
 

 
 
   
 
 
 

In the Spring Edition of the Young 

Franciscan, we continue to celebrate 800 
years since the establishment of the 
Franciscan Third Order, today known as 
the Secular Franciscan Order.  
 
In 1209, when Francis and his religious 
brothers had received verbal approval of 
their Rule from Pope Innocent III, he did 
not foresee the large number of followers 
that were to join his way of life, nor the 
impact they were to have, not only on the 
Church, but throughout the world. 
 
Within the first ten years, Francis had 
attracted five thousand ‘brothers’, while St 
Clare had established several monasteries  
throughout Europe. At this time, countless  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
thousands of lay men and women, married 
and single, were asking Francis to also 
give them a Rule of life that enabled the 
laity to live the Franciscan spirit within their 
everyday secular lives.  
 
In 1221 St Francis, together with Cardinal 
Hugolino (later Pope Gregory VI), wrote a 
Rule for the laity. This was the birth of the 
Franciscan Third Order, at that time known 
as the ‘Brothers and Sisters of Penance’.  
 
This new Rule called them to live within the 
loving bonds of the Sacrament of Marriage, 
and all of its responsibilities, and to serve 
the Lord by caring for all fellow human 
beings, especially those most suffering and 
in need of love and care.  
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Over the course of 800 years, the Rule of 
the Secular Franciscan Order has seen four 
revisions, in 1221, 1289, 1883, and the 
current Rule that was handed down by Pope 
Paul VI in 1978. The original Rule of 1221 
has since been lost. This version was re-
written in 1228 and is believed to be of 
similar substance to the original. The original 
Rule called members to a strict observance 
of physical penances, including the manner 
of clothing to be worn, and fasting. 
 
Some of the more unusual Rules included: 

 The men belonging to this 
brotherhood shall dress in humble, 
undyed cloth, the price of which is  

 

not to exceed six Ravenna. 
 They shall wear their outer garments and 

furred coats without open throat, sewed 
shut or uncut but certainly laced up, not 
open as secular people wear them; and 
they shall wear their sleeves closed. 

 Both the brothers and the sisters shall 
have their fur garments of lamb's wool 
only. 

 They are not to go to unseemly parties or 
to shows or dances. They shall not 
donate to actors, and shall forbid their 
household to donate. 

 All are to abstain from meat except on 
Sundays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays; 
except on account of illness or weakness. 

 They are not to take up lethal weapons, 
or bear them about, against anybody. 
   



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

The beginning of the 
fourteenth century saw 
disputes break out between 
the First Order friars and 
Church authorities. This had 
a direct effect on the Third 
Order, who were put under 
the suspicion of heresy. 
Pope Clement V conducted 
a sufficient investigation 
and found the allegations to 
be false, and reaffirmed the 
orthodoxy of the Third 
Order.  
 
This was followed by the 
Black Death and the Great 
Schism, which saw a large 
decline in the Order’s 
membership.  
 
The fifteenth century saw a 
revival of the Order, which 
was displayed though their 
remarkable works of charity. 
In Rome the tertiaries ran 
four benevolent homes; at 
Cortona they maintained 
the Hospital of Mercy; in 
Florence they ran the 
famous Hospital of St. Paul, 
where the tertiary 
infirmarians were popularly 
known as “bonomini” (“the 
good men and women”); at 
Imola they were in charge 
of the Hospital of St. 
Francis until 1488. 
 
At Piacenza there was a 
whole series of splendid 
foundations which were in 
no way inferior to the best 
run welfare institutions of 
today; poor sisters and 
female pilgrims were given 
shelter at the Hospital of St. 
Elizabeth: the brotherhood 
  

owned a number of houses 
which it let at a low rent to 
needy tertiaries; it was the 
mission of one group of 
tertiaries to reclaim fallen 
women.  
 
At Modena the tertiaries 
organised assistance for 
poor people who were 
ashamed to beg by 
collecting alms for them; at 
Reggio Emilia, the tertiaries 
visited the poor in their own 
homes and kept a 
dispensary and a food 
store, both free of charge, 
for the benefit of poor 
people of any category, 
whether laymen, clerks, or 
religious.  
 
In Paris, Guy de Joinville 
founded a tertiary 
brotherhood of infirmarians; 
at Mons, in Belgium, the 
tertiaries gave free tuition to 
fifty poor children.  
 
In other towns there were 
tertiary priests dedicated to 
training young men for the 
priesthood: in Naples 
Queen Sancha, who 
became a tertiary and then 
a Poor Clare, founded two 
nunneries, St. Mary 
Magdalen and St. Mary of 
Egypt, for homeless 
women. Any number of 
similar examples could be 
given, not only in Italy, but 
in all European countries. 
The environment in which 
this evangelical holiness 
developed was the 
Christian life itself. 
 

As the First Order Friars 
began to spread throughout 
Europe, so did the Brothers 
and Sisters of Penance. In 
fact, it was the rise of the 
Third Order that revealed 
the magnificence of the 
Franciscan movement 
throughout the 13th Century. 
 
During this era, wars were 
frequent. The only people 
exempt from serving in the 
army were the clergy and 
religious. Members of the 
Third Order, however, even 
though they were not 
technically religious, 
enjoyed the same favours 
and were protected from 
such an obligation.  
 
Similar exemptions were 
made in regards to civil 
legal matters. All legal 
disputes among members 
of the Order of Penance 
were settled by the bishops, 
not by the civil courts. 
 
The Brothers and Sisters of 
Penance continued to 
sanctify everyday life by 
their acts of piety, charity 
and service to the Church 
and the poor.  
 
In a list of 57 members of a 
fraternity in the Italian city of 
Bologna, drawn up in 1257, 
the occupation of each 
member was recorded. It 
included lawyers, clerks, 
barbers, shoemakers, 
carpenters, upholsterers, 
paper manufacturers, 
bakers, pharmacists and 
tanners. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Protestant Reformation 
in the 1500s introduced 
norms that were contrary to 
Franciscan ideals, thus the 
Order once again saw a 
decline, particularly in those 
countries where 
Protestantism has taken 
hold.  
 
During this time, there was 
much concern over the 
official habit, or robe, for 
Third Order members. The 
long tunic had become 
awkward and impracticable, 
especially for craftsmen and 
people in high positions. 
Pope Julius II, in 1508 had 
allowed members to wear 
civilian clothing, with a 
scapular which could be 
concealed underneath the 
outer clothing.   
 
In the seventeenth century 
the friars had done much to 
re-energise the Third Order, 
however, the true spirit of 
the Order had been lost, 
and membership became a 
matter of popular trend. 
Throughout Europe, 
fraternities were growing by 
the thousands, included 
among the members were 
many from the upper class 
and aristocracy. In Some 
countries membership was 
almost exclusively 
promoted to the upper 
classes, and failed to 
become popular with the 
common people. As a 
result, the Third Order saw 
a brilliant catalogue of 
illustrious figures, but few 
saints. 
 

The second half of the 
eighteenth century saw a 
series of anticlerical regimes 
spread throughout Europe, 
which had a direct effect on 
the Third Order. In Austria, 
fraternities were prohibited 
from receiving new 
members, and in 1782 the 
Order was supressed 
altogether. In 1790, the 
French government 
declared all religious 
associations supressed, 
including the Secular 
Franciscans. During the 
French Revolution some of 
these devout members paid 
for their loyalty to the 
Church with imprisonment 
and also death.  
 
Throughout the nineteenth 
century, the diabolical 
influence of groups such as 
the Freemasons, saw a 
continuation of painful 
suppressions for the Order. 
Many members were 
unjustly persecuted for their 
loyalty.  
 
A great supporter of the 
Secular Franciscan Order 
was found in Pope Leo XIII, 
himself a member of the 
Order. He wrote, “I want to 
find vigilant support to help 
me defend the rights of the 
Church and to bring about 
social reform. I think 
especially of the Third Order 
of Saint Francis”. He was 
convinced that the Third 
Order could help defuse the 
evils of the Masonic sect 
and Marxist ideology. 
 

In light of Pope Leo XIII’s 
strong belief in the power of 
the Franciscan Third Order, 
various Third Order 
Congresses were held 
throughout European cities. 
These were strongly 
supported by the succeeding 
popes, as well as the bishops 
of the world.  
 
1957 saw an important event 
for the Order with the 
publication of its own 
Constitutions, which outlined 
the spirituality and 
apostolate, particularly in the 
areas of peace and social 
justice. The Constitutions 
also saw the scapular being 
replaced with a badge.  
 
As a direct result of the 
Second Vatican Council, 
another significant change 
took place with the complete 
restructure of the Order. For 
the first time in its history, the 
Third Order was officially 
known as the ‘Secular 
Franciscan Order.’ In 1978 a 
new Rule was handed down 
by Pope Paul VI. 
 
The new Rule and 
Constitutions put the Secular 
Franciscan Order in a unique 
position. For the first time in 
its history the Order no 
longer relied on the friars for 
its governance. Thus, the 
Secular Franciscan Order 
became a self-governed 
Order in its own right, with its 
own elected lay Ministers 
and Councils.  
 
Acknowledgment: This article was adapted 
and abridged from: Catholic and Franciscan 
Spirituality- Br Fred’s Reflections 
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Didacus of Sinagra 
D. 1612 

 
Born in Sicily, Didacus, while 
on his journey one day, was 
attacked and kidnapped by 
bandits. They forced him 
under threats of death to be 
their servant. However, by 
his holy and God-fearing 
nature, he never took part in 
the crimes being committed. 
In 1585, when Pope Sixtus 
V ascended to the papacy, 
one of his first tasks was to 
rid the Papal States of all 
bandits. The band to which 
Didacus belonged to was 
seized and brought to 
justice, many of them by 
death. By the grace of God, 
Didacus was spared the 
death sentence, and was 
imprisoned instead. His 
gentle and holy nature was 
evident, and after eighteen 
months of imprisonment the 
authorities were convinced 
of his innocence, and they 
had him released. However, 
the torment he had suffered 
did not leave him unscarred. 
This sad experience led him 
to turn away from society. 
He then joined the Third 
Order of St Francis and 
withdrew to the high 
mountains where he lived 
the remaining twenty-five 
years of his life secluded in 
a cave, leading a devout and 
God-pleasing way of life. 

Melchora Tasayco 
1895-1951 

 
Melchora was born on January 
6, 1895 in Peru. She came 
from a poor, yet devout 
Catholic family. Both of her 
parents were Secular 
Franciscans who made every 
effort to bring up their daughter 
in the faith. At an early age, 
Melchora learnt her Catechism 
and committed to memory all of 
her prayers. At the age of nine, 
when she went to school, she 
was able to assist her teachers 
to instruct other children in the 
Catechism. Melchora attended 
school for only three years. 
After that she educated herself, 
and was especially fond of 
reading pious books.  
Melchora loved assisting 
priests, teaching children the 
faith, encouraging others to 
receive the sacraments, attend 
Holy Mass, and help others in 
whichever way she could. She 
also helped collect funds for a 
new church, which, despite the 
many insults she received for 
this work, she accepted them 
with much humble patience. 
There was nothing 
extraordinary in her life, but it 
was her simple example of holy 
virtue that struck an impression 
on everyone who knew her. 
Her final act of patience was 
displayed as she quietly battled 
the cancer that would in time 
lead her to God.   
 

Bl. Peter of Siena 
D. 1289 

 
Peter was a simple 
combmaker from Siena. 
Despite his often busy 
workload, he always found 
time for prayer and special 
devotions. He joined the 
Third Order of Saint Francis 
to offer himself more deeply 
to a life of penance. After the 
death of his wife, with whom 
he had no children, Peter 
found himself free to live 
according to his pious 
wishes. While continuing to 
work at his trade, he devoted 
more time to prayer and 
works of charity. He visited 
the poor and sick while 
nursing them in their needs. 
Peter was blessed with holy 
apparitions. He often saw Our 
Lady who treated him as a 
mother. He would spend the 
entire night in prayer, and 
often had visitations from 
angels, the apostles, and 
even St Francis, who would 
instruct him in the faith. At 
times Peter was also visited 
by evil spirits in order to temp 
him into sin. He overcame 
each of these temptations 
through his profound humility. 
Due to his extraordinary 
holiness, the Franciscan 
friars allowed him to live in 
their monastery. There he 
became a light to the friars 
themselves. 


