 
“Chaldean” language of the Saracens, was at the 
time custodian of the hospital of Jerusalem, and 
used to pay an annual rent of 500 drachmas to the 
Sultan. He interceded for the pilgrims in front of the 
Marshall of Jerusalem so that he would permit the 
pilgrims to enter the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
after they had paid the entry fee. He also added 
that, during the hour of vespers, Nicholas led the 
pilgrims to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
which was to be found opposite the hospital.
 1346-1350: fra Niccolò da Poggibonsi, in 
chapter 43 of his Libro d’Oltremare, states: “In 
front of the courtyard [of the Holy Sepulchre], at a 
distance of 18 paces, there is the Church of Saint 
John of the Temple, but it is now ruined; its ruins 
show that it was once very beautiful. Above it one 
finds the hospice where all Christian pilgrims find 
lodging, namely the Latins who are subject to the 
Church.”5

 A long series of papal interventions 
accompanied the service that the friars Minor 
accomplished in the Holy Land, regarding the 
hospitality and welcoming of pilgrims.
 1354, 14 October: Pope Innocent VI with 
the Bulla Cum nos, gave permission to Lady Sofia 
de Archangelis, a Florentine, who was building 
a hospice for pilgrims on Mount Zion, to be able 
to bring iron and wood to Jerusalem. He also 
conceded to the inmates to have a confessor who 
could absolve them from all sins, except those 
reserved to the Apostolic See, and to administer to 
them the Eucharist and the other Sacraments.6

 On the same date, with the Bulla Exigit, 
Innocent VI conceded to Sofia and another ten 
persons to be able to return to the Holy Land as a 
group or individually, according to the needs of the 
new building, and to carry with them all necessary 
items. With a third Bulla, Benigno, he conceded to 
her and to her companions working at the Hospital 
to choose a confessor and to be able to receive 
the Sacraments. With the fourth Bulla, Devota, he 
authorised the bishop of Famagusta in Cyprus to 
give permission to 200 pilgrims to cross over to 
the Holy Land, on the condition that each one of 
them carried a bed in order to offer for the use in 
the Hospital for pilgrims.7
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 1355, 5 September: a year later, the Pope 
was at Villeneuve near Avignon.8 From this place, 
with the Bulla Piis fidelium studiis, he conferred 
upon the guardian and friars of Mount Zion the 
perpetual direction of the Hospital for pilgrims who 
travelled to the Holy Sepulchre. The Hospital had 
been founded by Sofia di Filippo de Archangelis, 
a Florentine lady, and was found side by side with 
the convent of the Franciscans on Mount Zion.
 1363, 22 May: Giovanna I, queen of 
Naples, among other things, requests the “Sultan 
of Babylon” that, in the future, he should prohibit 
the registration and confiscation of the goods 
belonging to the friars, as well as those pertaining 
to the sick pilgrims, and asks that these can 
dispose freely of their own properties.9 The same 
preoccupation appears in another document: 
“The Doge of Venice Lorenzo Celsi – who on 13 
October – commanded to Nicolò Contarini, consul 
in Alexandria and to his successors, to take the 
occasion to obtain from the Sultan permission 
so that in the Holy Sepulchre, in the Basilica of 
Bethlehem and in the Tomb of the Virgin Mary 
the Friars Minor can celebrate and that in each of 
the same churches at least 2 Friars Minor could 
reside, in order to offer assistance to Christians 
coming from all parts to visit these places. He also 
asked them to request that the belongings of the 
friars and of the pilgrims who died in those regions 
should not be confiscated.10

 On 13 December we find two interventions 
by Pope Urban V. With the Bulla Piis devotorum, 
upon the request of Sofia, he conferred to the friars 
Minor of Mount Zion the spiritual direction of 
pilgrims residing in the Hospital. With the Bulla 
Licet is, he conceded various indulgencies to those 
Christians who sent help to the Hospital founded 
by Sofia. The same lady had recently received 
many plots of lands with orchards, adjacent to the 
Hospital, in the place where tradition fixed the 
transitus of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
 The last document comes from 26 
December: it is a parchment by king Peter of 
Aragon, and it is generic regarding Mount Zion 
and the friars.11

 1364: the economic situation of the 
Hospital was not good, and help was needed. 
On 6 April Pope Urban V published the Bulla Ex 
fecundo, in which he conceded to Sofia to receive 
up to a thousand florins from benefactors in order 
to remedy for the uncertain situation, and face up 
to the needs of the Hospital and pay debts to the 

Sultan. On 26 July, with the Bulla Licet is, the 
Pope recommended to all Christians the persons 
whom Sofia sent in order to beg alms in favour 
of the Hospital, giving them the privilege that for 
twenty-five years they could enjoy exemption 
from customs in any place or port.
 1366, 28 May: the same subject is dealt 
with in the Bulla Devotionis tuae with which 
Urban V concedes that the alms-collectors of 
Sofia could publish, for five years, the indulgences 
in favour of the Hospital, in all the dioceses of 
Cyprus, Florence, Castello and Padua.
 1372: an exceptional pilgrim, namely 
Saint Bridget of Sweden, arrived in Jerusalem 
one or two days before the Ascension, which in 
1372 fell on 6 May. In her Book of Revelations she 
narrates how the Virgin Mary said: “The Mother 
is speaking. In this place of Mount Zion live two 
kinds of human beings. Some love God with all 
their hearts. Others want to have God, but for them 
the world is a sweeter place than God; therefore 
they are a source of scandal for the good ones, and 
they give them the occasion to become less fervent, 
and thus as an example for the future, it is better 
that one resides in the place reserved for pilgrims 
and known as the public Hospital (xenodochio 
publico): my Son will provide everything for you, 
as it seems pleasing to Him.”12 From Cyprus to the 
Holy Land, a friar Minor by the name of Martino 
of Aragon was a member of the group of pilgrims 
that travelled with Saint Bridget. Yet, in spite of 
the presence of this Franciscan pilgrim, she makes 
no mention of persons, things or places connected 
with Franciscans in the Holy Land!13

 1372, 9 November: an official document 
(hogget14) certifies that R. Antonio, son of James 
of Francesco, a member of the Friars of the Cord 
who resided on Mount Zion, through the power 
of attorney of Giovanna daughter of Robert and 
queen of Naples, bought from Ibrahim Hassan a 
Hospital and an orchard on Mount Zion.15

 1373-1375: Matteo de Castro-Ylderii 
was the director of the Hospital of Mount Zion, 
which had been destroyed by the Saracens. He 
was witness of the repairs in the Hospital as well 
as of the presence of Sofia, of whom three papal 
documents speak, stating that in the meantime she 
had fallen into disgrace in front of the Holy See.16

 During the same period Francesco di 
Pietro Portario, from Siena, tried to found two 
hospices for pilgrims in Jerusalem. Pope Gregory 
XI (17 June 1375) gave him permission for one 
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foundation, as well as to take with him four priests 
to Jerusalem, chosen from any Order (but with 
the necessary permits) in order to administer the 
Sacraments to the pilgrims.17

 1377: Antoine de la Court is mentioned 
as director and guardian of the pilgrim Hospital 
close to the Holy Sepulchre. He had been sent by 
queen Giovanna of Naples to Cairo in order to 
request the liberation of Leo V, king of Armenia, 
who was a prisoner of the Sultan, but without 
obtaining any success.18 This was also the year 
during which the Statuta Terrae Sanctae (1.VIII) 
by br. Bartholomew of La Verna, were published. 
In article 9 they speak about the Hospital, saying 
that it would be better not to receive more than ten 
“devout” women for the service.
 1384, 11 June: with the Bulla Ad ea quae 
piorum (Neapoli III Idus Junii)19 “Urban VI gives 
permission to the house of the Friars Minor on 
Mount Zion in Jerusalem to have ten persons for 
the service of the poor and the infirm in the Hospital 
which is found adjacent to the same building.” 
He conceded permission to employ then persons 
who were at least forty years old for a determined 

period, for the service of the poor and the sick that 
continually came to the Hospital of the poor on 
Mount Zion, which was adjacent to the Franciscan 
convent.
 1384: we have two witnesses: Giorgio 
Gucci, pilgrim among many others, narrates how 
when he arrived in Jerusalem his group stopped 
to stay in the place where Christian pilgrims 
normally lodge, which was called the Pilgrims 
Hospital, and which was just a stone’s throw 
away from the Holy Sepulchre. He also states 
that he had to pay to the Hospital of Jerusalem 4 
gold ducats.20 Lionardo Frescobaldi narrates his 
visit to the Holy City and states that he arrived in 
Jerusalem late in the evening very tired, and after 
having unburdened the beasts, the whole group of 
pilgrims found shelter close to the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre.21 He remains very generic, and 
hardly ever mentions the friars, as if he was not 
even aware of their presence.
 1391: it was the year marked by the 
martyrdom of four friars who lived in the convent 
of Mount Zion. Saints Nicholas Tavelić was 
martyred together with Adeodato of Ruticino, 

Cloister of the Medieval Franciscan Monastery
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Peter of Narbonne and Stefano of Cuneo: they 
were brothers who dedicated their energies with 
great zeal to preach the Gospel to the Muslims. In 
November 1391 they prepared a speech in which 
they brought arguments contrary to the teachings 
of Islam and explained the Christian faith. On 
11 November 1391, with great courage, they 
presented themselves in front of the Cadì and read 
their speech. When they were asked to retract what 
they had uttered they refused and were thrown into 
prison and tortured for three days. At last they were 
led to the public square (at the modern Jaffa Gate) 
and again asked to deny their faith. When they 
refused they were condemned to death and were 
massacred by the mob and their remains burned. 
Their cult was popular since the 15th century. Pope 
Paul VI canonised them on 21 June 1970.
 From the Relationes on the martyrdom 
we know that the role of the hospitalarius had 
become recognised and he was considered to be an 
important person, immediately after the Guardian 
of Mount Zion in rank. Fr. Johannes Campana de 
Janua was the hospitalarius in 1392, and he gave 
witness to the martyrdom of Saint Nicholas Tavelić 
and his companions. We find confirmation of this in 
three different Relationes: Relatio Vaticana prima, 
scripta die 20 jan. 1392 cum epistola Fr. Gerardi 
Calvet, guardiani conventus Montis Sion et custodis 
Terrae Sanctae.22 On page 40 we read that the 
friars had delivered their “Christian declarations” 
in front of the Cadì, who “immediately summoned 
to that place also the Guardian of Mount Zion with 
his companion and the hospitalarius of the Pilgrim 
Hospital of Jerusalem.” On page 42 we find that, 
among the witnesses of the martyrdom, there was 

Fr. Johannes Campana de Janua, Hospitalarius 
of the Hospital of Jerusalem, together with his 
servants. The Relatio Vaticana secunda, scripta 
ante mensis octobris 1392, confirms the witness 
with the same words. The same thing is found in 
the third Relatio Lipsiensis, transcripta in codice 
645 die 8 maii 1394.23

 1393: Thomas Brygg mentions the 
custodian of the Hospital of Jerusalem.24

 1394: Nicolò de Marthono speaks about the 
same Hospital and states: “on the same day, at the 
hour of vespers, we arrived in the city of Jerusalem 
and entered to lodge in the Hospital in which all 
pilgrims are welcomed to stay. The Hospital that 
used to belong to the Knights of Saint John at 
the Holy Sepulchre, was a great and marvellous 
building, in such a way that it is impossible to 
believe this if one does not see it. There was one 
large hall, very long and wide, with columns in its 
centre and with many rooms, in which the pilgrims 
could stay.”25 Nicolò departed from Gaeta on 17 
June 1394, arrived in Jerusalem on 28 September, 
and on 28 October left from Jaffa for Beirut, 
Cyprus, etc.26

 The baron of Anglure recounts how on 
7 October 1395 he entered the Holy City of 
Jerusalem during the hour of vespers and was 
offered hospitality at the place of the Hospital as 
was the normal custom for pilgrims.27

 1400-1401: consul of the pilgrims in 
Jerusalem. “Mignanelli […] from Damascus 
[…] for the second time went on pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem to satisfy a vow made by his father, and 
he remained there for the entire winter of 1400-
1401. There he came to know that Damascus 
had fallen to Tamerlane (March 1401). Bertrand 
therefore hurried to find refuge in Cyprus with 
the company of one of his group and a Genoese 
who was consul of the pilgrims in Jerusalem.” He 
visited Jerusalem once again in 1402.28

 There are other documentary witnesses 
describing the continual attention of the Order of 
Friars Minor for the Custody of the Holy Land, the 
“pearl” of the Franciscan missions.
 1414: the Statuta pro Terra Sancta of 
the general chapter of Lausanne, established, in 
exemption of the Statuti of Bartolomeo Alverniate 
of 1377, state that the guardian of Mount Zion 
could accept as many friars and ladies for the 
service of the Hospital as he deemed necessary, 
as long as he had enough victuals to feed all of 
them.29

Old print of the Cenacle
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 Pope Urban VI was succeeded by Pope 
Martin V, who continued the care of the popes 
towards the Holy Land.
 1420, 12 July: we find two Bullae by 
Pope Martin V. With the Vestris votis he conceded 
to the guardian and friars of the Holy Land, 
after considering their requests, to establish 
penitentiaries who every year could absolve from 
excommunication without papal dispensation 
100 pilgrims who visited the Holy Land.30 With 
the Bulla Exigit vestrae he conceded to the 
guardian and the friars priests of the Holy Land, 
after considering their request, to absolve from 
excommunication because they came to the Holy 
Land without papal dispensation the Venetian, 
Genoese, Catalan merchants and those coming 
from other Christian nations, together with the 
families who accompanied them, and who would 
often come to the lands of the Saracens and 
schismatics on business, and who offered financial 
help to the same friars.31

 Some months later, on 14 February 1421, 
the Bulla Salutare studium recognised in perpetuo 
to the guardian and friars of Mount Zion the 
possession of the convent and church of Saint 
Saviour in Beirut, which they had already possessed 
since ancient times, since these friars dedicated 
themselves to works of charity and preaching, and 
they would gather, direct and comfort pilgrims that 
would continually pass.32 On the same day another 
Bulla was addressed to the archbishops of Crete, 
Nicosia and Rhodes committing them to execute 
the aforementioned Bulla.33

 1458: Gabriele Capodilista, in his 
Itinerario, describes the confusion that arose every 
time pilgrims would arrive. When they would arrive 
in Jerusalem the pilgrims would immediately go to 
the Holy Sepulchre, and afterwards they would go 
to find their lodgings in the Hospital of Saint John. 
But since that place was very dilapidated they 
preferred to go to the other Hospital belonging to 
the friars of Mount Zion. The friars would welcome 
them cordially and provide them with comfortable 
lodgings. However, even thought the pilgrims did 
not want to stay in the filthy environment of the 
Hospital of Saint John, the Saracen authorities 
pretended that they would pay the usual tax for 
lodging in that place that was obligatory to all 
Christian pilgrims.34

 The same information is given by Louis 
de Rochechouart, who arrived with a group 
of pilgrims to Jerusalem on 4 July 1461. They 

immediately went to visit the Basilica of the Holy 
Sepulchre. Then they went to the Pilgrim Hospital, 
which was not the ancient one where pilgrims used 
to go before, but the new one acquired by the Friars 
Minor. The ancient Hospital was undignified as 
a lodging and it did not have neither water nor a 
cistern.35

 1464: Guillem Oliver, whose journey 
log is reduced to the essential details, begins by 
narrating the arrival of the pilgrims in Jerusalem, 
who visited the Holy Sepulchre and every night 
lodged at the Pilgrims Hospital on Mount Zion.36

 In the meantime the problems of 
welcoming pilgrims were rendering necessary and 
urgent the restructuring works in the Hospital of 
Mount Zion. Pope Sixtus IV in 1475 approved and 
recommended the office of procurator of the friars 
of the Holy Land in front of the royal families of 
Europe to Giovanni Navarr. He had received this 
responsibility under the direction of the guardian 
of Mount Zion, in order to make works of repairing 
the house of Mount Zion, which was very run 
down and needed urgent restoration works.37

 1480: an important witness is that of Santo 
Brasca. The pilgrims disembarked in the port of 
Jaffa, famished and exhausted by the journey. They 
were consoled by the captain of the ship in this 
way: “He told them that he used to find lodging in 
the monastery of the friars on Mount Zion, and that 
he wanted to take two of us with him, and chose me 
as one of them […] I went with my master to lodge 
in Mount Zion in the house of the Observant Friars 
of Saint Francis, who received us with so much 
love, joy and humility that I cannot express it, and 
who gave us great honour out of their poverty. 
They told us that in that part of the Levant there 
was no comfortable place of lodging, and whoever 
wanted to spend his money well, could find an 
exception in the house of these Observant Friars of 
Saint Francis, who are not only poor but among the 
most poor, even poorer than one would find them 
to be in our parts in the West. However, whatever 
they have received they give to the pilgrims and 
to every foreigner with such sincere love and 
open heart that I cannot express, and if they only 
have one loaf of bread they divide it with their 
neighbour, and many a time they sleep on wooden 
planks in order to offer their cells to foreigners.” 
When they arrived in Jerusalem the pilgrims went 
immediately in front of the Holy Sepulchre, and 
then “they went to the place where the pilgrims 
normally lodge, which is called Hospital of Saint 
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John, where pilgrims cannot find any comfort 
because they have to sleep and eat on the floor, and 
who does not bring any wine with him from the 
ship has to content himself with drinking water. I 
went with my master to lodge on Mount Zion in 
the house of the friars. We were treated with great 
honour on their part; among other things in that 
place I drank the most delicate wine in the world, 
which is said to be so good because of the holiness 
of that place.”38

 Two other interesting testimonies are those 
by Felix Fabri and Paul Walther:
 Fabri writes that the Custos spoke to the 
pilgrims who arrived at Ramleh telling them: 
“Pilgrims should be recommended to the poor 
Convent of the friars of Mount Zion in Jerusalem, 
to whom pilgrims are led for lodgings, since with 
their alms donations they uphold the convent and 
help the friars, who live among the infidels in 
order to help pilgrims, and who are always read to 
serve them. […] They are always ready to come to 
the aid of sick and weak pilgrims and to minister 
to them with utmost diligence by welcoming them 
in their infirmary and care for them with charity.” 
When the pilgrims arrived in Jerusalem they 
would visit the Holy Sepulchre, but had to remain 
in the courtyard. Fabri states: “We were led to the 
entrance or courtyard of the Holy Sepulchre, and 

just in front of the temple in the street we were 
led up to the Hospital of Saint John, which is a 
large and rambling building, but is miserable 
and desolate. It used to be the ancient Hospital, 
and it has a large refectory hall just like in large 
monasteries, in which there used live a large 
community of monks. […] In my first pilgrimage 
we were not led to the Hospital, but in a large 
building below Mount Zion, in the Mello, where 
we stayed, and I had not yet seen this Hospital at 
that time. The building looked like the Hospital 
of Saint John. When the pilgrims lodged in that 
place the Saracens, Jews and oriental Christians 
came and brought bread, water, cooked food, and 
fruit, […] and the pilgrims would buy and eat 
these victuals. The father Guardian of Mount Zion 
sent two friars to the Hospital, and told them to 
lead all religious to Mount Zion; in fact this is the 
custom that religious should lodge with the friars 
Minor on Mount Zion. Together with two friars 
from the order of Preachers, one of whom came 
from the province of France and the other one 
from Naples, from the Province of Sicily, we were 
led to the Hospital on Mount Zion in the convent 
of the friars Minor. They received us and treated 
us with charity. They also assigned to each one of 
us a cell, and there we ate, drank and slept and 
served the Lord. After all the other pilgrims had 
left I remained in that cell for many days in holy 
peace and I was well provided for by the charity of 
the fathers and friars Minor of Mount Zion.”39

 Paul Walther arrived in Jerusalem on 23 
July 1482 and left on 24 August 1483: “After 
our entry in the city [Jerusalem] the pilgrims are 
normally led, especially if they are numerous, to 
a large and spacious building, which was once 
the Hospital of the Order of Saint John, not far 
from the church of the Sepulchre of the Lord. The 
pilgrims stay and stop there, if they can […] but 
they are welcomed in very poor and miserable 
conditions, since that Hospital does not have any 
furniture at all, but only the floor and the ceiling 
above. Pilgrims lie down on mattresses of reeds, 
if they can acquire them with money, and they 
have to stay in filthy surroundings; in that place 
they have to undergo the test of their patience. The 
pagans arrive there, Jews and Christians, bringing 
victuals to sell. If the pilgrims are few in number, 
from ten to fifteen, they are led to the house of 
a certain Christian, who takes care of them but 
asks to receive money without any mercy. The 
Guardian together with the friars of the order and 

Franciscan medieval hospice and convent
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other religious, if they are there, together with the 
proprietors of the galleys and a certain number 
of other persons go to Mount Zion, and there the 
guardian takes care to offer them hospitality and 
provides for their needs. […] This church, which 
is called Latina, together with the Hospital of 
the Order of Saint John is nowadays in ruins and 
desolate. The Hospital is so filthy that when a great 
number of pilgrims arrive in Jerusalem, and they 
search for a place to lodge, no one among them 
likes to go and live there, because the Saracens go 
inside that place to attend to their biological needs 
(ad stercordanum).”40

 As one can see the witnesses are many and 
diverse. The pilgrimage to the Holy Land was an 
arduous journey, a holy journey, a personal and 
unique experience of walking on the footprints of 
a long line of Christian believers who wanted to 
see, touch and confront themselves with this Land 
of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
 1483: Bernhard Breydenbach: “These 
Friars kindly welcome the pilgrims who arrive after 
long periods of travel, and they take care of them 
with all the charity they are capable of, and show 
them the holy places. They also comfort the sick, 
and minister to them in many ways. I am certain 
that if they had not remained [in the Holy Land], 
we Latins could never arrive here and we would 
never be able to enter into the holy places.”41

 1486: according to the anonymous of 
Rennes, who writes in old French, the pilgrims 
who had just arrived in Jerusalem used to go 
immediately in front of the Holy Sepulchre, and 
from there they were led to the Hospital which 
used to be the monastery in which the “frères de 
Roddes de l’ordre Monseigneur Sainct Jehan de 
Jherusalem” (the venerable Lords and Knights the 
brothers of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, 
who at that time were stationed in Rhodes) used 
to have their headquarters. He then states that the 
“frères Cordeliers” (friars of the Cord, that is, the 
friars Minor, as they are known in the Holy Land), 
who were in their majority Italians, had their 
convent on Mount Zion.42

 Venice was the port of departure for the 
Holy Land, but it was also the port of arrival for 
pilgrims and many problems of the friars who 
needed protection, help and defence of Christian 
interests became also part and parcel of Venetian 
interests.
 In 1490 we have this news regarding the part 
that the Serenissima Repubblica Veneta played [a 

decree against the abuses of the captains of ships]: 
“The Guardian of Mount Zion, whose name was 
Bartolomeo da Piacenza, had published a decree in 
the year 1490 regarding the fact that some captains 
of ships, because of some inconveniences that 
occurred, were not lodged in the convent but in 
another separate house in the Holy City. He sent 
this decree to the captains of the Scale, and copies 
of it to Ramleh and Jaffa, so that the pilgrims, 
before arriving to Jerusalem, would be informed 
of what was necessary.” The explanation follows 
and in eight points the reasons for the decree are 
explained. Then the decree speaks about the place 
of lodging of the same pilgrims: “The Hospedale 
de pellegrini is in a pitiful state, but during these 
last two years it has been enlarged with other 
good rooms, so that pilgrims might find comfort; 
but when they have to pay the expenses for their 
lodgings, the pilgrims create problems and start 
complaining.”43

 On 12 July 1493 the Doge Agostino 
Barbarigo ordered the captains of the ships that 
transported pilgrims to the Holy Land and to all 
others who were involved in this endeavour, that 
because of inconveniences that had occurred, “for 
all the time in which they stay there, they cannot 
in any way, and under no pretext whatever, go and 
live in the monastery [of Mount Zion], under the 
penalty of two hundred ducats taken from their own 
possessions.” Moreover the galley of a disobedient 
captain could not undertake the voyage any longer. 
The Guardian of Mount Zion, then, was “obliged, 
every year, when the same galleys returned, to 
write to our Excellency his letters regarding the 
observance or otherwise of this order.” According 
to the information contained in these letters the 
Lawyers of the commune had the obligation to 
put in direct execution the sanctions indicated. 
The financial penalties imposed on the culprits 
were to go half to the same Lawyers and half to 
the Arsenal.44 These letters were then lost, and (see 
1512) the Doge Leonardo Loredano renewed their 
contents.
 The Viaggio di Pietro Casola is a vivid 
witness on the difficulties that the pilgrims of those 
times had to face. We know that on 5 August 1494 
the pilgrims arrived in Jerusalem: “We gathered 
together and some friars of Mount Zion who came 
to welcome us accompanied us and led us to the 
Hospital of Saint John, as it is called. When we 
entered we wished to find some fresh water, and 
had to rest on the floor. Some employees of the 
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friars handed us pilgrims carpets to spread out on 
the floor. The Patron went to lodge with two persons 
on Mount Zion. The Guardian, who was wiser than 
his predecessors, found for them a house in the 
city close to the Sepulchre. Mount Zion is found 
some distance outside the city. I went to rest there, 
and then they sent for me to make me come from 
the Hospital and go and lodge there. The venerable 
Lord fra Antonio Regna, a true and good religious 
[…] seeing that I has disabled in my arms and legs 
and in practically all my body, provided me with 
two carpets.” The same author laments: “The rich 
people lodged at the house and ate at the table as 
Lords, but the poor pilgrims hardly had anything: 
all this was the fault of that guardian who had little 
charity towards pilgrims and there was not one 
person who was happy with him, starting from the 
leader.” He makes a final reference to the “hospital 
where the majority of pilgrims resided.”45

 The firmans are an integral part of the Holy 
Land Custody, not only regarding the attention 
they give to property, but also because of some 
aspects regarding the care of pilgrims. On 5 April 
1495 the Sultan Kaietbai “permits that the Frankish 
pilgrims, after having paid according to the ancient 
custom, could reside in Jerusalem without being 
molested.”46

 1509: in the convent of the Cenacle on 
Mount Zion: Anselm, a friar of the Order of Minors 
of the Observance writes: “The third door is below 
the cenacle underneath the aforementioned Chapel 
of Saint Francis, where there is a dormitory for 
pilgrims”.47

 1512, 12 July: “Since the letters of 12 July 
1493 were lost, the Doge Leonardo Loredano 
ordered another copy of them to be made,” thus 
confirming the decree of Doge Barbarigo.48

 As an exception to the rule, graffiti on 
walls could be useful. At the museum of the 
Flagellation in Jerusalem is conserved a block of 
stone with graffiti (cm. 40 x 28 x 18, dated 1541, 
1544 and 1547). The graffiti (which are certainly 
signatures of pilgrims), because of the bad state of 
conservation of the stone, are difficult to decipher. 
During the medieval period there were certainly 
compilations of Registers of pilgrims, even though 
these have not come down to us, at least not 
before 1561. These graffiti could fill in this gap, 
since they are to be found on many holy places in 
Palestine as pages of an imaginary Register. Thus 
in Bethlehem (Basilica, cloister and Grotto of the 
Innocents); in Jerusalem in various areas of the 

Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre, and in the upper 
room of the Cenacle; at Nazareth in the Basilica 
of the Annunciation. This phenomenon occurred 
in spite of the clear prohibitions of the Father 
Custodes of the time, as the Dominican pilgrim in 
the Holy Land, Felix Fabri, reminds us in 1488! 
He notes how already at Ramleh the Father Custos 
took care to give opportune warnings, and among 
which the first one regarded the fact that pilgrims 
were not to deface walls by incising their names or 
coats of arms on them, including also on columns 
and marble altars. He went on to say that such signs 
were a scandal to the Saracens. Even in Jerusalem 
at the Holy Sepulchre the Father Custos returned 
on the same argument.49

 Many years later, in the middle of the 
17th century, Francesco Quaresmius, describing 
the Holy Places during the times in which the 
friars were still living on Mount Zion, states: “At 
this time not even the tertiaries are living in the 
Hospital, but everything is now in ruins.”50

Franciscan hospitality to pilgrims 
in Jerusalem: Mount Zion
 Each diverse arrival of pilgrims (individuals 
or in group) presented its own particular details 
and its own problems, to which it was necessary 
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every time to find a solution. In general terms one 
can note that the behaviour of the Franciscans was 
conditioned by the restriction of the structures of 
welcoming, since the friars could only lodge a 
limited number of persons. However, they always 
tried to meet the needs of each pilgrim, both in 
finding lodgings, as well as in offering essential 
services (like mattresses, etc.).
 The witnesses of pilgrims who lodged on 
Mount Zion offer us a varied and interesting list 
and give us a vivid image of the difficulties of the 
time.
 1458: Roberto da Sanseverino was with his 
group in the Holy Land on 24 June. The pilgrims 
arrived in Jerusalem. “After having visited [the 
Holy Sepulchre, but only outside in the courtyard] 
they went to the place where pilgrims normally 
dismount. They found this place very rundown 
and uncomfortable, and therefore they went to 
another lodging, which belongs to the Christians 
of the cord, which was more suitable and could 
hold the number of pilgrims that they were. After 
they had settled down in that place, a friar from 
Mount Zion came over. His name was brother 
Francesco di Bressa or rather da Palazolo. He 
said and demonstrated that the aforementioned 
Lord Roberto was his brother, and surely this led 
to more respect being shown to this lord. He led 
Roberto and his companions to Mount Zion, where 
he prepared lodgings for them; it was however 
necessary that they and the other pilgrims, although 
they did not lodge in the place mentioned above, 
where pilgrims normally dismount, were obliged 
just the same to pay the fees for the lodgings of 
each one.”51

 1480: In Le voyage de la Saincte Cyté 
de Hiérusalem … fait l’an 1480, one reads that 
at 8.00 in the morning of Friday 28 July, the 
pilgrims arrived in Jerusalem. “All the pilgrims 
who were seculars went to lodge in the hospice of 
the pilgrims. The religious went directly to Mount 
Zion to the convent of the Cordeliers who keep and 
are the custodians of that place. There we heard 
that at Mount Zion, where there is now the convent 
of the Cordeliers, in ancient times there used to be 
the palace where the great lords of Jerusalem used 
to live, and also the manor that David had built for 
himself.”52

 We should not exclude the notes taken by 
the same “Cordeliers,” that is, by the Friars of the 
Cord, as the Franciscans are known in the Holy 
Land.

 1485: Francesco Suriano in his Trattato, 
documented by Golubovich, presents a panoramic 
view of the financial “status” of the friars and 
affirms without hesitation: “Regarding the pilgrims 
that come to them the friars acquire nothing except 
the burden of paying for their expenses.”53

 1492: Bernardino di Nali arrived with other 
pilgrims to Jerusalem on 23 August: “[…] we 
entered in the holy city of Jerusalem accompanied 
all the way by the father Guardian, who charitably 
introduced us to our lodgings, and assigned to each 
nation separately a hall in his hospice. Together 
with some Lombards I was lodged in the house 
of a Christian. The friars of the convent of Mount 
Zion hand out a carpet to each pilgrim, together 
with a leather pillow, and this was our bed where 
we rested until the following morning […].”54

 The hospitality offered and assured to 
the pilgrims, on Mount Zion or in the convent of 
Saint Saviour, from the 16th century onwards was 
continued by means of the Casa Novas, particularly 
the Casa Nova of Jerusalem, which to this very 
day are synonymous with Franciscan hospitality 
in the Holy Land. The following is a witness 
regarding this fact: “In the year 1528 a certain 
Father Giovanni was Guardian of Mount Zion. I 
do not know which province he came from. Since 
he had brought many pilgrims and did not have 
enough room where to put them because of the 
restricted space in which the friars live, he bought 
a large house with a cistern, close to the convent, 
so that the pilgrims who came to Jerusalem to visit 
the Holy Places could find a hospice in which to 
lodge.”55

 1533-1534: Greffin Affagart lived for 
roughly six months in the Holy Land in Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem, and affirms that on 15th October 
1533 the group of pilgrims arrived from Cairo in 
the company of the Father Custos to Mount Zion, 
where the Friars Minor called “Cordeliers” lived, 
and from where they were the custodians of the 
Holy Places in the name of the Latin Church and 
where they received pilgrims. The group was 
welcomed in honourably. The pilgrims there found 
their other companions who had left separately 
from them in Venice on another vessel, among 
whom there was Brother Bernard de Bona-Domo, 
guardian at Carcassone, and Brother Bonaventure 
Brochardi […] The author was offered lodgings 
in the monastery as if he were a religious. Both 
in Jerusalem as well as in Bethlehem, pilgrims 
were welcomed in their lodgings for as long as 
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they stayed to visit and pray at the holy places […] 
Later on the author refers to the hospital of Saint 
John, where he states that the Knights of Rhodes 
used to live and they were called the Knights of 
Saint John of Jerusalem. He also states that the 
Hospital was in the hands of the Turks.56

 A different witness of 1542 adds: “We 
arrived in Jerusalem in the afternoon […] and 
we went up to Mount Zion to the convent of the 
Minors […] The Guardian welcomed us with a 
prayer as is the custom […] and all the priests, 
and priors, together with the few nobles were 
welcomed willingly in the monastery, while the 
other pilgrims had to stay in a restricted space 
together with all the others in the house of Anna 
close to the city walls. This place was comfortable 
enough, if one takes into consideration that it 
was a religious place […] We, therefore, were all 
welcomed in the Monastery, and we did not need 
to search for other lodgings.”57

 At last, in 1552, brother Pantaleo d’Averio, 
notes: “We come from our Europe to visit as 
pilgrims the holy places of the Holy Land. When 
we arrived at the Holy City, we were welcomed 
with great joy by our Friars […] After having 
rested, we continued to stay for three days with 
the Friars in the same Monastery taking part in the 
prayers.”58

 The witnesses of pilgrims stop here, and 
we know why in the Croniche of Verniero. It 
regarded documentation of the memory of the long 
silence of the Father Custos as a result of the great 
nostalgia of the convent of Mount Zion and of the 
Holy Place that is the property of the Franciscans, 
and of the Christians and of the Church, and which 
every friar in the Holy Land carries in his heart to 
this very day.
 1563: the house of the friars on Zion. 
Regarding the Custos Father Bonifacio of Ragusa 
(Dubrovnik) “there is no other written memory in 
his last three years of office, since in the year 1563 
the Turks took away from the friars the house, 
called Torre del Forno, where they had dwelt for 
eight years. But an order came from Constantinople 
from the Grand Turk in order to restore the house 
to their rightful owners.”59
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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.  

Un Incontro tra 
Osservanza e Profezia

“ La festa della Presentazione di Gesù al Tempio 
è chiamata anche la festa dell’incontro: nella liturgia, 
all’inizio si dice che Gesù va incontro al suo Popolo, 
è l’incontro tra Gesù e il suo popolo; quando Maria 
e Giuseppe portarono il loro bambino al Tempio di 
Gerusalemme, avvenne il primo incontro tra Gesù e 
il suo popolo, rappresentato dai due anziani Simeone 
e Anna. Quello fu anche un incontro all’interno 
della storia del popolo, un incontro tra i giovani e 
gli anziani: i giovani erano Maria e Giuseppe, con il 
loro neonato; e gli anziani erano Simeone e Anna, due 
personaggi che frequentavano sempre il Tempio. E’ 
un incontro tra i giovani pieni di gioia nell’osservare 
la Legge del Signore e gli anziani pieni di gioia per 
l’azione dello Spirito Santo. E’ un singolare incontro 
tra osservanza e profezia, dove i giovani sono gli 
osservanti e gli anziani sono i profetici! In realtà, se 
riflettiamo bene, l’osservanza della Legge è animata 
dallo stesso Spirito, e la profezia si muove nella strada 
tracciata dalla Legge. Chi più di Maria è piena di 
Spirito Santo? Chi più di lei è docile alla sua azione? 
Alla luce di questa scena evangelica guardiamo alla 
vita consacrata come ad un incontro con Cristo: è 
Lui che viene a noi, portato da Maria e Giuseppe, 
e siamo noi che andiamo verso di Lui, guidati dallo 
Spirito Santo. Ma al centro c’è Lui. Lui muove tutto, 
Lui ci attira al Tempio, alla Chiesa, dove possiamo 
incontrarlo, riconoscerlo, accoglierlo, abbracciarlo. 
Gesù ci viene incontro nella Chiesa attraverso il 
carisma fondazionale di un Istituto: è bello pensare così 
alla nostra vocazione! Il nostro incontro con Cristo ha 
preso la sua forma nella Chiesa mediante il carisma di 
un suo testimone, di una sua testimone. Questo sempre 
ci stupisce e ci fa rendere grazie. E anche nella vita 
consacrata si vive l’incontro tra i giovani e gli anziani, 
tra osservanza e profezia. Non vediamole come due 
realtà contrapposte! Lasciamo piuttosto che lo Spirito 
Santo le animi entrambe, e il segno di questo è la gioia: 
la gioia di osservare, di camminare in una regola di 
vita; e la gioia di essere guidati dallo Spirito, mai 
rigidi, mai chiusi, sempre aperti alla voce di Dio che 
parla, che apre, che conduce, che ci invita ad andare 
verso l’orizzonte. Fa bene agli anziani comunicare la 
saggezza ai giovani; e fa bene ai giovani raccogliere 
questo patrimonio di esperienza e di saggezza, e 
portarlo avanti, non per custodirlo in un museo, ma 
per portarlo avanti affrontando le sfide che la vita ci 
presenta, portarlo avanti per il bene delle rispettive 
famiglie religiose e di tutta la Chiesa.

Pope Francis
Homily on the Feast of the Presentation of the Lord
2 February 2014: Day of Consecrated Life ”

Quote
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