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The dictionary defines “comptroller” as a controller in the 
sphere of finance. The noun could be confused with “controller”, 
which implies a person who controls not only finances, but 
practically everything.

In any society or organisation, control is necessary to ensure 
transparency, accountability, and good ethical behaviour. A 
certain degree of control is always necessary and beneficial for the 
common well-being of citizens and society in general. However, 
any kind of control has to respect the parameters of the right to 
individual privacy and dignity. Otherwise, it only creates a closed 
network of supervision over those who are slaves to a system.

In religious life control is vital for the respect of rules and 
norms that make up the essence of a community. Control is in the 
hands of those who are called “superiors,” but is also shared by 
those who are called by the Italian term economos since they are 
responsible for the supervision of finances.

Franciscan religious make a vow of poverty. This means that 
they promise God and their confreres that they will live without 
any personal possessions, and that they will depend upon their 
community for their basic needs. Up till some decades ago 
this principle was easy to define and apply. Needs were kept to 
a minimum and, in spite of there being those who were more 
privileged than equals, there were not many opportunities for 
abuse.

In our contemporary world, religious are more free to make use 
of whatever is necessary for their lives, including food, clothing, 
transportation, electronic gadgets, travelling, study, etc. They can 
do so under the supervision of their superiors and economos. The 
ever-increasing demands of what is deemed as “necessary” are 
obviously causing a strain on those who are responsible as to how 
they can be wise controllers. Unfortunately, some of them have 
become “comptrollers”.

A religious is a human person with dignity and the right of 
privacy like all others. Being a religious means that one has to 
have a certain degree of freedom to be oneself. Depending upon 
superiors and economos is healthy as long as it leaves a good 
margin of autonomy. It is easy to justify all kinds of controls by 
citing God as one’s only precious treasure and preaching contempt 
for worldly cares. This is just an excuse to deprive religious of 
their basic human right to live decently.

Living decently as a religious implies living poorly, but in the 
sense that one can have a healthy and balanced diet, can have 
enough clothes to wear, can be able to make use of modern means 
of communication and transportation, can have access to proper 
medical care, to sports activities, can be allowed to have time 123  
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Editorial

off from work and ministry and go out with friends for moments 
of relaxation, or to have enough resources to unwind during a 
holiday, and buy books for study and instruments for manual work. 
To deprive a religious, and especially a young religious, of this 
right is to make of him or her a person who will never have trust 
in the institution and who will ultimately resort to gain money in 
an egoistic manner without any link with the community.

Is this the kind of religious we want to create? Can we begin 
to think about understanding the basic human needs of a person 
rather than being comptrollers of those who have no privileges 
like others? In any given society, equality is an ideal that remains 
largely utopic. Equality has failed in the Marxist and Socialist 
system, and it fails in the welfare state. There should be a middle 
way between the haves and have-nots and the privileged few and 
the masses of decent wage earners. This would be an ideal society. 
The same principle is to be applied in religious life, if we want to 
have mature and responsible men and women who dedicate their 
lives for God and the brothers and remain happy in their calling.

The question of Franciscan poverty is as old as the Order itself. 
In eight centuries of their history, Franciscans have fought among 
themselves over the issue of poverty, and they sometimes created 
an ideology of poverty without necessarily living in poverty. The 
results were disastrous for the well-being of the Order and the 
Church. As in many cases of internal squabbles and quarrels, the 
Order could not bring itself to accept a middle way between its 
thirst for power and prestige and the nostalgic longing for the 
purity of the ideals of the past and of the first generations of 
brothers.

Nowadays we might smile at this seemingly anachronistic 
battle of words over the vow of poverty. Yet, we are now at the 
opposite side of the spectrum. We do not quarrel any longer. 
Indeed, we are silent on the issue of poverty. We normally tend to 
criticise the institution and to fend for ourselves. In many cases, 
brothers are succeeding in fending very well for themselves, and 
they live without any need to be accountable to the institution. But, 
is the institution being accountable in its own right? Or is it just a 
group of comptrollers of the brothers, who are keen to see that the 
ending annual balance keeps the Order or the Province above the 
red line and, if need be, sacrifice the physical, psychological and 
spiritual well-being of the brothers in order to stay afloat?

Money is seen as the root of all evil, and many would say that 
this is the way in which Francis thought about money. Yet he chose 
poverty probably because he had an experience of controlling 
riches. His poverty was not just an ideological question of having 
nothing like the poor. He became poor so as not to control the 
brothers. Whenever a brother becomes a comptroller of those 
entursted to his care, he is automatically rich, and does not 
deserve the name of Friar Minor. 

Noel Muscat ofm
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The origins of the Chapter of the Franciscan 
Order are found within the framework of the 
first meetings that the peculiar form of life of 
the new-born fraternity asked for according to a 
spontaneous necessity. In his first biography of 
Saint Francis, Thomas of Celano describes such 
meetings, their aim and the manner in which they 
took place in the following terms:

“Only a short time had passed when Saint 
Francis began desiring to see them all. He prayed 
to the Lord, who gathers the dispersed of Israel, 
mercifully to bring them together soon. So it 
happened in a short time: they came together at 
the same time according to his desire, without any 
human summons, giving thanks to God. Coming 
together in one place, they celebrate with great 
joy on seeing their devoted shepherd, and they 
are amazed that the same desire to come together 
moved all of them in this way. They report the 
good things which the merciful Lord was doing 
for them, and if they had been somewhat negligent 
and ungrateful, they humbly ask and carefully 
accept correction and punishment from the holy 
father [...] The blessed father, embracing his sons 
with unbounded love, began to open up to them 
his proposal and to show them what the Lord had 
revealed to him” (1Cel 30: FAED I, 209).

“But the subject at hand is primarily the Order 
that he accepted and retained as much out of 
love as out of profession. What was that Order? 
He himself originally planted the Order of friars 
minor and on the occasion of its founding gave it 
this name. For when it was written in the Rule, ‘Let 
them be minors’, at the uttering of this statement, 
at that same moment he said: ‘I want this fraternity 
to be called the Order of friars minor” (1Cel 38: 
FAED I, 217).

“Since they looked down on all earthly things 
and never loved themselves selfishly, they poured 

out all their loving affection in common, hiring 
themselves out for wages to provide for their 
brothers’ needs. They gathered together out of 
desire and were delighted to stay together, but 
they found being apart a burden, parting bitter, and 
separation hard” (1Cel 39: FAED I, 217-218).

The increase of the number of brothers brought 
with it a change, and the spontaneous gatherings 
began to take the form of annual appointments. 
Already in 1216 Jacques de Vitry affirms:

“With great profit, the brothers of this Order 
assemble once a year in a designated place to 
rejoice in the Lord and eat together; with the 
advice of good men they draw up and promulgate 
holy laws and have them confirmed by the Lord 
Pope” (JACQUES OF VITRY, Letter from Genoa 
(1216), FAED I, 580).

The chapter of Pentecost of 1217 instituted 
religious provinces. This provoked the obligation 
of the chapter of the Minister general with the 
ministers provincial once every three years, and 
that of the annual chapter in the provinces. The 
Earlier Rule of 1221 prescribes thus:

“Once a year on the feast of Saint Michael the 
Archangel, each minister can come together with 
his brothers wherever they wish to treat of those 
things that pertain to God. All the ministers who 
are in regions beyond the sea and beyond the Alps 
may come to the Chapter of Pentecost in the church 
of Saint Mary of the Portiuncula once every three 
years, and the other ministers once a year, unless 
it has been decreed otherwise by the minister and 
servant of the entire fraternity” (ER XVIII: FAED 
I, 76-77).

The Chapter of Pisa celebrated on Pentecost, 
20 May 1263, was the XXII general Chapter, 
according to verifiable documentary sources. In 
1257 during the general Chapter celebrated in 
Rome, Bonaventure of Bagnoregio was elected 

THE GENERAL CHAPTER 
OF PISA 1263

Emil Kumka OFMConv
(Miscellanea Francescana 115 (2015) 307-317)
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minister of the Minoritic Order. During his term 
of office as general, between 1257 – 1274, he 
convoked five chapters, in 1260 in Narbonne, in 
1263 in Pisa, in 1266 in Paris, in 1269 in Assisi 
and in 1272 in Lyon.

The Chapter of Pisa had an important role 
for the minoritic family, since it touched upon 
some themes that have retained up till today their 
resonance on the history of the Order. However, 
we do not possess the capitular acts, which have 
not been conserved, and which are unknown to this 
very day, except for the liturgical part. With the help 
of indirect witnesses, which are, at times, implicit, 
we can individuate four certain themes and a fifth 
theme of more difficult historical collocation. The 
themes touched upon the following problems: the 
approval of the Legenda maior and of the Legenda 
minor of Saint Francis written by Bonaventure; the 
liturgical norms and rubrics for the friars minor; 
the question of the Second Order (Damianites); the 
question of the structural increase in the Order of 
two religious provinces (the Province of Romania 
and the Province of Milan); the Marian question 
(prayers in memory of the Annunciation). It is 
precisely this last theme that has to be viewed with 
a certain reservation and historical prudence.

In the spirit of rigour of the regent master, 
the writing of the Legenda maior was not a 
fortuitous incident, nor an improvisation. For 
the Bonaventurian legend one should quote three 
dates. 1260: the commissioning of the Legenda 
maior by the general Chapter of Narbonne; 1263: 
the approval of the same legend by the general 
Chapter of Pisa; 1266: the order to destroy all 
legends predating the Legenda maior with the 
explicit command of the general Chapter of Paris. 
The supposed commissioning of the Chapter of 
1260 is not found neither in the Constitutions of 
Narbonne, nor in its Definitions. A text from the 
Ceremoniale Ordinis Minorum vetusissimum 
states: Item ordinetur de legenda beati Francisci ut 
de omnibus una bona compiletur (H. GOLUBOVICH, 
Cerimoniale Ord. Minorum vetusissimum seu 
Ordinationes Divini Offici sub B. Ioanne da 
Parma Ministro Generali emanate an. 1254, in 
Archivum Franciscanum Historicum 3 (1910) 76, 
§ 74). The Cerimoniale is dated 1257, but the text 
quoted is an addition. Michael Bih – differing from 
Girolamo Golubovich, curator of the source, and 
from Théophile Desbonnets who considered it as 
a decision of the general Chapter of Rome of 1257 
relating to the Legenda minor – was convinced 

that the addition should be dated 1260, and that 
it registered the commissioning on the part of the 
Chapter of Narbonne, of the document that would 
be the Legenda maior (F. URIBE, Introduzione alle 
fonti agiografiche di san Francesco e santa Chiara 
d’Assisi (saec. XIII-XIV), Assisi 2002, 240). It is 
true that in the prologue the hagiographer declares 
the determining role of the general chapter, but 
he does not clearly indicate which chapter was 
quoted: “I would never have attempted [the task 
of writing the life of a man so venerable] if the 
fervent desire of the brothers had not aroused 
me, the unanimous urging of the General Chapter 
had not induced me” (LMj, Prologue 3: FAED 
II, 528). One needs to observe that the use of the 
verb “to compile” indicates “in a certain sense the 
methodological criterion that followed and the 
sources that he used. On the other hand, with the 
request that he should compile ‘a good legend’ is 
directly indicated that on the part of the friars there 
was discontent regarding to the preceding legends. 
Given the circumstances, everything makes us 
conclude that the request referred to the legenda 
ad usum chori” (URIBE, 240).

According to a tradition, the final draft of this 
work was written in the friary of Mantes (in the 
periphery of Paris), probably during the second 
half of the year 1262. In order to present the 
legend to the successive Chapter of Pisa, 34 copies 
of the Legenda maior had to be produced, one for 
each Province. We do not have any inkling as to 
the order of such production, neither of the same 
approval during the meeting of the brothers in Pisa 
in 1263, but this remains a plausible hypothesis.

The general Chapter celebrated in Paris (1266) 
declared: “The same General Chapter decreed 
that all the Legends of the Blessed Francis that 
used to exist before should be deleted/erased 
(deleantur), and that wherever they are found to 
exist outside the Order, the same Brothers should 
take care to remove them, since that Legend that 
the General has written has been compiled from 
the testimony that he received from the mouth of 
those same companions who always lived with 
Blessed Francis, and who knew all things with 
certainty, and diligently presented the proof of 
their assertions in the same legend” (G. ABATE, 
Le “Definitiones” del Capitolo generale di Parigi 
del 1266, in Miscellanea Francescana 32 (1931) 
5 § 11: Item praecipit Generale Capitulum per 
obedientiam, quod omnes Legendae de Beato 
Francisco olim factae deleantur, et ubi inveniri 
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poterunt extra Ordinem, ipsas Fratres studeant 
amovere, cum illa Legenda, quae facta est per 
Generalem sit compilata prout ipse habuit ab ore 
illorum qui cum Beato Francisco semper fuerunt, 
et cuncta certitudinaliter sciverint, et probata ibi 
sint posita diligenter).

“This was not an out-of-the-ordinary episode, 
since it adapted itself to a normal custom according 
to which, when a general Chapter approved a 
new law (Constitutions, liturgical norms, etc.), it 
ordered the destruction of the preceding texts as 
soon as the friars received a copy of the new text” 
(URIBE, 243).

“Basing oneself on this decree, some thought 
that it referred only to the liturgical legends, but the 
most common opinion is that it comprised all those 
legends of Saint Francis that had been written, at 
least the official ones” (URIBE, 243). In the same 
way it is plausible that the Chapter of Paris of 
1266 would have requested a copy for each friary: 
towards the mid-14th century the friaries where 
1530, to which one should also add more than 400 
monasteries of Clares. Today remain 400 copies 
from the 13th and 14th centuries. Among the factors 
that influenced the determination to compose the 
Legenda maior and which remain hidden in the 
selection of its context, three merit our special 
attention: a) the battle against the mendicants; 
b) the different currents within the Order; c) the 
growth and diversity of the literary production on 
Saint Francis.

Another theme present in the Chapter was 
the creation of two new religious provinces, in 
such a way that the total number arrived at 34. 
We know that to the 32 provinces which existed 
since the Chapter of 1239, two more were added, 
born out of the division of two major provinces. 
The Chronicle of the XXIV Generals informs: 
“Under this general [Bonaventure] the number of 
Provinces of the Order, with the approval of the lord 
Pope Gregory IX, was increased by another two” 
(Chronica XXIV Generalium Ordinis Minorum, 
in Analecta Franciscana III, Ad Claras Aquas, 
Quaracchi 1897, 350). Bartholomew of Pisa, in 
his De conformitate, speaks about this increase, 
even though when speaking implicitly about the 
way that the Legenda maior and Legenda minor 
were welcomed by the Chapter, he states: “In the 
Chapter of Pisa, a separation was made in the 
provinces of the Order in the way they are now” 
(BARTHOLOMEW OF PISA, De conformitate vitae 
Beati Francisci ad vitam Domini Iesu, in Analecta 

Svetište Majke Božje Trsatske

Franciscana IV, 306). It is true that Bartholomew 
wrote this in 1385, but using the expression ut modo 
sunt, he indicates the number of 34 provinces, just 
as they were during his time. Immediately before, 
the author recalls the Chapter of Narbonne of 1260, 
speaking about the Constitutions. From what he 
says we can suppose that the Chapter of Pisa had 
sanctioned the number of religious provinces of 
the minors that remained stable for more than a 
century.

We must note also that the bulla Quie 
Provinciarum Ordinis of 1288 by Nicholas IV, 
expressly prohibited the increase of the provinces 
without the approval of the Holy See:

“ [...] We want that this aforementioned 
separation that has been solemnly decreed 
and carried out, will henceforth continue to be 
observed in perpetual stability, and with our 
apostolic authority we establish and order ... that 
such a division, or the increase of new Provinces 
cannot take place without the presence of the 
Roman Pontiff, or without his explicit licence 
conceded by the patent letters” (NICOLAUS 
IV, Quie Provinciarum Ordinis, in Bullarium 
Franciscanum IV, Romae 1768, 20).

The text can refer precisely to the fact that 
occurred in Pisa in 1263. From the jurisdictions 
already existing, namely that of the Province of the 
Holy Land and of the Province of Lombardy, were 
born, through a process of division, the Province 
of Romania or Greece, and the Province of 
Milan. During the chapter of Pisa the issue of the 
Province of the Holy Land was discussed. It was 
decided to limit it to Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon and 
Palestine, dividing it into Custodies, among which 
the Custody of the Holy Land, which included the 
friaries of Saint Jean d’Acre, Antioch, Sidon, Tyre, 
Jerusalem and Jaffa (G. GOLUBOVICH, Biblioteca 
Bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente 
francescano, II [Addenda al Sec. XIII, e Fonti pel 
Sec. XIV], Quaracchi 1913, 230-237; 261; 271; 
398-399).

Another issue that was on the agenda of the 
Chapter of 1263 was the problem of the cura 
monialium in the Franciscan Order. The discussions 
on spiritual assistance, the fixed presence of the 
brothers in the monasteries of the Damianites 
and their chaplaincies had existed since the final 
years of the pontificate of Gregory IX – cardinal 
Hugolino, who had been protector of the Order 
and author of the Rule for the Damianites, based 
on the foundation of the Benedictine Rule. Clare 
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had fought to conserve the privilege of poverty and 
the primitive characteristic of her interpretation of 
the minoritic charism. She won the battle against 
Hugolino and the curia. Nevertheless, many of 
the monasteries that were born out of the renewed 
acceptance of the Gospel and the proposal of poverty 
and voluntary penitence, were in need of spiritual 
care, and the effort of Hugolino was addressed 
to leave such a commitment to the friars minor. 
Without narrating the whole story at this point, the 
papal bullae both of Gregory IX and especially 
of Innocent IV, invited the Order to live up to the 
obligation of visitation, confession, administration 
of the sacraments and even to violate the cloister 
in case of necessity. Other female monasteries 
were added to the care of the friars minor and the 
friars tried their best not to be overburdened with 
new monasteries. During the Chapter of 1260, in 
the Constitutions they introduced a disposition, 
by which it was prohibited to the Franciscans to 
commit themselves to the formation of feminine 
convents and to accept the vows of the female 
religious. The conflict between the protector of the 
Order of the Damianites and the Franciscans grew 
harsher under the pontificate of Urban IV, who 
had to intervene and to pretend from the cardinal 
protector of the Franciscans and from Bonaventure 
that the question of the assistance should remain 
unchanged until the successive general Chapter of 
Pentecost of 1263. If within that lapse of time no 
solutions could be found regarding the points of 
disagreement, the Franciscans would have been 
free to renounce to their spiritual commitments 
in favour of the female monasteries. Successively 
Urban IV sent a letter to the general Bonaventure 
and to the Chapter, in which he ordered them not to 
interrupt completely their relations with the female 
monasteries. It seems that the Chapter of Pisa did 
not pronounce itself on this issue with a definitive 
document. We can conclude this from the analysis 
of post-capitular documents both on the part of the 
cardinal protector Orsini, who was appointed to this 
office for both Orders on 14 July 1263, as well as 
on the part of the general Bonaventure. The minors 
offered the visitators of the femminine monasteries 
on condition that this would not be considered by 
the same nuns a right to which the friars would 
be obliged in the future. The Order in this way 
obtained the recognition that in the future spiritual 
assistance and visitation to the monasteries of nuns 
would be considered only as a voluntary service, 
but not as an obligation. With the recognition of 

this juridical state, for the feminine branch the 
care and visitation on the part of the friars minor 
remained a concrete possibility. As we have noted, 
the solution to the problem was concluded after 
the Chapter of Pisa (Cf. Z. LAZZERI, Documenta 
controversiam inter Fratres Minores et Clarissas 
spectantia (1262-1297), Archivum Franciscanum 
Historicum 3 (1910) 664-679; 4 (1911) 74-94).

The only documented information, regarding 
which up till today we have information forwarded 
by a wide manuscript tradition, regards the 
liturgical norms established during the general 
Chapter. The tradition of the rubrics and normative 
definitions of the Order was present practically 
from the very beginning. The forty statutes are a 
very interesting and important point in the history 
of the liturgy proper to the minors, and namely 
of the breviary, the formulae of the liturgical 
celebrations, of the graduale, of the general norms, 
etc. They conclude half a century of an intense 
liturgical activity of the Franciscans and represent 
an authoritative correction of the norms of the 
general Haymo of Faversham, which were valid 
since the 1240’s, with the additions formulated 
by the general chapters of Metz in 1254, Rome 
in 1257 and Narbonne in 1260. These rubrics 
expressed the evolution of the Roman liturgy in the 
mid-13th century and indicated the guidelines for 
the succeeding century. The Pisa statutes, together 
with those of Metz and Rome, were the basis of 
the so-called Rubricae novae, which successively 
entered to form part of the Roman breviary in the 
second half of the 14th century until the reform of 
Pope Pius V. It is a long collection of norms and 
rubrics decreed by the general chapters of the 13th 
century, since in each chapter such questions were 
discussed, and it provides us with the witnesses 
of the liturgical rules of the friars. It is enough to 
mention the Chapter of Paris of 1266 with only 
seven numbers dedicated to the liturgy, or the 
Chapter of Assisi of 1269, with eight of them, 
while the successive Chapters until the end of the 
century, that is, Lyon, Padua, Assisi, Strasbourg, 
Montpellier, Paris, Lyon, emanated practically 
only single norms (S.J.P. VAN DIJK, The Statutes 
of the General Chapter of Pisa (1263), in Archivum 
Franciscanum Historicum 45 (1952) 299-322; 
H. GOLUBOVICH, Statuta liturgica seu Rubricae 
Breviarii auctore Divo Bonaventura in Generali 
Capitulo Pisano an. 1263 editae, in Archivum 
Franciscanum Historicum 4 (1911) 62-73).

The last theme of the Chapter of Pisa, which is 
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of a rather doubtful nature, as we have said, was 
the question of the prayer in honour of the Virgin 
in the memory of the Annunciation, in substance, 
the beginning of the Angelus Domini prayer. 
According to the Chronicle of the XXIV Generals, 
during the Chapter it was decided: “[...] that the 
friars in their preaching to the people teach that, 
during the hour of Compline, the bell should ring, 
and that they should recite the prayer of salutation 
to the Blessed Virgin for a number of times, since 
it is the opinion among some of the most revered 
persons that it was during that hour that she was 
greeted by the Angel” (Chronica XXIV Generalium 
Ordinis Minorum, in Analecta Franciscana III, 
329).

According to a commemorative plaque placed 
in the capitular hall of Pisa, tradition places this 
decree of the general Bonaventure in 1263:

“The Seraphic Doctor of the Church and 
Cardinal Saint Bonaventure, who was a most 
fervent devotee of the Mother of God, while he 
was Minister General of the Order, during the 
General Chapter celebrated in this Convent, in the 
year of salvation 1263, decreed that in the entire 
Order the brothers should daily recite the sign of 
salutation of the Angel after sunset, since that was 
the time when she [the Virgin Mary] was greeted 
by the Angel, and this custom has been approved 
by the authority of the Catholic Church and has 
been observed in the entire Order to this very day” 
(G. MARCHI, La Cappella del Capitolo di san 
Bonaventura in Pisa. Memnorie storico-artistiche, 
Firenze 1906, 16).

One needs to state, however, that the liturgical 
statutes of 1263 do not minimally hint at this custom 
of the brothers during the hour of Compline. The 
only norm that speaks about this liturgical hour 
established the following:

“The Antiphon of the Blessed Virgin, that are 
normally recited after Compline, namely the Salve 
regina with the rest, are to be recited alternitevely 
during the entire year according to the dispositions 
of the cantors. During the time of Easter and during 
the Octave of Pentecost the friars are to recite the 
Regina celi with the rest, adding an Alleluia at the 
end. During the prayer that follows the brothers 
are to prostrate themselves during ferial days and 
to make a profound bow on feast days” (S.P.J. 
VAN DIJK, Sources of Modern Roman Liturgy. 
The Ordinal by Haymo of Faversham and Related 
Documents (1243-1307), Leiden 1963, 428-429, 
n. 26).

Instead, the liturgical norms of the Chapter of 
Assisi of 1269, which was also celebrated during 
the time when Bonaventure was general, explicitly 
indicate, in number 8 of the rubrics: “In her honour 
the brothers are to preach to the people, that 
when they hear the bell ringing during the hour 
of Compline, they are to greet the same Blessed 
Virgin with a number of salutations” (ID, 441, n. 
8).

The same information is provided by the 
Chronicle of the XXIV Generals: “In the year of 
the Lord 1269, a general Chapter was celebrated 
in Assisi, in which it was decreed that, out of 
reverence to the Virgin a solemn Mass was to be 
sung every Saturday. Besides, in her honour, the 
friars were to preach to the people that, when they 
would hear the bell ring at the hour of Compline, 
they were to greet the same Virgin with a number of 
salutations” (Chronica XXIV Generalium Ordinis 
Minorum, in Analecta Franciscana III, 351).

In his Annales, Wadding also gives us the same 
information under the year 1269: “It was also 
decreed to all Brothers and they were to be privately 
encouraged to teach the faithful that, every time 
the bell rings for three times during the hour of 
vespers they were to recite the angelic salutation 
of the Virgin for three times, because many of the 
Church Doctors teach that it was at that hour that 
she was greeted by the Archangel Gabriel, who 
announced to her that she was to conceive the 
eternal Word” (L. WADDING, Annales Minorum 
seu Trium Ordinum a S. Francisco institutorum, 
IV (1256-1275), Ad Claras Aquas, (Quaracchi) 
1931, 331).

The question regarding this historical tradition 
is spontaneous. There are motivations to consider 
the year 1263 and the general Chapter of Pisa as 
the time and the place in which the custom of the 
prayer in honour of the Virgin Mary at the time of 
the ringing of the evening bell of the friary was 
born. This practice was probably introduced by the 
Blessed Benedict Sinigardi of Arezzo. After his 
return from the Holy Land, he resided in Arezzo, 
and according to his biographer, “instituted for his 
brothers the antiphon that is sung after Compline: 
Angelus locutus est Mariae, which they always 
recited and sang with the greatest devotion” (D. 
CRESI, Il beato Benedetto Sinigardi d’Arezzo e 
l’origine dell’“Angelus Domini”, Firenze 1948, 
24). This brief information shows that the beginning 
of the prayer in honour of the Annunciation of 
Mary might have been a recited or sung antiphon. 



2018 January - March -  SPIRIT + LIFE   9

Franciscan Culture

The fact regarding Arezzo is certainly dated 
before 1263 and it is possible that Bonaventure 
knew about this custom, and that successively he 
proposed it to the brothers during their meeting in 
Pisa. At the same time, the silence of the liturgical 
rubrics also has its weight in the matter, as well as 
the appearance of the norm later on, namely during 
the Chapter of Assisi of 1269. In any case, it is 
equally plausible that the rubrics of Assisi were a 
codification of the usage of this prayer that was 
already practiced and was established among the 
brothers since the times of the Chapter of Pisa, 
especially in the Italian peninsula.

Another problem which I consider as being 
worthy of a brief mention regards the mistaken 
information regarding another general chapter 
convoked and celebrated in Pisa in 1272. For 
many years and in numerous publications this 
event was affirmed (Cf. G. A, Il Capitolo Generale 
del 1272 si tenne a Pisa o a Lione, in Miscellanea 
Francescana 33 (1933) 107-111). One should 
immediately state that the general Chapter of 1272 
took place in Lyon, according to the statutes and 

Constitutions of Narbonne, which established that 
the chapters were to be celebrated alternatively 
once every three years ultra montes and citra 
montes (beyond the mountains [Alps] and south 
of them). This was also the last chapter under the 
general Bonaventure, who became cardinal in 
1273 and died in the same city on 15 July 1274, 
during the Council of Lyon, where he was working 
in favour of the union between the Western and 
Eastern Churches.

This brief presentation of the general Chapter 
of Pisa celebrated in 1263 in the presence of Saint 
Bonaventure has tried to bring together information 
found in various sources, given the lack of capitular 
acts, to the exception of the liturgical norms, and 
to offer a panoramic view of the themes that are 
incorporated within its celebration. It is a partial 
and very limited proof, given the impossibility 
of finding other documentary information, that 
has the intention of providing a just evaluation 
of that important gathering of the brothers, which 
would have such an influence upon the historical 
unfolding of the Franciscan Order.
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The appearance of the Franciscan Observant 
movement in Sicily is an issue that has began to 
be studied in a scientific manner only recently. The 
studies that matured during the first half of the 20th 
century, first of all those born within the cultural 
environment of the same Franciscan Order in Sicily 
(OFM), aimed at presenting this form of life as 
having been rooted on the island already from the 
mid-14th century, with the work of brother Michele 
da Piazza and an anonymous group of religious. 
Agostino Gioia, a friar of the ex-Observant 
Province of the Immaculate Conception (Val di 
Mazara) was of this opinion, and he stated that 
“in Sicily the Observance was born in the friary 
of Piazza Armerina, where the citizen Fr. Michele 
shone with chaste splendour” (A. GIOIA, La Sicilia 
Serafica. I Frati Minori della Regola Osservanza, 
Palermo 1940, 4). This Franciscan historian, 
following the documentation presented by brother 
Pietro Tognoletto (P. TOGNOLETTO, Paradiso 
Serafico del fertilissimo Regno di Sicilia, Palermo 
1667, 28-53) and by Rocco Pirri (R. PIRRI, Sicilia 
Sacra, Panormi 1638, III, a cura, emendata et 
continuata aucta cura et studio Antonini Mongitori 
et Vito Maria Amico Panormi 1733), presented the 
list of the first friaries founded in Sicily before the 
return on the island of blessed Matteo di Agrigento, 
a fact that occurred with a high degree of certainty 
in 1425. The friary of S. Maria di Gesù of Piazza 
(Armerina), together with those of Ferla, Modica, 

Catania and Nicosia, were listed by Agostino Gioia 
and Ambrogio Cardella (another historian of the 
Province of Val di Mazara), as undeniable proof to 
show that “many years before the times of blessed 
Matteo, the Observance had already been rooted 
in the Kingdom of Sicily” (PALERMO, Archivio 
storico provincia SS. Nome di Gesù OFM, A. 
CARDELLA, Storia della Sicilia Francescana, 
dattiloscritto XX secolo, senza inventario, 23). 
The role assigned to Blessed Matteo on the part 
of two Sicilian Franciscan historians, who referred 
to the words of Vito Maria Amico, was that of a 
propagator of the Observant movement on the 
island.

A fundamental contribution to the study on the 
blessed Matteo di Agrigento and, as a consequence, 
for the analysis on the origin and expansion of the 
movement of the Observance in Sicily, is that done 
by another Sicilian friar, Agostino Amore OFM, 
a religious who was intimately linked with the 
history of the Franciscan Order on the island and 
in general with the history of Christianity in his 
region. Contrary to the two preceding historians, 
he was formed in Rome at the Pontificio Ateneo 
Antonianum and at the Pontifical Institue of 
Christian Archaeology and the Facoltà di Lettere 
of the Università degli Studi di Roma La Sapienza. 
In the mid-20th century Agostino Amore succeeded 
in discovering, at the Archives of the Crown 
of Aragon in Barcelona, a consistent corpus of 

THE MOVEMENT OF THE 
FRANCISCAN OBSERVANCE

IN SICILY FROM THE ARRIVAL ON 
THE ISLAND OF BROTHER 
MATTEO DI AGRIGENTO
TO THE PONTIFICATE OF 

SIXTUS IV

Antonio Mursia
(Miscellanea Francescana 115 (2015) 318-330)
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documents relating to the correspondence that the 
blessed Matteo kept with the Iberian sovereigns 
(A. AMORE, La predicazione del B. Matteo 
d’Agrigento a Barcellona e Valenza, in Archivum 
Franciscanum Historicum 49 (1956) 255-333; 
ID., Nuovi documenti sull’attività del B. Matteo 
d’Agrigento nella Spagna e in Italia, in Archivum 
Franciscanum Historicum 52 (1959) 12-42; ID., 
Matteo d’Agrigento, in Bibliotheca Sanctorum IX 
(1967) 109-110). Some years later he published 
a study on 33 sermones pronounced by the friar 
from Agrigento, 32 of which were included in the 
codex XXXII of Capestrano and one in the codex 
V.H. 57 of the Biblioteca Nazionale di Napoli.

In Sicily, the studies on the Franciscan 
Observant movement on the island were practically 
grounded to a halt with the theories advanced by 
Agostino Gioia and Ambrogio Cardella. This fact 
was revealed by the studies published by Serafino 
Gozzo (S. GOZZO, Studi e ricerche sul beato 
Matteo OFM Vescovo d’Agrigento, Roma 1987) 
and Ludovico Mariani (L. MARIANI, La provincia 
SS. Nome di Gesù Frati Minori di Sicilia, Palermo 
1989; ID., Beato Matteo Frate Minore Vescovo di 
Agrigento, Palermo 1993). Although in different 
ways, both scholars insisted in affirming that 
brother Michele da Piazza was only the initiator 
of the Sicilian Observance. The study of Serafino 
Gozzo, although recently defined as acritical and 
chaotic, does have its own good points, as is the 
case of the first part, dedicated to the presentation 
of the documentary and literary sources.

During these last twenty years, many positive 
steps forward have been taken on the figure of 
blessed Matteo di Agrigento and, conextually, on 
the movement of the Observance in Sicily, thanks 
to the research by Filippo Rotolo OFMConv, who 
dedicated a study to the friar of Agrigento in 1996 
and another contribution in 2006 (F. ROTOLO, 
Il beato Matteo d’Agrigento e la Provincia 
Francescana di Sicilia nella prima metà del secolo 
XV, Palermo 2006). Mariano d’Alatri OFMCap 
interested himself in the foundation of the Observant 
friaries during the course of the 15th century (M. 
D’ALATRI, Gli insediamenti osservanti in Sicilia 
nel corso del Quattrocento, in Francescanesimo 
e civiltà siciliana nel Quattrocento. Atti del 
convegno internazionale di studi (Palermo, 25-31 
ottobre 1992), Palermo 2000, 41-50; A. MURSIA, 
Frate Matteo d’Agrigento: fondatore dei primi 
conventi osservanti in Sicilia, in Antonianum 90 
(2015) 81-100). 

The 40th Congress of the International Society 
of Franciscan Studies of Assisi (Assisi-Perugia, 
11-13 October 2012), dedicated to the theme I 
Frati Osservanti e la Società in Italia nel secolo 
XV, made no reference to the blessed Matteo di 
Agrigento and to the Franciscan Order in Sicily, 
even though, on that occasion, Rosalba Di Meglio 
presented a talk on the southern Italian peninsula 
and the expansion of the Observance in the 
continental dominions of the Catalan-Aragonese 
crown, that is, in the same regions where the friar 
of Agrigento exercised his ministry.

Brother Matteo di Agrigento 
and the Observant Movement in 
Sicily (1421-1426)

It seems very likely that during the first two 
decades of the 15th century there was a modest 
group of Observant friars in the Order in Sicily. 
This fact is evident in a letter by Alfonso V il 
Magnanimo, dated 16 October 1421, and directed 
to the viceroy of Sicily, in which the sovereign 
exhorted to favour the plans of a small group of 
“fratres Ordinis beati Francisci”, who aspired to 
live in a friary away from the noise of the cities, 
and in which they could observe the “primam 
regulam.” Agostino Amore had already questioned 
the possibility whether brother Matteo di Agrigento 
could have been a member of this group of fratres 
and he did not doubt about an affirmative answer. 
It is probable, in fact, that Matteo approached the 
Observant friars of the Order already in Sicily 
and, after a brief stay in Spain, between 1404 and 
1405, he returned to Italy, to meet St. Bernardine 
of Siena. The friar of Agrigento had a close 
relationshio with Bernardine, to the point that in 
1427 he was called “companion and disciple of 
Bernardine,” while six years later the Dominican 
Pietro Ranzano indicated him as “ex Bernardini 
senensis disciplina.” The same Bernardine recalls 
publicly “frate Matteo de Cilicia”, on the occasion 
of a sermon pronounced in Siena, during which he 
praised him for having “recalled a king with all 
that country to the Christian faith” (BERNARDINO 
DA SIENA, Prediche volgari sul campo di Siena, 
1427, a cura di C. DEL CORNO, 2 voll., Milano 
1989, 157).

At the end of 1424, or maybe during the first 
months of 1425, the friar of Agrigento had began 
to plan his return to Sicily. On 18 May of the same 
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year, he had addressed a plea to Pope Martin V, 
from the part of Guido Antonio, count of Urbino 
and duke of Spoleto, in which he requested for 
Bernardine of Siena, John of Capistrano and Matteo 
d’Agrigento, a wide autonomy in order to be able to 
preach and confess wherever they wanted, without 
the need to request the permission of the diocesan 
bishop or of the local parish priest. It is certain that 
the letter of the count of Urbino was preceded by 
another request of brother Matteo, since Martin 
V, some days before, on 23 April, had ordered the 
papal chancery to publish a document in which 
he gave to the friar of Agrigento the faculty “to 
found three convents for the Observants.” Among 
other things, on 7 May of the same year, eleven 
days before the request of Guido Antonio, the 
same chancery had published another document in 
favour of Matteo, in which it gave him permission 
“to preach and absolve from sins”, and repeating 
the facultu to found three convents.

During September and October 1425, brother 
Matteo crossed the Straits of Messina. As we learn 
from the letter of Alfonso V of October 1421, in 
Sicily a group of friars presented themselves to 
him stating that they wanted to retreat with him 
to live the observance of the “primam regulam”. 
In the space of a few years it was highly probable 
that the group increased. Therefore the return of 
the friar of Agrigento can be described within the 
intention of institutionalising the movment of the 
Sicilian Observance. As Mariano d’Alatri wrote, 
Matteo “acted as a head”, or better still as the 
spokesman of this modest group of brothers.

Within a short time of his re-entry in the island, 
already in 1425, brother Matteo succeeded in 
acquiring in Messina an ancient abandoned friary, 
outside the city, which he renamed with the title 
Santa Maria di Gesù, destining it as the house for 
his brothers. This detail is found in the Bulla of 
Eugenio IV (12 March 1446) to the brothers of 
Santa Maria di Gesù to be able to reside in the 
church of San Paolo, within the walls of Messina 
(Bullarium Franciscanum I, 478, n. 976). After 
having succeeded to offer a dwelling place for his 
brothers of the family of the Observance and to 
leave the legacy of a profound sense of spiritual 
renewal to the entire community of the city, in 
January 1426 Matteo arrived in Palermo. In the 
most important city of Sicily, brother Matteo 
made an exceptional success, obtaining on 2 April 
from the spouses Antonio and Betta de Mirabile 
a vineyard in the “contrata Fasumeri, vulgariter 

dicta di lu Mari dulci”, so that he could build a 
“monasterium cum ecclesia, sub vocabulo Virginis 
Mariae de Iesu.”

The fame of the Franciscan friar, together with 
his ability as an orator, soon became widely known 
in the large cities of Sicily. Thus, in the month of 
April 1426, he arrived in Agrigento, where he 
was born. After having preached for some days, 
on 27 May he succeeded in acquiring from the 
bishop the ancient church of San Nicola, which he 
immediately renamed San Nicola di Gesù.

The expansion of the Observant 
movement in Sicily and the death 
of Brother Matteo (1427-1450)

In the month of September 1427, King Alfonso 
V, after being surely exhorted by Matteo, wrote 
to cardinal legate Pierre de Foix, asking him to 
intercede with the Pope to gain permission to build 
other five Observant friaries in Sicily, without 
waiting for the placet of diocesan bishops. The 
following year, the friars of the Observant family, 
went to Cammarata, a town between Palermo and 
Agrigento, in order to preach and take possession 
of the church of Santa Maria di Cacciapensieri, 
given to them by count Abtallis. The concession 
of this church to the Franciscans presents a rather 
curious history, since on 4 September 1428 the 
same church had been given to the friars Preachers 
of St. Dominic. It seems plausible, therefore, that 
through a political intervention, the church was 
given once again to the Observant family of the 
Order, maybe also because of their commitment 
in opposition to the Jews, whose presence 
in Cammarata and surroundings was rather 
consistent (V. MULÈ, Note sulla predicazione del 
beato Matteo da Girgenti agli ebrei di Sicilia, in 
Francescanesimo e cultura nella Provincia di 
Agrigento. Atti del convegno di studio (Agrigento, 
26-28 ottobre 2006), Palermo 2009, 205-216).

In 1429 a second foundation took place in 
Palermo. The friary of Santa Maria di Gesù, built 
at the foot of the Monte Grifone, 3 kilometres away 
from the city walls, was very uncomfortable for 
the brothers who had to walk daily to the city. For 
this reason, brother Matteo asked the authorities of 
Palermo to have another hospice.

For this reason the Franciscans acquired the 
church of San Girolamo, founded by the Normans, 
and placed in the neighbourhood of Kalsa. Around 
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Giotto school. 

Nativity scene Greccio

1430, the brothers of the Observant family added 
a small building to this sacred edifice, and they 
named it Santa Maria degli Angeli. The small 
hospice became known as “la Gancia”, and from 
the end of the 15th century and especially during 
the 16th century it became one of the monumental 
Franciscan friaries of Sicily.

In the same year of the possession of the 
church of S. Girolamo in Palermo, brother Matteo 
was occupied in preaching in Syracuse. In that 
same occasion, the Observant friars of the Order 
acquired the convent of Santa Croce, which had 
belonged to the friars Preachers of St. Dominic, 
who abandoned it because of its unhealthy 
location. The church was again renamed with the 
title S. Maria di Gesù. Without doubt the friary 
was already inhabited by the Franciscans as from 
January 1432, since in a document written during 
that same month, we know that “brother Matteo di 
Agrigento founded a monastery for his own Order 
in the town of Syracuse.”

During those same years other foundations 
and Observant convents sprang up in Castroreale, 
with the construction of S. Maria di Gesù 
(1430); Agrigento, for the second time, with the 
construction of S. Vito (1432); Caltagirone, with 
the building of S. Maria di Gesù (1432) and 
Messina, where another S. Maria di Gesù di iusu 
(of below) was built (1432), to distinguish it from 
S. Maria di Gesù di susu (of above), founded in 
1425. Moreover, empowered by the protection 
enjoyed by brother Matteo, in the same years 
the Observants obtained friaries, not without 
contestation, in Taormina, Piazza, Sciacca, and 
maybe in Nicosia, although we do not possess 
documentary witnesses for this last case.

In the mid-15th century, thanks to the charism 
of brother Matteo, but also thanks to the strong 
links with the Aragonese kings, the Franciscan 
Observant movement had developed in the 
entire island of Sicily and in a rapid manner. 
The western part of the island in this period, had 
friaries of S. Maria di Gesù and S. Maria degli 
Angeli in Palermo, S. Nicola di Gesù and S. Vito 
in Agrigento, S. Maria di Gesù in Cammarata, 
and probably those in Sciacca and Mazzara. The 
eastern part of the island had the two friaries of 
S. Maria di Gesù of Messina, S. Maria di Gesù of 
Castroreale, S. Maria di Gesù of Syracuse, S. Maria 
di Gesù of Caltgirone, and probably the friaries of 
Piazza, Nicosia and Taormina. Among the most 
important cities of Sicily, Catania was the one that 

lacked a friary, together with a good part of its 
diocese, even if we do not know the reasons why 
the Observant friars of the Order did not possess 
any friary in the district below Mount Etna. It is 
credible that this city was characterised by a rather 
complicated political and religious situation, from 
the Benedictine Order, which had been rooted in 
Catania since the 11th century, detained a weighty 
influence, since the cathedral chapter of Catania 
was made up of Benedictine monks.

In the same year of the foundation of the friaries 
of Caltagirone, Agrigento and Messina (1432), 
brother Matteo was nominated general commissary 
for Sicily by the minister general Guglielo di 
Casale, while three years later he became vicar 
provincial of Aragon. Therefore it is to this time 
that we must attribute the commitment entrusted 
to him by Pope Eugene IV to reform the Sicilian 
church, which was threatened by the vice of simony 
linked with the acquisition of ecclesiastical titles. 
Strengthened by this responsibility and by the good 
relations with the royals, in 1442 brother Matteo 
was nominated bishop of Agrigento by Alfonso 
V, substituting the unpopular bishop Bernardo da 
Bosco, who had been elected that same year by 
the Pope, after the death of Lorenzo de Messal. 
With the Bulla of 17 September 1442, Eugene 
IV confirmed the decision of the Aragonese king, 
placing brother Matteo on the see of Agrigento, 
which Matteo willingly welcomed.

The choice of brother Matteo made a great 
impact on the ranks of the clergy of the church 
of Agrigento, who were preoccupied with the 
possible reforms regarding the goods realted to the 
episcopal “mensa”, as well as on the part of the 
friars of the Observant family of the Order, who 
some years earlier had assisted to the renouncing 
by St. Bernardine of the sees of Siena, Urbino and 
Ferrara. Hardly three years after his election, on 
23 July 1445, Matteo resigned from his position 
as bishop. Without any doubt it was a painful 
decision, dictated in primis by the hostility of the 
clergy of Agrigento. In fact, we note that Matteo 
had decided to be ordained bishop in the cathedral 
of Sciacca, a year after the publication of the papal 
Bulla. After the brief experience of pastor in the 
diocese of Agrigento, Matteo retreated to Palermo, 
in the friary of San Francesco of the Conventual 
friars of the Order, from where he then transferred 
to the friary of S. Maria di Gesù, where he died on 
7 January 1450.

The long period that saw the Agrigento friar 



14 SPIRIT + LIFE  -  January - March 2018

Franciscan Culture

in positions of high responsibility, first as general 
commissary for Sicily, then as provincial vicar in 
the kingdom of Aragon, and lastly as bishop of 
Agrigento, was characterised by a redimensioning 
of the diffusion of the Observance in Sicily, 
which involved the increase of the number of 
foundations of Observant friaries. After the death 
of the Franciscan friar in 1454, this increase was 
practically nil, except for the case of S. Maria di 
Gesù of Bivona.

With the death of brother Matteo we assist at the 
conclusion of a fecund period for Franciscan life in 
Sicily. In little less than ten years, the Franciscan 
movement of the Observance had attracted in 
the island not only the interest of the same friars, 
who had filled the Observant friaries founded by 
Matteo, but had also aroused the participation of 
the leading classes in the major urban centres and 
of the same city population. The Aragonese kings 
certainly lent their help in the initiative of the 
diffusion of the Observant movement, knowing at 
all moments how to draw the just profits as a result 
of this presence.

The Observant movement in 
Sicily after the death of Brother 
Matteo and under the pontificate 
of Sixtus IV (1466-1487)

After a long period of a halt to the foundation 
of new Observant friaries, which covers roughly 
thirty years, and during which occurred many 
significant events, such as the death of brother 
Matteo di Agrigento, in the mid 60’s of the 15th 
century in Sicily we assist at the closing of a new 
phase of diffusion of the Franciscan movement. 
Through the work of the disciples of brother 
Matteo, but above all through the presence of the 
Franciscan Pope Sixtus IV, during the second half 
of this century, new Observant friaries began to 
be founded on the island. In 1466 are dated the 
permits for the building of the friaries of Adrano, 
Catania and Ferla, all dedicated to S. Maria di 
Gesù, in agreement with the tradition and cult 
introduced in Sicily by brother Matteo. Regarding 
the friary of Adrano we have some information, 
given to us by Luke Wadding, who referred that 
it was founded by the will of the lord of the place, 
count Guglielmo Raimondo Moncada, and by 
his son, Giovan Tommaso, who succeeded his 

father on 9 July 1466. Regarding the friaries of 
Catania and Ferla, although Agostino Gioia and 
Ambrogio Cardella date these foundations to the 
period preceding the re-entry of brother Matteo, 
placing them even among the first friaries in the 
Observant part of the Order in Sicily, the document 
of concession of Paul II in 1466 fixes a definitive 
date for the foundation of both.

Three years later is dated the authorisation to 
establish a new Observant community in Vizzini, 
where the friary, according to Ambrogio Cardella, 
was erected with the money of don Lucio Marino, 
canon of the cathedral of Palermo and royal 
chaplain to the court of Philip II.

Between 1472 and 1478, under the pontificate 
of Sixtus IV, a good number of friaries were 
established in rapid succession: S. Maria di Gesù 
of Termini (1472), S. Maria di Gesù of Trapani 
(1473), S. Maria di Gesù of Mazzara (1474), S. 
Maria di Gesù of Lentini (1475), S. Maria di Gesù 
of Alcamo (1477), S. Maria di Gesù of Modica 
(1478), and S. Maria di Gesù of Patti (1478). It is 
also possible, even though we do not have certain 
dates, that the construction of S. Maria di Gesù 
of Noto and S. Maria di Gesù of Corleone can be 
dated in the 1480’s, whereas that of S. Maria di 
Porto Salvo of Enna was founded in 1487, during 
the last year of the pontificate of Sixtus IV.

By 1495 in Sicily there were 27 Observant 
friaries, in which 400 friars lived. In little more 
than a century, from the first establishments of 
1421, the Franciscan Observant movement saw a 
rapid expansion, thanks first and foremost to the 
work of brother Matteo di Agrigento (1425-1432), 
and later thanks to the work of his disciples, who 
were supported by the minister general Francesco 
Sanson (1475-1499) and by Pope Sixtus IV (1472-
1487).

Addendum: The missing 
reference to the Observant 
foundation of Rabat, Malta

The author does not mention the foundation of 
the first Observant friary on the island of Malta, 
which at the time formed part of the Aragonese 
domains in Sicily.

The first attempt to found a Franciscan friary 
of the Observance in Malta was made in 1482 by 
a certain brother Philippu Rimbao (Rambau). This 
friar was a member of the Observant family in 
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Sicily, and on 29 March 1478 received permission 
from the viceroy of Sicily Gaspar de Spes to 
come over to Malta and report on the possibility 
of founding a Franciscan Observant friary on 
the island. We know that this Franciscan did 
come to Malta in 1483, when he requested the 
Universitas of Mdina to pay for his expenses and 
for the upcoming Bulla that was to be published in 
Rome. He was referring to the Bulla Pia fidelium, 
published on 7 November 1482, authorising the 
establishment of a Franciscan Observant friary on 
the island. Unfortunately, this initiative of brother 
Philippu ended in failure, because of the adverse 
political situation in which the Maltese islands 
found themselves, always in danger of being 
invaded by Barbary corsairs.

Twelve years after Pia fidelium (1482), a 
Maltese nobleman from Mdina, Giacomo Hakim, 
known as “Malf”, drew up a testament in the acts 
of notary Ingomes de Brancato on 6 April 1492, 
in which he bequeathed a sum of money in favour 
of the building of a church and friary under the 
title Santa Maria de Jesu di la Observancia. This 
Giacomo Hakim had a brother, Mariano Hakim, 
who was a Franciscan Observant friar residing in 
the friary of S. Maria di Gesù di susu in Messina.

In his testament, Giacomo Hakim insisted that 
this friary had to be built in Malta. This insistence 
could be the result of the fact that there already 
existed another friary of S. Maria di Gesù on the 
sister island of Gozo. On 14 December 1489 the 
viceroy of Sicily had donated a plot of land in the 
area known as Il Habil so that a certain brother 
Matheus di lu Piscupu ordinis Sanctj Francisci de 
Observanvia would enlarge the friary known as 
Sancte Marie de Jhesu in terra Insule Gaudisij (S. 
Maria di Gesù on the island of Gozo). 

Brother Matteo was therefore an Observant 
Franciscan friar entrusted with the establishment 
of this friary in Gozo. After a short period of time 
this same Franciscan became guardian of the friary 
of St. Francis of Rabat, Malta, which belonged to 

the Conventual Franciscan family. At around the 
same period this friary of Gozo changed hands and 
title, and became the friary of St. Francis of the 
Conventual Franciscans, as it is to this very day. 
Our belated historian Fr. George Aquilina OFM 
was still hoping to find the reason for this change 
of hands. What is certain is that in March 1492, 
just four years after the donation of the viceroy, 
this foundation was known as Conventus Sancti 
Francisci terre et insule Gaudisii. In that time it 
was not an unheard of thing that a friary or a friar 
would pass from the obedience of the Observant 
Vicars to that of the Conventual Minister General, 
at least until the definitive separation of the Order 
into the Observant and Conventual families in 
1517.

Since Hakim died without seeing his dream 
fulfilled, the jurats of Mdina repeated the plea to 
Rome, and on 29 January 1494 the Bulla Apostolicae 
servitutis was published, giving permission to the 
Iurati Civitias et Insulae Melevitanae to build the 
friary. Since things moved at a snail’s pace, the 
same jurati wrote another plea on 21 January 1497 
stating that they were ready to build the church 
and friary and hand it over to the Franciscan 
Observants, but that if these (under the obedience 
of the Observant Vicars, to whom Mariano 
Hakim belonged) would not come the same jurati 
would transfer the property to those Observants 
who fell under the obedience of the Conventual 
Minister Provincial of Sicily (Observantes sub 
cura ministri). The same jurati proceeded to use 
the money left by Hakim to buy a fief in Marsa 
from the Castellanum Castri Petrus de Nava, in 
order to proceed with the building of the church 
and friary. On 12 August 1500 we know that the 
Conventus Sancta Marie Jesu of Rabat was being 
built. Thus, this was a further important addition to 
the Sicilian foundations of Observant friaries and 
churches dedicated to S. Maria di Gesù, as a result 
of the initiative of brother Matteo di Agrigento.
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Peter John Olivi, Ubertino da Casale and Angelo 
Clareno have characterised Franciscan history 
between the 13th and 14th centuries. They have 
exercised a notable influence upon the successive 
history of the Order. All three were recognised 
leaders of the Spiritual movement that developed 
after the second Council of Lyon (1274) and which, 
after it had been despoiled of its leaders, ended up 
in the movement of the Fraticelli after the death of 
Angelo Clareno (1337).

Peter John Olivi
Peter John Olivi was born in Sérignan, in the 

diocese of Béziers, around 1248. He entered quite 
young in the Franciscan Order around 1260. He 
was a promising student and was sent to Paris in an 
unknown year to continue his theological studies. 
In that intellectually sophisticated environment he 
became a student of the disciples of Bonaventure 
and developed his theories. He did not acquire the 
title of magister, maybe because he was often seen 
as being unorthodox in his intellectual curiosity 
which promoted him to affront some questions on 
the borderline. However, he succeeded in winning 
over another consideration in the Order, since he 
became part of the group that collaborated with 
Nicholas III in the drafting of Exiit qui seminat 
(1279).

PETER JOHN OLIVI,
UBERTINO DA CASALE,

ANGELO CLARENO.
THREE LEADERS OF THE 
SPIRITUAL MOVEMENT

Felice Accrocca
Archbishop of Benevento

Storia della Spiritualità Francescana, secoli XIII-XIV,
a cura di M. Bartoli,

Edizioni Dehoniane Bologna 2017, 325-346

Even though with different accentuations, 
Olivi remained always faithful to the teachings 
of Bonaventure, as the witness of Ubertino da 
Casale shows: “Brother Bonaventure, who was 
then minister general and solemn doctor, while 
the present doctor [Olivi] who communicated this 
information to me, was present in the chapter of 
Paris [1266], proclaimed that he was certain and 
could certify that the blessed Francis was the angel 
of the sixth seal, and that the evangelist John had 
spoken literally about him, about the form of his 
life and about his Order. When he was writing 
those words he saw in him and in the group of his 
sons perfect imitators of Christ, in all the pages 
open to that sixth seal” (Arbor vitae crucifixae 
Iesu, 5,3).

Already towards 1278 John Peter was obliged 
to affront the first criticism, when his treatise about 
the Virgin Mary was censored by the inquisition 
and was later destroyed. Although he escaped 
unharmed from these attacks – as his participation 
in Exiit qui seminat shows – there were new 
dangers waiting for him. During the central years 
of the following decade, upon invitation of the 
minister of Provence, seven theologians tried to 
scrutinise a serious of propositions extracted from 
his Quaestiones. The positions of Olivi regarding 
the matter of poverty had inflamed a beehive in 
the Order, giving rise to diverse reactions. We do 
not have much news about those difficult years, 
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but it seems that the discussion did not have any 
definite result, until Matteo d’Acquasparta, after 
his election as minister general in 1287, send Olivi 
to Florence, where for two years he was lector at 
the studium of Santa Croce, and where he probably 
met Ubertino and Dante Alighieri.

After surviving a series of attacks during the 
general chapter of Paris in 1292, when his writings 
were condemned, he spent his last years in Provence, 
between apparent tranquillity and enthusiastic 
activity, taking part in complex questions and in 
difficult contexts. In front of upheavals generated 
by the election and resignation of Celestine V, and 
by the subsequent contested election of Boniface 
VIII (whose activity was always upheld by this 
Provencal theologian), Olivi remained faithful to 
the eccelsiastic institution without ignoring the 
decadence within the Church, and which led him 
to see in these events the last phase of a theological 
reading of history.

Peter John Olivi died on 14 March 1298 in 
Narbonne, surrounded by the veneration of the 
faithful. Fifteen years later (in 1313) Angelo 
Clareno referred that, in spite of the opposition 
of “the relaxed brothers”, the memory of the 
anniversary of his death was celebrated with such 
a great multitude of people that the crowds were 
not less than those who would normally gather at 
the Portiuncula on the day of the Pardon. Clareno 
was not personally present, but referred what 
others would say: “ut dicunt.”

The cult around Olivi’s tomb favoured the 
rekindling of attacks against him. The decree Fidei 
catholicae fundamento, emanated by the Council 
of Vienne, did not mention Olivi explicitly and 
condemned only four of the many articles it 
examined in his works. However Olivi sustained 
an authentic damnatio memoriae, since in 1318 his 
remains were exhumed and his bones burned, and 
the ashes dispersed. Finally, on 8 February 1326, 
Pope John XXII condemned his Commentary 
on the Apocalypse, the last work of Olivi, which 
however continued to circulate in a clandestine 
way, in its integral form and in snippets, both in 
latin and in translations.

The Provencal friar left an enormous 
intellectual production, which concretised itself 
in some works of a Franciscan character, as well 
as philosophical-theological, exegitical, spiritual 
and some occasional writings, whose importance 
is decisive to understand the basic tenets of his 
thought.

Olivi’s work throughout twenty years of activity 
was very profound within the sphere of biblical 
exegesis. He commented 23 books of the Old 
Testament and 15 books of the New. Olivi preferred 
to comment those books that were normally 
ignored by other exegetes, namely the historical 
and prophetic books of the Old Testament, the 
Acts of the Apostles and the Apocalypse. For 
Olivi Christ is the interpretative key to the entire 
Scripture: the Old Testament speaks about Christ 
and the New Testament finds in him its realisation. 
Not only, but the understanding of Scripture grows 
with the progress of history, which in Olivi’s 
meditation develops towards its final completion 
in the seventh stage. The age inaugurated by 
Francis, who was “the initiator of the sixth stage 
but also the human archetype of the third general 
state of the world” establishes with Scripture a 
new relationship, which is diverse, founded more 
upon the “just” and “affective” dimension, than on 
the “rational aspect.”

In his Franciscan writings, Olivi praises the 
pontifical declarations, especially Quo elongati 
of Pope Gregory IX and Exiit qui seminat of 
Nicholas III. In a concord manner, the pontifical 
pronouncements had asserted that the brothers 
were obliged to observe only those counsels of 
the Gospel “expressed with words of command 
or prohibition by the same Rule” (Quo elongati), 
namely that they were to live “in obedience, 
without any possessions of their own, and in 
chastity” (LR 1). A similar position assumed also 
Nicholas IV in Ordinem vestrum and Nicholas III 
in Exiit qui seminat.

On the contrary, according to Olivi in his 
Commentary on the Rule (1288), where he offers a 
theoretic base for the arguments of the Spirituals, 
the Rule “is the observance of the Gospel, that is 
of the evangelical life in Christ.” Francis expressly 
mentions obedience, life sine proprio and chastity, 
but “all things are included radically in these 
counsels and are ordered to them.” Since Francis 
makes use of two verbs, namely observare and 
vivendo, he shows in this way that “this Rule is 
not mathematical, neither does it consist in the sole 
obligation or profession of the vows.”

For the Spirituals, the understanding of that text 
– which was together both legislative document 
and reason for life – and, especially understanding 
the intentio of the founding father, constituted a 
vital need: thus wrote Olivi in the “Prologue” to 
the Commentary on the Rule, saddened by the 
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affirmations of those who – in his own words – 
“said or say that one should not take any notice of 
these matters.” It is in such a context that between 
the Spirituals matured a new interest for the words 
and writings of Francis of Assisi. Such a renewed 
attention undoubtedly produced a formidable 
appreciation of the figure of brother Leo. Olivi 
defined him as “the unique companion” of Francis. 
He appealed expressly to his witness, and in this 
way introduced in the explanation of the text, a 
new interpretative instrument, which would enjoy 
an extraordinary fortune. It was precisely brother 
Leo who would make known a loghion of Francis 
which, in contrast with the ministers, would have 
said: “So that all the brothers would know and 
undertand that they are obliged to observe the 
perfection of the holy Gospel, I want that in the 
beginning and end of the Rule it should be written 
that the brothers are obliged to observe the holy 
Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ” (AC 102). We 
therefore understand how Olivi could have felt 
motivated in his own interpretative line of thought.

Another question on which the Provencal 
theologian intervened with great force was the 
theme of poverty, understood as the fullness of 
perfection. The polemic that the Minors sustained 
– for a first period of their journey together with the 
Preachers – against the secular masters exercised 
a notable influence upon the formation of their 
institutional autoconscience. In the development of 
this dispute they arrived at affirming that, according 
to the footsteps of Francis, they themselves lived 
a most high poverty, in such a way that they 
possessed the fullness of perfection. From the 
second half of the 13th century, the magisterium of 
Bonaventure (upon which the official line of the 
Minors was based) fixed its gaze to defend such 
a position, and this consented also the motivating 
of the supreme Spiritual pretension of the Order in 
relation to any other proposal of religious life.

All this, however, was not judged sufficient 
by Olivi. To him it was not enough that the 
brothers possessed only the use of things, since 
a more extended interpretation of this concept 
could consent to them to profess poverty without 
actually living it. He elaborated the theory of 
the usus pauper (“poor use”) as an integral part 
of the Franciscan vow. This would mean that the 
brothers, when professing the Rule, were obliged 
not only to possess nothing, but also to make 
a poor use of things they could use, that is, in a 
truly essential manner. This interpretation was like 

a time bomb. The polemic dragged on for a long 
time, and yet Olivi continued to hold on firmly to 
his ideas. In his Commentary to the Apocalypse 
(1297) he affirms:

“Nearly all the clerics and regulars who possess 
something in common seem not to understand the 
evangelical renunciation of these same common 
goods. There are also many who, choosing this 
renunciation (effective and apparent), love and 
esteem to such a point the relaxed life that they 
arrive to maintain that poor use, or moderate use 
[of things] is excluded from the vow of evangelical 
perfection and that therefore they should remain 
excluded.”

In spite of this, the brother from Béziers did not 
exalt poverty to the point of making a fetish out 
of it, and neither did he make of the the perfect 
observer of poverty, the seraphic Francis, an 
alter Christus who was totally equal to the divine 
Master. It is true that, basing himself upon the 
witness of Conrad of Offida – on its part founded 
also upon that of brother Leo – he expressly hinted 
to the resurrection of Francis, but it is also true 
that he tended to “differentiate in a clear way” this 
last resurrection from that of Christ and his mother 
(the assumption of the Virgin) and he never placed 
Saint Francis upon the same footing of Christ and 
his mother.

Olivi was a man drawn to speculation. He 
was a lover of intellectual risk. Olivi was capable 
of playing on more than one table. While not 
always being a pure intellectual he knew how to 
be attentive to the needs of the most humble and 
dialogue with them. He succeeded in doing so in 
a praiseworthy manner, to the point of becoming 
a point of reference to the beguins of Provence, to 
whom he dedicated a series of spiritual homilies 
which enjoyed a wide popularity in female lay 
circles, thanks also to their being translated into 
various romance languages.

This was, unfortunately, the sector in which the 
work of editing showed the greatest sluggishness. 
Olivi taught to the lay persons the modalities to 
thank God, to inflame their hearts with divine 
love, to go beyond spiritual temptations, to arm 
themselves with the necessary means “to flee from 
the snares and dangers of the last days.” In his texts 
is evident a profound balance: Olivi invites to an 
affective piety, which should not give up in front 
of temptation, and in the moments of difficulty 
should not omit the good works practiced in the 
time of spiritual consolation. Above all, he warns 
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against desiring dreams or visions, or welcoming 
them without any examination from the mouths 
of others (these themes return in a letter written 
to Raymond Godefroy), as well as to be wary of 
frequenting persons who pretended to be spiritual 
and whose teachings were in contradiction with the 
life of Christ and that of true saints. Olivi insists, 
instead, upon searching for a serious spiritual 
guide and upon opening one’s soul to a spiritual 
director in order to decipher in a better way the 
snares of the enemy.

An example which helps to undertand his 
interpretation of the personal and collective 
history is a letter that he wrote in 1295 to the 
sons of Charles II of Anjou, who at the time were 
prisoners of the Aragonese. He takes his cue from 
the words of Jesus – “if the grain of wheat falls to 
the earth and does not die, it remains alone; but 
if it dies it produces much fruit” (Jn 12:24). Olivi 
explains the secret of the evangelical law, declaring 
the redemptive value of suffering welcomed and 
lived with love. In this way he assumes a paschal 
perspective as the interpretative key to history. 
This consents to him the grace to go beyond the 
pessimism and the evident contradictions of the life 
of the Church of his time and of all times, including 
them in a more global and superior vision. I think 
that Raoul Manselli is right when he proposes in 
the assumption of this perspective the possibility 
of explaining attitudes which, otherwise, would 
appear paradoxical, and maybe also contradictory.

Such a perspective is well represented in the 
story of Olivi in its global unfolding. In fact, if it 
is true that the Provencal theologian can appear 
– and indeed was – a leader who was humanly 
a loser, it is also true that the grain of wheat of 
his teachings, fallen on the ground, yielded 
abundant fruit. Ubertino da Casale, who was his 
disciple in Florence, made abundant use of the 
Commentary on the Apocalypse, upon which he 
based the fifth book of his most famous work, 
namely The Book of the Crucified Life of Jesus. 
On his part, Angelo Clareno drew abundantly 
from the teachings of Olivi, especially from the 
Quaestiones de perfectione evangelica as well as 
from the Commentary on the Franciscan Rule. 
The most famous example is certainly that of 
Berardino degli Albizzeschi, who inspired himself 
abundantly to the teachings of Olivi (the saint 
of Siena called him the “angelic man”), and not 
only for his interventions in matters of economy. 
The iconographic project of the church of San 

Francesco in Montefalco is significant. The apse of 
the church – frescoed by Benozzo Gozzoli – depicts 
Olivi together with the saints and famous masters 
of the Order. Thus we arrive at the declaration of 
Sixtus IV, who stated that the works of the brother 
of Béziers had nothing in them that went against or 
contradicted the Catholic faith.

Ubertino da Casale
Ubertino da Casale is maybe the most known 

among the Spiritual Franciscans, yet he remains 
a mystery in many aspects. We know very little 
about him in substance. He was a turbulent man, 
able and ready for disputation, adaptable to the 
needs of politics, with an inflamed and passionate 
soul. It is not only the enigma of his final years, 
but also his acquaintance with cardinal Napoleone 
Orsini, and therefore with curial environments, 
that make of him a contradictory yet marvellous 
person, and for some even an ambiguous one. It 
was Ubertino, in fact, who identified Boniface VIII 
(and his successor Benedict XI) with the mystical 
Antichrist and the Roman Church with Babylon, 
and yet he did not hesitate to place on the mouth of 
Clareno and his companions such an embarrassing 
and delicate affirmation.

The scarce details we possess on the biography 
of Ubertino are, in great part, taken from the first 
“Prologue” of the Tree of the Crucified Life of 
Jesus (Arbor vitae crucifixae Iesu). The date of 
birth of Ubertino is commonly accepted as being 
1259, since he himself regarded the year 1305 – 
when he produced the first draft of his work – as 
the thirteenth year of his conversion. Ubertino 
entered the Order of Minors in 1273, and since 
he was fourteen years old when he was admitted, 
our calculations are correct. But did things truly 
happen in this way? We cannot be too sure, since 
it is difficult to understand what Ubertino truly 
intended when he spoke about conversion. In any 
case, it is certain that he entered the Order during 
the generalate of brother Bonaventure, as results 
from what he refers from the beginnings of 1310 
in one of the polemic writings that he composed 
during the great disputation with the community 
of the Order (1309-1312).

The fact that things are not so clear is proved 
by the lack of concordance in the chronologies 
produced by scholars. The point of greatest 
divergence is registered regarding the date of the 
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encounter with Angela of Foligno – who Ubertino 
defines as mother “of a truly angelic life” – as well 
as the date of his residence in Paris. Some place 
this in the years 1270-1280, immediately after 
his novitiate, whereas others opt for the 1290’s. 
The textual uncertainty that weighs down upon 
the chronology does not consent to us to establish 
if Ubertino had any news about Angela during 
the course of his 25th year of life or of religious 
life. This is, in brief, the status quaestionis. 
Now, Ubertino speaks about an initial phase of 
fourteen years during which he was occupied in 
“pious exercises”, and which were followed by 
an encounter, in 1285, with Giovanni da Parma; 
Ubertino’s conversion should have occurred four 
years later, at the news of the death of brother 
Giovanni in Camerino. There was, however, a 
second relapse. In fact, in the space of nine years, 
he relapsed once more, and ruined his first rebirth. 
Thus, during the twenty-fifth year of religious life, 
deemed to have been lived badly (“religionis mee 
deformate”), Ubertino met the “reverend and most 
holy mother”, who contributed to give a definite 
orientation to his life. When did this occur? If the 
nine years should be counted departing from the 
death of Giovanni da Parma, we arrive at 1298, 
but things do not seem to be so clear cut. It seems 
more logical, therefore, to fix the encounter during 
the course of the 1290’s. The fact that Ubertino 
speaks about a period of nine years during which 
he exercised the office of lector and lived in Paris 
(“quibus legi et Parisius fui”) does not mean that 
he remained there for nine consecutive years. 
Between 1298 and 1302 he exercised the office of 
lector and later on dedicated himself to preaching 
in central Italy. His preaching was vehement, to 
the point of arousing a report in Rome. Ubertino 
was freed through the good offices of the city of 
Perugia, but in 1304 he was confined for a period 
of retreat (forced domicile) on La Verna, during 
which he composed the first draft of the Arbor 
vitae.

From 1306 he formed part of the retinue of 
cardinal Napoleone Orsini. The relationship 
between the two was based upon the role that 
Ubertino had in the polemic against the movement 
of the Free Spirit and his role in the imperial 
party that characterised the last part of his earthly 
existence. Undoubtedly he ended up by playing 
a major role than the one that we are normally 
inclined to believe in; it was a relationship that 
his adversaries never ceased to accuse him of, 

particularly stating that he was a hypocrite. Indeed 
Ubertino, ardent defender of the usus pauper 
and of the memory theorised by Olivi, ended up 
finding himself within the comforts of the familia 
of cardinal Orsini, where he certainly did not suffer 
any lack!

The familiarity with the powerful cardinal 
consented to Ubertino to play an important role in 
the choice of the themes represented in the apse 
of the lower Basilica of Assisi, a decoration that 
was replaced in 1623 by the Giudizio universale of 
Cesare Sermei, but of which are conserved some 
accurate descriptions in the biography that Vasari 
dedicated to Stefano Fiorentino and in the guides to 
the paintings of the church written by fra Ludovico 
da Pietralunga, besides partial copies produced in 
the 15th and 16th centuries, which present Saint 
Francis as “the angel of the sixth seal.” The 
Allegoria delle stimmate di san Francesco painted 
by Giotto or by a strict collaborator of his between 
1308 and 1311, and never finished because of the 
“hasty departure” of the painters who were then 
replaced by Lorenzetti, took its inspiration from 
the Arbor vitae of Ubertino or at least from the 
thought of this Spiritual Franciscan.

Between 1309 and the beginning of 1310, 
Ubertino went to the papal court in order to 
participate in the great disputation (“magna 
disceptatio”) convoked by Clement V, which was 
based upon the question of the observance of 
the Rule and the vow of poverty. In the polemic 
writings that he produced for that occasion, 
Ubertino made a constant confrontation between 
the contemporary life of the Order and the 
teaching and example of Francis. If the community 
insisted that the substance of the Franciscan vow 
consisted in the life “sine proprio” – that is, in 
the renunciation of any kind of possession or 
dominion, which was more meritorious than the 
“usus pauper” -, in three successive interventions 
Ubertino instead tried to show that it was precisely 
in the “usus pauper” that the true intentio of the 
founder expressed itself. Placing the Rule upon an 
equal footing with the Gospel, Francis himself had 
rendered it intangible (ideas found in the Mirror of 
Perfection and in the Commentary to the Rule of 
Clareno, written between 1321 and 1322). Since 
the brothers were obliged to observe the Rule, and 
the Rule was non other than the Gospel of Christ, 
they bound themselves to observe the entire 
Gospel under the form of a vow, and not only the 
counsels under the form of precept. For the Italian 
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Spirituals, above all, the Testament of Francis 
assumed a sacred character, since they considered 
it as one thing with the Rule. To separate the two 
texts, in fact, meant not understanding them at all, 
since – according to what Clareno had written – 
the Rule without the Testament resulted devoid of 
an essential element, like a crown of stars without 
the head of the woman, or like a bride who is not 
wearing the bridal garment and who does not 
have her legitimate bridegroom, or like a good 
action without a correct intention, in order to limit 
ourselves only to some of the examples that he 
mentions in the Epilogue to the Commentary to 
the Rule.

In the succeeding years Ubertino, together with 
Clareno, tried unsuccessfully to obtain the re-
institution of the condition conceded by Celestine 
V in 1294 to the Poor Hermits, namely the juridical 
autonomy of the Spirituals from the rest of the 
Order. The advent of John XXII made a shipwreck 
of their expectations and hopes, so that in 1317 
both of them had to officially leave the Order. 
Ubertino – against whom there was a process in the 
Roman curia at that moment – was incorporated in 
the Benedictine abbey of Gembloux in the diocese 
of Liege, even though, having the possibility to 
enjoy the protection of Orsini, it seems that he 
never went.

In 1322 John XXII opened a wide consultation 
upon the theme of evangelical poverty, to which 
Ubertino took part personally, and this shows 
the great esteem that he still enjoyed in the papal 
curia. Three were the interventions of Ubertino on 
the question: in March 1322 he expressed an oral 
view (of which a transcription remains) within a 
concistorial session, following upon a request by 
John XXII that he had received through Orsini; 
he then worked upon the Treatise on the highest 
poverty, written between March and December 
of the same year; finally, he reworked upon the 
fundamental ideas of the Treatise, and prepared 
a brief synthesis that begins with the words: 
“Reducendo igitur ad brevitatem.” His tribute 
to the writings of Olivi was truly noteworthy, 
especially regarding some questions on the 
treatises On evangelical perfection and Treatise 
on the poor use.

In 1324 Ubertino was still in the curia, but the 
following year – after a new process was instituted 
against him – he considered it prudent to go away. 
As we know from a letter of John XXII dated 16 
September 1325 (Bullarium Franciscanum V, 292, 

n. 587), he left “secretly and without permssion” 
from the pontifical court, and went “wandering in 
the world.” Contrary to what has been sustained 
many times, he did not take refuge in Gembloux, 
but remained in Italy, where he left evident traces 
of his journeys. According to Albertino Mussato, 
in April 1328 Ubertino pronounced in Rome, in the 
presence of Ludvig of Bavaria, a harsh criticism 
against John XXII. From a deposition of 1331 
it results that during that time he also preached 
against the pope in Como. We do not, however, 
possess certain information regarding his death.

The fame of Ubertino is linked with his major 
work, Arbor vitae crucifixae Iesu, which is still in 
need of a critical edition. Carlos Mateo Martinez 
Ruiz has proposed the thesis of a double redaction 
of this work: after a first draft, composed in 1305 
on La Verna, between 1312 and 1316 Ubertino 
composed another draft which became a new 
redaction, completed between 1326 and 1329 at 
Gembloux. However, the probable stop of Ubertino 
in Italy places such a reconstruction of facts in 
crisis. Moreover, one cannot understand why 
Ubertino would have removed the identification of 
Boniface VIII and Benedict XI with the mystical 
Antichrist, which appears in the first draft (V, 8), 
since it could have reinforced the thesis according 
to which the papacy, after the tempest under the 
authoritarian Boniface VIII, with the coming of 
John XXII to the pontifical see would have touched 
the apex of vileness. On the other hand, the texts 
indicated by the same Martinez Ruiz seem to 
exclude a re-elaboration by another hand and lead 
directly to Ubertino.

The fact remains, however, that the Arbor vitae 
– in substance, a life of Christ – had an enormous 
diffusion. Ubertino regarded the person of Jesus 
of Nazareth as the centre of human history and 
of God’s project of salvation. He makes use of 
the symbolism of the tree, and in five books he 
expounds the foundation or root (from the eternal 
generation of the Son of God to his birth on earth, 
book I); then the trunk (from the circumcision of 
Jesus to the preaching of the Baptist, book II); the 
branches (from the beginning of the preaching to 
Jesus to his arrival in Bethany, book III); the leaves 
(from the triumphal entry of Jesus in the holy city 
to the crowning of Mary in heaven, book IV); and 
finally the fruits (contemplated by Ubertino along 
the history of the Church, which covers the period 
between the first and second coming of Christ, 
book V). Each book is divided in more chapters, 
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in which he is inspired by the Lignum vitae of 
Bonaventure, while distancing himself from it in 
an original re-elaboration. The Arbor vitae is, in 
its complex structure, a large container in which 
the author gathers heterogenous material from 
various sources and from his preceding works and 
sermons.

The charm of this work is based upon the 
imaginative power of Ubertino, who develops the 
scarce hints found in the Gospel, and enriches them 
with an affective piety. The Arbor, in effect, had 
a great influence upon the spiritual life especially 
from the 15th century onwards, and particularly in 
femminine quarters, thanks especially to book IV 
which is principally centred upon the passion, death 
and resurrection of Christ, with splendid pages on 
the Mother of God (Ubertino also makes use of the 
writings of Olivi). Of this book IV there circulated 
also some translations, one of which was printed 
(1564) by fra Lorenzo da Foiano, from the Order 
of Preachers, who was lector in San Domenico in 
Foligno.

Ubertino da Casale consolidated in this way 
the Franciscan vision of the cross, which was 
affirmed especially by Bonaventure. After the 
death of Francis, in fact, the event of La Verna 
had ended up in being an interpretative category 
of his Christian experience. Ubertino contributed 
to enforce such an image, addressing spirituality 
towards a burning love of the cross of Christ. He 
also influenced the re-reading of many devout 
souls regarding the experience of Francis of Assisi, 
starting with Dante Aligheri, who from the Arbor 
vitae drew inspiration to treat the profile of Saint 
Francis in the canto XI of the Paradiso.

Angelo Clareno
Angelo Clareno, one of the major experts of the 

Greek language in the western Mediaeval world, 
had the undiscussed merit of knowing authors 
like Basil, John Climacus, Pseudo-Makarios. He 
translated into latin the Stairway to Heaven by 
Climacus. In spite of all this he showed himself 
hostile regarding learning, to the point of seeing 
in the introduction of studies one of the principal 
causes of the decadence of the Order of friars Minor, 
since he was afraid to look for academic titles and 
for the power that could derive from them. He was 
the guide of a small group that was committed 
to a radical way of life, and he considered the 

indiscriminate growth of the number of friars as 
a weapon of which the devil served to ruin the 
creature generated by Francis. His vision of the 
development of the Order appeared in such a way 
diametrically opposed to that of Bonaventure.

The story of Clareno was, in effect, emblematic. 
He fought, without success and to the very end, 
to be able to live in poverty, by observing in all 
its rigour the Rule and Testament of Francis. An 
opportunity to do so was given to him and to his 
group by Celestine V, with a decision that was 
then revoked by Boniface VIII. Clareno was born 
in Fossombrone around 1255. He entered the 
Order of friars Minor around 1270. In 1279-1280 
he was imprisoned with other five companions, 
because of the revolt among the brothers of the 
Marche province after the spreading of the news 
regarding the modifications introduced by the 
Second Council of Lyon (1274) to the structures of 
the Order. He was liberated by the minister general 
Raymond Godefroy (Gaufridi) after ten years, and 
sent to Armenia, where he remained until 1294. In 
that year he returned to Italy together with Peter of 
Macerata (who took the name frate Liberato) and 
other companions. He received an unfavourable 
welcome in the province, and upon the counsel of 
the minister general they went to Pope Celestine V, 
when he was still living in L’Aquila. After having 
presented him with their situation, they gained 
permission to constitute a new Order of hermits, the 
Poor Hermits of Pope Celestine. They were placed 
under the direct obedience of the pope and wore 
a monastic habit, and thus they could observe the 
Rule and the Testament of Saint Francis according 
to the intentions of the founder.

After Boniface VIII had annulled all decress and 
letters of Celestine V, Clareno and his companions 
were obliged to flee once again, this time in 
Greece. It was only in 1305 that Clareno could 
return definitely to Italy, and he lived normally in 
the region of Rome. He took part in the Council of 
Vienne (1311-1312) and in the years immediately 
succeeding he lived in the papal court in the 
retinue of cardinal Giovanni Colonna, one of the 
cardinals who pope Caetani had deprived of their 
dignity. In 1317, in front of the choice whether to 
remain under the obedience of his superiors or else 
abandon the Order, Angelo Clareno chose to wear 
the habit of the Celestines, although he continued 
to have as his points of spiritual reference the Rule 
and Testament of Francis. At the death of cardinal 
Colonna (1318), he saw that all hope of gaining the 
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riconstitution of the Order of the Poor Hermits was 
by now gone. Clareno returned to Italy, at Subiaco, 
where he was benignly welcomed by the abbot 
Bartolomeo II, and where he lived until 1334.

In the meantime, in 1317 – with the letter Sancta 
romana Ecclesia – John XXII began a massiv attack 
upon the various groups of rebellious Franciscans, 
particularly those in the group of Angelo Clareno. 
The disputation, which was based especially on 
the question of poverty, was definitely closed by 
the letter Cum inter nonnullos (November 1323), 
in which it was declared as heretical the thesis that 
Christ and the apostles did not possess anything, a 
thesis what was held to be at the basis of Franciscan 
spirituality. In that tormented period, Clareno was 
living in Subiaco, from where he continued to 
address letters to his friends, and in that monastery, 
endowed with a rich library, he wrote his major 
works: the Commentary on the Franciscan Rule 
(1321-1322); the Historia seu Chronicon septem 
tribulationum Ordinis fratrum minorum (The 
History or Chronicle of the Seven Tribulations of 
the Order of friars Minor) (around 1325) and the 
Apologia (1330). He was sought by the Inquisition, 
and in 1334 escaped to the Kingdom of Naples. He 
died in Lucania, in the hermitage of Santa Maria 
dell’Aspromonte, on 15 June 1337.

The biographical acount of Clareno helps us 
to better understand the structure which he gives 
to his most famous work, namely the Chronicon 
septem tribulationum. The work was written with 
the aim of sustaining the companions and disciples 
in difficulty and to offer to them the reasons of his 
sufferings. The work appears to be dominated by 
a view of martyrdom. It is in this light that we can 
place the tribulations of a small nucleus of faithful 
disciples who felt persecuted, with the protection 
of divine providence, by a relaxed majority: the 
work is characterised by the antithesis “sons of 
the flesh / sons of the spirit” (a theme which was 
also dear to Ubertino). The text presents itself in 
a drama of seven acts: it is a reflection upon the 
hermeneutics of history, more than a historical 
account in a strict sense. Clareno wants to show 
the continuity, the golden thread that linked his 
group directly to Saint Francis; he does not intend 
to teach students, but to provide solid motivations 
to companions and disciples in order to comfort 
them while they await the imminent trial.

From the First Tribulation, which originates 
from the lack of faith and the disobedience of the 
brothers, who could not think it possible to actuate 

the evangelical life and the Rule as it was willed 
by Christ through Francis, to the last one, which 
begins in the twenty-ninth year from the election 
of Celestine V, the narration follows the salient 
phases of the life of the Franciscan family: the 
generalate of brother Elias (1232-1239, Second 
Tribulation); that of Crescentius of Iesi, who 
favoured learning and honours against humility 
and evangelical poverty, and who was opposed 
in this by Giovanni da Parma (1244-1257, Third 
Tribulation); the generalate of Bonaventure, to 
whom Clareno shoulders the responsibility of the 
harsh treatment of the humble Giovanni da Parma, 
his predecessor (1257-1274, Fourth Tribulation); 
the persecution of Peter John Olivi, already under 
the generalate of Girolamo d’Ascoli (1274-1279), 
and the rebellion of the brothers of Marche at 
the news of some decisions taken by the Second 
Council of Lyon, and then, under the pontificate of 
Celestine V (1294), the death of Peter John Olivi, 
the persecution of the brothers of Provence and of 
the Marche province until the death of fra Liberato 
(1307, Fifth Tribulation). From the beginning of 
the pontificate of Celestine V and for 28 years 
lasts the Sixth Tribulation (which, therefore, for a 
certain time, co-existed with the fifth), and which 
was followed, from the 29th year from Celestine’s 
election, by the Seventh Tribulation, when Clareno 
states that a last battle, which he does not describe, 
will take place.

In the Commentary to the Rule, written some 
years before the History of Tribulations, Clareno 
proposes to show the equality between the Rule 
of Francis and the Gospel of Jesus. This also 
requested that the life of the brothers should be, on 
the footprints of the bearer of the cross, Francis, 
an imitation of the life of Christ. But, just as the 
same Francis had prophetised, not all were ready 
for such a following: to the poor and persecuted 
Clareno presents suffering as a sure companion 
for their existence. We can see a clear influence of 
the teachings of Olivi, whose Commentary on the 
Rule Clareno is always keeping clearly in mind.

Only one codex, conserved in the library of the 
University of Padua (ms. 2094) has transmitted to 
us the defence composed in 1330 against Alvaro 
Pelagius (Epistola responsiva de Regula fratrum 
minorum observanda), directed to the same 
Alvaro, to Gentile da Foligno, an Agustinian friar 
and pen friend of Clareno, and to brother Otho 
(Odone), to whom Alvaro had addressed two 
long letters containing accusations against brother 
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Angelo. The text consists of two parts: in the first 
part, which has an apologetic character, Clareno 
illustrates the motivations of his actions by 
rejecting the accusations of Alvaro; in the second 
he proposes a reflection on poverty and obedience. 
Only this last part, according to what Clareno wrote 
to Gentile da Foligno, could have been transmitted 
to Alvaro, after having been revised and corrected 
by Gentile. Besides the usual Greek sources (Basil 
and Gregory Nazianzen in the first place) and 
Franciscan sources (especially texts attributed 
to brother Leo), Clareno inserted abundant texts 
taken from Sanctitas vestra of Ubertino (one of 
the writings that he wrote during the course of 
the polemic against the community) and from the 
Quaestiones de perfectione evangelica of Olivi.

In a codex conserved in the National Library 
of Florence (Fondo Magliabechi XXXIX, 75) 
we also have the text of the Letters of Clareno 
(there is a partial translation, however, conserved 
in the Biblioteca Oliveriana of Pesaro). These 
are precious writings because – besides making 
us understand the evolution of the thought of the 
author and of his judgment on the more general 
questions and events of the last twenty-five years 
of his existence – it is especialluy through them 
that Clareno presents his ascetical and spiritual 
doctrine.

In the Letters, Clareno invites many a time his 
readers to favour the indwelling of Christ, which 
is possible only through a sincere renunciation of 
one’s will and a strong hatred of one’s own ego; 
these are necessary conditions to carry the cross 
behind Jesus. In this sense, poverty appears in his 
eyes as a form of martyrdom and an expression 
of “evangelical hatred.” This is a necessary virtue 
in order to follow Francis who bears the cross. It 
is precisely this choice of poverty that attracts on 

the faithful disciples the persecution of those who, 
having embraced a rule of life, want to live by 
following the flesh; suffering which is welcomed 
with love consents to them the ability to produce 
abundant fruit.

According to manuscript tradition the small 
treatise Preparantia Christ Iesu habitationem, 
which is also included in Letter 9, had good 
fortune. In it Clareno listed a series of acts which 
are praiseworthy in order to prepare the coming 
of Christ in the soul and to favour his permanent 
abode in it, especially “according to the way of 
life of the interior man”, and then “according to 
the way of the exterior man”. In a unique codex 
conserved in Venice, one can read an interesting 
Breviloquium on the doctrine of salvation of the 
little ones of Christ, directed to persons of both 
sexes, who “freed from the duties of marriage and 
not subject to family occupations, neither living in 
monastery under the obedience to the rules of the 
holy fathers,” manifest however “an ardent wish 
to consecrate themselves to the Lord” in their state 
of life.

Conclusion
Olivi, Ubertino and Clareno thus transmitted 

to successive Franciscan generations a spirituality 
centred upon Christ, mainly upon the suffering 
Christ. Following the footsteps of Francis, the 
disciples would embrace the cross of penance, 
by carrying in their members the humiliation of 
Jesus. Nevertheless, their teachings do not present 
themselves as a monolithic structure, since they all 
followed different accentuations and paths in what 
they wrote. 



Se ti avvicini all’altro col 
potere, non funziona!

“    Per Francesco le difficoltà nelle nostre re-
lazioni avvengono perché non siamo sufficientemente 
espropriati. Attenzione, quando dico espropriati non 
pensate agli euro, pensiamo piuttosto al potere, pen-
siamo all’orgoglio, all’invidia, alla gelosia... Se noi 
non ci spogliamo - mettetevi pure il cuore in pace - noi 
non costruiamo fraternità! Se noi non siamo liberi e 
poveri noi non riusciamo! Allora quando io vedo che 
ho difficoltà a vivere con i miei fratelli io devo ritor-
nare a questo humus, che è l’humus della nostra vita, 
dove cresce e la castità e la fraternità e tutto il resto. 
Per Francesco l’espropriazione è il mettersi davanti 
a Dio così come si è, accogliere l’altro così come è 
e non come lo voglio. Perché quando io mi metto da-
vanti all’altro e non lo amo così come egli è, ma come 
lo voglio, io mi sto appropriando del fratello... e que-
sto lo facciamo mille volte - suvvia siamo schietti! Per 
cui diciamo che i problemi gravi avvengono al di fuori 
di questo senso di disponibilità, di umiltà, di povertà. 
La povertà è il luogo dove tu incontri Dio e incontri 
l’altro. Se ti avvicini all’altro con il potere, non fun-
ziona! Se tu vuoi che l’altro faccia come vuoi tu, se il 
tuo progetto di vita è il migliore al mondo e non vuoi 
confrontarlo con l’altro, questo è appropriazione! Non 
puoi dirmi che il tuo progetto non si può mettere in 
discussione! Infatti, dopo che San Francesco ha detto 
«che i frati non possiedano assolutamente niente sotto 
il cielo per il nome del Signore», dice che «i frati si 
mostrino tra loro familiari», una famiglia... La fami-
glia richiama la tenerezza, la capacità di custodire. E 
io direi anche alle autorità, che sia il ministro provin-
ciale, che sia il guardiano, che sia chi volete, che non 
è un buon superiore - ma questa parola “superiore” 
Francesco non la usa mai - non è un buon ministro 
colui che non ha come prima preoccupazione la pri-
ma struttura dell’Ordine, che non è un convento, ma 
il frate minore e il frate minore in relazione. Per chi 
ha il servizio dell’autorità, non c’è un altro desiderio! 
Se c’è il desiderio che tutto sia in ordine... all’Ordine 
non serve a niente! Proprio questo serve invece: far 
orire l’altro, farlo crescere, aiutarlo a tirar fuori tutte 
le sue capacità che sono nascoste. Però noi ci chiudia-
mo sempre di più in noi stessi e non veniamo fuori. La 
preoccupazione assoluta e primaria in una comunità 
per il guardiano e poi anche per il ministro provinciale 
è questa e solo questa! .

Giacomo Bini ofm (1938-2014)
Discorso ai frati della Provincia Romana
S. Francesco al Tuscolo, 7 maggio 2014
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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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