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MERCY BEGINS AT HOME  
 The current jubilee year of mercy has been an occasion for 
deep reflection on the part of consecrated persons regarding their 
vocation to be instruments of God’s tenderness and compassion 
in a suffering and wounded world. This message has also been 
given to us in the Easter letter sent to the Order of Friars Minor 
by the Minister General Br. Michael Perry. One interesting note 
about his reflections concerns the need to experience mercy “at 
home”, that is, within the rank and file of our Franciscan family.
 Any scholar of history of the Church knows that division 
and tensions have marked relations between Christians. During 
Eastertime we read the Acts of the Apostles in the liturgy. One 
might get the impression that the first Christian community of 
Jerusalem was a perfect example of unity and mutual love. We 
know, however, that there were tensions within the community, 
particularly between the ethnic Judaeo-Christians and the 
newly-converted pagans to the Christian faith. Paul became the 
champion of the freedom of the Gospel over the Law of Moses. 
Yet, even in moments of tension, like the incident at Antioch 
and the Council of Jerusalem, the Apostles tried to compromise 
and to place charity above all divisions. The example of James, 
staunch defender of the orthodoxy of the Church of Jerusalem, 
who bows down to Paul’s defence of the freedom of justification 
through faith, while asking Paul to accept some moral norms so 
as not to scandalise the Judaeo-Christians, is a splendid case of 
respect for autonomy without division.
 Even religious Orders along the history of the Church 
have gone through moments of division and tension. The 
Franciscan Order is no exception. Divisions have often been 
presented as negative experiences. Yet it was during times 
of division and tension that the fruit of reform came to the 
forefront. The reform families of the Order, particularly that of 
the Regular Observance and the Capuchin family, were born out 
of a sincere wish to defend the right of the brothers to search 
for more authenticity in their lives. The Church, like a prudent 
mother, not only promoted these reform families, but also saw to 
it that the mainstream Community of the Order, which later on 
dwindled down to the Conventual family, would still thrive and 
be supported for its noble mission of conserving the patrimony 
of the Order, particularly in the areas of apostolate and study. The 
reform families themselves were not alien to this effort and also 
promoted apostolate and study in their more limited conventual 
settings.
 All this is an indication that reform and division in the 
Order is not a negative factor. The Minister General’s Letter 
mentions the year 2017 as the 500th anniversary of the Bulla 
Ite vos of Pope Leo X (29 May 1517), which is known as the 
document that divided the Franciscan family into the two Orders 
of the Regular Observance and of the Conventuals. Few mention 
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the Bulla concordiae Omnipotens Deus (12 June 1517) that gave 
the Conventuals their own Master General. At the same time the 
same Bulla Ite vos united all the reform families into the great 
family of the Regular Observance. After only some years, in 1525, 
the first attempts at a new reform in the family of the Friars Minor 
Capuchin, separated from the Observants, were made, and the 
same Regular Observance soon included four distinct families 
within its ranks, only to be reunited by Leo XIII on 4 October 
1897 with the Bull Felicitate quadam.
 In front of all these divisions and tensions, it is easy to 
think that it is high time that we leave the past to the historians and 
concentrate on the present and on the future. The Letter mentions 
the need “to discern together what the Lord is asking us to do in 
our age as Friars Minor” and to cooperate together as Franciscan 
brothers. This is a praiseworthy duty that will certainly be fruitful 
for the future of the Franciscan brotherhood. The initiative to 
create a “Franciscan University” is a step in the right direction.
 What might be an occasion for preoccupation, however, 
is the idea that, by doing away with the autonomous character of 
the various Orders of the Franciscan family, we will be doing a 
good service to our Church and to our religious family, as if our 
past divisions and tensions were a scandal to be avoided, and also 
forgotten. The idea of leaving history to the study of historians and 
to move ahead as if we have no roots is a great disservice to our 
Franciscan identity and ideals. Unity is important if we want to be 
credible in today’s world, but we should be wary not to mix unity 
with unification. Historians teach us that, in our long history, every 
time we have been forcefully unified, the results were disastrous. 
Unity is built by mutual trust and respect for autonomy and 
traditions of each family. It is the unity that has built the Church 
from the very beginning. There is no greater enemy to unity than 
an amorphous organisation of any human community lacking 
identity and respect for its own traditions and for the traditions of 
other communities. This has been avoided by the Church, in which 
communion and division are two constant elements that need to be 
tackled with love and mercy. We need to show the same mercy in 
our own home.
 The Franciscan family has been a school of theological 
tradition and holiness, which was at the forefront of Catholic 
doctrine and spirituality for centuries. This has been possible 
because the Franciscan family has always been open to reform and 
healthy divisions. No wonder that many of our saints come from 
historical moments of great tension in the Order. Our divisions, 
understood in a positive sense, have played a great role in making 
us a great religious family. Being aware of them and respecting 
them is the basis of true and sincere Franciscan cooperation. May 
the commemoration of Ite vos not degenerate in a condemnation of 
the past with our contemporary mentality. This is, alas, a mistake 
that is often the cause of misinterpretations of history.

                                                                     Noel Muscat ofm
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 Joseph Ratzinger published his study 
enabling him to lecture theology,  entitled Die 
Geschichtstheologie des heiligen Bonaventura, in 
Munich in 1959.1 Since that year this monumental 
volume has been translated and republished in 
various languages, particularly during the years in 
which Cardinal Ratzinger became Pope Benedict 
XVI (2005 - 2013).
 In this volume Ratzinger makes a detailed 
analysis of the concept of theology of history as 
outlined in the context of the 13th century schools 
of theology, particularly in the University of Paris 
during the time in which Saint Bonaventure of 
Bagnoregio was lecturing and especially during 
the final years as minister general of the Franciscan 
Order, when he delivered some famous Parisian 
lectures or conferences, especially the Collationes 
in Hexaëmeron, between 9 and 28 May 1273.2

 The 13th century had been characterised 
by the influence of the visionary abbot Joachim 
of Fiore (c. 1135 – 1202), author of apocalyptic 
volumes regarding the history of salvation and the 
Church,3 particularly famous for his presentation of 
a theological history of the Church in a trinitarian 
perspective, with the Old Testament as the age of 
the Father, the New Testament as the age of the 
Son, and the coming age of the Holy Spirit in which 
a radically purified Church, an ecclesia spiritualis, 
would be born.4 Subsequent interpretations of the 
doctrine of Joachim of Fiore began to indicate 
the mid-13th century as the moment in which this 
radical transformation from a carnal to a spiritual 
Church would take place. The effects of these 
teachings in the hierarchy of the Church and in 
the medieval centres of theological studies was 

only too obvious, and all the famous theologians 
of the period, including Thomas Aquinas and 
Bonaventure, were involved in this discussion.  

Theological vision of history in 
the beginnings of the Franciscan 
Order

 The influence of Joachim of Fiore’s 
prophecies did not affect the Franciscan Order 
during the early decades of its existence. It was 
only during the generalate of John Buralli of 
Parma that we assist at the beginning of a strong 
apocalyptic influence in the historical vision of the 
Order, particularly with regards to the figure of its 
founder, St. Francis of Assisi.
 According to David Burr, the word 
“spiritual” played a major role in Franciscan 
history right from the beginnings of the Order. 
“The 1223 rule told brothers what to do when 
they found that they could not observe the rule 
‘spiritually.’ Later, the phrase ‘spiritual man’ was 
widely used to describe a holy man. Bonaventure’s 
Legenda maior used it in that way, noting that the 
vision of Francis in the fiery chariot was granted in 
order to show his companions that they followed 
the new Elijah established by God to be the chariot 
and driver of ‘spiritual men.’ [...] In Joachite 
rhetoric, the ‘spiritual church’ (ecclesia spiritualis) 
of the third age is guided by ‘spiritual men’ (viri 
spirituales).”5

 With the incidents that occurred in the 
University of Paris between the secular masters 

SAINT BONAVENTURE AND
 HIS VISION OF 
SAINT FRANCIS

AND THE THEOLOGY OF HISTORY

IN THE TEACHINGS OF POPE BENEDICT XVI
Noel Muscat ofm



2016 April - June -  SPIRIT + LIFE   5

Franciscan Culture

 

and the mendicant orders of Preachers and Minors, 
during the time when Bonaventure acquired his 
magisterium in the Franciscan school, the issue 
of the prophecies of Joachim of Fiore came to the 
forefront in the poverty controversy in which the 
Franciscan Order became suspect of nurturing 
sympathies for the apocalyptic prophecies of 
the ecclesia spiritualis. The publication of the 
Liber introductorius in Evangelium aeternum by 
Gerard of Borgo San Donnino6 in 1254 ignited the 
question, and it was difficult to calm the waters 
even after Gerard’s work was declared heretical. 
The resignation of John of Parma from minister 
general on 2 February 1257 was a direct result of 
this state of affairs.
 When St. Bonaventure became minister 
general of the Order he tried to affront the problem 
of Joachimite influences on the “Spiritual” 
Franciscans. On the one hand Bonaventure had 
to show a strong hand, even by processing John 
of Parma and sending him in solitary confinement 
in the hermitage of Greccio. On the other hand, 
Bonaventure was aware that the prophetic figure 
of Francis of Assisi could very well lend itself 
to Joachite influences, and that it was partially 
true that the Poverello was the harbinger of a 
new spiritual age in the Church. That is why 
Bonaventure tried to create an intelligent balance 
in his dealings with the way that the friars were 
looking at their founder. We find such an attempt 
being made in some of his most famous works, 
including the Itinerarium mentis in Deum (1259), 
the Major Life of Saint Francis, or Legenda Maior 
(1260-1263), with its liturgical abridged form 
in the Legenda minor, in a series of sermons for 
the feast of St. Francis (from 1267), and in the 
three sets of Collations, namely the Collationes 
de decem praeceptis (1267), the Collationes de 
donis Spiritus Sancti (1268) and the Collationes in 
Hexaëmeron (1273). We shall take a look at two of 
these works, namely the prologue to the Legenda 
Maior and the Collationes in Hexaëmeron, which 
are the explicit object of the analysis of Joseph 
Ratzinger’s monumental work.

The figure of Saint Francis in the 
Prologue to the Legenda Maior
 Bonaventure deals with St. Francis mainly 
in the works he composed or during the poverty 
controversy in the University of Paris, or more 

especially during the years in which he was 
minister general of the Franciscans. Bonaventure 
did not regard Francis as an ordinary saint or 
founder of a religious order, but he presented him 
also as an eschatological figure, a prophet of a new 
spiritual age in the Church. In no other place in 
Bonaventure’s works is such an approach more 
evident than in the prologue to the Legenda Maior.
 In order to indicate Francis as the prophet 
of this new age Bonaventure begins the prologue 
with a very solemn affirmation: “The grace of God 
our Saviour has appeared in these last days (Titus 
2:11) in his servant Francis to all who are truly 
humble and lovers of holy poverty who, while 
venerating in him God’s superabundant mercy, 
learn by his example to reject wholeheartedly 
ungodliness and worldly passions (Titus 2:12), to 
live in conformity with Christ and to thirst after 
blessed hope (Titus 2:13) with unflagging desire.”7

 The opening paragraph of the prologue 
could well have been presented as the thesis of the 
“Spirituals” who regarded Francis as the prophet 
of the new age of the Spirit. Bonaventure does not 
go that far, but he admits that Francis was given 
by God to the Church at the “eleventh hour” of 
its history, namely in the last days heralding the 
second coming of Christ. The difference, as we 
shall see, between Bonaventure and the “Spiritual” 
Franciscans was that, whereas they regarded the 
end of times as a new age of the Spirit, which 
would wipe out the age of the Son evident in the 
hierarchical Church, Bonaventure never distances 
the eschatological time from the time of the 
Church. In other words, the mystery of Christ as 
continued in the mystery of the Church already 
marks the end of times, and there is no other new 
age that we have to await until the end of times. The 
age of the Spirit is included within the theological 
interpretation of the history of the Church.
 Having stated this, however, Bonaventure 
agrees that Francis was truly a prophet of a 
new age, just as Elijah and John the Baptist had 
been prophets of the coming of Messiah in their 
times. The prologue of the Legenda Maior is a 
masterpiece of a theological interpretation of 
history in which Francis is seen to be endowed 
with the ministry of the prophets and heralds the 
apocalyptic age of the second coming of Christ, 
through his radical choice of poverty and through 
the gift of the stigmata, the seal of Christ on the 
body of the Poverello:
 “He preached to people the Gospel of peace 
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(Rom 10:15) and salvation, being himself an angel 
of true peace (Is 33:7). Like John the Baptist, he 
was destined by God to prepare in the desert a 
way (Is 40:3) of the highest poverty and to preach 
repentance (Lk 24:47) by word and example. First 
endowed with the gifts of divine grace, he was 
then enriched by the merit of unshakable virtue; 
and filled with the spirit (Lk 1:67) of prophecy, 
he was also assigned to angelic ministry and 
was totally aflame with a Seraphic fire. Like a 
hierarchic man, lifted up on a fiery chariot (2Kgs 
2:11), it may be reasonably accepted as true that he 
came in the spirit and power of Elijah (Lk 1:17), 
as will appear quite clearly in the course of his life. 
And so in the true prophecy of that other friend 
of the Bridegroom (Jn 3:29), John the Apostle and 
Evangelist, he is considered not without reason to 
be like the angel ascending from the rising of the 
sun bearing the seal of the living God. For at the 
opening of the sixth seal (Rv 6:12), John says in 
the Apocalypse, I saw another Angel ascending 
from the rising of the sun, having the sign of the 
living God (Rv 7:2).”
 We know that the belief in Elijah as the 
prophet of the last days is a recurrent theme in 
the Bible, especially in the prophecy of Malachi 
3:23, and that Jesus referred this prophecy to the 
ministry of John the Baptist (Mt 11:12-14; 17:10-
13). Ratzinger states that the name of Elijah permits 
us to refer to the theology of history preached by 
Joachim of Fiore, who linked the biblical awaiting 
of Elijah to the apocalyptic prophecy of the two 
witnesses in Revelation 11:3, thus indicating the 
coming of a new Elijah and a new Enoch in the 
third age of the Spirit. The “Spiritual” Franciscans 
soon began to refer to this prophecy as an indication 
that the two witnesses had indeed come at the last 
age, namely Francis and Dominic, in order to 
re-establish the primitive Church as a Church of 
“spiritual men.”8

 The figure of the Angel bearing the seal 
of the living God, as applied to Francis, is even 
stronger and very eschatological in nature. The 
apocalyptic Angel of the sixth seal9 of Revelation 
7:2 is a reminder of the angel of Ezechiel 9:4 who 
marks the foreheads of those who are saved with 
the “Tau” of salvation. Bonaventure applies this 
biblical figure to Francis in the prologue of the 
Legenda Maior, referring both to the form of the 
Franciscan habit, namely the sign of the cross of 
penance, as well as to the stigmata that Francis 
received on La Verna, and which were the seal 

of the living God on the body of the Poverello. 
Ratzinger states: “had not the sign of the living 
God, the figure of «Christus crucifixus», been 
truly impressed on the body of the Saint? Was it 
not precisely from this event that the image of the 
Apocalypse acquired its colour and its meaning? 
Such an interpretation acquired its full actual 
meaning, its absolutely emotional likeness, in the 
coincidence of this event with the prophecy of the 
abbot of Fiore.”10

 This presentation of St. Francis in an 
eschatological perspective is strong in the 
prologue of the Legenda Maior, but not so evident 
in other parts of the biography. Bonaventure 
had no intention of presenting the thesis of the 
“Spiritual” Franciscans as the only hermeneutical 
principle in interpreting the life and mission of 
Francis of Assisi. Bonaventure is keen to present 
Francis as a man of a new age, but at the same 
time as one who was obedient to the hierarchical 
Church founded by Christ, which would not be 
transformed into a hybrid ecclesia spiritualis made 
up of contemplative monks, in which the message 
of Scripture would no longer be valid, but would 
open the way for a prophetic witness of the Spirit. 
As we have already stated, Bonaventure was never 
ready to accept the thesis of Joachimite adherents 
that revelation had still further developments 
beyond the Christ-event in the New Testament and 
in the history of the Church. Such a position calls 
for an examination of the bonaventurian concept 
of the theology of history, as applied to St. Francis 
and his role in the Church, and as presented by 
Ratzinger in his study. 

The figure of Saint Francis in the 
Collationes in Hexaëmeron
 Before presenting the texts in the Hex that 
specifically deal with the figure of St. Francis of 
Assisi, let us see what Ratzinger has to say regarding 
the interpretation of history created by the event 
of the life of Francis. According to Ratzinger, 
the same life of Francis had been a constant and 
immediate contact with the Scripture, which he 
wanted to live “sine glossa”, that is, literally, in a 
living contact with the Lord who speaks through 
the Scriptures and especially in the Gospel.11

 The Mendicant Orders, and especially 
the Franciscans, were placing emphasis upon the 
fact that the vita apostolica of Francis had been 
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an event that could be a principle of interpretation 
of the sense of Scripture within the context of 
theology during the 13th century. They were aware 
of the controversial nature of such an approach, 
and therefore they tried to confer to it a sense of 
stability by citing the fact that the Church had 
officially canonised Francis and Dominic and 
approved their ways of life. In this way, those who, 
during the poverty controversy, were combatting 
the Franciscan way of life were presented as being 
in direct conflict with the Church and thus in error.12 
This was the stand of the “Spiritual” Franciscans, 
but it was also diplomatically adopted, on a 
moderate scale, by Bonaventure himself in his 
efforts to validate the way of life of the Franciscan 
Order.
 We have seen how Bonaventure presents 
Francis of Assisi as having had the spirit of 
prophecy like Elijah and John the Baptist, and 
how he can also be compared to the Angel of the 
sixth seal in the Book of Revelation. We now 
have to see how Bonaventure presents Francis 
in the Collationes in Hexaëmeron, which are his 
crowning work, and in which we can get a glimpse 
of the way in which Bonaventure views Francis 
and his Order against the backdrop of the theology 
of history.
 Although Bonaventure mentions Francis in 
various parts of the Hexaëmeron,13 it is in Collation 
22 that he deals with him within the context of the 
theology of history. We shall therefore concentrate 
our reflection on this particular Collation.
 The theme of Collation 2214 regards the 
militant Church and the hierarchy of the soul. 
Bonaventure is dealing with the fourth vision, 
which is the final one that he expounds in the 
Hexaëmeron. He starts off as usual with a biblical 
verse, taken from Rev 12:1: Signum magnum 
apparuit in caelo, mulier amicta sole, et luna sub 
pedibus eius, et in capite eius corona stellarum 
duodecim. Bonaventure compares the woman 
clothed with the sun to the contemplative soul, 
whereas the moon at the her feet symbolises her 
firmness, namely the militant Church. Just as 
the moon receives its light from the sun, so the 
militant Church receives its light from the heavenly 
Jerusalem.15

 Bonaventure then goes on to say that there 
are three fundamental orders in the militant Church, 
namely the patriarchal order, corresponding to 
Thrones, the prophetic order, corresponding to 
Cherubs, and the apostolic order, corresponding 

to Seraphs.16 This order conforms to Christ in the 
closest way. So, just as there is a hierarchical order 
among the choirs of angels, so there is a hierarchy 
in the militant Church. Indeed, Bonaventure goes 
on to speak of another twin set of three orders, 
to make nine orders in all, namely the promoting 
orders of martyrs, correponding to Dominions, 
confessors, corresponding to Virtues, and virgins, 
corresponding to Powers, and the perfecting orders 
of presiders, corresponding to Principalities, 
magistrates, corresponding to Archangels, and 
regulars, corresponding to Angels.
 Bonaventure continues to create a hierarchy 
of orders in the militant Church, by speaking 
about the order of laity, the order of clerics, and 
the order of contemplatives. This last order is the 
highest in the hierarchy, since it occupies itself 
with divine realities. The members of this order of 
contemplatives can be supplicants (the monastic 
Orders who dedicate their time for prayer, and 
these correspond to Thrones), speculative (the 
orders who dedicate their time for the study and 
meditation of the Scripture, and these correspond 
to Cherubs), and the sursumactivi or ecstatic order 
(the order of Seraphs).
 At this point Bonaventure makes a very 
interesting and subtle distinction. Whereas the 
speculative orders correspond to the Cherubs, 
and he mentions two of these orders, namely the 
Preachers and the Minors,17 the Seraphic order 
corresponding to the Seraphs is not yet fully present 
in the militant Church and still has to be realised 
at the end of time. Yet, there is a foretaste of this 
order in the person of St. Francis. Bonaventure 
states that St. Francis belonged to the Seraphic 
order.18 In this way, Bonaventure makes a clear-
cut distinction between Francis (Seraphic) and his 
friars, the friars Minor, who like the Dominicans 
(Preachers) belong to the order of Cherubs. Thus 
Bonaventure has not linked the Ordo Seraphicus 
with the Franciscan Order as such, but only with 
the person of St. Francis.
 The fact that the Order of friars Minor is 
placed in the ranks of the Cherubs, like that of 
the Preachers, is strengthened by Bonaventure’s 
affirmation that Francis willed that his friars 
should study theology in order to be able to teach 
the truths of faith. This is a very personal and 
original approach to Francis and his realtion with 
studies in the Order, which finds some support 
in the writings of the Saint himself, but which is 
certainly enhanced by Bonaventure’s belief that, 
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given that the Franciscans could not pretend to 
reach the Seraphic state of contemplative union 
with God, as Francis had done, they could at 
least aim at being Cherubs, like their Dominican 
brothers.
 Among the three major orders of Thrones, 
Cherubs and Seraphs, it is the last hierarchy that 
is closest to the heavenly Jerusalem and that will 
become a reality when Christ will return at the end 
of time. Bonaventure states that the apparition of 
the crucified Seraph to St. Francis on La Verna, 
when the stigmata were imprinted on the body of the 
Poverello, was a prophetic harbinger of these last 
times in which Christ’s passion would be renewed 
in his mystical body.19 Francis embodies the 
militant Church in its journey towards the heavenly 
Jerusalem. In a certain way he is the prophet of the 
ecclesia spiritualis that the prophecies of Joachim 
of Fiore had foretold. Bonaventure seems to imply 
that Francis is a proof that there is a continuity 
between the Church instituted by Christ and the 
contemplative Church of the age of the Spirit. 
Francis is truly a vir hierarchics, a hierarchic man, 
who is crucified with Christ in his historical reality, 
but is soaring to the heights of contemplative union 
like a Seraph in the theological prophecy of what 
the Church will be like at the end of times. Great 
mysteries are hidden in the seraphic appartion of 
Francis.
 One last interesting note about the angelic 
hierarchies in order to enlighten our reflection on 
Bonaventure’s presentation of St. Francis is found 
in the distinction between the specific qualities 
of the highest degrees of angelic hierarchy. Thus 
the Thrones are characterised by their power of 
welcoming, the Cherubs by revelation and the 
Seraphs by contemplative union.20 Bonaventure 
describes the Seraph as “burning like fire” and says 
that “fire has a great significance in Scripture.”21 
Francis of Assisi is therefore a member of the 
order of Seraphs for his contemplative union 
of burning love with Christ, particularly in the 
episode of the stigmatisation, whereas his friars 
should be content to be Cherubs, by delving into 
the contents of revelation and contemplating God 
through prayer and study.
 Ratzinger dedicates a section of his 
volume to the theme of the distinction between 
the two orders mentioned above, namely the Ordo 
Cherubicus and the Ordo Seraphicus, within 
the context of the Franciscan Order as the ordo 
futurus.22 The author makes a thorough study of 

the hierarchical distinctions we have outlined 
above, present in the Hexaëmeron, namely those 
regarding the ancient monastic orders (Thrones), 
the mendicant Preachers and Minors (Cherubs) 
and the ordo futurus (Seraphs), but then comes to a 
startling conclusion when he speaks about the fact 
that Francis alone belongs to the Seraphic order: 
“This means that the present Franciscan order is 
not yet the true order of Saint Francis. In his own 
person Francis anticipates in a definite way a form 
of eschatological existence which, as a universal 
form of life, pertains to the future.”23

 Ratzinger goes on to say that, through 
this stand, Bonaventure was radically against the 
thesis of the “Spiritual” Franciscans, who regarded 
the Franciscan Order as a continuation of the 
“seraphic” vocation of its founder, to the point of 
pinpointing it as the future ordo seraphicus already 
in existence as a prophetic witness of the coming 
of the third age of the Spirit. Bonaventure was a 
practical man of government. By insisting that 
the Franciscan Order falls within the ranks of the 
Cherubs, just like its Dominican counterpart,24 he 
states that it was high time that the friars stopped 
having visions about their “privileged” state of 
prophets for a new spiritual Church and would do 
better to concentrate upon their present mission 
in the Church of Christ, namely to study and 
preach Holy Scripture, and follow the example 
of the humility and obedience of St. Francis, who 
remained a faithful servant of the Church even 
though God gave him the privilege of enjoying the 
seraphic heights of contemplation and endowed 
him with the gift of prophecy and of the vision of 
the crucified Seraph who imprinted the stigmata 
on his body. “Bonaventure was aware that the 
eschatological form of life of Francis cannot 
exist in this world as an institution but only as 
an outpouring of grace in an individual, until the 
hour comes, which only God can bring about its 
realisation, in which the world will be transformed 
in its eschatological form of existence.”25 

Bonaventure’s theological vision 
of history in the teachings of Pope 
Benedict XVI
 We conclude our presentation with 
some references to the speeches regarding St. 
Bonaventure, given by Joseph Ratzinger when he 
became Pope Benedict XVI. We refer in a specific 
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way to Benedict XVI’s pastoral visit to Bagnoregio 
(9 September 2009) and to the speeches dedicated 
to St. Bonaventure during the Audiences of 3, 10 
and 17 March 2010.
 The speech given during Benedict XVI’s 
pastoral visit to Bagnoregio26 contains a summary of 
some of the salient themes regarding Bonaventure’s 
theology. Benedict XVI calls Bonaventure “a 
tireless seeker of God,” quoting some texts from 
the De Reductione artium ad theologiam, n. 25 
and from the Itinerarium mentis in Deum, prol. 4. 
Benedict XVI shows how Bonaventure’s theology 
speaks about a new creation, and is an occasion to 
reflect upon the theological virtue of hope in our 
future encounter with the Lord. It is a theology 
of history: “Faith, therefore, is a perfecting of 
our cognitive capacities and participation in the 
knowledge that God has of himself and of the 
world: we perceive hope as a preparation for the 
encounter with the Lord.”
 Secondly, as a true follower of Francis, 
Bonaventure was a “seraphic poet of creation”. His 
vision of the world is a positive one. Creatures are 
a ladder that lead us up to God through Christ. Our 
life-journey is a journey of faith, it is a theological 
vision of history that leads us back into God 
through Christ.
 Lastly, Pope Benedict speaks about 
Bonaventure’s theology of hope. The seraphic 
doctor’s vision of human history is a prophetic 
vision of hope in salvation. “St. Bonaventure was 
a messenger of hope. We find a beautiful image 
of hope in one of his sermons for Advent, in 
which he compares the movement of hope with 
the flight of a bird that spreads its wings to their 
maximum capacity and draws on all its strength 
to flap them. In a certain sense it makes its whole 
self movement, to soar upwards and fly. Hoping 
is flying, St Bonaventure says. But hope requires 
that all our limbs become movement, projected to 
the true height of our being, towards the promises 
of God. Whoever hopes, he affirms, ‘must lift his 
head, turning his thoughts aloft, to the heights 
of our existence, namely to God’ (Sermo XVI, 
Dominica I Adv., Opera omnia, IX, 40a).”
 If we see these words against the affirmations 
regarding the role of Saint Francis and his Order 
of friars Minor we understand the theological 
implications of the history of the Franciscan Order 
as a call to a mission of hope. Bonaventure is 
not in accord with the Joachite interpretation of 
history as preached by the “Spiritual” Franciscans, 

not because it was not prophetic, but because it 
envisaged a false kind of hope in a Church that 
Christ never intended to establish and in a future 
age of the Spirit that is already included in the 
definitive revelation of Christ. It is only Christian 
hope that can lead us to a sound theological vision 
of the future, in which the figure of St. Francis is 
a beacon calling us to follow his example, while 
being aware of the distance we still have to cover 
in order to spread our wings and fly to the seraphic 
heights of his union with God.
 The general audience given by Pope 
Benedict XVI on 10 March 2010, the second in the 
series of three audiences dedicated to the figure of 
St. Bonaventure, is an important milestone for our 
reflection on the role that Bonaventure’s theology 
of history played in the life of Joseph Ratzinger, 
not only as a theologian but also as a pastor and 
Pope. I shall quote the text in its entirety, in order 
to savour its unique characteristic of being a 
summary of what we have been reflecting upon in 
these pages:
 “Among St Bonaventure’s various merits 
was the ability to interpret authentically and 
faithfully St. Francis of Assisi, whom he venerated 
and studied with deep love.  In a special way, in St. 
Bonaventure’s day a trend among the Friars Minor 
known as the «Spirituals» held that St. Francis had 
ushered in a totally new phase in history and that 
the «eternal Gospel», of which Revelation speaks, 
had come to replace the New Testament. This group 
declared that the Church had now fulfilled her role 
in history. They said that she had been replaced 
by a charismatic community of free men guided 
from within by the Spirit, namely the «Spiritual 
Franciscans». This group’s ideas were based on 
the writings of a Cistercian Abbot, Joachim of 
Fiore, who died in 1202. In his works he affirmed 
a Trinitarian rhythm in history. He considered the 
Old Testament as the age of the Father, followed 
by the time of the Son, the time of the Church. 
The third age was to be awaited, that of the Holy 
Spirit. The whole of history was thus interpreted 
as a history of progress:  from the severity of the 
Old Testament to the relative freedom of the time 
of the Son, in the Church, to the full freedom of 
the sons of God in the period of the Holy Spirit. 
This, finally, was also to be the period of peace 
among mankind, of the reconciliation of peoples 
and of religions. Joachim of Fiore had awakened 
the hope that the new age would stem from a new 
form of monasticism. Thus it is understandable 
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that a group of Franciscans might have thought it 
recognised St Francis of Assisi as the initiator of 
the new epoch and his Order as the community of 
the new period the community of the Age of the 
Holy Spirit that left behind the hierarchical Church 
in order to begin the new Church of the Spirit, no 
longer linked to the old structures.
 Hence they ran the risk of very seriously 
misunderstanding St Francis’ message, of his 
humble fidelity to the Gospel and to the Church. 
This error entailed an erroneous vision of 
Christianity as a whole.
 St. Bonaventure, who became Minister 
General of the Franciscan Order in 1257, had 
to confront grave tension in his Order precisely 
because of those who supported the above-
mentioned trend of the «Franciscan Spirituals» 
who followed Joachim of Fiore. To respond to 
this group and to restore unity to the Order, St. 
Bonaventure painstakingly studied the authentic 
writings of Joachim of Fiore, as well as those 
attributed to him and, bearing in mind the need to 
present the figure and message of his beloved St. 
Francis correctly, he wanted to set down a correct 
view of the theology of history. St. Bonaventure 
actually tackled the problem in his last work, a 
collection of conferences for the monks of the 
studium in Paris. He did not complete it and it 
has come down to us through the transcriptions of 
those who heard him. It is entitled Hexaëmeron, in 
other words an allegorical explanation of the six 
days of the Creation. The Fathers of the Church 
considered the six or seven days of the Creation 
narrative as a prophecy of the history of the world, 
of humanity. For them, the seven days represented 
seven periods of history, later also interpreted 
as seven millennia. With Christ we should have 
entered the last, that is, the sixth period of history 
that was to be followed by the great sabbath of 
God. St Bonaventure hypothesizes this historical 
interpretation of the account of the days of 
Creation, but in a very free and innovative way. 
To his mind two phenomena of his time required a 
new interpretation of the course of history.
 The first:  the figure of St Francis, the man 
totally united with Christ even to communion with 
the stigmata, almost an alter Christus, and, with St 
Francis, the new community he created, different 
from the monasticism known until then. This 
phenomenon called for a new interpretation, as an 
innovation of God which appeared at that moment.
 The second:  the position of Joachim of 

Fiore who announced a new monasticism and a 
totally new period of history, going beyond the 
revelation of the New Testament, demanded a 
response. As Minister General of the Franciscan 
Order, St. Bonaventure had immediately realised 
that with the spiritualistic conception inspired 
by Joachim of Fiore, the Order would become 
ungovernable and logically move towards anarchy. 
In his opinion this had two consequences: 
 The first, the practical need for structures 
and for insertion into the reality of the hierarchical 
Church, of the real Church, required a theological 
foundation. This was partly because the others, 
those who followed the spiritualist concept, upheld 
what seemed to have a theological foundation.
 The second, while taking into account the 
necessary realism, made it essential not to lose the 
newness of the figure of St. Francis.
 How did St. Bonaventure respond to the 
practical and theoretical needs? Here I can only 
provide a very basic summary of his answer and it 
is in certain aspects incomplete: 
 1. St. Bonaventure rejected the idea of 
the Trinitarian rhythm of history. God is one for 
all history and is not tritheistic. Hence history is 
one, even if it is a journey and, according to St. 
Bonaventure, a journey of progress.
 2. Jesus Christ is God’s last word in him 
God said all, giving and expressing himself. More 
than himself, God cannot express or give. The 
Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and of the 
Son. Christ himself says of the Holy Spirit:  ‘He 
will bring to your remembrance all that I have said 
to you’ (Jn 14:26), and ‘he will take what is mine 
and declare it to you’ (Jn 16:15). Thus there is no 
loftier Gospel, there is no other Church to await. 
Therefore the Order of St. Francis too must fit into 
this Church, into her faith and into her hierarchical 
order.
 3. This does not mean that the Church 
is stationary, fixed in the past, or that there can 
be no newness within her. Opera Christi non 
deficiunt, sed proficiunt:  Christ’s works do not go 
backwards, they do not fail but progress, the Saint 
said in his letter De Tribus Quaestionibus. Thus 
St. Bonaventure explicitly formulates the idea of 
progress and this is an innovation in comparison 
with the Fathers of the Church and the majority 
of his contemporaries. For St. Bonaventure Christ 
was no longer the end of history, as he was for 
the Fathers of the Church, but rather its centre; 
history does not end with Christ but begins a new 
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period. The following is another consequence:  
until that moment the idea that the Fathers of the 
Church were the absolute summit of theology 
predominated, all successive generations could 
only be their disciples. St. Bonaventure also 
recognised the Fathers as teachers for ever, but the 
phenomenon of St. Francis assured him that the 
riches of Christ’s word are inexhaustible and that 
new light could also appear to the new generations. 
The oneness of Christ also guarantees newness 
and renewal in all the periods of history.
 The Franciscan Order of course as he 
emphasized belongs to the Church of Jesus Christ, 
to the apostolic Church, and cannot be built on 
utopian spiritualism. Yet, at the same time, the 
newness of this Order in comparison with classical 
monasticism was valid and St. Bonaventure, as I 
said in my previous Catechesis, defended this 
newness against the attacks of the secular clergy 
of Paris:  the Franciscans have no fixed monastery, 
they may go everywhere to proclaim the Gospel. 
It was precisely the break with stability, the 
characteristic of monasticism, for the sake of 
a new flexibility that restored to the Church her 
missionary dynamism.
 At this point it might be useful to say that 
today too there are views that see the entire history 
of the Church in the second millennium as a gradual 
decline. Some see this decline as having already 
begun immediately after the New Testament. In 
fact, Opera Christi non deficiunt, sed proficiunt:  
Christ’s works do not go backwards but forwards. 
What would the Church be without the new 
spirituality of the Cistercians, the Franciscans and 
the Dominicans, the spirituality of St. Teresa of 
Avila and St. John of the Cross and so forth? This 
affirmation applies today too: Opera Christi non 
deficiunt, sed proficiunt, they move forward. St. 
Bonaventure teaches us the need for overall, even 
strict discernment, sober realism and openness 
to the newness, which Christ gives his Church 
through the Holy Spirit. And while this idea of 
decline is repeated, another idea, this «spiritualistic 
utopianism» is also reiterated. Indeed, we know 
that after the Second Vatican Council some were 
convinced that everything was new, that there was 
a different Church, that the pre-Conciliar Church 
was finished and that we had another, totally 
«other» Church an anarchic utopianism! And 
thanks be to God the wise helmsmen of the Barque 
of St Peter, Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II, 
on the one hand defended the newness of the 

Council, and on the other, defended the oneness 
and continuity of the Church, which is always a 
Church of sinners and always a place of grace.
 4. In this regard, St. Bonaventure, as 
Minister General of the Franciscans, took a line 
of government which showed clearly that the new 
Order could not, as a community, live at the same 
«eschatological height» as St Francis, in whom 
he saw the future world anticipated, but guided at 
the same time by healthy realism and by spiritual 
courage he had to come as close as possible to the 
maximum realisation of the Sermon on the Mount, 
which for St Francis was the rule, but nevertheless 
bearing in mind the limitations of the human being 
who is marked by original sin.
 Thus we see that for St. Bonaventure 
governing was not merely action but above all 
was thinking and praying. At the root of his 
government we always find prayer and thought; all 
his decisions are the result of reflection, of thought 
illumined by prayer. His intimate contact with 
Christ always accompanied his work as Minister 
General and therefore he composed a series of 
theological and mystical writings that express the 
soul of his government. They also manifest his 
intention of guiding the Order inwardly, that is, of 
governing not only by means of commands and 
structures, but by guiding and illuminating souls, 
orienting them to Christ.
 I would like to mention only one of these 
writings, which are the soul of his government 
and point out the way to follow, both for the 
individual and for the community:  the Itinerarium 
mentis in Deum, which is a «manual» for mystical 
contemplation. This book was conceived in a deeply 
spiritual place:  Mount La Verna, where St Francis 
had received the stigmata. In the introduction the 
author describes the circumstances that gave rise 
to this writing:  ‘While I meditated on the possible 
ascent of the mind to God, amongst other things 
there occurred that miracle which happened in the 
same place to the blessed Francis himself, namely 
the vision of the winged Seraph in the form of a 
Crucifix. While meditating upon this vision, I 
immediately saw that it offered me the ecstatic 
contemplation of St. Francis himself as well as the 
way that leads to it.’
 The six wings of the Seraph thus became 
the symbol of the six stages that lead man 
progressively from the knowledge of God, through 
the observation of the world and creatures and 
through the exploration of the soul itself with its 
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faculties, to the satisfying union with the Trinity 
through Christ, in imitation of St. Francis of Assisi. 
The last words of St. Bonaventure’s Itinerarium, 
which respond to the question of how it is possible 
to reach this mystical communion with God, should 
be made to sink to the depths of the heart:  ‘If you 
should wish to know how these things come about, 
(the mystical communion with God) question 
grace, not instruction; desire, not intellect; the cry 
of prayer, not pursuit of study; the spouse, not the 
teacher; God, not man; darkness, not clarity; not 
light, but the fire that inflames all and transports to 
God with fullest unction and burning affection.... 
Let us then... pass over into darkness; let us impose 
silence on cares, concupiscence, and phantasms; 
let us pass over with the Crucified Christ from 
this world to the Father, so that when the Father is 
shown to us we may say with Philip, It is enough 
for me (Itinerarium VII,6).’”27
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 This is a brief presentation and adaptation 
of some of the contents referring to conversion and 
mercy in the life of Saint Francis, from the study 
of Pietro Maranesi, “Facere misericordiam”. 
La conversione di Francesco d’Assisi: confronto 
critico tra il Testamento e le biografie, Edizioni 
Porziuncola, Assisi 2007.

 One of the most frequent questions 
regarding the life of Saint Francis regards the 
moment that can be taken as the turning point of 
his conversion. There are many episodes narrated 
by his biographers, including the well-known 
experience of his encounter with the crucifix in 
the church of San Damiano. 
 During the last days of his life, when he 
lay sick at the Portiuncula, Francis dictated his 
Testament, in which he gives us a vivid description 
of what might be regarded as the precise moment 
of his conversion to the life of penance. Francis 
states:
 “The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus 
to begin doing penance in this way: for when 
I was in sin, it seemed too bitter for me to see 
lepers. And the Lord Himself led me among them 
and I showed mercy to them. And when I left 
them, what had seemed bitter to me was turned 
into sweetness of soul and body. And afterwards 
I delayed a little and left the world” (Test 1-3 
[FAED I, 124]).
 The main biographer of Saint Francis, 
namely Thomas of Celano, speaks in a general 
way about Francis’ acts of mercy towards lepers 
in his Life of St. Francis (1228-29): “Then the 
holy lover of profound humility moved to the 

lepers and stayed with them. For God’s sake he 
served all of them with great love. He washed all 
the filth from them, and even cleaned out the pus 
of their sores, just as he said in his Testament [...] 
For he used to say that the sight of lepers was so 
bitter to him that in the days of his vanity when he 
saw their houses even two miles away, he would 
cover his nose with his hands” (1C 17 [FAED I, 
195]).
 It is only in The Remembrance of the 
Desire of a Soul, written in 1246-47, that Celano 
speaks about the encounter with the leper. 
“Among all the awful miseries of this world 
Francis had a natural horror of lepers, and one 
day as he was riding his horse near Assisi he met 
a leper on the road. He felt terrified and revolted, 
but not wanting to transgress God’s command and 
break the sacrament of His word, he dismounted 
from his horse and ran to kiss him. As the leper 
stretched out his hand, expecting something, 
he received both money and a kiss. Francis 
immediately mounted his horse and although the 
field was wide open, without any obstructions, 
when he looked around he could not see the leper 
anywhere” (2C 9 [FAED II, 248-249]).
 The call for conversion and penance moved 
Francis to show mercy towards lepers in their 
hospices on the outskirts of Assisi, particularly 
at San Salvatore delle Pareti and San Lazzaro 
d’Arce, as well as in other leper hospices during 
his journeys in central Italy. In this presentation 
we shall stop to reflect particularly upon the 
aspect of mercy shown towards lepers, within the 
context of the Jubilee Year of Mercy that Pope 
Francis has declared for all Christians, in order to 
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rediscover the Franciscan dimesion of mercy.

“Facere misericordiam” in the 
Writings of Saint Francis
 “Et feci misericordiam cum illis.” Francis 
showed mercy towards the lepers by the radical 
attitude of giving his “heat” (cor) to these poor 
miserable beings (miseri). It is in this act of 
misericordia (giving his heart to those who are 
miserable) that we can identify the profound 
meaning of “doing penance” on the part of Saint 
Francis.
 The term misericordia occurs 24 times in 
the Writings of Saint Francis. Mercy is attributed 
to God in 10 instances, as one of his characteristic 
peculiarities. Many of these texts, 8 in all, are to 
be found in the Office of the Passion, in which 
Francis exalts the mercy of God the Father with 
the words of Christ in the psalms (Off Pass 
3,5.11; 9,4; 11,9; 12,7.10; 13,5; 15,5). Another 
text is found in the Prayer inspired by the Our 
Father (Exp Pater 7: “Forgive us our trespasses: 
through your ineffable mercy”). The last text is 
found in the Earlier Rule 23,8: “Who has created, 
redeemed and will save us by his mercy alone”).
 On the other hand, for 14 times we find the 
term misericordia being used with reference to the 
attitude of mercy that we should show towards 
our brothers and sisters. It is in this context 
that we should interpret the expression facere 
misericordiam in the Testament, which provides 
the hermeneutical principle to interpret the other 
texts that we shall now take into consideration.
 The Second version of the Letter to the 
Faithful mentions the virtue of mercy in two 
parallel contexts. First of all Francis recommends 
mercy to those who are called to judge others, 
and he refers in a particular way to priests, 
who are called to dispense God’s mercy in the 
sacraments. All this is seen within the context of 
a life of penance: “Let us produce worthy fruits 
of penance” (EpFid II, 25 [FAED I, 47]). The text 
reads thus: “Let whoever has received the power 
of judging others pass judgement with mercy, as 
they would wish to receive mercy from the Lord. 
For judgement will be without mercy for those 
who have not shown mercy (Jas 2:13)” (EpFid II, 
28-29 [FAED I, 47]).
 The second context in which Francis speaks 

about mercy in this Letter regards the ministry of 
mercy that the brothers should show when they 
are called to be ministers and servants in the 
brotherhood: “Let the one to whom obedience has 
been entrusted and who is considered the greater 
(maior) be the lesser and the lesser (minor) of the 
other brothers. And let him have and show mercy 
to each of his brothers as he would want them to 
do to him were he in a similar position. Let him 
not become angry at the fault of a brother but, 
with all patience and humility, let him admonish 
and support him” (EpFid II, 42-44 [FAED I, 48]).
 The fact that the mercy that Francis asks 
of “superiors” in the fraternity represents not only 
an exhortation, rather a truly “juridical” criterion 
to utilise in the case of serious faults on the part 
of the brothers who sin, is witnessed in a text of 
great value, and namely the Letter to a Minister. 
In front of the preoccupation of a certain minister, 
who did not know how to deal with the case of 
a friar who was living obstinately in a situation 
of sin, Francis responds by asking him to “show 
mercy”:
 “And if you have done this, I wish to 
know in this way if you love the Lord and me, 
His servant and yours: that there is not any 
brother in the world who has sinned – however 
much he could have sinned – who, after he has 
looked into your eyes, would ever depart without 
your mercy, if he is looking for mercy. And if he 
were not looking for mercy, you would ask him if 
he wants mercy. And if he would sin a thousand 
times before your eyes, love him more than me so 
that you may draw him to the Lord; and always 
be merciful with brothers such as these” (EpMin 
9-11 [FAED I, 97-98]).
 In these words of Francis we can hear 
once more the double exhortation formulated in 
the EpFid II, where Francis invites the ministers 
not to succumb to anger, but to be guided by 
patience and humility. In our text the Saint re-
proposes these virtues linked to mercy through 
the reminder of the power of humility and 
patience that the minister is requested to show 
with in his way of looking at the brother who 
sinned. It is the “mercy of the eyes” that draws the 
brother to his minister, helping him to interpret 
in a correct manner what he has seen in the way 
the minister looks at him, when he humbly asks 
him whether he would like to receive mercy. 
The patient humility and patience manifested 
physically in the external attitudes have the aim 
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of translating the total willingness of the minister 
to place himself at the service of the brother. It is 
only in these sentiments that the minister could 
not only solve the problems of fraternity but also 
especially carry out his fundamental duty: that of 
“drawing the brother to the Lord.”
 It is clear that Francis is proposing a 
paradoxical way of action. He inverts all logic 
of community life, and substitutes justice with 
mercy in which the one who is called to a way 
of life characterised by humility and patience is 
not the brother who sins, but his minister. In a 
certain way Francis asks the minister to embrace 
the sinner, placing himself in his service and in 
this way attracting him towards God.
 Without doubt here we find the paradoxical 
suggestion based upon mercy, which Francis gave 
to the brothers at Monte Casale in order to solve 
the problem of the robbers who infested the area 
and who had the cheek to come and request food 
from the friars’ hermitage. He commands the 
brothers: “If you do as I tell you [...] I trust in the 
Lord that you will win their souls. Go get some 
good bread and good wine and take it to them 
in the woods where you know they are staying, 
and cry out: ‘Come, Brother Robbers, come to 
us, because we are brothers and we are bringing 
you some good bread and good wine.’ They will 
immediately come to you. They you spread out a 
table-cloth on the ground, placing the bread and 
wine on it, and while they are eating, humbly and 
joyfully wait on them. After the meal, speak to 
them some words of the Lord. Finally, for the love 
of the Lord ask them for this first request: make 
them promise you that they will not strike anyone 
or injure anyone’s person.” (AC 115 [FAED II, 
221-222]).
 The solution suggested to the minister 
constitutes also an occasion for Francis to explain 
further what he had stated in chapters 5, 13 and 
20 of the Earlier Rule, regarding the friars who 
sin mortally: “If any one of the brothers, at the 
instigation of the enemy, shall have sinned 
mortally, let him be bound by obedience to have 
recourse to his guardian. Let all the brothers who 
know that he has sinned not bring shame upon 
him or slander him; let them, instead, show great 
mercy to him and keep the sin of their brother 
very secret [...] In a similar way let them be bound 
by obedience to send him to his custodian with 
a companion. And let that custodian provide for 
him with mercy as he would wish to be provided 

for were he in a similar position” (EpMin 14-17 
[FAED I, 98]).
 A synoptic confrontation between the 
second part of the EpMin and chapter 7 of the 
Later Rule clearly shows the continuity of these 
two texts, where the text of the Letter constitutes 
the basis of the definite juridical text of the Rule, 
entitled “The penance to be imposed on the 
brothers who sin.” 
 “If any brother, at the instigation of the 
enemy, sins mortally in regard to those sins 
concerning which it has been decreed among 
the brothers to have recourse to the provincial 
ministers, let him have recourse as quickly as 
possible and without delay. If these ministers are 
priests, with a heart full of mercy let them impose 
on him a penance; but, if the ministers are not 
priests, let them have it imposed by others who 
are priests of the Order, as in the sight of God 
appears to them more expedient. They must be 
careful not to be angry or disturbed at the sin of 
another, for anger and disturbance impede charity 
in themselves and in others” (RegB 7 [FAED I, 
103-104]).
 Although with a juridical elaboration 
which is more ordered and formal, in the text 
we find the general solution that Francis had laid 
down in the text of the EpMin, with a diversity 
of emphasis: whereas in that text mercy was 
specified with the suggestion of positive and 
concrete attitudes countersigned by gentleness 
and solicitude for the friar who sins, in the text 
of the Rule the ministers are asked to show the 
same mercy with more general and abstract 
concepts, particularly with the use of the terms 
“anger” and “disturbance” as opposite terms 
of reference to specify the nature of mercy. 
 If we pay attention to the terms placed 
in relation to mercy in the writings of Francis 
that we have examine, it seems to be possible 
to individuate two diverse couples: in the EpFid 
II mercy is linked with patience and humility, 
whereas in chapter 7 of the RegB it placed in 
opposition to anger and disturbance. By placing 
together these two couples of terms we can obtain 
the general points of reference that were in fact 
applied to the paradoxical attitude suggested by 
Francis to the anonymous minister.
 Such a hypothesis suggested by these 
terms linked to mercy finds a confirmation and an 
ulterior development in the last text of the Saint 
in which we find a reference to mercy, namely 
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Admonition 27, where Francis proposes a series of 
six couples of virtues opposed to a corresponding 
series of vices. The text which is of interest to us 
is found int he second and last among the series:
 “Where there is patience and humility, 
there is neither anger nor disturbance [...] Where 
there is a heart full of mercy and discernment, 
there is neither excess nor hardness of heart” 
(Adm 27,2.6 [FAED I, 136-137]).
 In the first series Francis couples two 
virtues and two vices which we have individuated 
in the EpFid II (patience and humility) and in the 
RegB (anger and disturbance). In the writings 
of Saint Francis patience and humility are often 
linked in a couple. In fact out of 16 times in which 
Francis uses the term “patience”, for 7 times he 
links it with “humility” (Adm 13,1.2; EpFid II 44; 
RegNB 17,15; RegB 10,8). The two terms are also 
coupled in the Praises of God: “You are humility. 
You are patience” (LaudDei 4 [FAED I, 109]).
 Two are the contexts in which the couple 
of virtues are placed in direct opposition to the 
couple of vices. The first instance is the one we 
have already seen, namely, that in relation to 
the sin of others and to their weakness in front 
of which one is not to succumb to anger, but to 
remain patient and humble, that is, to assume an 
attitude of mercy. The second instance is placed in 
relation to oneself when one is unjustly deprived 
of something that belongs to him, in which case 
he has to exercise the two virtues against the 
temptation of anger and disturbance. This is the 
case of Admonition 13:
 “A servant of God cannot know how 
much patience and humility he has within himself 
as long as he is content. When the time comes, 
however, when those who should make him 
content do the opposite, he has as much patience 
and humility as he has at that time and no more” 
(Adm 13 [FAED I, 133]).
 Regarding “hardness of heart” as opposed 
to mercy, which we have mentioned in Adm 27, a 
clarification can be found in Adm 1, where Francis 
applies the concepts to faith in Christ present in 
the Eucharist: 
 “Therefore, sons of men, how long will 
you be hard of heart? (Ps 4:3). Why do you know 
the truth and believe in the Son of God (Jn 9:35)? 
Behold, each day He humbles Himself as when 
He came from the royal throne (Wis 18:15) into 
the Virgin’s womb; each day He Himself comes 
to us, appearing humbly; each day He comes 

down from the bosom of the Father upon the altar 
in the hands of a priest” (Adm 1,14-18 [FAED I, 
129]).
 The hardness of heart, in Latin “induritio”, 
can be melted by the wonder at seeing the 
“humilitas” of the Son of God, that is, by that 
sentiment and virtue that is seen to be linked 
to “misericordia”. It is therefore clear that, 
according to Francis, mercy can be the contrary 
of hardness of heart, and the sense derives from 
a terminological widening of mercy: if this virtue 
is opposed to the vice of hardness of heart, it will 
become synonymous to “tenderness”. Mercy and 
tenderness: Francis, in some way, knows that 
these two terms are synonyms, and that they can 
be referred to the human attitude, and contain an 
equality of meaning that the Bible declares since 
in it the Hebrew word rahamim is translated 
by both “mercy” and “tenderness”. With this 
terminological widening we can therefore 
summarise that, through two “physical” imagines 
the semantic meeting of these two virtues and 
two ways connected to mercy comes to the 
forefront. “Patience” and “humility” are born 
out of a tenderness of heart, whereas “anger” and 
“disturbance” are the fruit of the hardness of heart. 
The spiritual and juridical exhortation proposed 
by Francis to the ministers to treat the brothers 
“with mercy” and “to be merciful towards them” 
by inviting them to patience and humility, means 
that they should use with others, and specifically 
with those who are miserable, with those who sin, 
their ability to show them the most precious and 
intimate aspect of their person: tenderness, heart, 
affective closeness, in one word, charity.

“Facere misericordiam” with 
lepers

 This examination of the different texts 
in which we find the term “mercy” provides us 
with the more general context in which we can 
understand the affirmation of the Testament: “et 
(ego) feci misericordiam cum illis” (and I showed 
mercy to them). This synthesis of the period that 
Francis spent with lepers, although not forming 
us with any precise information, contains the 
fundamental nucleus of that initial experience 
which transformed the existence of the Saint. The 
heart of the young Francis, who regarded himself 
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as the centre of the world, in an obstinate and 
continuing research for his own glory, came out of 
itself in order to go and meet the miserable persons 
through a journey of humility and patience. Francis 
was led through concrete facts – namely through 
a series of contingencies and events of which he 
remains silent regarding their specific details, but 
which he summaries theologically placing God as 
the power who moved him: “the Lord Himself led 
me among them,” namely among the lepers who 
had always filled him with sentiments of hard-
heartedness and scorn. 
 In that context Francis felt the need to 
answer with tenderness, with closeness of heart, 
with becoming one of them. He perceived through 
grace that he was called to cast off his gaze from 
himself, as if he were the absolute centre of his 
will, in order to direct it with love and attention 
towards the lepers. Francis showed mercy because 
he went out of himself in order to offer himself 
with humility, patience and tenderness to those 
who seemed to be the denial of his mental and 
spiritual frame of mind. In Francis, therefore, we 
see a radical transformation of his “uni-verse”: 
namely from feeling himself and wanting to be 
the one and only, the centre, in order to go towards 
the others with humility and patience and give 
them something very precious: his own heart.
 Once we have determined the general 
characteristics of mercy used by Francis with 
lepers, we can therefore try some conclusive 
considerations on the sense of “doing penance” 
identified and realised for Francis by “doing 
mercy”.
 If the penance towards which Francis was 
led by God was realised in his going among the 
lepers through the dynamics of mercy of which 
we have spoken, we should conclude that “doing 
penance” has in itself the Gospel meaning of 
“metanoia”, of conversion, of the moving of one’s 
heart turning its direction from oneself towards 
the other, reordering one’s life according to a 
new point of reference. Even if we leave aside, 
for the moment, the specification regarding the 
object towards which Francis accomplished 
his “conversion”, it is necessary to recognise in 
Francis’ narration the central position occupied 
by such movement, from the physical and mental 
leap to do penance, which are characteristics that 
find their most precise translation in the term 
“conversion”. Although Francis never uses the 
term “conversio” to qualify the initial moment of 

his existential change of direction, we must see 
the process regarding the lepers as the point of 
link in which he, in fact, converted (“conversum 
fuit”). Such a conceptual link would also become 
a terminological link in this witness of exception 
in the entire story of Francis, in such a way 
that Saint Clare would often use the expression 
“conversion” to refer to the initial moment of the 
vocation of Francis (RegCl 1,4; 6,1 [CAED 109; 
117]; TestCl 8,25 [CAED 61]).
 If we want to go to the first meaning, that 
which in a certain way gives way to all the rest, 
regarding Francis’ merciful conversion to lepers, 
we have to say that, taking into account only 
that which Francis narrates, it was not first and 
foremost a religious experience but a social one. 
The preoccupation to search the meaning of his 
own will was not interrupted thanks to a particular 
and radical experience of God, as could have been 
the case of the voice that Francis heard on the road 
to Spoleto (2C 6 [FAED II, 245]) or the event of 
the Crucifix of San Damiano (2C 10 [FAED II, 
249]). It was rather the consequence of a social 
encounter, when the young Francis turned his 
heart and his person to the misery of the outcasts 
who lived outside his hometown, and who opened 
to his gaze new anthropological and religious 
horizons. In his narration, which is devoid of any 
reference to religious events, Francis offers us a 
precise sequence of what happened. He started 
off with a first and fundamental attention to man 
in his suffering and marginalisation. From there 
was born in him a renewal for all the other ambits, 
including the religious one. If we invert this 
narrative order, in order to reaffirm the religious 
moment as the one that underlies his merciful 
encounter with the leper, it would mean that we are 
losing the absolute particularity of the narration of 
Francis, who found the radical revelation of God 
in the person of a suffering man and in the mercy 
he felt towards his misery. It was not the voice 
on the road to Spoleto or the gaze of the Crucifix 
of San Damiano that opened Francis’ way to the 
voices and faces of the lepers, but it was the other 
way round. It was when he fixed his gaze full of 
mercy on their misery that he discovered all the 
rest that he could not have seen when he was bent 
on centring his gaze upon himself alone.
 At the same time, we have to add that 
the characterisation of the social encounter with 
lepers, and which Francis interpreted as “showing 
mercy to them” means that, by going among 
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them, he was not following a way of life that was 
the fruit of a special socio-political or religious 
elaboration regarding the question of “poverty” 
or “marginalisation”. In other words, he was 
not bringing about a “conversion to poverty” as 
a social or religious answer of protest with the 
aim of imitating Christ in some concrete action. 
By going among the lepers and showing mercy 
towards them, Francis wanted first of all and 
simply to enter into their world with his heart, 
in order to share with them their destiny without 
pretending to find or to give any socio-religious 
answers. By giving his heart over to the miserable 
he entered into their condition, accepting to be 
physically infected and socially part of their 
marginalised condition. It was not a social or 
religious choice of poverty that moved Francis, 
but the merciful solidarity with the poor lived in 
his willingness to become one of them. This was 
the absolute novelty that changed his life radically 
and that gave him new criteria of values solidified 
in such terms as minority, simplicity, humility, 
poverty and fraternity.
 Doing penance as a “merciful conversion 
towards the miserable” therefore excludes 
also the ascetical interpretation that the first 
biographers have given in their identification 
of “doing penance” with “despising himself 
completely” (LegM 1,6 [FAED II, 534]). In this 

case the experience with the lepers would not 
be a new form of centring his attention upon his 
own self. Indeed, moved by an ascetical, mystical 
and punitive wish Francis would have served the 
lepers in order to find in them his own person 
once again, and to realise himself through his 
own attempt to deny himself. His heart and his 
gaze would not have brought about a movement 
of “conversion-penance”, that is, they would 
not have interrupted his self-centredness. The 
movement of mercy in which the divine gift of 
penance was realised means instead a radical 
going out of oneself – forgetting for a moment 
one’s own person even in one’s spiritual and 
ascetical needs, - in order to occupy oneself and 
preoccupy oneself with one’s own heart, that is, 
with humility and patience, to take care of others 
who would never have wanted to repay with their 
advantages, whether they were economical or 
religious. This is the kind of conversion given to 
him by “showing mercy” with the lepers. It was 
a movement of absolute gratuity in which Francis 
went out of the world to give himself over with his 
heart and with his body to the miserable. It was a 
movement of self-emptying in which, to the great 
surprise of Francis, he discovered an incredible 
and longed-for gift, namely, the renewal of his 
own existence.    
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The relationship between man 
and creation in Franciscan theol-
ogy
 It is not the scope of our analysis to 
enter into the details of Franciscan theology of 
creation or of the theological anthropology of 
the Franciscan masters.1 All this would ask for a 
highly specialised study. We shall only present 
a summary of the legacy of Francis of Assisi in 
some of the writings of the Franciscan masters of 
the 13th century, in order to have a very general 
idea of the influence extered by the seraphic father 
on the Franciscan theological tradition. We shall 
take into consideration only three among the most 
qualified Franciscan masters, namely St. Anthony 
of Padua, St. Bonaventure and Blessed John Duns 
Scotus.
 

The Liber naturae in the Sermons 
of St. Anthony of Padua
 The Sermons of St. Anthony of Padua,2 
both the Sunday Sermons and the Sermons for 
Feasts and for the Marian Feasts, were the fruit of 
the great theological erudition of the evangelical 
doctor, as a result of the years he spent in the 
silence and reflection of the famous library of the 
monastery of Santa Cruz in Coimbra, when he 
was still a regular canon of St. Augustine, before 
he entered the Franciscan Order in 1220. These 
Sermons are precious documents which help 
us to understand the art of medieval preaching, 
based in a particular way on the literal sense and 
upon the spiritual senses (allegorical, moral and 
anagogical) of the sacra pagina. The Sermons 
were composed as a manual for teaching theology 

to preachers, and therefore they contain a high 
didactic value. Anthony of Padua had a profound 
knowledge not only of Holy Scripture, but also of 
natural sciences. For this reason his Sermons also 
speak about the liber naturae, besides the liber 
scripturae. Creation is an open book that contains 
the footprints of God the creator. These footprints 
can be discovered in the wonders of the created 
world.3  
 In order to have a general understanding 
of the relation between the book of nature and the 
book of Scriptures, and therefore to understand 
how St. Anthony looks at creation as a book that 
reveals the secrets of the creative word of God, 
which also includes the human person, we shall 
simply present one paragraph from the prologue to 
the Sunday Sermons of the evangelical doctor. This 
prologue introduces the Sermon of Septuagesima 
Sunday, the first in the series, since on that 
Sunday the creation account in Genesis used to be 
proclaimed.
 “We read in the first book of Chronicles: 
‘David gave [to his son Solomon] refined gold 
for the altar of incense. He also gave him the plan 
for the chariot, that is, the cherubim of gold that 
spread their wings and overshadow the ark of the 
covenant of the Lord’ (1Chron 28:18). The book 
of Genesis says that, in the land of Havilah ‘there 
is gold, and the gold of that land is good’ (Gen 
2:12). Havilah means ‘she who gives birth’ and 
is a figure of Holy Scripture, which is ‘the soil 
that produces grain – first the stalk, then the head, 
then the full kernel in the head’ (Mk 4:28). In the 
grass is indicated allegory, which builds up faith: 
‘Let the land produce vegetation,’ commands 
God in Genesis (Gen 1:11). In the stalk – whose 
name derives from spicuulum, meaning point or 
arrow – is indicated the moral application, or the 
moral teaching, which forms ethical conduct and 
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which penetrates the spirit with its sweetness. In 
the full kernel is indicated anagogy (the mystical 
sense), which deals with the fullness of joy and 
angelic beatitude. Thus in the land of Havilah is 
found the purest of gold, since from the text of the 
divine page flows forth ‘sacred science’. As gold 
is superior to all other metals, so sacred science 
is superior to all other knowledge. The one who 
does not know ‘sacred letters’ has no knowledge 
of letters. Therefore it is with reference to sacred 
science that the author speaks when he says: 
‘David gave refined gold.’”4

 This quotation is sufficient to give us a 
clear idea of how the evangelical doctor made use 
of the examples of nature in order to speak about 
the sublime nature of Holy Scripture, just as Jesus 
would do in the parables. “These small fragments 
[...] are signs of the constant form of elaboration 
of his Sermons: the systematic use of metaphor, of 
allegory and of symbol as preferential figures of 
style and of conceptual elaboration; the recourse 
to Holy Scripture and to the elements of Nature 
as primary sources of inspiration and reference of 
the same figures; and finally, the use of reasoning 
for anagogy as a fundamental methodological 
principle.”5

 The underlying inspiration of this way 
of procedure in the Sermons of St. Anthony is 
certainly that of Francis of Assisi. Even though 
Anthony does not quote St. Francis in his Sermons, 
the spirituality of creation and the theological 
anthropology expressed by the seraphic father 
pervades the way in which Anthony presents 
his arguments, when he succeeds in establishing 
harmony between man and nature in the light of 
the Incarnation of the Word, model and prototype 
of creation.  
 
 

Creation and man in the Itiner-
arium mentis in Deum of St. Bo-
naventure
 The “speculation of the poor man in the 
desert,” subtitle of this famous mystical treatise of 
the seraphic doctor, moves along a pre-established 
plan of six steps, which lead the soul along a journey 
helping it to climb to the seventh grade of mystical 
contemplation. Here we cannot reflect in a detailed 
way on the detailed plan of the Itinerarium mentis 
in Deum,6 written by Bonaventure after a retreat 
on La Verna in 1259. We can only state that the six 

steps, or the six wings of the Seraph, lead to the 
speculation on God through and in his footprints 
impressed in the universe, that is, in the book of 
nature, and then to the ascent of reflection on God 
through and in his image impressed in the natural 
powers of the soul renewed by the gifts of grace 
(memory, intelligence, will), and finally ending up 
in the knowledge of the divine unity through and 
in Being and in the Name of the Trinity, which is 
Good. The last step, the seventh, is that of mystical 
contemplation centred upon Christ crucified, who 
impressed the seal of his stigmata on the body of 
St. Francis.  
 When he speaks about creation under the 
categories of origin, greatness, multitude, beauty, 
fullness, operation and order, Bonaventure says 
this regarding the order to be found in creation:
 “When we consider order in reference to 
duration, position, and influence, that is, from the 
standpoint of prior and posterior, superior and 
inferior, more noble and more ignoble, it clearly 
points out, first of all, in the book of creation, 
the primacy, sublimity, and dignity of the First 
Principle, and thus the infinity of His power; 
secondly, in the book of Scriptures, the order of 
divine laws, commands, and judgments, and thus 
the immensity of His wisdom.”7

 Bonaventure shows himself to be a true 
disciple of St. Francis in his way of conceiving the 
created world as a sign of God’s perfections. In 
the Itinerarium creatures are called vestigia Dei, 
footprints of God, since they are efficacious means 
speaking in a clear and visible way of the beauty 
and perfection of the Creator. We shall only present 
another text from the Itinerarum, which will make 
us see the link between the book of nature and the 
book of Scripture, and between God’s project in 
creation and its realisation in revelation:
 “For creatures of this visible world signify 
the invisible things of God: partly, because God 
is the origin, exemplar, and end of every creature 
and the effect is the sign of the cause; the thing 
exemplified, of the exemplar; and the way, of the 
end to which it leads. This they do also partly by 
their own proper representation; partly because 
of their prophetic prefiguration; partly by reason 
of angelic operation; partly also by reason of 
superadded institution. For every creature is by its 
very nature some kind of image and likeness to the 
eternal Wisdom, but especially one who, according 
to the Book of Scriptures, has been raised by the 
Spirit of Prophecy to prefigure spiritual things; and 
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more especially those creatures in whose likeness 
it pleased God to appear through the ministry of 
the angels; and, finally, most especially, that one 
which He willed to institute for signifying, and 
which not only has the character of sign in the 
ordinary sense of the term, but also the character 
of sacrament as well.”8

 It is in the quality of signs that creatures 
become footprints of God. Man has no other choice 
but to follow these footprints in order to arrive at 
the knowledge of himself and of God, with the help 
of the book of divine Scriptures, in which are also 
gathered all creatures as efficacious signs in which 
one can decipher the marks of grace in revelation 
and in sacramental life. Therefore creatures and 
man can newly find the original harmony willed 
in God’s project, which has broken by sin, but 
repaired and perfected in the mystery of Christ 
crucified, centre of the cosmos and of history. In 
this way the plan of the Itinerarium is complete.
 

Cosmic Christology in the Colla-
tiones in Hexaëmeron of St. Bo-
naventure
 The Collationes in Hexaëmeron,9 or 
Conferences on the six days of creation, are the 
crowning opus of St. Bonaventure. They were 
composed, but not concluded, in the University 
of Paris between 9 April and 28 May 1273, and 
are a speculative meditation of the work of God 
in creation and in redemption, as it is reflected in 
history until the eschatological state of peace of 
the seventh day in which God is contemplated in 
a full way. They are a complex work that certainly 
merits a very profound study. Here we shall limit 
ourselves to some brief quotation which refers to 
the centrality of the mystery of Christ in creation 
and in the history of salvation.
 The key for reading the Hexaëmeron is 
certainly the centrality of Christ in the cosmos. 
Bonaventure states this clearly in the third 
conference:
 “The key of contemplation is a triple 
knowledge (triplex intellectus), namely the 
knowledge of the uncreated Word, through whom 
all things have been produced, the intellect of the 
incarnate Word, through whom all things have 
been repaired, and the intellect of the inspired 
Word, for whom all things have been revealed 
[...] The door to understand these conditions is the 

knowledge of the uncreated Word, which is the 
root of intelligence of all things.”10

 In God’s plan there are three fundamental 
moments, namely, creation, redemption of the 
human race after the fall, and the revelation of the 
plan of salvation of God in Scripture and during 
the course of history. Bonaventure shows how the 
Word is the centre and the key to interpret this 
project of God, in which the book of nature and the 
book of Scripture have a fundamental role, united 
to the fact that both project themselves along the 
history of humanity, which thus becomes a history 
of salvation, a theological reading of history. In this 
process the mystery of Christ crucified is centrally 
placed, thus becoming the hermeneutic principle to 
read the book of nature and the book of Scripture 
within the context of the historical journey of the 
entire cosmos towards the eschatological repose. 
Here we shall present a short text which briefly 
illustrates what we have been affirming:
 “The Father generated the Son from eternity 
similar to himself, and pronounced himself and his 
similitude equal to himself, and with this also all 
that which he could pronounce; he said all that 
he could do and especially that which he wanted 
to do, and thus in Him, that is in the Son, or in 
this medium considered as his art, he expressed 
all things [...] The Word, therefore, expresses 
the Father and the things that have been created 
through Him, and principally it leads us back to 
unity with the Father. Therefore, He is the tree of 
life, since through this medium we return and are 
vivified in the source of life.”11  
 In this text we find a splendid synthesis 
of bonaventurian theology of creation and 
redemption. The cross of Christ is thus seen as the 
tree of life which stands at the centre of paradise 
and of history, and in which all things that have 
been created find meaning, including the creatures 
of the cosmos and particularly man, created to the 
image and likeness of God. In many ways we return 
to the simple but equally profound reasoning of St. 
Francis in the fifth Admonition, where creatures 
are linked in perfect harmony with man renewed 
and redeemed in the person of Christ, the perfect 
man. 

 

Christ-man, centre of creation, in 
the vision of John Duns Scotus
 John Duns Scotus (1265-1308) has 
remained famous for his doctrine on the primary 
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principle of individuation (haecceitas). As a 
theologian, however, he is also known as the one 
who developed the reflection on the predestination 
of Christ and on the Immaculate Conception of 
the Virgin Mary. All this, however, finds sens also 
within the context of his concept of creation and of 
the human person as the image of God in Christ.12

 For Scotus the meaning of creation and of 
the human person is found uniquely in the mutual 
relation of the divine nature with the human nature 
of Christ. The discussion on the Incarnation is 
centred upon divine freedom in the auto-revelation 
and relation with humanity, without placing as a 
necessary condition for the Incarnation the fall 
of man in sin and hence the need of redemption. 
In other words, the moving force of creation and 
Incarnation is solely the sovereign freedom of 
God.13

 Let us try to understand the concept of 
predestination of Christ as the one who glorifies 
the Father in creation and in human nature, with 
the help of a text from the Ordinatio of Scotus:
 “If man had not sinned, there would not 
have been the need for redemption. However, 
we cannot see why God would predestine such a 
soul (namely the soul of Christ) for such a great 
glory for the sake of redemption, since redemption 
or the glory of souls who are to be redeemed is 
not such a sublime good as could be the glory of 
Christ’s soul [...] It is not even probable that God 
predestined Adam to such a sublime good before 
having predestined Christ.”14

 It is not very easy to understand the 
reasoning of the subtle doctor. In any case, what 
is of interes to us is to underline the absolute 
freedom of God in the predestination of His Son 
to glory even before having created the world 
and humanity. Christ is thus seen as the prototype 
of creation, the one who absolutely glorifies the 
Father in the work of creation, besides in the work 
of redemption. Christ is thus seen as the perfect 
man, in which creation and human nature find 
harmony only for the fact that they reflect the 
glory of the Word predestined by the Father before 
the beginning of time. In this vision, the sin of man 
who sullied the original beauty of creation and who 
needed Christ as a redeemer, is seen in a second 
level as the reason why, in fact, God historically 
planned the Incarnation in view of Redemption, 
but not necessarily as the reason thought out and 
willed originally in the totally free project of God’s 
providence.

 Such a vision of Scotus is fundamentally 
positive and is a very profound reflection on the 
simple vision of St. Francis regarding the sublimity 
of human nature created in the image and likeness 
of God, in a harmony of fraternity with the entire 
creation. Thus the humanity of the Son of God 
becomes the key unlocking the mystery of the 
dignity of creation in the original plan of God the 
Father, to the point of bringing this plan on the 
level of an absolute and unconditional freedom 
that not even man’s sin could condition. In Christ, 
who glorifies the Father, creation and human nature 
again find the profound meaning of their existence 
and of their proper dignity as children of God.
 This synthetic vision of the progress of the 
intuition of Francis of Assisi regarding the dignity 
of creation and human nature in the theology of the 
Franciscan masters brings us now to take a look at 
the present, namely to have an ecclesial view of 
the figure of Francis of Assisi, who is presented as 
the one who “over creatures held sway”,15 in such 
a way that he can be indicated to Christians and 
to all people of good will as the patron saint of 
ecology and as the singer of the beauty of God, 
which shines in His creatures and in the human 
person created in His image and likeness.

 
Saint Francis and creation in re-
cent documents of the Popes
 The Church doctrine on the primacy of 
Christ and His central position in creation has been 
developed in recent documents of the Magisterium, 
both in the documents of Vatican Council II, as 
well as in other documents, particularly from the 
publication of the Encyclical letter Redemptor 
hominis of St. John Paul II. The figure of St. 
Francis as the cantor of creation finds two 
significant moments in the Apostolic Letter Inter 
sanctos of St. John Paul II and in the Encyclical 
Letter Laudato si’ of Pope Francis.
 

St. Francis patron of ecologists. 
The Apostolic Letter Inter Sanc-
tos
 St. John Paul II declared St. Francis patron 
of ecology in the Apostolic Letter Inter sanctos, 
promulgated on 29 November 1979.16 In this brief 
Letter the Pope responded to the request of the 
“Planning environmental and ecological Institute 
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for quality of life”. He declared St. Francis as 
the heavenly patron of ecologists, describing this 
particular quality of the Poverello of Assisi in the 
following expressions:
 “Among the saints and famous men who 
have celebrated nature as a marvellous gift of God 
to the human race we justly recall St. Francis of 
Assisi. In fact, he showed a profound appreciation 
for all the works of the Creator, and as if moved 
by divine inspiration, he composed the beautiful 
Canticle of Creatures. Through these creatures, 
and especially through brother sun, sister moon 
and the stars of heaven, he attributed to the most 
high and good Lord the praise, glory, honour and 
all blessing that befits Him.”17

 St. John Paul II had the occasion to return 
to mention the title given to St. Francis, as the 
heavenly patron of ecology and of ecologists in the 
Message for the 23rd World Peace Day (1 January 
1990):
 “Saint Francis of Assisi, who in 1979 I have 
proclaimed as heavenly patron of ecologists, offers 
to Christians the example of an authentic and full 
respect for the integrity of creation. As friend of 
the poor, loved by the creatures of God, he invited 
all – animals, plants, natural powers, including 
brother sun and sister moon – to honour and praise 
the Lord. From the Poverello of Assisi we receive 
the witness that, being in peace with God, we can 
better dedicate ourselves to build peace with all 
creation. This kind of peace is inseparable from 
the peace between nations.”18 

Saint Francis and creation in the 
Encyclical Laudato si’ of Pope 
Francis
 The Encyclical Letter Laudato si’ of Pope 
Francis,19 published on 24 May 2015, is the most 
recent document of the ecclesiastical magisterium 
that deals with the care for creation. It also signs 
a milestone in the teachings of the Church, since 
it is the first time that a Pope has dedicated a 
document of high magisterial value to a theme 
that involves discussion on a world level. The 
ecological awareness has pervaded our culture, but 
unfortunately we rarely see a Christian vision of 
how such awareness should be. We assist at what 
experts call “sustainable development”, meaning 
with this term a programmed development of the 
natural resources of the planet by conserving the 

delicate balance of the ecosystem, but without 
any reference to the Creator and to the Christian 
vision of man as an integral part, and not as the 
one who dominates, the same nature. Pope Francis 
shows himself to be particularly sensitive to such 
a problem.
 The Encyclical Laudato si’ contains many 
paragraphs of a refined professionality in the field 
of science. It is not our intention to enter into such 
questions. I would like to concentrate particularly 
on three paragraphs which give a “Franciscan 
taste” to the Encyclical, which, as its title states, is 
inspired by the Canticle of brother sun composed 
by St. Francis. In fact, Pope Francis dedicates 
paragraphs 10-12 of the Encyclical to the figure of 
St. Francis, seen in his love and respect towards all 
creation and towards the entire humanity.
 In paragraph 10 Pope Francis reminds us 
how St. Francis is the heavenly patron of those 
who work in the field of ecology, and especially 
links Francis’ love to creation with his attention 
towards the poor and towards peace:
 “I do not want to write this Encyclical 
without turning to that attractive and compelling 
figure, whose name I took as my guide and 
inspiration when I was elected Bishop of Rome. 
I believe that Saint Francis is the example par 
excellence of care for the vulnerable and of an 
integral ecology lived out joyfully and authentically. 
He is the patron saint of all who study and work 
in the area of ecology, and he is also much loved 
by non-Christians. He was particularly concerned 
for God’s creation and for the poor and outcast. 
He loved, and was deeply loved for his joy, his 
generous self-giving, his openheartedness. He was 
a mystic and a pilgrim who lived in simplicity 
and in wonderful harmony with God, with others, 
with nature and with himself. He shows us just 
how inseparable the bond is between concern for 
nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, 
and interior peace.”20

 This vision of St. Francis corresponds to 
the theological vision that sees the spirituality of 
creation linked with a theological anthropology. 
There cannot exist a culture in favour of nature 
created by God without a culture of respect towards 
human dignity, towards the values of justice and 
peace, towards reconciliation and love for those 
who are small and poor. St. Francis succeeded 
in creating a perfect harmony between these two 
dimensions in his life and in the Canticle of brother 
sun, as the Pope continues to explain, when he 
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quotes the official biographers of the Saint, namely 
Thomas of Celano and St. Bonaventure. 
 “Francis helps us to see that an integral 
ecology calls for openness to categories which 
transcend the language of mathematics and 
biology, and take us to the heart of what it is to 
be human. Just as happens when we fall in love 
with someone, whenever he would gaze at the sun, 
the moon or the smallest of animals, he burst into 
song, drawing all other creatures into his praise. 
He communed with all creation, even preaching 
to the flowers, inviting them ‘to praise the Lord, 
just as if they were endowed with reason’ (1C 81). 
His response to the world around him was so much 
more than intellectual appreciation or economic 
calculus, for to him each and every creature was 
a sister united to him by bonds of affection. That 
is why he felt called to care for all that exists. His 
disciple Saint Bonaventure tells us that, ‘from a 
reflection on the primary source of all things, filled 
with even more abundant piety, he would call 
creatures, no matter how small, by the name of 
‘brother’ or ‘sister’ (LMj 8,6).’ Such a conviction 
cannot be written off as naive romanticism, for it 
affects the choices which determine our behaviour. 
If we approach nature and the environment without 
this openness to awe and wonder, if we no longer 
speak the language of fraternity and beauty in our 
relationship with the world, our attitude will be that 
of masters, consumers, ruthless exploiters, unable 
to set limits on their immediate needs. By contrast, 
if we feel intimately united with all that exists, 
then sobriety and care will well up spontaneously. 
The poverty and austerity of Saint Francis were 
no mere veneer of asceticism, but something much 
more radical: a refusal to turn reality into an object 
simply to be used and controlled.”21

 Even in this paragraph Pope Francis 
links the love of St. Francis for creatures with 
the Christian vision of creation as the work of 
God, and of man as an integral part of such an 
opus, and therefore as a servent of God together 
with creatures, and not as one who dominates on 
creation and on the environment in which he lives. 
Such a message is certainly of actuality in a world 
in which we assist at the exploitation of natural 
resources to the detriment of the ecosystem and 
particularly to the detriment of the same human 
person.
 So many injustices are born out of such 
exploitation, and they go against the Christian 
message: the destruction of natural resources of 

the poor countries in favour of the rich countries, 
the forced labour of entire communities reduced 
to slavery in inhuman conditions, the forced 
displacement of entire populations as a result of 
climate change and the effects of global warming. 
Many of these problems, and other connected 
to them, touch upon the duty of Christians to 
defend creation as God has willed it, and with it to 
defend the dignity of the human person. Francis of 
Assisi, with his attitude of love towards creatures 
considered as “brothers” and “sisters” has been a 
genius of the care of the ecosystem many centuries 
before the professional discussion on such a theme. 
With his attitude of poverty and humility St. 
Francis has succeeded in avoiding the temptation 
to exert power on creatures, that power which is 
creating so many injustices and wars in our world 
today.
 In the last paragraph dedicated to the figure 
of St. Francis, we find an intereting reference to 
the liber naturae about which we have spoken in 
our references to the theology of the Franciscan 
masters:
 “What is more, Saint Francis, faithful to 
Scripture, invites us to see nature as a magnificent 
book in which God speaks to us and grants us 
a glimpse of his infinite beauty and goodness. 
‘Through the greatness and the beauty of creatures 
one comes to know by analogy their maker’ (Wis 
13:5); indeed, ‘his eternal power and divinity 
have been made known through his works since 
the creation of the world’ (Rom 1:20). For this 
reason, Francis asked that part of the friary garden 
always be left untouched, so that wild flowers and 
herbs could grow there, and those who saw them 
could raise their minds to God, the Creator of such 
beauty. Rather than a problem to be solved, the 
world is a joyful mystery to be contemplated with 
gladness and praise.”22

 This Christian vision of creation becomes 
a contemplative gaze, which we can gather in the 
pages of Scripture quoted by Pope Francis. Using 
the language of St. Bonaventure, the macrocosmos, 
that is, the created world, can be contemplated 
and enclosed within the microcosmos, that is, the 
human person, created in the image and likeness of 
God. If it is seen in this dimension, creation does 
not become an antagonistic force for mankind, but 
the most powerful way to lead man to contemplate 
God’s beauty and goodness.23
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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.  

“ This Easter falls during a special jubilee 
year of mercy. The Prophet’s call to “remember 
not the events of the past” demands that we forgive 
and set aside old hurts and injustices. All too often 
we can keep our own brothers imprisoned in the 
past. Something they did or said which may have 
offended us years ago continues to define our re-
lationship with them. If we are to move into God’s 
future, and become the type of brotherhood called 
for in our world today, we must leave these hurts 
behind. The Risen Jesus empowers us to forgive 
(Jn 20:22-23). Let us heed the voice of St. Francis: 
“There should not be any brother in the world who 
has sinned, who after he has looked into your eyes, 
would go away without having received your mer-
cy” (Letter to a Minister, 9). Yes, brothers, as Pope 
Francis urges us: “it is time to return to the basics 
and to bear the weaknesses and struggles of our 
brothers and sisters. Mercy is the force that awak-
ens us to new life and instils in us the courage to 
look to the future with hope (Misericordiae vultus, 
10). In a particular way, this jubilee year of mer-
cy is summoning us as Franciscans to transcend 
the divisions in our brotherhood that have arisen 
over our long history. Next year, 2017, marks the 
500th anniversary of the so-called Bull of Union, 
«Ite vos», which separated the Friars Minor into 
different congregations. The General Chapter last 
year committed us to work together with our Con-
ventual and Capuchin brothers to discern together 
what the Lord is asking us to do in our age as Fri-
ars Minor, and how we can cooperate with each 
other to achieve that end. Already we have made 
the decision to work together toward establishing 
one Franciscan University in Rome. This is indeed 
a sign of new hope and life.

Michael Perry, Minister General OFM 
Letter to the Order 
on the occasion of Easter 2016
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Quote

Mercy begins at home: 
forgiving one another
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