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On 3 October Pope Francis went to visit the Tomb of Saint 
Francis in Assisi. After celebrating Mass on the altar in the crypt 
beneath the sarcophagus where the remains of Saint Francis are 
venerated, Pope Francis signed and promulgated a new Encyclical 
Letter entitled Fratelli tutti. On fraternity and social friendship. 
The Encyclical is inspired by the witness of Francis of Assisi, the 
builder of fraternity and a champion for dialogue with all men, a 
universal symbol of peace and harmony with God and creation.

It has been common during these last years to speak about 
Francis of Assisi as an innovator in favour of human fraternity, 
particularly with reference to his visit to the East during the Fifth 
Crusade in 1219-1220, during which he met the Muslim Sultan of 
Egypt al-Malik al-Kamil, a sworn enemy of the Christian armies 
who went to regain the Holy Land from the hands of the Saracens. 
Dialogue and fraternal encounters with the Muslim world have 
been at the forefront of Pope Francis’ mission, especially during 
his visit to Abu Dhabi where he signed the Document on Human 
Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together, or the Abu Dhabi 
Declaration, a joint statement between the Catholic Church and 
Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayyeb, Grand Imam of Al-Azhar.

In a certain way, both this Document and the Encyclical are 
inter-related. In fact, in Fratelli tutti, Pope Francis writes: “Issues 
of human fraternity and social friendship have always been a 
concern of mine. In recent years, I have spoken of them repeatedly 
and in different settings. In this Encyclical, I have sought to bring 
together many of those statements and to situate them in a broader 
context of reflection. In the preparation of Laudato si’ I had a 
source of inspiration in my brother Bartholomew, the Orthodox 
Patriarch, who has spoken forcefully of our need to care for 
creation. In this case, I have felt particularly encouraged by the 
Grand Imam Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, with whom I met in Abu Dhabi, 
where we declared that ‘God has created all human beings equal 
in rights, duties and dignity, and has called them to live together 
as brothers and sisters.’ This was no mere diplomatic gesture, 
but a reflection born of dialogue and common commitment. 
The present Encyclical takes up and develops some of the great 
themes raised in the Document that we both signed.”

The positive note about such initiatives is that Christians are 
seen to be apostles of peace and fraternity. They have been able 
to admit past mistakes and atrocities that were committed in the 
name of Christianity. The ones who were the first to take such 
initiatives were the men at the top, namely the Popes themselves, 
beginning from John XXIII with Pacem in terris, Paul VI who 
opened the papacy to journey in the modern world, John Paul II, 
the champion of dialogue with Jews and Muslims alike, Benedict 134
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Editorial

XVI who prudently sought to give a doctrinal basis for inter-religious 
dialogue, and Francis who has proposed other methods of approaching 
others, including that of mutual friendship based upon human values. In 
all these efforts, the figure of Saint Francis stands out as one of the most 
obvious in order to build bridges. 

Unfortunately, there is one problem in all these efforts, namely that 
what any Pope would mean for Christians the world over (maybe also 
including many non-Catholics) does not ring the same bell for religions 
like Islam, since they do not have a strong central figure who is the 
focal point of reference. In this way, the Christian notion of dialogue 
encounters a seemingly unsurmountable barrier, namely the difficulty 
to dialogue with different figures whose authority is limited to specific 
groups. Maybe this calls for a more careful approach in the effort to 
build human fraternity and friendship. It is not just a question of signing 
joint-declarations, or of shaking hands and embracing (actions which 
sadly seem to become unfashionable among human beings). To quote 
a highly respectable Muslim religious authority as an inspiration 
for an Encyclical that speaks about fraternity as envisaged by the vir 
catholicus et totus apostolicus who was Saint Francis is, to be polite, a 
subtle unintentional lack of respect to the true significance of fraternity 
as Francis envisaged it. If it is highly laudible as a genuine and sincere 
effort at building peace, it stops short of indicating the origin of true 
peace.

Benedict XVI’s speech in Regensberg in 2006 was an occasion of deep 
anger in sections of the Muslim world. Yet he said nothing offensive. 
Benedict XVI just spoke the truth about the danger of intolerance, 
wherever it comes from. His words of apology to those who felt offended 
were clear: “I am deeply sorry for the reactions in some countries to a 
few passages of my address at the University of Regensburg, which were 
considered offensive to the sensibility of Muslims. These in fact were 
a quotation from a medieval text, which do not in any way express my 
personal thought. I hope this serves to appease hearts and to clarify the 
true meaning of my address, which in its totality was and is an invitation 
to frank and sincere dialogue, with mutual respect.”

Frank and sincere dialogue with mutual respect calls for two equal 
partners. It calls for a sincere recognition of truth. Francis of Assisi never 
entered into dialogue without being truthfully faithful to his identity as 
a Christian. He never accepted a dialogue in which God is mentioned in 
a way that pleases both parties, and avoids to mention the God of Jesus 
Christ. Fraternity and friendship are certainly human values that bind 
us together irrespective of our beliefs. But they cannot be considered as 
the foundation of true dialogue when it comes to religious beliefs. We 
Christians are not called to advocate an irenic dialogue to appease any 
person who would accept it only as long as we do not mention Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God. With all due respect and reverence to the sincere 
efforts towards peace and reconciliation, which are to be fostered at all 
times, fraternity has a Christian dimension. It was that dimension that 
Saint Francis preached, even to the Muslims.

 
Noel Muscat ofm
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The year 1221 is generally considered as the year 
in which the general chapter of the friars Minor, 
held at the Portiuncula, approved the Regula non 
bullata, or Earlier Rule, so called because it never 
received papal confirmation, which was to come 
two years later on 29 November 1223 with the 
Regula bullata, or Later Rule, confirmed by Pope 
Honorius III with the Bulla Solet annuere. Many 
historians of the Order have spoken of the chapter 
of 1221 as having been the famous “chapter of 
mats” presided by Cardinal Hugo of Ostia, in 
which about five thousand brothers took part.1

The chain of events that led to this chapter have 
to be reconstructed in order to provide us with the 
historical circumstances that prompted the brothers 
to approve the Rule. There is a possibility that the 
chapter of mats could have been celebrated on 2 
June 1219, some weeks before Francis set sail for 
the East. On that occasion cardinal Hugo could 
have been present for the capitular meeting. In 1221 
Pentecost fell on 30 May, and this was the day when 
the Regula non bullata was approved. In between 
we find Francis away from Italy. He journeyed to 
Acre and hence to Damietta in Egypt during the 
summer of 1219, when he met the sultan of Egypt 
during the Fifth Crusade. Francis could have 
returned to Italy sometime during the early autumn 
of 1219, but it is more probable that he stayed in the 
East for a longer period of time, and only returned 
after Pentecost Sunday, 17 May 1220, since on 
that year the chapter was celebrated not on that 
date, but on 29 September, when Francis decided 
to renounce the leadership of the Order in favour 
of Peter Cattani, and after he had requested Pope 
Honorius III to appoint Cardinal Hugo of Ostia as 
cardinal protector of the Order.2 The date of 1222 
for the chapter of mats has also been suggested, 
corresponding to Pentecost, 22 May 1222.3

One of the salient elements in the Regula 
non bullata is chapter 16, which is entitled: De 
euntibus inter saracenos et alios infideles. The 

theme of the brothers going among Saracens and 
other non-believers could have been discussed 
in view of the missionary expeditions of the 
friars Minor from 1217 onwards. It is one of the 
signs pointing to a long process of formation 
of the Rule of 1221, which began way back in 
1209, when Francis went to Pope Innocent III 
to obtain oral approval of his propositum vitae.4 
The general chapter of Pentecost, 21 May 1217, 
was the pivotal moment for the sending forth of 
the brothers to the lands beyond the Alps and 
beyond the sea. The unfortunate experiences of 
the first missionaries in Germany and Hungary 
might have contributed to the formulation of a 
nucleus of legislation for a better organisation 
of missionary expeditions.5 Indeed, the general 
chapter of 1219 was instrumental in the sending 
forth of new and better equipped missionaries to 
France, Spain, Germany. Francis, as we know, 
took the opportunity of that chapter to set sail 
for the East, where the brothers had already been 
present ever since 1217 in the Crusader stronghold 
of Acre. Thus, we can conjecture that chaper 16 
of the Regula non bullata could have well been 
written before Francis’ departure and not after his 
return, that is, in 1219 and not in 1221.6

Another point that must be made regards the 
fact that, according to the sources that speak about 
the chapter of mats, the impression given by the 
same sources is that Francis acted with an energetic 
sense of authority in the face of the insistent 
request on the part of the learned brothers to 
adopt one of the established religious rules, in line 
with the explicit command of the Fourth Lateran 
Council in canon 13 of its legislation.7 The fact 
that Francis strongly opposed the idea indicates 
that he still exerted considerable influence among 
the brothers, in other words, that he was still the 
leader. Now this could only have been possible in 
1219, since in 1221 Francis had already renounced 
the juridical leadership of the brothers, even 

THE MAKING OF THE 
REGULA NON BULLATA 

(1221)
Noel Muscat OFM
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though he certainly retained his role as spiritual 
leader of the brotherhood.

Maybe a good clue as to the formation of the 
Regula non bullata as we know it can be found 
in the description that Jacques de Vitry presents 
in a Letter written from Genoa in 1216, on the 
occasion of his consecration as bishop of Acre just 
before his departure to this Crusader stronghold. 
In the Letter he explicitly calls the brothers with 
their official name, fratres minores. Coming from 
an extra-Franciscan source, this could very well 
be the first time that the name is officially used. 
The brothers who in 1209 considered themselves 
as viri poenitentiales de civitate Assisii oriundi,8 
since they had no official name at the time, would 
have developed a self-awareness of their identity 
by the time of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215. 
The fact that Francis himself chose the name 
fratres minores for the brotherhood9 is a proof 
that this choice was made before 1216, when an 
outsider to the Order in the person of Jacques de 
Vitry explicitly refers to the brothers with this 
name.10 In his Letter, Jacques de Vitry writes: 
“The brothers of this Order assemble once a year 
in a designated place to rejoice in the Lord and 
eat together; with the advice of good men they 
draw up and promulgate holy laws and have them 
confirmed by the Lord Pope.”11

This description of the annual gatherings of the 
brothers could very well be the earliest reference 
to the general chapter of Pentecost, which after 
1216 is more documented, even though it probably 
existed even before, since the Rule of 1221 states 
that the ministers were obliged to celebrate the 
annual chapter with their brothers on the feast of 
Saint Michael, whereas the whereas the ministers 
coming from beyond the mountains and beyond 
the sea were to gather for the general chapter 
once every three years, and those hailing from the 
Italian peninsula once a year, on the occasion of 
Pentecost.12

These chapters would have provided the best 
occasions for the brothers in order to review their 
forma vitae both regarding its inspirational charism 
as well as regarding the practical consequences 
that ensued, as a result of a growing fraternity and 
of new experiences of evangelisation. Much has 
already been written regarding the formation of 
the Regula non bullata, and I do not pretend to add 
anything new to what has already been stated by 
eminent scholars. It would, however, be helpful to 
delve into the technicalities of the general chapters 
in order to understand how such a process would 
have occurred. This could help us to understand 

some of the “holy laws” which the brothers drew 
up during the chapters, “with the advice of good 
men” and which were subsequently “conformed 
by the Lord Pope.” Following Jacques de Vitry’s 
assertion, we will consider these three elements, 
namely: (1) consilio bonorum virorum;  (2) faciunt 
et promulgant institutiones sanctas; (3) a domino 
papa confirmatas.

The advice of good men
Francis and his first brothers were certainly not 

up to standard in the knowledge of ecclesiastical 
laws. They were, for the most part, laymen. If we 
refer to the events of their first calling we notice 
the utter simplicity and naïveté with which they 
consulted the Missal in the church of San Nicolò 
ad pedem plateam in Assisi.13 From the very 
beginning Francis was aware of his limitations, 
even though in the Testament he insists: “And after 
the Lord gave me brothers, no one showed me what 
I had to do, but the Most High Himself revealed to 
me that I should live according to the pattern of 
the Holy Gospel.”14 The seemingly presumptuous 
affirmation of the Testament is not to be taken in 
the sense that Francis deemed himself to be an 
expert in the technicalities of religious life, but 
rather that he was convinced that the original 
inspiration to live according to the forma sancti 
Evangelii was revealed to him by Christ himself. 
The problem was not the inspiration in itself, but 
the concrete way of making it known and lived by 
the brothers, and especially of having the Church 
approve such a way of life that seemed to be a kind 
of misfit in ecclesiastical canon law. The fact that 
the Church was facing a serious crisis because of 
lay movements that were getting out of hand in 
their insistence upon being the true interpreters of 
Gospel perfection, did not help Francis at all in his 
endeavour to go to the Lord Pope and present his 
propositum vitae for approval in 1209. At the same 
time, we cannot help noticing that Francis was 
aware of his inability to make any tangible progress 
without the support of the Church’s hierarchy, and 
without the expert help of ecclesiastics who could 
find a canonical form for the way of life he was 
proposing.

Who could have been these “good men” who 
would have helped Francis with their advice? We 
have various examples in the Sources. One of them 
was certainly bishop Guido I of Assisi.15 His role 
in the early stages of Francis’ conversion was very 
important, and he was the one who counselled 
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Francis before his decision to renounce to his 
father’s possessions in front of the same bishop. 
The Legend of Three Companions is very clear 
about this important role of counsellor exercised 
by bishop Guido.16 It was the same Guido who 
offered his help to Francis when the latter presented 
himself at the papal curia of the Lateran in order to 
request approval of his propositum from Innocent 
III. Celano offers us an intelligent picture of the 
event, in which we come to know the prudence 
of Guido I, and at the same time the fact that he 
might have felt irritated that Francis would have 
come to Rome without even consulting him.17 One 
has to remember that, at that time, the fraternity 
was confined to the town of Assisi, and it was only 
bishop Guido who would have had jurisdiction 
over the brothers. Francis was seemingly unaware 
of such technicalities. This is another sign of his 
ingenuous attitude to canon law, which called for 
more trust in “good men” like Guido who could 
direct Francis’ efforts. In Rome Francis also 
could make use of the good and kind services of 
cardinal John of Saint Paul, bishop of Sabina, who 
introduced him to the pope.18

At this point in time the fraternity was still at its 
very beginnings and no chapters were celebrated. 
However, given that the question of a form of 
life was at stake, the nucleus of what was later to 
develop as a fully-fledged rule for a religious order 
was certainly a matter of concern for the Church 
and Francis was also aware of the need to consult 
expert ecclesiastics in order to have it approved.

Was Francis aware of the problem that would 
ensue later on when his charismatic ideal would be 
channelled into the official canonical structure of 
the Church? I do not personally think that such a 
matter would have posed a problem for Francis at 
this stage, at least not in the sense that Paul Sabatier 
intends to portray it when he states: “When the 
priest sees himself vanquished by the prophet he 
suddenly changes his method.  He takes him under 
his protection, he introduces his harangues into 
the sacred canon, he throws over his shoulders 
the priestly chasuble.  The days pass on, the years 
roll by, and the moment comes when the heedless 
crowd no longer distinguishes between them, and 
it ends by believing the prophet to be an emanation 
of the clergy. This is one of the bitterest ironies of 
history.”19

Sabatier’s thesis is certainly open to debate, and 
there might be much truth in it as well. However, 
one cannot help feeling that it is rather biased and 
a fruit of historical events that might not have 
concerned Francis at all. If Francis was so naïve 

Svetište Majke Božje Trsatske

as to permit ecclesiastics to tamper with his inspi-
ration, then we cannot understand why he vehe-
mently opposed the same ecclesiastics (including 
learned friars) who wanted to channel his inspira-
tion into the mainstream of tradition of the ancient 
monastic and canonical orders. Neither would 
we understand why he was so forceful in insist-
ing about his cherished values after renouncing 
the government of the Order and while dictating 
his Testament. Francis was no such man. He was 
strong-willed in his endeavour to make the apos-
tolica vivendi forma understood and approved by 
the Church, and that is precisely why he was intel-
ligent enough to make recourse to the same Church 
as an institution in order to realise his project. That 
is where his role during the general chapters that 
formulated the Regula non bullata comes in.

The episode of Francis in front of cardinal 
Hugo and the learned brothers during the chapter 
is a case in point to prove how Francis was willing 
to listen to the advice of “good men”, but only in-
sofar as they did not block his freedom to propose 
the way of life of the Gospel to the brotherhood 
without any need to remain chained to the monas-
tic or canonical tradition. Going back to the text 
from the Verba Sancti Francisci, we can discover 
both Francis’ willingness to listen to the advice of 
“good men” as well as his stubborn resistence to 
their conservative approach to his forma vitae. It 
was no easy task. Present for the chapter was car-
dinal Hugo, who would become Pope Gregory IX, 
the pope of the Decretals promulgated in 1234. He 
was a professional canonist and was certainly in 
agreement with the ministers and learned brothers 
who would have preferred Francis to follow the 
orders of the Fourth Lateran Council and choose 
one of the monastic or canonical rules that had 
formed the backbone of religious life in the Latin 
church ever since the 5th century. Besides the Rule 
of Saint Benedict, which was more adapted for a 
monastic setting, there was the so-called Rule of 
Saint Augustine, which was followed by regular 
canons, and especially was the rule that was ad-
opted by Saint Dominic when he founded the Or-
der of Preachers. Maybe, this would have been the 
rule that the learned brothers would have preferred 
to adopt for the Order of Minors. Another possibil-
ity would have been a return to the monastic Bene-
dictine tradition, but on the Cistercian model. This 
seems to have been a remote possibility for the fri-
ars Minor, but given that the chapter of 1221 was 
presided by cardinal Raniero Capocci, who was a 
Cistercian monk, there might have been some in-
fluence exerted on the learned brothers. We can-
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not know for sure what the learned brothers were 
thinking in precise terms, but they were certainly 
contrary to the contents of the Regula non bullata 
as it had developed during the period 1209-1221, 
at a moment when it seemed that it would be cho-
sen as the binding rule for the Order.

Cardinal Hugo remained silent in the face of 
Francis’ defence of his Gospel ideal. Maybe he 
did not want to interfere directly, even though we 
know that he did assume an important part in the 
writing of the Regula bullata in 1223, which would 
end up being the only Rule that the Church agreed 
to confirm for Saint Francis. As a canonist, Hugo 
might have considered the text of the Regula non 
bullata not very legalistic, and maybe too spiritual 
with its abundant citations of Scripture. In the end 
he might have also convinced Francis of the need 
to make this Rule more canonically accepted by 
the Roman Curia, and again Francis listened to the 
cardinal’s advice and let him and brother Bonizo 
of Bologna, another canonist, have an important 
role in the drafting of the Regula bullata of 1223, 
in which, however, he retains his own stamp at the 
very beginning and end of the same Rule, namely, 
that the rule and life of the friars Minor was that of 
observing the Holy Gospel.20 

Draw up and promulgate holy 
laws

The second element underlined by Jacques de 
Vitry concerns the fact that the general chapters 
of the Order were the occasion for the brothers to 
draw up and promulgate “holy laws.” The meth-
odology used by Francis and the brothers could 
hardly have been remisiscent of the way in which 
general or provincial chapters in the Order are 
celebrated nowadays. In other words, they would 
not have had, as their prime purpose, the enact-
ing of laws, statutes or constitutions. At the same 
time the brothers did decide upon a plan of action, 
and therefore, in a certain way, their decisions had 
the effect of being “holy laws” binding upon all 
the fraternity, and resulting from various experi-
ences that called for a clear indication to follow 
on the part of all. In other words, the formation of 
such “holy laws”, which ultimately resulted in the 
drafting of the Regula non bullata, was a gradual 
process of growth by trial and error, which tried 
to give a canonical structure to an inspiration that 
seemed so cut off from the prudence of lawmakers 
and canonists.

We have a clear example of the simplicity and 
practicality of the early chapters in the description 
given by Jordan of Giano of the chapter of 1221 
when an organised group of brothers were sent 
to Germany, among them the same Jordan.21 The 
attitude of Francis is one of attentive listening to 
the brothers during the chapter, and especially of 
a sense of respect towards the vicar of the saint, 
namely brother Elias, who was entrusted with the 
juridical government of the Order during that same 
chapter, after the premature death of Pietro Cattani 
on 10 March 1221. One notices that Francis took 
the initiative of reminding Elias about the need to 
send brothers to missionary expeditions to Germa-
ny. The fact that the brothers had not yet set foot 
in Germany is not correct, since we know that the 
first brothers went on a suicide mission in 1217, af-
ter which they had to return because they had gone 
ill-prepared and ill-equipped, unable as they were 
to communicate with the local population. Francis 
was physically weak, and this is another sign that 
we are dealing with an event that occurred after his 
return from the East in 1220. But he still exerted 
considerable influence when it came to encourage 
the brothers to be faithful to their Gospel calling.

Many scholars of Franciscan history have stud-
ied the development of the Regula non bullata, 
particularly during its early stages of formation, 
from 1209 to 1215, and the effects of the Fourth 
Lateran Council of 1215 and of the later develop-
ments of missionary expeditions in 1217 and 1219, 
as well as the effects of the papal interventions in 
favour of the friars Minor, and the institution of 
the novitiate year through the Bulla Cum secun-
dum consilium of 22 September 1220. It was obvi-
ous that this rapid change brought about with it a 
pressing need for legislation, as did the increasing 
number of brothers and their presence in so many 
regions outside the primitive nucleus of the Um-
brian valley.

We do not exactly know the role that Francis 
played in the promulgation of these laws that were 
governing the Order according to the canons of 
the Church. Maybe Francis was more practical in 
his approach to legislation, and would leave legal 
technicalities to experts like cardinal Hugo and the 
learned brothers and ministers. We do have an ex-
ample of his practicality when it came to propose 
a praxis to follow in the chapter, in the Letter to a 
Minister, where he speaks about the brothers who 
sin mortally. He proposes a practice that condensed 
part of the Regula non bullata, chapters 6 and 20, 
and would enter nearly verbatim in chapter 7 of 
the Regula bullata. Francis proposes this method-
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ology for discussion in the chapter of Pentecost.22

The relevance of the general chapters in the for-
mation of a legislation for the Order, and hence in 
the formation of the Regula non bullata, and sub-
sequently of the Regula bullata, is fundamental in 
order to comprehend how the brothers succeeded 
in organising a corpus of “holy laws” during the 
crucial years of the fledgling fraternity. Kajetan 
Esser remains a point of refence to this fact when 
he writes: “At all events, in the early days of the 
Order, Chapter had a far greater significance for 
the Friars Minor than for the cloistered orders. It 
was accordingly not so much an organ of admin-
istration, but more a service to the common life. 
The days of the Chapter each year were days of 
renewal and strengthening for the life of the frater-
nity. To use a modern expression, they were a kind 
of annual ‘retreat’. Each Chapter made the friars 
freshly aware of their solidarity, thus promoting 
the outward experience of sharing a common life 
and a growing sense of togetherness. However, as 
the friars settled down and began to reside in fixed 
dwellings in which the element of monasticism be-
came ever stronger, the Chapters were bound to 
lose their original meaning. In their adaptation to 
the Chapters of the other orders, they became more 
and more instruments of government that served 
the ministers in the management of the Order.”23

Confirmed by the lord Pope
Francis presented himself to two popes during 

his lifetime, namely to Innocent III in 1209 and 
maybe also in 1215 on the occasion of the Fourth 
Lateran Council, and to Honorius III in other oc-
casions, which could include 1220, upon Francis’ 
return from the East in order to request a cardinal 
protector for the Order, and certainly before 1223, 
when Honorius III confirmed the Regula bullata 
on 29 November. In the meantime, Francis had 
more frequent contacts with other ecclesiastics, 
whom we have already mentioned, namely bishop 
Guido I of Assisi (and later on, bishop Guido II 
towards the end of Francis’ life), Cardinal John of 
Saint Paul, Cardinal Raniero Capocci of Viterbo, 
and especially Cardinal Hugo of Ostia, who be-
came cardinal protector in 1220, and who would 
later on become Pope Gregory IX and canonise 
Saint Francis just two years after the saint’s death. 
It is true that Hugo would exercise a decisive role 
after the death of Saint Francis,24 since he would 
insist that no one better than him could interpret 
the intentio beati Francisci.25 Yet, even when 

Francis was alive, Hugo had a great influence upon 
him, and was certainly the power behind the papal 
throne that would help Francis and his Order to 
become a bulwark of catholicism and to be fully 
inserted within the legal framework of religious 
Orders as a new form of consecrated life in the 
Church, namely the apostolic or apostolica vivendi 
forma, placed alongside the heremitical, monastic 
and regular canonical forms already in existence.

The confirmation of the Regula bullata was cer-
tainly the result of the initiative of Cardinal Hugo 
during the period from Pentecost 1221 to Novem-
ber 1223.26 It was also an effect of the crisis within 
the Order during this delicate period of time. Fran-
cis was no longer the leader of the Order in the legal 
sense, even though his spiritual authority was still 
felt strongly, and would continue till the end of his 
life, when he dictated his Testament with no qualms 
about using such expressions as precipio firmiter 
per obedientiam, firmiter volo, firmiter teneantur, 
etc. The text of the Regula non bullata was not up 
to standard for Hugo’s canonistic expertise, and no 
attempt to produce any corrections or development 
in the same document was effective.27

The fact that the pope would “confirm” the de-
cisions taken by the general chapters of the friars 
Minor does not necessarily mean that it was the 
pontiff himself who personally examined these 
deliberations and approved them. What is more 
probable is that the friars made recourse to eccle-
siastics who were experts in canon law in order 
to feel secure about the validity of their decisions. 
This practice was certainly made easier when 
Hugo became cardinal protector.

One of the thorniest problems that the friars 
would face was that of legitimising their presence 
and role in the Church vis-à-vis the local bishops. 
It was not enough to think that the Order was 
approved by the pope and had a cardinal protector. 
At grassroots level the friars met with many 
difficulties.28 One of the issues at stake was 
preaching, since the brothers were itinerant and 
after 1217 they were preaching well beyond the 
confines of the Umbrian valley. The fact that they 
needed the pope’s protection in the case of  Cum 
dilecti and Pro dilectis is a case in point.29

It is certainly more correct to speak about papal 
“confirmation” in the case of the Regula bullata of 
1223. Before that moment all we can indicate are 
papal responses to concrete needs of the Franciscan 
fraternity, often communicated through the services 
of the cardinal protector. Francis did not seem very 
enthusiastic about requesting papal approval for 
the ever-growing need to have “privileges”, and 
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yet we know that, even when he was still alive, the 
friars did acquire permission, for example, to have 
their own oratories in order to conduct their prayer 
services. In 1224 Pope Honorius III sent to the friars 
the letter Quia populares tumultus,30 conceding 
them precisely such a privilege. It is fairly plausible 
that permits of this kind were given as a result 
of a deliberation by the friars during the general 
chapter, based upon a concrete and practical need, 
and which needed papal “confirmation” transmitted 
to the fraternity through a document of the papal 
curia, which was certainly also commissioned by 
the cardinal protector of the Order.

In other words, the expression of Jacques de 
Vitry, a domino papa confirmatas, refers to a 
period in the Order’s history which, in a way, paves 
the way for the decisive approval and confirmation 
of the Rule of 1223, passing through the Rule of 
1221, and going back to many decisions taken 
by the general chapters, which were eventually 
presented to the papal curia for approval as time 
passed, and ended up being included in the Order’s 
legislation. A thorough study of the various themes 
that might have been discussed, approved and 
presented for approval, goes beyond the scope of 
this limited paper.

Concluding remarks
 By 1221, the year in which the Regula non 

bullata was presented to the general chapter of 
Pentecost and approved, Francis had retreated from 
the direct government of the Order. Many things 
had changed ever since the humble beginnings. The 
Order could not function simply as a spontaneous 
brotherhood of itinerant men. The sheer number 
of brothers called for a specific organisation and 
for clear legislation in order that it could fit within 
the ecclesiastical framework in which it had grown 
through missionary expeditions in Europe and 
beyond. As Grado Giovanni Merlo aptly sums it 
up: “The charisma of brother Francis [...] was no 
longer sufficient to regulate the life of an Order 
which had experienced vast growth and was very 
different from the little group of the beginnings.”31

Although many have attempted at reconstructing 
the various moments of formation of the Regula 
non bullata and have certainly provided some 
useful insights regarding specific topics that 
were the result of decisions taken during the 
general chapters of Pentecost in order to respond 
to practical needs in the Order, it is very difficult 
to have an exact sequence of the events as they 

unfolded from 1209 to 1221, passing especially 
through the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 and 
the general chapters of 1217, 1219 and 1221. 
Jacques de Vitry’s testimony of the primitive 
Franciscan fraternity in 1216 is certainly helpful, 
as is Hugh of Digne’s Expositio Regulae, which 
mentions a Regula ante bullam, which could refer 
to the Regula non bullata, but in an earlier stage of 
development.32

Celebrating the 800 years of the presentation 
of the Regula non bullata in 1221 will be an 
opportunity to study in greater depth the making 
of this same Rule and to appreciate its richness 
not simply for its spiritual and biblical content, as 
we have normally done in the past, but also for its 
juridical implications for the life of an Order in 
making in the period 1209-1221. In this way we 
will avoid thinking that it was only in 1221 that 
the Order could boast of having a Rule that could 
respond to the canonical requirements as laid down 
by the Roman Curia, and discover the various 
attempts that predate this point of arrival, and also 
this point of departure, if we are to study further 
the true reasons as to why the Rule of 1221 was 
never confirmed by the pope, and the re-writing 
of the definitive text of the Regula bullata, which 
incidentally was only professed en masse by the 
brothers in 1239!33

NOTES

1  The Words of Saint Francis, 4 (FAED III, 124-125): 
“When blessed Francis was at the general chapter 
called the ‘Chapter of Mats’, held at Saint Mary of the 
Portiuncula, there were five thousand brothers present. 
Many wise and learned brothers told the Lord Cardinal, 
who later became Pope Gregory, who was present at 
the chapter, that he should persuade blessed Francis to 
follow the advice of those same wise brothers and allow 
himself to be guided by them for the time being. They 
cited the Rule of blessed Benedict, blessed Augustine, 
and blessed Bernard, which teach how to live in such 
order in such a way. Then blessed Francis, on hearing 
the cardinal’s advice about this, took him by the hand 
and led him to the brothers assembled in chapter, and 
spoke to the brothers in this way: ‘My brothers! My 
brothers! God has called me by the way of simplicity, 
and showed me the way of simplicity. I do not want you 
to mention to me any rule, whether of Saint Augustine, 
or of Saint Bernard, or of Saint Benedict. And the Lord 
told me what He wanted: He wanted me to be a new fool 
in the world. God did not wish to lead us by any way 
other than this knowledge, but God will confound you 
by your knowledge and wisdom. But I trust in the Lord’s 
police that through them He will punish you, and you 
will return to your state, to your blame, like it or not.’ 
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The cardinal was shocked, and said nothing, and all the 
brothers were afraid.” The same episode is narrated in 
greater detail in the Actus Beati Francisci et sociorum 
eius 20 (FAED III, 475-478) and in The Little Flowers 
of Saint Francis 18 (FAED III, 595-598). In this case, 
however, no mention is made of the tension between 
Francis and the learned brothers regarding the Rule 
they were proposing, but rather attention is drawn to the 
presence of Cardinal Hugo and that of Saint Dominic, as 
well as to the miracle of the generosity of the population 
of the Spoleto Valley in providing the brothers with their 
daily needs during the chapter. Regarding the date 1221 
not all historians agree. Some propose dates as early 
as 1217-1218, others 1220 and yet others 1221-1222. 
R.B. BROOKE, Early Franciscan Government. Elias 
to Bonaventure, Cambridge University Press 1959, 286-
291, proposes 1222. That year Easter fell on 10 April, 
hence Pentecost fell on 29 May. Another important 
detail concerns the fact that in 1221 Cardinal Hugo 
was not present in Assisi since he was Papal Legate 
in Tuscany, but rather the Cistercian Cardinal Raniero 
Capocci of Viterbo. The chapter is also mentioned by the 
chroniclers Jordan of Giano and Thomas of Eccleston. 

2  F. ACCROCCA, Francesco, il Cardinale Ugo di Ostia 
e la conferma Papale della Regola, in Collectanea 
Franciscana 86 (2016), 433-460.

3  P. MARANESI, Alla ricerca della “intentio Francisci”. 
Approccio storico-critico della Regola bollata, in Un 
testo identitario. Metodo e temi di lettura della Regola 
di Francesco di Assisi, a cura di A. CZORTEK (Itinera 
francescana, 5), Ed. Cittadella, Assisi 2013, 34-35: 
“Forse, un episodio indicativo del clima di contrasto 
tra Francesco e i settori dirigenziali nei confronti della 
Regola è presente nel racconto del capitolo delle Stuoie, 
evento offerto dalla sola Compilazione di Assisi e da 
essa posta immediatamente dopo il racconto, da noi 
già utilizzato, dell’opposizione dei frati alla scrittura 
del testo. In quel grande incontro generale, in cui nel 
maggio del 1222 si ritrovano insieme alla Porziuncola 
quasi cinquemila frati, i ministri e i frati dotti, 
rivolgendosi all’aiuto del cardinale Ugolino, avrebbero 
voluto convincere Francesco a dar loro una ‘Regola’ 
che permettesse di vivere in modo più ordinato la loro 
esistenza, cioè a diventare più un ‘ordine’ e smettere di 
essere ‘fraternità’.”

4  D. FLOOD, T. MATURA, The Birth of a Movement. 
A Study on the First Rule of Saint Francis, Franciscan 
Herald Press, Chicago 1975; T. DESBONNETS, From 
Intuition to Institution. The Franciscans, Franciscan 
Herald Press, Chicago 1988.

5  JORDAN OF GIANO, Chronicle, 3-7, in XIIIth Century 
Chronicles, Translated by P. HERMANN, Franciscan 
Herald Press, Chicago 1961, 21-24.

6  I am aware that many would not agree with this 
assertion, given that the material presented in chapter 16 
could more logically have been composed after Francis’ 
experience in the East and not before. J.F. GODET-
CALOGERAS, De la Forma vitae à la Regula bullata et 
le Testament de Frère François, in La Regola dei Frati 
Minori. Atti del XXXVII Convegno internazionale della 
Società Internazionale di Studi Francescani (Assisi, 
8-10 ottobre 2009), Fondazione Centro Italiano di 
Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, Spoleto 2010, 37: “Quant au 

chapitre XVI sur le comportement en milieu musulman, 
il est clair qu’il doit être postérieur aux premières 
missions des frères en terre musulmane et au séjour 
de François au Moyen Orient (1219-1220).” Having 
said this, however, I still believe that chapter 16 of the 
Regula non bullata could have served as a preparation 
for the missionary expeditions inter Saracenos et alios 
infideles, which incidentally had already began in 1217 
and, taken as private enterprises, as far back as 1215, 
when brother Giles went to the Holy Land. Cfr. Vita 
beati Aegidii Assisiatis, in L. LEMMENS, Documenta 
antiqua franciscana, I: Scripta fratris Leonis socii S.P. 
Francisci, Quaracchi, 1901, 42: “Ivit etiam ultra mare et 
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Egidio (Vita Perugina), 4, Traduzione di S. BRUFANI, 
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confusionem inducat, firmiter prohibemus, ne quis 
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assumat. Similiter qui voluerit religiosam domum 
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Franciscani, a cura di E. MENESTÒ e S. BRUFANI, 
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Christ with fervour in holy remembrance of Him. 
May you foster such honour to the Lord among 
the people entrusted to you that every evening an 
announcement may be made by a messenger or 
some other sign that praise and thanksgiving may 
be given by all people to the all-powerful Lord 
God. If you do not do this, know that, on the day of 
judgement, you must render an account before the 
Lord your God, Jesus Christ.”2

In this case we find no mention of bells, but 
given that the aim is the same as that recalled in 
the First Letter to the Custodians, namely that of 
praising and thanking the Lord, it is certainly not a 
forcing of meaning to see in the expression «some 
other sign» the function of bells.

This exhortation to the rulers of people 
reminding them of their duty to call citizens to 
praise the Lord is so important for Francis that, 
in the Second Letter to the Custodians, he writes: 
“Brother Francis, the least of the servants of God, 
sends greetings and holy peace in the Lord to all 
the custodians of the Friars Minor whom this letter 
reaches. Know that there are certain very lofty 
and sublime things in the sight of God that people 
sometimes think of as worthless and contemptible; 
there are others that are esteemed and remarkable 
to people that God considers extremely worthless 
and contemptible. In the sight of our Lord God, I 

THE USE OF BELLS
IN THE FIRST CENTURY

 OF HISTORY
OF THE FRIARS MINOR

Pietro Messa ofm
Translation from the original

Lode all’Altissimo e autocelebrazione: l’uso delle campane 
nel primo secolo di storia dei Frati Minori,

in ΤΟΞΤΗΣ, Studies for Stefano Parenti,
edited by D. Galadza - N. Glibetić - G. Radle

(ΑΝΑΛΕΚΤΑ ΚΡΥΠΤΦΕΡΡΗΣ, 9),
Ed. Monastero Esarchico di Santa, Grottaferrata 2010, 277-287

Brother Francis lived in a context in which bells 
had a precise role. Thus we should not be surprised 
that he refers to «whenever bells are rung» in his 
writings, and attributes to bells their role to bring 
to mind the duty to praise and thank the Almighty 
Lord, as he affirms in the First Letter to the 
Custodians: “In every sermon you give, remind 
people about penance and that no one can be saved 
unless he receives the most holy Body and Blood 
of the Lord. When it is sacrificed on the altar by a 
priest and carried anywhere, let all peoples praise, 
glorify and honour on bended knee the Lord God 
living and true. May you announce and preach His 
praise to all nations in such a way that praise and 
thanks may always be given to the all-powerful 
God by all people throughout the world at every 
hour and whenever bells are rung.”1

The poor man of Assisi is aware that God is 
the giver of all good and therefore that all men are 
obliged to praise him. In the Letter to the Rulers 
of the Peoples - although he makes no mention 
of bells - Francis reminds those in authority not 
only to remember the Lord personally, but also 
to announce through «a messenger or some other 
sign» to all people to give praise and thank to the 
Lord: “Therefore I strongly advise you, my Lords, 
to put aside all care and preoccupation and receive 
the most holy Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus 
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beg you, as much as I can, to give to bishops and 
other members of the clergy those letters treating 
of the most holy Body and Blood of our Lord; and 
to keep in mind what we have recommended to 
you about these things. Make many copies of the 
other letter I am sending you, in which it is written 
that the praises of God be proclaimed among the 
peoples and in the piazzas, to give to mayors, 
consuls and rulers, and distribute them with great 
zeal to those to whom they should be given.”3

Therefore, brother Francis exhorts the brothers 
to make many copies of the Letter to the Rulers of 
the Peoples «in which it is written that the praises 
of God be proclaimed among the peoples and in 
the piazzas», in order to distribute them diligently 
to the ones they address. Carlo Paolazzi writes that, 
in this Second Letter to the Custodians, we find “a 
significant clue of the pastoral interests, which in 
that moment (1220, after the return from the East) 
were very alive in Francis, and which are translated 
in the lucid and unitary project to promote public 
praise of God through a series of ‘circular’ letters. 
The very structures of the Order are activated for 
the aim of their diffusion, and in particular the 
preachers of the Word and the custodians of the 
friars Minor.”4 Consequently, without forcing the 
meaning, we can define the writing addressed to 
the rulers as a true circular letter, in which Francis 
maintains that their duty is to send a messenger 
or give another sign every evening - and therefore 
also by means of the ringing of bells - inviting all 
to praise the Lord.

For Francis, therefore, bells should be rung in 
order to remind all to praise Him who is worthy 
of all praise, glory and honour. However, Francis 
himself, especially after his canonisation by 
Pope Gregory IX in 1228, became an object of 
admiration and veneration. Thus we should not 
be surprised that Thomas of Celano, in The Life 
of Saint Francis written on the occasion of the 
canonisation by order of the same pontiff,5 tells 
us that the people used to ring bells whenever 
the Saint was going to arrive in their towns and 
villages: “When he entered a city, clergy rejoiced, 
bells rang, men exulted, women rejoiced, and 
children clapped. Often taking branches from trees 
and singing psalms, they went out to meet him.”6

In this image as it is transmitted by Thomas of 
Celano it is not difficult to notice a reminiscence of 
“Palm Sunday” in which the liturgy commemorates 
the entry of Jesus in Jerusalem, acclaimed by the 
crowds holding palm branches. This episode by 

Celano shows how bells were not rung only to 
invite people to praise the Lord, according to the 
indications given by brother Francis, but also to 
acclaim the new Saint.

If Francis was aware of the possibility that man 
can forget to praise the Lord, and for this reason 
he exhorted the rulers to exercise their function of 
reminding their citizens of this duty, Thomas of 
Celano, once again, in the Memoriale in desiderio 
animae, narrates that the same Saint needed 
someone who would wake him up from his laziness 
and call him to the divine praises. Such a function, 
which is proper to bells, was also exercised by a 
falcon who «would ring the bell of its voice with 
a light touch» at the moment in which Francis 
was living in a hermitage: “When blessed Francis, 
fleeing, as was his custom, from the sight of human 
company, came to stay in a certain hermitage 
place, a falcon nesting there bound itself to him in 
a great covenant of friendship. At nighttime with 
its calling and noise, it anticipated the hour when 
the saint would usually rise for the divine praises. 
The holy one of God was very grateful for this 
because the falcon’s great concern for him shook 
him out of any sleeping-in. But when the saint was 
burdened more than usual by some illness, the 
falcon would spare him, and would not announce 
such early vigils. As if instructed by God, it would 
ring the bell of its voice with a light touch about 
dawn.”7

At the time in which Thomas of Celano wrote 
the Memoriale (1246-47), the bells would ring 
especially in order to exalt the greatness of Saint 
Francis, which was manifest in a particular way in 
the wonders worked thanks to the unique miracle 
of the stigmata:

“Those sacred stigmata of the invincible soldier 
of Christ should not be considered lacking in great 
power, besides being a sign of special grace and a 
privilege of supreme love which the whole world 
does not cease to admire.

How those signs are also powerful weapons 
of God can be understood through a novelty and 
evident miracle that happened in Spain, namely 
in the Kingdom of Castille. There were two men 
who for a long time had been quarelling with each 
other with deep hostility. There was no rest for 
their bitterness; there could be no enduring relief 
for their violent enmity, nor for even a moment 
any cure for the animosity they harboured, unless 
one were to die the cruelest death at the hand 
of the other. So each of them, fully armed, with 
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many comrades, set up frequent ambushes for 
his adversary, because the crime could not be 
committed in public.

One evening, in the deepening dusk, a man of 
honest life and praiseworthy reputation happened 
to pass by on the road where there was concealed 
an ambush of one for the death of the other. This 
man was hurrying on his way to pray, as he usually 
did, after the hour of compline at the church of 
the brothers, for he had given himself with deep 
devotion to Saint Francis. The sons of darkness 
rose up against the son of light, and they believed 
him to be that rival of theirs whom they had long 
sought to kill. Stabbing him with deadly blows 
from every side, they left him half-dead. But at 
the last moment the cruelest enemy thrust a sword 
deeply into the man’s throat, and, unable to move 
it, lef it in the wound.

People rushed from everywhere, and with 
cries to heaven the whole neighbourhood wailed 
at the death of the innocent. Because the living 
spirit was still in the man, the advice of doctors 
prevailed that the sword not be removed from 
his throat. (Perhaps they did this for the sake of 
confession, so that he might be able to confess at 
least by some sign.) The doctors worked the whole 
night until the hour of matins to wipe away the 
blood and close the wounds, but because of the 
multiple deep stab wounds, they could do nothing 
and ceased treatment. Some friars Minor stood by 
the bed with the doctors, filled with grief, awaiting 
the departure of their friend.

Then the brothers’ bell rang for matins. The 
man’s wife heard the bell and, groaning, ran to 
the bed and cried: ‘My Lord, rise quickly, go to 
matins, your bell is calling you!’ Immediately, the 
one believed to be dying, with a groaning rumble 
of the chest, struggled to stammer some wheezing 
words. And raising his hand toward the sword 
stuck in his throat, he seemed to be motioning 
for someone to remove it. A miracle! The sword 
immediately sprang from its place, and in the sight 
of them all flew over to the door of the house as if 
launched by the hand of a very strong man. The 
man got up, unharmed and in perfect health, as 
if rising from sleep, and recounted the wonderful 
deeds of the Lord.”8

Now the bell was that of the church of the friars 
Minor where also lay persons would go to take 
part in the liturgy celebrated secundum regulam 
fratrum minorum and certainly one of the greatest 
solemnities would have been that of Saint Francis.9 

In the narration of his life we notice an emphasis 
placed on the signs of holiness and his funeral 
is described as a true and proper canonisation 
ceremony, accompanied by the ringing of bells:

“A great crowd of people, especially the devout 
inhabitants of the city, expected the saint’s birth 
through death very shortly. But he seemed to be 
strengthened by the arrival of the devout Roman 
lady [Jacoba dei Settesoli], and there was a glimmer 
of hope that he would recover. So the lady gave 
orders that the rest of her escort should leave: she 
alone with the children and a few attendants would 
remain. But the saint said to her, ‘No, don’t! I will 
depart on Saturday, and on Sunday you and all 
the others will return.’ And so it happened. At the 
predicted time, he who had fought valiantly in the 
Church militant entered the Church triumphant. 
I omit here the crowds of people, the shouts of 
rejoicing, the ringing of bells, the streams of tears. 
Likewise I leave out the mourning of his sons, 
the sobbing of those dear to him, the lament of 
his companions. I want to recount only how this 
pilgrim, deprived of the solace of her father, was 
consoled.”10

The cult of Saint Francis, thanks also to the 
work of the friars Minor, spread in many other 
countries where churches were built in his honour, 
and where benefactors commissioned paintings in 
order to encourage devotion, and also cast bells for 
the churches of the brothers, as Thomas of Celano 
narrates:

“Corneto is a powerful and not an unimportant 
town in the diocese of Viterbo. There a bell of no 
small size was to be cast and the brothers’ place, 
and many of the brothers’ friends had gathered 
to contribute their help in the project. When the 
casting was completed, with great rejoicing a 
grand banquet began.”11

The hagiographer underlines that the bell what 
was being cast was «of no small size», and it was 
appropriate for «a powerful and not unimportant 
town»; «many of the brothers’ friends» came to 
share in the joy of the festivities at the end of the 
work that they carried out to cast the bell. The 
first persons to be joyful were certainly the friars 
themselves, in spite of the fact that the so-called 
Pre-Narbonne Constitutions of 1239 ordered that 
the bells that went beyond a certain size should be 
broken or else substituted.12

In the Assisi Compilation we find the episode of 
Saint Francis who was consoled in his illness by 
heavenly music, coming down miraculously from 
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God. In order to prove the supernatural origin of 
this melody, the author concludes by writing:

“The brothers were amazed and considered this 
a great miracle. As they knew that it was truly a 
work of God for the consolation of blessed Francis, 
especially since, by a decree of the podestà, no one 
dared to go about the city, either at midnight or even 
after the third ringing of the bells. And because, as 
blessed Francis said, it came and went in silence, 
without a word or a noise from its mouth, for more 
than an hour to console his spirit.”13

The bell mentioned here is the city bell, if one 
considers that “besides the proper liturgical use, 
the bell - beginning in the 12th century - assumed 
also a civil role and it was rang also to announce 
the political activities of the free Italian communes 
and of the mercantile towns of central Europe 
[…]. In central-northern Italy the seats of civil 
power procured to have a bell-tower during the 
13th century and during the first decades of the 
following century. This tower was often standing 
in contraposition to the buildings where the 
episcopal authority resided.”14

As we shall see, also if in the other sources 
the bells are not mentioned, as is the case, for 
example, in the Minor legend of Bonaventure, in 
the De inceptione - known also as The Anonymous 
of Perugia -, in the Legend of Three Companions, 
in the Little Flowers, in the Tree of Life of 
Ubertino da Casale, and in the Chronicle on the 
Seven Tribulations of Angelo Clareno, the few 
instances where bells are included are enough to 
show how bells represented a significant fragment 
of Franciscan history and its various passages.

In fact, from the bell mentioned by brother 
Francis in The Letter to the Rulers of the People, 
with which the citizens are invited to praise God, 
the sources pass to mention bells which were 
cast in honour of Saint Francis himself. Soon the 
acquisition of friaries and chapels gradually became 
a matter of fact in the history of the Minors, as 
became the internal organisation of the fraternitas 
with its various compentences and specialisations, 
all organised according to the rhythm of the bells.15 
A proof of this, for example, is found in Salimbene 
de Adam when he speaks about brother Giovanni da 
Parma, minister general from 1247 to 1257:

“When brother Giovanni Parenti was minister 
general, as soon as he would hear the bell calling 
the brothers to clean the vegetables, he would 
also run to work with the other brothers, as I have 
seen with my own eyes […]. Also, he would take 

part in the divine office during the day or during 
the night, especially during vespers, matins and 
Mass; and he would do anything that the cantor 
would ask of him, like beginning the antiphons, 
singing responsories and readings, and celebrating 
conventual Mass.”16

It was not only the bell of the house of the friars 
that would call them for the various activities, but 
the bells were above all a reminder for the people 
to participate in the liturgy and in the preaching 
in the churches of the Minors. This resulted in an 
ulterior reason for friction between mendicants 
and the secular clergy. That is why, for example, 
in 1225, in Beauvais, the friars Minor, requested 
by the apostolic legate and by the bishop, obtained 
from the cathedral chapter and from the priest - or 
rather the parrochialis sacerdos, the parish priest - 
of the church of Saint Thomas the use of the chapel 
of the Holy Sepulchre, which was dependent upon 
the main church. The brothers promised, among 
other things, not to receive faithful ad divina 
(for divine offices) in the great sollemnities, not 
to have bells with which the might summon the 
faithful, not to have a proper space in the cemetery, 
to observe the interdicts of the bishop and not 
to receive persons who were excommunicated 
by him, as was established for the titulars of all 
the other chapels of the city. The lack of respect 
for these norms would produce, according to 
the agreement stipulated, the annullment of the 
concession and the expulsion of the friars, except 
in the case when, after having resolved the matter, 
they would correct their ways.

In the 1220s, even for the Minors the control 
of churches in the cities, although accompanied 
by the prejudiced renunciation of the exercise of 
the care of parishes and of the enjoyment of the 
income resulting from it, meant that, as for all, the 
need to come to agreement with the local Church 
regarding the details of their presence, including 
the question of bells.17

Also in the story of Saint Clare bells are present, 
according to the conventual use of calling the 
sisters to prayers, as “sister Benvenuta da Perugia” 
affirms in the Process of canonisation of the Saint:

“The witness also said mother Saint Clare was 
very persevering, day and night, in prayer. At 
about midnight she woke the sisters with certain 
signs in silence to praise God. She lit the lamps in 
the church and frequently rang the bell for Matins. 
Those sisters who did not rise at the sound of the 
bell, she called with her signs.”18
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By that time the bells did exist and they could 
be rung, thanks also to the innumerable benefits 
and dispensations that the brothers obtained 
from the pontiffs. Therefore bell-towers became 
necessary.19 But whereas in the beginning it was 
enough to have a simple arched bell-structure, as 
we can still see in the church of San Damiano in 
Assisi, in the large friaries of the cities (domus 
conventualia) including that of San Francesco in 
Terni, the friars built large and strong bell-towers, 
as a sign of the role that the friars had by now 
assumed in the city. All this was seen to be an 
abuse if in the Constitutions of Narbonne of 1260, 
while Bonaventure of Bagnoregio was minister 
general - referring to the norms of the preceding 
constitutions - he ordered the friars not to construct 
bell-towers.20 The fact that such a norm was 
repeated in all the successive constitutions21 means 
that, in fact, the friars Minor continued to build 
bell-towers in their friaries.

In this respect Franciscan history was not 
different from that of some monastic reforms, like 
those of the Cistercians and Camaldolese who, at 
least initially, had voluntarily renounced to have 
bell-towers, so much so that the general Chapter 
of the Order of Citeaux in 1257 imposed the norm: 
«turres lapida ad campanas non fiant».22

Some of these buildings of bell-towers were not 
accepted by all, and some brothers wanted to live 
a literal observance of the Rule of Saint Francis. 
With brother Paoluccio Trinci they could realise 
their wish, especially when some friaries - among 
which La Romita di Cesi - obtained permission 
to live in a different style from that of the friars 
of the large convents in the cities. In this way 
the Franciscan Observance was born, and it saw 
various attempts to reform the entire Order of 
friars Minor, particularly during a general chapter 
celebrated in Terni on 3 October 1500. By now, 
the distance between the friars of the community, 
who were represented by bell-towers similar to 
that of San Francesco of Terni, and the friars of the 
Observance, who preferred simpler bell structures 
“in the form of a sail” (“a vela”) - which are still 
visible today for example in the church of Santa 
Maria dell’Orto in Terni, at La Romita in Cesi and 
at the Speco di Narni di Sant’Urbano in Narni - 
was so evident that the division of 1517 through 
the Bulla Ite vos of Pope Leo X was inevitable.23

If blessed Giles of Assisi, who was know for 
his gift of prophecy - and who soon became one 
of the brothers to whom the Observance referred 

in a special way - during the last years of his life 
had retreated to the hermitage of Monteripido near 
Perugia, surrounded at that point by a fame of 
holiness, sent a message to the citizens of Perugia 
telling them that the bells would not ring neither 
for him, nor for his canonisation, or even for his 
great miracles,24 the same did not occur in the 
case of the so-called “First Franciscan Martyrs”, 
namely Berardo, Ottone, Pietro, Accursio and 
Adiuto, who hailed from the region of Terni and 
who were martyred in Morocco. For them the bells 
of the tower of the church of Saint Francis in Terni 
rang joyfully in 1481 when the Franciscan cardinal 
Francesco della Rovere, who had become pope 
Sixtus IV, canonised them in 1481,25 precisely as 
the the brother from Assisi who was among the 
first ones of the fraternitas of Minors had wished:

“Brother Giles held that the great prelates of the 
Order of friars Minor did not do a good thing not 
to strive with all their efforts in front of the Pope in 
favour of the canonisation of the friars minor who 
were martyrs in Morocco because of their glorious 
profession of faith. He used to say that the brothers 
should procure such a canonisation not in view of 
their own glory, but solely for the honour of God 
and the edification of the brethren.”26

With this saying brother Giles knew how to 
unite the different uses of bells on the part of the 
friars Minor, namely to celebrate the greatness of 
their own history by exalting the holiness of the 
brothers, beginning with the Holy Founder, in 
order to praise «the Most High, Almighty and Good 
Lord» as brother Francis of Assisi had wanted. 
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Nativity scene Greccio
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FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY 
OF EARLY 16th 

CENTURY ARTEFACTS
IN THE CHURCH OF 

SANTA MARIJA TA’ gESÙ
IN RABAT

Noel Muscat ofm

During these last years there has been a renewed 
interest in the restoration of two important early 
16th century artefacts in the church of Santa 
Marija ta’ Ġesù, popularly known as Ta’ Ġieżu, 
in the ancient part of Rabat originally forming 
the suburb of Mdina before it took it assumed its 
present shape and size during Byzantine and Arab 
domination, and thus known in Maltese as Ir-Rabat 
tal-Imdina. The church, built in 1500 in Gothic 
style, and rebuilt in 1752-1757 after the damages 
sustained during the earthquake of 1693, houses 
two important artefacts that have aroused interest 
in their artistic and historic value during these last 
years, namely the marble statue of the Madonna 
and Child by Antonello Gagini of Messina (1478-
1536),1 which is currently under restoration, and 
which includes her pedestal still on display since 
1911 at the Museum of Fine Arts, depicting a 
basrelief of the stigmatisation of Saint Francis 
and others of Saint Francis and of Saint Paul, as 
well as the remaining two main panels of the main 
altarpiece of the original church, now hanging on 
the sides of the arches alongside the presbytery, 
depicting an enthroned Madonna and Child and 
a Deposition, the work of Antonello de Saliba or 
Resaliba from Messina (c.1466 - c.1535).2 Both 
artefacts date from the early 16th century.3

The commissioning of these artefacts, plus 
their historical and artistic value, have been amply 
documented and studied, and they are still an object 
of interest, particularly now that the Gagini statue 
is being restored and that some missing sections of 

the original altarpiece of the Renaissance church 
are being documented.4 The aim of this paper is not 
that of adding anything special to what has already 
been stated regarding these works of art, but 
rather that of delving into the specific Franciscan 
characteristics of the spirituality they convey, 
having been commissioned for a Franciscan church 
of the Regular Observance, with obvious links to 
the mainstream Observant family in nearby Sicily, 
where devotion to Santa Maria di Giesu was a 
dominant factor during the late 15th and early 16th 
centuries. 

The description of the artefacts 
in the Cronica duorum 
conventuum

In 1731 fr. Giovanni Antonio Mercieca (ca. 1660 
- 1753)5 wrote an 87 page Chronicle on the two 
existing friaries of the Friars Minor of the Regular 
Observance in Malta, namely the friary of Santa 
Marija ta’ Ġesù in Rabat-Mdina, and the friary with 
the same title of Santa Marija ta’ Ġesù in Valletta. In 
this Cronica we find a clear description of the Gagini 
Madonna and Child and of Antonello de Saliba’s 
altarpiece. His description is that of the original 
church as it was still standing, albeit with seemingly 
heavy damages, after the 1693 earthquake, before it 
was rebuilt in the present Baroque style in the mid-
1770s.
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Regarding the large icon on the main altar of the 
church, this Franciscan friar writes: “The choir of 
this aforementioned family of Religious is quite 
spacious. Against its back wall is venerated a very 
ancient Icon, in Gothic style and divided into three 
orders, in which, the first one, which is at the top, 
represents in its centre the dead Body of the Lord 
Christ in his deposition from the Cross, placed as 
he is in the bosom of his afflicted Virgin Mother. 
On its right hand side there is Saint Paul, and after 
him Saint Anthony of Padova. On the left hand 
side there is Our Father Saint Francis, and after 
him Saint Louis Bishop. In the centre of the second 
order there is the Most Blessed Virgin sitting on a 
Throne, with her divine Son on her right knee, and 
on both sides Angels who are adoring these holy 
Persons. On the right of the Mother of God stand 
the Holy Virgins Agatha and Catherine, whereas on 
the left stand Lucy and Barbara. On the third and 
lowest level, which is roughly one palm in height, at 
the centre we find the Saviour of the world, and on 
his right and left sides are shown an equal number 

of his Apostles associated with him. Each one of 
the figures have above them a perforated epistilium 
(architrave), which is gilded and adorned. This 
work was done in Messina in 1517.”6

An interesting detail in Mercieca’s description 
regards the two lateral altars, one on each side of 
the main altar, dedicated one to Saint Francis of 
Assisi and the other one to Saint Anthony of Padua. 
This was a common occurrence in many churches 
of the Franciscan Observant friars in Sicily during 
the 15th century, whose churches were normally 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary: Santa Maria di Giesu 
e San Francesco, to distinguish them from the large 
conventual churches of the Conventual Franciscan 
family, which were dedicated to San Francesco 
in all the large towns. Another important detail to 
know is that the title Santa Maria di Giesu regarded 
the title of the Visitation of the Virgin Mary, since 
this feast was instituted through the preaching of the 
Franciscans.7

Regarding these lateral altars the author of the 
Cronica writes the following description: “In the 
main pillars, which stand underneath the major arch 
over the main Altar, there are two minor and lateral 
Altars. The one on the right is dedicated to the Most 
Holy Patriarch Francis, and that on the left to Saint 
Anthony of Padua. These are two of seven Altars.”8

Although not part of our theme in this paper, 
it is also important to mention the presence of 
the cult of Saint Joseph in the same church of the 
Franciscan Observants in Rabat. This cult has been 
the object of research because of the presence of the 
Archconfraternity of Saint Joseph and its Oratory 
annexed to the Franciscan church.9 Here we will 
limit ourselves simply the description of the side-
chapel of Saint Joseph within the same church, as 
presented by the Cronica, for the simple reason that 
the cult towards Saint Joseph is intimately linked 
with that towards the Virgin Mary and the mystery 
of the Incarnation, and is also the direct result of 
the preaching of the Franciscan Observant family 
during the same period.10

The Cronica states that the Altar of Saint Joseph 
is found in the chapel corresponding to the right 
transept of the crossvault, which was (and still is) 
slightly larger than the other chapels on its side. The 
altarpiece hanging at that time was a painting by 
Mattia Preti, depicting Saint Joseph working as a 
carpenter with the child Jesus holding a saw in his 
hand, together with the Virgin Mary. The Cronica 
also mentions the relic of the staff of Saint Joseph, 
which is still venerated to this very day with the fame 
of being miraculous, as well as the door leading to 
the Oratory of the Confraternity of the Saint.11

The Gagini Madonna and Child
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The chapels following that of Saint Joseph 
included the Altar dedicated to Saint Mary 
Magdalene, and after the northern side-door of 
the church, the chapel where the marble statue of 
the Madonna and Child by Gagini was venerated. 
“After the lateral door looking towards the north 
and leading to the public street is venerated on 
her Altar the Most Blessed Virgin with her Only-
begotten Son of God, whom she holds as a child on 
her left arm. This image was sculptured in marble 
in Messina in the year 1504. It is of natural height 
and is sculptured most beautifully, and is enclosed 
in a crystal glass panel. The whole frame has been 
recently gilded thanks to a noble benefactor.”12

The Gagini statue, separated from its pedestal 
in 1911, has been standing for many decades in the 
niche at the back of the main altar under the titular 
painting of the Visitation. As from 15 September 
2020 it has been moved for restoration, in the hope 
of being reunited with the marble pedestal and 
placed back in the original chapel where it already 
stood for over two centuries when our author was 
writing his Cronaca.

The Franciscan spirituality of 
the artefacts

The study of these precious works of art has 
also to take into consideration their specific 
characteristics as objects of devotion in a Franciscan 
church of the Regular Observance. This name 
indicates a reform within the Franciscan Order of 
friars Minor that officially began in 1368 through 
the intitiative of fra Pauluccio Trinci da Foligno, but 
had its roots as fare back as 1334 and links with the 
family of the Spirituals and Fraticelli in the same 
Franciscan Order, in which the memories of Saint 
Francis and his first companions were kept alive. 
Although the history of the Spirituals and Fraticelli 
is very turbulent, they also produced eminent 
mystics, like Angela da Foligno and Ubertino da 
Casale, to mention just two. The Observant reform 
grew very strongly during the 15th century through 
the preaching of Saints like Bernardine of Siena, 
Giovanni da Capestrano and Giacomo della Marca, 
until it finally succeeded in gathering into its fold 
the majority of the friars of the Order.13 In 1517, 
roughly some years after the artefacts arrived at 
the Rabat Ta’ Ġieżu church, Pope Leo X divided 
the Franciscan family into two distinct Orders, 
namely the Friars Minor of the Regular Observance 
and the Friars Minor Conventuals, corresponding 

respectively to the reformed and non-reformed 
groups within the same Order.

The differences between the two families of the 
Order were not only ideological, namely centred 
upon the interpretation of poverty and the precepts 
of the Rule as Francis of Assisi had intended them. 
They were also evident in the architectural and 
artistic expressions of the churches and friaries. 
Whereas the Conventual family, as its name implies, 
established itself in the structure of the conventus, 
with a semi-monastic style of life, normally in 
the towns and cities, and with large conventual 
churches that acquired the same privileges of 
the canonical churches (choir-stalls, pulpit for 
preaching, bell-tower, right of burial), the churches 
of the Observant family were more modest. Indeed, 
in the very beginning the friars of the Regular 
Observance preferred to live in hermitages with no 
public places of worship. As time went on and their 
numbers increased, especially because of the fame 
of their great preachers and reformers mentioned 
above, the Franciscan Observants also settled in 
the towns and cities and built their own conventual 
churches, avoiding however the grandeur of the 
refined Gothic style of their Conventual confreres.

In Sicily the reform of the Observance took root 
and spread like wildfire through the preaching of 
Blessed Matteo da Agrigento, a faithful disciple of 

Antonello de Saliba, Madonna and Child
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Bernardine of Siena.14 He divulged in Sicily and the 
surrounding islands the devotion towards the Holy 
Name of Jesus, which was the characteristic theme 
of preaching of the Franciscan Observants. This 
theme was part and parcel of Franciscan spirituality, 
centred as it is on the mystery of the Incarnation 
and on the humanity of Christ and his Virgin 
Mother. That is why the churches of the Franciscan 
Observants were often dedicated to the Virgin Mary 
with the Child Jesus. This, obviously, was not just 
a Franciscan phenomenon, but was a common 
element in many other mendicant Orders during the 
15th century, when we find churches dedicated, for 
example, to the mystery of the Annunciation of the 
Virgin Mary.

The Rabat altarpiece at the Ta’ Ġieżu church 
aptly expresses this kind of spirituality. The central 
panel is the titular painting, depicting the Virgin 
Mary enthroned with the Child Jesus. Above it 
we find the panel of the Deposition, in which 
Christ’s dead body is seen in on reclined on the lap 
of his afflicted Mother. The presence of John the 
Evangelist, Mary Magdalene, Mary of Clopas and 
Joseph of Arimathaea in the painting is reminiscent 
of the Gospel scene of John 19:25ff. The figure of 
Mary Magdalene is particularly interesting. She is 
the long-haired woman holding the feet of Jesus. 

Devotion to Mary Magdalene in the Franciscan 
family has always been strong. In the same church 
in Rabat a side altar, as we have seen, was dedicated 
to Mary Magdalene, where a marble statue of 
the Saint is still venerated, and her feastday was 
celebrated with due solemnity on 22 July. Mary 
Magdalene is the typical example of a penitent, 
and many Franciscan mystics were inspired by her 
to regard their lives as an act of penance, as did 
Francis himself and the first brothers, who described 
themselves as viri poenitentiales de civitate 
Assisi oriundi. The two panels are an expression 
of the typical Franciscan attention to the events 
surrounding the Incarnation and Redemption. One 
of the best examples of this particular devotion is 
to be found in the cycles of fresoes in the lower 
basilica of Saint Francis in Assisi. The right-hand 
transept looking towards the main altar is dedicated 
to the mystery of the Incarnation, whereas the left-
hand transept is dedicated to the mystery of the 
Passion. In a certain way, the collocation of these 
two panels under the arches of the side pillars of the 
main altar in Ta’ Ġieżu church is a very intelligent 
way of presenting them according to a Franciscan 
spiritual perspective.

According to the description of the Cronica that 
we have presented, there were a number of Saints 
alongside the main panels. On the top level there 
were represented Saint Paul and Saint Anthony of 
Padua on the right-hand side of the Deposition and 
Saint Francis and Saint Louis Bishop of Toulouse 
on the left-hand side. The choice of Saints Francis 
and Anthony is self-explanatory. Being a Franciscan 
church these two Saints always have the place of 
pride. Indeed, as we have seen, in the ancient Gothic 
church there were two lateral altars alongside the 
main altar under the pilasters, dedicated to these 
two Saints. The choice of Saint Paul is also self-
explanatory, since the altarpiece was commissioned 
for Malta, and with Mdina and Rabat being also 
a centre for the local cult of the Apostle. But why 
Saint Louis of Toulouse (1274-1297), the holy 
Bishop known for his purity, who died at a young 
age? The reason could be the following. Louis of 
Toulouse was the second son of Charles I of Anjou, 
King of Sicily, who lost control of the island and 
its dependencies as a result of the Sicilian Vespers 
revolt of 1282. Louis was taken hostage by the 
Aragonese King Peter III of Aragon. After his 
liberation he renounced the right to the throne of 
Naples and preferred to become a friar Minor, and 
eventually Bishop of Toulouse. He was canonised 
by John XXII in 1317. His figure was intimately 
connected with the history of Sicily under the house 

Antonello de Saliba, Deposition
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of Anjou, of which the Maltese islands had formed 
part.

The saints in the middle section, flanking the 
Madonna and Child, were Agatha and Catherine 
on the right side and Lucy and Barbara on the 
left. These virgins and martyrs were popular in 
the Latin Church. Agatha and Lucy were Sicilian 
Saints, and Catherine was particularly venerated in 
the Byzantine church of which Malta formed part 
before the Arab conquest. The case of Saint Barbara 
could refer to the fact that Barbara is invoked as a 
protection against lightning strikes, and in any case 
was a popular saint in Sicily. What is even more 
interesting is the fact that, after the Franciscan 
Observants built their second church of Ta’ Ġieżu 
in Valletta, in 1600 they commissioned the Sicilian 
painter Antonio Catalano to paint the large baroque 
titular piece above the main altar, again depicting 
an original way of interpreting the event of the 
Visitation, in which the painter inserted the same 
four virgins and martyrs.15

The lower panel is of an inferior height than the 
other two. The central panel depicted Christ the 
Saviour with a chalice against his side-wound from 
which blood flows, flanked by Saint Paul and Saint 
John the Evangelist. The other panels, according 
to the Cronica, represented the other apostles. The 
figure of Christ placed at the centre is certainly a 
reminder of the Eucharist, but at the time before 
the Council of Trent it was improbable that the 
tabernacle would have been placed at the centre of 
the main altar in close proximty to this icon.

The marble statue of the Virgin with Child, 
the work of Antonello Gagini, was one of other 
similar statues in other churches of the Franciscan 
Observants in Sicily. It conveys the typical form 
of the Virgin holding the Child sitting on her left 
arm and gently touching him with her right hand. 
According to the Cronica it used to stand above 
an altar in the third side chapel from the main altar 
close to the northern side-door of Ta’ Ġieżu church. 
The shallow pedestal depicts the stigmatisation of 
Saint Francis at the centre, flanked by another figure 
of Saint Francis and Saint Paul. In a certain way 
the Gagini Madonna expresses in sculpture what 
Antonello de Saliba expressed in painting on the 
main altarpiece.

Both the central panel of the altarpiece (Madonna 
with Child) and the Gagini Madonna with Child 
remain as proof of the characteristic note of the 
Franciscan Observant churches in the Kingdom of 
Sicily, dedicated to Santa Maria di Giesu, namely 
to the Holy Name of Jesus and of his Virgin Mother, 
and to this very day are witness to the devotional 

aspect of 15th century Franciscan preaching by the 
family of the Regular Observance, centred as it was 
on the humanity of Jesus the Saviour of mankind 
(Iesus Hominum Salvator) and the tender maternal 
love of his Blessed Mother.   
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ad Oratorium Confratrum S.[ancti] ancti Ioseph satis 
amplum, et multorum sodalium optime capax.”

12  Cronica duorum conventuum, f. 16: “Sequitur ostium 
laterale boreale ad via publica post quod veneratur 
in suo Altari B[eatissi]ma Virgo cum suo Unigenito, 
Deique Filio infante super sinistrum brachium, expressa 
in statuam pariter marmoream, Messane anno 1504 ad 
naturalem proceritatem speciosissime sculpta, christallis 
pregrandibus inclusam, cuius totus prospectus novissime 
per nobilem benefactorem deauratus fuit.”

13  The bibliography on the Spirituals and Observants in the 
Franciscan Order is unending. Here we simply give some 
fundamental indications. The following annual confer-
ences of the Società Internazionale di Studi Francescani 
in Assisi have been dedicated to this theme: Chi erano gli 
Spirituali? (Assisi, 16-18 ottobre 1975); Il rinnovamento 
del francescanesimo: l’Osservanza (Assisi, 20-22 ottobre 
1983); I Francescani nel Trecento (Assisi, 16-18 ottobre 
1986); Santi e santità nel secolo XIV (Assisi, 15-17 ot-
tobre 1987); Eremitismo nel francescanesimo medievale 
(Assisi, 12-14 ottobre 1989); Angelo Clareno francesca-
no (Assisi, 5-7 ottobre 2006); I frati osservanti e la soci-
età in Italia nel secolo XV (Assisi, 11-13 ottobre 2012); 
Ubertino da Casale (Assisi, 18-20 ottobre 2013); Pietro 
di Giovanni Olivi frate minore (16-18 ottobre 2015). The 
titles of the various papers presented can be consulted on 
www.sisf-assisi.it

14  A. MURSIA, A proposito del Movimento dell’Osservanza 
Francescana in Sicilia. Dal rientro nell’isola di frate Mat-
teo di Agrigento al pontificato di Sisto IV, in Miscellanea 
Francescana 115 (2015) 318-330.

15 Ġ. AQUILINA, Kwadri tal-Madonna fil-Knisja “Ta’ 
Ġieżu” tal-Belt Valletta, in Spirtu u Ħajja. Rivista ta’ Kul-
tura Franġiskana, 41 (Lulju 1996) 98.
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FRATER FRANCISCUS
STORIA E ATTUALITÀ

The 48th International Congress of Study of the 
International Society of Franciscan Studies was 
dedicated to the theme Frater Franciscus. Storia 
e Attualità. The Congress was held in Palazzo 
Bernabei in Assisi on 15-17 October 2020. 
This year, because of the crisis of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the Congress was open for a limited 
number of participants, but was transmitted live 
on the official website of the Society: www.sisf-
assisi.it

The following scholars presented their papers, 
which will then be published in the annual Acts of 
the Congresses of the International Society: Grado 
Giovanni Merlo (Università di Milano), Francesco 
d’Assisi nella storiografia (1993-2020); Enrico 
Menestò (Università di Perugia), Tradizione 
manoscritta e questioni ecotiche degli Scritti 
di Francesco; Maria Pia Alberzoni (Università 
Cattolica Sacro Cuore - Milano), Francesco e 
la Chiesa romana tra storiografia e ideologia; 
Stefano Brufani (Università di Perugia), Frate 
Francesco e l’Ordine. La minoritas in questione; 
Maria Teresa Dolso (Università di Padova), 
Minorità e minoritismi; Roberto Lambertini 
(Università di Macerata), Verso una nuova 
antropologia? Francesco e l’umano; Marina 
Benedetti (Università di Milano), Frate Francesco 
e madonna Chiara; Francesco Morales (Università 
di Milano), Immaginazione, aneddotica e 
storiografia: le biografie contemporanee; Haude 
Morvan (Università di Bordeaux-Montaigne), I 
“volti” di san Francesco d’Assisi; Enrico Cardini 
(Università di San Marino), Francesco e l’Islam; 
Giacomo Todeschini (Università di Siena), 
Francesco e l’economia; Raimondo Michetti 
(Università Rome Tre), Francesco e l’essenza 
del cristianesimo; Giuseppe Buffon (Pontificia 
Università Antonianum), Francesco e il creato; 
Andrea Riccardi (Università La Sapienza), Frate 
Francesco - san Francesco - papa Francesco.

The first Congress dedicated to the figure of 

Francis of Assisi was that of 1993. The aim of 
this year’s Congress was to verify the progress 
accomplished in Franciscan studies, particularly 
after the critical edition of the Opuscula of Saint 
Francis by the late Kajetan Esser in 1976 and 
the subsequent critical edition of Carlo Paolazzi. 
It also takes into consideration the effort of 
contemporary historiographers who study and 
present new editions of the sources for the life of 
Saint Francis. Above all, the various papers tried 
to delve into the understanding of the intuition of 
the evangelical-pauperistic experience of Francis 
and of the first fraternity of minors, and the process 
of its institutionalisation and the emergence of 
various typoloigies of minoritic presence, object 
of an incessant interpretation by the ‘politics’ of 
the apotolic See and Roman curia. The figure of 
Saint Francis in liturgy, preaching and art, has also 
contributed to a more complex historiographic 
presentation of this unique man and prophet.

The theme chosen for this year’s Congress had 
the aim of presenting an overall picture of the 
recent historiography of Francis of Assisi. The 
emphasis was on the various authors who tried to 
portray an image of Saint Francis in an original 
and meaningful historiographic interpretation. 
Historiography regards the way in which history 
is written, and is a specific science that draws 
particular interest on the part of scholars of 
history. Indeed, no historical account is complete 
without a specific interpretation of the same facts 
and personages that have made history. Just as 
the study of the medieval Franciscan biographies 
calls for a thorough understanding of the historical 
context in which they were written and of the 
ideologies that underlie their documentation, so 
contemporary biographies of Saint Francis need 
to be studied within the context in which they are 
meant to portray an image of him to contemporary 
readers.

Few historical figures have had the fortune of 
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Francis of Assisi in being the object of endless 
volumes of history, hagiography, literature. This 
has invariably drawn many to form their own 
interpretation regarding the figure of Francis. 
Indeed, one of the greatest challenges to a 
historian is that of avoiding the trap of projecting 
his or her interpretation in the past and reading 
historical documents in the light of contemporary 
ideologies and judgments. Alas, this has often 
been the case in Franciscan historiography. Ever 
since the start of modern studies on Saint Francis 
by Paul Sabatier at the end of the 19th century, it 
has been very difficult to distinguish the historical 
element from the actual interpretation of the 
same event. Francis has been presented as a 
Church-reformer, an idealist, a man of dialogue, a 
champion of ecology, a peace-activist. In the same 
way, a century after his death, he was presented by 
Spiritual Franciscans as a defender of an ideology 
of poverty in contrast to a powerful and rich 
ecclesiastical institution. One could almost speak 
about an abusive interpretation of what Francis 
really stood for. Such interpretations are evident in 
the many biographies of the saint and monographs 
of Franciscan history, that have taken the place of 
the old manuals that were also biased according to 
which party they were coming from in the same 
Franciscan family.

A very thorny problem in contemporary 
historiography regarding Francis and his spiritual 
legacy regards the intentio Francisci, namely the 
deep-seated psychological and spiritual forces that 
drove Francis to accomplish his dream in a way that 
he never imagined, namely by being the founder of 
a great religious family. The crises that he went 
through in the face of an ever-changing structure 

that he himself could not control are evident 
in the sources we have at our disposal. Francis 
might have felt misunderstood and misinterpreted 
even when he was still alive, let alone after his 
death. How is it possible to discover his original 
intentions without making violence upon him and 
abusing his intuition? The answer for historians 
today offers no easy solution.

The Congress tried to address this issue in such 
a way that we would be aware of the distance of 
time and space that lies between our world and the 
medieval world in which Francis of Assisi lived. 
At the same time it wanted to be a tribute to so 
many intelligent minds who have taken the task 
of studying Francis and his message in a way that 
would be as faithful as possible to his intentions 
and, at the same time, that would build bridges 
with the contemporary world and culture in which 
we live.

The theme of one of the papers say it all. How 
come that brother Francis would become Saint 
Francis and would be chosen as a namesake by a 
contemporary pope? What is the realtionship be-
tween these three visions, namely the human, ha-
giographic and prophetic-charismatic-institutional 
representation of the figure of Francis of Assisi? Is 
the contemporary Francis who embraces Patriarch 
Bartholomew and Grand Imam Sheik Ahmed el-
Tayyeb a faithful representation of the historical 
Francis who crossed into enemy lines to meet the 
adversaries of Christianity, indeed of the Romani-
tas of that Catholic Christianity that he embraced? 
Is this the criterion wherein we are to cherish his 
holiness? If it is so, then are we not also experienc-
ing a re-incarnation of Francis today? History will 
have to give us an answer. 

 



Francis has inspired these pages

“    
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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.  

Quote

”

“«Fratelli tutti». With these words, Saint Francis 
of Assisi addressed his brothers and sisters and 
proposed to them a way of life marked by the flavour 
of the Gospel. Of the counsels Francis offered, I 
would like to select the one in which he calls for 
a love that transcends the barriers of geography 
and distance, and declares blessed all those who 
love their brother ‘as much when he is far away 
from him as when he is with him.’ In his simple and 
direct way, Saint Francis expressed the essence of a 
fraternal openness that allows us to acknowledge, 
appreciate and love each person, regardless of 
physical proximity, regardless of where he or she 
was born or lives. There is an episode in the life 
of Saint Francis that shows his openness of heart, 
which knew no bounds and transcended differences 
of origin, nationality, colour or religion. It was his 
visit to Sultan Malik-el-Kamil, in Egypt, which 
entailed considerable hardship, given Francis’ 
poverty, his scarce resources, the great distances 
to be traveled and their differences of language, 
culture and religion. That journey, undertaken at 
the time of the Crusades, further demonstrated the 
breadth and grandeur of his love, which sought to 
embrace everyone. Francis’ fidelity to his Lord was 
commensurate with his love for his brothers and 
sisters. Unconcerned for the hardships and dangers 
involved, Francis went to meet the Sultan with the 
same attitude that he instilled in his disciples: if 
they found themselves ‘among the Saracens and 
other nonbelievers’, without renouncing their own 
identity they were not to ‘engage in arguments or 
disputes, but to be subject to every human creature 
for God’s sake’. In the context of the times, this 
was an extraordinary recommendation. We are 
impressed that some eight hundred years ago Saint 
Francis urged that all forms of hostility or conflict 
be avoided and that a humble and fraternal 
‘subjection’ be shown to those who did not share 
his faith. Francis did not wage a war of words 
aimed at imposing doctrines; he simply spread the 
love of God. He understood that ‘God is love and 
those who abide in love abide in God’ (1 Jn 4:16). 
In this way, he became a father to all and inspired 
the vision of a fraternal society. 

Pope Francis
Encyclical Letter «Fratelli tutti»
on fraternity and social friendship
Tomb of St. Francis, Assisi, 3 October 2020
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