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History is the product of human experience based upon ideals 
and visions. The outcome of such ideals and visions has sometimes 
been disastrous, at other times successful. Moreover, ideals and 
visions change with new needs and circumstances, or else adapt 
to them. Sometimes, these ideals and visions degenerate into 
a static desire for stability and a refusal of any kind of dissent 
against the status quo imposed by persons or groups.

The history of religious life in the Church has often gone 
through these experiences. The initial fervour and charism of 
the founders drew their first disciples and inflamed them with 
enthusiasm. With the death of the founder a more institutionalised 
way of life normally imposes itself on a religious family, and any 
subsequent development is largely controlled by a more rigid 
vision that is not always benevolent to inner dissent and to reform.

The Franciscan Order is no exception to this rule. The freshness 
of the original charism of Saint Francis and the first brothers was 
a novelty in the Church, and indeed this spirit never waned in 
subsequent generations of friars Minor. At the same time, even 
when Francis was still alive, his vision and ideals were often 
distorted or organised in a more institutional manner by those 
friars who were intellectually equipped to lead the Order. This 
is what happened during the times of brother Elias (1232-1239) 
and all the subsequent ministers general, at least up to Saint 
Bonaventure (1257-1274), whose organisational skills make him 
erroneously known as “the second founder of the Order.”

The spirit of pure simplicity of the Gospel as expressed by the 
Franciscan rule was embraced by a group of friars who belonged 
to the first generation of brothers or who were their disciples. The 
period following the end of Bonaventure’s tenure of office marks 
the beginning of serious dissent in the Order, between these friars 
who were nostalgic about a past that was no more and the majority 
of the so-called Community of the Order (Communitas Ordinis), 
who advocated a more conventual and institutional framework 
for the Order. The Church was obviously aware of the richness 
and usefulness of such a great institution as the Order of friars 
Minor, as it was convinced of the intellectual ability of the Order 
of Preachers, and it supported the institutions of the Order in all 
ways, even to the point of mitigating the provisions of the rule in 
order to suit the new needs of the times and the need of expansion 
of the Order itself.

At the same time those friars who advocated dissent found 
themselves marginalised by the institution that had welcomed 
them into its fold. Indeed, they were holding fast to a way of 
life that was seen as outdated for the new needs of the Church 
and Order. Their vision and ideals were seen to be anachronistic. 
The Order itself had to face the difficult choice of integrating 
the visions and ideals of these so-called Spiritual friars, or else 
ignoring them and condemning them as visionaries and rebels. It 
chose the second option.
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Editorial

However, even by chosing to condemn the Spirituals, the Order was aware 
that it was condemning its own origins and its own existence. So it chose another 
way, which functioned. It had to condemn them as heretics. Unfortunately these 
Spiritual friars, who by the way were not ignorant folk, as many regard them, 
but who were also scholars in the University of Paris and in other centres of 
learning, linked their visions and ideals to those of the apocalyptic prophecies 
of Joachim of Fiore († 1202). This holy monk and visionary was no heretic at 
all. He had lived a holy life and his ideas and prophecies spread far and wide. 
But he was misinterpreted, and the conclusions drawn from his teachings led to 
a frontal attack against the ecclesiastical institution, regarding the Church as an 
ecclesia carnalis, as opposed to the future ecclesia spiritualis of the age of the 
Spirit, reserved for Spiritual men, and thus for the true followers of Saint Francis.

The outcome was one of persecution and condemnation. But it was also a sign 
of weakness on the part of the institution. Indeed, people like John of Parma, 
minister general of the Order between 1247 and 1257, and Pope Celestine V (1294) 
had been “spiritual men” of the first degree. They also had lofty spiritual visions 
about the new age of the Spirit. So when a Thomistic theologian and canonist 
like Pope John XXII took charge of the Church (1316-1334), he succeeded in 
condeming the Spirituals as heretics (1317) but at the same time showed the 
weakness of the institution to come to terms with new visions and ideals. The 
same institution of the Franciscan Order, in the persons of the minister general 
Michele da Cesena and the procurator general Bonagrazia of Bergamo, rose up 
against the refusal of John XXII to endorse the doctrine of the usus pauper as had 
been laid down by the apostolic constitution Exiit qui seminat of Pope Nicholas 
III (1279).

This is the situation that is analysed in this issue of Spirit + Life, taking into 
account two of the major exponents of the Spiritual family of the Order, namely 
Angelo Clareno and Peter of John Olivi.

The subsequent history of the Order has been one of dissent and reform. If 
it were not for dissent, there would never have been reform in the Order. The 
conventual establishment would have stagnated, great though its achievements 
had been. Indeed, the 14th and 15th centuries are proof that the initial dissent 
of the friars who were dubbed as heretics did not die down, and even though 
it developed into a more moderate kind of dissent and reform, namely the 
Observant family, its ideas were endorsed by enlightened minds like that of the 
popular Italian preacher Saint Bernardine of Siena (1380-1444).

The tragedy of any institution is that of ignoring or suppressing dissent and 
reform instead of integrating it into a wholesome vision that takes into account 
the freshness of the original values and the historical needs of the present. The 
Franciscan Order has weathered 800 years of history precisely because of its 
untiring effort to effect such an intelligent blending of dissent and stability. 
My inkling is that we seem to be sidelining dissent because of the fact that our 
institutions are weak and afraid of losing the relative comfort of a status quo 
made up of nice words and expressions but forgetful of the need to face up to 
the need for reform. And let me be clear. Reform has always been born at the 
grassroots. It has always been radical and maybe heretical. But it has never 
been silenced, even by condemnations and expulsions. Maybe it was rebellious, 
disobedient, heretical if you like. If it was not integrated into a more moderate 
vision of reality the real guilt lies not with the visionaries of dissent, but with a 
stagnant institution who is afraid of facing up to the challenge. 

Fr. Noel Muscat ofm
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The figure of Angelo Clareno is one of the most 
controversial figures in the history of the Order. 
Clareno has been the subject of research by vari-
ous scholars during these last decades,1 particular-
ly because of his role in the Franciscan Order, at a 
crucial moment of its history, marked in a particu-
lar way by the controversy between the Communi-
tas Ordinis and the Spiritual family of the Order, 
and later on by the poverty controversy between 
the Order and Pope John XXII.

The aim of this paper is to outline the life and 
works of Angelo Clareno, but especially to under-
line his unique role as a prophet of an Order which 
he envisaged as a fraternity of spiritual men (viri 
spirituales), often at loggerheads with the insti-
tution and hierarchy of the same Order. In many 
ways, this fiery temperament of Angelo Clareno 
led him to be misunderstood and persecuted, and 
finally estranged by the same Order that he loved 
so much, but which did not succeed in suffocating 
the realisation of his dream, namely that of living 
the Franciscan life and dying with the Franciscan 
habit as a condemned and estranged wanderer in 
the obscure desert of the Basilicata mountains, to-
gether with his companions dispersed in Calabria 
and Sicily. Clareno died in 1337, but his dream 
lived on and eventually triumphed in a more or-
thodox reform, namely that of the first attempts of 
the regular observance.

Biography of Angelo Clareno2

Pietro da Fossombrone was born at Chiarino, a 
village situated between Loreto and Recanati, near 
Ascoli Piceno, around the year 1255. He hailed 
from a very humble family. In 1270 he entered 
the Franciscan Order at Cingoli or at Fossom-
brone, hence his name, Pietro da Fossombrone (he 
changed his name to Angelo Clareno later on). He 

was ordained deacon, but did not become a priest. 
From the very beginning he joined the group of 
friars Minor of the province of Marche d’Ancona, 
who were advocating a radical view of Francis-
can poverty, particularly after the disturbing news 
that the Council of Lyons (1274) would abolish 
the characteristic note of the mendicant Orders, 
particularly the Franciscans, of not having any 
possessions. This interpretation was the result of 
the Council decree Religionum diversitatem nim-
iam.3 Such an interpretation was not exact, since 
the same Council had made an exception to the 
rule regarding the safeguarding of the rights of the 
two major Mendicant Orders, namely the Order of 
Preachers (Dominicans) and the Order of Minors 
(Franciscans), “because of their evident usefulness 
to the universal Church.” However, the simple and 
unlettered friars of the Marche d’Ancona, were 
alarmed that the very existence of the Order was 
at stake.

The result of this initial revolt on the part of 
these friars was that they were imprisoned in 
their own province. The group was one of the 
so-called “Spiritual” groups in the Order, a term 
which would denote an offshot of the main fam-
ily of the Order, or the “Community”, and which 
was later to become a radical splinter group known 
as “Fraticelli”.4 However, when Raymond Gode-
froy became minister general in 1289, he nurtured 
sympathies towards the Spirituals and liberated 
the friars of the Marches of Ancona. Pietro da Fos-
sombrone, together with Pietro da Macerata, were 
sent far away from Italy to Armenia (Cicilia) as 
missionaries. This was the way to avoid trouble for 
him and the other brothers, who were now facing 
persecution at home. The Armenian king Hethum 
welcomed the new arrivals, but soon the hostil-
ity of their confreres of the Communitas Ordinis, 
present in the regions of the east, particularly in 
the Province of Syria (the Holy Land), forced the 
Spiritual friars to return to Italy.

ANGELO CLARENO,
ESTRANGED BY AN ORDER 

HE LOVED
Noel Muscat ofm
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 Upon returning home they found, to their 
joy, that a humble and obscure monk by the name 
of Pietro da Morrone had been elected Pope, and 
chose the name Celestine V (29 August – 13 De-
cember 1294).5 With the help of their Spiritual con-
freres Corrado da Offida and Jacopone da Todi the 
group of friars travelled to L’Aquila, where Pope 
Celestine resided (he never made it to Rome), and 
placed themselves under his protection, aware that 
he was well disposed towards the Spiritual fam-
ily of the Order. The Pope decided to give them 
permission to observe the Franciscan rule literally 
and also the Testament of Saint Francis, and wel-
comed them into the community of the Celestines, 
or the Poor Hermits of Pope Celestine, which was, 
in fact, a Benedictine reform community. He also 
gave them Cardinal Napoleone Orsini as their 
Protector. It was at this stage that Pietro da Fos-
sombrone chose the name Angelo Clareno, with 
which he would be known for posterity, while Pi-
etro da Macerata chose the name Liberato. These 
pauperes eremitae were now living the Franciscan 
rule in the setting of a monastic tradition, under 
the patronage of a humble and holy hermit who 
had become Pope.

Alas, their dream of peace ended after just a few 
months. On 13 December 1294 Pope Celestine V 
resigned from office. The apostolic protonotarius 

Benedetto Caetani was elected Pope and chose the 
name Boniface VIII. He nurtured no sympathy at 
all for the Celestines, and immediately abrogated 
their privileges. At the same time the Order had 
a new minister general in the person of Giovan-
ni Mincio da Murrovalle, who was also opposed 
to any pauperistic reform in the Order. Liberato, 
Angelo Clareno and the other pauperes eremitae 
found themselves as outlaws, since their congrega-
tion was suppressed, and they had no other option 
but to flee from Italy in order to escape being im-
prisoned by the authorities of the Order.

The small group of friars were fugutives for 
another time. This time they went to Achaia in 
Greece, most probably to the small island of Tri-
zonia in the Corinthian gulf. There they lived in 
relative peace, and Liberato decided that it was 
safe enough, in 1298, to transfer the group to Thes-
saly on the Greek mainland. But this was just a 
“conventual” plot to have the Spiritual friars con-
demned by Boniface VIII, since they were consid-
ered fugitives and rebels in the Franciscan Order.6 
The name “Fraticelli” with which they became to 
be known was synonymous to rebellion and dis-
obedience. In the meantime, after the death of 
Boniface VIII (11 October 1303), Liberato decid-
ed it was time to go back to Italy to present his case 
in front of the new pontiff, Benedict XI (22 Octo-

Palace of the Popes, 
Avignon
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ber 1303 – 7 July 1304). However, he narrowly 
escaped arrest by the inquisitor Thomas of Aversa, 
and had to retreat to the hermitage of Sant’Angelo 
della Versa, where he died.

Meanwhile Angelo Clareno had remained in 
Thessaly to take care of the small community of 
Fraticelli. In 1305 he decided to return to Italy with 
his brothers, but the group was immediately ac-
cused of heresy, since some of them were suspect-
ed of being adherents of the pauperistic heresy of 
Dolcino. In September Angelo went to Perugia to 
seek protection from his long-time friend Cardinal 
Napoleone Orsini, who had been Protector of the 
pauperes eremitae. Angelo succeeded in weather-
ing all opposition and processes against him, and 
in 1311 he also managed to go to the Council of 
Vienne, summoned by Pope Clement V. There he 
presented himself not as the head of the pauperes 
eremitae, but rather of the Franciscan Spirituals of 
Italy. Although the council debated the issue of the 
usus pauper which was so dear to the entire Fran-
ciscan Order, it stopped short of taking a clear-cut 
decision regarding its orthodoxy. This decision 
was to be taken later on by John XXII during the 
famous poverty controversy between him and the 
government of the Order of Minors.

At the end of 1312 Angelo left Avignon, the 
residence of the Pope, and went to Maiorca to the 
court of prince Philip, son of Jaime I of Maiorca. 
After two months he returned to Avignon, where 
on 5 April 1313 Celestine V was canonised. His 
arrival, however, was overshadowed by news from 
Tuscany, where the Spirituals had violently taken 
control of some friaries and had elected Enrico da 
Ceva as their minister general and then escaped to 
Sicily under the protection of King Frederick III 
of Aragon.

On 7 August 1316 a new Pope was elected, 
John XXII († 4 December 1334). He was to prove 
to be an able and astute canonist who would not 
tolerate the Spirituals and Fraticelli. Angelo still 
tried to defend himself as belonging to the Order 
of Poor Hermits of Pope Celestine, by present-
ing an Epistula excusatoria during his process 
in April-June 1317. On 30 December 1317 Pope 
John XXII published the bulla Sancta Romana, 
by which he formally condemned the Spirituals 
and Fraticelli. Angelo was kept in prison in Avi-
gnon, but he was defended by Cardinal Giacomo 
Colonna. However, when this cardinal died on 12 
August 1318, Angelo managed to escape from 
Avignon and went to Italy. Regarding himself as 

a member of the Order of Celestines, he presented 
himself their procurator, frate Arnaldo, but when 
the latter refused to accept him Angelo went to the 
Benedictine monastery of Subiaco where the ab-
bot Bartolomeo sent him as a hermit at the Sacro 
Speco of Saint Benedict.

During the years that followed the controversy 
between John XXII, and the minister general of 
the Franciscans Michele da Cesena with the procu-
rator of the Order Bonagrazia di Bergamo reached 
dramatic proportions. The Pope published a series 
of bullae condemning the Franciscan “doctrine” 
on poverty and usus pauper, and declared invalid 
the re-election of Michele da Cesena. After sum-
moning him to Avignon he had him and Bonagra-
zia imprisoned, but they eventually succeeded in 
escaping and went under the protection of Ludwig 
of Bavaria, who was staunchly opposed to John 
XXII. Michele da Cesena was condemned togeth-
er with his fraticelli de opinione.

In 1334, some months before he died, John 
XXII gave orders to the guardian of Aracoeli in 
Rome and to the inquisitor Simone di Spoleto to 
capture Angelo Clareno and bring him before the 
Pope. The abbot Bartolomeo of Subiaco refused to 
hand over Clareno, and advised Angelo to escape 
to the Kingdom of Naples, where the presence of 
Philip of Maiorca and that of other Spirituals from 
Provençe and Catalonia in the court of Queen San-
cia guaranteed safety for him. Angelo retreated to 
the mountains of Aspromonte in Basilicata, and 
resided close to Marsico Nuovo, in the hermitage 
of San Michele and then in that of Santa Maria di 
Aspro, where he died on 15 June 1337.

The legacy of Angelo Clareno was felt in the 
Order even afterwards, contrary to what many 
think, namely, that Clareno marks the end of the 
Fraticelli movement. In 1334, when Angelo was 
still alive, brother Giovanni da Valle da Foligno 
received permission from the minister general Ge-
rard Eudes to follow the literal observance of the 
Rule in the friary of Brogliano, a hermitage be-
tween Foligno and Camerino.  In this region the 
influence of the Fraticelli was predominant.  Ange-
lo Clareno had contacts in this area, and the same 
family dei Trinci, from which Paoluccio dei Trinci 
hailed, had contacts and sympathies with the Frati-
celli.   Pope Clement VI gave Gentile da Spoleto, 
who became successor to Giovanni da Valle in 
1350, permission to live the strict observance of 
the Rule in other Franciscan hermitages, besides 
that of Brogliano.  These hermitages were those 
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of Le Carceri on Mount Subasio; La Romita, near 
Porcheria; Monteluco, above Spoleto; and Giano, 
on the west of the Clitunno stream.  These brothers 
were not priests, and they were initially known as 
fratres simplices or fratres devoti (simple or de-
vout brothers), and their hermitages were known 
as loca devota (devout places).  In 1354, however, 
the General Minister William Farinier suppressed 
the reform, since he declared it suspect to the ten-
dencies of the Fraticelli.  On August 18, 1355 In-
nocent VI revoked all privileges given to the re-
formed brothers.  This suppression marked the end 
of the first attempt towards the regular observance 
in the Order of friars Minor.  The second attempt, 
which would be more successful, was initiated by 
brother Paoluccio Vagnozzi dei Trinci in 1368.

Clareno, author of the ‘Chroni-
con Septem Tribulationum Ordi-
nis Minorum’

The painful experience of Angelo Clareno as a 
Franciscan friar left an indelible mark on his sensi-
bility. In 1325 Angelo wrote his most famous trea-
tise, namely the Chronicon seu Historia Septem 
Tribulationum Ordinis Minorum.7 The aim of the 
treatise is more apologetic than historical. It aims 
at outlining the history of the Franciscan Order 
during the first century of its existence, taking into 
consideration the sufferings imposed upon those 
brothers who were faithful to the radical ideals of 
Francis of Assisi by the institutions of the Church 
and of the Order. The style of the narration is 
apocalyptic.8 It presents the history of the Order in 
seven ages, in the style of historical hermeneutics. 
The period it covers goes from the writing of the 
Rule in 1223 to the 29th year following the election 
of Pope Celestine V, namely 1317, the year of the 
condemnation of the Spirituals.9

The first tribulation regards the lack of faith 
and disobedience of the friars to the evangelical 
purity of the Rule as Christ himself had dictated 
it to Francis.

The second tribulation covers the years of the 
generalate of brother Elias (1232-1239), who is 
naturally considered by Angelo as the father of the 
“conventual” tendency of the Order’s institutions 
as opposed to the “spiritualistic” tendency of the 
companions of Saint Francis and their disciples of 
the second generation.

The third tribulation concerns the generalate 

of Crescenzio da Iesi (1244-1247), presented as 
a despotic defender of science and honours in 
the Order, as opposed to his successor Giovanni 
Buralli da Parma (1247-1257), who was a meek 
and humble minister general and nurtured sympa-
thies for the zealots or Spirituals, but who had to 
suffer as a result.

The fourth tribultion deals with the generalate 
of Saint Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (1257-1274). 
Clareno has no words of praise for this great Fran-
ciscan general, but rather criticises him for his 
harsh treatment of Giovanni da Parma, whom he 
sent in solitary confinement in the Greccio hermit-
age after instituting a process against him, accused 
of Joachite tendencies.

The fifth tribulation regards the times of Girola-
mo da Ascoli Piceno (1274-1279), when the rebel-
lion of the friars in the province of Marche began, 
as a result of the interpretation of the decrees of 
the Council of Lyons. The period continues with 
Clareno’s own experience of the pontificate of 
Celestine V (1294), the death of Pierre Jean Olieu 
(Olivi), the leader of the Spirituals of Provençe, 
and that of Liberato (1307), the leader of the Spiri-

Pope Celestine V
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tuals of the Marche province, to whom Clareno 
belonged.

The sixth tribulation coexists with the fifth, in 
that Clareno regards it as having started with the 
pontificate of Celestine V.

The seventh tribulation was still occurring at 
the time when Clareno wrote his Chronicon in 
1325, and in it he presents the prophecy of the last 
battle between the forces of the ecclesia carnalis 
and those of the ecclesia spiritualis, namely the 
apocalyptic triumph of the Spirituals through their 
martyrdom in the hands of the Church and Order 
which persecuted them.

An example of the trials in the Order that 
Clareno recorded in his Chronicon is the trial of 
Giovanni da Parma. As we have seen, Giovanni 
was asked to resign from the office of minister 
general in favour of Saint Bonaventure during the 
Aracoeli chapter of 2 February 1257, because he 
was accused of nurturing sympathies for the trini-
tarian doctrine of Joachim of Fiore about the age of 
the Spirit, and thereby giving free rein to the Spiri-
tual friars in the Order. Bonaventure had no other 
choice but to bring him to trial. Clareno, however, 
never forgave Bonaventure for this action. This is 
the way he narrates the trial of Giovanni da Parma 
in Città della Pieve in the fourth tribulation:

“Brother John did not remain silent about hy-
pocrisy within the Order.  He announced the com-
ing reform, and he proved that Joachim had said 
the same.  Explicitly for the third reason, but really 
for all three reasons, Brother Bonaventure and the 
other ministers, as well as others whom Bonaven-
ture consulted, decided to conduct an inquiry con-
cerning Brother John and his companions.  They 
were treated as if they were a danger to the Or-
der and in danger of hurting, even damning, their 
own souls.  They would be in error concerning the 
Catholic faith if they did not renounce their views.

After John’s two companions had been exam-
ined and condemned, he himself was summoned 
before a chapter or gathering of discreti and princi-
pal brothers at Città della Pieve.  All were shocked 
to see how they presumed to treat such a man so ir-
reverently and iniquitously, causing grief and scan-
dal to all who heard about it, to the opprobrium 
and confusion of the entire Order.  Brother John 
arrived and was forced to swear as one suspected 
of heresy.  The wise man was questioned by those 
less wise, the aged man by youths.  One full of the 
Holy Spirit was examined by those who were not 
devout and who were following the desires of their 
own hearts.  Then Brother Bonaventure’s wisdom 
and sanctity were eclipsed and obscured, and his 

Santa Maria in Aspromonte, 
where Angelo Clareno died 
in 1337
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gentleness so transformed by an agitated mind 
into fury and wrath that he said, ‘If I were not con-
cerned about the honor of the Order, I would have 
him punished openly as a heretic.’

Brother John stood before his truly ungrateful 
sons, and because they had nothing against him 
they asked him what he believed concerning the 
aforesaid question.  In his response he took the 
role of the innocent man Christ, asserting that he 
believed (indeed, always had believed) on that 
question and all others only what the Church holds 
and the holy doctors teach.  After they had asked a 
great many things and he had given very little re-
sponse, having born patiently the wrath and mind-
less hostility of those who irreverently interrogated 
him, he finally shouted out, ‘I believe in one God, 
Father almighty!’  That made the brothers even 
angrier at him and – to sum it up in a few words 
– after much interrogation and response, Brother 
Bonaventure decided, with the advice of the coun-
cil of brothers and the consent of Lord Giovanni 
Gaetani of beloved memory (who was then protec-
tor of the Order, the future Pope Nicholas III), to 
sentence John to perpetual imprisonment, just as 
he had imprisoned his companions.

When that came to the ears of Lord Cardinal 
Ottoboni, who was later pope (Ottoboni Fieschi, 
the future Pope Hadrian V), he wrote to Lord 
Giovanni, Brother Bonaventure, and those whom 
he had consulted, telling them to rethink the matter 
diligently, and vigilantly re-examine the decision 
they had made so precipitously and with such lack 
of due consideration concerning Brother John.  Ot-
toboni said that:

‘Because Brother John’s faith is the same as 
mine, and his person the same as my person where 
he is, there I will be with him.  And don’t think that 
with your clever tricks you can easily present him 
as a heretic, because not only after we became car-
dinal but long before, we possessed certain knowl-
edge of his sanctity and faithfulness, nor have we 
known anyone in the church of God more faithful 
and Catholic than he.  Thus you should stop vexing 
him, because in doing so you are also vexing us.’

Once these letters had been received and read 
carefully, the Lord Cardinal Giovanni changed his 
mind and Brother Bonaventure, along with his ad-
visors, tempered their anger and lovingly (at least 
in appearance) spoke with Brother John.  They 
came to an understanding according to which, with 
their permission, he chose the Roman province 
and, within the Roman province, Greccio, as the 

best place for spiritual quiet.  There he concentrat-
ed on himself and the Lord for thirty years, leading 
a life that was angelic rather than human.”10

The persecution of the Communi-
ty: the vision of Bonaventure who 
attacks Giovanni da Parma

One of the most interesting anecdotes of the 
Chronicon of Angelo Clareno is the vision of 
James of Massa, a Spiritual friar, regarding the 
persecution that Giovanni da Parma had to suffer 
in the hands of Saint Bonaventure.

“Around the beginning of Brother John’s time 
as general minister, this Brother James once re-
mained rapt in visionary experience for three days, 
so much so that the brothers began to wonder if 
he was dead.  The knowledge of scripture and of 
future things was given to him.  I begged him, ‘If 
what I have heard about you is true, don’t hide it 
from me.  For I heard that during that time when 
you lay for three days as if you were dead, God 
showed you what was to occur in the Order.’  For 
Brother Matthew, who was then minister in the 
Marches of Ancona, summoned him after his rap-
ture had ended and demanded him under obedience 
to say what he had seen.  Brother Matthew was a 
remarkably gentle, holy and simple man, and in 
his conversations with the brothers he frequently 
said, ‘I know the brother to whom God revealed all 
that was to occur in this Order, and if the remark-
able, hidden things he learned were to be told, they 
would seem, I do not say scarcely comprehensible, 
but scarcely believable.’

Among the things Brother James told me, there 
was something absolutely remarkable, namely 
that, after many things had been revealed to him 
about the situation of the church militant, he saw a 
tree, tall and beautiful.  Its roots were gold, its trunk 
and branches silver, and its leaves silver, guilt with 
gold.  Its fruit was human, all friars minor, and the 
number of principal branches was the same as the 
number of provinces in the Order.  Each branch 
had as much fruit as there were brothers in that 
province.  He knew the number of brothers in the 
entire Order as well as in each province, as well 
as their names, faces, ages, characteristics, offices, 
ranks, dignities, sins and graces.  He saw Brother 
John of Parma at the top of the middle branch of 
this tree.  At the top of the surrounding branches 
were the ministers of the individual provinces.
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After this he saw Saint Francis with two angels, 
sent by Christ, who was seated on a great white 
throne, and heaven and earth fled from his pres-
ence.  A chalice filled with the spirit of life was 
given to Francis, and he was told, ‘Go, visit your 
brothers and offer them this chalice of the spirit of 
life to drink, because the spirit of Satan is rising up 
and taking action within them.  Many will fall and 
will not manage to rise again.’

Saint Francis came to administer the spirit of 
life to his brothers, as he was ordered to do.  Be-
ginning with Brother John, he gave him the chalice 
filled with the spirit of life. John immediately ac-
cepted the chalice from Saint Francis and devoutly 
drank the whole thing.  When he had drunk it, he 
became luminous, like the sun.  Then Francis gave 
the chalice of the spirit of life to all the others.  
There were few who took it with a proper rever-
ence and drank it all.  Those few who devoutly 
drank it all took on a solar light, while those who 
poured it all out were darkened.  They became 
dark, deformed and hideous, horrible to behold, 
like demons.  Some drank part and poured the rest 
out, and each was lightened or darkened according 
to how much of the spirit of life he drank or poured 
out of the chalice.

John was more resplendent with the light than 
all others in the tree.  Turned entirely to contem-
plating the infinite abyss of true light, he knew 
about the storm that would be raised against the 
tree and, coming down from the top branch where 
he had been, in fact abandoning all branches, he 
hid himself in a more secure place, in the trunk of 
the tree.

While John waited vigilantly there, Brother 
Bonaventure – who had drunk a part of the chal-
ice given him and poured part out – ascended to 
the place from which John had descended.  Iron 
fingernails as sharp as razors had been given to 
him.  Rushing from his place, he attempted to at-
tack Brother John.  John cried out to the Lord, and 
Christ, hearing his cry, called Saint Francis to him 
and gave him a stone of the sharpest pyrite, the 
sort of thing they call a flint stone.  ‘Go to Brother 
Bonaventure,’ Christ said, ‘and cut the nails with 
which he wants to rend Brother John, so that he 
cannot hurt him.’  Saint Francis came and cut 
Brother Bonaventure’s iron fingernails.  Brother 
John remained in his place, glowing like the sun.

Then a violent storm arose and shook the tree.  
The brothers fell from it, and the first to fall were 
those who had poured out the entire spirit of life.  

Brother John and the others who had drunk the 
whole spirit of life were transferred by divine 
power to a region of life, light and splendor.  The 
brothers who had been darkened fell and were 
transported by ministers of darkness to places of 
darkness and misery.”11

The symbolism of the narration 
in the light of an Order that es-
tranged Clareno

The episode of the chalice of life that is drunk 
by Giovanni da Parma, partly refused by Bonaven-
ture, and totally refused by other friars on the tree in 
the vision of James of Massa is emblematic of the 
life of Angelo Clareno. No wonder he presents it in 
his Chronicon. Angelo embodies the ideals of the 
Spiritual friars who were convinced that theirs was 
the true Franciscan ideal of evangelical poverty, 
that they were the true sons of Saint Francis, since 
they were faithful disciples of the first generation 
of friars and companions of the saint. In a certain 
sense, the Spiritual Fraticelli were doomed to be 
condemned since they were, in effect, fundamental-
ist in their approach to the Franciscan charism.

It is a fact that Clareno and his companions did 
suffer at the hands of the conventual Communitas 
Ordinis. In other words, they were a tiny minor-
ity in the midst of a large and well-established re-
ligious Order which had no time for pauperistic 
fundamentalist beliefs. After gaining papal sup-
port and privilege with the results of bullae inter-
preting the Rule, such as Quo elongati (1230) by 
Gregory IX, Ordinem vestrum (1245) by Innocent 
IV, and Exiit qui seminat (1279) by Nicholas III, 
all of whom had been cardinal protectors of the 
Order, the Franciscans were convinced that the 
way forward was that of embarking upon success 
after success in the fields of preaching, study, mis-
sionary endeavour, pastoral ministry. The Order 
had weathered some storms in its striving to be-
come great and popular, particularly in its relation 
with the secular clergy. The controversy between 
mendicants and secular masters at the University 
of Paris during the time of Saint Bonaventure was 
a result of the mendicants’ successful attempts to 
establish general houses of studies and to acquire 
doctoral chairs in the most prestigious academic 
centres of Europe. The Etsi animarum of Nicholas 
IV (1254) had tried to curb the mendicants’ popu-
larity in pastoral ministry and in their conventual 
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churches. But the Franciscan Order succeeded in 
holding on to its study centres and in seeing the 
Etsi animarum abrogated by the succeeding Pope 
Alexander IV some months later. It had no time for 
pauperistic nostalgia or for a return to the simple 
beginnings of its history.

When the Order itself wanted to come to terms 
with its own ideals in the early decades of the 14th 
century, it had to face the opposition of the Church’s 
institutional organs of government. Maybe the an-
ger of John XXII against Michele da Cesena and the 
fraticelli de opinione was fuelled by what the Spiri-
tual family had done some years before, namely, 
its advocating a pauperistic ideal that was seen as a 
hypocritical way of living the Franciscan ideal. In-
deed, what had been a question of interpretation of 
poverty within the ranks of the Order now became a 
question of interpretation of charity and obedience 
between the Order and the Church.

At this stage Angelo Clareno was already out of 
the picture, since he had been condemned together 
with his Spiritual confreres, and was enoying the 
relative peace of exile in Subiaco. But he had been 
estranged not by the Church, in the first place, but 
by the Order that he had loved so much. The story 
of Angelo Clareno is very much true in the history 
of the Franciscan Order. It is the story of proph-
ecy against institution, of ideals against praxis. 
True to say, it is a story of fundamentalism against 
moderation, no doubt about that. But to close the 
story of a fundamentalist visionary like Clareno by 
trying to estrange him and other brothers like him 
into silent oblivion smacks of a lack of respect to 
the very ideals that Clareno had embraced in the 
Order that welcomed him. Clareno and other friars 
like him have been prophets who were sidelines 
because of the haughty attitude of a powerful and 
insensible establishment. His is an ever-present 
story and gives much food for thought.
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Life of Peter John Olivi
Pierre de Jean Olieu (Peter John Olivi)1 occu-

pies a prominent place in the history of the contro-
versies between the Community and the Spirituals 
in the Franciscan Order. He was born at Sérignan, 
in the diocese of Béziers, between 1248 and 1249. 
When he was only 12 years old he entered the Frn-
ciscan Order in the friary of Béziers. He studied 
theology in Paris, but remained in the level of a 
baccalaureus.

When Olivi composed a treatise on the Virgin 
Mary, his work was suspected of being heretic, 
and was destroyed. In 1279 Olivi went to Rome, 
and it is highly probable that he collaborated, un-
der obedience to the minister general Buonagrazia 
di San Giovanni in Persiceto, in the preparation 
of the Apostolic Constitution Exiit qui seminat of 
Pope Nicholas III (1279), which was a further in-
terpretation on the Franciscan rule and on the usus 
pauper. Although he was in the good books of 
his superiors during those years, during the chap-
ter of Strasbourg, in 1282, he was the object of 
new attacks. A commission of theologians from 
the University of Paris examined his writings. It 
drew 34 propositions that it judged to be heretical, 
and obliged Olivi to accept 22 propositions con-
trary to the ones that were condemned. After hav-
ing obeyed, although with some reservations, Ol-
ivi felt that his prestige among the Spirituals was 
being compromised. From Nîmes he addressed a 
long memorial of justification of his position and 
also an other one addressed to the Spirituals who 
were his disciples.

The hostility towards Olivi grew, but when 
Matteo d’Aquasparta was elected minister general 

in the chapter of Montpellier in 1287, he declared 
that Olivi’s writings were free from error. In order 
to save Olivi and draw him away from the envi-
ronment of Provence, which was inflamed with the 
controversy between the friars of the Community 
and the Spirituals, Matteo d’Aquasparta appointed 
Olivi as lector of theology at the studium of San-
ta Croce in Florence (1288). There Olivi entered 
into contact with the Italian Spirituals, particular-
ly Angelo Clareno and Ubertino da Casale, and 
succeeded in exerting great influence upon them. 
In Italy the controversy between the Community 
and the Spirituals was less serious, and the new 
minister general, Raymond Godefroy, elected in 
1289, was rather inclined to sympathise with the 
cause of the Spirituals. For this reason Olivi suc-
ceeded in going back to France at the studium of 
Montpellier in 1289, where he drew another attack 
on his writings. He was summoned in front of the 
general chapter of Paris in 1292 and accused of 
being the ringleader of the disturbances caused by 
the Provençal Spirituals. Olivi retreated to the fri-
ary of Narbonne, and did not lend his approval to 
the cause of the rebellion of the Italian Spirituals 
against Boniface VIII.

Olivi died in Narbonne on 14 March 1298. He 
was venerated as a saint by the Spirituals, and 
many came to pray on his tomb. During the pov-
erty controversy between the Order and Pope John 
XXII (1317-1318), his tomb was defiled and his 
remains destroyed.

The writings of Olivi include the Quaestiones 
in secundum librum Sententiarum, the Quaestio 
de renuntiatione papae, and especially the Lectura 
super Apocalypsim, which was clearly inspired by 
Joachite ideals. It was the only work which was 

PIERRE DE JEAN OLIEU
(PETER JOHN OLIVI)

AND HIS “LECTURA SUPER 
APOCALYPSIM”
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expressely condemned by John XXII. Among the 
theological propositions which were considered 
heretical, only three were listed in the decree Fid-
ei catholicae fundamentum, published by Pope 
Clement V during the Council of Vienne (1311-
1312).

The ‘Lectura super Apocalypsim’
The Lectura super Apocalypsim is considered 

to be Olivi’s masterpiece. It was completed in 
1297, just some months before Olivi’s death on 14 
March 1298. This commentary on the Apocalypse 
was condemned during the 14th century, and many 
of the volumes were burned and utterly destroyed.

The commentary is the result of a series of 
lectures that Olivi delivered in various centres of 
study of the Order. It is composed in the scholastic 
style typical of the University of Paris, and draws 
many ideas from Richard of St. Victor, Joachim 
of Fiore and Saint Bonaventure. Olivi presents 
a theology of history in a critical manner, and is 
in many ways dependent upon the visionary in-
sights of Joachim’s eschatology. In many ways his 
prophetic insights were revolutionary, as was his 
idea of the ecclesia spiritualis, but they were also 
proved to be right along the course of history.2

In the prologue to his Lectura super Apoca-
lypsim, Peter John Olivi describes three ways of 
accepting the event of Christ’s coming.3 The Jews 
who lived before the advent of Christ awaited a 
unique coming of the Messiah. Those Christians 
who lived before the start of the sixth age, name-
ly during the twelve centuries after the birth of 
Christ, could distinguish two comings of Christ: 
the coming in the flesh during His earthly life, and 
the coming in glory as a divine judge at the end 
of time. Those Christians living in the sixth age, 
namely the ones who were contemporaries to Ol-
ivi, because of their chronological status, could 
distinguish between three advents of Christ: the 
coming in the flesh at the beginning of the Chris-
tian experience, the one at the end of time, and also 
a coming “in the Spirit” during the course of the 
history of the Church.

This theory of a medius adventus of Christ in 
history was not a totally new idea. It had already 
been presented by St. Bernard of Clairvaux. What 
was new about the concept in Olivi is that he con-
centrated this new advent of Christ in the histo-
ry of the sixth and seventh stages of the Church, 

namely in the same period in which Olivi was liv-
ing. It represented a new epiphany of the divine in 
human history, and linked such a phenomenon to 
the historical figure of Francis of Assisi and to the 
historical movement which he founded.

The sixth age constituted the scope towards 
which all the preceding stages were directed, and 
towards which they pointed as a novum saeculum, 
a new phase in the life of the Church and in human 
history marked by a return to the Gospel. As the 
first advent was characterised by the cross, so the 
second would find an obstacle in the battle against 
evil, which finds two eloquent expressions in the 
figure of the mystical antichrist, and in the real an-
tichrist, which Olivi prophesied to be present in 
some political or secular authority. Olivi showed 
great prudence in his interpretations and avoided 
direct identifications. His disciples were much less 
prudent. Among the members of the Beguin move-
ment who revered Olivi as a saint, there were some 
who identified the mystical antichrist in the person 
of Pope John XXII.4

The Lectura, as we have seen, was born as a 
result of the activity of Olivi as lector in various 
Franciscan studia of Provence. It was essentially a 
Scripture commentary, which took form in the Fran-
ciscan friaries of southern France and was complet-
ed some time before the death of Olivi. It seems that 
Olivi’s commentary penetrated into Italy at the end 
of the 13th century, since it was known among some 
Beguins who were also followers of Angelo Clare-
no, and it even arrived in Greece during the years of 
the exile of Clareno and the other Fraticelli. In 1305 
another great Spiritual, Ubertino da Casale, read 
the Lectura when he was on La Verna and compos-
ing his treatise Arbor vitae crucifixae Iesu. He also 
made use of the commentary in the fifth book of his 
Arbor vitae. However, both Clareno and Ubertino 
were careful not to make use of the Lectura super 
Apocalypsim without due regard to a more orthodox 
interpretation of its contents.

The use of the Lectura by communities of Be-
guins in southern France was widespread, and was 
the cause of their persecution on the part of the 
inquisition. From the acts of the inquisitors, par-
ticularly Bernard Gui, we come to know of the im-
portance that these penitents, sympathisers of the 
Franciscan cause of the Spirituals, many of whom 
were also members of the Third Order of Saint 
Francis, attached to Olivi’s writings and to his cult. 
In her paper The Angel with the Book, Louisa A. 
Burnham states that 102 individuals were burned 
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at the stake because they were adherents to the 
doctrine of Olivi. Among them the most famous 
were “four Franciscan friars (who) defied the pope, 
all the authorities of their order and the inquisitor 
of Provence, Michel Le Moine. All four went up 
in flames in the market place below the church of 
Notre-Dame-des-Accoules in Marseille on May 7, 
1318. Their crime? Holding fast to a belief in the 
sanctity and doctrines of Peter Olivi. Their follow-
ers swiftly called them saints and martyrs.”5

The Beguin interpretation of        
Olivi’s ‘Lectura’

For the Provençal Beguins, Olivi was a saint 
who had not been canonised officially. They even 
went as fare as considerating Olivi among the great 
doctors of the Church, such as Augustine, Jerome, 
Gregory and Ambrose, if not also as great as the 
apostle Paul.

The Beguins identified Olivi with the angel of 
Apocalypse 10:1, who descends from heaven in a 
cloud, with the rainbow on his brow, his face radi-
ant like the sun and with an open book in his hands. 
In the Lectura Olivi identified this angel with Saint 
Francis, just as he had done with the angel of the 
sixth seal in Apocalypse 7:2. The Beguins, on their 
part, identified this angel with Olivi himself.

Olivi himself had commented the text of Apoc-
alypse 10 in his Lectura. Regarding the fact that 
the angel placed his right foot on the sea and his 
left foot on the land, Olivi writes: “[The Angel] 
places ‘his right foot on the sea’ of the nations of 
unbelievers and ‘his left foot on the land’ of the 
believers, since his principal power and activity 
lies in converting all the world to Christ, and in 
this way the Church of the faithful will never lack 
this priority ... He also places ‘his right foot on 
the sea’, since this would make it more expedient 
to tolerate adversities and encourage us to go into 
battle against the Antichrist more than to bring 
about temporal peace and to acquire glory. Along 
the times that run from Francis to our days, this 
angel has fished in the waves of the sea of the lay 
secular persons more than in the land of the regu-
lars and clerics. Indeed, the simple and unlearned 
are more easily drawn to penance than the great 
clerics and monks.”6

The relationship of the Beguins with Olivi was 
certainly exaggerated. Some of them even believed 
that the Lectura had been dictated to Olivi by the 

Holy Spirit. Ubertino da Casale, on his part, who 
knew Olivi in Florence, regarded Olivi as a holy 
man and a good friend, and certainly considered 
him to be wholly orthodox and Catholic, since 
nowhere in his writings could he find the theory 
of the Roman Church as the Apocalyptic meretrix 
(prostitute).

In the sentence of the condemnation of the 
Provençal Spirituals by the Franciscan Inquisitor 
Michel Le Moine on 7 May 1318 we find the rea-
sons brought forward to justify the extreme solu-
tion of burning the friars at the stake. David Burr 
states: “We have the inquisitorial sentence. In it, 
Michel says that the accused are guilty of perti-
naciously asserting that the pope does not have 
the authority to command what he commanded 
in Quorumdam exigit, that what he command-
ed was against Christ’s evangelical counsels and 
their own vow of evangelical poverty, which is the 
very vow Christ himself observed and imposed on 
his disciples, and finally that, in such a case they 
could obey no mortal with a clear conscience. 
Michel reports that they clung stubbornly to these 
illusions even when it was explained to them that 
their stance contained certain errors, ‘such as that 
what is contrary to the observance and meaning 
of the Franciscan rule is therefore contrary to the 
gospel and the faith ...; and that no one can force 
them to remove their short, narrow habits and wear 
those of the community; and that those who criti-
cize their short, narrow habits are by that very fact 
criticizing Christ’s gospel and his rule; and that or-
ders to remove these habits and wear others are not 
binding because they are contrary to the gospel.’”7

The Beguins considered Olivi as the inspira-
tion of their own sufferings. According to Louisa 
A. Burnham, “in all, at least one hundred and two 
individuals ended their lives on the stake in more 
than eleven towns and cities of the Midi in just 
over 10 years. Inquisitors called them the ‘burned 
beguins’, beguini combusti. In the years after their 
deaths, those who had loved them inscribed their 
names in a calendar of martyrs that they carried 
with them and used in litanies and masses: the 
beguini combusti were martyrs for the faith and 
saints in heaven.”8

The legacy of Peter John Olivi
Although Olivi’s relics were dispersed and 

his tomb desecrated, his memory did not fade in 
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Franciscan circles. He was considered to be the 
ringleader of the rebellious beguins in France, but 
his style did not match that of the fiery Fraticel-
li of Italy at the times of Angelo Clareno. Indeed, 
Spiritual minds like that of Ubertino da Casale, 
showed great respect towards Olivi, since they had 
been companions at Santa Croce in Florence. Olivi 
was also respectful of the doctrines and theology 
of Bonaventure of Bagnoregio, not like his Italian 
Spiritual confreres who regarded Bonaventure as a 
traitor of the ideals of Spiritual men like Giovanni 
da Parma.

Olivi was not quoted directly because of the con-
demnation of the Spirituals, particularly in French 
circles where the battle between the Spirituals and 
the conventual Community was a burning issue. 
Nevertheless his ideas were copied and divulged. 
They were certainly spread far and wide by the 
simple layfolk of the beguins and tertiaries who 
regarded him as a prophet and saint. But even in 
more erudite circles Olivi was respected and quot-
ed, albeit in an indirect way. Preachers like Ber-
nardine of Siena, who evangelised Italy a century 
later, were not afraid to spread his ideas regarding 
the usus pauper and the purity of the Franciscan 
rule and way of life. They still felt that his ideas of 
reform were valid in the face of the new needs of 
reform in the Order, torn between the Conventual 
and Observant families whose interests were drift-
ing further apart during the 15th century.

Olivi was a great commentator of the Fran-
ciscan rule and a Scripture scholar. His works, 
particularly the Expositio super Regulam and the 
Lectura super Apocalypsim, were to leave indeli-
ble marks in the Franciscan tradition of reform and 
return to the prophetic and evangelical intuition of 
Francis and his first batch of friars Minor.

The notion of ecclesia carnalis as opposed to 
the ecclesia spiritualis is a prominent element of 
Olivi’s prophetic vision. “While Bonaventure had 
spoken of a general prophecy of the persecution of 
the Church, Olivi introduced the (actual) contrast 
between the Ecclesia carnalis and the Ecclesia 
spiritualis. ‘Therefore, the final judgment is also 
the final desolation of the carnal Church, which 
will take place at the time of the Antichrist, when 
the spiritual Church will be purified and revived’ 
... Enhancing the specificity of the Lectura super 
Lucam when commenting upon this pericope, Oli-
vi introduced his idea of the presence of a mystical 
Antichrist (misticus Antichristus) that anticipates 
the arrival of the great Antichrist (magnus Anti-

christus). The mystical Antichrist will ‘publicly 
condemn the life and spirit of Christ’ – one can 
say the true evangelical life – and so lead to the 
dominion of the carnal Church. However, as Olivi 
explained, ‘the carnal Church that persecuted the 
chosen ones would finally be subverted as another 
synagogue’, and this would occur immediately be-
fore the final destruction of the Antichrist.”9

Why was Olivi persecuted so much by his Or-
der? “The answers lie in a complex of considera-
tions ... The question of poverty had passed from 
being mainly one of interpretation to a causus 
belli, dividing the order irreconcilably. In such cir-
cumstances the usus pauper became the badge for 
insurrection; insistence upon it, however moderate 
as with Olivi, ceased to be the predominantly mor-
al exhortation which it had been with St. Bonaven-
ture, and became an open challenge. For better or 
for worse Olivi, as its advocate, entered the arena, 
and had to suffer the consequences of being treated 
by the Community as a subverter of the order.”10

NOTES

1  MArio niCColi, Olivi, Pietro di Giovanni (Pierre de 
Jean Olieu), in Enciclopedia Italiana, 1935.
2  Petrus ioHAnnis olivi, Lectura super Apocalypsim, 
edited by W. Lewis, Franciscan Institute Publications, St. 
Bonaventure University, NY, 2015.
3  PAolo viAn, L’interpretazione della storia nella 
“Lectura super Apocalypsim” di Pietro di Giovanni Olivi 
e i contesti della sua ricezione, in Pietro di Giovanni Olivi 
Frate Minore. Atti del XLIII Convegno Internazionale della 
Società Internazionale di Studi Francescani (Assisi, 16-18 
ottobre 2015), Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto 
Medioevo, Spoleto, 2016, 307-361.
4  L.A. BurnHAM, The Angel with the Book, in Pietro 
di Giovanni Olivi Frate Minore, 384: “Olivi distinguishes 
between an initial mystical antichrist, and a later great an-
tichrist. While Olivi seems to imply that the mystical anti-
christ could be a pope or pseudopope, he does not specify 
any pope in particular. It was a commonplace among the 
beguins, however, to call Pope John XXII the mystical anti-
christ, persecutor of the just.”
5  L.A. BurnHAM, The Angel with the Book, 365.
6  Petrus ioHAnnis olivi, Lectura super Apocalypsim, 
X,8, 484: “Ponet etiam ‘pedem suum dextrum sper mare’ na-
tionum infidelium et ‘sinistrum super terram’ fidelium, quia 
principalis impetus et processus eius erit ad totum orben con-
vertendum ad Christum, sic tamen quod ex hoc non deseret 
priorem ecclesiam fidelium ... Ponet etiam ‘pedem suum 
dextrum supra mare’, quia promptior erit ad adversa toleran-
da et an Antichristi prelia invadenda quam ad prospera tem-
poralis pacis et glorie assumenda. Pro tempore etiam quod a 
Francisco usque nunc cucurrit, plus piscatus est hic angelus 
in mari laicorum secularibus curis fluctuantium quam in terra 
regularium et clericalium. Simplices enim et idiote facilius 
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trahuntur ad penitentiam quam magni clerici vel monachi.” 
Quoted from the edition of the Lectura super Apocalypsim 
by AlBerto Forni, in web edition www.danteolivi.com
7  D. Burr, The Spiritual Franciscans, 205.
8  L.A. BurnHAM, The Angel with the Book, in Pietro di 
Giovanni Olivi Frate Minore, 366.
9  P. DelCorno, Following Francis at the Time of the 
Antichrist, in Franciscan Studies 74 (2016), 151-152. The 
quotations are taken from Olivi’s Lectura super Lucam, 583 
and 586. Issue 74 of Franciscan Studies is largely dedicated 
to the figure of Peter of John Olivi, presenting various con-
ferences by S. Piron, Olivi and Bonaventure. Paradoxes and 
Faitfhulness, 1-14; D. Burr, Olivi, Christ’s Three Advents, 

and the Double Antichrist, 15-40; J. toivAnen, Voluntarist 
Anthropology in Peter of John Olivi’s ‘De contractibus’, 41-
66; D. PArk, Peter of John Olivi and the Universal Power 
of the Papacy, 67-124; M. BArtoli, Olivi and the Church 
of Martyrs, 125-146; P. DelCorno, Following Francis at the 
Time of the Antichrist, 147-176; D. FlooD, Peter Olivi and 
Franciscan Poverty, 147-176; W.M. sPeelMAn, The Fran-
ciscan ‘usus pauper’ as the Gateway Towards an Aesthetic 
Ecomomy, 185-206.
10  G. leFF, Heresy in the Later Middle Ages. The Rela-
tion of Heterodoxy to Dissent c. 1250 – c. 1240, Manchester 
University Press, 1967, 120.

ANTONIO DI PADOVA
E LE SUE IMMAGINI

44 Convegno Internazionale
della Società Internazionale di Studi Francescani

Assisi
13-15 ottobre 2016

 The International Society of Franciscan Studies, founded by Paul Sabatier (1858-1928), 
celebrated its 44th International Congress in Assisi, with the theme “Anthony of Padua and 
his images.” This annual appointment of Franciscan scholars in Assisi is a major contribution 
to the field of Franciscan studies, particularly in the publication of the acts of the congresses. 
Among the themes outlined during this year’s edition, which were all centred on the figure of 
Anthony of Lisbon (Saint Anthony of Padua), we find the following:
 Luciano Bertazzo (Centro Studi Antoniani, Padua), Antonio di Padova: lo status quaestionis 
degli studi (1995-2016).
 Maria João Branco (University of Lisbon), La prima vita di Antonio: da Lisbona a Coimbra 
nella via dei francescani.
 Pascale Bourgain (École nationale des chartes, Paris), Le fonti narrative antoniane tra 
agiografia, storia e filologia.
 Carlo Delcorno (University of Bologna), Aspetti narrativi dei Sermones antoniani.
 Filippo Seda (Pontifical University Antonianum), Antonio di Padova nelle fonti liturgiche.
 Maria T. Dolso (University of Padua), Antonio di Padova nei Testimonia minora.
 Paolo Maggioni (University of Molise), I sermoni antoniani.
 Nicoletta Giovè (University of Padua), Il codice antoniano del Tesoro di Padova.
 Eleonora Lombardo (University of Padua), I sermoni in onore di s. Antonio.
 Giacomo Todeschini (University of Trieste), Alle origini di un’etica economica: i Sermoni di 
Antonio di Padova.
 Tiziana Franco (University of Verona), Francesco e Antonio nell’iconongrafia.
 Luca Baggio (University of Padua), Le immagini di Antonio nella tradizione iconografica 
padovana.
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JACQUES DE VITRY’S 
LETTER FROM GENOA

(1216)
Noel Muscat ofm

Exactly 800 years ago, a newly appointed bish-
op documented the oldest testimony on the life 
and witness of the friars Minor in central Italy. His 
name was Jacques de Vitry-sur-Seine.

Jacques was born around 1160 at Vitry-sur-
Seine. He studied at the University of Paris and 
became parish priest at Argenteuil, near Paris, 
and a canon at Oignies in the diocese of Namur in 
Belgium. It was there that he became spiritual di-
rector of Marie d’Oginies, a mystic and beguin of 
the diocese of Liège. When he was ordained priest 
Jacques became a canon regular of Saint Augus-
tine, and dedicated his energies to preaching, par-
ticularly during the cursade against the Albigensi-
an heresy in 1210-1213.

In 1216 Jacques had become famous and he 
was appointed bishop of Acre in the Holy Land. 
The city of Akko (Saint Jean d’Acre) was the only 
remaining crusader stronghold in the east after the 
defeat of the battle of Hattin (4 July 1187) and 
the surrender of Jerusalem to Saladin (2 October 
1187).

In order to be ordained by Pope Innocent III, 
Jacques travelled to Perugia in July 1216, because 
the pope was residing there at the time. But when 
he arrived, Jacques found that Pope Innocent III 
had just died on 16 July, and he also saw his dead 
body despoiled of the rich pontifical ornaments in 
the cathedral of Perugia. Just three days later, on 
19 July, Honorius III was elected pope, and it was 
he who consecrated Jacques as bishop of Ptole-
mais or Acre on 31 July 1216.

In October of the same year he left Italy from 
Genoa in order to take possession of his see, and 
then joined the fifth crusade which was laying 
siege to Damietta on the Nile Delta. Jacques wit-
nessed the events of the crusade, particularly the 

fall of Damietta and the massacres accomplished 
by the crusades on 5 November 1219.

It was while Jacques was in Italy that he became 
familiar with the heresy of the Cathars in Milan, 
and also with the friars Minor in Umbria. He is the 
oldest witness coming from outside the ranks of 
the Order to have presented us with a description 
of the life of the friars Minor in the Letter writ-
ten to his friends in Genoa in 1216, just before he 
left for Acre. Later on Jacques de Vitry would also 
present us with a precious witness of his relation-
shop with Saint Francis during the fifth crusade, 
when Francis was also present in Damietta. We 
have this witness in the Letter written from Dami-
etta in 1220. We do not know whether Jacques ac-
tually met Francis in person, but he certainly heard 
a lot about him and about the courage he displayed 
in the crusader camp when he asked for permis-
sion to cross over to the camp of the Saracens in 
order to meet the Sultan of Egypt Malik-al-Kamil. 
Jacques also wrote about Saint Francis in chapter 
32 of his Historia Occidentalis (1221-1225).

Jacques returned to Rome in 1227. In 1229 
he resigned from the bishopric of Acre, with the 
permission of Pope Gregory IX, and continued to 
preach against the heretics in the diocese of Liège. 
Gregory IX appointed Jacques as cardinal bishop 
of Tusculum, and sent him as his legate in France 
and Germany. He died most probably in 1240-
1241, although Sabatier and the editors of Analec-
ta Franciscana III, 23, n. 1 placed the date of his 
death on 30 April 1244.

The Letter written from Genoa in 1216 (FAED 
I, 578-580) has been critically edited by H. BoeH-
Mer, Analekten zur Geschichte des Franciscus von 
Assisi, Leipzig, 1904, 94-101. We base our infor-
mation on the edition by G. goluBoviCH, Biblioteca 
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bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente 
Francescano, Collegio S. Bonaventura, Quaracchi 
(presso Firenze), 1906, Vol. I, 3-6. This Letter is 
maybe the most important document regarding the 
existence of the friars Minor in central Italy, since 
it is the oldest among the non-Franciscan sourc-
es, and indeed even among the Franciscan sources 
themselves, having been written exactly 800 years 
ago. The English text has already been published 
in Francis of Assisi. Early Documents, Vol. I, The 
Saint, 578-580. We here present the original Latin 
text of Golubovich with a short commentary:

Ex Epistola Iacobi de Vitriaco, data Ianuae 
anno 1216 Oct.

“...Post hoc vero veni in civitatem quamdam 
Mediolanensem scilicet, quae fovea est haeretico-
rum, ubi per aliquot dies mansi et verbum Domini 
in aliquibus locis praedicavi... Post hoc veni in 
civitatem quae Perusium nuncupatur, in qua pa-
pam Innocentium inveni iam mortuum [† 16 lugl. 
1216], sed necdum sepultum... Sequente autem 
die, elegerunt cardinales Honorium bonum sen-
em et religiosum, simplicem valde et benignum, 
qui fere omnia, quae habere poterat, pauperibus 
erogaverat. Ipse autem die dominica post elec-
tionem eius in summum pontificem consecratus 
est. Ego autem proxima sequente dominica epis-
copalem suscepi consecrationem. Honorius autem 
papa satis familiariter et benigne me suscepit, ita 
quod fere quotiescumque volui, ad eum ingressum 
habui et inter alia ab ipso obtinui, quod tam in part-
ibus orientalibus quam occidentalibus, ubicumque 
vellem, verbum Dei praedicarem auctoritate eius...

“Quam autem aliquanto tempore fuissem in cu-
ria, multa inveni spiritui meo contraria: adeo enim 
circa saecularia et temporalia, circa reges et reg-
na, circa lites et iurgia occupati erant, quod vix de 
spiritualibus aliquid loqui permittebant. – Unum 
tamen in partibus illis (Italiae) inveni solatium: 
multi enim utriusque sexus, divites et saeculares, 
omnibus pro Christo relictis saeculum fugiebant, 
qui Fratres Minores vocabantur. A domino papa 
et cardinalibus in magna reverentia habentur. Hi 
autem circa temporalia nullatenus occpantur, sed 
fervente desiderio et vehemente studio singulis 
diebus laborant, ut animas, quae pereunt, a saeculi 
vanitatibus retrahant et eas secum ducant. Et iam 
per gratiam Dei magnum fructum fecerunt et mul-
tos lucrati sunt, ut qui audit dicat: veni, et cortina 
cortinam trahat. – Ipsi autem secundum formam 
primitivae ecclesiae vivunt, de quibus scriptum 

est: multitudinis credentium erat cur unum et ani-
ma una (Act. IV. 32). De die intrant civitates et vil-
las, ut aliquos lucri faciant, operam dantes actione; 
nocte vero revertuntur ad eremum vel loca soli-
taria vacantes contemplatione. Mulieres vero iuxta 
civitates in diversis hospitiis simul commorantur, 
nihil accipiunt, sed de labore manuum vivunt. Val-
de autem dolent et turbantur, quia a clericis et lai-
cis plus quam vellent honorantur.

“Homines autem illius religionis semel in anno 
cum multiplici lucro ad locum determinatum con-
veniunt, ut simul in Domino gaudeant et epulen-
tur, et consilio bonorum virorum suas faciunt et 
promulgant institutiones sanctas et a Domino papa 
confirmatas. Post hoc vero per totum annum dis-
perguntur per Lombardiam et Tusciam et Apuliam 
et Siciliam. Frater autem Nicolaus, domini papae 
provincialis, vir sanctus et religiosus, relicta curia, 
nuper ad eos confugerat, sed quia valde necessari-
us erat domino papae, revocatus est ab ipso. Credo 
autem, quod in opprobrium praelatorum, qui quasi 
canes sunt, muti non valentes latrare, Dominus per 
huiusmodi simplices et pauperes homines multas 
animas ante finem mundi vult salvare. – Quum 
vero recessi a praedicta cvitate, iter arripui versus 
Ianuam... ut navigio devenirem... Postquam vero 
applicui Ianuae... verbum Dei multis mulieribus 
et paucis hominibus frequenter praedicavi... Vos 
autem instanter orate pro me et pro meis, ut Deus 
perducat nos ad portum Acconensis civitatis, et 
inde ad portum aeternae beatitudinis.”

We now underline some salient and character-
istic notes as presented by Jacques de Vitry. The 
commentary of CAjetAn esser, Origins of the 
Franciscan Order, Franciscan Herald Press, Chi-
cago, 1970, especially 17-135, remains a classic 
presentation of these characteristic notes of the 
first generation of friars Minor.

 Jacques de Vitry was scandalised by what 
he saw in the Italian peninsula, particularly the fact 
that the city of Milan was rife with the Cathar her-
esy, and that the papal curia was rife with all kinds 
of abuses of faithfulness to evangelical simplicity. 
Indeed, the delicate character of Jacques de Vitry 
suffered a lot when he came face to face with the 
reality of the papal curia, at the time residing in Pe-
rugia. He had come to be consecrated bishop, and 
had witnessed the utter disregard for the person of 
such a great pope as had been Innocent III. At the 
same time he showed a sense of gratitude for the 
simplicity and holiness of the newly elected pope, 
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Honorius III, who had distributed his belongings 
to the poor.

Against the backdrop of this cold shower, how-
ever, Jacques de Vitry mentions the positive influ-
ence of the brothers whom he calls by their name, 
Fratres Minores. He certainly came to know them, 
since they were present in central Italy, and par-
ticularly in Umbria. In 1216 the Order was already 
formed as a religious family, especially after the 
Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, but it was not yet 
well organised as it would become just the follow-
ing year, 1217, when the general chapter at the 
Portiuncula instituted the entities, or provinces, of 
the Order, and sent the first missionaries to Spain, 
Morocco, France, Germany, Hungary, and Syria.

Jacques mentions the hospitia, or poor dwell-
ings of the friars, noting that they would retire to 
them at night for rest and prayer, but would spend 
the day preaching in the towns. This note indicates 
that the first Franciscan dwellings were simple 
ones, and would have been located some distance 
outside the inhabited centres, maybe in hermitages 
in the woods of the central Italian Appennines. 

When Jacques speaks about the style of life of 
the friars, he states that it resembled that of the 
primitive Christian community of Jerusalem as 
described in the Acts of the Apostles. This note 
shows that Jacques did not fully grasp the novelty 
of the Franciscan charism, since Francis and the 
brothers did not base their experience upon that of 
the communitas, where all members of the com-
munity (normally monastic) would share their 
common possessions. Francis rather indicated the 
apostolica vivendi forma of Christ and the apos-
tles, who were itinerant preachers with no stable 
abode. However, the fact that Jacques does not 
fully grasp the novelty of the Franciscan life is a 
further proof of his genuine desire to present the 
truth as he saw it. 

Jacques insists upon the fact that the brothers 
worked with their hands. It is interesting to note 
that, although he notes that the people and clergy 
esteemed highly the friars, these did not take into 
consideration this respectful attitude in order to 
abstain from working in order to earn a living. 

Another note of great interest regards the cel-
ebration of what became to be known as general 
chapters. We know from the Earlier Rule that the 
general chapters were celebrated quite often in the 
early years of the Order, and that all the brothers 
would participate. It was only later on that they 
became an annual event centred upon the solem-

nity of Pentecost, and that they would also assume 
the character of legislative assemblies and would 
programme the missionary expansion of the Or-
der. The year 1216 marked a kind of watershed 
between the early experience, which can be seen 
as pre-Lateran Council IV, and the later and more 
organised experience that began in 1217 with the 
establishment of the provinces and the sending out 
of groups of friars as missionaries who crossed 
the Alps and went also the lands of the Saracens 
“beyond the sea”. Jacques also mentions 
the mulieres (religiosae), who also lived in their 
hospitia, and worked to earn a living. Maybe he 
could have thought of them as quite similar to 
the Beguins that he knew in Belgium, who lived 
a semi-religious life, working to sustain them-
selves and being charitable with the poor. We do 
not know whether Jacques is referring to the early 
experience of the Poor Ladies of San Damiano. All 
we can say is that the experience at San Damiano 
was unique, and that other female establishments 
were indeed mushrooming all over central Italy, 
but they were not in direct contact with Clare and 
her sisters, at least not in the legislative sense, but 
were often directed by local bishops and would 
receive a more thorough organisation in 1219 on 
the part of Cardinal Hugolino. What is interesting, 
however, is that Jacques seems to link this female 
experience of religious life to that of the Fratres 
Minores, creating a kind of religious family that 
is sometimes referred to in an improper manner as 
Sorores Minores.

Although Jacques does not mention Saint Fran-
cis in this Letter (he would come to know him not 
in Italy but in Damietta), his tone is enthusiastic 
and shows his keen interest in this uniquely new 
form of religious life that drew his attention in the 
few weeks he spent in Perugia.

The Letter written in Genoa is therefore the first 
witness of the early Franciscan experience, and 
takes us 800 years back to the simple origins of 
the Order of friars Minor. At the same time, a close 
analysis of its contents betrays a more sobre and 
pure consideration of what this experience was all 
about, and it would be interesting to compare Jac-
que de Vitry’s observations with the unfolding of 
the early legislation in the Order during those cru-
cial years (Francesco d’Assisi e Francescanesimo 
dal 1216 al 1226. Atti del IV Convegno Internazi-
onale della Società Internazionale di Studi Franc-
escani [Assisi, 15-17 ottobre 1976], Assisi 1977).
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THE PREACHING 
OF SAINT JAMES OF THE 

MARCHES
Dionisio Pacetti, 

L’importanza dei “Sermones” di S. Giacomo della Marca, 
in Studi Francescani 39/3-4 (1942) 125-168.

Saint James of the Marches cannot be described 
as a man versed in classical literature. He lived 
during the 15th century, which was characterised in 
Italy by Humanism, that cultural and artistic move-
ment which preceded the Renaissance, and which 
placed great emphasis upon the human person and 
its achievements in the arts and sciences. Italian 
Humanism was very much a Christian Humanism, 
finding its central point of attention in the writ-
ings of great Franciscan and Dominican saints and 
mystics, such as Catherine of Siena, Bernardine of 
Siena, John of Capistrano and others.

The Franciscan Humanists developed their own 
style of theology with the practical and pastoral 
aim of popular preaching. Indeed one could state 
that the great merit the Franciscan Humanists of 
the 15th century lay in their ability to make use of 
the university chairs and the pulpits in the cathe-
drals and public squares. In this they went further 
than their great masters of the 13th century particu-
larly Saint Bonaventure, John Duns Scotus, Albert 
the Great, who were great preachers within the 
confines of the academic establishment, but not in 
the public forum. An exception to the rule would 
have been Saint Anthony of Padua, who preached 
one whole Lent to immense crowds in Padua in 
1231 and who had been a great popular preacher 
while he was Custos of Limoges and Minister Pro-
vincial in Romagna.

Having said this, however, one should no be led 
to think that the Franciscan Humanists discarded 
the study of Holy Scripture, the Church Fathers 
and the classical authors. The fact that they pro-
duced volumes of manuscripts of their Sermones, 
many of which are today critically edited, is a 
proof of their love and care for study.

In his Sermones Dominicales James of the 
Marches shows that he had a basic knowledge 
of the classical authors, including Plato, Aristot-
le, Cicero, Seneca, Virgil, Dante, and even of the 
lauds by the Spiritual Franciscan Jacopone da Todi. 
Being a great popular preacher and following the 
example of his master, Saint Bernardine, James 
became also a preacher who made ample use of 
the texts of Holy Scripture, and of the writings of 
the Church Fathers, including Augustine, Jerome, 
Gregory the Great, Bernard, John Chrysostom. 
Being formed in Scholastic philosophy and the-
ology he also quotes Thomas Aquinas, Bonaven-
ture, Duns Scotus, Richard of Middleton. Having 
been an excellent jurist James also makes use of 
the canonical laws of the Church contained in the 
decretales.

James makes use of the typical scholastic form 
of writing a sermon, with a thema, a prothema, 
divisions and sub-divisions in three sections, and 
he also deals with the same doctrinal arguments 
that Scholastic preachers would use. Like all great 
medieval preachers he makes use of the Latin lan-
guage when writing his Sermons. Even though 
these served principally texts for study of future 
preachers in the Franciscan Order, James certainly 
made use of them by adapting them to the popular 
preaching in the volgare, or vernacular recitations 
of his sermons.

The preaching style and content of the Obser-
vant Franciscans of the 15th century was similar in 
doctrinal analysis to that of the great Franciscan 
masters of the preceding century, but it differed in 
one important point. The Humanist preachers of 
the Observant movement went right down to the 
most evident practicalities in their preaching to the 
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people, or even to clerics and educated men. He 
courageously spoke about virtues and vices, con-
demning heresy, sexual abuse, usury, family feuds 
and vendettas. His sermons abound with exempla 
taken from daily life, or even from his own expe-
rience.

Although the sermons of James of the Marches 
are nor as elaborate and long as those of the other 
great Franciscan preachers of the 15th century, they 
are nevertheless rich in examples and in their ora-
torical style. James shows himself full of mercy to-
ward repentant sinners who listened to his sermons 
and converted. At the same time he scolded with 
string words the unrepentant, particularly heretics. 
His life was, in fact, a struggle against heresy, par-
ticularly during the period he spent as inquisitor 
in Hungary and Bosnia. There are examples of 
his clear opposition to heresy, on the example of 
other Observant preachers of his time, like John 
of Capestrano, and the methods used sometimes 
by James against Bogomils and Hussites, among 
whom there were also priests, are reminiscent of 
medieval inquisition. James was also full of scorn 
towards the practice of sodomy and other homo-
sexual practices that seem to have caught the par-
ticular attention of the Observant preachers of his 
days. He was similarly at war against the practice 
of usury, and like many Observants was zealous 
to help the poor to free themselves from usury, 
particularly with the establishment of the Monti 
di Pietà. His sermons contain some fiery language 
against the Jews, who were often considered as 
the real cause of usury in Europe. Like many other 
Observant preachers, his style would nowadays be 
considered as anti-Semitic, although one has to ex-
amine the historical truth of usury in the medieval 
context in which it was practiced.

Like many other Observant preachers, James 
preferred a moral style of preaching, more in line 
with the Franciscan tradition. A group of 29 ser-
mons were delivered during Lent in Padua, proba-
bly in 1445, just one year after the death of St. Ber-
nardine of Siena, whom James calls Beatus, and 
whom he mentions as a recent preacher in Padua 
during Lent of 1443.

Regarding the theological contents of James’ 
sermons, they reveal the typical themes of medie-
val preaching. James drew many of his theological 
ideas from the great Scholastic doctors, Thomas 
Aquinas and Bonaventure, but also from his great 
master Bernardine of Siena. One of the most fa-
mous of his sermons was that on the Blood of 

Christ, delivered at Brescia in 1462. This sermon 
landed James into trouble with the Church author-
ities, since he preached that Christ’s blood was not 
united to his divinity during the time Christ spent 
in the Sepulchre. The question was examined by a 
commission in Rome, but with the expert defense 
of St. John of Capestrano, James was declared or-
thodox in his preaching. 

Another great theological theme of James’ 
preaching was his defense of the privilege of the 
Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. As a true Franciscan, James followed the 
example of the great scholar Blessed John Duns 
Scotus as well as that of the other Franciscan 
theologians. Indeed James shows himself more 
staunch than his teacher Bernardine in the ques-
tion of the defense of the Immaculate Conception. 
Bernardine preferred not to speak publicly on the 
pulpit regarding this doctrine, which at the time 
was still considered as a “Franciscan theory”, al-
though he defended it in his writings. James was 
never afraid to publicly acknowledge it even dur-
ing his sermons.

An examination of the sermons of James of the 
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Marches throws light upon the historical, religious 
and moral environment in which he preached. In-
deed, a comparison between the preaching minis-
try of Bernardine of Siena and that of James of the 
Marches shows that the former’s range of activity 
was not as wide as that of the latter. Bernardine 
dedicated himself to popular preaching particular-
ly in northern and central Italy between 1417 and 
1437. On the other hand, James devoted himself 
to preaching from 1422 to 1476, and his range 
of activity was much wider, having preached in 
northern and central Italy, in the Marches, in the 
kingdom of Naples, and outside Italy in Dalmatia, 
Bosnia, Schiavonia, Austria, Hungary and Bohe-
mia.

One of the major efforts of James was that 
of reforming the clergy. The result of the Great 
Schism of the 14th century had been the decadence 
of the religious Orders (with the phenomenon of 
Conventualism in the Franciscan Order, which led 
to the birth of the Italian Observance) as well as 
that of the secular clergy, which was at the mercy 
of vice and a public sinful life, fruit of a lack of 
theological preparation. The result of this was that 
members of the clergy practiced simony and had 
concubines, and that the laity was left in ignorance 
and superstition and magic were widespread. 
That is why James of the Marches, after having 
preached to the lay people, would also call the lo-
cal clergy and preach to them in private.

The main themes of James’ sermons regarding 
moral issues were centred upon the widespread 
practices of magic and superstition, upon blasphe-
my and gambling, which James compared to the 
work of the devil, upon sodomy, which James re-
garded as the cause of broken families, and even 

of civil strife, earthquakes and the scourge of the 
Turks who wanted to invade Europe! The language 
used by James of the Marches against sodomites 
smacks of explicit condemnations and lurid de-
scriptions of this vice. This approach was typical 
of Observant preachers, particularly of Bernardine 
of Siena, who preached publicly against he sin of 
sodomy in the Piazza del Campo of Siena in 1427.

In his sermons James also mentions important 
personages of his times. First of all he often refers 
to his great teacher Bernardine of Siena, as well as 
to John of Capestrano, who with him are consid-
ered pillars of the Italian Observant movement in 
the Franciscan Order. He also quotes other famous 
Observant preachers, such as Blessed Matthew, 
bishop of Agrigento, who spread the Observant re-
form in Sicily. James also had excellent relations 
with Popes. He mentions Eugene IV, who support-
ed the Observant reform and who sent James as 
preacher and inquisitor in Hungary and Bosnia. He 
also refers to the Franciscan Pope Sixtus IV, who 
had also been Minister General of the Franciscan 
Order (Francesco della Rovere).

In his sermons James of the Marches also 
presents many autobiographical details as to his 
whereabouts and preaching missions, besides pro-
viding examples taken from his own experience 
as Franciscan and preacher. These details are the 
greatest proof of the insatiable desire to spread the 
Christian message to all, by reminding all of their 
Christian commitments. Indeed, in his endeavor 
as Franciscan friar, preacher and inquisitor, James 
of the Marches remains an outstanding personage, 
whose activity and literary output marks him as be 
of the great Christian Humanists of his age.
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ALBANIAN FRANCISCAN 
MARTYRS

BEATIFIED

On 5 November 2016, in the cathedral church 
of Saint Stephen in Shköder, Albania, Cardinal 
Angelo Amato, Prefect of the Congregation for 
the Causes of Saints, representing Pope Francis, 
beatified a group of 38 martyrs who died for their 
faith in Albania during the dark years of the atheist 
communist regime between 1945 and 1974. The 
martyrs were 2 bishops, 21 diocesan priests, 7 
Franciscan friars, 3 Jesuits, a seminarian and 4 lay 
persons. The joyful occasion was also enhanced 
by the news that Pope Francis created as Cardinal 
Fr. Ernest Simoni, a priest of the archdiocese of 
Shköder, who was kept for 28 years in prison dur-
ing the communist persecution.

The Franciscan martyrs of Albania were 8 in 
all, 1 bishop and 7 friars. Blessed Vinçenc Pren-
nushi was archbishop of Dürres (1885-1949). The 
other martyrs were brothers Gjon Shllaku (1907-
1946), Bernardin Palaj (1894-1946), Serafin Koda 
(1893-1947), Mattia Prennushi (1881-1948), Cip-
rian Nika (1900-1948), Gaspër Suma (1897-1950), 
Karl Serreqi (1911-1954).

Vinçenc (Kolë) Prennushi,         
Archbishop of Dürres

Kolë Prennushi was born in Shköder, Albania, 
on 4 September 1885, when the country was still 
under Turkish Ottoman domination. He studied 
in the seraphic college of Gjuhadol in his home-
town. On 12 December 1904 he joined the Fran-
ciscan Order and took the name Vinçenc. He was 
ordained priest on 19 March 1908. He was author 
of numerous works of a literary, political and reli-
gious nature. After ministering in his Franciscan 
Province of the Annunciation, he was consecrat-
ed bishop of Sappa, and on 26 June 1940 became 
archbishop of Dürres. When the communist regime 
of Enver Hoxha took power he worked tirelessly 

to be a man of peace. The dictator ordered him to 
become head of a national Albanian church, sepa-
rated from obedience to the Pope in Rome. Pren-
nushi refused the offer and was arrested in Dürres 
and condemned for twenty years of imprisonment. 
He died in prison as a result of torture and famine 
on 19 March 1949. He is the first one in the list 
of 38 Albanian martyrs, victims of the communist 
ideology that had declared Albania to be a formal-
ly atheist country.

Gjon (Kolë) Shllaku
Nikollë Shllaku was born in Shköder, Albania, 

on 27 July 1907. He entered very young in the se-
raphic college of Gjuhadol, and became a member 
of the Order of Friars Minor taking the name Gjon. 
He was ordained priest in Belgium in 1931, and 
then returned to Albania to dedicate his energies 
to teaching, academic activity and the fight against 
the ideologies of marxism and fascism. With the 
arrival of communism he was arrested in 1945 and 
brought to trial. He was condemned to death by 
firing squad, together with the Jesuits Gjon Fausti 
and Daniel Dajani, the seminarian Mark Çuni and 
the laymen Gjelosh Lulashi and Qerim Sadiku. 
The sentence was executed on 4 March 1946 in 
the catholic cemetery of Shköder.

Bernardin (Zef) Palaj
Zef Palaj was born in Shköder, Albania, on 2 

October 1894. He became teacher at the “Illyri-
cum” Lyceum in Shköder. He published various 
volumes in which he gathered various Albanian 
popular poems and the laws of the ancient tribal 
law known as Kanun. The communist regime im-
prisoned and tortured him because he was accused 
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of conserving and strengthening the Christian cul-
tural patrimony of Albania. He died of tetanus in 
prison on 2 December 1946.

Serafin (Gjon) Koda
Gjon Koda was born on 25 April in Janjevo, in 

Serbia. He entered the Franciscan Order and was 
ordained priest in 1925. He was a missionary in the 
harsh region of the mountains of northern Albania. 
Later he became parish priest at the Annunciation 
friary and parish of Lezhë, where the Franciscans 
have an ancient 13th century church commemorat-
ing the passage of Saint Francis from this town on 
his way to Dalmatia upon returning from the Holy 
Land to Italy. Fr. Serafin was arrested in 1947, ac-
cused of having planned a plot against the commu-
nist regime together with his Franciscan confreres. 
He was asked to sign a declaration to justify the 
arrest of the other confreres, but he refused. He 
was then tortured for fifteen days, and at the end 
his larynx was brutally torn away from his throat. 
Thus he died as a martyr on 11 May 1947.

Mati (Pal) Prennushi
Pal Prennushi was born on 2 October 1881 in 

Shköder, Albania. He was a pupil of the seraphic 
college of the Franciscans of Shköder, and entered 
the Order of Friars Minor taking the name Mati 
(Matthias). He continued his studies in Graz, Aus-
tria and was ordained priest in 1904. When still a 
young friar he participated in the fight for Albani-
an indipendence and worked in the mountains of 
northern Albania. In 1911 the Serbs arrested him 
and condemned him to death, but he was saved 
through the good services of the famous Francis-
can Albanian poet, Fr. Gjergj Fishta. After the war 
he worked in the district of Malësi e Madhe. In 
1943 Mati Prennushi was elected minister pro-
vincial of Albania (1943-1946). At the end of his 
mandate he was arrested by the communists, and 
accused of having hidden arms under the altar with 
the collaboration of his confreres, who were also 
condemned to death. On 11 March 1948 Fr. Mati 
was killed in Shköder, together with Frano Gjini, 
an abbot-bishop of Saint Alexander in the district 
of Mirdita, his confrere Cyprian Nika and other 14 
priests, religious and lay persons.

Ciprian (Dedë) Nika
Dedë (Dominic) Nika was born in Shköder, Al-

bania, on 19 July 1900. He was an orphan and was 
educated by the Friars Minor of his hometown. 
He entered the Franciscan Order taking the name 
Cyprian and was sent to study theology in Austria. 
He was ordained priest in Rome in 1924. In 1937 
he became minister provincial of Albania, and in 
1943 he was guardian of the friary of Saint Francis 
of Gjuhadol in Shköder. He was arrested by the 
communist secret police with the pretext that he 
had collaborated in the hiding of arms in a cache 
placed in one of the altars of the church. He was 
tortured for a long period, during which he tried 
to convince his accusers of the truthfulness of the 
Christian faith through philosophical arguments. 
He was killed by a firing squad in Shköder on 11 
March 1948, together with his confrere Mati Pren-
nushi and the abbot-bishop Frano Gjini.

Gaspër (Mikel) Suma
Mikel Suma was born in Shköder, Albania, 

on 22 March 1897. He came from a very catho-
lic and patriotic family, and many of its members 
died as a result of their faithfulness to these ideals 
and to their Christian faith. When he was 11 years 
old Mikel went to study in the college of Graz in 
Austria. He entered the Franciscan Order and took 
the name Gaspër Palaj as a religious. He became 
a teacher in the Franciscan college of Gjuhadol, 
Shköder, and then was parish priest at Theth, Brig-
je te Hotit, Gomsiqe and other villages. He then 
became parish priest in Shköder and chaplain of 
the Stigmatine Sisters, whose convent lies very 
close to the church of Saint Francis. He was ar-
rested in April 1947 at Brigje, and was imprisoned 
with other friars in the state prison at the prefecture 
of Shköder. He was accused of having preached 
and encouraged the faithful not to attend atheistic 
schools and gatherings of the communist regime. 
He spent three years in prison and became very 
ill. Fr. Gaspër died in prison on 16 April 1950. In 
the room where other priests and friars were kept 
in confinement with him, there was also the future 
cardinal Mikel Koliqi.
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Karl (Ndue) Serreqi

Ndue (Anthony) Serreqi was born in Shköder, 
Albania, on 26 February 1911. He studied in the 
seraphic college of his hometown and continued 
to study theology as a Franciscan friar in Brescia. 
He was ordained priest in 1936. His name as a reli-
gious was Karl. Back home he ministered as parish 
priest in various villages of the mountains of Alba-
nia, in the same regions where his confreres had 
laboured for centuries to conserve and transmit 
the ancient popular traditions of Christian life. He 
parish priest at Nikaj-Merkur, when on 9 October 
1946 he was arrested during a skirmish between 
the mountain peasants and the soldiers of the com-
munist regime. He was ordered to reveal the secret 
of confession of one of those patriots. He refused 
to do so and was tortured and on 18 January 1947 
he was condemned to death. His sentence was then 
changed to life imprisonment. Fr. Karl died on 4 
April 1954 in the prison of Burrel.

Together with these Franciscan martyrs we find 
a female Franciscan religious by the name of Ma-
ria Tuci. Maria was born in the village of Ndër-
fushaz in Albania. She frequented the college of 
the Stigmatine Sisters of Sköder, nearly next door 
to the Franciscan friary of Gjuhadol, and request-
ed to be admitted as a postulant in this religious 
Institute that worked very hard in the evangelisa-
tion of Albania. She was entrusted with teaching 
catechism in a clandestine way during the commu-
nist regime, while at the same time being a teacher 
in two elementary schools. She was arrested to-
gether with members of her family on 10 August 
1949 and was led to prison in Shköder, accused of 
not having revealed the name of the murderer of 
a communist politician. Since she did not accept 
the immoral requests of a member of the Sigurimi 
(secret police of the regime), she had to undergo 
atrocious tortures. She was finally led to the civil 
hospital of Shköder, where she died on 24 October 
1950. Her mortal remains were exhumed after the 
fall of communism in Albania and now rest in the 
church of the Stigmatine Sisters in Shköder. 
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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.  

Albania, land of martyrs

“       Recalling the decades of atrocious suffer-
ing and harsh persecutions against Catholics, Or-
thodox and Muslims, we can say that Albania was 
a land of martyrs: many bishops, priests, men and 
women religious, and laity paid for their fidelity 
with their lives. Demonstrations of great courage 
and constancy in the profession of the faith are not 
lacking. How many Christians did not succumb 
when threatened, but persevered without wavering 
on the path they had undertaken!  I stand spiritually 
at that wall of the cemetery of Scutari, a symbolic 
place of the martyrdom of Catholics before the fir-
ing squads, and with profound emotion I place the 
flower of my prayer and of my grateful and undy-
ing remembrance.  The Lord was close to you, dear 
brothers and sisters, to sustain you; he led you and 
consoled you and in the end he has raised you up 
on eagle’s wings as he did for the ancient people 
of Israel. Today, the doors of Albania have been 
reopened and a season of new missionary vitality 
is growing for all of the members of the people of 
God: each baptized person has his or her role to 
fulfil in the Church and in society.  Each one must 
experience the call to dedicate themselves gener-
ously to the announcing of the Gospel and to the 
witness of charity; called to strengthen the bonds 
of solidarity so as to create more just and fraternal 
living conditions for all.  Today, I have come to 
encourage you to cultivate hope among yourselves 
and within your hearts; to involve the young gen-
erations; to nourish yourselves assiduously on the 
Word of God, opening your hearts to Christ: his 
Gospel will show you the way!  May your faith be 
joyful and bright; may you demonstrate that the 
encounter with Christ gives meaning to human ex-
istence, meaning to every man and woman. To the 
Church which is alive in this land of Albania, I 
say “thank you” for the example of fidelity to the 
Gospel!  So many of your sons and daughters have 
suffered for Christ, even to the point of sacrificing 
their lives.  May their witness sustain your steps 
today and tomorrow as you journey along the way 
of love, of freedom, of justice and of peace.  Amen.

Pope Francis
Homily Mass in Mother Theresa Square, Tirana, 
Albania
21 September 2014 ”

Quote
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