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In the Later Rule, chapter 6,7-9, Francis writes: “Wherever the 
brothers may be and meet one another, let them show that they 
are members of the same family. Let each one confidently make 
known his need to the other, for if a mother loves and cares for 
her son according to the flesh, how much more diligently must 
someone love and care for his brother according to the Spirit! 
When any brother falls sick, the other brothers must serve him as 
they would wish to be served themselves.”

The mother figure was an important one in the life of Saint 
Francis. Indeed, we could say that, whereas the monastic Orders 
of the early Middle Ages had based their spirituality upon the 
paternal figure of God as Father, and were structured according 
to the ideals of a community under the leadership of the Abbas, 
or Abbot, the mendicant Orders born in the 13th century, and 
particularly the Order of friars Minor, based their spirituality upon 
the fraternal figure of Jesus Christ, and were structured according 
to the ideals of the apostolic fraternity under the leadership of the 
Minister or Custos, who assumed the role of a caring mother for 
his brothers.

Francis was certainly influenced by the kind figure of his 
mother Pica. The Franciscan Sources speak about her role in the 
youthful years of the life of Francis. Thomas of Celano, in The 
Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul, 3 (FAED II,242) describes 
Pica in these terms: “This woman was a friend of all complete 
integrity, with some of the virtue of Saint Elizabeth, of whom we 
read in Scripture, she was privileged to resemble and act, both in 
the name she gave her son and in her prophetic spirit. For when 
her neighbours were admiring Francis’ greatness of spirit and 
integrity of conduct she asked them, as if prompted by divine 
premonition: ‘What do you think this son of mine will become? 
You will see that he shall merit to become a son of God!’”

Like all mothers, Pica was proud of her son Francis. She 
shielded him from his father when Francis did not live up to his 
expectations and freed him from house arrest when his father had 
gone away on a business trip. No wonder that Francis remained 
fond of his mother, and gave such importance to the mother figure 
in his life.

The notion of fraternity is based upon the example of a caring 
mother. A mother cares for her children and nurtures them. 
Francis conceived his fraternity in these terms. Chapter 6 of the 
Later Rule speaks about the brothers who have no possessions 
and who beg for their livelihood. Within this context they live 
their lives with the sentiment of a mother who nurtures and cares 
for her children, particularly when they are needy or sick.

The maternal instinct of caring and nurturing is evident in the 122  
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Editorial

make-up of the Franciscan fraternity. In the Rule for Hermitages 
Francis envisages the role of the brothers who act as Martha and 
those who act as Mary. Their roles have to alternate, in such a way 
that the maternal and caring role of Martha is shouldered by all 
of them, just as the contemplative role of Mary. The need to feel 
protected, cared for, nourished, forms part and parcel of religious 
life. Francis went out of his way to nourish an elderly brother 
by “stealing” grapes and eating them with him, and to appease 
the hunger of a famished brother by ordering all the brothers at 
Rivotorto to wake up in the middle of the night and share a frugal 
meal together so as not to embarrass their brother.

We are called to rediscover this important dimension of our 
Franciscan calling. Our Order and our provincial and local 
fraternities are living in an age when efficiency and organisation 
are paramount. It is true that we need to be ordered, efficient, 
accountable, transparent, in our structures, in our economy, in 
our style of government. However, are we not aware that too 
much insistence on these aspects has made us lose the “maternal” 
dimension of our calling? 

It is professional and easy to entrust a young brother in 
formation, or a brother struggling with alcohol dependency, or 
with emotional or sexual problems, to a rehabilitation centre or 
to psychiatric or psychological treatment. It is professional and 
easy to entrust an elderly and sick brother to a nursing home. It is 
demanding and difficult to consider taking care of these brothers 
also within the context of their own fraternity. 

Our ministers and servants are certainly taken up with so 
many demands in their work of ministering to the brothers. They 
are living “in journeyings often” but are sadly absent from the 
fraternity. It is not just a question of a physical presence. It is a 
question of being present as brothers and as friends, as mothers 
who take care and nourish their brothers with the example of 
their own life of commitment. It is true that all brothers are called 
to live this dimension, but maybe those who are responsible 
should shoulder this “sweet yoke and light burden” with greater 
enthusiasm.

Maybe it is high time to organise less international meetings, less 
globetrotting for venues and celebrations, less frantic searches for 
expertise and efficiency and greater bureaucracy, and concentrate 
upon a simpler life-style of physical, moral, and emotional 
presence. We need to rediscover this maternal dimension of our 
vocation, which takes us back to the values that make up our 
founding charism, and that have nothing to do with our quest for 
the anonymous “equality” between clerics and lay brothers. Our 
society has chosen gender equality rights as a paramount value, 
with disastrous results. It’s not a question of being equals, but of 
being human. Human like a mother who nourishes and takes care 
of her children. Human like brother Francis wanted us to be. 

Noel Muscat ofm
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The iconographic representations of some saints 
and blessed depict them holding the Child Jesus in 
their arms, normally during a mystical experience 
linked to a vision. The most widely known among 
them is Saint Anthony of Padua, who is often rep-
resented holding the Child Jesus in his arms. The 
devotion to the mystery of the Incarnation, and to 
the feast of the Nativity of Jesus is part and parcel 
of mediaeval spirituality, particularly within Cister-
cian spirituality and with the figure of Saint Bernard 
of Clairvaux (1090-1153) and his teachings on the 
humanity of Jesus.1 This new approach to Christian 
spirituality was developed particularly by the Fran-
ciscan tradition, but also by many of the other Men-
dicant Orders of the 13th and 14th centuries.

The devotion to the humanity of Jesus Christ in 
the mystery of the Incarnation is particularly ev-
ident in the Writings of Saint Francis of Assisi.2 
The same can be said in the case of Saint Clare of 
Assisi, who describes with maternal tenderness the 
poverty of the Child Jesus in the manger and his 
poor mother.3 The episode of the Christmas crib 
in Greccio is a sign of the deep devotion of Fran-
cis towards the mystery of the Incarnation. In an 
expression taken from the Letter to the Entire Or-
der, we come to understand the profound love of 
Francis towards the humanity of Christ, present in 
the Eucharistic sacrifice celebrated by the brother 
priests, and compared to the mystery of the Incar-
nate Word:

“Let everyone be struck with fear, let the whole 
world tremble, and let the heavens exult when 
Christ, the Son of the living God, is present on the 
altar in the hands of a priest! O wonderful loftiness 
and stupendous dignity! O sublime humility! O 
humble sublimity! The Lord of the universe, God 
and the Son of God, so humbles Himself that for 
our salvation He hides Himself under an ordinary 
piece of bread! Brothers, look at the humility of 

God, and pour out your hearts before Him! (Ps 
62:9). Humble yourselves that you may be exalt-
ed by Him! Hold back nothing of yourselves for 
yourselves, that He Who gives Himself totally to 
you may receive you totally!”4

Such a description which entails a self-offer-
ing of the priest to Christ who offers Himself to 
us in the Eucharistic sacrifice shows how Fran-
cis lived the mystery of the Incarnation within a 
mystical dimension that could be described as a 
vision. What we intend to do is to show how this 
profound mystical experience is expressed in the 
life of one of the early Franciscan brothers of the 
second generation, namely brother Conrad of Of-
fida, particularly during a vision of the Child Jesus 
that he once had while praying. We shall also see 
how such an experience is also evident in the lives 
of other Franciscan saints and mystics, particularly 
Anthony of Padua and Angela of Foligno.

Biographical note on Brother 
Conrad of Offida

Conrad (Corrado) was born in 1237 in Offida, a 
small village close to the town of Ascoli Piceno in 
the Marche region of Italy. When still very young, 
in 1251 he entered the Order of frairs Minor dur-
ing the time of the minister general John of Parma. 
He received theological preparation to become 
a priest, but at first he preferred to remain a lay 
brother in Assisi. He personally knew two of the 
first companions of Saint Francis, namely brother 
Giles, who died in 1262 in Perugia, and brother 
Leo, who died in 1271 in Assisi.

Conrad was one of the brothers who wanted to 
live the Franciscan Rule according to the primitive 
simplicity of the first brothers. His province of the 
Marches was known for these Zelanti, or zealous 

THE APPARITION 
OF THE CHILD JESUS

TO BROTHER CONRAD 
OF OFFIDA

Noel Muscat ofm
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brothers, who would later on be known as Spirit-
uals. Conrad was not at all happy with their bitter 
feelings towards the Communitas Ordinis, or the 
community of the Order (sometimes also improp-
erly called Conventuals at this early stage of Fran-
ciscan history), even though he shared their ideals. 

He was first assigned to the community of An-
cona, but was later sent to the hermitage of Fora-
no, where he also met another holy friar, Pietro 
of Montecchio (Monticulo), or of Treia (1225c. 
– 1304). It was in this hermitage that Conrad ex-
perienced his most profound mystical visions and 
episodes, among which the one we will describe 
shortly. These episodes are particularly described 
in the Fioretti, or Little Flowers of Saint Francis, 
in chapters 42-44. In the Marches the superiors or-
dered Conrad to be ordained priest, and he hum-
bly obeyed and offered much of his time also to 
preaching.

During the crisis of the Spirituals in the March-
es, who were led by Angelo Clareno, Conrad was 
careful not to engage himself in direct tension 
with the Order’s authorities or with the Pope him-
self. Angelo Clareno had succeeded in establish-
ing a splinter group of Spiritual friars during the 
short pontificate of Celestine V (29 August – 13 
December 1294), who approved the Order of the 
Poor Hermits of Pope Celestine. After Celestine’s 
resignation, Pope Boniface VIII punished this 
group, and Clareno and his friars had to escape 
and take refuge in Greece and then in Calabria. 
At the same time Conrad was in contact with a fa-
mous Provençal Spiritual Franciscan, namely Pier 
Jean Olieu, whose theological works had been 
condemned by a commission of cardinals, but who 
had strong friends both within the Order and in the 
Church, and died revered as a holy man by many 
of the sympathisers of the Spirituals in Provençe. 
Conrad also had to defend himself when called to 
Anagni to appear before the minister general of 
the Order, Giovanni Minio da Murrovalle (1296).

Conrad lived for the rest of his life as a preacher 
and poor hermit and died in Bastia Umbra, close to 
Assisi, on 12 December 1306.5

Brother Conrad and the vision of 
the Child Jesus

The episode of the vision of the Child Jesus to 
Brother Conrad of Offida is not as widely known 
as that of Saint Anthony. Yet it is probably the 

original episode that gave way to other similar ep-
isodes in the lives of Franciscan saints, and also in 
the case of other saints in later centuries. The epi-
sode is presented in The Deeds of Blessed Francis 
and His Companions, known with the Latin title 
Actus Beati Francisci et Sociorum Eius. This is 
a work that provided the basis for the version in 
Tuscan dialect of the Fioretti. The Actus are the 
work of Brother Ugolino Boniscambi of Monte 
Santa Maria, or Montegiorgio (1328-1337).6 We 
shall present the episode from the Actus and then 
speak about its relevance to Franciscan spirituality 
and to other hagiographic writings about Francis-
can saints.

The wonderful deeds of some brothers of the 
Province of the Marches and how the Blessed Vir-
gin appeared to Brother Conrad in the woods at 
Forano.

“Also at the time of this truly holy Brother Pi-
etro (of Monticulo), there was Brother Conrad of 
Offida already mentioned. When they were stay-
ing together in the family at the place of Forano in 
the Custody of Ancona, Brother Conrad went into 
the woods to meditate on the things of God. Broth-
er Pietro followed him secretly to see what would 
happen to him. Brother Conrad began to pray very 
devoutly and tearfully to the most Blessed Virgin 
that she would obtain the grace for him from her 
Son: that he would be able to experience some of 
that sweetness which the holy Simeon felt on the 
day of the Purification when he held Christ, the 
blessed Saviour, in his arms (Lk 2:28).

That most merciful Lady heard his plea and 
suddenly there was the Queen of glory with her 
blessed Son in such a bright light, which not 
only put the darkness to flight, but also outshone 
every other light. Approaching Brother Conrad 
she placed in his arms that child more beautiful 
than the sons of men (Ps 45:3). Brother Conrad re-
ceived Him most devoutly, pressed his lips to His, 
and embraced Him breast to breast, and he melted 
completely in these embraces and kisses of chari-
ty. Brother Pietro, however, saw all this in the clear 
light and from it also experienced wonderful con-
solation. He remained hidden in the woods. The 
Blessed Virgin Mary departed with her Son, and 
Brother Pietro hurriedly retraced his steps to the 
place. When Brother Conrad returned, all merry 
and rejoicing, he was called by Brother Pietro: ‘O 
heavenly brother, you have had great consolation 
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today!’ Brother Conrad said: ‘What do you mean, 
Brother Pietro? What do you know about what I 
have?’ Brother Pietro replied: ‘I know very well 
that the most Blessed Virgin and her blessed Son 
visited you. Hearing this, Brother Conrad, because 
he was truly humble, wanted it to be a secret and 
asked him not to tell anyone. For there was such 
love between these two that they seemed to have 
one heart and one soul (Acts 4:22).”7

The miraculous element is very much present 
in the Actus-Fioretti, particularly in those sections 
dealing with the Spiritual brothers of the province 
of the Marches. It is a known fact that the oral tra-
dition handed down by the companions of Saint 
Francis was passed on to these brothers and creat-
ed a kind of fossilised style of faithfulness to the 
evangelical ideals embraced by the friars Minor. 
The Spirituals were not prepared to renounce to 
this privilege of being the direct heirs of the evan-
gelical purity and simplicity of the first brothers. 

Svetište Majke Božje Trsatske

In front of an Order that had developed into a 
bulwark of learning and apostolic activity in the 
Church, and that had entered into a close competi-
tion and tension with the friars Preachers, that was 
seeking privileges, albeit for the good cause of 
clerical ministry in the large cities and university 
centres of Europe, the Spirituals stood aloof and 
demanded a return to the founding ideals of Fran-
cis and his brothers. In order to do so they chose 
two very divergent but inter-related reactions. The 
first one was that of open rebellion against those 
who were regarded as traitors of what the Spiritual 
ideals stood for, even if these people happened to 
be the minister general or even the Pope himself. 
The result of this reaction was persecution and suf-
fering for many of these brothers. At the same time 
there was another reaction, that of the retreat into 
the holy bliss of the hermitage and of the visionary 
experience of mystical union with God. This kind 
of reaction seemed externally to be harmless, but 

Vision of Conrad of Offida. Treia Cathedral (1403)
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in fact it was another way of protesting against the 
push towards efficiency and bureaucratic institu-
tional organisation. The simple friars of the moun-
tain hermitages, with their visions and penances, 
were adamant in being a sign of contradiction in 
the wake of a highly sophisticated Order of clerics, 
preachers, scholars and curia officials. In this way 
the visions of the Spirituals, which abound in the 
Actus-Fioretti were the other side of a two-edged 
sword in the side of the Community of the Order.

Indeed, the visionary element in the mystical ex-
periences of mediaeval saints is very much evident 
within the sphere of prophecy and the anxious ex-
pectancy of the end of times. The Spiritual Francis-
cans were firm believers of the arrival of the elev-
enth hour in which the final signals of the end of the 
world would herald a new age, namely that of the 
Spirit, which would abolish the reality of the eccle-
sia carnalis with its hierarchy and structures, and 
herald in the new reality of the ecclesia spiritualis, 
in which only spiritual men and women would be 
admitted. In this vision, the privileged few were not 
those who held authority in the Church, but rather 
the poor and lowly, to whom God revealed his mys-
teries through visions and prophecies. The fact that 
Conrad of Offida was one of such spiritual men is 
evident not only in this vision we have just quoted, 
which in itself is a sign of his profound longing for 
solitude and for a life of poverty away from the cir-
cles of power and prestige. Indeed this vision is a 
proof of the poverty of Jesus Christ in the mystery 
of the Incarnation, 8to which Conrad and spiritual 
men like him are admitted to savour its sweetness. 
There is, as we have stated, another factor that 
makes Conrad act like a prophet or visionary of a 
new age. Indeed, brother Conrad is also regarded as 
being the author of some dicta, or sayings, which 
some scholars regard as having originated from 
the mouth or the pen of brother Leo, since Conrad 
was a close disciple of this principal companion of 
Saint Francis. Conrad gives us various prophecies 
that Saint Francis was regarded to have uttered con-
cerning the future of the Order. These prophecies 
are a sign of the discontent among Spiritual circles 
regarding what they considered to be the betrayal of 
the original ideals of Francis and the first brothers.

Angela of Foligno and the vision 
of the Child Jesus

It is to be expected that female mystics are 

more prone to experience the maternal feeling of 
tenderness towards the Child Jesus, and visions 
of the mystery of Christ’s Nativity are common 
among female saints and mystics.9 Literature and 
art abound with the descriptions and paintings of 
the mystical espousals of Saint Catherine of Alex-
andria, or of Saint Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), 
with Jesus Christ. A famous Franciscan saint and 
mystic who left us a vivid description of her love 
for Christ during one of her many visions is Saint 
Angela of Foligno (1248-1309). Indeed, this de-
scription might be considered older than the one 
regarding Conrad of Offida, and it betrays the same 
prophetic tension and spiritualistic tendencies with 
which Angela was familiar, having also known the 
famous Spiritual Ubertino da Casale (1259-1329). 
The vision is described in the Book or Memorial of 
Angela of Foligno, in the 19th Instruction:

Instruction XIX: In a vision on the Feast of the 
Purification of Mary, Angela celebrates her true 
“Offertory”. Angela sees the mother of God offer-
ing her son and then placing him in her arms.

“On the morning of the feast of the Purification 
of the Blessed Virgin, I was in the church of the 
Friars Minor in Foligno when candles were being 
distributed. And I heard God telling me: ‘This is 
the hour when Our Lady came into the temple with 
her son.’ When my soul heard this I felt such great 
love welling in mw that it is impossible for me to 
say or understand anything about it.

Then my soul was elevated and saw Our Lady 
enter. I moved toward her with great reverence 
and fear. Our Lady totally reassured my soul, and 
she held forth her son to me and said: ‘O lover of 
my son, receive him.’ While saying these words 
she extended her arms and placed her son in my 
arms. He seemed to have his eyes closed as though 
asleep, and was wrapped in swaddling clothes. As 
if wearied from her journey, Our Lady sat down. 
Her gestures were so beautiful and gracious, her 
manner and behaviour were likewise so gracious 
that it was exceedingly sweet and delightful for me 
to look at her and admire her. So much so that I 
turned again and again to look at the child, whom 
I held closely in my arms. And I likewise turned 
again and again to look at Our Lady herself, so 
beautiful was she to admire.

Then, suddenly, the child was left naked in my 
arms. He opened his eyes and raised them and 
looked at me. I saw and felt such a love for me 
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as he looked at me that I was completely over-
whelmed. I brought my face close to his, and 
pressed mine to his. There was such a fire that 
emanated from the opening and raising of the 
eyes of that child, who remained naked in my 
arms, and the effect on me of this child and his 
opening his eyes in that way was a benefit so to-
tally unspeakable that although I felt it, I can in 
no way speak about it.”10

This description shows some elements which 
could have influenced the experience of Brother 
Conrad just mentioned above. The occasion was 
the same, namely, the feast of the Purification of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary (2 February), nowadays 
known by the name Presentation of the Lord. The 
feast commemorates the Virgin who presents the 
Child Jesus to Simeon in the Temple. Thus, the vi-
sion is linked with the act of offering or presenting 
the Child Jesus to the mystical visionary (Brother 
Conrad or Angela of Foligno). On the other hand, 
there are certain elements which are very diver-
gent from Conrad’s experience. For some reason, 
they were not inserted in the description of the 
Actus-Fioretti we presented above. Indeed, the de-
tail of the naked Child in the embrace of Angela 
might fit in well within the context of the experi-
ence of a female mystic, but would be discordant 
with the description of a male mystical visionary 
experience like that of Brother Conrad. Angela’s 
description is certainly much more vivid, as are 
other experiences of physical mystical union with 
Christ that she describes.11 It could very well have 
provided the basis for the experience of Brother 
Conrad.

The vision of the Child Jesus 
in the Tractatus de Indulgentia 
Portiunculae by Francesco 
Bartholi of Assisi (1334-1335)

The story of the granting of the Portiuncula 
Indulgence to Saint Francis has been studied and 
amply documented. Francis has the mystical expe-
rience of the vision of Jesus Christ and the Virgin 
Mary in the chapel of the Portiuncula, and then 
proceeded to request Pope Honorius III to grant 
a plenary Indulgence in favour of that small chap-
el where the Order of friars Minor was born. One 
of the documents that appeared as a proof of the 
truthfulness of this Indulgence is the Tractatus de 

Indulgentia Portiunculae by Francesco Bartholi of 
Assisi, written in 1334-1335, that is, contemporary 
to the Actus beati Francisci et Sociorum eius. In 
this treatise, we encounter an episode in which a 
holy friar at the Portiuncula receive the vision of 
the Virgin Mary and the Child Jesus:

Regarding a certain miracle witnessed by a cer-
tain holy friar of our Order, when on the night of 
the same sacred indulgence he saw the most Bless-
ed Virgin Mary who was standing there holding 
her Son in her arms, who in turn was blessing the 
people who were gathered in that place.

“On another occasion, namely in the year of the 
Lord 1303, as is the custom, on the same night of 
the indulgence there was a great crowd of people 
standing around the church. At a certain moment 
a great commotion was heard among the people, 
in such a way that even those who were sleeping 
in the hut close to the door of that place woke up, 
because they heard so much noise and wanted to 
know the cause of all that commotion. All those 
who were looking around could not see anything 
except a snow-white dove that was circling with a 
rapid flight for five times above the church.

  One of the friars there present, namely 
Brother Francis Cocti, who wanted to investigate 
further this fact, entered the church, and found 
Brother Conrad (of Offida) of holy memory, who 
is now resting in heaven and is buried in the place 
of Insula (Romana), was praying in front of the 
altar. So Brother Francis told him: ‘My most dear 
father, I suppose you have heard the great clamour 
and commotion among the people, as if they are 
witnessing a great miracle, but we do not know the 
cause of what has happened.’ Conrad answered: 
‘My son, I want you to keep what I am going to tell 
you a secret and you are not to reveal it to anyone 
until the day of your death.’ Then he continued: ‘I 
have seen the Virgin, the glorious queen of heaven 
and earth, who was surrounded by an indescriba-
ble and most radiant brightness, who was holding 
the child Jesus in her arms. She was descending 
from the high heavens. That most sweet child was 
blessing all the time the crowds of people who are 
here present out of devotion, and was imparting 
his blessings to all of them. That is the reason of 
the commotion and agitation that you witnessed 
among the people.’”12

Francesco Bartholi thus gives us another vi-
sion that Brother Conrad experienced, this time at 
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the Portiuncula, regarding the Virgin Mary hold-
ing the Child Jesus in her arms and blessing the 
people who had gathered for the occasion of the 
annual commemoration of the Indulgence. Be-
sides being an episode aimed at providing proof 
as to the truthfulness and historical value of the 
said Indulgence, which was documented very late 
among the Franciscan Sources, this event is also 
another presentation of the mystical life of Broth-
er Conrad and of his devotion to the mystery of 
the Incarnation and thus to the charism of Francis 
and the first brothers. What is more appealing to 
the audience is the fact that such a mystical vi-
sion occurred at the Portiuncula, the very place 
which was so dear to Saint Francis, and where he 
had received his evangelical intuition through the 
merits of the Mother of mercy (Mater veniae), 
as Saint Bonaventure aptly states in the Legenda 
Maior.13

Saint Anthony of Padua and the 
apparition of the Child Jesus in 
the Liber miraculorum

It might sound strange to describe the vision 
of the Child Jesus to Saint Anthony of Padua at 
the end of our presentation. Indeed, if one would 
ask any person to mention a saint who had seen 
the Child Jesus and held him in his/her arms, one 
would immediately pinpoint Saint Anthony of Pad-
ua. Yet, the episode as it is narrated in the Liber mi-
raculorum, comes from the Chronicle of the XXIV 
Generals by Arnald of Sarrant (1369-1374), and 
therefore comes chronologically later than the oth-
er sources we have quoted, except for the Fioretti, 
which were composed during the same time. That 
is why this apparition to Saint Anthony is greatly 
influenced by that experienced by Brother Conrad 

of Offida and described in the 
Actus. This is the description 
of the vision according to the 
Liber miraculorum:

“Once Saint Anthony was 
preaching in a certain town. 
A certain nobleman offered 
him hospitality, and assigned 
to him a separate room, in 
which he could dedicate 
himself to study and contem-
plation. Saint Anthony was 
therefore praying all alone in 
that room, while the noble-
man was going around in his 
house. He looked with great 
fervour and devotion at the 
place where Saint Anthony 
was alone praying. Through a 
small opening he secretly be-
held Saint Anthony holding a 
small boy in his arms and em-
bracing him. He was a most 
beautiful and joyful child, 
whom the Saint was embrac-
ing and kissing, and contem-
plating his face incessantly. 
That nobleman marvelled and 
gazed with intense joy at the 
beauty of that child, and tried 
to imagine from where such a 
lovely child could have come. 
Saint Anthony then revealed 

Fresco of St. Francis. 
Greccio
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to the nobleman that the child whom he saw was 
the Lord Jesus. In the meantime Saint Anthony had 
come back after having prayed for a long time, and 
prohibited to that nobleman to reveal what he had 
seen for as long as the same Saint lived. Therefore, 
after the death of the holy father that nobleman, 
with tears in his eyes, witnessed on the holy Gosels 
and revealed that vision which he had seen.”14

The vision probably occurred in the house of 
Count Tiso, who had welcomed Anthony at Cam-
posampiero during a period of retreat and prayer 
just before Anthony succumbed to his illness and 
died later at the Arcella monastery of the Poor 
Clares on 13 June 1231. It is a vision that gave 
rise to some of the most popular iconographic rep-
resentations of Saint Anthony of Padua. Yet, he 
is not alone in being depicted receiving the Child 
Jesus. Even during the century of the reformation 
and counter-reformation, we encounter other saints 
and mystics who had a similar experience. Just to 
mention one of them, we could cite the vision of 
Saint Cajetan of Thiene during Christmas night of 
1516, when he was celebrating his first Mass in the 
Basilica of Saint Mary Major in Rome.15

Concluding remarks
The mystical experience of a vision of the Child 

Jesus recurs in the lives of a good number of saints 
and mystics, especially during the mediaeval peri-
od, and particularly within the Franciscan Order, 
which cherished the spirituality of the humanity 
of Christ inherited also from the Cistercian Order. 
Francis and Clare of Assisi both speak about the 
mystery of the Incarnation in their writings, and 
the Greccio episode of 1223 is one of the most 
widely known mystical experiences related to the 
celebration of the Nativity of Christ.

The family of the Spiritual Franciscans, who 
regarded themselves as the followers of the first 
companions of Saint Francis, and who gave great 
importance to a prophetic vision of history and 
theology, were the foremost defenders of the de-
votional aspects of Christian spirituality, which 
they regarded as a proof of the validity of a poor 
and humble life modelled upon that of Christ, as 
opposed to the affluent and anti-evangelical life of 
what they regarded to be a “carnal” Church. For 
this reason, they were persecuted both inside and 
outside the Order. Yet they produced some of the 
most important mystical writings of that age. One 

of these brothers was Conrad of Offida, whose vi-
sion of the Child Jesus at Forano was document-
ed by the authors of the Actus-Fioretti, and then 
developed further into other documents recount-
ing similar experiences of Franciscan saints and 
mystics, foremost among which is Saint Anthony 
of Padua. They depended upon more ancient doc-
uments, most probably going back to the experi-
ence of the Franciscan female mystic Angela of 
Foligno.

Thus, the centrality of the humanity of Christ in 
the Franciscan spring of the 13th and 14th centuries 
continued to produce similar experiences in the 
lives of many other saints and mystics, both inside 
and outside the Franciscan family. 

NOTES

 1 J. LECLERCQ, F. VANDENBROUCKE, L. BOUYER, 
A History of Christian Spirituality. Vol. II, The Spiritual-
ity of the Middle Ages, London 1968, 191-200.

2 FRANCIS OF ASSISI, Second Version of the Letter to 
the Faithful, 4-5 (FAED I, 46): “The most high Father 
made known from heaven through His holy angel Gabriel 
this Word of the Father – so worthy, so holy and glori-
ous – in the womb of the holy and glorious Virgin Mary, 
from whose womb He received the flesh of our humanity 
and frailty. Though He was rich (2Cor 8:9), He wished, 
together with the most Blessed Virgin, His mother, to 
choose poverty in the world beyond all else.”

3 CLARE OF ASSISI, Fourth Letter to Agnes of Prague, 
19-21 (CAED 51-21): “Look at the border of this mirror, 
that is, the poverty of Him Who was placed in a manger 
and wrapped in swaddling clothes. O marvellous humil-
ity! O astonishing poverty! The King of angels, the Lord 
of heaven and earth, is laid in manger!” Testament, 45-47 
(CAED 19): “out of love of the God Who was placed 
poor in the crib, lived poor in the world, and remained 
naked on the cross, [our Protector] may always see to it 
that his little flock (cf. Lk 12:32), which the Lord Father 
has begotten in His holy Church by the word and exam-
ple of our blessed father Francis by following the poverty 
and humility of His beloved Son and His glorious Virgin 
Mother, observe the holy poverty that we have promised 
to God and our most blessed father Saint Francis.” Rule 
of Saint Clare 2,24 (CAED 67): “And for love of the most 
holy and beloved Child Who was wrapped in such poor 
little swaddling clothes and laid in a manger and of His 
most holy Mother, I admonish, beg, and exhort my sisters 
always to wear poor garments.”

4 FRANCIS OF ASSISI, Letter to the Entire Order, 26-29 
(FAED I,118).

5 POSTULAZIONE GENERALE ORDINE DEI FRATI 
MINORI, Frati Minori Santi e Beati, a cura di S. Bracci 
e A. Pozzebon, Roma 2009, 98-100, with relevant bio-
graphical indications.

6 Cf. Introduction to The Deeds of Blessed Francis and His 
Companions (FAED III,429-434).

7 UGOLINO OF MONTE SANTA MARIA, The Deeds 
of Blessed Francis and His Companions, Chapter XLVI-
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II,12-18 (FAED III,528). Cf. Parallel text in: The Little 
Flowers of St. Francis, 42 (FAED III,637). Latin text in 
Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius. Nuova edizione 
postuma di J. Cambell con testo dei Fioretti a fronte, a 
cura di M. Bigaroni – G. Boccali (Pubblicazione della 
Biblioteca Francescana Chiesa Nuova – Assisi, 5) Santa 
Maria degli Angeli 1988. Our text is taken from: Actus 
beati Francisci et sociorum eius, Introduzione di E. Me-
nestò, in Fontes Franciscani, Edizioni Porziuncola, Santa 
Maria degli Angeli 1995, 2181-2182:

 Caput XLVIII,12-18 – “Mirabilia de quibusdam fratri-
bus provincie Marchie, et quomodo b. Virgo apparuit fr. 
Corrado in silva Forani. Tempore insuper huius fr. Petri 
(de Monticulo), vere sancti, fruit fr. Corradus de Offida 
predictus. Cum ergo isti starent de familia simul in loco 
Forani, de Anchonitana custodia, fr. Corradus accessit in 
silvam ad meditandum divina; frater autem Petrus clan-
culo perrexit post ipsum, ut videret quid illi accideret. Fr. 
vero Corradus incepit beatissimam Virginem devotissi-
mis lacrimis exorare, ut sibi hanc gratiam a benedicto suo 
Filio impetraret, ut de illa dulcedine quam a s. Simeon 
in die Purificationis persensit, cum Christum Salvatorem 
benedictum gestaret in ulnis (Luc 2,28), aliquantulum 
sentire valeret.

 Qui exauditus ab illa misericordissima Domina, ecce 
Regina glorie cum Filio suo benedicto et cum tanta lu-
minis claritate quod, non solum tenebras effugabat, sed 
etiam cuncta lumina superabat. Et appropinquans ad fr. 
Corradum, puerum illum speciosum per filiis hominum 
posuit in ulnis eius. Quem fr. Corradus devotissime ac-
cipiens et labia labiis imprimens et pectori pectus astrin-
gens, totus liquefiebat in amplexibus et osculis caritatis. 
Fr. vero Petrus hec omnia clara luce cernebat et insuper 
consolationem mirabilem sentiebat. Qui latenter manebat 
in silva. B. vero Maria virgine cum Filio recedente, fr. 
Petrus festinanter repedavit ad locum. Frater vero Cor-
radus, cum rediisset totus festivus et gaudens, vocabatur 
a fr. Petro: ‘O celibecose, multam consolationem hodie 
habuisti!’ Dicebat fr. Corradus: ‘Quid est quod dicis, fr. 
Petre? Quid scis tu quod ego habuerim?’ Respondebat fr. 
Petrus: ‘Bene scio, celibecose, bene scio qualiter te Virgo 
beatissima et eius benedictus Filius visitavit.’ Quid audi-
ens, fr. Corradus, quia sicut vere humilis optabat secre-
tum, rogavit quod nemini diceret. Erat autem tantus amor 
inter hos duos, quod quasi cor unum et anima una (Act 
4,32) videbantur.”

8 Andrew George LITTLE, Pierre MADONNET, Paul SA-
BATIER, Verba fratri Conradi. Exterait de Ms. 1/25 de S. 
Isidore, in Opuscules de Critique Historique, Tome I, Li-
brairie Fischbacher, Paris 1903, 370-392. English trans-
lation in FAED III,127-137. The text we quote is taken 
from p. 133: “As Brother Leo writes, holy father Francis 
used to say in front of the lord of Ostia and many brothers 
and clerics and lay people, and also preached frequently 
to the people, that his brothers, at the instigation of evil 
spirits, would depart from the way of holy simplicity and 
highest poverty. They would accept money and bequests 
and all sorts of other legacies. They would abandon poor 
and solitary places and would build grand and sumptuous 
places in towns and cities. These would display not the 
status of the poor, but the status of the lords and princes 
of the world. And they would request and obtain letters 
and privileges from the Church and the Supreme Pontiffs 

with much cunning and human prudence and impudence. 
These would not only relax but destroy the purity of their 
promised rule and life revealed to them by Christ.”

9 Irenée NOYE, Enfance de Jésus (Dévotion), II. La piété 
mediévale, in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, ed. Deuch-
esne, Vol. 4 (1961), columns 656.

10 The Book of Blessed Angela (Instructions), Instruction 
XIX, in ANGELA OF FOLIGNO, Complete Works, 
Translated with an introduction by Paul Lachance, Pref-
ace by Romana Guarnieri, (Classics of Western Spiritual-
ity, Paulist Press, Mahwah, New Jersey 1993, 273-274.

11 The Book of Blessed Angela (Memorial), Chapter I, in 
ANGELA OF FOLIGNO, Complete Works, 128: “In the 
fourteenth step, while I was standing in prayer, Christ on 
the cross appeared more clearly to me while I was awake, 
that is to say, he grave me an even greater awareness of 
himself than before. He then called me to place my mouth 
to the wound in his side. It seemed to me that I saw and 
drank the blood, which was freshly flowing from his side. 
His intention was to make me understand that by this 
blood he would cleanse me.” 

12 FRANCESCO BARTHOLI OF ASSISI, Tractatus de 
Indulgentia Portiunculae, c. 20, in P. SABATIER, Frat-
ri Francisci Bartoli de Assisio tractatus de indulgentia 
S. Mariae de Portiuncola, in Collection d’études et de 
documents sur l’histoire religieuse et littéraire du Moyen 
Âge, II, Paris 1900, CII-CLVIII, 3-111 (critical edition). 
English translation by Noel MUSCAT, In Defence of the 
Portiuncula Indulgence, TAU Edition, Malta 2012, 56. 

13 LMj 3,1 (FAED II,542): “In the church of the Virgin 
Mother of God, her servant Francis lingered and, with 
continuing cries, insistently begged her who had con-
ceived and brought to birth the Word full of grace and 
truth (Jn 1:14) to become his advocate. Through the mer-
its of the Mother of Mercy, he conceived and brought to 
birth the spirit of the Gospel truth.”

14 ARNALD OF SARRANT, Chronicle of the XXIV Gener-
als of the Order of friars Minor, in Analecta Franciscana 
III,133-134. English translation by Noel MUSCAT, TAU 
Franciscan Communications, Malta 2010, Vol. I, 180. 
Latin text: Liber Miraculorum Sancti Antonii, in Analec-
ta Franciscana III, Quaracchi 1897, 121-158. [Extractus, 
22, in Analecta Franciscana III, 41]: “Qualiter orans fuit 
visus tenens in ulnis puerum Dominum Ihesum Chris-
tum. Cum autem semel in quadam civitate beatus Anto-
nius predicaret, fuit eum hospitatus quidam burgensis. 
Cui assignavit quandam cameram separatam, ut quiecius 
studio et contemplationi vacaret. Beato autem Antonio 
solo orante in camera, discurrebat burgensis per domos 
suas. Intuitus autem sollicite et devote locum, ubi orabat 
sanctus Antonius solus, vidit per fenestram comparentem 
latenter quendam puerum, in brachiis beati Antonii, pul-
cherrimum et iocundum, quem sanctus amplexabatur et 
osculabatur, indesinenter in eius faciem contemplando. 
Burgensis vero stupefactus et alteratus de pulcritudine 
pueri illius, intra se unde venisset ille tam gratus parvulus 
cogitabat.”

15 De S. Caietani Thienaeo Conf. Clericorum Regularium, 
vulgo Theatinorum Fundatore, in Acta Sanctorum, Au-
gusti, Parisiis et Romae 1867, 244.
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Felice ACCROCCA, Il Natale di Greccio nella 
testimonianza delle Fonti, in Felice ACCROCCA, 
Francesco e i suoi frati. Dalle origini ai Cappuc-
cini, Istituto Storico dei Cappuccini, Roma 2017 
(Bibliotheca Seraphico-Capuchina 105) pp. 61-80.

The Christmas celebration of 1223 is one of the 
most widely known events of the life of Francis: 
in fact, the episode has been the object of many 
studies, especially in relation to the history of the 
crib and the devotion of the Saint to the infancy 
of Jesus. What is desired is, instead, an analytical 
study of how this episode was received in the hag-
iographic sources.1  Since I have already reflected 
upon the sense and effects of this extraordinary 
celebration, in this paper I propose to fill the lacu-
na that I had already noted.2

Between 1228 and 1229 Thomas of Celano 
finished writing the Vita beati Francisci; in the 
preface, he declared that he divided his work “in 
three books”: the first book followed the order of 
events from the birth of Francis up to Christmas 
of 1223; the second book narrated the events of 
the last two years of his life; the third book spoke 
about the process of canonisation, the ceremony 
of canonisation and the miracles of the Saint. The 
Christmas celebration of Greccio, therefore, closes 
the first book of the Vita. The first one to make use 
of the narrative of Thomas of Celano was, may-
be, the secular cleric Henry of Avranches: some 
years after the death of Francis, probably between 
1232 and 1234 as Bihl suggests, he wrote his Leg-
enda sancti Francisci versificata, dedicating it to 
Gregory IX. In those same years, between 1232 
and 1235, Julian of Speyer composed his Vita 
sancti Francisci: attentive to the rules of the rhty-
hmic cursus, Julian – depending upon the work of 
Celano – proposed to simplify the work of Celano 
and to propose his own reading of the image of 

Francis. Unfortunately, Julian – cause of the harsh 
judgment of Michel Bihl3 – has been ignored by 
historians, who have judged his work as not be-
ing worth a specific attention. Although it is true 
that he depends upon Thomas, it is also true that 
his work exercised an effect upon the successive 
works of Celano, on the author of the first sixteen 
chapters of the Legenda trium sociorum and on the 
same Bonaventure: in dependence from the text of 
Thomas, Julian narrated the event of Greccio with 
relevant details.

In his posterior works, Thomas – except in 
the case of the Vita beati patris nostri Francsici, 
written after the Vita of Julian – makes a hurried 
reference to the Christmas episode of 1223; the 
Memoriale and the Tractatus, in fact, had the aim 
of completing and substituting the Vita beati Fran-
cisci: therefore, it was not opportune to make rep-
etitions. The work of Bonaventure was different: 
the minister general had, as his specific objective, 
that of presenting a new life of the founder. There-
fore, he re-wrote the episode, basing himself on 
the narrative of Thomas of Celano, but also – and 
some dependent elements show this clearly – on 
that of Julian.

“Incarnationis humilitas”: the 
Christmas of 1223 in 1 Celano

We shall examine, first of all, the text of Thom-
as of Celano. He introduces his narrative by under-
lining the supreme desire of Francis to observe the 
Gospel in everything and to dedicate himself with 
all his might and fervour of heart “to follow the 
teaching and footsteps of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
For this reason, he meditated assiduously on his 
words and considered with attention his actions. 

THE CHRISTMAS OF GRECCIO
IN THE WITNESS 
OF THE SOURCES

FELICE ACCROCCA
ARCHBISHOP OF BENEVENTO 
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But it was above all “the humility of his Incarna-
tion and the charity of his Passion” that occupied 
the memory of Francis in such a way that he did 
not want to think of anything else.4 The episode of 
Greccio three years before Francis’ death, on the 
day of the Lord’s Nativity, has to be read in the 
light of this fundamental premise.

In that region, there was a man called Giovanni, 
who enjoyed good fame and lived an even better 
life. Francis used to love him very much because, 
although he was a nobleman and honoured, he 
knew how to pass from “the nobility of the flesh” 
to “the nobility of the spirit.” Fifteen days before 
Christmas the Saint, as he was accustomed to do, 
called him and informed him that, if he wished 
to realise his desire to celebrate that solemnity in 
Greccio, he had to prepare everything according to 
his indications. In fact, it was the duty of Giovanni 
to do everything possible so that people would see 
“with bodily eyes” the way in which the child Je-
sus was born in Bethlehem, lacking everything that 
is necessary for an infant, and the way in which he 
was laid in the manger on the hay, in the company 
of the ox and ass.

On the occasion of the solemnity, the people 
gathered in crowds: men and women arrived at 
Greccio from the surrounding countryside each ac-

cording to his or her possibility, bringing candles 
and torches to illuminate that night in which the 
radiant star had illuminated human history. When 
he saw that everything had been prepared accord-
ing to his indications to Giovanni, Francis was 
full of joy: in that way, in fact, it was possible to 
make visible the simplicity, poverty, humility, and 
Greccio was transformed into a new Bethlehem.5 
A new joy pervaded all those present.6 Mass was 
celebrated upon the manger, and the priest himself 
experienced a “new” consolation that he had nev-
er felt before. Francis was wearing the liturgical 
vestments of a deacon and sang the Gospel with 
a sweet and powerful voice. It was a limpid and 
resounding voice, and afterwards he preached to 
the people with words sweet as honey.

It is necessary to reflect upon what Thomas refers 
to regarding the contents and the modality of the 
preaching of Francis. The hagiographer affirms that 
the Saint preached on the birth of the poor King and 
about the small town of Bethlehem. Therefore, the 
nucleus of the sermon of Francis during that holy 
night had the aim of contemplating the way chosen 
by the Son of God to enter into human history: the 
King was a poor king, and the town in which he 
was born was a small town.7 This was undoubtedly 
one of the text that would recur in the meditation of 

Giotto school. 
Nativity scene Greccio
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Francis and his proposal of a Christian life. In the 
second version of the Epistola ad fideles, Francis 
affirms that “the Word of the Father” received from 
Mary “the flesh of our humanity and frailty. Though 
he was rich, He wished, together with the most 
Blessed Virgin, His mother, to choose poverty in the 
world beyond all else.”8 In the Officium Passion-
is, through a contamination of the famous antiphon 
Puer natus est nobis, a verse from the text of Luke 
read during the Christmas Mass at midnight and an 
affirmation contained in the Homiliae in Evangelia 
of Gregory the Great (a very known text during the 
Middle Ages), Francis underlined once again the 
condition of extreme poverty in which Christ was 
born: “For the Most High Holy Child has been giv-
en to us and he has been born for us on the way and 
placed in a manger because he did not have a place 
in the inn.”9 This text, inserted in the fifth part of the 
Office, in the intention of Francis should have been 
prayed from the vespers of Christmas to the octave 
of the Epiphany.

Underlining the desire expressed by Francis to 
live in a manner of conformity to the poverty cho-
sen by Christ, the companions of the Saint remind 
us how, precisely on the occasion of a Christmas 
celebrated once again in Greccio, he had correct-
ed his brothers who in that solemn day were be-
traying Christ’s poverty while thinking that they 
were giving him honour by decorating the table 
with white linen and glasses.10 Thomas of Celano 
affirms that Francis could not stop thinking of the 
need in which, on that day, the Son of God and 
the poor Virgin found themselves, and as a conse-
quence he would shed tears.11

We can, therefore, believe Thomas when he 
affirms that, on Christmas night of 1223, Francis 
preached on the birth of the poor King and on the 
little town of Bethlehem. Celano is also incessant 
regarding the modality of the preaching of Francis: 
the hagiographer, in fact, affirms that when Fran-
cis would pronounce the name “Bethlehem” he 
would do so “in the manner of a bleating sheep,” 
and he would “fill his whole mouth with sound 
but even more with sweet affection. He seemed 
to lick his lips whenever he used the expressions 
‘Jesus’ or ‘babe from Bethlehem’, tasting the word 
on his happy palate and savouring the sweetness 
of the word.”12 Thomas is also the one who, more 
than any other, informs us about the way Francis 
used his body actions and voice to communicate 
his feelings, to the point of stating that Francis had 
“made of his whole body a tongue.”13

This, in substance, is the account of the friars. The 
hagiographer underlines the fact that the Saint had 
wanted to recreate the conditions for a real meeting 
with the mystery of the incarnation of the Lord, that 
mystery that continues to be perpetuated in time 
through the celebration of the Eucharist. There was 
no Baby Jesus in the manger, but on the same man-
ger was celebrated the Eucharistic sacrifice (the link 
Bethlehem – Eucharist was very strong among the 
authors of those times).14 The people understood the 
message and returned home full of joy.

In the succeeding paragraph Thomas explains 
very well the meaning of the vision that a man who 
was present, and who was “a virtuous man” expe-
rienced. He had seen a tiny infant who was lying 
lifeless in the manger, but who, when approached 
by Francis, had woken up as from a deep sleep. 
Thomas explains that this vision was not in contra-
diction with reality, since through his servant Fran-
cis, the child Jesus had been awakened in many of 
those who had forgotten all about him. Finally, the 
hagiographer offers an analytic description of that 
beneficial effects that were verified thanks to the 
hay used during that memorable night, and which 
had been reverently conserved. Many farm and do-
mestic animals of the region, which had been struck 
by various diseases, were miraculously cured when 
they ate that hay; some pregnant women, who ex-
perienced a difficult labour, as soon as they had 
placed some of the hay upon themselves, succeeded 
finally in giving birth; many other men and women 
regained their health thanks to that hay.

All these are elements that favoured the birth of 
a devotion towards that place, and during the time 
in which the hagiographer was writing this biogra-
phy, some five or six years after the episode, had 
by then become a holy place dedicated to the Lord. 
The spot in which the manger stood had been con-
verted into an altar, and a church dedicated to St. 
Francis had been built, in such a way that in the 
place where the animals had eaten hay, men and 
women now could eat the flesh of the immaculate 
Lamb, who for love had offered his life for them.15

“Decenter virginei recitare 
potest mysteria partus”:  The 
misunderstandings of Henry 
d’Avranches

Some years after Thomas of Celano, the secular 
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cleric Henry of Avranches wrote a versified life of 
St. Francis, basing himself essentially upon the text 
of Celano. He narrated the events of the Christmas 
of 1223 at the end of Book IX: without doubt the 
source from which he draws is the Vita beati Fran-
cisci; the omissions, however, are noteworthy, as 
well as the incongruent details that indicate – in 
substance – that he had largely misunderstood the 
event. First of all, Henry eliminates all coordinates 
of space and time. If we only possessed his narra-
tive we would never know neither in what year nor 
in what place Francis had celebrated that particular 
Christmas. As a consequence, he does not say one 
single word on the circumstances that preceded 
the event. He takes the noble Giovanni out of the 
scene, whereas we know that in Celano’s account 
Giovanni had played a role which was not mar-
ginal.

In truth, Henry seems to be confusing the event 
of Greccio with the sacred representations of 
Christmas that, from the Xth century onwards took 
place in the cathedrals and monastery churches of 
countries north of the Alps: the hay, the ass, the 
ox, everything was prepared so that “decenter vir-
ginei recitare potest mysteria partus” (my italics), 
“whereby to becomingly represent the mysteries 
of the virginal birth.”16 That Henry had precisely in 
mind those representations that used to take place 
in church is seen by the fact that, without taking 
any care of the text by Thomas and favoured by 
the fact that he had omitted every detail of the 
preparation for the event, he affirms candidly that 
the people “that gather for the holy festivities fill 
the church.” (!) A final touch is given then by the 
observation that, after the representation, “after 
Matins, the Mass of the feast is celebrated.” The 
rest of the narrative is a re-elaboration of the text 
of Thomas: Francis sings the Gospel and preach-
es to the people (“when he people are seated he 
gives them a sermon”, a precision that is in di-
rect agreement with what he had affirmed before, 
namely that the people had gathered in a church). 
Francis “softens hearts that were hardened,” and 
he made people cry with commotion and made 
them sing praises to the Child born of the Virgin. 
Henry explains that Christ accepted these myster-
ies celebrated in his honour, and gave rewards: the 
hay that was left cured the animals and helped the 
women who were assailed with a difficult labour. 
Lastly, in the place in which this sacred representa-
tion took place, “a little chapel dedicated in honour 
of the blessed Francis” was built.

The growth of the miraculous 
element in the narrative of Julian 
of Speyer

In the same years in which Henry elaborated 
his work in verses, Julian of Speyer wrote the Vita 
sancti Francisci. Julian was a friar with an elevat-
ed culture, and not only of a musical nature; with 
his work, he planned to reach the university envi-
ronment of Paris. It is interesting therefore, to note 
the particular notes he added to his text, which are 
more significant in that his dependence upon the 
text of Thomas of Celano is macroscopically evi-
dent. First and foremost, it is important to observe 
which place he attributed to the episode within the 
context of his work: in effect, Julian inserts the ep-
isode of Greccio right after the narrative of a series 
of miracles worked by Francis while he was still 
alive. By doing so, he ends up reducing very much 
the significance of the event.

The narrative of Christmas 1223 is found in the 
final part of chapter X, dedicated to the fruits pro-
duced by Francis’ preaching, to the devotion that 
the people would show him, and to some miracles 
that he worked “and the solemnity of the manger 
and the vision connected with it.” In some way, al-
ready in the title, Julian assigns importance to the 
vision, and he presents the event of Christmas 1223 
in prodigious language, by justifying in this way 
the insertion of miraculous events that he narrates. 
In paragraphs 46-52 Julian re-elaborates chapters 
XXII-XXVI (paragraphs 62-70) of the Vita of Cel-
ano, by modifying the order of the narrative; then, 
in paragraphs 53-55, he follows the narrative of 
chapter XXX, which in the work of Thomas had 
as a title: “The manger he made in celebration of 
the Lord’s Nativity”, without any reference to the 
vision. The fact that Julian considered the event as 
a miraculous one can be clearly seen from what he 
himself states in paragraph 56, that is, immediately 
after the narrative of the Christmas episode, since 
without making any distinction between the facts 
narrated beforehand, he declares: “During his life, 
and even after his death, Blessed Francis shone in 
miracles so numerous and so momentous that it 
would require a much longer work to explain them 
more fully.”17

Following Thomas, Julian underlies the striv-
ing of Francis to meditate the life of Christ and 
follow his example. Like the first biographer, he 
also places the events three years before the death 
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of the Saint. However, Julian is much less precise 
than Thomas in the narrative of the circumstanc-
es that preceded the event. According to the first 
hagiographer, it was Francis who called Giovanni, 
fifteen days before Christmas. He also gives the 
inkling that it was precisely Giovanni who had 
presented the Saint with such a request: “If you 
desire to celebrate,” Francis said. Besides, from 
the narrative by Thomas it results that it was Fran-
cis who explained to Giovanni with all precision – 
since Giovanni was coming from Greccio – all that 
he had to prepare. From Julian’s version, instead, 
it does not follow that it was Francis who called 
Giovanni, neither is there a word on the precise 
instructions given by the Saint to him. Julian only 
states that, since the man of God desired “to repre-
sent as faithfully as possible the lowly poverty of 
the infancy of the Saviour born at Bethlehem ... the 
man of God sent word to a religious nobleman in 
the town of Greccio named Giovanni.” Therefore, 
the precise chronological reference offered by 
Thomas disappears, since Celano states that this 
dialogue occurred fifteen days before Christmas. 
One could even understand in a different manner 
the modalities through which the desire of Francis 
could have instead been decided upon by the same 
Giovanni (whereas, according to Celano, Giovan-
ni “prepared all the things that the holy man had 
requested”). Even the characterisation appears 
synthetic in its form: Julian does not even inform 
us that Giovanni was a native of Greccio.

Thomas had not omitted to refer to the partic-
ipation of the women, whereas Julian speaks in-
distinctly of a multitude of people. It is interesting 
to note also that in the description of the miracles 
operated thanks to the hay used during that night, 
whereas Thomas explicitly speaks about the bene-
fits received by pregnant women during a difficult 
labour (let us remember that, during Christmas 
night we commemorate a birth, even though a su-
pernatural one, having been a birth from a virgin 
which, according to tradition, entailed a painless 
labour), whereas Julian utilises just a fragment of 
the narrative of Thomas, and just says that the hay 
“saved from peril both men and women” as well as 
many animals. Unlike Thomas, Julian accentuates 
the sumptuousness of the liturgical vestments that 
Francis was wearing. According to Julian, Francis 
“was dressed in festive vestments.” When refer-
ring to the contents of the sermon, Julian does not 
mention the little town of Bethlehem.

One should also note, besides, that Julian omits 

some notes by Thomas regarding the way of 
preaching of Francis, who, while pronouncing the 
name “Bethlehem” produced a sound that resem-
bled the bleating of a sheep. The Saint made use 
of all kinds of bodily language, verbal or non-ver-
bal. Such modalities of expression were faithfully 
registered by the first hagiographer. For example, 
when Celano refers to the sermon that Francis 
gave in front of Honorius III and the cardinals, he 
states that the Saint, not being able to contain him-
self because of the joy he was feeling, uttered the 
words of his sermon while moving his feet as if he 
were dancing. The hagiographer insists on noting 
that all these actions were not the result of a play-
ful or frivolous attitude, but because Francis was 
burning with divine love, and precisely as a conse-
quence of this his sermon did not arouse laughter 
in the listeners, but rather moved them to sorrow 
and weeping. Without mincing words, Thomas af-
firms that, during the sermon, cardinal Hugolino of 
Ostia was feeling as if he were standing on burn-
ing coals, and was praying God with all possible 
intensity that such simplicity would not cause the 
scorn of his confreres and of the Pope. In fact, it 
was he who – filled with joy and at the same time 
with fear, since he knew the fervour but also the 
simplicity of Francis – had introduced Francis in 
front of that solemn gathering.18 Everything makes 
us believe that the facts that are narrated are au-
thentic, and that they have been integrally inserted 
by the hagiographer; the behaviour of Francis, in 
fact, not only would have embarrassed the cardi-
nal, but even Thomas himself, and therefore it is 
impossible that he would have tried to colour such 
an episode. He just limits himself to register it, try-
ing to provide an acceptable explanation. After all, 
how could he narrate arbitrarily circumstances in 
which the persons involved included the cardinal 
and the Pope himself, who had commissioned this 
hagiographic work?

In this episode, therefore, we see revealed the 
honesty of Thomas as a writer. Julian, instead, 
makes just a hint at the episode, without saying 
anything regarding the fact that Francis was danc-
ing while preaching. In the same way, he narrates 
the Christmas episode in Greccio while paying at-
tention as to how to refer to the fact that, when 
pronouncing the name “Bethlehem” Francis 
would have produced a sound like that of bleat-
ing sheep. Not even the famous expression, “made 
of his whole body a tongue” finds a place in the 
work by Julian. In effect, all this was not suited to 
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the public for whom the Vita sancti Francisci was 
intended, since, as we have already recalled, this 
work was principally aimed at the university en-
vironment of Paris. Julian of Speyer retained that 
silence was more prudent. It was more embarrass-
ing to future masters to be presented with a holy 
founder who in various occasions did not hesitate 
to preach by adopting a style which was nearly 
that of the jongleurs. Bonaventure, in agreement 
with Julian, also omits to mention these episodes 
in the Legenda minor.

In effect, Julian appears to be preoccupied to 
justify the entire behaviour of Francis, to the point 
of affirming that the vision of the child who was 
lifeless and who Francis woke up from sleep was 
given to the virtuous man “not without divine ap-
proval.” His narrative therefore shows the diffi-
dence of a man who was very distant from Francis 
because of his formation and culture, and who was 
preoccupied to present an image of his holy found-
er that could result to be acceptable also to the cul-
tured and sophisticated university environment of 
Paris. When confronted to it, the episode as narrat-
ed by Thomas bounces forth with the immediate 
nature of its many details, but at the same time it 
also shows how sad it is that many historians have 
shown disinterest in the Vita by Julian of Speyer.

The evolution of Thomas in the 
so-called “Vita brevis”

The same Thomas, however, during the last 
years of the generalate of Elias, 
most probably between 1237-1239, 
realised a compendium of the Vita 
beati Francisci, since many friars 
lamented over the length of his 
work. Thus, he wrote the Vita beati 
patris nostri Francisci, making use 
also of the work by Julian of Spey-
er. The new text resulted rather re-
duced in comparison to the preced-
ing one. Every reference to time is 
omitted, so that Thomas does not 
specify that the fact of Greccio 
occurred three years before Fran-
cis’ death. Thomas, inspired by the 
words of Julian in some texts, which 
he reproduces textually, affirms that 
Francis, for the fervent love that he 
bore towards Jesus, meditated as-

siduously his words and works, desiring ardently 
to relive what is written in the Gospel.19 He begins 
by describing the episode, but he says nothing re-
garding its preparation, to the point that Giovan-
ni of Greccio disappears from the scene; he only 
states that Francis prepared (without specifying by 
whom) the manger on which he placed the hay and 
close to which he placed the ox and the ass.20

The brothers were convened from various plac-
es (e pluribus locis) to celebrate the solemn vigil, 
while the people came with torches to illuminate 
the night. Mass was celebrated on the manger, and 
the priest experienced a new consolation. Fran-
cis, dressed with the vestments of a deacon, sang 
the Gospel with a resounding voice, and then he 
preached with great sweetness on the birth of the 
Poor king and on the small town of Bethlehem.21 
More detached seems to be the description of the 
modality of this sermon when compared to the Vita 
beati Francisci. Thomas does not say any longer 
that, while pronouncing the name “Bethlehem” the 
sound of Francis’ voice seemed like that of a sheep 
bleating, neither that when he said “Child of Beth-
lehem” or “Jesus” he would lick his lips as if to 
savour the sweetness. He only says – reproducing 
the expression of Julian – that when he named the 
“Child of Bethlehem” he seemed to stutter.22

He then refers (and explains the meaning) the 
vision that one of those present had. He does this 
with words that, in the first part, textually repre-
sent the Vita beati Francisci and in the second also 
depend upon Julian of Speyer. The vision regards 
the person who saw a child lifeless in the man-
ger, but who was awakened by Francis from his 

Greccio
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profound sleep. Thomas exclaims that, to whoever 
meditated the infancy of Christ, the child appeared 
in order to show that, thanks to Francis, Christ re-
turned in the memory of many who had forgotten 
all about him.23

Even when describing the beneficial effects 
that were experienced thanks to the hay that had 
been placed in the manger, Thomas only states 
that, when the solemnity had passed and the peo-
ple had returned to their daily lives, thanks to that 
hay many animals, men and women had been 
cured. Later on, in the place where the manger had 
been placed, a church was consecrated to the Lord 
(templum Domino consecratur), in honour of the 
saint. In fact, an altar was dedicated upon the man-
ger and a church was constructed in that place.24 
Even if we take note of the necessary reductions, it 
seems that the omission of the most interesting de-
tail of the Vita beati Francisci, namely that related 
to the expressive modalities of Francis when he 
was preaching, is a sign that with the 
passage of the years, this detail was 
causing a certain sense of uneasiness 
when considering Francis’ holiness.

The manipulation by 
Bonaventure

Some decades later, between 1260 
and 1263, the episode was an object 
of the re-writing of another hagiog-
raphic work by Bonaventure, author 
of the Legenda maior. This was a 
re-writing that, in its synthesis, while 
confirming some omissions by Ju-
lian, introduced also some substantial 
novelites to the narrative.

Just as in the work of Julian, it is in-
teresting to observe first of all the col-
location of the episode: Bonaventure, 
in fact speaks about the Christmas of 
Greccio in chapter 10 of the Legenda 
maior, entitled: “De studio et virtute 
orationis.” The chapter re-elaborates, 
nearly entirely, what Thomas had al-
ready said on the same argument in 
the Memoriale.25 Bonaventure adds 
to it (cf. LegM 10,3) some notes re-
garding the desire of Francis to pray 
in solitary places and the battles that 
he had to sustain with demons. As a 

conclusion to the chapter, he inserts the episode of 
the Christmas of Greccio. We have to keep in mind 
that, in order to give form to his work, Bonaven-
ture was inspired by the Memoriale of Thomas. 
The Legenda maior, in fact, follows its pattern. 
The work is divided into fifteen chapters, to which 
is added a book on miracles (which also records a 
large part of Celano’s Tractatus miraculorum). At 
first it follows a chronological order, from the birth 
of Francis to the approval of the Rule by Honori-
us III (chapters I-IV); the central section abandons 
this method, and develops the events according to 
single virtues or styles of life of the Saint (chap-
ters V-XIII); the chronological order is resumed in 
the last two chapters, which speak about the last 
years of Francis’ life, about his transitus, and fi-
nally about his canonisation and the translation of 
his bodily remains.

Bonaventure could, and should have, placed 
the Christmas of Greccio at the end of chapter IV, 

Pope Francis 

praying in 

Greccio
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where he speaks about the writing of the Rule and 
the consequent pontifical approval (29 November 
1223). Thomas, in fact, had affirmed that Francis, 
before going to Greccio, was in Rome, and it is 
not possible to think about another sojourn of the 
Saint in the city of Rome if we do not link it with 
the episodes related to the approval of the Rule by 
Honorius III. However, that Christmas – which oc-
curred, chronologically, between the papal confir-
mation and the impression of the stigmata – would 
have ended up to obstruct the plan chosen by 
Bonaventure, who decided to present the stigmata 
as an ulterior and more authoritative approval of 
the Rule, in that it came directly from Christ:

“And he obtained confirmation for it [the Rule], 
as he had desired, from the lord Pope Honorius, in 
the eighth year of his pontificate. Fervently exhort-
ing the brothers to observe this rule, Francis used 
to say that nothing of what he had placed there 
came from his own efforts but that he dictated 
everything just as it had been revealed by God. To 
confirm this with greater certainty by God’s own 
testimony, when only a few days had passed, the 
stigmata of our Lord Jesus were imprinted upon 
him by the finger of the living God, as the seal 
of the Supreme Pontiff, Christ, for the complete 
confirmation of the rule and the commendation of 
its author, as will be described below, after our ex-
position of his virtues.”26

“Paucis admodum evolutis diebus”: the near-
ly ten months that passed between the papal ap-
proval and the experience of La Verna became, in 
Bonaventure’s narrative, a few days: the manipu-
lation is evident, but the hagiographer wanted to 
show the direct link between these two events.

In this paragraph, there was decisively no 
space for the Christmas of Greccio: the hagiog-
rapher tried to study another collocation and the 
event ended up in this way to transform itself in 
a stage of the interior pilgrimage of Francis that 
expressed, in a particular kind of language, some 
aspects of his intimate dialogue with the Master. 
For Bonaventure, the motivations and aims of the 
narrative of Greccio changed. Thomas had inter-
preted and explained those episodes by departing 
from the desire of Francis to observe in an inte-
gral way the Gospel and to follow the footsteps 
of Christ by assiduously meditating “the humility 
of the incarnation and the charity of the passion.” 
Greccio represented therefore a moment of intense 
meditation of the humility of Christ and a strong 
invitation to follow the footsteps of Him who, 

“though He was rich, He wished, together with the 
most Blessed Virgin, His mother, to choose pover-
ty in the world beyond all else.”27 The vision of the 
Minister general was very different: he says that 
Francis wanted to celebrate that Christmas with 
great solemnity, in order to arouse in everybody 
the memory of the birth of the Child Jesus, and to 
increase their devotion.28

If Julian had already appeared to have preferred 
to include less details with respect to Thomas 
when he referred the events that preceded and pre-
pared that Christmas, Bonaventure appears even 
more prone to synthesis. He does not hint at the 
contacts between Francis and Giovanni of Greccio 
and to the precise instructions that he had given 
him. Although he had exercised a decisive role in 
making the necessary preparations for the Christ-
mas celebration, at this stage the figure of Giovan-
ni disappears from the narrative of the Legenda 
maior.29 While in the Vita of Julian this layman 
seems to have acted nearly out of his own initi-
ative, in the work of Bonaventure he disappears 
from the scene, and does not even seem to exist, 
just as we have seen in the case of the Vita brevis 
of Thomas. And with Giovanni even the women 
disappear! Thomas had underlined their presence 
in that nocturnal celebration (it was a question of 
women running out in the middle of the night in a 
forest!) and had insisted upon the benefits that the 
women in difficult labour had enjoyed thanks to 
the hay used in that celebration.30 As we have seen, 
Julian had also hidden their presence, but gave as-
surance that even women had benefited from those 
prodigious healings, and the same thing did Thom-
as in the Vita brevis. Instead, with Bonaventure, 
the women disappear completely from the scene: 
it is the animals who benefit from the miraculous 
hay, not the women!31

Besides, as we have already observed, the Min-
ister general is wary not to say one single word 
about the original way of preaching of Francis. 
Like Julian he also shows scarce sympathy for act-
ing and for non-verbal language. Bonaventure is 
preoccupied in pointing out that, before organising 
that celebration, Francis had tried to obtain an op-
portune permission from the Pope:32 no one among 
the preceding biographers had made any remotest 
hint to this detail. Regarding this aspect, no one 
knows how the celebration really took place, and 
I do not think it is correct, in order to validate the 
witness of Bonaventure, to invoke as a support for 
this argument the fact that Francis was an obedi-
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ent son of the Church, even though this is obvi-
ously beyond any discussion. The problem we are 
facing now is another one: is it realistic to think 
that Bonaventure had effectively been able to re-
gain, forty years after the events occurred, those 
historical elements that could have escaped or 
that could not have been regarded with such great 
interest by the first hagiographer? He could cer-
tainly have tried to interrogate the companions of 
the Saint who were still living, the same ones who 
had collaborated with Thomas when he wrote the 
Vita beati Francisci. However, a real permission, 
maybe worthy of being believed in the narrative, 
would have necessarily called for the active me-
diation and the good offices of cardinal Hugoli-
no, who would later on become Pope, and would 
be the one to commission the work by Thomas of 
Celano and collaborate with him by communicat-
ing his own memories. Bonaventure, therefore, 
did not want to remain silent about the fact that a 
specific papal permission had been obtained, even 
if only orally, since in those years tensions had 
sprung with the bishops regarding the preaching 
of the friars, as we come to know in a clear way in 
the ninth chapter of the Regula bullata.33 Thom-
as, nevertheless, had not hinted minimally neither 
to the request nor to the concession of a papal li-
cense. In conclusion, it seems to me to be more 
logical and realistic to keep in mind the fact that 
when Bonaventure was writing his work, during 
the 1260s, the Franciscan Order was fully inserted 
in pastoral activity, and the hagiographer, who was 
also the Minister General of the Order, was preoc-
cupied to offer a version of the facts in such a way 
as to result also a valid model of behaviour for his 
own friars, without, at the same time to offer new 
occasions to the secular clergy to engage in new 
attacks against the Mendicants (from the mid-13th 
century, and for almost twenty years, the relations 
between Secular clergy and Mendicant orders had 
been very tense).34

Finally, we have to underline that, although 
Bonaventure had completely excluded Giovanni 
of Greccio from the narrative related to the prepa-
ration of that Christmas, he does mention him dur-
ing the course of the celebration, and attributes to 
him the role that Thomas and Julian had not as-
signed to him. First of all, he qualifies Giovanni 
with the title of “miles” (knight), by noting that, 
for the love of Christ, he had abandoned world-
ly military activity and had become an intimate 
friend with Francis by showing him great famili-

arity. He then asserts that it was precisely him that 
man who, according to the preceding biographies, 
had received a vision and about whom these same 
biographies had concealed the identity. Not only; 
in the Legenda maior a new element of novelty is 
introduced: the child that Giovanni saw was very 
beautiful and Francis had embraced him with both 
his arms.35 Bonaventure’s narrative does not fail in 
arousing some doubts; in the first place, if the man 
who saw the vision was truly Giovanni of Greccio, 
why had Thomas chosen to leave him anonymous? 
One can object that Thomas might have obliged to 
a specific request on the part of the protagonist, but 
such an eventuality would leave space for another 
observation: why was Giovanni left anonymous 
only with regards to the vision? The more logical 
and meaningful reason is that of accepting that it 
was Bonaventure who changed cards regarding 
the identification of the person who had the vision.

Conclusion
From the meditation on the humility of the in-

carnation, a meditation that was expressed in con-
cretely visible forms and with a colourful language 
– verbal and non-verbal –, and which had sprung 
forth from the desire to re-propose the example of 
the poor Christ, so that everyone could follow in 
his footsteps, we arrive, with Bonaventure, at con-
ferring to the episode of Greccio – presented as a 
step forwards in the interior dialogue of Francis 
with Christ – a value of a celebration finalised at 
increasing the devotion towards the Nativity of Je-
sus. After the decision taken by the general Chap-
ter of Paris in 1266, the Legenda maior remained 
the only biography of Francis that was legitimately 
left to circulate (all the others were, in fact, de-
stroyed).36 The narrative of the Minister general, 
the, was the only one to be known by men and 
women during the Middle Ages. When, in 1581, 
Juan Francisco Nuño, a Spanish Franciscan who 
lived in the friary of Aracoeli, transformed the 
event of Greccio into the first crib in historical 
records, and made of Francis the inventor of this 
pious tradition, the circle was definitely closed. 
Then a myth was born, which is still hard to die. It 
is a myth with ability to create poetry, but which 
despoils of its power a sublime reflection on the 
concrete style and modalities which the Son of 
God had chosen during the time of his abode with 
mankind, and which should also be a concrete pro-
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posal of a severe and demanding sequela Christi, 
with a tension to repeat, in one’s own life, the style 
and the way of behaviour of Christ Jesus himself.       

NOTES

1 For reasons of space we shall present only a selection 
of the notes or extracts from their salient parts.

  The episode is found in the Vita beati Francisci of 
Thomas of Celano, in the Legenda versificata of Hen-
ry of Avranches, in the Vita sancti Francisci by Julian 
Speyer, in the Legenda maior by Bonaventure: brief 
references are also found in other works of Celano, the 
Memoriale and the Tractatus de miraculis: cf. VbF 84-
87; Abr XI,96-118; IulV 53-56; LegM X,7; Mem 27,2 (Q 
35); Tract 19,5. Regarding the single biographies, I refer 
to the manual by Fernando Uribe, Introduzione alle agi-
ografie di san Francesco e santa Chiara d’Assisi (saec. 
XIII-XIV), (Medioevo Francescano, Saggi 7) S. Maria 
degli Angeli – Assisi 2002. Cf. Felice Accrocca, Un san-
to di carta. Le fonti biografie di san Francesco d’Assisi 
(Biblioteca di Frate Francesco, 13), Milano 2013.

2  Cf. Felice Accrocca, Il Natale di Francesco a Greccio 
nel 1223, in Frate Francesco 67 (2001) 163-176, repub-
lished in Idem, Francesco, fratello e maestro (Orienta-
menti formativi francescani, 11), Padova 2002, 13-29: 
on that occasion I offered some first summary indica-
tions on the relationship of interdependence between the 
sources (cf. Il Natale di Francesco, 173-174; Francesco, 
fratello e maestro, 26) and I had hoped that: “it would 
be interesting to make a detailed analysis of the minor 
changes made by Julian and Bonaventure to the narra-
tive of Thomas” (Il Natale di Francesco, 174, note 35; 
Francesco, fratello e maestro, 26, note 35). Between 
the celebration of the congress and the publication of 
the Acts was published the paper by Daris Schiopetto, 
Quella notte a Greccio un vangelo per i poveri. Tentativo 
di una lettura sinottica (1Cel 84-87; LegM X,7), in Vita 
Minorum 73 (2002) 23-42.

3  Cf. Analecta Franciscana X, Prolegomena, V, number 
5: “Fr. Iulianus non solum eamdem materiam, eadem 
gesta, easdemque virtutes S. Francisci Assisiatis per-
tractavit, nihil novi inserens, quamvis plurima addenda 
fuissent, sed etiam ipsi textui operis Celanensis inhaer-
ebat, quem tamen ubique in compendium redegit, hic 
quaedam omittendo, illic narrata a Fr. Thoma concisius 
reptetendo.” The value of the Vita of Julian is instead 
underlined by Felice Accrocca, Nodi problematici delle 
fonti francescane. A proposito di due recenti edizioni, 
in Collectanea Franciscana 66 (1996) 577-579; Ema-
nuela Prinzivalli – Lorenzina Fiorelli, Alcune riflessioni 
sulla “Vita s. Francisci” di Giuliano da Spira, in Hagi-
ographica 3 (1996) 137-161; Emanuela Prinzivalli, Un 
santo da leggere: Francesco d’Assisi nel percorso delle 
fonti agiografiche, in Francesco d’Assisi e il primo seco-
lo di storia francescana, (Biblioteca Einaudi, 1), Torino 
1997, 85-86.

4  Celano, Vita beati Francisci (1C) 84,1-3 (FAED I, 254): 
“His highest aim, foremost desire, and greatest inten-
tion was to pay heed to the holy gospel in all things and 
through all things, to follow the teaching of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and to retrace His footsteps completely with 

all vigilance and all zeal, all the desire of his soul and 
all the fervour of his heart. Francis used to recall with 
regular meditation the words of Christ and to recolletc 
His deeds with most attentive perception. Indeed, so 
thoroughly did the humility of the Incarnation and the 
charity of the Passion occupy his memory that he scarce-
ly wanted to think of anything else.”

5  1C 85,5: “quasi nova Bethlehem de Grecio facta est.”
6  The note of joy is particularly underlined by Celano in 

parallelism to the Christmas joy of the Gospel narrative. 
1C 85,7-10 (FAED I, 255-256): “The people arrive, ec-
static at this new mystery of new joy. The forest am-
plifies the cries and the boulders echo back the joyful 
crowd. The brothers sing, giving God due praise, and the 
whole night abounds with jubilation. The holy man of 
God stands before the manger, filled with heartfelt sighs, 
contrite in his piety, and overcome with wondrous joy. 
Over the manger the solemnities of the Mass are cele-
brated and the priest enjoys a new consolation.” In Lk 
2:11 we find the expression: “Nolite timere: ecce enim 
evangelizo vobis gaudium magnum, quod erit omni pop-
ulo.”

7  Micah 5:2: “But you, Bethlehem, Ephrathah, though 
you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will 
come for me one who will be ruler over Israel.”

8  EpFid II, 4-5: “Istud Verbum Patris, tam dignum, tam 
sanctum et gloriosum, nuntiare altissimus Pater de celoi 
per sanctum Gabrielem angelum suum in uterum sante 
ac gloriose virignis Marie, et cuius veram recepit carnem 
humanitatis et fragilitatis nostre. Qui, cum dives esset 
super omnia, voluit ipse in mundo cum beatissima Vir-
gine matre sua eligere paupertatem.”

9  Officium Passionis XV,7: “Quia sanctissimus puer di-
lectus datus est nobis; et natus fuit pro nobis in via et 
positus in presepio quia non habebat locum in diverso-
rio” (italics are mine). English text in FAED I,156. Cfr. 
Felice Accrocca, “Natus fuit pro nobis in via” (Off.Pass.
XV,7). Gregorio Magno fonte di Francesco d’Assisi, in 
Collectanea Franciscana 70 (2000) 337-343.

10  Cf. C.Ass 74,1-16; Spec 20,1-13; Mem 61,1-11; LegM 
VII,9,1.

11  2C 200 (FAED II,200): “He could not recall without 
tears the great want surrounding the little, poor Virgin on 
that day. One day when he was sitting down to dinner a 
brother mentioned the poverty of the blessed Virgin, and 
reflected on the want of Christ her Son. No sooner had 
he heard this than he got up from the table, groaning with 
sobs of pain, and bathed in tears ate the rest of his bread 
on the naked ground.”

12  1C 86,4-5 (FAED I,256).
13  1C 97,4 (VbF 97,4): “Replebat omnem terram evangelio 

Christi ita ut una die quatuor aut quinque castella vel 
etiam civitates saepius circuiret evangelizans unicuique 
regnum Dei et non minus exemplo quam verbo aedifi-
cans audientes de toto corpore fecerat linguam.” Michael 
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aeterni, quos irrisores innocentiae merebantur. Fascia 
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Brothers are important, 
not structures

“    “Let all be called in general ‘Friars Minor’”, 
we read in the Regula Non Bullata. With this expression, 
Saint Francis does not speak about something optional for 
his brothers, but manifests a constitutive element of your 
life and mission. In effect, in your form of life, the adjective 
“minor” qualifies the noun “friar”, giving to the bond of 
fraternity its proper and characteristic quality: it is not 
the same thing to say “friar” and to say “friar minor”. 
Therefore, when referring to fraternity, it is necessary to keep 
in mind this typical Franciscan characteristic of fraternal 
relationship, which demands of you a relationship of “Friars 
minor”. From whence came the inspiration to Francis to 
place minority as an essential element of your fraternity? 
Since Christ and the Gospel were the fundamental option 
of his life, in all certainty we can say that minority, while 
not lacking its ascetic and social motivations, was born from 
contemplation of the incarnation of the Son of God, and is 
summarized in the image of making oneself small, like a seed. 
It is the same logic of “becoming poor, though he was rich” 
(cf. 2 Cor 8:9). The logic of “renunciation”, which Francis 
implemented to the letter when he “divested himself of all 
earthly goods, to the point of nakedness, in order to give 
himself entirely to God and to his brothers and sisters”. The 
life of Francis was marked by the encounter with the poor 
God, present in our midst in Jesus of Nazareth: a humble and 
hidden presence that the Poverello adores and contemplates 
in the Incarnation, in the Cross and in the Eucharist. On 
the other hand, we know that one of the evangelical images 
that most impressed Francis is that of the washing of the feet 
of the disciples at the Last Supper. Franciscan minority is 
presented for you as a place of encounter and of communion 
with God; as a place of encounter and of communion with 
your brethren, and with all men and women; and finally, as a 
place of encounter and communion with creation. Minority 
is lived as an expression of the poverty you have professed, 
when one cultivates a spirit of non-appropriation in relations; 
when one values the positive that is in the other, as a gift that 
comes from the Lord; when, especially ministers, exercise 
the service of authority with mercy, as is magnificently 
expressed in the Letter to a Minister, the best explanation 
that Francis offers of what it means to be minor in relation to 
the brothers entrusted to him. Without mercy there is neither 
fraternity nor minority. The need to express your fraternity 
in Christ ensures that your interpersonal relationships 
follow the dynamism of charity, so while justice leads you 
to recognize the rights of each person, charity transcends 
these rights and calls you to fraternal communion; because 
it is not rights that you love, but brothers, whom you must 
welcome with respect, understanding and mercy. Brothers 
are important, not structures.

Pope Francis
Audience with the Franciscan Friars 
of the First Order and Third Order Regular
Vatican, 23 November 2017.
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Abbreviations

Writings of St. Francis 
Adm Admonitiones. 
CantAudPov  Cantico Audite Poverelle. 
CantSol Canticum fratris Solis. 
LaudDei Laudes Dei Altissimi. 
BenLeo Benedictio fratri Leoni data. 
EpAnt Epistola ad sanctum Antonium. 
EpCler I Epistola ad Clericos (Redactio prior). 
EpCler II  Epistola ad Clericos (Red. posterior). 
EpCust I  Epistola ad Custodes I. 
EpCust II  Epistola ad Custodes II. 
EpFid I Epistola ad Fideles I. 
EpFid II Epistola ad Fideles II. 
EpLeo Epostola ad fratrem Leonem. 
EpMin Epistola ad Ministrum. 
EpOrd Epistola toti Ordini missa. 
EpRect Epistola ad populorum rectores. 
ExhLD Exhortatio ad Laudem Dei. 
ExpPat Expositio in Pater noster. 
FormViv  Forma vivendi sanctae Clarae data. 
Fragm Fragmenta alterius RegulaeNB. 
LaudHor  Laudes ad omnes horas dicendae. 
OffPass Officium Passionis Domini. 
OrCruc Oratio ante crucifixum. 
RegB Regula bullata. 
RegNB Regula non bullata. 
RegEr Regula pro eremitoriis data. 
SalBMV  Salutatio beatae Mariae Virginis. 
SalVirt Salutatio virtutum. 
Test Testamentum. 
UltVol Ultima voluntas S. Clarae scripta. 

Sources for the Life of St. Francis 
1C Tommaso da Celano, Vita Sancti Francisci. 
LCh  Celano, Legenda ad usum chori. 
2C Celano, Memoriale in Desiderio Animae. 
3C Celano, Tractatus de Miraculis S. Francisci. 
LJS  Julian of Speyer, Vita Sancti Francisci. 
OR Officium Rhythmicum S. Francisci. 
AP Anonimo Perugino. 
L3C  Leggenda dei Tre Compagni. 
CA Compilatio Assisiensis. 
LMj  S. Bonaventura, Legenda Maior S. Francisci. 
LMn  S. Bonaventura, Legenda minor S. Francisci. 
SP Speculum Perfectionis. 
SC Sacrum Commercium S. Francisci. 
ABF  Actus Beati Francisci et Sociorum Eius. 
Fior  Fioretti di San Francesco. 

Sources for the Life of St. Clare 

BlCl  Blessing of St. Clare. 
1-4LAg  Letters to St. Agnes of Prague.. 
LCl  Legend of St. Clare. 
PC  Acts of the Process of Canonization. 
PrPov  Privilege of Poverty. 
RegCl  Rule of St. Clare. 
TestCl  Testament of St. Clare.  
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