
 

 
 
   
 
 
 

How many people do you know that will 

turn 800 this year? I suspect none! But 
don’t be disheartened! There is still a 
reason to celebrate an 800th birthday. In 
fact, in 2021 the Secular Franciscan Order 
turns 800! (We certainly do look pretty 
good for our age!)  
 
It was exactly eight centuries ago, in the 
year 1221, that St Francis himself first gave 
a Rule to the men and women of his days 
who desired to follow Christ in his own 
footsteps. This was the birth of the ‘Third 
Order’ as we know it today. The Secular 
Franciscan Order has since become the 
longest continuous lasting Third Order in 
the history of the Catholic Church. In fact, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
there are not too many Orders that can 
boast a longer history than the 
Franciscans, perhaps only the 
Benedictines, Carthusians, and Cistercians 
(although the Carmelites claim to have 
their roots in the Prophet Elijah, in which 
case they would most certainly win!) 
 
But how significant is this anniversary? 
Over the past 800 years has the Third 
Order of St Francis made any significant 
marks in the history of Christianity, or have 
they just remained a hidden entity of the 
Catholic Church? Over the next two issues 
of the Young Franciscan, we will look at the 
history of the Secular Franciscan Order, 
and some of the remarkable work 
attributed to the Order over eight centuries.  
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Although the establishment of the 
Franciscan Third Order can be considered 
the ‘birth’ of the modern Third Order 
movement, similar groups claiming the 
‘Third Order’ title had already existed prior 
to 1221.  
 
From around the year 1000, as the Church 
and secular society had found itself falling 
deeper into corrupt practices and replacing 
gospel values with wealth, power and 
immorality, a new spirit was beginning to 
emerge among the devout Christian laity.  
They desired to return to the simplicity of 
the gospel, which was slowly being lost.  
 

As a result, groups known as ‘Penitents’  
began to develop within the Church. These 
included men and women who were serious 
about conforming their lives to God’s will 
and abstaining from any activity that may 
have led to sin. It was taught that the 
baptised who committed sin could obtain 
pardon provided “he does penance” and “is 
converted.” After having entered the Order 
of Penance, they remained there until the 
Church deemed them to be converted.  
 
As this movement grew, members found 
themselves regularly meeting in fraternities. 
One particular group, known as the 
‘Humiliati’ (the humiliated), were approved 
as a lay Order by Pope Innocent III in 1201, 
who also provided them with a Rule of life.  
 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
  

At the beginning of the 13th 
century not much had 
improved within the Church. 
The rejection of gospel 
values, and ungodly 
practices continued to 
dominate throughout the 
Church, all the way from the 
Pope, down to the bishops, 
priests and laity. 
 
Something had to change, 
and God certainly had a 
plan to reform the Church. 
He did this through the most 
unlikely of people—Francis! 
At that time, Francis, a 
‘playboy’ in his early 
twenties, began to realise 
the seductive falsehoods of 
wealth, power, honour, and 
immorality. After battling 
with his own inner sprit, 
God led him to a great 
conversion. After having 
renounced not only all of his 
earthly possessions and 
inheritance, but his own 
father as well, Francis left 
home and set off on his new 
found religious life.  
 
It was never Francis’ desire 
to start a new religious 
Order, but rather he felt 
drawn to join the already 
established Third Order 
Penitents. And so there he 
began living as a Penitent 
Oblate under the resident 
priest of San Damiano, just 
outside of Assisi. Here, one 
could argue that St Francis 
joined the Third Order 
before the First Order. 
 

As a Penitent, Francis 
dressed in a poor garment 
and worked by serving the 
lepers and the poor. He 
adopted the Tau Cross from 
the Penitents, who wore it 
as a symbol of their 
penance.  
 
During this time Francis 
began work rebuilding the 
derelict church of San 
Damiano. It was there that 
he was joined by ‘brothers’ 
who were inspired to follow 
Francis’ penitential way of 
life. It was not until Francis 
and his new found brothers 
went to Rome that they 
were granted oral approval 
of their way of life by Pope 
Innocent III, thus giving birth 
to the First Order Friar 
Minors, and the Franciscan 
movement.  
 
Within a few years, what 
had begun as a small group 
of ‘Penitents from Assisi’, 
had grown into a major 
movement within the 
Church. As a direct result of 
the Franciscan spirit, a 
group of women inspired by 
Francis and a young lady 
named Clare formed a 
Second Order for women—
the Poor Clares.  
 
Francis’ and Clare’s radical 
way of living out gospel 
poverty had spread through 
all areas of the Church like a 
wildfire. The pope, cardinals 
and bishops all took notice 
of this new movement and 
they themselves were drawn 
back to the gospel way of 
life.  
 
 
 
 
 

As the Franciscan Order 
grew, Francis found himself 
surrounded by multitudes of 
men and women, married, 
single, of all ages and walks 
of life, desiring to follow 
Francis in a life of gospel 
poverty. Included among 
these were many of the 
members of the Penitent 
Third Order, who asked of 
Francis to give them a form 
of life that would contain the 
whole Franciscan spirituality. 
So then, Francis, who never 
thought of starting a single 
Order, had just founded his 
third!  
 
They became known as the 
‘Brothers and Sisters of 
Penance.’ The Order of 
Penance was officially 
mentioned for the first time 
as an organised body of the 
Church in a document of 
Pope Honorius III, on the 
16th December 1221.  
 
Francis, together with 
Cardinal Hugolino (later 
Pope Gregory IX) wrote a 
Rule of Life for the new 
Brothers and Sister of 
Penance. This Rule 
borrowed heavily from the  
one earlier given to the 
original Penitential Order. 
This new Rule was later 
reworked, and in 1228 given 
the title ‘Memoriale Propositi.’ 
This second version is what 
has been handed down to us 
today. The original Rule of 
1221 has since been lost. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

According to the Rule of 
1228, the way of life for the 
members of the Third Order 
was to live uprightly in their 
own homes, to devote their 
attention to works of piety, 
and to avoid sin by fleeing 
from the world’s 
allurements.  
 
What seemed a simple and 
unintrusive group of people, 
soon proved to be a 
significant turning point in 
the culture of the time. As 
the Order grew by many 
thousands of members, 
social norms had begun to 
shift.  
 
Much of Europe throughout 
the thirteenth century was 
afflicted by what was later 
referred to as the ‘Feudal 
System’; a system of 
government where kings 
and rulers rewarded the 
lower classes with land, in 
return for services, which 
usually came in the form of 
military service. The basic 
concept meant, that as long 
as you serve the king, you 
would be protected. 
However, an unbalanced 
social structure led to kings 
having unlimited power, and 
the peasant class left with 
very little rights, many of 
whom worked long hard 
hours each day and had 
barely enough food to 
survive. At that time about 
ninety percent of the 
population were peasants.  
 
The Feudal System for 
some time had already 

seen decay and was slowly 
coming to an end. The growth 
of the Third Order of St 
Francis only contributed to the 
eventual destruction of the 
unjust system of government.  
 
Apart from striving to live holy 
lives, members of the Third 
Order had to live in peace, 
and work for peace. Their 
Rule insisted that they were 
not to carry arms. As the 
Order of Penance was under 
the authority of the Church, 
not under civil authority, this 
saw a large number of men 
being exempt from joining any 
form of military service. The 
kings became weaker, while 
more power and rights were 
given to the lower classes.  
 
By refusing to take part in 
wars and conflicts, which were 
so common in the day, 
members of the Third Order 
paved the way for peace 
throughout much of Europe 
and saw the end of many long 
fought-out rivalries.  
 
As members of the Third 
Order received special 
privileges from the Church, 
such as civil exemptions,  
the Order and their way of life 
was seen as an obstacle to 
the imperial powers. This 
created tension between the 
Holy See, the civil powers and 
the bishops.  
 
It was also the case that some 
people joined the Third Order 
simply to enjoy the privileges 
and civil exemptions that 
came with the membership,  

rather than devoting one’s 
life to living the gospel.  
 
The civil authorities felt 
weakened by the ever-
growing Order. In response 
they placed extra taxes on 
the properties and goods of 
the Penitents. Members of 
the Order were prohibited 
from leaving their property to 
the poor, and were dealt 
with threats in order to pay 
the debts of other people.  
 
This persecution of the 
Brothers and Sisters of 
Penance was not tolerated 
by the Pope who wrote bulls 
and apostolic letters to try 
and counteract the injustice 
of the civil authorities. It was 
also in the Church’s interest 
to come to the defence of 
the Penitence as they had 
become an important 
spiritual force for the 
renewal of the Church and 
of society. They were also a 
significant spiritual ‘army’ in 
the Church’s struggle 
against civil and political 
powers.  
 
As the civil authority 
struggled against the Holy 
See, one official wrote, “To 
deal the last blow to our 
power, and to take from us 
the submission of the 
people, (the Franciscans 
and Dominicans) have 
instituted two new 
fraternities, which embrace 
men and women. Everyone 
is running to them; you can 
hardly find anyone who isn’t 
enrolled in one or the other.” 
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Bl Pica Bernadone 
(Dates unknown) 

 
Although never formally 
beatified, Pica Bernadone is 
regarded as blessed through 
the virtue of being St 
Francis’ biological mother. It 
was her prayers and 
example of holiness that 
influenced Francis in his 
journey for Christian 
perfection. It has been 
recorded that in the days 
leading up to the birth of 
Francis, Pica had suffered 
severe labour pains. At that 
time a stranger in pilgrims 
clothing appeared and 
announced that the child 
would only be born once the 
mother was relocated to a 
stable. Just as the stranger 
had announced, Francis was 
born in a stable, in the same 
manner as Jesus. It is also 
recorded, that when Francis 
was a young man and in the 
process of his conversion, 
his father, angered by his 
son’s behaviour, locked him 
in the dark cellar of their 
home where he was beaten. 
His mother, in an act of love 
and charity, released her 
son. After the death of her 
husband, Pica joined her 
son’s Third Order and lived 
a secluded life devoted to 
piety and the practice of 
good works.  

Bl Luchesio of Modestini 
c. 1181-1260 

 
Tradition holds that Bl Luchesio 
and his wife Buonadonna were 
the first members of the 
Franciscan Third Order. As a 
young man, Luchesio enlisted 
into the Ghibelline army, but 
abandoned his military career 
to marry Buonadonna. He then 
became a merchant in the 
small Tuscan town of 
Poggibonzi. Both Luchesio and 
his wife were most concerned 
about material wealth and 
success. They both had a 
reputation for being highly 
greedy and money-thirsty. At 
one point, Luchesio and his 
wife had a conversion and 
realised how foolish their love 
for money and worldly goods 
had become, and how they had 
neglected the eternal salvation 
of their souls. Having giving up 
their business, they divided 
everything they had among the 
poor, keeping for themselves 
only enough for their basic 
survival. Upon a visit from St 
Francis to Poggibonzi, 
Luchesio asked the saint for 
special instructions for him and 
his wife to live holier lives. 
Francis informed them of his 
plans to establish a Third 
Order. Tradition tells us that 
they asked Francis to be 
received into the Order, thus 
becoming the very first 
members.  

Ven. Jocoba of Settesoli 
1190-1239 (0r 1273) 

 
Jacoba was a young noble 
woman of Rome. After her 
husband died, she remained 
a widow and raised her two 
children. Jacoba became 
acquainted with St Francis 
after hearing him preach in 
Rome. His words moved her 
so deeply that she transferred 
all her possessions to her two 
sons, and devoted herself to 
works of charity. Jacoba then 
joined the Third Order of St 
Francis. Tradition tells us that 
she was among the very first 
members of Franciscan Third 
Order. She cared for the 
Franciscan friars in Rome as 
a loving mother. She also 
arranged for a hospice to be 
furnished for them. The 
relationship between Francis 
and Jocaba is not fully 
known, however, it is 
understood that she held a 
special place in his life. In the 
final days of Francis’ life, he 
requested her presence at his 
death bed and asked her to 
bring some of her delicious 
almond cookies, as well as a 
cloth for his burial. After 
Francis’ death, Jacoba 
moved to Assisi and lived the 
Penitent’s life until her death.  
Today, Jacoba has been 
named the Patroness of the 
Secular Franciscan Order in 
Australia.  
 
 


