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ARAB SPRING, FRANCISCAN 
SPRING

 On 14th January crowds in Tunis joyfully celebrated the 
first anniversary of the Arab Spring, which began on 17th December 
2010. The recent history of these last months has witnessed the 
thrust of this initial uprising. We have seen radical changes in the 
governments of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, as well as Syria, where events 
are still unfolding. These changes have been marked with uprisings 
against dictators who have been thrown out of power, as well as by 
violent clashes and calls for freedom. The end result, hoped for by 
the Western powers, was to be a peaceful transition to democracy. 
This aim is still a long way off, and no one truly knows what kind of 
democracy will emerge in these Arab countries.
 The totalitarian and often brutal governments that led 
these countries normally tried to suppress fundamentalist Islamic 
movements. These are now free to contest elections and maybe 
also gain key positions of government. The problem is: are these 
movements more democratic than the authoritarian regimes they 
wanted to overthrow?
 The sad truth is no. Fundamentalism breeds intolerance. 
One of the main results of religious intolerance has been the ever-
growing hatred towards the minority Christian populations in such 
countries as Egypt and Syria. Violent clashes have taken place 
in Nigeria between the Muslim and Christian camps. Churches 
have been torched and devout worshippers brutally killed while 
celebrating Christmas. The future for the Christian populations in 
these countries seems bleak.
 We often speak about the benevolent attitude of Francis of 
Assisi towards Islam, particularly in the event of his visit to the Sultan 
of Egypt al-Malik al-Kamil in 1219, during the Fifth Crusade. This 
occasion is often preached as a sign of good will towards Islam on 
the part of a Christian saint and his followers. Indeed the Franciscan 
spring of the 13th century brought about a new attitude towards 
the “Saracens and infidels” where the Crusader establishment had 
miserably failed.
 Dialogue and openness to the other is important in today’s 
world. Francis of Assisi provides a unique example. But one thing 
has to be stressed, which unfortunately hardly ever appears in studies 
and papers dedicated to Francis’ relations with Islam, namely that 
the poor little man of Assisi was dealing with a moderate Islamic 
leader, and not a fanatic fundamentalist, and that although he did 
not approach him to convert him to Christianity, he nevertheless 
professed his Christian faith and did not succumb to a syncretistic 
way of looking at religion.
 In the face of the growing threat of Islamic fundamentalism, 
the Franciscan message of peace and goodwill towards all could be an 
answer and a hope for a solution. Such a dialogue, however, remains 
very difficult in today’s world. In the face of a changing political and 
social framework, the same values cherished by Francis of Assisi 
could provide a permanent solution, namely tolerance and respect 
for one another’s traditions and not only the crude application of the 
democratic axiom of the rule of the majority. No one truly knows 
whether the majority will guarantee any democracy in the countries 
we have mentioned. And maybe the first to suffer from this new 
style of collective dictatorship of the majority will be the Christian 
minority.

Noel Muscat ofm
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 The title Little Flowers of Saint Francis 
(Fioretti) refers to the most famous Franciscan 
hagiographical collection of the 14th century, which 
was not written in Latin but in the Tuscan dialect. 
The initial rubric states: “In this book are contained 
certain Little Flowers, miracles and devout examples 
of the glorious little poor man of Christ Saint Francis 
and some of his holy companions.”1 The work of 
translation in the Tuscan dialect was done during the 
last quarter of the 14th century from 53 chapters of the 
Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius (The Deeds of 
Blessed Francis and His Companions), followed by 
five Considerations of the stigmata and including also 
the edition in the same dialect of the Life of brother 
Juniper and of the Life and Sayings of Blessed Giles of 
Assisi.
 These conclusions regarding the relationship 
between the Actus and Fioretti are possible after the 
first edition of the Actus published by Paul Sabatier 
in 1902,2 and thanks to the discovery and study, some 
years later, by A.G. Little of the Phillipps codex 
12290, which contains a double series of Actus, in 
which are included six chapters of the Fioretti which 
Sabatier did not find in the manuscripts he used for his 
edition.3 Benvenuto Bughetti in the studies linked to 
the edition of the Fioretti later on clarified in a definite 
way the hypothesis of the existence of a Floretum – 
the Latin original of the edition in translation that Paul 
Sabatier had built in an artificial manner.4 Bughetti 
showed how the name Floretum had been the result of 

a misunderstanding of a text by Luke Wadding,5 and 
that one should definitely find in the Actus the original 
text of the translation in the Fioretti.6 The scholar also 
valued the codex Magliabecchiano of the National 
Library of Florence as a twin manuscript to the little 
codex, and even closer to the translation of the Fioretti.7 
 Having eliminated this misunderstanding 
regarding the Floretum and having identified the 
source of the Fioretti in the Actus, the Fioretti are now 
regarded as a simple translation of the Actus. Giorgio 
Petrocchi has widely shown with detail that the content 
and also the poetic tone, if not the linguistic rendering, 
that for centuries have formed the ‘popular’ image of 
Francis of Assisi should be entirely attributed to the 
Actus, of which the Fioretti are the most successful 
translation from the Latin.8 “The Fioretti are a work 
of great importance in the history of our prose, but 
always within the limits of a translation. One should 
regard with great admiration the Actus beati Francisci 
et sociorum eius as a work in which resides a poetic 
nucleus which is fascinating and most pure. The real 
substance of this human and moral lesson which is 
the reading of the translation, namely the Fioretti, has 
exercised a great influence on many generations along 
history.”9

 In the Italian edition of the Fonti Francescane 
one finds an edition of the Fioretti but there is no 
translation of the Actus.10 Some years earlier the 
edition of the Sources in French had also preferred to 
translate the Fioretti rather than their source.11 Jacques 

THE ACTUS BEATI 
FRANCISCI AND 
THE FIORETTI:

TWO STORIES OF A TEXT 
WITHOUT A HISTORY

Stefano Brufani

Translation of a paper and selection of notes in the original Italian edition by Stefano Brufani, Gli «Actus beati 
Francisci» e i «Fioretti»: due storie di un testo senza storia, in Franciscana. Bollettino della Società Internazionale 

degli Studi Francescani, Spoleto XII (2010) 193-214.
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Dalarun has observed that after more than a century 
the Italian adaptation as it was discovered in 1902 
has continued to be preferred to the original Latin.12 
Even in the edition that appeared after the death of 
Jacques Cambell, the text of the Fioretti accompanies 
the respective chapters of the Actus.13 In this way 
scholars have moved from the great fortune of having 
discovered so many manuscripts of the Fioretti which 
had in a certain way obliterated the importance of their 
source, to the rediscovery of the Actus as the source 
on which to concentrate their historical-hagiographic 
research. The Fioretti  are therefore reduced to a mere 
translation, even if it is a highly polished translation on 
a literary level, and is significant as a linguistic witness 
of the century of the Tuscan language. On its part the 
posthumous edition of Cambell is an attempt to go 
beyond the edition of Sabatier without presenting a true 
and proper critical edition.
 The relations between the Actus and Fioretti 
were clarified to the point of bringing a substantial 
identification between the source and its translation. 
When one studies an edition, one quotes and confronts 
episodes from its source and the characteristics 
attributed to the author and to the translation seem to 
come from co-authors of the same work, reading in 
them a unity of intentions. In a recent publication on 
Francis of Assisi by André Vauchez we read: “Through 
these imaginative episodes the authors of the Actus 
and Fioretti evidence, as is natural, what they cherish 
at heart: although as the Spirituals of the preceding 
generation, in general they are fond of the exaltation of 
concrete poverty, they privilege the rigorous discipline 
and the search for perfection through the practice 
of a strict observance of the rule, culminating in the 
mystical life.”14 
 Now is the moment to reconsider in a distinct 
manner the finalities of these two works, although 
we still keep in mind the strict union that exists 
between them. Brother Ugolino di Monte Santa Maria, 
nowadays, Montegiorgio, is the author of the Actus. 
He wrote them between 1327 and 1337.15 The author 
drew his information from oral writings and traditions. 
The first part, which is the most detailed, narrates 
episodes of the holiness of Francis and of the first 
generation of friars Minor. The second part narrates 
the episodes of daily holiness of the saintly friars 
of the succeeding generations who had lived in the 
hermitages of the province of the Marches of Ancona. 
Ugolino might have had a continuator of his work or at 
least a collaborator (scriptor). The numerous chapters 
that make up the Actus are a hagiographical work, with 
typical Franciscan motifs, including perfect humility, 
absolute poverty, true joy, ascetical practices, peace 
with creation, mystical visions and experiences, and at 
the centre the theme of conformity to Christ, thanks to 
which Francis is defined for the first time in an explicit 
way as a quasi alter Christus.

 A reading of the collection of episodes of the 
Actus does not present a model of cohesive holiness 
that can be proposed as imitation to the friars and to 
the simple faithful, and which can be compared to 
hagiographical works, official and non-official, that 
had preceded it, such as the Vita beati Francisci of 
Thomas of Celano, the Legenda maior of Bonaventure 
of Bagnoregio, the Legenda trium sociorum and the 
Speculum perfectionis. The lack of the historical 
context and of the problematic theme of the story of 
Francis and of the first generation of friars Minor as 
well as the story of the 14th century when the author 
was writing, is filled with the enchanting narration 
where the miraculous and the marvellous envelope 
every event and resolve everything in a paradise-like 
atmosphere.16

 The atypical nature of the Actus in the 
panorama of Franciscan hagiography, in spite of the 
invention of episodes destined to explain the imaginary 
religious sentiment of the succeeding centuries – like 
the narration of the episodes of the wolf of Gubbio 
and of perfect joy – made this work less adapted, less 
probable, in order to become a candidate to give a 
programmatic source of a ‘popular’ image of Francis 
of Assisi and to be proposed as a model for friars Minor 
and for crowds of devout laypeople. As a comparison 
we can remind our readers of the classical florilegium, 
written in Greccio by the companions of Francis, 
Leo, Rufino and Angelo, and which did not pretend 
to be complete in itself; it was only conceived to be a 
collection of edifying episodes in order to be offered 
for use by a professional who had to write a legenda.
 After half a century, an anonymous author chose 
this hagiographical florilegium among all the other 
possible works in order to produce his edition in the 
common language or volgare (vernacular). Regarding 
the time in which one can deduce that this translation 
could have been made, Bughetti declared that he was 
convinced that the Fioretti can be placed between the 
edition of the Chronicle of the 24 Ministers General (c. 
1370) and that of the De conformitate of Bartholomew 
of Pisa (1385-1390, which was approved by the general 
chapter of the friars Minor of 1399). Therefore the 
Tuscan edition appeared during a historical context that 
had profoundly changed, namely not during the years of 
the long and authoritarian pontificate of John XXII, but 
during the serious crisis of the Western Schism, which 
lasted for some decades (1378-1417), when the papal 
authority of the two and even three papal obediences 
(Avignon, Rome, Pisa) had been greatly weakened and 
the crisis of the minoritic Order and of the Fraticelli 
was being resolved along new lines of observance and 
a renewed movement of the friars between hermitage 
and city.
 The profound change of the historical-religious 
picture that determined the times of the edition of the 
Actus and the times of their translation in the Fioretti 
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is not an indifferent element in order to understand the 
significance of both works. As Petrocchi had stated, 
regarding the content the “franciscanism” of the Actus is 
identical to that of the Fioretti on all grounds. However, 
as Tartaro has observed, the author of the translation 
gives “a new actuality, through the ideological and 
sociological change of view that a translation normally 
provides,”17 and that has to be studied as a historical 
moment which is distinct from that of the source.
 The absence of a history and the placing of 
the evils of the order between parentheses have been 
noted as being characteristic elements of the Actus. 
However these could very well be only one side of 
the coin, and if we turn the other side we can see what 
Sabatier has defined as “cryptic”,18 namely the song 
of sorrow of the friars who felt persecuted because of 
their faithfulness to the Rule and because of their strict 
observance of poverty. This sad song could only be 
understood by those who were directly involved in the 
tragic events of the first quarter of the 14th century. This 
‘partisan’ reading of the intentions of the author is not 
very appropriate, since Ugolino di Monte S. Maria was 
part of the process of change in the 1330’s as witness 
during the process of Brother Andrea da Gagliano, who 
was accused of belonging to the party of the followers 
of the excommunicated Minister General Michele da 
Cesena (1317-1328). The aim of the work could appear 
not as those of a ‘book of battle’, but of a manual of 
survival thanks to which the devout friar Minor could 
save himself from the sucking vortex of the events 
that during those years were driving away all certainty 
in the harsh ideological confrontation between the 
papacy, the government of the Order of Minors, and 
the empire, namely between John XXII, Michele da 
Cesena and Ludvig of Bavaria. This battle was full of 
ideological manifestations, and of the publication of 
condemnations between Perugia, Avignon and Munich.
 In front of the absurdity of those events the 
remedy proposed by the Actus is the escape from that 
ugly history, the certainty that even in that time it was 
possible to find experiences of holiness, of humble 
lives on retreat in hermitages, made of prayer and 
solitude, far away from the big cities, from the insistent 
preaching and disputations. In other words the Actus 
deal with an escape from the tragic history of the time, 
in which there was no space except for those who took 
sides, where evil was placed between parentheses in 
the narration since it was necessary to create an hortus 
conclusus in which one cultivated the hope of a better 
future, in order not to risk being overwhelmed with the 
anguish of dying out. Although they do not propose an 
organic model of holiness with its fragments of a life 
of paradise, from Francis to John of Fermo and John 
of La Verna, of the Portiuncula and the hermitages of 
the Marches of Ancona, the Actus could be the ultimate 
viaticum accompanying those who wanted to cross over 
from that dark night of that page of absurd history.19

 That a book with such characteristics (without 
history, but born in a precise historical context, 
without an organic hagiographical model, without 
morality since this was not necessary in a world of 
paradise without sin) was chosen as the basis for a 
translation is not a problem that can be solved easily. 
Carlo Delcorno reminded us that even in the case of 
translations of religious writings one should pose those 
same questions that Carlo Dionisotti had formulated 
for the translation of classical texts: “It is important 
to know not only why these translations have been 
made, but also for whom they were made.”20 It would 
also be of great interest to understand who started this 
cultural operation working on a test which was born in 
the Latin language, in another cultural context and with 
aims conditioned by an erudite language understood 
by clerics alone. It is of fundamental interest to study 
the manuscript tradition, since every time that a scribe, 
or a private seller or buyer of a library chose the 
Fioretti, they confirmed the will and aims expressed 
in the first edition of the translation, preferring them to 
the parallel Latin tradition of the Actus. The complex 
consideration of these factors finally permits us to 
value in the specific case the major or minor value of 
the judgment of Don Giuseppe De Luca regarding the 
translations of the 14th century, when he affirms that 
“the translation and the compilation gain importance 
upon the original literature, and they seem to be even 
more original, if one is to accept this affirmation as a 
basis for discussion.”21

 The work of translation of the Actus in Tuscan 
language was done by a Franciscan religious or by a 
layman – we are not sure about this – and offered the 
occasion for a second life to a text that had been born 
in the solitary hermitages of the Marches of Acona, 
in environments that were linked to the minoritic 
Fraticelli, in a historical context and with well 
determined coordinates of space and time. According 
to our way of seeing things it was not just a simple 
question of providing a translation. Regarding the 
passage from the Latin source to the new version in 
the vernacular, as well as regarding the intense work 
and the final intention of the translator, Petrocchi 
has undertaken a wide and profound analysis.22 The 
question regarded the translation of the text adapting it 
for a different public.
 The term used by Italian scholars, 
volgarizzamento, is more wide and comprehensive than 
just a simple translation, but does not render the idea of 
the complexity of the result; maybe the least inadequate 
word to render the significance and the effects of this 
operation is the word translatio, in the etymological 
and varied sense of the term, which includes the idea 
of translation, but also of transposition, transferral, 
transplanting, and grafting. The end result of all 
these aspects succeeds in transforming an operation 
which, at a first glance, seems a simple translation 
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for lay people who could not read in Latin. This 
transformation involves an end result which saw the 
whole work being re-written and not simple translated, 
maybe in a more original way than the Latin original, 
in order to remember the words already recorded by De 
Luca. This is the point of departure from which we can 
take hints for some brief considerations that cannot be 
resolved in new certainties and that can at least invite 
us for ulterior reflections.

 The first certain element coincides with the 
subtitle of the most ancient codex that has been dated 
regarding the Fioretti and the Considerations on the 
Stigmata. It is the codex conserved in Florence in the 
Central National Library with the signature Palatino 
144. In cc. 1r-103r one finds the Fioretti followed by 
the Considerations. In c. 103r we find the subtitle: 
“written and compiled by me Amaretto on Thursday 
13th July 1396 at the 17th hour. To God be honour 
and glory. Amen.” The name Amaretto refers to the 
Florentine family of Mannelli, a family that was famous 
for its cultured group of lectors, scribes and authors. 
To Amaretto Mannelli is also attributed a universal 
Cronichetta regarding the origins of the world dated 
towards the beginning of the 14th century, and which is 
indicated by the authority of an autographical signature 
that does not escape from any doubt of identification: 
“Written by me Amaretto on the 30th day of August 

1394.”23 Regarding the nature of this work there is a 
diversity of opinions, and it is not so evident whether it 
is a work of an author of a compilation or of a simple 
copyist. Francesco Mannelli, son of Amaretto, was the 
one who transcribed the Decamerone of Boccaccio.
 Even in the case of the formula of signature 
of the codex of the Fioretti it is not clear whether the 
role played by Amaretto was that of a simple copyist or 
whether one can attribute to him a more active role in 

the history of the Italian edition of the Actus. It is sure 
that the codex that he wrote has always enjoyed a great 
prestige among modern authors,24 although an attentive 
analysis seems to exclude the possibility that we are 
dealing with the original.
 The manuscript tradition developed with great 
vivacity from the end of the 14th century along the entire 
15th century. During the same century we find seventeen 
printed editions and another twelve during the 16th 
century. The various manuscripts show some interesting 
elements. In some cases emerge the names of the 
copyists who do not necessarily belong to the Order of 
friars Minor. Most probably most of them were laymen 
who transcribed the Fioretti out of a personal devotion 
of pleasure. The origin and use of some manuscripts 
out of the usual conventual environments permits us to 
make the hypothesis that they were used as books for 
personal devotion or for confraternities. The profound 

A prayer to Blessed Giovanni della Verna in the church of La Verna
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study of the history of the manuscripts offers elements 
of evaluation on their production and their possession. 
Even in some feminine monasteries it is possible to find 
the presence of manuscripts containing the Fioretti; the 
most famous among them is the manuscript Gaddi 112 
of the Biblioteca Laurenziana of Florence, which used 
to belong to a community of female Tertiaries known as 
“donne di Santo Nofri dell’ordine di sancto Francesco 
decto Fuligno”. In the same library is conserved another 
codex coming from the monastery of San Martino in 
via della Scala. In the Biblioteca Estense of Ferrara is 
conserved an exemplar coming from the Poor Clares 
monastery of Corpus Domini in Ferrara. Another 
manuscript now in Manchester has the notation “olim 
pauperum sorarum de Fabriano”. The fortune of this 
work in so many different environments is witnessed 
by the presence of a manuscript among the books that 
belonged to Benedict XIII, a Pope of the Avignonese 
obedience, which is a sign of the great esteem for a 
book of devotion in the vernacular. Other copies of 
the Fioretti were known and used by the annalist Luke 
Wadding, who made use of them in his vast work as an 
erudite historian. The environment of the friars Minor 
and their libraries remained certainly privileged places 
of the production of new copies, of their conservation 
and diffusion, not differently from the great quantity 
of devout literature in the vernacular language, without 
however being able to be exclusive.
 A significant part of the manuscripts studied 
by Petrocchi are Florentine and many others come 
from central and northern Italy. For the origin of the 
language used in their translation, as well as regarding 
the diffusion of the manuscripts and their use, the 
Fioretti must out of necessity be inserted within the 
context of the writers of religion or devout literature 
of whom the 14th century was the golden age, and who 
as authors of works in translation had a prominent role 
as members of the new mendicant Orders. Among the 
editions of hagiographical works in vernacular the 
vast majority and the more widely known were the 
Lives of the Fathers, translated from Latin during the 
mid-14th century by the preacher Domenico Cavalca 
and by religious of the same Order in the convent of 
Santa Caterina of Pisa. Some considerations by Carlo 
Delcorno regarding the origin and diffusion of these 
Lives can be adapted also in the case of the Fioretti. 
Therefore it is in the Tuscan context of the lively 
mercantile cities that we should look for the humus 
in which the idea of translating the texts, as Cavalca 
stated, “was convenient not only for literate persons, 
but also for seculars who did not know grammar and 
who could draw many useful teachings from them.”
 In the Fioretti we do not find a prologue as we 
find in the translations of the Lives of the Fathers by 
Cavalca, in which he declares in an explicit manner 
for which public the work was translated from Latin. 
However we can conclude that in the passage from 

the Actus to the Fioretti we are induced to think of a 
privileged public of lay people who did not belong to 
the Order of friars Minor. In fact, in the first chapter 
where in the Latin text Francis is called beatus pater 
noster (our blessed father), manifesting the minoritic 
identity of the author and at the same time of a public 
made up of conventual readers for whom the work 
is destined, in the translation the same expression 
sounds glorioso messere santo (glorious holy lord). 
The same thing occurs in numerous other places in 
which the same situation is re-proposed.25 It is only 
in the Considerations of the Stigmata, that in many 
manuscripts follow the Fioretti as if they were a 
second part of the same work that the expression of the 
prologue beato padre nostro messere santo Franceso 
appears once more. This reutilisation of the Latin 
expression of the Actus in translation could be a clue 
that suggests the doubt of not taking for granted the 
idea that the translation in vernacular of the Fioretti 
can be identified with the translator or compilator of 
the Considerations.26 Fr. Bughetti regarded the five 
narratives on the stigmata as being without any doubt 
an integral part of the Fioretti.27 Since he did not 
find a corresponding Latin text, as in the case of the 
Actus as the source for the Fioretti, he considered the 
compilation of the Considerations as being attributed 
“to a Franciscan who was informed in detail and was 
at home with the place of La Verna.” The hypothesis 
of a Franciscan identity for the compiler of the 
Considerations was extended as a natural consequence 
also to the translator of the Fioretti. In this way Bughetti 
could affirm with certainty that “the translator of the 
Fioretti came from Tuscany, if he was not properly 
speaking a Florentine, and he was a Franciscan.” The 
same certainty is not evident in some considerations 
by Petrocchi who speaks of the Considerations as an 
appendix of the Fioretti, and leaves the question open 
to ulterior studies.28

 In the absence of a critical edition which would 
permit us to have a more clear idea of the manuscript 
tradition and to make a hypothesis regarding the 
original text, in the presence of two works of a different 
nature, one the work of a translator and the other of a 
compiler, it seems to be more prudent to pay attention to 
the fact that in the oldest datable manuscripts of the end 
of the 14th century the Fioretti and the Considerations 
are normally copied one after the other. The identity 
of the translator or translators – maybe one could also 
indicate more than one – as well as the identification 
with the compiler of the Considerations and the strong 
unity between the two parts, a study departing from the 
manuscript tradition would present not a few surprises.
 Finally it is opportune to pose the crucial 
question as to the reason why a translation was made. 
The answer is partly contained in the choice of a public 
that would not necessarily be limited to that of the 
clerical friars Minor who could read Latin, but that 
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would also include the common people and therefore 
the lay brothers, and particularly devout laymen. The 
choice of the vernacular forms part of the hagiographic 
Franciscan tradition which was rather different from the 
thesis proposed some years back by Domenico Cavalca 
to translate the Vitae Patrum from the Latin version. 
This text was well known to the first fraternitas of 
Minors who used it as a source for spiritual edification 
in the most official and participated official occasion 
of the Order, namely the general chapters.29 In front of 
the Franciscan hagiographical tradition that developed 
in a marvellous way in the 13th and 14th centuries the 
translator chose a new proposal, since he retained it 
worthy of being twinned with the old tradition of the 
Vitae Patrum. This was a notable act of minoritic self-
consciousness and of trust in the devotional spreading 
of Franciscan hagiography in the vernacular. The 
choice was crowned with success.
 The option for saints and examples of holy lives 
in the same period or belonging to the near past in the 
history of the Order of Minors could respond to the need 
that the Church was feeling ever since the beginning 
of the 13th century, namely that of offering narrations 
of modern saints since they were more efficacious for 
the pastoral activity and at the same time to manifest 
the idea that not only Francis but even the best friars 
of the first generation and those of the subsequent 
generations offered edifying examples of Christian life. 
Therefore, these friars were to be seen as new fathers 
placed side by side with the fathers of antiquity, living 
in the desert of the Apennines of central Italy, in the 
populated Franciscan hermitages where simple friars 
Minor would live like the anchorites of old.
 The choice of the Actus as a preferred source 
above others has permitted to the translator to choose 
the episodes that interested him most in a work that 
was not systematically organised, and to leave out 
those episodes whose contents or narrative effect did 
not seem to be useful for his aim, without however 
being limited to a work of compilation or summary, 
since the same source was not structured according to 
a chronological succession or a thematic order, but in 
brief independent chapters. The nature and tone of the 
narrations, without any pretensions on the theological 
level and where morality emerged in a natural way from 
the way the episode evolved were ideal to be entrusted 
to a readership of lay people, even individually, without 
the necessity of ecclesiastical mediation.
 The success of the operation is confirmed by 
the impressing manuscript tradition and printed copies 
and also, in an indirect manner, by the little success 
of other translations of hagiographical works that 
were more famous for their official texts or for their 
insistence upon the witness of the companions of Saint 
Francis. One can think, for example, of the translation 
of the Legenda maior by Bonaventure of Bagnoregio 
or of those of the Legenda trium sociorum. The success 

of the Fioretti, which is evident if one considers 
the limited diffusion of its source, the Actus, is not 
determined solely by the easy way in which a translated 
text could be used, but by the encounter between the 
successful choice of the source and a public that was 
thirsty for brief hagiographical narratives, that could 
easily be used, and in which one would find numerous 
miracles and marvellous elements, as well as visions.
 In conventual libraries the Fioretti have 
found place side by side with manuscripts and printed 
copies of the writings of Francis of Assisi and other 
hagiographical works, in first place the Legenda maior 
of Bonaventure; sometimes, however, they were found 
in the same miscellaneous manuscript. Their reading 
could constitute a possibility of divertissement in 
the formation of clerics regarding other theological 
studies, and also offer ideas for ‘popular’ preaching 
and open a spiritual ‘garden of delights’ in which one 
could take refuge in times of spiritual and institutional 
crises in order to cultivate the hope that holiness is 
always possible. In the hands of devout lay people that 
hagiographical florilegium could be a valid help in the 
listening of sermons, in order to increase the spirit of 
devotion in Franciscan life and to find useful examples 
of virtue for daily life. Many pages of the Fioretti, as 
well as the writings linked with them, like the Life of 
Brother Juniper or the Life and Sayings of Brother 
Giles, could truly provide pleasing reading.
 The Fioretti, with their extraordinary success 
in the visualisation of Franciscan biography, which can 
be compared only to the figurative art of Giotto, have 
strongly characterised the vernacular image of Francis 
more than any other source in the course of centuries. 
The vernacular translator in substance has not invented 
anything, since he already found it written down in 
the Actus, but thanks to his initiative he has rendered 
accessible and familiar to all a work of Franciscanism 
in the vernacular.         
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This is an English free translation and adaptation of mario 
SenSi, Francesco d’Assisi (Franciscus Bartholi de Assisio), 
in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, available online at 
the website http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/francescod-
assisi_(Dizionario-Biografico)/

Biography of Franciscus Bartholi de 
Assisio

 Francesco Bartholi was born in Assisi 
towards the end of the 13th century. His surname 
Bartholi is the Latin genitive of the Italian name 
of his father, Bartolo. In the codex 2697 of the 
University Library of Bologna he is registered as 
“Francesco de Bartolo de Scesi”. Papini, Faloci 
Pulignani and Sabatier, following codex 334 of 
the Library of the Sacro Convento of Assisi, add 
the nickname “Rubee” (“della Rossa”) which 
seemingly was the nickname of his family.
 In 1312 he entered the Order of friars 
Minor and was sent to Perugia to study theology. 
In 1316 he was sent for further studies in Germany, 
at Cologne, where he acquired the title of bachelor 
of theology. It was in Cologne that he collected 
various relics, and requested a document attesting 
their authenticity from the archbishop on 16th 
September 1317. He also visited Paris, where 
princess Blanche, daughter of Saint Louis IX, king 
of France, gave him some relics of the saint.
 When he returned to Italy Francesco 
became a “lector theologiae” at the friary of the 
Portiuncula, from 1320 to 1326, and later on he 

was responsible for the “custodia castellana”. 
Michele da Cesena, minister general of the Order, 
nominated him lector of theology at the friary of 
Borgo Sansepolcro. In 1328 the Order of friars 
Minor, led by Michele da Cesena (1316-1328), 
entered into open conflict on the question of the 
poverty of Christ with Pope John XXII (1316-
1334). Francesco supported the position of Michele 
da Cesena and of the procurator Bonagrazia di 
Bergamo and refused to bow down to the pressure 
of the papal curia at Avignon.
 The open contrast between John XXII, 
who resided at Avignon, and the leaders of the 
Order, began in 1322. During that year, in the 
general chapter celebrated in Perugia on 30th 
May, the Order of friars Minor declared that 
the doctrine that Christ and the apostles had 
no material possessions neither personally nor 
collectively was catholic and had been accepted 
by Pope Nicholas III in the Apostolic Constitution 
“Exiit qui seminat” (14th August 1279). John XXII 
answered with various Apostolic Constitutions, 
including “Ad conditorem” (8th December 1322), 
“Cum inter nonnullos” (12th November 1323) 
and “Quia quorundam” (10th November 1324). 
Michele da Cesena had been re-elected as minister 
general during the general chapter of Bologna of 
1328 against the explicit wishes of the Pope. The 
Pope had imprisoned Michele and Bonagrazia 
in Avignon, but they managed to escape and 
took protection in the court of John’s adversary, 

THE TRACTATUS DE 
INDULGENTIA 
S. MARIAE DE

PORTIUNCULA 
BY FRANCISCUS BARTHOLI DE ASSISIO
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the Emperor Louis IV of Bavaria, who had been 
declared a heretic. In the meantime the same 
Emperor had crowned the Franciscan Pietro da 
Corbara as antipope in Rome on 12th May 1328. 
He took the name Nicholas V, but soon asked for 
forgiveness from Pope John XXII.
 On 6th June 1328 Pope John XXII deposed 
and excommunicated Michele da Cesena. He also 
gave orders to the rector of the Duchy of Spoleto and 
to the inquisitors of the Province of Saint Francis 
and of the Roman Province to institute processes 
against all those who supported the deposed 
general. These dissidents were collectively known 
as “fraticelli”, “spirituals”, and “followers of the 
free spirit”. In this way the region of Umbria, 
where Francesco Bartholi was living, came under 
the control of the papal inquisition.
 In the Secret Archives of the Vatican one can 
find a small pamphlet (Instrumenta miscellanea, n. 
6466) containing the documents that were taken 

away from Francesco when he was arrested by the 
Inquisition in 1330. The documents include eight 
letters that Francesco had addressed to Michele da 
Cesena and to other friars; they also include two 

documents of the antipope Nicholas V dated 16th 
and 20th February 1329; three writings in defence of 
Michele da Cesena and another defence attributed 
to Bonagrazia da Bergamo. These documents help 
us not only to come to know the attitude taken by 
Francesco regarding his contacts with Emperor 
Louis of Bavaria and the antipope Nicholas V, and 
to reconstruct his activity since 1330. It also helps 
us to evaluate the connections between secular and 
ecclesiastical enemies of the time, and between the 
central papal power and the “fraticelli de opinione” 
(the disciples of Michele da Cesena), who were 
staunch opponents of John XXII and who were 
considered as heretics and rebels by the Apostolic 
See, since they continued to support the doctrine 
of absolute poverty of Christ and the apostles as 
being the catholic foundation stone of Franciscan 
life.
 During the autumn of 1328 the position 
of Francesco Bartholi in the friary of Borgo 

Sansepolcro, where he was lecturing sacred 
theology, became very difficult, since the majority 
of that community was contrary to his ideas and 
writings. On 1st September he addressed a letter 

Benito Gozzoli, Cappella delle Rose, The Indulgence Frescoes - Montefalco
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from Borgo Sansepolcro to Michele da Cesena – 
whom Francesco calls “true general” of the Order. In 
fact Pope John XXII had placed Cardinal Bertrand 
de la Tour as vicar general of the Order, and in 
1329 had indicated to the capitulars his candidate 
for minister general, namely the Frenchman 
Gerard Eudes (1329-1342), who implemented the 
Pope’s wish that the Order would have possessions 
in common and thus inaugurated what was to be 
called “conventualism” in the Franciscan Order. In 
his letter to the deposed minister general Francesco 
asks for permission to transfer to the court of 
Louis of Bavaria or somewhere in the territories 
controlled by the Emperor, since he affirmed that 
he could not teach the truth in Sansepolcro, except 
to two brothers. He requested that, if his transferral 
to the Emperor’s territories were not possible, he 
would be allowed to retire to the friary of La Verna 
or to that of Città di Castello. He indicated brother 
Isacco da Arezzo as his intermediary. Francesco 
was evidently afraid of being denounced to the 
Inquisition. On the following day he also wrote 
to the minister provincial of Puglia, Francesco 
di Madonna, asking him to convince Michele da 

Cesena to accede to his request, and promising that 
he would do great things for the “general” once he 
could transfer to a more secure place.
 Michele da Cesena did not consider it 
opportune to welcome Francesco’s request. Maybe 
he could not do anything about it. Francesco 
remained in the friary of Borgo Sansepolcro 
until the summer of 1329, employing himself to 
his normal offices, as well as to the transcription 
of some texts, under the supervision of brother 
Accursio Bonfantini, Inquisitor of Tuscia. During 
this time he continued to keep in touch with the 
supporters of the deposed general and of the 
antipope Nicholas V.
 On 23rd June 1329, from Borgo Sansepolcro 
Francesco sent a copy of the Clypeus, a work 
in defence of Michele da Cesena composed by 
Bonagrazia da Bergamo, to brother Accursio 
Bonfantini, to a certain Ermanno, bachelor of 
theology, and to another bachelor of theology 
called Alamanno Donati, future bishop of Savona. 
He also send another copy of the Clypeus to 
another brother, Giacomo Ugurgieri da Siena, with 
an accompanying letter in which he expressed his 

Tiberio d’Assisi, St. Francis preaches the Portiuncola Indulgence - Cappella delle Rose, Assisi
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sadness regarding the fact that all the friars in 
Siena were against Michele da Cesena. Some time 
later Francesco received a letter in which Accursio 
Bonfantini begged him to go to La Verna in order 
to meet him and Almanno Donati. Francesco 
answered to Donati, asking him to proceed with 
caution. He also included other letters with his 
own letter, of which we do not know the contents, 
and which were singed with mysterious symbols. 
We also do not know whether the meeting between 
these friars actually took place.
 Francesco left the friary of Borgo 
Sansepolcro after 29th August 1239 and went to 
the friary of La Verna, waiting for the time when 
the friars at Borgo would pronounce themselves in 
favour of Michele da Cesena. He returned to Borgo 
Sansepolcro for just one day, on 16th September, 
but on the 17th we was back on La Verna. Francesco 
remained on La Verna during the autumn months, 
and then he left the mountain to the friary of 
Arezzo, with the consent of the minister general, 
in order to preside over the proceedings of the 
provincial chapter.
 Another two letters that have been 
preserved in the Vatican document give us witness 
regarding the sinister plots in which Francesco 
took part during those years and regarding the 
close relationships he maintained with persons 
who were close to Louis IV and the antipope 
Nicholas V.
 Francesco Bartholi was arrested by the 
Inquisition and kept under tight security on 23rd 
January 1330. He had to appear in front of the bishop 
of Florence and the Inquisitor of Tuscany, Pietro 
da Prato. During the interrogations he confessed 
that he had supported Michele da Cesena; that 
he had opposed the Constitutions published by 
John XXII regarding the question of evangelical 
poverty; that he had regarded Nicholas V as being 
the legitimate Pope and Louis IV as being the 
legitimate Emperor, and that the Emperor, on his 
part, “had been encouraged by Michele da Cesena, 
Bonagrazia da Bergamo and Pietro da Siena.” He 
admitted that he had committed a grave mistake 
and finally asked for mercy and pardon. In spite 
of the full retracting statement on his part, and 
in spite of his declared will to submit himself to 
all conditions and penances that the ecclesiastical 
authorities would have imposed upon him in 
order to receive forgiveness, the process against 
Francesco Bartholi was not closed. On 15th March 
1330 John XXII wrote to the bishop of Florence 

and to the elected bishop of Lucca, inviting them 
to take judiciary measures against Francesco 
Bartholi, since he had submitted to obedience only 
because of his fear of punishment and in order to 
escape from sanctions. We do not know anything 
regarding this second phase of the process. It is 
certain that at the end the sincerity of Francesco’s 
contrition was recognised. In a letter addressed to 
the bishop of Florence and to Pietro da Prato on 2nd 
November 1331, John XXII granted absolution to 
Francesco, on the condition that he would publicly 
amend for his faults, in the presence of the clergy 
and the people, in the same Franciscan churches in 
which he had carried out his activity in favour of 
the deposed and excommunicated minister general 
of the Order. In those same churches, moreover, 
as an act of penance, he was obliged to deliver in 
the local tongue a series of sermons in order to 
expound and clarify the errors of the heresies in 
which he had fallen.

The “Tractatus de Indulgentia S. Mari-
ae de Portiuncola”

 A certain “Franciscus magister Bartholi”, 
also known by the name “Franciscutius” can 
probably be identified with Francesco Bartholi, 
since it is said that in 1332 he was guardian at 
San Damiano in Assisi. We know for sure that 
Francesco was living in the Sacro Convento of 
Assisi in 1334, when he was occupied with the 
writing of his Tractatus de Indulgentia S. Mariae 
de Portiuncola. This work was almost entirely 
written while John XXII was still living (the Pope 
died on 4th December 1334), as we can conclude 
from chapter XLII, in which it is said that the Pope 
“non ponit os suum in ista indulgentia” (did not 
utter one single word regarding this indulgence).
 According to a tradition conserved from 
time immemorial in the Order, in 1216 Saint 
Francis went to Perugia, where Pope Honorius 
III was residing, in order to ask him to concede a 
plenary indulgence, known later as the “pardon of 
Assisi” to all those who, in a state of grace, would 
visit the chapel of the Portiuncula in Assisi. In spite 
of the opposition of the cardinals, who were afraid 
lest such an indulgence would have diminished 
the value of the ancient indulgence given to the 
Crusaders – the “indulgence of Outremer”, of the 
Holy Land – the Pope agreed to Francis’ request, 
but limited the indulgence to the day of the 
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solemnity of Saint Mary Queen of Angels (from 
the vespers of 1st August to those of 2nd August). 
Francis did not ask for any public document as a 
proof of this exceptional concession.
 The circumstances of the privilege of the 
“pardon of Assisi” had as their only foundation 
the word of the Pope, which was confirmed only 
by oral tradition. This fact was the reason why 
the privilege of the indulgence was known only 
to the inhabitants of Assisi and surroundings, 
and therefore continued to be unknown to many. 
However, towards 1270 the crowds that visited the 
Portiuncula chapel in order to gain the indulgence 
began to grow. This fact prompted adversaries to 
start contesting the validity of such an indulgence. 
These adversaries also grew in number. Since 
opposition was not waning, the need was felt to 
demonstrate the legitimacy of the indulgence by 
gathering the oral testimonies regarding it. This is 
what Francesco Bartholi does in his Tractatus.
 The treatise is divided into 42 chapters. 
It gathers not only the testimonies of the friars 
Minor, who had personally known Saint Francis, 
but also those of the “spiritual friars” who were 
known as “bizzochi” in central Italy. Among 
the first category we mention the testimony 
of brother Benedetto d’Arezzo, who had been 
received in the Order by Saint Francis himself, 
and who then became minister provincial of the 
Marches of Ancona, and later on, of the Holy 
Land. His testimony was documented by a notary 
on 31st October 1277. Among the “spirituals” we 
mention the “mirabile testimonium” given by 
Giacomo di Bonconte Coppoli, “vir religiosus”, 
who maintained that he had heard the facts from 
the mouth of brother Leo, and that on 16th (or 18th) 
August 1277 he had dictated to Angelo da Perugia, 
minister provincial of Umbria. It is certain that, in 
order to gather the necessary material, Francesco 
made accurate research in this camp. Many of the 
witnesses inserted in the Tractatus have been taken 
from an anthology or compilation of exempla, 
the work of a German Franciscan, Nicholas, who 
entered the Order around 1288-89 and who lived 
for a long time in Assisi between the end of the 
13th century and the beginning of the 14th. Nicholas 
had gathered and ordered miraculous facts that 
happened on the occasion of the indulgence of 
the Portiuncula, and he had been an eyewitness in 
many of them between 1300 and 1315.
 The last information we possess regarding 
Francesco Bartholi is that he was still living in 

1343. We do not know the date of his death, but 
the scholars place it generally after 1370.
 Mariano da Firenze calls Francesco Bartholi 
“theologus magnus”. Luke Wadding places him 
among the most illustrious personages of the 
Order in those times and mentions other works 
besides the Tractatus de Indulgentia, including 
the Sermones festivos et feriales (lectures on the 
Sacred Scripture which he delivered in the friary of 
Saint Mary of the Angels, and which are now lost), 
and the De Passione Domini, which is conserved 
in manuscript 556 of the Biblioteca Comunale 
of Assisi, which is a manual of concordances of 
evangelical texts on the Passion for devotional 
use.
 The Tractatus de Indulgentia is conserved 
in the manuscript 344 of the Library of the Sacro 
Convento of Assisi. It has been described by M. 
Faloci Pulignani, Le sacre reliquie della basilica di 
S. Francesco in Assisi nel sec. XIV, in Miscellanea 
Francesana 1 (1886) 145-150, and by P. Sabatier, 
Frati Francisci Bartoli de Assisio tractatus de 
indulgentia S. Mariae de Portiuncola, in Collection 
d’études et de documents sur l’histoire religieuse 
et littéraire du Moyen Âge, II, Paris 1900, CII-
CLVIII, 3-111 (critical edition). After Sabatier 
other manuscripts have been found, namely the 
manuscript of Bruxelles, Bibliotèque Royale, 
II. 2326, ff. 24v-64v (containing an anonymous 
Vita sancti Francisci and the treatise Hic 
poniturystoria indulgencie S. Mariae de Angelis); 
and the manuscript of Uppsala University Library, 
cod. C74, ff. 54v-59r (Tractatus de indulgentia S. 
Mariae de Portiuncola, with a brief note regarding 
the Portiuncula Indulgence, f. 59v).
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PAUL SABATIER

«LIFE OF SAINT FRANCIS OF 
ASSISI»

Translated into English by Louise Seymour Houghton, (Hodder and Stoughton), London 1908.

Chapter XVIII
THE LAST YEAR
September 1225 – End of Sep-
tember 1226

 [308] What did Ugolini think when they 
told him that Francis was planning to send his 
friars, transformed into Joculatores Domini, to sing 
up and down the country the Canticle of Brother 
Sun?  Perhaps he never heard of it.  His protégé 
finally decided to accept his invitation and left St. 
Damian in the course of the month of September.
 The landscape which lies before the eyes 
of the traveller from Assisi, when he suddenly 
emerges upon the plain of Rieti, is one of the most 
beautiful in Europe.  From Terni the road follows 
the sinuous course of the Velino, passes not far 
from the famous cascades, whose clouds of mist 
are visible, and then plunges into the defiles in 
whose depths the torrent rushes noisily, choked by 
a vegetation as luxuriant as that of a virgin forest.  
On all sides uprise walls of perpendicular rocks, 
and on their crests, several hundred yards above 
your head, are feudal fortresses, among other the 
Castle of Miranda, more giddy, more fantastic than 
any which Gustave Doré’s fancy ever dreamed.
 After four hours of walking the defile 
opens out and you find yourself without transition 
in a broad valley, sparkling with light.
 Rieti, the only city in this plain of several 
leagues, appears far away at the other extremity, 
commanded by [309] hills of a thoroughly tropical 
aspect, behind which rise the mighty Apennines, 
almost always covered with snow.
 The highway goes directly toward this 

town, passing between tiny lakes; here and there 
roads lead off to little villages which you see, on 
the hillside, between the cultivated fields and the 
edge of the forests; there are Stroncone, Greccio, 
Cantalice, Poggio-Bustone, and ten other small 
towns, which have given more saints to the Church 
than a whole province of France.
 Between the inhabitants of the district and 
their neighbors of Umbria, properly so called, the 
difference is extreme.  They are all of the striking 
type of the Sabine peasants, and they remain to 
this day entire strangers to new customs.  One is 
born a Capuchin there as elsewhere one is born 
a soldier, and the traveller needs to have his wits 
about him not to address every man he meets as 
Reverend Father.
 Francis had often gone over this district in 
every direction.  Like its neighbor, the hilly March 
of Ancona, it was peculiarly prepared to receive 
the new gospel.  In these hermitages, with their 
almost impossible simplicity, perched near the 
villages on every side, without the least care for 
material comfort, but always where there is the 
widest possible view, was perpetuated a race of 
Brothers Minor, impassioned, proud, stubborn, 
almost wild, who did not wholly understand their 
master, who did not catch his exquisite simplicity, 
his impossibility of hating, his dreams of social 
and political renovation, his poetry and delicacy, 
but who did understand the lover of nature and 
of poverty. They did more than understand him; 
[310] they lived his life, and from that Christmas 
festival observed in the woods of Greccio down 
to today they have remained the simple and 
popular representatives of the Strict Observance.  
From them comes to us the Legend of the Three 
Companions, the most life-like and true of all the 
portraits of the Poverello, and it was there, in a cell 
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three paces long, that Giovanni di Parma had his 
apocalyptic visions.
 The news of Francis’s arrival quickly 
spread, and long before he reached Rieti the 
population had come out to meet him.
 To avoid this noisy welcome he craved the 
hospitality of the priest of St. Fabian.  This little 
church, now known under the name of Our Lady 
of the Forest, is somewhat aside from the road 
upon a grassy mound about a league from the city.  
He was heartily welcomed, and desiring to remain 
there for a little, prelates and devotees began to 
flock thither in the next few days.
 It was the time of the early grapes.  It is 
easy to imagine the disquietude of the priest on 
perceiving the ravages made by these visitors 
among his vines, his best source of revenue, but 
he probably exaggerated the damage.  Francis 
one day heard him giving vent to his bad humor.  

“Father,” he said, “it is useless 
for you to disturb yourself for 
what you cannot hinder; but, 
tell me, how much wine do 
you get on an average?”
 “Fourteen measures,” 
replied the priest.
 “Very well, if you have less 
than twenty, I undertake to 
make up the difference.”
 This promise, reassured the 
worthy man, and when at the 
vintage he received twenty 
measures, he had no hesitation 
in believing in a miracle.
 Upon Ugolini’s entreaties 
Francis had accepted the [311] 
hospitality of the bishop’s 
palace in Rieti.  Thomas of 
Celano enlarges with delight 
upon the marks of devotion 
lavished on Francis by 
this prince of the Church.  
Unhappily all this is written 
in that pompous and confused 
style of which diplomats and 
ecclesiastics appear to have by 
nature the secret.
 Francis entered into the 
condition of a relic in his life-
time.  The mania for amulets 
displayed itself around him in 

all its excesses.  People quarrelled not 
only over his clothing, but even over 

his hair and the parings of his nails.
 Did these merely exterior demonstrations 
disgust him?  Did he sometimes think of the 
contrast between these honors offered to his body, 
which he picturesquely called Brother Ass, and the 
subversion of his ideal?  We cannot tell.  If he had 
feelings of this kind those who surrounded him 
were not the men to understand them, and it would 
be idle to expect any expression of them from his 
pen.
 Soon after he had a relapse, and asked to 
be removed to Monte-Colombo, a hermitage an 
hour distant from the city, hidden amidst trees and 
scattered rocks.  He had already retired thither 
several times, notably when he was preparing the 
Rule of 1223.
 The doctors, having exhausted the 
therapeutic arsenal of the time, decided to resort 

St. Francis of Assisi by Jusepe de Ribera



Franciscan Culture

2012 January - March  -  SPIRIT + LIFE   17

to cauterization; it was decided to draw a rod of 
white-hot iron across his forehead.
 When the poor patient saw them bringing 
in the brazier and the instruments he had a moment 
of terror; but [312] immediately making the sign 
of the cross over the glowing iron, “Brother fire,” 
he said, “you are beautiful above all creatures; be 
favourable to me in this hour; you know how much 
I have always loved you; be then courteous today.”
 Afterward, when his companions, who had 
not had the courage to remain, came back he said 
to them, smiling, “Oh, cowardly folk, why did you 
go away? I felt no pain.  Brother doctor, if it is 
necessary you may do it again.”
 The experiment was no more successful 
than the other remedies.  In vain they quickened 
the wound on the forehead, by applying plasters, 
salves, and even by making incisions in it; the only 
result was to increase the pains of the sufferer.
 One day, at Rieti, whither he had again 
been carried, he thought that a little music would 
relieve his pain.  Calling a friar who had formerly 
been clever at playing the guitar, he begged him to 
borrow one; but the friar was afraid of the scandal 
which this might cause, and Francis gave it up.
 God took pity upon him; the following 
night he sent an invisible angel to give him such 
a concert as is never heard on earth.  Francis, 
hearing it, lost all bodily feeling, say the Fioretti, 
and at one moment the melody was so sweet and 
penetrating that if the angel had given one more 
stroke of the bow, the sick man’s soul would have 
left his body.
 It seems that there was some amelioration 
of his state when the doctors left him; we find him 
during the [313] months of this winter, 1225-1226, 
in the most remote hermitages of the district, for as 
soon as he had a little strength he was determined 
to begin preaching again.
 He went to Poggio-Bustone for the 
Christmas festival.  People flocked thither in 
crowds from all the country round to see and hear 
him.  “You come here,” he said, “expecting to 
find a great saint; what will you think when I tell 
you that I ate meat all through Advent?”  At St. 
Eleutheria, at a time of extreme cold which tried 
him much, he had sewn some pieces of stuff into 
his own tunic and that of his companion, so as to 
make their garments a little warmer.  One day his 
companion came home with a fox-skin, with which 
in his turn he proposed to line his master’s tunic.  
Francis rejoiced much over it, but would permit 

this excess of consideration for his body only on 
condition that the piece of fur should be placed on 
the outside over his chest.
 All these incidents, almost insignificant at 
a first view, show how he detested hypocrisy even 
in the smallest things.
 We will not follow him to his dear Greccio, 
nor even to the hermitage of St. Urbano, perched 
on one of the highest peaks of the Sabine.  The 
accounts which we [314] have of the brief visits 
he made there at this time tell us nothing new of 
his character or of the history of his life.  They 
simply show that the imaginations of those who 
surrounded him were extraordinarily overheated; 
the least incidents immediately took on a 
miraculous coloring.
 The documents do not say how it came 
about that he decided to go to Sienna.  It appears 
that there was in that city a physician of great fame 
as an oculist.  The treatment he prescribed was no 
more successful than that of the others; but with 
the return of spring Francis made a new effort 
to return to active life.  We find him describing 
the ideal Franciscan monastery, and another day 
explaining a passage in the Bible to a Dominican.
 Did the latter, a doctor in theology, desire 
to bring the rival Order into ridicule by showing 
its founder incapable of explaining a somewhat 
difficult verse?  It appears extremely likely.  “My 
good father,” he said, “how do you understand this 
saying of the prophet Ezekiel, ‘If thou dost not 
warn the wicked of his wickedness, I will require 
his soul of thee?’  I am acquainted with many men 
whom I know to be in a state of mortal sin, and yet 
I am not always reproaching them for their vices.  
Am I, then, responsible for their souls?”
 At first Francis excused himself, alleging 
his ignorance, but urged by his interlocutor he 
said at last: “Yes, the true servant unceasingly 
rebukes the wicked, but he does it most of all by 
his conduct, by the truth which shines forth in 
his words, by the light of his example, by all the 
radiance of his life.”
 He soon suffered so grave a relapse that 
the Brothers [315] thought his last hour had 
come.  They were especially affrighted by the 
hemorrhages, which reduced him to a state of 
extreme prostration.  Brother Elias hastened to 
him.  At his arrival the invalid felt in himself such 
an improvement that they could acquiesce in his 
desire to be taken back to Umbria.  Toward the 
middle of April they set out, going in the direction 
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of Cortona.  It is the easiest route, and the delightful 
hermitage of that city was one of the best ordered 
to permit of his taking some repose.  He doubtless 
remained there a very short time: he was in haste 
to see once more the skies of his native country, 
Portiuncula, St. Damian, the Carceri, all those 
paths and hamlets which one sees from the terraces 
of Assisi and which recalled to him so many sweet 
memories.
 Instead of going by the nearest road, they 
made a long circuit by Gubbio and Nocera, to avoid 
Perugia, fearing some attempt of the inhabitants 
to get possession of the Saint.  Such a relic as 
the body of Francis lacked little of the value of 
the sacred nail or the sacred lance.  Battles were 
fought for less than that.
 They made a short halt near Nocera, at the 
hermitage of Bagnara, on the slopes of Monte-
Pennino.  His companions were again very much 
disturbed.  The swelling which had show itself 
in the lower limbs was rapidly gaining the upper 
part of the body.  The Assisans learned this, and 
wishing to be prepared for whatever might happen 
sent their men-at-arms to protect the Saint and 
hasten his return.
 Bringing Francis back with them they 
stopped for food [316] at the hamlet of Balciano, 
but in vain they begged the inhabitants to sell them 
provisions.  As the escort were confiding their 
discomfiture to the friars, Francis, who knew these 
good peasants, said: “If you had asked for food 
without offering to pay, you would have found all 
you wanted.”
 He was right, for, following his advice, 
they received for nothing all that they desired.
 The arrival of the party at Assisi was 
hailed with frantic joy.  This time Francis’s fellow-
citizens were sure that the Saint was not going to 
die somewhere else.
 Customs in this matter have changed too 
much for us to be able thoroughly to comprehend 
the good fortune of possessing the body of a 
saint.  If you are ever so unlucky as to mention St. 
Andrew before an inhabitant of Amalfi, you will 
immediately find him beginning to shout “Evviva 
San Andrea! Evviva San Andrea!”  Then with 
extraordinary volubility he will relate to you the 
legend of the Grande Protettore, his miracles past 
and present, those which he might have done if he 
had chosen, but which he refrained from doing out 
of charity because St. Januarius of Naples could 
not do as much.  He gesticulates, throws himself 

about, hustles you, more enthusiastic over his relic 
and more exasperated by your coldness than a 
soldier of the Old Guard before an enemy of the 
Emperor.
 In the thirteenth century all Europe was 
like that.
 We shall find here several incidents which 
we may be tempted to consider shocking or even 
ignoble, if we do [317] not make an effort to put 
them all into their proper surroundings.
 Francis was installed in the bishop’s palace; 
he would have preferred to be at Portiuncula, but 
the Brothers were obliged to obey the injunctions 
of the populace, and to make assurance doubly 
sure, guards were placed at all the approaches of 
the palace.
 The abode of the Saint in this place was 
much longer than had been anticipated.  It perhaps 
lasted several months (July to September).  This 
dying man did not consent to die.  He rebelled 
against death; in this centre of the work his 
anxieties for the future of the Order, which a little 
while before had been in the background, now 
returned, more agonizing and terrible than ever.
 “We must begin again,” he thought, “ create 
a new family who will not forget humility, who 
will go and serve lepers and, as in the old times, 
put themselves always, not merely in words, but in 
reality, below all men.”
 To feel that implacable work of destruction 
going on against which the most submissive cannot 
keep from protesting: “My God, my God, why? 
Why hast thou forsaken me?”  To be obliged to 
look on at the still more dreaded decomposition of 
his Order; he, the lark, to be spied upon by soldiers 
watching for his corpse – there was quite enough 
here to make him mortally sad.
 During these last weeks all his sighs were 
noted.  The disappearance of the greater part of 
the legend of the Three Companions certainly 
deprives us of some touching stories, but most 
of the incidents have been preserved for us, 
notwithstanding, in documents from a second 
hand.
 Four Brothers had been especially charged 
to lavish care upon him: Leo, Angelo, Rufino, 
and Masseo.  We already know them; they are of 
those intimate friends [318] of the first days, who 
had heard in the Franciscan gospel a call to love 
and liberty.  And they too began to complain of 
everything.
 One day one of them said to the sick man: 
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“Father, you are going away to leave us here; point 
out to us, then, if you know him, the one to whom 
we might in all security confide the burden of the 
generalship.”
 Alas, Francis did not know the ideal 
Brother, capable of assuming such a duty; but 
he took advantage of the question to sketch the 
portrait of the perfect minister-general.
 We have two impressions of this portrait, 
the one which has been retouched by Celano, and 
the original proof, much shorter and more vague, 
but showing us Francis desiring that his successor 
shall have but a single weapon, an unalterable 
love.
 It was probably this question which 
suggested to him the thought of leaving for his 
successors, the generals of the Order, a letter 
which they should pass on from one to another, 
and where they should find, not directions for 
particular cases, but the very inspiration of their 
activity.
 “To the Reverend Father in Christ N … 
Minister General of the entire Order of the Brothers 
Minor.  May God bless thee and keep thee in his 
holy love.
 Patience in all things and everywhere, 
this, my Brother, is what I specially recommend.  
Even if they oppose thee, if they strike thee, thou 
shouldst be grateful to them and desire that it 
should be thus and not otherwise.
 In this will be manifest thy love for God 
and for me, his servant and thine; that there shall 
not be a single friar in the world who, having 
sinned as much as one can sin, and coming before 
thee, shall go away [319] without having received 
thy pardon.  And if he does not ask it, do thou ask 
it for him, whether he wills or not.
 And if he should return again a thousand 
times before thee, love him more than myself, in 
order to lead him to well-doing.  Have pity always 
on these Brothers.”
 These words show plainly enough how 
in former days Francis had directed the Order; 
in his dream the ministers general were to stand 
in a relation of pure affection, of tender devotion 
toward those under them; but was this possible 
for one at the head of a family whose branches 
extended over the entire world?  It would be 
hazardous to say, for among his successors have 
not been wanting distinguished minds and noble 
hearts; but save for Giovanni di Parma and two 
or three others, this ideal is in sharp contrast with 

the reality.  St. Bonaventura himself will drag his 
master and friend, this very Giovanni of Parma, 
before an ecclesiastical tribunal, will cause him 
to be condemned to perpetual imprisonment, and 
it will need the intervention of a cardinal outside 
of the Order to secure the commutation of this 
sentence.
 The agonies of grief endured by the dying 
Francis over the decadence of the Order would have 
been less poignant if they had not been mingled 
with self-reproaches for his own cowardice.  Why 
had he deserted his post, given up the direction of 
his family, if not from idleness and selfishness?  
And now it was too late to take back this step; 
and in hours of frightful anguish he asked himself 
if God would not hold him responsible for this 
subversion of his ideal.
 “Ah, if I could go once again to the chapter-
general,” he would sigh, “I would show them what 
my will is.”
 Shattered as he was by fever, he would 
suddenly rise up in his bed, crying out with a 
despairing intensity: [320] “Where are they who 
have ravished my brethren from me?  Where are 
they who have stolen away my family?”
 Alas, the real criminals were nearer to 
him than he thought.  The provincial ministers, of 
whom he appears to have been thinking when he 
thus spoke, were only instruments in the hands of 
the clever Brother Elias; and he – what else was he 
doing but putting his intelligence and address at 
Cardinal Ugolino’s service?
 Far from finding any consolation in those 
around him, Francis was constantly tortured by 
the confidences of his companions, who, impelled 
by mistaken zeal, aggravated his pain instead of 
calming it.
 “Forgive me, Father,” said one of them 
to him one day, “but many people have already 
thought what I am going to say to you.  You 
know how, in the early days, by God’s grace the 
Order walked in the path of perfection; for all that 
concerns poverty and love, as well as for all the 
rest, the Brothers were but one heart and one soul.  
But for some time past all that is entirely changed: 
it is true that people often excuse the Brothers by 
saying that the Order has grown too large to keep up 
the old observances; they even go so far as to claim 
that infidelities to the Rule, such as the building of 
great monasteries, are a means of edification of the 
people, and so the primitive simplicity and poverty 
are held for nothing.  Evidently all these abuses are 
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displeasing to you; but then, people ask, why do 
you tolerate them?”
 “God forgive you, brother,” replied Francis.  
“Why do you lay at my door things with which I 
have nothing to do?  So long as I had the direction 
of the Order, and the Brothers persevered in their 
vocation I was able, in spite of weakness, to do 
what was needful.  But when I saw that, without 
caring for my example or my teaching, they walked 
in the way you have described, I confided them to 
the Lord and to the ministers.  It is true that when I 
relinquished the direction, alleging my incapacity 
as the motive, if they had walked in the way of 
my wishes I should not have desired that before 
my death they should have had any other minister 
than myself; though ill, though bedridden, even, I 
should have found strength to perform the duties 
of [321] my charge.  But this charge is wholly 
spiritual: I will not become an executioner to strike 
and punish as political governors must.”

 Francis’s complaints became so sharp and 
bitter that, to avoid scandal, the greatest prudence 
was exercised with regard to those who were 
permitted to see him.
 Disorder was everywhere, and every day 
brought its contingent of subjects for sorrow.  
The confusion of ideas as to the practice of the 
Rule was extreme; occult influences, which had 
been working for several years, had succeeded in 
veiling the Franciscan ideal, not only from distant 
Brothers, or those who had newly joined the 
Order, but even from those who had lived under 
the influence of the founder.
 Under circumstances such as these, Francis 
dictated the letter to all the members of the Order, 
which, as he thought would be read at the opening 
of chapters and perpetuate his spiritual presence in 
them.
 In this letter he is perfectly true to himself; 
as in the [322] past, he desires to influence the 
Brothers, not by reproaches but by fixing their 
eyes on the perfect holiness.
 “To all the reverend and well-beloved 
Brothers Minor, to Brother A …, minister general, 
its Lord, and to the ministers-general who shall be 
after him, and to all the ministers, custodians, and 
priests of this fraternity, humble in Christ, and to 
all the simple and obedient Brothers, the oldest 
and the most recent, Brother Francis, a mean and 
perishing man, your little servant, gives greeting!
 Hear, my Lords, you who are my sons 

and my brothers give ear to my words.  Open 
your hearts and obey the voice of the Son of God.  
Keep his commandments with all your hearts, and 
perfectly observe his counsels.  Praise him, for he 
is good, and glorify him by your works.
 God has sent you through all the world, that 
by your words and example you may bear witness 
of him, and that you may teach all men that he 
alone is all powerful.  Persevere in discipline and 
obedience, and with an honest and firm will keep 
that which you have promised.”
 After this opening Francis immediately 
passes to the essential matter of the letter, that of 
the love and respect due to the Sacrament of the 
altar; faith in this mystery of love appeared to him 
indeed as the salvation of the Order.
 Was he wrong?  How can a man who truly 
believes in the real presence of the God-Man 
between the fingers of him who lifts up the host, 
not consecrate his life to this God and to holiness?  
One has some difficulty in imagining.
 It is true that legions of devotees profess 
the most absolute faith in this dogma, and we 
do not see that they are less bad; but faith with 
them belongs to the intel-[323]lectual sphere; it is 
the abdication of reason, and in sacrificing their 
intelligence to God they are most happy to offer 
to him an instrument which they very much prefer 
not to use.
 To Francis the question presented itself 
quite differently; the thought that there could be 
any merit in believing could never enter his mind; 
the fact of the real presence was for him of almost 
concrete evidence.  Therefore his faith in this 
mystery was an energy of the heart, that the life 
of God, mysteriously present upon the altar, might 
become the soul of all his actions.
 To the Eucharistic transubstantiation, 
effected by the words of the priest, he added 
another, that of his own heart.
 “God offers himself to us as to his children.  
This is why I beg you, all of you, my brothers, 
kissing your feet, and with all the love of which 
I am capable, to have all possible respect for the 
body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
 The addressing himself particularly to the 
priests:
 “Hearken, my brothers, if the blessed 
Virgin Mary is justly honoured for having carried 
Jesus in her womb, if John the Baptist trembled 
because he dared not touch the Lord’s head, if 
the sepulchre in which for a little time he lay is 



regarded with such great adoration, oh, how holy, 
pure, and worthy should be the priest who touches 
with his hands, who receives into his mouth and 
into his heart, and who distributes to others the 
living, glorified Jesus, the sight of whom makes 
angels rejoice!  Understand your dignity, brother 
priests, and be holy, for he is holy.  Oh! what great 
wretchedness and what a frightful infirmity to have 
him there present before you and to think of other 
things.  Let each man be struck with amazement, 
let the whole earth tremble, let the heavens thrill 
with joy when the Christ, the Son of the living God, 
descends upon the altar into the hands of the priest.  
Oh, wonderful profundity!  Oh, amazing grace!  
Oh, triumph of humility!  See, the Master of all 
things, God, and the Son of God, humbles himself 
for our salvation, even to disguising himself under 
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the appearance of a bit of bread.
 Contemplate, my brothers, this humility of 
God, and enlarge your hearts before him; humble 
yourselves as well, that you, even you, [324] may 
be lifted up by him.  Keep nothing for yourselves, 
that he may receive you without reserve, who has 
given himself to you without reserve.”
 We see with what vigor of love Francis’s 
heart had laid holds upon the idea of the 
communion.
 He closes with long counsels to the 
Brothers, and after having conjured them faithfully 
to keep their promises, all his mysticism breathes 
out and is summed up in a prayer of admirable 
simplicity.
 “God Almighty, eternal, righteous, and 
merciful, give to us poor wretches to do for thy 

sake all that we know of thy 
will, and to will always that 
pleases thee; so that inwardly 
purified, enlightened, and 
kindles by the fire of the 
Holy Spirit, we may follow 
in the footprints of thy well-
beloved Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”
 What separates this prayer 
from the effort to discern 
duty made by choice spirits 
apart from all revealed 
religion?  Very little in truth; 
the words are different, the 
action is the same.
 But Francis’s solicitudes 
reached far beyond the 
limits of the Order.  His 
longest epistle is addressed 
to all Christians; its words 
are so living that you fancy 
you hear a voice speaking 
behind you; and this voice, 
usually as serene as that 
which from the mountain 
in Galilee proclaimed 
the law of the new times, 
becomes here and there 
unutterably sweet, like that 
which sounded in the upper 
chamber on the night of the 
first eucharist.
 As Jesus forgot the cross 
that was standing in the 
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shadows, so Francis forgets his sufferings, 
and, overcome with a divine sadness, thinks of 
humanity, for each member of which he would 
give his life; he thinks of his spiritual sons, the 
Brothers of Penitence, whom he is about to leave 
without having been able to make them feel, as 
he would have had them feel, the love for them 
with which he burns: “Father, I have given them 
the [325] words which thou hast given me … For 
them I pray!”
 The whole Franciscan gospel is in these 
words, but to understand the fascination which 
it exerted we must have gone through the School 
of the Middle Ages, and there listened to the 
interminable tournaments of dialectics by which 
minds were dried up; we must have seen the 
Church of the thirteenth century, honeycombed 
by simony and luxury, and only able, under the 
pressure of heresy or revolt, to make a few futile 
efforts to scotch the evil. 
 “To all Christians, monks, clerics, or 
laymen, whether men or women, to all who dwell 
in the whole world.  Brother Francis their most 
submissive servitor, presents his duty and wishes 
the true peace of heaven, and sincere love in the 
Lord.
 Being the servitor of all men, I am bound to 
serve them and to dispense to them the wholesome 
words of my Master.  This is why, seeing I am too 
weak and ill to visit each one of you in particular, 
I have resolved to send you my message by this 
letter, and to offer you the words of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Word of God, and of the Holy Spirit, 
which are spirit and life.”
 It would be puerile to expect here new 
ideas either in fact or form.  Francis’s appeals are 
of value only by the spirit which animates them.
 After having briefly recalled the chief 
features of the gospel, and urgently recommended 
the communion, Francis addresses himself in 
particular to certain categories of hearers, with 
special counsels.
 “Let the podestàs, governors, and those 
who are placed in authority, exercise their functions 
with mercy, as they would be judged with mercy 
by God…
 Monks in particular, who have renounced 
the world, are bound to do more and better than 
simple Christians, to renounce all that is not 
necessary to them, and to have in hatred the vices 
and sins of the body … They should love their 
enemies, do good to them who hate them, observe 

the precepts and counsels of our Redeemer, 
renounce them-[326]selves, and subdue their 
bodies.  And no monk is bound to obedience, if in 
obeying he would be obliged to commit a fault or 
a sin…
 Let us not be wise and learned according 
to the flesh, but simple, humble, and pure … We 
should never desire to be above others, but rather 
to be below, and to obey all men.”
 He closes by showing the foolishness of 
those who set their hearts on the possession of 
earthly goods, and concludes by the very realistic 
picture of the death of the wicked.
 “His money, his title, his learning, all that 
he believed himself to possess, all are taken from 
him; his relatives and his friends to whom he has 
given his fortune will come to divide it among 
themselves, and will end by saying: “Curses on 
him, for he might have given us more and he has 
not done it; he might have amassed a larger fortune, 
and he has done nothing of the kind.”  The worms 
will eat his body and the demons will consume his 
soul, and thus he will lose both soul and body.
 I, Brother Francis, your little servitor, I beg 
and conjure you by the love that is in God, ready 
to kiss your feet, to receive with humility and love 
these and all other words of our Lord Jesus Christ 
and to conform your conduct to them.  And let 
those who devoutly receive them and understand 
them pass them on to others.  And if they thus 
persevere unto the end, may they be blessed by the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
 If Francis ever made a Rule for the Third 
Order it must have very nearly resembled this 
epistle, and until this problematical document is 
found, the letter shows what were originally these 
associations of Brothers of Penitence.  Everything 
in these long pages looks toward the development 
of the mystic religious life in the heart of each 
Christian.  But even when Francis dictated them, 
this high view had become a Utopia, and the Third 
Order was only one battalion more in the armies of 
the papacy.
 We see that the epistles which we have just 
examined [327] proceed definitely from a single 
inspiration.  Whether he is leaving instructions for 
his successors, the ministers-general, whether he 
is writing to all the present and future members of 
his Order, to all Christians or even to the clergy, 
Francis has only one aim, to keep on preaching after 
his death, and perhaps, too, by putting into writing 
his message of peace and love, to provide that he 
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shall not be entirely travestied or misunderstood.
 Considered in connection with those 
sorrowful hours which saw their birth, they form 
a whole whose import and meaning become 
singularly energetic.  If we would find the 
Franciscan spirit, it is here, in the Rule of 1221, 
and in the Will that we must seek for it.
 Neglect, and especially the storms 
which later overwhelmed the Order, explain the 
disappearance of several other documents which 
would cast a glimmer of poetry and joy over those 
sad days; Francis had not forgotten his sister-friend 
at St. Damian.  Hearing that she had been greatly 
disquieted by knowing him to be so ill, he desired 
to reassure her: he still deceived himself as to his 
condition, and wrote to her promising soon to go 
to see her.
 To this assurance he added some affectionate 
counsels, advising her and her companions not to 
go to extremes with their macerations.  To set her 
an example of cheer-[328]fulness he added to this 
letter a Laude in the vulgar tongue which he had 
himself set to music.
 In that chamber of the Episcopal palace 
in which he was as it were imprisoned he had 
achieved a new victory, and it was doubtless that 
which inspired his joy.  The Bishop of Assisi, the 
irritable Guido, always at war with somebody, was 
at this time quarrelling with the podestà, and the 
latter had issued a prohibition against selling and 
buying or making any contract with ecclesiastics.
 The difference grew more bitter, and no one 
appeared to dream of attempting a reconciliation.  
We can the better understand Francis’s grief over 
all this by remembering that his very first effort 
had been to bring peace into his native city, and 
that he considered the return of Italy to union and 
concord to be the essential aim of his apostolate.
 War in Assisi would be the final dissolution 
of his dream; the voice of events crying brutally to 
him, “Thou hast wasted thy life!”
 The dregs of this cup were spared him, 
thanks to an inspiration in which breaks forth anew 
his natural play of imagination.  To the Canticle of 
the Sun he added a new strophe:
 Be praised, Lord, for those who forgive for 
love of thee,
 and bear trials and tribulations;
 happy they who persevere in peace,
 by thee, Most high, shall they be crowned.
 Then, calling a friar, he charged him to 
beg the governor to betake himself, with all the 

notables whom he could assemble, to the paved 
square before the bishop’s [329] palace.  The 
magistrate, to whom legend gives the nobler part 
in the whole affair, at once yielded to the saint’s 
request.
 “When he arrived and the bishop had come 
forth from the palace, two friars came forward 
and said: “Brother Francis has made to the praise 
of God a hymn to which he prays you to listen 
piously,” and immediately they began to sing the 
Hymn of Brother Sun, with its new strophe.
 The governor listened, standing in an 
attitude of profound attention, copiously weeping, 
for he dearly loved the blessed Francis.
 When the singing was ended, “Know in 
truth,” said he, “that I desire to forgive the lord 
bishop, that I wish and ought to look upon him 
as my lord, for if one had even assassinated by 
brother I should be ready to pardon the murderer.”  
With these words he threw himself at the bishop’s 
feet, and said: “I am ready to do whatsoever you 
would, for the love of our Lord Jesus Christ and 
his servant Francis.”
 Then the bishop, taking him by the hand, 
lifted him up and said, “With my position it would 
become me to be humble, but since I am naturally 
too quick to wrath, thou must pardon me.”
 This unexpected reconciliation was 
immediately looked upon as miraculous, and 
increased still more the reverence of the Assisans 
for their fellow-citizen.
 The summer was drawing to a close.  After 
a few days of relative improvement Francis’s 
sufferings became greater than ever: incapable 
of movement, he even thought that he ought to 
give up his ardent desire to see St. Damian and 
Portiuncula once more, and gave the brothers all 
his directions about the latter sanctuary: “Never 
abandon it,” he would repeat to them, “for that 
place is truly sacred: it is the house of God.”
 [330] It seemed to him that if the Brothers 
remained attached to that bit of earth, that chapel 
ten feet long, those thatched huts, they would there 
find the living reminder of the poverty of the early 
days, and could never wander far from it.
 One evening he grew worse with frightful 
rapidity; all the following night he had hemorrhages 
which left not the slightest hope; the Brothers 
hastening to him, he dictated a few lines in form 
of a Will and gave them his blessing: “Adieu, my 
children; remain all of you in the fear of God, abide 
always united to Christ; great trials are in store for 
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you, and tribulation draws nigh.  Happy are they 
who persevere as they have begun; for there will 
be scandals and divisions among you.  As for me, 
I am going to the Lord and my God.  Yes, I have 
the assurance that I am going to him whom I have 
served.”
 During the following days, to the great 
surprise of those who were about him, he again 
grew somewhat better; no one could understand 
the resistance to death offered by this body so long 
worn out by suffering.
 He himself began to hope again.  A 
physician of Arezzo whom he knew well, having 
come to visit him, “Good friend,” Francis asked 
him, “how much longer do you think I have to 
live?”
 “Father,” replied the other reassuringly, 
“this will all pass away, if it pleases God.”
 “I am not a cuckoo,” replied Francis 
smiling, using a popular saying, “to be afraid of 
death.  By the grace of the Holy Spirit I am so 
intimately united to God that I am equally content 
to live or to die.”
 “In that case, father, from the medical 
point of view, [331] your disease is incurable, and 
I do not think that you can last longer than the 
beginning of autumn.”
 At these words the poor invalid stretched 
out his hands as if to call on God, crying with 
an indescribable expression of joy, “Welcome, 
Sister Death!”  Then he began to sing, and sent for 
Brothers Angelo and Leo.
 On their arrival they were made, in spite 
of their emotion, to sing the Canticle of the Sun.  
They were at the last doxology when Francis, 
checking them, improvised the greeting to death:
 “Be praised, Lord, for our Sister the Death 
of the body,
 whom no man may escape;
 alas for them who die in a state of mortal 
sin;
 happy they who are found conformed to 
thy most holy will,
 for the second death will do to them no 
harm.”
 From this day the palace rang unceasingly 
with his songs.  Continually, even through the 
night, he would sing the Canticle of the Sun or 
some other of his favorite compositions.  Then, 
when wearied out, he would beg Angelo and Leo 
to go on.
 One day Brother Elias thought it his duty 

to make a few remarks on the subject.  He feared 
that the nurses and the people of the neighborhood 
would be scandalized; ought not a saint to be 
absorbed in meditation in the face of death, to await 
it with fear and trembling instead of indulging in 
a gayety that might be misinterpreted?  Perhaps 
Bishop Guido was not entirely a stranger to these 
reproaches; it seems not improbable that to have 
his palace crowded with Brothers Minor all these 
long weeks had finally put him a little out of humor.  
But Francis would not yield; his union with God 
was too sweet for him to consent not to sing it.
 [332] They decided at last to remove him 
to Portiuncula.  His desire was to be fulfilled; he 
was to die beside the humble chapel where he had 
heard God’s voice consecrating him apostle.
 His companions, bearing their precious 
burden, took the way through the olive-yards 
across the plain.  From time to time the invalid, 
unable to distinguish anything, asked where they 
were.  When they were half way there, at the 
hospital of the Crucigeri, where long ago he had 
tended the leper, and from whence there was a full 
view of all the houses of the city, he begged them 
to set him upon the ground with his face toward 
Assisi, and raising his hand he bade adieu to his 
native place and blessed it.
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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.  

Enter the place of Jesus’ 
birth bending down

“ For God’s Son to take the form of a 
child, a truly human child, made a profound impres-
sion on the heart of the Saint of Assisi, transforming 
faith into love. “The kindness and love of God our 
Saviour for mankind were revealed” – this phrase of 
Saint Paul now acquired an entirely new depth. In the 
child born in the stable at Bethlehem, we can as it were 
touch and caress God. Francis loved the child Jesus, 
because for him it was in this childish estate that God’s 
humility shone forth. God became poor. His Son was 
born in the poverty of the stable. In the child Jesus, 
God made himself dependent, in need of human love, 
he put himself in the position of asking for human love 
– our love. Today Christmas has become a commer-
cial celebration, whose bright lights hide the mystery 
of God’s humility, which in turn calls us to humility and 
simplicity. Let us ask the Lord to help us see through 
the superficial glitter of this season, and to discover 
behind it the child in the stable in Bethlehem, so as to 
find true joy and true light. Francis arranged for Mass 
to be celebrated on the manger that stood between the 
ox and the ass (cf. 1 Celano 85). Later, an altar was 
built over this manger, so that where animals had once 
fed on hay, men could now receive the flesh of the spot-
less lamb Jesus Christ, for the salvation of soul and 
body, as Thomas of Celano tells us (cf. 1 Celano 87). 
Francis himself, as a deacon, had sung the Christmas 
Gospel on the holy night in Greccio with resounding 
voice. Through the friars’ radiant Christmas singing, 
the whole celebration seemed to be a great outburst of 
joy (1 Celano 85.86). It was the encounter with God’s 
humility that caused this joy – his goodness creates the 
true feast. Today, anyone wishing to enter the Church of 
Jesus’ Nativity in Bethlehem will find that the doorway 
five and a half metres high, through which emperors 
and caliphs used to enter the building, is now largely 
walled up. Only a low opening of one and a half me-
tres has remained. The intention was probably to pro-
vide the church with better protection from attack, but 
above all to prevent people from entering God’s house 
on horseback. Anyone wishing to enter the place of Je-
sus’ birth has to bend down.  ,, 
Homily of Pope Benedict XVI
during the Midnight Christmas Mass 
in St. Peter’s Basilica, 
Rome (25th December 2011) 




