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Editorial

A SALUTE TO 
JOHN ABELA OFM

 On Sunday 19th December we received the sad news of 
the death of Fr. John Abela ofm. Fr. John died in Rome, where he 
was working at the Communications Office of the General Curia 
of the Order of Friars Minor, at the age of 56 years. John was 
born in Rabat, Malta, on 31st August 1954. He entered the Order 
of Friars Minor in the Maltese Franciscan Province of Saint Paul 
the Apostle.  On 3rd October 1971 he began his Novitiate year at 
St. Anthony’s Friary on the island of Gozo, and on 1st October 
1972 made his Temporary Profession. He studied philosophy at 
St. Mary of Jesus Friary in Rabat. On 22nd August 1976 he made 
his Solemn Profession. He studied theology in Jerusalem, at the 
Franciscan International Seminary of St. Saviour’s Monastery, in 
the Holy Land Custody. On 7th July 1979. After his ordination he 
was sent for higher studies at the Antonianum in Rome, where he 
acquired a Licentiate in Philosophy (specialisation in Pedagogy). 
Upon returning to the Maltese Franciscan Province he became 
Master of Students in the Franciscan Seminary at Hamrun. He 
was also Provincial Secretary and Provincial Definitor in 1990-
1996. One of his main areas of ministry was with young people, 
particularly as a Vocations Animator and a play writer. He is 
the author of numerous plays with a socio-religious message 
presented between 1982 and 1996 by the theatre group MASK 
in Malta. Afterwards he joined the theatre group SKENE in 
Luqa, Malta, where he continued to present other plays till quite 
recently. Together with other Maltese Franciscans he collaborated 
in many new areas of apostolate. His most important field of 
activity was that of a pioneer in the area of cyber technology and 
communication through Internet. It is thanks to Fr. John Abela that 
the Maltese Franciscan Province was one of the first provinces 
of the Order to have its own website in 1995. Through his ability 
in the field he also pioneered the launching of the website of 
the Holy Land Custody, in collaboration with the “Studium 
Biblicum Franciscanum” of Jerusalem. John Abela’s links with 
the Holy Land Custody run deep. For nearly thirty years he took 
part in the annual archaeological excavations at Mount Nebo 
and other Byzantine sites in Jordan under the leadership of the 
famous Franciscan archaeologist Fr. Michele Piccirillo ofm († 
26th October 2008), of whom he was a close collaborator. From 
1997 to his death John Abela resided in the General Curia of the 
Order of Friars Minor in Rome, where he was responsible for 
the Communications Office, and was web-master of the official 
website of the Order. In 2009 he became web master of a new 
website, i-tau.org featuring entries and publications in English 
by a group of Maltese Franciscans, including this Franciscan 
Review. His most recent initiative was that of collaborating in 
planning the presentation of e-books on the same site.
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PROBLEMS OF YOUTH

THE CONVERSION OF ST. FRANCIS
ACCORDING TO THE MEMORIALE 

OF THOMAS OF CELANO
Felice Accrocca
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 In 1247 Thomas of Celano concluded the first 
draft of the Memoriale in desiderio animae, which 
he then brought to perfection some years later. In the 
new edition he introduced various modifications to 
the preceding edition (a different division of the work, 
numerous omissions, various additions, transferring of 
entire paragraphs, reformulation of others), which he 
then enriched with a section dedicated to the miracles.1 
However, the paragraphs (cfr. Mem 3-25) dedicated 
to the conversion of Francis (cfr. Mem 3-17), at Saint 
Mary of the Porziuncola (cfr. Mem 18-20) and to the 
life of Francis and his first brothers (cfr. Mem 21-25) 
remained substantially unchanged.2

Same author and subject, but dif-
ferent presentation and tone
 In this first part of the narration, the 
hagiographer follows a chronological order, and 
therefore he adopts a biographical genre. Nonetheless, 
the general layout of the episode results very different 
from that found in the Vita Sancti Francisci, which 
Thomas had written in 1228-1229. On that occasion he 
had offered a negative picture of the family of Francis 
and of the Assisi society. According to his judgment, 
they were responsible for the youthful depravations of 
the future saint. In fact, the impression one gets upon 
reading this text, is one of desolation:
 “In the city of Assisi, which is located in the 
confines of the Spoleto valley, there was a man named 
Francis. From the earliest years of his life his parents 
reared him to arrogance in accordance with the vanity 
of the age. And by long imitating their worthless life 
and character he himself was made more vain and 
arrogant. A most wicked custom has been so thoroughly 
ingrained among those regarded as Christians, and this 
pernicious teaching has been so universally affirmed 
and prescribed, as though by public law, that, as a result, 
they are eager to bring up their children from the very 

cradle too indulgently and carelessly. For when they 
first begin to speak or babble, little children just born are 
taught shameful and detestable things by gestures and 
utterances. And when the time of weaning arrives, they 
are compelled not only to say but to devote themselves 
to things full of excess and lewdness. Compelled by the 
anxiety of youth, they are not bold enough to conduct 
themselves honourably, since in doing so they would 
be subject to harsh discipline. A secular poet puts it 
eloquently: «Since we have grown up with the training 
of our parents, all sorts of evils pursue us from our 
childhood» (Seneca, Ad Lucilium epistulae morales, v 
1, ep. 60,1). This is quite true, for the desires of parents 
are more injurious to their children, the more they yield 
gladly to lax discipline. But even when the children 
advance a little more in age, they always fall into more 
ruinous actions by their own choice. For a flawed tree 
grows from a flawed root; and what was once badly 
corrupted can only with difficulty be brought back 
to the norm of justice. But when they begin to enter 
the gates of adolescence, what sort of individuals do 
you imagine they become? Then, without question, 
flowing on the tide of every kind of debauchery, since 
they are permitted to fulfil everything they desire, they 
surrender themselves with all their energy to the service 
of outrageous conduct. For having become slaves of 
sin by a voluntary servitude, all the members of their 
body display the weapons of iniquity, and,  displaying 
nothing of the Christian religion in their own lives and 
conduct, they content themselves with just the name of 
Christian. These wretched people generally pretend that 
they have done more wicked things than they actually 
have, so that they do not appear despicable by seeming 
innocent (cfr. Saint Augustine, The Confessions, II, 
3, 7). This is the wretched early training in which 
that man whom we today venerate as a saint – for he 
truly is a saint – passed his time from childhood and 
miserably wasted and squandered his time almost up to 
the twenty-fifth year of his life.”3

 These considerations by Celano have been the 
cause of rivers of ink in the writings not only of modern 
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biographers of the saint, but also of the hagiographers 
and writers of the 13th century. Answering to a request 
by the Minister General Crescenzio da Jesi, around the 
years 1244-1246, the brother companions who, like 
Francis, hailed from Assisi, wrote down their memories, 
which are of the utmost importance for the period of 
Francis’ youthful years and for his first steps toward 
conversion. These same companions undoubtedly tried 
also to correct the dark picture painted by Thomas of 
Celano regarding the family of the Saint and the society 
of Assisi.
 The account of the companions has been 
transmitted in the first sixteen chapters of the 
Legenda trium sociorum.4 They avoided any summary 
accusations against the parents of Francis, lamenting 
only about the fact that they had been excessively 
indulging in the rearing of their son. In spite of the 
fact that they often scolded him for his wasting money, 
since they were rich and did not want to harass him, 
since they loved him tenderly, they tolerated his 
lifestyle.5 In the eyes of the common people Francis 
appeared “naturally courteous in manner and speech 
and, following his heart’s intent, never uttered a rude or 
offensive word to anyone. Moreover, since he was such 
a light-hearted and undisciplined youth, he proposed to 
answer back those speaking to him rarely in a brusque 
manner.” In this way his fame spread even outside 
Assisi, to the extent that those who knew him regarded 
him destined to have a bright future. All these natural 
gifts were like steps that led him to arrive at a life of 
grace in order to say to himself: “You are generous and 
courteous to those from whom you receive nothing 
except passing and worthless approval. Is it not right 
that, on account of God who repays most generously, 
you should be courteous and generous to the poor?”6

 The difference in tone, with respect to the Vita 
beati Francisci, is clear, and it is not necessary to insist 
further on this aspect, even though the two Sources 
then end up agreeing on some fundamental points.7 The 
citizens of Assisi did not limit themselves to restore to 
Francis that image which, according to their way of 
thinking, resulted more agreeable to historical reality, 
but they also narrate new episodes. Their narration was 
subsequently left to the pen of a scribe who explicitly 
took this task on his shoulders – according to my way of 
seeing things, he was a layman -, but who has remained 
anonymous, and who, besides consulting these Assisi 
witnesses, made use of the Vita of Celano, of the De 
inceptione vel fundamento Ordinis8 and, at least in some 
points, of the Vita sancti Francisci by Julian of Speyer. 
This documentation was sent to the Minister General 
and, through him, arrived in the hands of Thomas of 
Celano. Together with the companions of St. Francis, 
who like him were also responsible for the work, Celano 
had to recognise the validity of this testimony, in such 
a way that he not only accepted to insert the episodes 
that had been presented to him, but he also accepted 

the new way of looking at the personality of the young 
Francis and of his parents. Whether he accepted to 
do so because he was constrained or whether he was 
convinced of this new attribution we do not know. The 
end result was a calming down of tones and a different 
presentation in the two works, even though both were 
written by the same author and spoke about the same 
theme. We should also remember that there was a time 
lapse of almost twenty years between the Vita sancti 
Francisci and the Memoriale in desiderio animae.

A problem to resolve: the answers 
of historians
 This difference of approach has obviously 
been the object of attention of historians more than 
once. Francis de Beer, in particular, concentrated his 
attention on the two accounts of the conversion of 
Francis:9 in his profound and detailed analysis, he 
tries to show that the programmatic affirmations of 
Celano, according to whom the Memoriale is none 
other than a complementary work of the Vita, are not, 
in reality, evident in the Memoriale. According to him 
the Memoriale is not simply a collage of unedited and 
diverse episodes, but rather a re-working of facts that 
had already been narrated and of themes that had already 
been treated in the Vita. It is “a discreet re-working in 
silver-thread” of the preceding work,10 nevertheless 
“with characters that are totally contrasting.”11 All 
this makes us suspect strongly the historical value 
of the work of Celano; nevertheless, some historical 
“resistances” can change the situation in his favour. 
We could definitely state that the life of Francis would 
have been so rich of meaning that, according to the 
hagiographer, it could be read in a double manner: 
namely, the spiritual manner (in the Vita) and the 
religious manner (in the Memoriale), both of which are 
valid. In this way the faults of Celano are changed in 
his favour. In the vision of Francis de Beer, the work 
conserves a historical value which cannot be contested, 
even though his criteria of truth were different from 
ours. His double interpretation is not fantastic, but finds 
its raison d’être in a prismatic vision of history. Indeed, 
it is rooted in the same mystery of Francis. These are, 
in synthesis, the conclusions of de Beer who, in spite 
of his efforts and goodwill, does not succeed in giving 
a historical value to the accounts of Celano. Indeed, 
according to his way of seeing things, the image that 
is transmitted to succeeding generations is that of 
Francis as presented by Celano, as Celano had seen and 
understood him during two different moments in his 
life. In this vision, not even Francis himself becomes 
an authoritative witness of his won life. Francis de 
Beer goes on to say that “the same witness of Francis 
becomes suspect,” since he evoked his past “in function 
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of the situation prevailing in the Order at the moment 
of his death.”12

 This kind of presentation immediately came 
under the severe criticism of Giovanni Miccoli, who 
scolded Francis de Beer for not having even tried to 
individuate the entity of the new documentation that 
Crescentio da Jesi had sent to Thomas of Celano in 
order to make use of its documentary material for his 
narration. Miccoli has rightly judged this “a grave 
omission”, since it is not possible to understand the 
full meaning of the interventions by Thomas of Celano 
without making a confrontation between the material 
he uses and its re-writing by the same hagiographer.13 In 
fact, if one sees in the Memoriale “only the emergence 
of a diverse spirituality of conversion, this would mean 
a profound falsification of the ‘legendary’ and cultic 
character of his work.” Miccoli goes even further:
 “It also means not presenting in a correct 
manner the problem – although essential – of the 
biographical value of his writings. As regards the 
section of the conversion this value can come out only 
through this type of comparison, which is attentive 
to gather the elements of the organic development of 
Franciscan cult. Only some of the ‘facts’ do, in fact, 
remain […]. The rest remains a testimony of the fortune 
of a cult, of the development and the needs of popular 
piety, and of the power of the Order.”14

 Ten years later, in his famous Introduction to 
the first edition of the Fonti francescane, Stanislao da 
Campagnola accepted these conclusions of Miccoli,15 
and even went as far as asserting that the Legenda 
trium sociorum “could be rebuilt, although with a 
great degree of freedom,” on the Memoriale, “but not 
the other way round.”16 This choice brought Stanislao 
da Campagnola to make a series of evaluations 
consequent upon the study of “the dynamic of growth 
in the narratives of Francis’ youthful years.”17

 On his part Raoul Manselli, in his famous 
biography of Francis, published for the first time 
in 1980, was of the opinion that, regarding the 
description of the sinful youth of the new Saint, the 
two vitae of Celano are none other than “a moralistic 
amplification […] of the words of the Testament, cum 
essem in peccatis, without arriving in any way at 
giving a historically valid profile of Francis before his 
conversion.”18 In fact, in his reconstruction of the facts, 
Manselli assigned a great importance to the Legenda 
trium sociorum, that he considered to be older than 
the Memoriale and judged “as the answer on the part 
of Assisi people to the official legend of Thomas of 
Celano.”19

 The theme regarding the youthful years of 
Francis returned with all its freshness some years 
later, in a study by Chiara Frugoni, who examined 
texts and images referring to this theme. She took 
into consideration the thesis proposed by Moorman in 
1940.20 Frugoni was of the opinion that “at least the three 

initial chapters of the Vita prima of Thomas of Celano 
keep in mind the Legend of the Three Companions, that 
in that time could have already existed in parts, which 
were separated and distinct. When the text gained in 
importance after a number of years, Celano accepted 
to make use of it in a more explicit manner in the Vita 
secunda (Memoriale in desiderio animae).”21 Such 
a chronology led Frugoni to hold that in Thomas of 
Celano’s Vita sancti Francisci there was a very partial 
and superficial handling in the presentation of the 
events that result “in being linked very superficially, 
and sometimes are even contradictory.”22

 In very recent times André Vauchez has studied 
this problem. According to this French scholar, the 
criticism which Miccoli levelled against the volume 
by Francis de Beer (according to Vauchez, Miccoli’s 
paper has become a classical work), conditioned 
historians who subsequently gave attention to the 
question, prompting them to disregard “all that could 
have been valid and which could stimulate attention 
in the antithesis placed in evidence by F. De Beer.”23 
However he places emphasis on different aspects from 
those that had polarised attention up to that moment, 
and underlines the fact that while in the first work 
Thomas presents Francis essentially as “a son of a 
merchant and a merchant himself”, in the second “he 
places the emphasis exclusively upon the chivalrous 
aspects of the existence of the Poverello of Assisi.”24

New major issues of the “Fran-
ciscan Question”
 The situation does not appear too clear. 
Nonetheless, I think that the progress registered during 
these last years in the study of the biographical sources 
of St. Francis can consent to make us have a more 
objective picture of the whole question, and finally, to 
untie some knots that still remain. Without repeating 
what I believe to have documented in other places, I 
am convinced that, regarding the chronology of the 
sources, the absolute primacy must be given to the 
Vita beati Francisci by Thomas of Celano; the Legend 
atrium sociorum, instead, in its first sixteen chapters, 
is a rather faithful re-elaboration – we possess two 
editions, fruit of the work of two different authors – of 
a text sent to Crescenzio da Jesi in the years 1244-1246 
by some citizens of Assisi. This text was then used by 
Thomas of Celano in order to write paragraphs 3-17 of 
the Memoriale in desiderio animae.25

 In this documentation, the citizens and 
companions of the Saint tried to correct the bleak 
picture presented in the first hagiography by Celano. 
The framework of their account follows a different 
anthropological approach: from the reading of the Vita 
by Thomas emerges a picture dominated by a lack of 
trust in human nature, which is presented as having been 
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redeemed by force through divine grace, that triumphs 
in spite of human nature; the narration of the Assisi 
citizens, instead, presents a different vision, which 
is substantially more optimistic; namely, that grace 
perfects human nature, and in a certain way triumphs 
through human beings. In this vision, in fact, Francis 
appears as a young man full of natural virtues, which 
constituted in him the steps upon which he climbs in 
order to meet Grace.26 Therefore, I do not agree with 
the radical scepticism of Raoul Manselli regarding the 
account of the Vita beati Francisci. At the same time 
I am not that convinced, as Miccoli wrote way back 
in 1964, that besides the elements of biographical 
value found in the Opuscula, “very few facts” remain 
that relate to the youthful years and the itinerary of 
conversion of Francis.27

 It is true that the Legenda trium sociorum ends 
up sometimes by merging different traditions, whereas 
in others it takes the words of the Vita beati Francisci 
offering “an evident and explicit amplification”, 
whereas in other texts, regarding “the marvellous and 
miraculous amplifications,” it presents “a contradictory 
situation.”28 Miccoli is therefore right when he thinks 
that some episodes, like the one we shall now quote, 
show the progress of the miraculous element present in 
the Legenda:
 “It is certainly astonishing, if not miraculous, 
that this greeting of peace was used before his 
conversion by a precursor who frequently went through 
Assisi greeting the people with ‘Peace and good! Peace 
and good!’ It seems plausible that, as John heralded 
Christ but withdrew when Christ began his mission of 
preaching, so too, like another John, this man preceded 
Francis in using the greeting of peace, but disappeared 
when he appeared.”29

 It is also true, however, that the Legenda 
narrates new facts, that integrate the account – which 
is sometimes full of lacunae – of the Vita by Celano. 
Thomas includes nearly all of these episodes in the 
Memoriale. I am saying nearly, because the episode 
that we have just quoted is not mentioned by him. 
Both editions of the Legenda trium sociorum, that of 
Sarnano and that which is considered ‘traditional’, 
present the episode without any major differences: we 
can therefore affirm that, both in substance and in form, 
the episode pertains to the original text from which 
the two editions that we now possess have drawn the 
documentation. Thomas, therefore, received this text 
in a form similar to that which we know. However 
Celano was not gullible and this fact seemed suspect 
to him, so much so that he just ignored it. Even in the 
Vita he showed himself rather prudent: for example, 
in the section regarding the miracles post mortem, in 
the narration of the healing of persons possessed by 
the devil, he always puts his readers on guard, noting 
that this category of sick persons is often subject to 
illusions.30 We can therefore suppose that in the layout 

of the Memoriale, Celano valued, time and again, the 
possible trustworthiness of the documented facts that 
he had received, and he omitted those that he retained 
to be without foundation or inopportune. Therefore, 
if Thomas accepted the majority of the fact narrated 
by the citizens and companions of the Saint and the 
description they had given regarding Francis’ youthful 
years, to the point of arriving at contradicting the image 
that he himself (Celano) had portrayed in the Vita, this 
was the result of the high degree of credibility that the 
witness of the Assisi citizens enjoyed. They, in fact, 
contrary to Celano, could not only boast of a long 
custom of sharing their lives with Francis, but also of a 
thorough knowledge of the environment of his family. 
With all evidence, Celano should in a certain way have 
had to recognise the validity of their testimony.

The Memoriale: is it another Vita 
or the completion of the Vita?
 We here arrive at the fundamental thesis of 
the volume by Francis de Beer. Is it true that, in the 
layout of the Memoriale, Thomas is not faithful to 
what he decreed in the Prologue, namely that the work 
he presented to Crescenzio da Jesi and to the General 
Chapter contained only “some marvellous details 
about the conversion of Saint Francis not included 
in the earlier legends written about him because they 
were never brought to the author’s attention”?31 Is it 
true to say definitely that the Memoriale constitutes “a 
resumption and a transfer” of the Vita beati Francisci?32

 The narration of the Vita, in reality, presented 
lacunae that generated unrelated facts in the narration. 
The author of De inceptione had already integrated, or 
even corrected in some places, the account of Celano. 
The author whom the Assisi citizens entrusted with the 
writing down of their memories had a very thorough 
knowledge of both the Vita sancti Francisci and the De 
inceptione, and in various occasions he showed himself 
to peacefully accept the two versions, and in this way he 
generated confusion. However, regarding the youthful 
years of Francis and his itinerary of conversion, he 
could certainly make use of many new episodes that 
were unknown to Thomas of Celano or to the author of 
the De inceptione. Perhaps, the author of this last work 
(John of Perugia), could have known them, but did not 
regard it opportune to mention them.

to be continued…
_____________________

                  www
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NOTES

1 Cfr. F. AccroccA, Le due redazioni del Memoriale nel 
desiderio dell’anima di Tommaso da Celano, in Frate Francesco 
72 (2006) 153-186. Latin quotations of the Sources follow the 
edition Fontes Franciscani, a cura di E. Menestò, S. Brufani, G. 
Cremascoli, E. Paoli, L. Pellegrini, Stanislao da Campagnola. 
Apparati di G.M. Boccali (Medioevo francescano, Testi 2), S. 
Maria degli Angeli – Assisi 1995. English translation of the texts 
in Francis of Assisi. Early Documents (=FAED), plus the volume 
number and page number. For the Memoriale reference will also 
be made to the text and notes published in Legendae S. Francisci 
Assisiensis saeculis XIII et XIV conscriptae (Analecta Franciscana 
X), Ad Claras Aquas 1926-1941, 127-268 (=AF). Translator’s 
note: only the most important notes have been translated.
2  The brief omission registered in 2C 12 (FAED II, 251), 
where Francis responds to his brother’s insulting remarks, and 
where Celano does not refer to the cheerful and smiling attitude 
that Francis assumed on that occasion, is probably the result of 
a distraction on the part of the copyist: cfr. F. AccroccA, Le due 
redazioni, 164 and note 21. 
3  celAno, Vita S. Francisci, 1-2 (Fontes Franciscani, 277-
278): “Vir erat in civitate Assisii, quae in finibus vallis Spoletanae 
sita est, nomine Franciscus, qui a primaevo aetatis suae anno a 
parentibus secundum saeculi vanitatem nutritus est insolenter et 
ipsorum miseram vitam diu imitatus et mores, vanior ipse atque 
insolentior est effectus. Quoniam haec pessima consuetudo apud 
eos, qui christiano censentur nomine, sic undique inolevit et 
perniciosa doctrina haec, velut lege publica, ita ubique firmata 
est et praescripta, ut ab ipsis cunabulis remisse nimis et dissolute 
filios suos studeant educare. Primo namque cum fari vel balbutire 
incipiunt, turpia quaedam et exsecrabilia valde, signis et vocibus 
edocentur pueruli nondum nati: et cum tempus ablactationis 
advenerit, quaedam luxu et lascivia plena non solum fari sed et 
operari coguntur. Non audet aliquis illorum, aetatis timore coactus, 
honeste se gerere, quoniam ex hoc duris subiacet disciplinis. Ideo 
bene ait saecularis poeta: «Quia inter exercitationes parentum 
crevimus, ideo a pueritia nos omnia mala sequuntur». Testimonium 
hoc verum est, cum eo inimiciora sint filiis vota parentum, quo 
cessere felicius. Sed et cum paulo plusculum aetate profecerint, 
se ipsis impellentibus, semper ad deteriora opera dilabuntur. Ex 
vitiata namque radice arbor vitiosa succrescit, et quod semel male 
depravatum est vix reduci potest ad regulam aequitatis. Cum vero 
adolescentiae portas coeperint introire, quales eos fieri arbitraris? 
Tunc profecto omni dissolutionis genere fluitantes, eo quod 
liceat eis explere omne quod libet omni studio se tradunt flagitiis 
deservire. Sic enim voluntaria servitute servi effecti peccati, arma 
iniquitatis exponunt omnia membra sua, et nihil in se christianae 
religionis in vita seu in moribus praeferentes, solo christianitatis 
nomine se tuentur. Simulant miseri plerumque se nequiora fecisse 
quam fecerint, ne videantur abiectiores, quo innocentiores exsistunt. 
Haec sunt misera rudimenta, in quibus homo iste, quem sanctum 
hodie veneramur, quoniam vere sanctus est, a pueritia versebatur et 
fere usque ad vigesimum quintum aetatis suae annum tempus suum 
miserabiliter perdidit et consumpsit.” (English text in FAED I, 182-
183).
4  Cfr. F. AccroccA, La Legenda tium sociorum: una 
peculiare attezione all’umanità di Francesco, in Frate Francesco 
71 (2005) 543-574.
5  Cfr. L3C 2 (Fontes Franciscani 1375; FAED II, 68). 

6  L3C 3,1-3 (Fontes Franciscani 1375-1376): “Erat tamen 
quasi naturaliter curialis in moribus et in verbis, iuxta cordis sui 
propositum nemini dicens verbum iniuriosum vel turpe, immo, 
cum sic esset iuvenis iovosus et lascivus, proposuit turpia sibi 
dicentibus minime respondere. Unde ex hoc fama eius quasi per 
totam provinciam est adeo divulgata ut a multis qui cognoscebat 
eum diceretur aliquid magni futurus. A quibus virtutum naturalium 
gradibus ad hanc provectus est gratiam ut diceret ad seipsum 
conversus: ‘Ex quo largus et curialis es apud homines a quibus nihil 
recipis nisi favorem transitorium et inanem, iustum est ut, propter 
Deum qui largissimus est in retribuendo, pauperibus sis curialis et 
largus.’” (English text in FAED II, 69).
7  Cfr. F. AccroccA, I peccati del giovane Francesco, in 
Frate Francesco 68 (2002) 191-210.
8  The author of the De inceptione vel fundamento Ordinis 
(Anonymous of Perugia), with all probability, was brother John 
of Perugia, disciple of brother Giles. He took in consideration 
only some episodes from the life of Fancis in order to correct the 
chronology or description of the facts as given by Celano, and 
integrate them in his account. The relationship between this work 
and the Vita of Celano has been analytically studied by P. Beguin, 
L’Anonynme de Pérouse. Un témoin de la fraternité franciscaine 
primitive confronté aux autres sources contemporaines. 
Traduction, introduction et notes. Études comparative des textes, 
iParis 1979, 109-136. Cfr. F. AccroccA, Un’opera preziosa e a 
lungo dimenticata: De inceptione vel fundamento Ordinis, in Frate 
Francesco 71 (2005) 169-201.
9  Cfr. FrAncis De Beer, La conversion de saint François 
selon Thomas de Celano. Etude comparative des textes relatifs à 
la conversion en Vita I et Vita II, Paris 1963. I have made use of 
the copy conserved in the Biblioteca Centrale dei Cappuccini, at 
the Collegio S. Lorenzo da Brindisi in Rome. This same copy was 
used by Octavian Schmucki of Rieden, who also wrote its review 
on Collectanea Franciscana 34 (1964) 183-184.
10  stAnislAo DA cAmpAgnolA, in his Introduzione to the 
second section of the first edition of the Fonti Francescane, Assisi 
1977, 235, says: “The 17 chapters which constitute the first part of 
the Vita seconda, can initially appear to be a re-working in silver-
thread of the respective accounts in the Vita prima. In reality, the 
differences between them are great.” Cfr. ibidem 285-286.
11  FrAncis De Beer, La conversion de saint François, 254.
12  Cfr. ibidem 302. These affirmations influenced Luigi 
Pellegrini. In October 1974, during the proceedings of the Congress 
of Franciscan Studies, during a discussion on the paper presented 
by Manselli, Pellegrini affirmed: “Ero partito da questo punto di 
vista: accettiamo solo quello che c’è nel Testamento, usiamo il 
Testamento come termine di confronto delle testimonianze forniteci 
dalle agiografie (particolarmente in rapporto dalla ‘conversione’ e 
alle prime esperienze della fraternità). Ora però ho alcune riserve 
anche sul Testamento. Bisogna tener presente il particolare ‘Sitz 
im Leben’, bisogna cioè collocare il Testamento nel suo concreto 
momento storico ed esperienziale. Ne deriva che ci si presenta come 
un’opera di sintesi e di selezione delle esperienze che san Francesco 
ha fatto, durante il periodo della sua conversione. Perciò non 
possiamo prenderlo come una fonte autobiografica. Anche in tale 
scritto infatti viene operata una selezione, finalizzata chiaramente a 
dare alcuni indirizzi spirituali e pratici ai frati. Perché solo il lebbroso 
nella conversione? E perché tanti altri richiami alla sua esperienza 
delle origini? Per riportare i frati a quel tipo di esperienza. Un 
altro elemento da tener presente nella lettura del Testamento è che 
san Francesco rilegge l’esperienza della sua conversione e quindi 
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delle origini dell’esperienza francescana, dall’alto della crescita, 
sviluppo e trasformazione della sua esperienza operatasi nel giro di 
vent’anni” [in La povertà del secolo XIII e Francesco d’Assisi. Atti 
del II convegno internazionale (Assisi, 17-19 ottobre 1974), Assisi 
1975, 64-65].
13  G. miccoli, La “conversione” di san Francesco secondo 
Tommaso da Celano, in Studi Medievali s. III, 5 (1964) 775-792, 
776. The same limitation is found in the volume published by D. 
schiopetto, Interpretazione e attualizzazione della Norma vitae nel 
“Memoriale in desiderio animae” di Tommaso da Celano (Centro 
Studi Antoniani. “Varia”), Padova 2000. Regarding the presentation 
of Francis de Beer, cfr. the severe judgment by R. mAnselli, Il 
punto su recenti studi relativi a S. Francesco e al francescanesimo 
primitivo, now published in idem, San Francesco dal dolore degli 
uomini al Cristo crocifisso, ibidem 187, note 3.
14  Ibidem 789-790.
15  In Fonti francescane, 286-287.
16  Ibidem 235.
17  Cfr. Ibidem 275-280.
18  Cfr. r. mAnselli, San Francesco d’Assisi. Editio maior 
(Tempi e figure 41), Cinisello Balsamo (MI) 2002, 119 [prima ed.: 
San Francesco (Biblioteca di cultura 182), Rome 1980, 53].
19  Idem, “Nos qui cum eo fuimus”. Contributo alla 
questione francescana (Bibliotheca seraphico-capuccina 28), 
Roma 1980, 27. Cfr. F. Accrocca, La straordinaria influenza di 
un’opera incompiuta: a proposito del “San Francesco d’Assisi” di 
Raoul Manselli, in Il Santo 43 (2003) 633-655.
20  Cfr. J.r.h. moormAn, The Sources for the Life of St. 
Francis of Assisi (Publications of the University of Manchester 
274. Historical Series 79), Manchester 1940, 68-76.
21  Cfr. c. Frugoni, La giovinezza di Francesco nelle fonti 
(testi e immagini), in Studi Medievali s. III, 25 (1984) 115-143, 117. 
“Tra la prima e la seconda Vita [...] s’interpone il diffondersi della 
Leggenda, il peso di una storia diversa” (130). “Della Leggenda 
rimane [nel Memoriale], come un albero privo di foglie, lo schema, 
che Tommaso ottiene, prima rendendo completamente neutri i 
fatti che raccoglie, poi piegandoli ad una ferrea interpretazione 
edificante” (131).
22  Ibidem 124. Regarding the first part of 1C no attention 
was given by F. chAvero BlAnco, Un Código de vida franciscana. 
Hacia una interpretación de la Vita II de Celano, in Verdad y Vida 
41 (1983) 281-300.
23  Cfr. A. vAuchez, François d’Assise marchand et 
chevalier chez Thomas de Celano, in “Ubi neque aerugo neque 
tinea demolitur”. Studi in onore di Luigi Pellegrini per i suoi settanta 
anni, a cura di M.G. Del Fuoco, Napoli 2006, 781-795, 782. Vauchez 
(782, note 3) affirms that he agrees with the reserved judgments 
expressed by r. michetti, La Vita beati Francisci di Tommaso da 
Celano: storia di un’agiografia medievale, in Franciscana 1 (1999) 
207-208, regarding Chiara Frugoni’s convictions on the fact that 
the Legend of the Three Companions could be even older than the 
Vita by Celano. 
24  Ibidem 782-783.
25  I refer to my studies: “Viveva ad Assisi un uomo di 
nome Francesco”. Un’introduzione alle fonti biografiche di san 
Francesco (Memoria e profezia, s.n.), Padova 2005; La Vita beati 
Francisci di Tommaso da Celano: un’opera elevata e complessa, in 
Frate Francesco 70 (2004) 481-501; Un’opera preziosa e a lungo 
dimenticata; La Legenda trium sociorum.
26  Cfr. L3C 3,1-3 (Fontes Franciscani 1375-1376; FAED 
II, 69). Cfr. F. AccroccA, La Legenda trium sociorum, 558-560.
27  Nowadays Miccoli is more positive. He is of the 

opinion that the hagiographical works dedicate to the Saint of 
Assisi constitute “an essential dossier in order to reconstruct 
the story of Francis,” even though “it is only through a patient 
work of excavation and discernment that we are permitted to 
gather and solve the complicated knots that are tied together in 
their writings” (g. miccoli, Di un percorso tra le fonti, in idem 
– J. DAlArun, e. prinzivAlli, F. AccroccA, Viveva ad Assisi un 
uomo di nome Francesco, in Frate Francesco 72 (2006) 10, 11). 
Miccoli writes: “La nostra ricostruzione avrà perciò, per quanto 
riguarda la proposta cristiana di Francesco, i suoi scritti come 
punto di riferimento privilegiato, mentre per quanto riguarda le 
vicende della sua vita non ci si potrà non riferire, oltre che agli 
scritti, anche a quel dossier, in un impegno di ricostruzione che 
non potrà prescindere dallo sforzo di ‘combinare’, e sia pure con 
tutte le cautele e gli accorgimenti dl caso, fonti e testi tra loro 
diversi. Ecco, ho pronunciato la parola (combinare, combinatorio) 
che un grossolano fraintendimento del discorso di Arsenio Frugoni 
ha reso malfamata. Ma sarà dunque un ‘combinare’ che appunto, 
se si vuole restare fedeli alla sua lezione, non può essere astratto, 
meccanico, ma deve saper estrarre dalle diverse testimonianze, 
sceverenadone orientamenti e condizionamenti, quello zoccolo 
duro dell’‘accaduto’ che costituisce il terreno comune da cui sono 
nate” (ibidem 13).
28  Cfr. g. miccoli, La “conversione” di san Francesco, 
790-791.
29  L3C 26,3-4: “Et mirum certe, nec sine miraculo 
admittendum, quod ad hanc salutationem annunciandam, ante suam 
conversionem habuerat quemdam praecursorem qui frequenter 
iverat per Assisium salutando in hunc modum: ‘Pax et bonum! 
Pax et bonum!’ De quo creditum est firmiter quod sicut Iohannes 
Christum praenuntians Christo incipiente praedicare deficit, 
ita et iste velut alter Iohannes beatum Franciscum praecessit in 
annuntiatione pacis qui etiam post adventum ipsius non comparuit 
sicut prius” (Fonte Franciscani 1399; English text in FAED II, 
84). Giovanni Miccoli justly pointed out that here “la tendenza 
è quella della ricerca delle ‘conformitates’ tra Francesco e il 
Cristo, prospettando perciò uno stadio miracolistico più avanzato 
della stessa Vita II, sostanzialmente bloccata, in questa parte, ad 
individuare le rispondenze tra Francesco e Giovanni Battista o altri 
santi” (g. miccoli, La “conversione” di san Francesco, 791, and 
note 3). 
30  1C 138,3-4 (FAED I, 302): “Many other men and women 
were harassed by torments of evil spirits and led astray by their 
tricks were rescued from their power through the outstanding merits 
of the holy and glorious father. However, since deception frequently 
comes into question with people of this kind, we shall pass them by 
with this brief account, and go on to the most impressive cases.” 
Latin text in Fontes Franciscani 413. Cfr. F. AccroccA, “Alter 
apostolus”. Per una rilettura della “Vita beati Francisci”, in 
r. pAciocco – F. AccroccA, La leggenda di un uomo chiamato 
Francesco. Tommaso da Celano e la “Vita beati Francisci” (Tau 
9), Milano 1999, 157-158, note 52.
31  2C 1: “Continet in primis hoc opusculum quaedam 
conversionis sancti Francisci facta mirifica, quae ideo in Legendis 
dudum de ipso confectis non fuerunt apposita” (Fontes Franciscani, 
444; AF X,130; English translation in FAED II, 240).
32  FrAncis De Beer, La conversion de saint François selon 
Thomas de Celano, 55.
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FUNERAL MASS OF 
BR. JOHN ABELA OFM 

I Franciscan Order

 During the funeral Mass of Br. John Abela, 
celebrated in the Church of Santa Maria Mediatrice 
on 20 December, the Minister General OFM, Br. 
José Rodríguez Carballo ofm, pronounced the 
following homily.

Is 7:10-14; Ps 23; Lk 1:26-38

Most dear brothers and sisters. May the Lord give 
you peace!

A few days before the celebration of the Birth 
of the Son of God and our Brother, the Lord of 
life has visited us, once again, in the life of our 
Fraternity of the General Curia OFM, to take with 
him one of our brothers, a dear brother to all of us: 
Br. John Abela, who was born in Malta in 1954, 
entered the Order of Friars Minor in 1971 and was 
ordained priest in 1979.

During the days of his illness we prayed 
intensely for him, asking for a miracle through 
the intercession of Blessed John XXIII. The 
miracle did not occur, at least not according to our 
expectations and desires. But if we think in a right 
way, we should say that, even though the Lord did 
not grant us what we asked and desired with our 
whole heart, namely the healing of our brother, He 
had already worked for us a greater miracle, giving 
us a good and generous brother.

Br. John, in fact, has been all this for all of us! 
I had known him in 1974, when he arrived in 
Jerusalem to study theology at the Franciscan 
house of studies in Jerusalem, where I had been 
since the preceding year. In 1978 we said goodbye. 
He returned to Malta and I went back to Spain. 
But in 1997 Providence reunited our paths once 
again: both of us were called to serve the Order in 
our General Curia, John in the Communications 
Office of the Order and I as a General Definitor. 

We spent many years together. We knew one 
another and loved one another as brothers. For 
me, on Sunday 19 December at 9.30 am, I lost a 
brother, a companion of studies and of life. Since 
I had known him, in fact, I always maintained a 
close relationship and a fraternal friendship with 
Br. John. I never thought that I would be the one 
to carry out this very sad duty, a duty of Christian 
charity and Franciscan fraternity: that is, to consign 
Br. John into the hands of God.

Because of the closeness and friendship that united 
me with Br. John, I can say that he was a good 
person, profoundly human, with a generous heart 
and an amiable character. He was a Friar Minor 
who loved his Franciscan vocation; he was a 
man who had discovered the “grace” of work; 
he was an able professional who had a thorough 
knowledge of the service that had been placed 
into his hands by obedience, namely the art of 
communication. He was a brother who was always 
ready to help, without taking notice of time-tables 
or of the conditions in which people would request 
him to give the most varied services, not thinking 
much about himself, but always keeping others in 
mind. Even though he was very free in manifesting 
what he thought about Franciscan life, and these 
thoughts were not always shared by those who 
listened to him, he always did so moved by love 
towards this family. This is the way he felt about 
the Franciscan Order and his beloved Province 
of Malta: that of one family. One could feel this 
love, indeed one could almost touch it; that is why 
people would listen to him willingly and would 
respect his way of thinking. In the life of Br. John 
there were, besides, two other great areas where 
he centred his love: love towards the Holy Land 
and love towards his family, particularly towards 
his mother and blood brother. He dedicated 
many of his energies in favour of the Holy Land, 
guiding pilgrims, coordinating courses of ongoing 

Homily for the Funeral of Br. John Abela
Rome, Church of Santa Maria Mediatrice, 20 December 2010
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formation for the Friars, and participating actively 
in the excavations in Jordan, under the leadership of 
his great friend and teacher, Br. Michele Piccirillo, 
who also died more than one year ago. He thought 
constantly about his family, even when he was in 
hospital, and wanted to avoid causing any kind of 
suffering, particularly to his mother.

In the Gospel that the Church presents to us in this 
day close to Christmas, Mary, the Virgin Mother, 
face to face with the mystery of God, asks: how 
is it possible? I confess that the same question 
has come to my mind many a time in similar 
circumstances, that is, whenever the Lord calls to 
himself a beloved person or a dear brother or friend, 
especially if that person is young like Br. John. I 
have also asked this question, particularly when 
my mother, who was also young, died; when Br. 
Antonio Franjic and Br. Sean Collins, respectively 
Vicar General and Secretary General of the Order, 
died during the preceding sexennium. The answer 
has always been the same: my ways are not your 
ways, my thoughts are not your thoughts (Is 55:8-
9). And again: these persons are mine and I want 

that where I am they also will be (cf. Jn 17:24). 
Yes, brothers and sisters, our ways and thoughts 
do not always coincide with those of the Lord. 
On the other hand, we belong to the Lord: it is He 
who created us and we are His (Ps 100:3). Here 
we are on a journey, pilgrims and strangers, as our 
father Saint Francis writes in the Rule (Rb 6:2). 
Our permanent home lies alongside the Father 
of mercies (2Cor 1:3). This is why we should be 
prepared at all times (cf. Mt 24:44): the Lord can 
arrive in the morning, at noon or in the evening of 
our life. All this comes to our mind when we reflect 
on the death of our brother John, who according to 
our calculations, was still too young to go away, or 
better still, to be called. Truly, His thoughts are not 
our thoughts. Ours is a time to be vigilant, trusting 
that the Lord will come to save us. This does not 
exclude the commitment to render the fruit of the 
talents with which the Lord has endowed us (cf. 
Mt 25:14).
Brothers and sisters, the liturgical season of 
Advent, which we will shortly conclude, prepares 
us to celebrate the memorial of the first Christmas 
of the Lord, but also of the final coming of our 

Br. John Abela OFM
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Saviour and of our definite encounter with Him 
through sister death. May He find us ready, as 
Mary was when the Angel visited Her, so that with 
Her we can say: Behold, I am ready. May the Lord, 
who is the key to the house of David, open for us at 
that moment the doors of the Kingdom of heaven. 
May He come to free us from the darkness of sin, 
as we pray today in the great antiphon. May the 
Lord, who knows that our years are over like a 
sigh, teach us to count our days in order to come to 
have a heart of wisdom (cf. Ps 89).

Br. John died on the day when the liturgy proposed 
as a central personage the figure of Joseph, 
husband of Mary. Like every Maltese who is born 
in Rabat, and grows up close to the Church of Saint 
Joseph, Br. John also nurtured a profound devotion 
to the legal father of Jesus, who is the patron of 
the Universal Church and of a good death. To 
the Father of mercies, to Mary and Joseph, we 

recommend our brother John Abela. We consign 
our brother into the hands of the Lord, to whom 
belongs the earth and all who dwell in it (Ps 23), 
so that he can go up to the mountain of the Lord 
(cf. Ps 23) in order to rest in his peace. Making use 
of the words of the Canticle of Canticles, we can 
say that for Br. John, after a very difficult illness, 
the winter has now passed and the rain is gone, and 
the time for singing has returned. For him, in the 
midst of winter, is born the eternal spring where 
the voice of the turtledove will not cease to be 
heard (cf. Cant 2:8ss).

Dear John, brother, companion and friend, with 
profound sadness, but with an inexpressible trust 
in the Lord who loved you and called you to be 
part of our Franciscan Family, I and all of us 
here tell you: Happy Christmas in the House of 
the Father. Pray for us, while we pray for you. A 
loving embrace from all of us.

LETTER OF CONDOLENCES BY HOLY LAND CUSTOS

Gerusalemme, martedì 28 dicembre 2010

Rev.do Padre fra Sandro Overend, ofm
Ministro Provinciale (Malta)

Caro Sandro,
Il Signore ti dia pace!
Ho appreso con sgomento della scomparsa del carissimo John Abela, ofm.
Siamo costernati e senza parole.
John, se ce lo consenti, era da tutti sentito come membro della nostra famiglia di Terra Santa. 
Gli studi a S. Salvatore, i pellegrinaggi, gli scavi al Monte Nebo, il legame con il compianto padre 
Piccirillo e il suo gruppo di lavoro, la creazione del primo sito internet della Custodia e il suo 
mantenimento per oltre dieci anni, hanno fatto di John un punto di riferimento importante per 
la vita della nostra fraternità.
Abbiamo tutti avuto modo di conoscere il suo entusiasmo per le nuove iniziative che si 
progettavano, la sua tecnica, la sua voglia di lavorare e spendersi, anche fisicamente.
Il suo donarsi senza riserve, alla fine, ha minato la sua salute, fino all’estremo.
Ha speso gran parte del suo tempo per la diffusione del messaggio dei Luoghi Santi e delle 
attività dell’Ordine. Ha voluto insomma, a modo suo, far parlare Gesù e Francesco. Ora è con 
loro, per sempre.
Il suo ricordo sia di benedizione.
Fraternamente.

fra Pierbattista Pizzaballa ofm
Custode di Terra Santa
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 On 2nd February 1255, John of Parma, Minister 
General of the Friars Minor (1247-1257) and Humbert 
of Romains, Master General of the Friars Preachers 
(1254-1263) jointly published an encyclical letter 
which they sent to all the Franciscans and Dominicans 
in order to admonish them and encourage them to live 
in mutual harmony and concord. What was the reason 
that prompted the two supreme religious moderators 
to act so decisively? The reason lay in the imminent 
danger that lay in store for the two Mendicant Orders 
at the University of Paris, whose very existence was 
threatened by the secular masters of the University. In a 
moment of intense tension, it became clear that the two 
Orders had to join forces in order to combat a common 
enemy. We shall start off with a short description of 
the events in the University of Paris in the mid-13th 
century, and then present the letter of the two generals.
 

The controversy between Secu-
lars and Mendicants in the Paris 
University
 The controversy between the secular Masters 
and the mendicants (Franciscans and Dominicans) at 
the Paris University started in February 1252, because 
of jealousy on the part of the Masters against the 
Mendicants, particularly against the Dominicans.  The 
Masters issued a statute specifying that the Mendicant 
Orders had to be content with just one schola and each 
Order was to have just one regent Master.  In 1253 
the Mendicants did not accept the oath of allegiance 
to the University statutes, and were expelled from the 
University.  Pope Innocent IV, in his letter Amoena 
flore virtutum sacra Religio, of 1st July 1253, ordered 

the Masters to admit the Mendicants in the University.  
 On 4th February 1254 the secular Masters 
began to accuse the Mendicant Orders, particularly 
the Dominicans, in front of the prelates of the Church. 
William of St. Amour, who was a canon of Beauvais, 
was procurator of the masters and students in Paris, a 
chaplain to Pope Alexander IV and the rector of the 
Paris University.   During the same year, a certain 
Franciscan friar at the University, Gerard of Borgo 
San Donnino, published a treatise entitled Liber 
Introductorius in Evangelium Aeternum, in which he 
quoted the writings of the visionary abbot Joachim 
of Fiore (Concordia novi ac veteris testamenti, 
Apocalypsis nova, and Psalterium decem chordarum), 
which were considered heretical in some ideological 
circles of the University.  Joachite doctrine asserted 
the coming of the third age of the Holy Spirit and a 
Spiritual Church, and announced the year 1260 as the 
point when the third age would commence.  This was 
the occasion when William of St. Amour published 
his Tractatus de periculis novissimorum temporum 
against the Mendicants, who now became suspected of 
nurturing Joachist ideals.  Gerard’s treatise was sent to 
a commission of Cardinals for examination.  On 23th 
October 1255, this commission at Anagni condemned 
Gerard’s book as heretical.  
 The Master General of the Friars Preachers 
Humbert of Romans, the Minister General of the Minors 
John of Parma, the Dominican doctors Albert the 
Great and Thomas Aquinas, and the Franciscan doctor 
Bonaventure of Bagnoregio, all distanced themselves 
from Gerard’s writings, but they staunchly defended 
the rights of the Mendicant Orders against the attacks 
of the secular Masters.  Because of the condemnation of 
Gerard’s book, both Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure 
had to wait until 1257 before they could be reinstated 

THE JOINT LETTER
OF JOHN OF PARMA AND
 HUMBERT OF ROMAINS
TO THE FRANCISCANS 

AND DOMINICANS
Noel Muscat ofm



2011 January - March  -  SPIRIT + LIFE  13

I Franciscan Order

in their respective chairs as magistri in the Dominican 
and Franciscan schools of the University of Paris.  
 Pope Alexander IV sent a letter to the secular 
Masters, entitled Quasi lignum vitae, from Naples 
on 14th April 1255, dealing with the troubles that had 
happened at the Paris University.  These declared that 
they did not want to renounce to their privileges, and 
did not want anything to do with the Mendicants, until 
on 12th May 1257 Alexander IV again obliged them 
to submit to his orders and recognise the Mendicants’ 
rights in the University.  In 1254 Bonaventure had 
replied to the secular Masters’ attacks with the 
Quaestiones disputatae de Perfectione Evangelica.  
Later on, as Minister General of the Order, he would 
continue defending the Mendicants in Paris with his 
famous treatise entitled Apologia Pauperum, published 
in 1269, against another secular Master, Gerard of 
Abbeville.
 The controversy had also prompted Innocent 
IV to publish the Bulla Etsi animarum affectantes 
salutem, in Naples on 21st November 1254, which 
greatly limited the Mendicant’s acquired rights in their 
conventual churches. According to Lawrence Landini,1 

the document had in mind the curb the abuses of the 
Mendicants, who were stepping outside the bounds of 
their privileges to the detriment of the diocesan clergy.  
These abuses included the opening of the churches of 
the mendicants to the parishioners, who would abandon 
their proper parishes in favour of the conventual 
churches of the friars; absolution of the faithful 
against the will of the local pastors; preaching in the 
conventual churches at the same time when the bishop 
was preaching in the cathedral church; preaching at the 
same time of the parochial Mass; depriving the local 
pastors of the donations of the faithful who deserted 
their parishes.  The Pope therefore commanded the 
friars not to admit parishioners into their churches for 
divine services; not to absolve any faithful without the 
permission of the local pastor; not to preach before 
solemn Mass and on the same day when the bishop 
preached; not to preach in parish churches unless they 
have been invited to do so; not to keep for themselves 
the canonical tithes linked with burial rights, but to 
hand them over to the local pastors.  Etsi animarum 
was definitely meant to put a stop to the ever-growing 
popularity of the Mendicants to the detriment of the 

Benozzo Gozzoli: Encounter of St. Francis with St. Dominic
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local diocesan clergy. 
 Fortunately for the Dominicans and 
Franciscans, the prescriptions of this papal document 
were only to last for a short while.  Innocent IV was 
very ill and his end was soon to come.  In fact, Innocent 
IV died on 7th December, 1254.  Pope Alexander IV, 
Rainaldo di Jenne, who had been Cardinal Protector 
of the Franciscans before he was elected on 12th 
December, 1254, immediately reversed the provisions 
of his predecessor with the Bulla Nec insolitum of 22nd 
December 1254.
 It was in the midst of this fray that John of 
Parma and Humbert of Romains decided to join forces 
and encourage their friars to drop their petty quarrels in 
the face of the new danger.2

 Although the tone of the letter is very cordial 
and amiable, it betrays a preoccupation on the part 
of both Generals as to the mutual tension between 
friars of both Orders. The discussions upon Scholastic 
philosophy and theology were certainly part of the 
problem, particularly in the University of Paris, but so 
were the practical issues of apostolate and rights that 
the Mendicant Orders had acquired in their conventual 
churches, such as burials, preaching and the like. The 
two Orders were at the forefront of Church reform, 
preaching, missions among the Tartars, Inquisition 
against heresy, papal legacies. Their prestige was very 
high and both were appreciated for their learning. Yet 
there were tensions between them.  Thomas of Celano 
gives us an inkling of these tensions when he wrote The 
Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul in 1246-1247, 
in the paragraph in which he speaks about a meeting 
between Francis and Dominic in the house of Cardinal 
Hugolino dei Conti di Segni in Rome. The comments 
of Celano reflect the state of affairs between the two 
Orders in the mid-13th century, which, according to 
the biographer, was quite different from the idyllic 
harmony that reigned between the two founders.3 The 
letter of the two Generals, which we now present in 
translation, is a proof of this problem that the two 
Generals tried to solve by joining forces and invoking 
the ideal friendship that became emblematic of the two 
holy founders, Francis and Dominic.4

The Letter by John of Parma and 
Humbert of Romains5

John, Minister General of the Order of Friars Minor, and 
Humbert, Master General of the Order of Preachers. 
Admonition regarding peace and union to be fostered 
between the brothers of these Orders. [1255].

 To our most dear and beloved in Jesus Christ, 
the Friars Minor and Preachers, wherever they may 
be in the whole world, brother John, General Minister 

of the Friars Minor, and brother Humbert, unworthy 
servant of the Friars Preachers, wish you health and 
may you walk in a befitting and praiseworthy manner 
in your holy vocation.
 The Saviour of the world, who loves all souls 
and does not wish that anyone would perish, after the 
ruin of the fault of the first generation of human beings, 
provided for the reparation of the same human race 
through various remedies and various ministers whom 
He continually sent. In these last days at the end of the 
world we believe that He raised our two Orders in order 
to minister to salvation. He called to these same Orders 
many men, and endowed them with heavenly gifts, 
so that they could work effectively not only for their 
own salvation, but also for that of others, through their 
words and example.
 We declare for the glory of God, and not for 
our own glory, that these Orders are two great lights6 
which reside in heavenly glory, to illuminate and 
enlighten with their splendour all those who are still 
in darkness and in the shadow of death.7 These are the 
two silver trumpets of the true Moses,8 namely Christ, 
our God, who through their ministry have convened an 
innumerable crowd of peoples to His service. These are 
the two Cherubs9 filled with knowledge, who gaze at 
one another and share the same sentiments, and spread 
their wings over all the people, and who are always 
found ready to obediently fly over to all nations, in 
order to spread their saving knowledge. These are the 
two breasts of the bride,10 from which the little ones of 
Christ can drink milk, in order to be nourished and grow 
up in the way of salvation.11 These are the two shining 
olive branches,12 who assist the Lord of the whole 
earth, and who are ready to carry our His commands, 
since He directs them and sends them forth to fulfil His 
will. These are the two witnesses of Christ, who wear 
sackcloth13 and preach in order to render testimony to 
the truth of the Covenant. These are the two shining 
stars, which according to the Sibylline prophecy appear 
to have the appearance of four animal species,14 and in 
these last days proclaim with powerful voices the name 
of the Lamb and the way to humility and to voluntary 
poverty.
 What else can we say? Therefore, whoever 
wants to fully recall to mind the holiness of these twin 
founders, in such a way that these two holy Orders walk 
together with full agreement with all dignity, should 
investigate all that which pertains to their creation. 
There is no reasoning which would be lacking in the 
result of this investigation, if one addresses the matter 
diligently. In truth, the wisdom which prudently creates 
all things in a certain number, did not want to produce 
one Order, but two Orders at the same time, so that the 
goodness resulting from their mutual union would be to 
the advantage and growth of each one. The two Orders 
enkindle in each other the warmth of holiness, they help 
one another in the face of those who rise up against 
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them, and they provoke one another to strive to attain 
a holy way of life and grow in it. In all other things 
that pertain to salvation, they are found to have double 
virtues and are more effective in the work of salvation, 
since what one lacks because of human imperfection 
can be found in the other, whereas the witness they give 
in favour of truth would be rendered more credible if it 
comes out from the mouths of both.
 Most dear brothers, reflect upon how much you 
should abound in sincere love among yourselves, since 
the mother Church has begotten you at the same time, 
and has ordered you to the same work, namely that of 
labouring together for the salvation of souls. We have 
received this command out of the eternal charity that 
we have professed in ways which are hardly different 
and which are so similar, that we feel that there should 
be an intimate love among ourselves as brothers.15

 Therefore, how can we be recognised as being 
true disciples of the Lord, unless we evidently show 
that we love one another? How can it be possible to 
introduce that mutual charity, which is to be desired 
above all else, in our hearts and in the hearts of others 
through our preaching, if this same spirit of love is found 
to be torn apart or very weak among us? How can we 
stand together against so many imminent persecutions, 
if we are divided and quarrel among ourselves?
 O what an example of mutual charity and peace 
our fathers Saint Francis and Saint Dominic have left 
us, as well as the other friars of the first generation, 
who loved one another so tenderly in their lives, and 
showed such sincere signs of charity to one another, 
that they considered one another to be like angels of 
God, and looked at one another in a Christ-like way. 
They tried to outdo one another in rendering mutual 
honour, they rejoiced in their mutual good, they 
alternated their praises for one another, they faithfully 
promoted what was truly necessary for one another, 
and they were wary not to cause scandal and tribulation 
to one another, with great diligence and prudence.
 The envious enemy saw how much we edify 
the people, and how much we are needed, how great is 
the glory we render to the Lord and how much we are 
bound together in charity that cannot be torn asunder. 
Our enemy saw all this without doubt and like an angry 
lion he envied us and with all his might he planned to 
disturb our ancient bond of charity.
 So be wary, blessed brothers in the Lord, be 
wary, that our enemy might not glory and say: I have 
prevailed over them,16 since they have gone back from 
following the footsteps of their fathers as they were 
accustomed to do, and do not walk in charity any more. 
May those wicked men find us resisting manly in virtue, 
defending the most precious substance of charity that 
our fathers have left us as a legacy in order to observe 
and cherish it.
 Having done this, may we pray for help from 
the Most High, so that no one will desert the battle 

against the enemy, and so that everyone will diligently 
be wary so as not to disturb the charity which we should 
have towards one another.
 Let us also be wary that in no way should 
one look for his own commodities, in such a way that 
we generate confusion by accepting convents which 
are richer than those of their neighbours, but rather 
according to the laws of friendship in this case we 
should discard our own interests so as not to cause 
harm.
 We should again avoid that, because of rivalry, 
we should be the cause of hatred for others, when they 
do not see us as brothers but as enemies.
 We should also be wary that the concept of 
passing over to one or the other of our Orders does not 
weaken or extinguish the spirit which one should find 
in the other, and that one should not be fervent to attract 
the other to his own Order, but preferably one should 
grow and be confirmed in his initial decision.
 Again, we prohibit that one convert to his own 
advantage or to that of his Order the good graces of 
relatives and benefactors of the other Order. In this way 
the fruits of devotion are devolved to the other Order, 
which other benefactors usually support.
 Again, we prohibit that when we accept 
convents that are built, one cunningly usurps buildings 
for his Order and excludes the other.
 Again, in order that the alms which the faithful 
propose to give us out of devotion, will not impede the 
others also to receive alms, we should see that what 
they write in their testaments or other documents, 
with all good faith should remember the members of 
the other Order, so that they can also receive the pious 
alms.
 We also command that no one is allowed to 
impede the other to preach or to draw the listeners 
away from the other’s sermons and mutually disturb 
one another. In fact it is not an act of charity to take 
away persons, or friends, or convents, or sermons, or 
alms from others, since according to the rule of charity 
these are not ours, but we should see to it that we look 
for the advantage of the others, as the Apostle reminds 
us.17

 We should pay attention so that no one among 
us will dare to shamelessly and imprudently extol his 
Saint or his companions to such a degree, that this praise 
would be interpreted as bringing about the defamation 
of others.
 Again, no one should speak against others not 
only in public in the presence of many persons, but 
also in secret in front of outsiders, and even secretly 
between his own brothers.
 We also prohibit anyone to uncover any 
wrongdoing that he knows regarding other brothers, 
since such an act is unnecessary and does not yield any 
fruit, but rather the guilty brothers should be corrected 
in charity and the others should show charity towards 



16 SPIRIT + LIFE -  January - March 2011

I Franciscan Order

them. Who is not aware how these acts of debasing the 
others, speaking against them, and doing wicked acts 
against them destroy charity, and even keep far away 
friends of all kinds?
 Above all, let us take care that nobody easily 
believes that others have done any evil or said evil things 
or injured anyone with their words, and that he should 
not spread these rumours among the brothers, since 
such an act would render the situation more serious, it 
incites the brothers to regard one another with heavy 
hearts, and thus it shakes the bonds of charity between 
them, whereas the brothers should rather be confirmed 
in mutual charity.
 Lastly, let us be wary that, if we perhaps 
offend each other or if sometimes we are offended by 
others, we should not forget at least to make a just use 
of patience, which comes our of charity. One should 
forget his own self and not be impatient, since the 
foolishness of one or of a few against the innocence of 
the other Order or against the other brothers should not 
be the force that moves us to action.
 We should avoid all these things, so that the 
brothers will abhor all these and similar things, and 
they should not dissimulate them in others, but rather, 
if they see a brother who does such actions, they should 
be enkindled with holy zeal and immediately make use 
of fraternal correction, or else see to it that the ones who 
are responsible and in duty bound, will correct these 
same guilty brothers. We consider all those to whom is 
entrusted the care of the other brothers as being worthy 
of reproach above all the others, if they neglect their 
duty in this kind of correction.
 We therefore beg you, most dear brothers, in the 
name of God who is charity, to take precautions against 
these kinds of offences. All and every single one of you 
should diligently follow all those things which can be 
of value to keep you in peace and in mutual charity 
in the Lord, and which bind you in indissoluble unity. 
You are aware that both of us want with all our hearts 
and desire that all our subjects faithfully observe these 
things, and that the transgressors who are enemies of 
unity and peace should be diligently corrected by their 
superiors and that they should diligently be expected 
to act according to the needs of their merits. We also 
command that the superiors should not be hesitant or 
negligent in correcting such brothers in the opportune 
time, but they should be full of zeal and fervour in 
being vigilant in carrying out their duty.
 For these reasons we have written to you, in 
order to exercise our paternal duty and exhort you, 
since we cannot speak to all of you directly. But at least 
through this writing we can reach you all and encourage 
you to accept our words with all your hearts, since we 
have full trust in your goodwill, and we are confident 
that you regard as absolutely necessary what we have 
handed down to you in writing regarding this matter. In 
this way we can be confident that we can free our souls 

when we are called to render account of our actions on 
the day of the final judgment.
 In order that no friar of the province of Provence 
can excuse himself from all these things, because of 
ignorance or forgetfulness, we bind all of you, Rectors 
of the Provinces, as a sign of confirmation of charity 
between ourselves, to copy this letter and endow it 
with your seal and have it read in all the friaries of the 
province entrusted under your care, but not in front of 
the novices. You should also explain it in a language 
which the illiterate friars can understand and keep it 
safe for memory in each and every house and conserve 
it with maximum diligence.
 May you enjoy the best of health in the Lord.
 Given in Milan, in the year of the Lord 1255.18

The authors of the Letter
 Humbert of Romains was born circa 1200 at 
Romains-sur-Isère. He studied arts and canon law in 
the University of Paris. On 30th November 1224 he 
entered the Dominican Order. He was appointed lector 
of theology at the Dominican house of studies in Lyon 
in 1226 and by 1237 was prior at Lyon. He then became 
Master Provincial of Rome. In 1245 he returned as 
Master Provincial of France, after Hugh of Saint-Cher 
had been made cardinal. Humbert worked to review the 
liturgical books used in the Dominican Order.
 In 1254 Humbert was elected as the fifth 
Master General of the Dominicans during the General 
Chapter of Budapest. During his office (1254-1263) 
Humbert continued to reform the liturgical books, the 
constitutions of the Order, the legislation regarding 
Dominican nuns. He worked hard to encourage the 
Dominicans to work hand in hand with their Franciscan 
brothers, and for this reason Humbert became a close 
friend of John of Parma, Minister General of the 
Minors. During the General Chapter of London in 1263 

Francis and Dominic
Santa Maria Novella, Florence
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Humbert resigned from his post as Master General. He 
retired in the monastery of Valence and declined to the 
offer to become Patriarch of Jerusalem, out of humility. 
He died on 14th July 1277 at Valence in France.
 The relations between Franciscans and 
Dominicans had also been addressed in 1246 by John 
the German, Prior General of the Friars Preachers 
(1241-1252) in a letter written to the Friars Preachers.19

 John Buralli was born in Parma about 1209. 
He was educated by his uncle, who was chaplain in 
Parma and entered the Franciscan Order in 1233, the 
year of the Alleluia movement. He became priest and 
a doctor of theology after studying at the University 
of Paris, and was lector in Bologna and Naples. He 
also assisted at the First Council of Lyon in 1245. In 
his Chronicle of the Seven Tribulations of the Order 
of Friars Minor, Angelo Clareno presents John as a 
champion of the rigorous observance of the Rule, and 
hence as a sympathizer of the Spirituals.20

 Salimbene de Adam of Parma, gives us this 
description of John in his Chronicle: “John of Parma 
was of medium stature, inclining more to smallness 
than otherwise.  He was a handsome, well-formed 
man of a strong constitution, who was able to sustain 
hard labor, both in travelling about and in sedentary 
study.  He had a sweet, angelic face, always with a 
pleasant expression.  Brother John was generous, 
open, courteous, loving, humble, gentle, good, and 
long-suffering.  He was a fine speaker, and as a man 
devoted entirely to God, he was pious, merciful and 
compassionate.  He celebrated Mass daily, and he did so 
so devoutly that those in attendance could feel the grace 
of God in his person.  He was so fervent in his preaching, 
both to the regular clergy and to the Brothers, that each 
time many in his audience were moved to tears, as I 
myself saw many times.  He was extremely eloquent 
and never stumbled in his speech.  A most learned man, 
he had been in secular life, a master grammarian and a 
teacher of logic; and in the Order of the Friars Minor, 
he was a great theologian and a master of disputation.  
He studied the Sentences at the University of Paris.  
He had been lector for many years in the convents in 
Bologna and Naples.  Whenever he went at Rome, 
the Brothers always had him either preach or debate 
in the presence of the cardinals, among whom he had 
a high reputation as a philosopher.  He was a mirror 
and examplar for all men, for his whole life was filled 
with honor and holiness, his morals perfect and good.  
He was most pleasing to God and to men.  He had a 
good understanding of music and he sang well.  I have 
never seen a writer who could compose more swiftly, 
yet legibly, in the higher style, never diverging from the 
truth.  When he put his mind to it, he could produce the 
finest kind of letters, filled with a wealth of meaning, in 
the high polite style.”21

 During his ten-year period as General Minister 
John held three Chapters, one at Genoa in 1251, one in 
Metz in 1254, and the last one in Rome on 2nd February 

1257, when Bonaventure was chosen as General. John 
led a very simple and poor way of life, and was held 
in great esteem for his holiness.  Salimbene states that 
he was the first Minister General to make trips in order 
to visit all the various provinces of the Order. During 
the Chapter of Metz John advised the brothers not to 
multiply the Order’s legislation and constitutions, 
stating that it would have been better for them to know 
and observe the ones already existing.
 In 1245 Pope Innocent IV called John of Parma 
to Lyon in order to send him as his personal ambassador 
to the Eastern Empire.
 John of Parma was instrumental in enforcing 
beneficial laws in the Order, particularly regarding 
the poverty of the friars’ buildings, fasting, and the 
observance of the liturgical norms laid down in the 
Ordinals of the missal and breviary as these had been 
formed by Haymo of Faversham.  During the Chapter 
of Metz he wrote a letter to the Order encouraging 
the observance of these liturgical norms.  During the 
Chapter of 1257 he promulgated a series of liturgical 
decrees, the Ordinationes divini officii.  This trend 
was taken from the Dominicans, whose new General 
Master, Humbert of Romans, had also issued a list of 
liturgical laws in 1254.
 It was probably during the Chapter of Metz, 
celebrated on May 31, 1254, that the Treatise on the 
Miracles of St. Francis, written by Thomas of Celano 
as a complement to the Remembrance of the Desire of 
a Soul, was officially approved and presented as the 
crowning effort of this famous Franciscan biographer.
 John of Parma was forced to resign as Minister 
General during the Chapter of Aracoeli in Rome (2nd 
February 1257), because he was accused of nurturing 
sympathies with the Spirituals.22 Bonaventure was 
obliged to lead a trial against John of Parma, who was 
accused of Joachimism.  The canonical trial took place 
at Città della Pieve in Umbria, and was presided over 
by St. Bonaventure, the General Minister, and Cardinal 
Gaetano Orsini, Protector of the Order.  John of 
Parma had by now retired in solitude at the hermitage 
of Greccio.  Fortunately for John, he was acquitted 
from the accusation of heresy, through the powerful 
intervention of Cardinal Ottobuono Fieschi, Innocent 
IV’s nephew, who would later become Pope Hadrian V 
(11th July – 18th August 1276).
 After the trial John retired again to Greccio, 
where he lived in total seclusion for thirty years.  In 
1285 he received the visit of the famous Spiritual 
friar Ubertino da Casale.  During the same year Pope 
Nicholas IV, who had been a General Minister of the 
Order, by the name of Girolamo of Ascoli Piceno, 
gave John permission to leave his cell at Greccio and 
to go as a missionary to Greece, in order to continue 
working for the union between the Latin and the Greek 
Orthodox Churches, as a result of the Second Council 
of Lyons in 1274.  John, however, was a frail old man 
of 80 by then.  He travelled only as far as Camerino in 
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the Marches of Ancona, where he died on 19th March 
1289.
____________________
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II Franciscan Order

 On Sunday 17th October 2010, Pope Benedict 
XVI canonised Blessed Battista Camilla Varano, a nun 
of the Order of St. Clare, in St. Peter’s Square at the 
Vatican.
 Camilla was born in Camerino, Italy, on 9th 
April 1458. Her parents were Prince Giulio Cesare da 
Varano and Lady Cecchina di Maestro Giacomo. Her 
mother, however, was not the Prince’s wife, and the girl 
was born out of wedlock. The wife of the Prince was 
Giovanna Malatesta, who accepted to give a decent 
education to Camilla in the arts and literature. 
 Around the age of 8 to 10, after having heard 
the exhortation of the preacher Fr. Domenico da 
Leonessa, she made a vow to meditate every Friday on 
the Passion of Christ and to shed at least one tear. This 
simple endeavour, which she embraced with childlike 
enthusiasm and faithfulness even if it cost sacrifices, 
opened before her the unfathomable treasures of grace, 
enabling her to lead an intense spiritual life. About this 
resolution she wrote, “That holy word, which I uttered, 
moved by the Holy Spirit, made such an impression on 
my tender and childlike heart that it never left my mind 
and heart.” Years later, another Franciscan, Fr. Pacifico 
of Urbino, encouraged Camilla to persevere in her vow.
 Then from the age of 18 to 21, she went 
through three years of deep spiritual struggles against 
the allurements of the world. Yet, she would not 
abandon her suffering Lord; on the contrary, for the 
sake of his love she began to lead a more austere way 
of life. Referring to this period of her life, she wrote, in 
fact, “Blessed is that creature who never gives up under 
any temptation the good she began!”
 During Lent of 1479, on the vigil of the 
Annunciation in the Church of St. Peter in Muralto, 
Camilla listened to the preaching of Fr. Francesco 
da Urbino. While doing so, she received the light to 
understand the inestimable gift of consecrated virginity. 
So, on the Octave of Easter, after having made a general 
confession to Fr. Oliviero da Urbino, she obtained the 
gift of a total inner purification.
 Having thus prepared herself to belong to Christ 
totally and having overcome parental resistance for two 
years, she managed to enter the monastery of the Poor 
Clares of Urbino on 14th November 1481, taking upon 

the religious name of Sr. Battista - a common name for 
a woman of the time. She returned to Camerino on the 
first week of January of 1484 with eight other of her 
companions; and on 4th January, she gave start to a new 
community of Poor Clares in a monastery which her 
father had purchased from the Olivetan monks.
 She was endowed with extraordinary gifts 
- as her autobiography attests - such as interior 
illumination, fiery words, ecstasy, and visions of angels 
and saints. She was even granted her heart’s deepest 
desire, namely, to share in the interior pains which our 
Redeemer endured during his sacred Passion. By daily 
meditation on Sacred Scripture and the Liturgy and by 
living constantly in the presence of God - as attested 
by her Olivetan Spiritual Director, Antonio of Segovia 
- Camilla was able through the years to commit to 
writing texts of mystical literature. The quality of her 
spirituality was so high as to be appreciated by renowned 
churchmen and saints, including St. Philip Neri. By the 
time she turned 35 years of age, she was elected Abbess 
for the first time, a position she continued to hold for 
several terms.
 The time had come for the Blessed to face 
trials. The first one was spiritual dryness, which lasted 
for a period of 5 years from 1488 to 1493. During that 
time, she experienced the silence of Him who was 
the only reason for her life. The echo of this spiritual 
desolation is well documented in the autobiographical 
letter known as “The Spiritual Life”. The second trial 
wounded her deeply in the heart, when Pope Alexander 
VI excommunicated her father for having resisted the 
limits set on the Lordship of Camerino. He was then 
imprisoned along with her three brothers by Cesare 
Borgia, who later had them slain on 9th October 1502. 
Because of this tragic incident, Battista Camilla had to 
flee to the city of Fermo, where she sought refuge to 
no avail. She was able, nonetheless, to seek asylum in 
the Kingdom of Naples thanks to Isabella Piccolomini 
Todeschini, the wife of Matthew Acquaviva of Aragona. 
It was not until the death of Pope Alexander VI on 8th 
August 1503, that she was able to return to Camerino, 
where her youngest brother, Giovanni Maria, was able 
to restore the Lordship of the Varano family.
 Then, on 28th January 1505, Pope Julius II, 
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who admired Battista Camilla, sent her to found a new 
community of Poor Clares in the city of Fermo, where 
she stayed for two years. She was also able to form the 
new community of Poor Clares of Saint Severino in 
the Marches during the years of 1521-22. Her spirit of 
charity enabled her to serve her sisters in many ways in 
their spiritual formation; by writing a treatise requested 
by a religious entitled, “The Purity of the Heart”; by 
interceding for those on death rows; and by saving the 
city of Treia from mercenary troops.
 According to the witness of one of the sisters, 
there was place in Battista Camilla’s heart for the whole 
Church of Christ, for whom she prayed and suffered. 
She suffered for the sins of many clergymen, and her 

heart was acutely pained over the news reaching her 
from Germany, where an Augustinian monk, Martin 
Luther, was fighting to sever ties with the Roman 
Catholic Church.
 When she had reached the age of 66, of which 
43 were spent in the intimacy of the cloistered life, her 
yearning “to leave the prison of her body in order to 
be with Christ” was satisfied. She died in silence on 
31st May 1524, due to a plague that broke out in the 
Monastery of Camerino, where her mortal remains can 
be found to this day.

                     lll
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Franciscan Culture

 On 22nd November 2010 Pope Benedict XVI 
appointed Br. Joseph Bonello OFM (Franciscan 
Province of saint Paul the Apostle – Malta) Coadjutor 
Bishop of the Diocese of Juticalpa (Honduras) until 
now Pastor of Santa Ana de La Libertad in the Diocese 

of Comayagua. Joseph Bonello was born 4th April 1961, 
in Xagħra – Gozo, Malta. Son of Victor and Nazzarena 
Sultana (both predeceased), the third of four children 
he joined the Order of Friars Minor (Franciscans) on 
2nd October 1977, made his Temporary Profession on 

NEW MALTESE
FRANCISCAN BISHOP
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THE MALTESE FRANCISCANS FROM 1492 TO THE 
SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL (1965)

The year 2011 will be especially marked by the publication of a voluminous work on the 
history of the Friars Minor in Malta, by the Franciscan historian Fr. George Aquilina OFM. 

The work will mark the end product of a whole life of patient and meticulous historical 
research about Maltese Franciscans in various archives, including the Archives of the Maltese 
OFM Province, the Cathedral Archives, the Archives of the Order of St. John, the Notary 
Archives, various Archives in Sicily, particularly in Palermo and in the Provincial Archives 
of the Sicilian OFM Province, and the Secret Archives of the Vatican.

Fr. George Aquilina has dedicated his entire life to the study of Maltese ecclesiastical history, 
particularly during the late Middle Ages. Ever since the early 1990s, in collaboration with 
other eminent Maltese and foreign historians, Fr. George has unearthed many documents that 
shed new light on religious life in the Maltese islands during the 15th century. 

His conclusions have been the object of intense discussions among many who were accustomed 
to a more traditional, but less scientific, approach to the study of Maltese ecclesiastical history. 
Indeed, Fr. George has succeeded in presenting a very different picture of the foundation of 
many religious houses in Malta, which had formerly been considered to be of much older 
date, but without any scientific proof. The scant documentation on ecclesiastical life in Malta 
during the late mediaeval period was the reason why some historians arrived at arbitrary 
interpretations based on more recent information, handed down and copied without any 
verification.

The voluminous work which will hopefully be in print before the end of 2011, is truly an 
outstanding achievement of a scholar who has patiently embarked upon collecting every tiny 
piece of documentary material on the Maltese Franciscan friars, popularly known as “Il-
Patrijiet ta’ Ġieżu”. 

The long period of history which it covers, more than 530 years, is a permanent witness of 
the role of Maltese Franciscans in every aspect of life, from the spiritual, to the religious, 
pastoral, missionary, academic, social, which had moulded the history of the Franciscans and 
blended it harmoniously with the history of these islands from the end of the 15th century to 
more recent times.
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1st October 1978 and Solemn Profession on 28th August 
1983. He studied philosophy at the Franciscan Friars in 
Rabat, Malta and theology at the National Institute of 
Ecclesiastical Studies of Maltese Religious (INSERM). 
He was ordained deacon on 29th June 1984, and priest 
on 7th July 1985, by the imposition of hands of the then 
Archbishop of Malta, Msgr. Giuseppe Mercieca.
 Immediately after ordination he served as 
Provincial Promoter of Vocations, Master of Postulants, 
and Provincial Definitor of the Franciscan Province 
of Saint Paul the Apostle in Malta. Since September 
1989 he works as missionary in Central America with 
his ministry at the Parish of Santa Ana de La Libertad 
in the Diocese of Comayagua, first, for three years, as 
Assistant and later as Pastor, up until his nomination 
as Coadjutor Bishop of Juticalpa. During this time he 
was three times councilor of the Franciscan Foundation 
in Central America of the Immaculate Conception 
Province, New York. On 13th November 2009, he was 

nominated by Bishop Br. Robert Camilleri ofm, as 
Vicar General of the Diocese of Comayagua. 
 Br. Joseph spent his priestly life accompanying 
the faithful in their faith promoting human dignity and 
sustaining education, art and formation of workers. His 
aim has been to forge a more human society so that it 
may become more Christian. He chose as motto for his 
new Ministry “Patientia Omnia Potest” (For Patience 
everything is possible) because experience has taught 
him that patience is the greatest virtue necessary 
to obtain what is good and aspire to what is better: 
“correct, rebuke and encourage with great patience and 
careful instruction” (2Tim 4:2).
 Joseph Bonello is the third Maltese Franciscan 
to be ordained bishop in these last two decades, after 
Mgr. Carmel Sylvester Magro, Apostolic Vicar of 
Benghasi in Libya, and Mgr. Robert Camilleri, Bishop 
of Comayagua in Honduras.
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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.  

Living memory of the 
Incarnation

Fr. Pierbattista Pizzaballa ofm
Custos of the Holy Land

Speech during the Synod of Bishops of Middle East

“ Every day, the Friars Minor of the Custody 
of the Holy Land are admiring witnesses and – not 
infrequently – generous and diligent promoters of 
the physical and spiritual movement that brings 
millions of people to return to and gather in 
Jerusalem, where they are in search of the centre, 
the heart and the first source of the Christian faith 
and life. Ad Intra as a Christian community living 
in the Holy Land, we have to rediscover being 
and living in the places of the origins. However 
it is not simply and solely a question of places. 
We are and we experience the living memory of 
the Incarnation. This has not only taken place in 
time, but also in a space. Living in that space with 
vitality is vocation and service to the whole of 
the Church. We are asked to recover and develop 
this awareness. The pastors and the faithful of 
the Churches of the Holy Land must develop a 
greater knowledge of those places that someone 
has defined “the fifth Gospel”. The Holy Places 
are an important opportunity for evangelization 
and prayer, as well as a certainty of the Christian 
identity of the Holy Land. Jerusalem in particular 
cannot be seen only as the result of a struggle 
between opposing factions; it remains the starting 
point and the arrival of the wanderings of the faith 
of every believer in Christ, indeed, of anyone who 
shares Abraham’s faith. The pilgrims who come 
to the Holy Land from all over the world, like the 
presence of Jewish and Muslim faithful around the 
same sacred area of the Holy City appear to the 
eyes of faith as a fulfillment, even if only a partial 
one, of the prophecy of the gathering of all peoples 
on Mount Zion to be instructed in the ways of the 
Lord and to walk in His paths (cf. Is 2, 2-4; Micah 
4, 2-4).

”




