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UNIT THREE: 

THE FRANCISCAN VINE GROWS 

MODULE ONE: 

PUTTING DOWN ROOTS, 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ORDER OF FRIARS MINOR 

 

 
Lesson 1: A brief history of the Order of Friars Minor until 1517 

Lesson 2: History of the First Order from 1226-1274 

Lesson 3: History of the First Order from 1274-1329 

Lesson 4: History of the First Order from 1329-1418 

Lesson 5: History of the First Order, 1418-1517 

Lesson 6: Selected Topics from the History of the First Order 

LESSON ONE: 

INTRODUCTION AND HISTORY, 1217 ― 1231 

INTRODUCTION 

Before finding out more about the development of the Franciscan family, there are two 

observations, concerning the history of the development of the Franciscan family, that are 

worth noting . 

1) Much work has been produced on the development of the First Order and so it can 

be studied systematically.  The bibliography will include books that are available 

for anyone who wants to study this in greater detail. 

2) Less work has been produced on the other Franciscan Orders.  Some individual 

communities have a documented history, others have left no traceable records, for 

some, patchy evidence had been researched.  However, certain trends are clear and, 

in recent years, much more scholarship has been directed to these orders. 

The history of the First Order during this period is about the identity of the Order, its 

reform and division. The First Order was divided into three branches during the sixteenth 

century.  This module will explain why division became inevitable despite the great reluctance 

to accept the reality that it was impossible for the Order to continue as a single entity.  

SOME  SIGNIFICANT  SOURCES 

The First Order began as a group of companions, gathered around Francis.  The sources 

tell us that when they reached the symbolic number, twelve, the same number as the apostles, 

the brothers went to Rome where their proposed way of life (propositum vitae) was given oral 

approval by Honorius III.  They intended, quite simply, to follow the gospel life.  The date for 

this important journey is 1208/1209 and it marks the very beginnings of the First Order. 

This small group expanded quickly to a large number, thousands, and even in Francis’ 

lifetime came to be known as the Order of Lesser Brothers.  This large Order was in need of 

greater structure. 

In fact, from the earliest years, the brothers worked out their form of life over a period of 
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time, producing two written Rules.  One was completed in 1221, entitled the Earlier Rule in 

FA: ED, but still often referred to as the Regula non bullata, meaning a rule without the papal 

seal of approval, the other one received approval in 1223 – it is known as the Regula bullata, 

that is a rule that has been sealed1. Francis was involved in the drafting of both documents. 

Before his death, Francis wrote further exhortations to his brothers, including the 

Testament of 1226. 

In this first lesson you will be introduced to these three documents.  From a brief 

examination of a section of the Earlier Rule you will see that this document can be used to 

give some insight into the life of the early brotherhood.  You will also be given a technique for 

reading this text that you can then apply to other parts of this document. The other two texts 

were to prove important in the early history of the Order. 

You will find these texts in FA:ED Vol 1 - the Earlier Rule starts on page 63, the Later  
Rule on page 99 and the Testament (1226) on page 124 

THE EARLIER RULE 

 

This document has been the subject of considerable research.  As you will read in the 

introduction to this text in FA:ED, it evolved over a period of eleven years, as the brothers 

expanded in number and experienced the reality of living their way of life.  During the time of 

its composition, in 1215, Lateran Council IV took place, setting out the concerns of the Church 

and how they were to be addressed.  This council decreed that there were to be no new Orders 

founded after 1215, making it significant and important that the brothers had already 

received approval for their way of life.  It is thought that the orally approved Rule forms the 

core of the Earlier Rule, and several scholars have sought to abstract the original propositum 
vitae from this long text. 

IC (FA:ED The Saint page 210) gives a description of this Rule: 

"Blessed Francis wrote for himself and his brothers present and  future, simply and in a few 

words, a form of life and Rule.  He used primarily words of the holy gospel, yearning only for its 

perfection.  He inserted a few other things necessary for the practice of a holy way of life". 

There are other reasons why the Earlier Rule has been the subject of such intense study 

and remains a valuable source for us in our efforts to build up a picture of the life of the 

primitive community:  

1. Francis was personally involved in writing this document. 

2. It is one of the first Franciscan sources.  Some of Francis writings would have been 

composed during the period covered in this text. 

3. It is now accepted that this text was composed over a period of time as it was tried and 

tested in the lived experience of the brothers.  This means that it is a very useful source for 

information about their way of life and how sections had to be reviewed and modified if 

they were no longer practical. 

4. There is independent historical evidence for some aspects of the way of life which confirms 

certain conclusions that have been drawn from this Rule. 

What follows is a guide to how some scholars have divided the Earlier Rule into different 

"layers", each of which represents a possible stage in the evolution of the text 

1. Certain sections are believed to form the core of the Rule: 

                                                
1  Known as The Later Rule in FA:ED,  Vol 1 
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Scholars believe that the propositum vitae would have consisted of a simple statement 

explaining how the brothers intended to follow the Gospel, possibly incorporating a few 

intentions.  For example, the fact that the brothers were required to sell their possessions 

to the benefit of the poor is commonly recorded throughout the sources.  This may have 

formed a core statement of intention within the Earlier Rule.  Scholars have reached their 

own hypotheses about which parts belong to the core and there is not agreement about its 

contents. 

2. Later additions and modifications, sometimes in the form of caveats, advice or exhortations 

that result from practical experience, as a result of which, the brothers learned which 

aspects of the Rule they could follow and where there needed to be some changes.   

3. Scriptures, adding authority or showing fidelity to the Gospels: 

Glancing through the text, you will find several sentences that are italicised, showing 

where scripture is being directly quoted.  Scholars believe that these may have been added 

after the text was drafted. It was normal practice for documents of religious movements to 

include scriptures to give authority to the text.  There were biblical experts who could select 

appropriate scriptures for insertion into the text.   

The Franciscan sources tell us that the brothers attended Chapters, where they came 

together, from quite early on in the movement.  These would have provided the opportunity for 

discussion, based on shared experiences, and a revision of the way of life that the brothers 

tried to lead.2 

WHAT CAN WE FIND OUT FROM THIS DOCUMENT? 

The following exercise will show you how you can find out more about the early years of the 

Order by examining some chapters in details, for example you can discover: 

 More about the meaning of minority helping you to understand why the Order was 

designated the Order of Friars Minor or Lesser Brothers. 

 Certain characteristics and qualities found, or expected, in the community. 

 You will also be able to compare what you have discovered about the life of the 

primitive community with other sources that you have read.  

 

SAMPLE TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF A CHAPTER: 

Chapter 7 ( FA:ED Vol 1 pages 68-69)  The Manner of Serving and Working 

NB: Wherever a chapter heading is in brackets, this means that this was not in the 

original manuscript, but has been added later.  The original text would have been continuous, 

rather than divided into chapters.  

EXERCISE: 

Read the chapter, look for the following:  

1. Additional instructions found within the Rule: 

First look for any negative instructions or warnings and note the verses, giving each a 

heading e.g. verse 1: Brothers are exhorted not to be treasurers or overseers. 

Then find positive instructions - what brothers are expected to do - and give each a 

heading e.g. v2:  Being lesser and subject to others. 

                                                
2  See The Life of Francis (1C) by Celano chapters IX - XII  
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Continue doing this for the whole chapter. 

Such verses are thought to have been added as the Rule evolved, the result of lived 

experience. 

2. Sections that may have formed part of the core: 

One scholar suggests that the verses 3, 7, 8 and 14 form the heart of this chapter: 

verses because they contain positive statements of intent.   

 Look at verse 3: 

“Let the brothers who know how to work do so and exercise that trade they have learned” 

The next part may have been added as a result of experience: 

 “Provided it is not contrary to the good of their soul, and can be performed honestly.” 

The whole verse is a positive statement of intention, expressing the sort of 

intentions that the brothers had in the beginning as they wondered how to live their 

lifestyle and support themselves in community. 

 

Now look at verse 7: 

“And for their work they can receive whatever is necessary excepting money.” 

We know that Francis was concerned about money, so this could have been stated 

from the beginning.  It seems to follow on easily from verse three. 

Verse 8 states there may be a need to seek alms but only when necessary. 

Verse 14 tells them to welcome anyone who comes with kindness.  Maybe the types of 

people specified in the verse were added later – robbers, foes.  

The four verses you have just studied are regarded as statements of intent that could have 

been followed from the beginning.  This is only a hypothesis but it helps you to see how the 

Rule may have come about over a period of time.   

3. Scriptures added to the text: 

These can be recognised by the italicised font with the source provided in the 

margins.  They give authority to the Rule. 

Reflections on some verses were added as a result of experience: 

You can consider why these additions were thought necessary, for example, certain 

types of work were not appropriate for “minors”, who were to be servants and subjects 

to all.   So although people might have asked them to be supervisors and look after 

money, because the brothers were trustworthy and many were educated, in verse 3 

they are advised against this because they are to be minors in society.  There was 

concern they would cause scandal for the group and harm their own souls in positions 

of authority.  Later the brothers would not observe this admonition because it became 

impractical.  

The brothers are also warned against idleness, in verses 10-12, and against taking 

property for themselves (appropriating) in verse 13.  These concerns or caveats 

probably reflect actual experience.      

Verse 15 and 16 seem to be concerned with how brothers should behave among 

themselves and towards other people.   Although in chapter VII, this is not directly 

related to the subject of work.  This Rule was not methodically structured.  This is 

another reason for thinking it evolved over time. 
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OBSERVATIONS:  

You can learn quite a lot about the early community from this one chapter, such as that 

the brothers were encouraged to practise whatever trade they had previously learned.   It 

shows us that the brothers tried to be self-sufficient, only begging alms when necessary. 

You can try to analyse other chapters in this way. Chapter Eight is a development, 

reflecting experiences of work and service.  Chapter Nine resulted from some difficult 

experiences. 

Other sections of the Rule help us to understand minority.  Chapter IV (page 66), verse 6, 

reminds ministers and servants that they are to serve.  Chapter V, verses 9-12, are about 

power and control. Chapter VI states that no-one is to be called prior.  Treatment of sick 

brothers is the subject of chapter X.  Chapter XVI, verse 6, talks about being subject to every 

human creature. 

Other characteristics: 

When you have time, you might be interested in reading through the chapters.  You will 

discover what it meant for Francis and his followers to live the gospel way of life.    You can 

choose other characteristics, such as poverty, humility, prayer, fraternity and note what is 

written there.  You will also find more examples of warnings and exhortations. 

Once you have become aware of these characteristics, you will begin to understand more 

about the life of the brothers of the primitive community.    

THE LATER RULE  

Read the introductory notes on page 99 of The Saint.  You will see that this is a papal 

document and this is why it is sometimes called the Regula bullata - it was bulled with the 

papal seal.   It is much shorter than the Earlier Rule and follows a different style of writing 

because it is an official document.  It is the First Order’s Rule. 

(You might be interested to note the change of style between the two rules in Chapter 1, 

verse 1, see page 63 and page 100). 

Make a list of the chapter headings.  Also note that while the chapter numbers were added 

later, the titles are original because they are not in brackets.  

As you have studied chapter VII of the Earlier Rule in detail, compare chapter V of this 

document with chapter VII.   What differences do you notice? 

According to Duncan Nimmo3, the Later Rule is the Order's official Rule and so the 

canonical basis for the Order's existence, establishing it socially as an "ecclesiastical entity". 

At their profession, the brothers bound themselves to observe it.  "In a constitutional or legal 

sense, therefore, the Regula bullata was the sole foundation of Franciscan living."   This is an 

important point because there are other documents that hold a special place in the history of 

the Order. 

Whereas Francis produced other writings and gave spiritual and charismatic guidance to 

his followers, this Rule forms the canonical basis for the existence of the Order and it bound 

the members "on pain of censure"4.  It had greater organisational, rather than spiritual, 

significance.   This is not to say that it does not contain spiritual elements nor that it is 

composed solely of legally binding phrases - it contains exhortations and advisory guidance.   

It is worth noting a few changes from the Earlier Rule to the Later Rule. The ban on 

money is more absolute and trenchant.  The section on work focuses on avoiding idleness and 

                                                
3  Reform and Divisionpage 23  

4  ibid p27 
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there is no reference to manual work.  The central chapter, VI, on poverty, shows that the 

Order has not lost all evangelical fervour, and it gives emphasis to sine proprio - the brothers 

are not to make anything their own. Chapter VII reveals that the Order has priests.  If those 

who commit mortal sins are to have recourse to their provincial minister, he must be a 

confessor and therefore a priest.  

The Rule establishes how the Order was to be governed (chapter VIII).   There were 

restrictions on visiting nunneries - something that would have affected the Poor Ladies at San 

Damiano.  There is also specific reference to the Cardinal Protector and his role. 

It is important to know that this Rule could not be changed by the Order, because it was 

canon law, although could be subject to various interpretations.  There are commentaries on 

the Rule that show how it was interpreted at different times by the Papacy and by members of 

the Order.  There are also statutes and constitutions which can be amended by the Order. 

Appreciating these facts will help you to understand why the Rule is so important in the 

history of the First Order and to understand why the Order turned to various popes to 

interpret it. 

 

THE TESTAMENT OF 1226 

Note that this is not the only writing by Francis given the title  "Testament”, but this text 

has particular importance and significance in the history of the First Order.  It is also a very 

powerful writing that still inspires its readers today.  Note that it is dated 1226, the year of 

Francis' death. 

Read the text in full.  Select parts of this text that strike you and explain why. 

Turn to the end of the Testament, from verse 34 (Page 127).  In this section, Francis gives 

a warning to the brothers, stating that this text is not another Rule.  He describes it as a 

“remembrance, admonition, exhortation, and my testament”.  But he goes on to say that he 

has drafted it for his brothers so that they might observe the Rule in a “more catholic way”.  

He makes it clear that it is not to be tampered with, not to be modified, and also that the 

brothers are to keep it with them together with the Rule.  It is to be read at chapters. The 

brothers not to place any “gloss ”5 either on the Rule or “these words”.  

Therefore, there was a very influential piece of writing especially since it was addressed to 

the brothers so near to the time of Francis’ death.  These closing verses make it a very 

powerful document that the brothers would find hard to ignore.  Yet, it was not a legally 

binding document, as Gregory IX made clear in .6  It is not surprising that reverence for their 

founder would nonetheless attract brothers to the Testament as a way of understanding what 

Francis desired and as a source for the way of life Francis followed.   

Note how often the phrase, “The Lord gave me”, appears. 

The opening lines of each of the first four paragraphs contain this phrase.  Francis’ way of 

life was God given. God was, therefore, the authority for Francis’ way of life. 

CONCLUSION 

To understand the divisions that later emerged among First Order brethren, it is 

important that you appreciate the following points: 

                                                
5   Gloss refers to a commentary, written in the margins of a manuscript, either by the writer or later, by a reader.  Glosses 

were, therefore, observations or interpretations on the manuscript.  

6  This is one of the texts that you will have studied in unit 2.  It can be found on page 570 of The Saint.In paragraph 3 you find 

this phrase, “we declare that you are not bound by the ”. 
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1. The canonical Rule is the Later Rule of 1223.  This is the Rule that the brothers profess 

and for which clarification will often be sought from the papacy. 

2. The Earlier Rule is an important source for learning something about the life of the 

early community.  It contains chapters that are more inspirational than regulatory or 

advisory, as you realised when you studied the writings of Francis.  It is interesting to 

compare the two Rules, even in a very general way – the length and subject matter 

covered, for example. 

3. The Earlier Rule helps us to gain insight into the spirituality of the early community 

and, as Francis is believed to have been involved in its drafting, it is a rich source 

among the writings of Francis. 

4. The Testament became an important reference for certain followers of Francis, 

especially when they felt that the Order was becoming more lax in observance of the 

Franciscan way of life. 

Note: The Testament is valuable for Franciscans, both as a source for Francis’ own 

account of his conversion and because it gives us a summary of what the life of 

penance really means – look again at the first three verses: 

 God initiated, Francis responded - Conversion starts with God. 

 Conversion (a life of penance) means obeying (listening attentively to) God’s will and 

becoming merciful – love God; love your neighbour for the love of God.  

 Francis’ was radically changed within – what seemed bitter was turned into sweetness 

of soul and body.  Although not evident from the text, we know that Francis praised 

God and became increasingly God-centred. 

 Francis left the world and began to follow a life of penance, that is, a life based on 

following the footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ, found in the gospel.  

This short text can still be used as a simple model of the Franciscan life of penance. We 

will consider these verses again when we look at the Third Order, the Order of Penitents 

PART TWO: HISTORY OF THE PERIOD 1217 – 1232 

A brief outline of events during this period will show how the Order changed as a 

consequence of its expansion. 

The brothers had travelled in pairs throughout Italy from the early days.  They set out to 

preach peace, penance and the forgiveness of sins, according to the gospel instructions given 

by Jesus to his disciples. 

THE CHAPTER OF 1217 

Numbers grew very rapidly and, at the Chapter of 1217, some steps were taken to provide 

a more structured organization.  The Order was divided into provinces, each with a provincial 

minister.  The brothers also decided to extend their missionary journeys to travel outside 

Italy.   Unfortunately, they were not in any way prepared for this work with the result that 

although they were successful in Spain, they met with hostility and persecution in France, 

Germany and Hungary.  The brothers were not taught customs or language skills.   

As the Testament shows, Francis had a dislike of privileges and recommendations, but 

letters of recommendation, or papal encyclicals, were often necessary.  They could ensure that 

itinerant preachers were given protection and received hospitably, especially as this was a 

time of caution against heresy and because strangers who attracted crowds were seen as a 

challenge to the local clergy.  
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Francis always sought support from the hierarchy as the Order grew.  From the beginning 

he had sought papal approval of the oral “Rule”.  He asked for a Cardinal Protector for the 

Order.  Bishop Guido took him under the Church’s wing.  When he had planned to go on a 

mission to France, he discussed this with Hugolino who advised him to remain in Italy and 

Francis followed his advice.    

THE CHAPTER OF 1219 

Following this Chapter the brothers, including Francis, embarked on missions to the 

infidel – some went to Morocco, others to the Middle East.  While Francis was away there 

were changes made that were contrary to his own vision of evangelical life and when he 

returned he intervened.  The story is told of his removing brothers from the study house at 

Bologna, because he did not believe that the brothers should have fixed residences.  However, 

because Cardinal Hugolino claimed legal ownership of the property, but allowed the brothers 

to make use of it, Francis accepted the position that brothers could dwell in fixed buildings 

provided they were not claiming ownership or proprietary rights.  They could be asked to leave 

by the owner. 

This was when Francis asked Pope Honorius III for a cardinal protector and corrector for 

the order. 

THE CHAPTER OF 1221 

The Earlier Rule was completed with additions made at this chapter concerning the year of 

novitiate, and imposing a ban on brothers transferring to a different Order and on travelling 

without permission.  Other amendments included saying the Divine Office according to the 

Roman curia, rather than the practice of the local clergy; fasting was modified; the cautions 

against women were added and the section on preaching to the Saracens was added.  There 

were also some regulations about the frequency of Chapters – regional Chapters were to be 

held annually with a general Chapter every three years.  Details about all of these are in the 

Earlier Rule. 

THE LATER RULE OF 1223 

This was approved by the Papacy. 

CHANGES AFTER 1223 

Local fraternities came to be established in loca (avoiding the term monastery), which were 

houses.  They began to have churches and the office of custos, local guardian, was instituted. 

Francis suffered from a serious deterioration in health.  He received the stigmata in 1224 

and eventually settled at San Damiano and then the Portiuncula. 

From the time of his resignation, Francis wrote many letters and other writings.  He was 

acting as spiritual or charismatic leader, no longer administrator – this responsibility had 

been passed, first to Peter of Catanii (who died shortly after becoming “general”) and then to 

Elias, both of whom were often referred to as vicars general as Francis was held to be minister 

general until his death.  

ADDITIONAL READING 

You will find certain papal documents relating to the Order at the back of The Saint.  
These help us to find out more about the order. The papal documents in this volume of FA:ED 

are: 

Cum dilecti(Honorius III, 1219), a letter commending the brothers, assuring they would be 

received kindly outside of Italy. 
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Pro dilectis (Honorius III, 1220), in response to the bishops of France who were suspicious 

of the brothers, in which the Pope supports them in no uncertain terms. 

Cum secundum (Honorius III, 1220), correcting certain deficiencies, such as the lack of a 

probationary period and certain itinerant friars bring disrepute to the order. 

Quia populores (Honorius III, 1224), concerned with allowing friars to have the use of 

private oratories. 

Vineae Domini (Honorius III, 1225), giving authority to preach and baptize among the 

Saracens. 

Other documents of interest are the letters of Jacques de Vitry of 1216 (page 578) and 1220 

(page 580), and an extract from his chronicle Historia occidentalis (page 581).  These give an 

outsider’s picture of the order, giving an independent record of some of its particular strengths 

and weaknesses.  The fact that the author is an independent witness makes these useful and 

valuable sources. 

CHANGES IN THE ORDER DURING THE LIFE OF FRANCIS  

From its beginnings as a small group of men, the First Order was effectively established by 

1226 as a new type of religious Order with its own Rule.  It was neither monastic nor apostolic 

in the traditional sense. Rather it was evangelical. Francis did not set out to found an Order.  

He did set out to obey the will of God as it had been revealed to him and followers flocked to 

join.   Even within his own lifetime, he tried to accommodate changes, as can be seen from the 

developments referred to in this lesson. 

Scholars have developed their own perspective on these changes.  The bibliography 

provides you with reading for those who want to study this in greater depth. However, certain 

conclusions can be drawn in general terms: 

1. The simple Rule was amended and expanded at Chapters where the 

experience of living this new form of life was discussed and decisions taken.    

2. Francis decided to resign from the administration of the order, leaving the 

development of the organization to others. This is not recorded in earlier 

sources and later sources show particular biases in their recording of this 

event. 

3. The Cardinal Protector, Cardinal Hugolino, would become Gregory IX and 

who would initiate the canonization proceedings for Francis.  Some scholars 

believe that Hugolino, with the support of some brothers who were educated 

clerics, took control of the Order in such a way that it became more clerical.   

Others reflect that as the numbers grew it became inevitable that the 

community would become more settled, would have fixed dwellings and 

churches and that the need for clerics within the Order reflected a need.  To 

preach on issues such as doctrine you needed to be licensed, other preaching 

was restricted to exhortation and encouragement of an audience – this 

describes what Francis and his followers set out to do in the early missionary 

journeys. There is no doubt that a large institution is different from a small 

group and that the Order had to respond to change. 

4. It was clear from the canonisation bull, which you read in Unit 2, that 

Gregory IX, head of the Church, saw that the brothers could play a particular 

role, necessary at that time:  what was needed was strong preaching against 

heresy, encouraging the faithful to renew their sacramental lives, and 

missions among unbelievers.  The Order had brothers with the necessary 

skills and who lived exemplary lives – they provided the Church with an 
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effective “army” in the face of the problems that confronted it at that time.  

The Church was, therefore, eager to support and guide the Order. 

5. Some scholars believe that the influence of the official church inevitably 

altered the way that the Order developed, causing the vision of Francis to be 

lost to some extent.  The history of the Order reflects the search for identity 

and renewal as brothers strove to live both as they believed Francis would 

have wanted, and as faithful servants of the Church.  

You will draw your own conclusions as you read and reflect more.  Many scholars have 

devoted a lot of time to understanding the history but they have not all reached the same 

conclusions.  What seems clear is that the image people have of Francis has an influence on 

how they interpret the history of the Order. Different Franciscan sources seem to attract 

different scholars because they seem to make sense of their own ideas and views.  This has led 

to a review of both the sources and the history of the Order.  
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LESSON TWO: 

HISTORY OF THE FIRST ORDER 

1226-1274 

INTRODUCTION: SUMMARY OF THE MAIN POINTS, 1226 – 1274 

A major characteristic of the history of the Order during the decades after the death of 

Francis is that it was a period of tension, both within the Order and between members of the 

Order and other people, such as those bishops, local clergy and canons who believed they were 

being challenged and undermined by the presence of the friars.  The new mendicant Orders 

could also be seen as a challenge to the traditional monastic life.  

 

Note: You will find a time chart at the end of most of the lessons on the First Order. 

 

SOURCES OF TENSION WITHIN THE ORDER: 

Signs of tension are evident from a range of source material in the following areas of 

concern:    

 The interpretation of the Later Rule 

 The weight that should attach to the Testament 

 Clericalisation and institutionalisation of the Order  

 The contrast between Saint Francis, servant of the Church, and Brother 

Francis, inspirator of the Franciscan movement. 

 The basilica project 

 The generalates of Elias, John of Parma and of Bonaventure 

 Administration and the structure of the Order 

 Mendicancy versus settled communities 

 Education of the brothers 

 The expansion of the Order beyond Italy. 

All of these topics are covered in the various histories of the first Order.  This lesson covers 

the main points of a selection from these. 

 

THE FRIARS AND THE PAPACY: 

The relationship between the papacy and the Order of Lesser Brothers was critical during 

the first century after the death of Francis.  It affected the development of the mission, the 

identity of the Order insofar as this was related to observance of the Rule, the importance that 

was attached to the Order throughout the Church.  The Papacy acted as defender of the Order 

at times of conflict. 

Since the Later Rule was bulled, it could only be interpreted officially by the pope.  As 

early as 1227, the General Chapter of 1227, at which John Parenti was elected Minister 

General, took the decision to appoint a commission to seek conclusive answers, from Gregory 

IX, about the observance of the Rule and the binding nature of the Testament.  This was 
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necessary because the brothers were divided over both of these matters.   The questions they 

asked were: 

1. Were the brothers bound to observe the whole Gospel?   This question arose 

when the brothers sought to clarify LR, 1:1 “The Rule and Life of the Lesser 

Brothers is this: to observe the Holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ by living 

in obedience, without anything of one’s own, and in chastity”. 

2. Was the Testament binding? 

3. How could the ban on money, “I strictly command all my brothers not to 

receive coins or money in any form, either personally or through 

intermediaries” (LR chapter IV) be followed?  Could absolute poverty be 

reconciled with living as settled communities in permanent dwellings and use 

of possessions, both of which the Order increasingly needed to carry out their 

preaching ministry? 

Gregory IX gave his response in the bull, Quo elongati, 1230: 

1. The brothers were only bound to observe the evangelical counsels of the 

Gospel, explicitly expressed in the Rule. 

2. The Testament was not binding.  

3. Agents could be appointed to handle money and act on behalf of the friars, 

who were free to use books and equipment.  However, they could not dispose 

of goods without the consent of the cardinal protector.  This last 

interpretation safeguarded the brothers from ownership because they could 

not dispose of goods they did not own. The bull made a distinction between 

the use of property, of any sort, and ownership, so in a literal sense, the 

brothers remained sine proprio, without having anything of their own. The 

distinction between use, type of use and ownership had to be clarified in 

several bulls during the following decades. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE BULL QUO ELONGATI: 

This was an important bull because it established that the papacy would act as interpreter 

and clarify issues that were very important for the brothers who had solemnly professed their 

rule.  For a professed friar, breaking the Rule was not purely a matter of conscience, it was 

also putting them in danger of grave sin. 

The bull gave legalistic solutions, such as the difference between precept and counsel.   The 

spirit of the early movement seemed, to some brothers, to be becoming lost. 

A precedent was established for ministers to seek clarification, from the papacy, over 

doubtful areas and, consequently, decisions were not necessarily worked out within the 

Order7.
 

CANONISATION: 

Francis was the first saint canonised during the pontificate of Gregory IX.  The 

canonisation took place in 1228.   The canonisation bull is called Mira circa nos.  As Francis 

was to be a saint of the universal Church, the bull focused on the wider significance attaching 

to Francis as a saint for the whole Church.  Immediately, Francis became saint Francis, a 

great preacher, a strong defender of the faith and the founder of an enormous movement, the 

morning star bringing light to a time of darkness: 

                                                

7  You will find the major bulls in FA:ED, at the back of each volume
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“The Lord at the eleventh hour, raised up his servant Francis, a man truly after his own heart.  

He was a beacon whom the rich viewed with contempt but whom God had prepared for the 

appointed time.to reconcile people to God by his zealous preaching”8  

“Like the morning star among the clouds, like the full moon in its days, like the sun shining on 

the Church of God, he took into his hands a lamp to attract the humble to grace with the 

example of his shining deeds, and a trumpet to recall the shameless from their baneful excesses 

by striking fear into them with his stern reproaches.9 

Gregory IX was eager to build a great basilica in honour of the local saint as soon as 

possible.  The huge complex included pontifical apartments.  It would serve as an official 

residence for the Pope. This great basilica would provide a fitting place for the remains of a 

great saint.  Just as the image of brother Francis, il poverello, humble companion to the local 

brothers, did not necessarily conform to the image of the saint, so the basilica could not have 

been a greater contrast to the Portiuncula, the poor and humble church, set in the valley 

below Assisi.  For Francis, as the Franciscan sources witness, this was the model of a 

Franciscan church.  

Francis would not necessarily have been well-known throughout Christendom It 

was in the interest of the Church to promote the saint, because the Order he founded 

had the credentials and skills to carry out a specific apostolic mission.  Francis started 

out preaching penance, and because they followed the gospel so faithfully, he and his 

followers encouraged people to turn their hearts back to God. The Church needed the 

gifts Franciscans exemplified so effectively for the good of the wider Church.  They 

were seen as effective instruments in the struggle against heresy. 

PRIVILEGES REQUIRED FOR THE SUCCESS OF THE ORDER OUTSIDE ITALY: 

The brothers faced suspicion and persecution – they were itinerant preachers and could be 

mistaken for those who travelled around spreading heretical ideas.  Therefore, in some places, 

it was essential for the pope to issue letters of authentication.  The bull Nimis iniqua, 1231, 

provided great autonomy to the Order.  Gregory IX promulgated this bull, as a result of the 

complaints of bishops who opposed the coming of the friars and were concerned for the 

livelihood of local clergy, under threat because of the effectiveness of the brothers.  It 

exempted the friars from episcopal jurisdiction, except in matters of preaching and the 

foundation of convents.  Friars were given independence within their communities, so they 

could choose liturgies, could administer the sacraments and decide how to use donations from 

the laity. 

DIVISIONS WITHIN THE ORDER: 

Lateran Council IV, canon X, had highlighted the need for suitably educated men 

“powerful in word and deed” to assist the bishops by sharing the crucial task of nourishing the 

people with God’s word.   From the 1220s, some friars had been educated at the universities of 

Bologna, Paris and Oxford. Franciscan educated clerics were of great benefit to the Church.  

Equally true is the fact that there was a feeling of betrayal among those who wished to 

follow Francis more literally.  Francis had not distinguished between the educated and clerical 

brothers and "lay" brothers.  As the Order developed, distinction proved inevitable.  The 

growing urban ministry was not suitable for, nor attractive to, brothers who favoured the 

eremitical lifestyle, willing to undertake some preaching but remaining predominantly 

                                                

8  FAED Vol 1 page 566
 

9  ibid page 568
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contemplative. It was no longer practical to withdraw to some rough shelter in the evenings 

where the brothers could pray and enjoy fellowship, having preached to the townspeople 

during the day.    

Pastoral work was full-time and brothers carrying out this ministry were not expected to 

carry out manual labour.  The lifestyle of the early companions was far removed from the lived 

experience of most members of the Order who were carrying out the church’s mission.   

Another factor to consider is that the further the brothers travelled from Italy, especially 

Umbria, the less they had direct personal contact with Francis, unlike the companions and the 

early community.  Around Assisi, and in other parts of Italy such as the Marches, the oral 

tradition was to prove very important in keeping the memory of Francis alive.  Inevitably 

expansion meant that the majority of influential friars did not come into this sphere of 

influence.  Among the brothers, there was resentment at the take-over of the Order by people 

who did not know Francis personally nor share the original vision.            

THE DEPOSITION OF ELIAS  

Elias was deposed in 1239.  His reputation was blackened by chroniclers of the time and 

this biased picture remained unchallenged until recent years.   

We need to remember that he had been chosen to lead the Order by Francis and he 

continued to be in communication with Clare.  She wrote, in the Second Letter to Agnes of 

Prague (1235), 

"In all of this, follow the counsel of our venerable father, our Brother Elias, the minister 

General; that you may walk more securely in the way of the commands of the Lord.”10 

Gregory IX and Elias had worked together for many years and were united in wanting to 

draw the world's attention to Francis.  Recent scholars, considering these facts, have tried to 

paint a fairer portrait of Elias.  

The basilica crypt had been completed in 1230.  Gregory IX was the patron and he asked 

all Christians to give alms towards it.   However, in the Order, it came to be associated with 

Elias who devoted considerable energy to it and who expected friars to help raise money 

towards the cost. 

He was condemned for his manner of government – he did not hold general chapters, he 

sent visitors to the provinces, who were criticised for having too much power, rather than 

making personal visits.   He increased the number of provinces to 72, and was accused of doing 

this as a means of increasing his personal authority, since he chose new provincial ministers 

personally.  They were not elected into office.  Elias was a lay brother, the last lay brother to 

be Minister General of the Order.  He favoured the appointment of lay brothers, something 

which seemed anathema to the educated clerics, despite the fact that he increased the number 

of study houses and supported the eastern missions energetically.  Effectively, he was accused 

of wielding absolute authority. He was condemned for his punitive treatment of the more 

zealous brothers, who tended to be hostile to the inevitable changes in the Order.  He was 

even accused of riding on horseback and having his own cooks to travel with him.   

His deposition was partly the result of two independent deputations, one from Saxony and 

the other from Paris, who were sent to denounce Elias to the Pope, for failures in 

administration, in 1238.  Gregory IX  responded by asking the delegates to return to their 

provinces and draw up a formal complaint.  He also asked for a committee of 20 experienced 

and well-respected friars to prepare an agenda for the reform of the whole Order.  They were 

all to report their findings to him.  

                                                

10
  CA:ED page 41
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If the condemnation of Elias was difficult for Gregory IX, in view of their previous 

collaboration, a conflict of interests arose between them  that would have made it easier.  It 

was concerned with the Emperor, Frederick II.  The Pope wanted the friars to preach against 

Frederick II, who threatened the interests of the Papacy, whereas Elias supported Frederick 

II whom he believed would play a positive role in bringing about  reconciliation with Islam.  

This was partly as a result of the prophetic teachings associated with Joachimism which we 

will return to. 

In fact, the Pope presided over the Chapter of Rome, at which Elias was deposed, in May 

1239, after which Elias went into the service of the Emperor, as a result of which he was 

excommunicated.  (Elias was received back into the Church before he died).     

This was a bad experience for the whole Order.  Its effects would have been widely felt. 

THE CHAPTER OF 1239 AND THE GENERALATES OF ALBERT OF PISA AND HAYMO OF FAVERSHAM. 

Gregory IX had asked for a report as a basis for reforming the Order.  The grievances 

against Elias may have made reform seem urgent. 

The Chapter of 1239 issued the first constitutions of the Order, curbing the centralising 

power of the minister general – provincials and ministers were to be elected henceforth. There 

was to be a general chapter every three years and the supremacy of chapter over the power of 

individual ministers was recognised.  If the minister general could not visit provinces 

personally, the chapter appointed deputies who would make visitations in his stead. 

The General Chapter restructured the Order into 32 provinces, with equal numbers of 

provinces in Italy and to the south and beyond the Alps – 16 in each area. 

 The new Minister General, Albert of Pisa, died a few months later.  He was replaced by 

Haymo of Faversham who had been at the heart of the proceedings against Elias.  During his 

generalate, lay brothers were excluded from positions of authority and were relegated to 

domestic service.  The numbers of lay brothers admitted to the Order was also restricted.  

Only brothers who were “useful” to the Order could be received.  Usefulness was now 

associated with pastoral ministry. Large convents with a quasi-monastic life style became 

more common in urban areas, where the friars were increasingly involved in pastoral 

ministry. 

CRESCENTIUS OF IESI 

Haymo died in 1243.  By 1244, it was thought necessary to seek further clarification of the 

Rule especially with regard to poverty.  In 1245, when Crescentius of Iesi was Minister 

General, Ordinem vestrum was promulgated by Pope Innocent IV.  Agents could now be asked 

to provide the brothers with useful and convenient articles, not just urgent necessities.  All 

property used by the friars, that did not belong to existing benefactors, was claimed to be 

owned by the Holy See.  The pope appointed a proctor to look after its interests with regard to 

the brothers.  Members of the Order had become convinced that “appropriating nothing for 

themselves” now meant simply that brothers could not enjoy legal possession, quite different 

from the evangelical poverty practised at the time of Francis.  It was important for the 

brothers that the Order still maintained its distinctiveness from the traditional religious 

communities by continuing to live without owning communal property.   

This went too far for the brothers who believed they should live by the spirit of the Rule 

and the Testament.  The companions of Francis kept their memory of Francis alive in the 

stories they shared.  Together these groups were beginning to emerge as supporters of an 

alternative vision that they believed to be authentic.  Some brothers adopted a distinctive 

appearance by wearing shorter tunics.  They were accused of disobedience. 

The majority of brothers were not part of this faction that came to be known as 
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“Spirituals,” while the majority came to be known as the “Community”.   

Crescentius tried to reconcile the differences, persecuting brothers on both sides.  He got 

permission to punish discontented zealots and sent some of them, in pairs, to distant 

provinces.  

Crescentius called for information about Francis and the early community, providing an 

opportunity for the companions to record their memories for the whole Order.  Material 

gathered was given to Thomas of Celano, who then prepared his second book, 2 Cel given the 

title Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul in FA:ED.   

Under Crescentius, it became clear that the Order was reluctant to take responsibility for 

the Poor Ladies of San Damiano, in their response to a request from Innocent IV.  The Pope 

ordered the convening of the General Chapter of Lyons at which John of Parma was elected 

Minister General.  Crescentius failed to attend on the grounds of ill health. 

THE GENERALATE OF JOHN OF PARMA 

John of Parma believed in the “two pillars, learning and virtue”11 upon which the Order 

was built, but he believed that learning had come to predominate, to the detriment of the 

Order.  He led by example and visited many provinces, arranging for alternate general 

chapters to be held outside Italy. He thought that the Testament gave the best interpretation 

of the Rule.  He did not favour papal privileges.  He brought those who had been exiled back to 

Italy.  The General Chapter of Metz, 1254, recommended a return to the interpretation of the 

Rule given in Quo elongati.  It was also agreed that the Order would not exercise the privilege 

of having their own proctors to look after their interests, granted in Quant studiosus, 1247. 

Some influential members of  the Order who were not pleased with the changes John of 

Parma was making, alerted the Pope to the fact that the minister general had some sympathy 

with the heretical ideas of Joachim of Fiore, condemned by the papacy, and so the pope then 

asked for John’s resignation.  John nominated Bonaventure of Bagnoregio to be his successor. 

THE GENERALATE OF BONAVENTURE 

As a master of the University of Paris, Bonaventure had limited connections with Italy.  

His devotion to Francis stemmed from the fact that his mother had prayed to Francis for a 

cure for her son (Bonaventure) and the prayer was answered.   

At the beginning of his generalate, he travelled around Umbria, meeting brothers who kept 

the oral tradition alive.  For them, Bonaventure represented the most educated and remote 

brothers, in the sense of both physical and ideological distance from brother Francis, and he 

was not particularly welcome.  However, a retreat he made at La Verna was to have a 

profound effect on him.  He became increasingly aware of the uniqueness of Francis – most 

people need education, whereas Francis was given the grace of being instructed by divine 

inspiration.  His Major Life shows how uniquely significant he believed Francis to be as a 

follower of Jesus Christ. Bonaventure emphasised poverty of spirit as an interior disposition of 

the heart, more than material poverty. 

In an encyclical letter he also prepared for ministers at the beginning of his generalate, 

Bonaventure warned the Order against a range of abuses.  These included excessive begging, 

having too many possessions, the increase in large and richly furnished buildings, entering 

into competition with local clergy over burials, wills and legacies – for which payment was 

given, preaching against local clergy, laziness and excessive wandering.  He was well aware of 

the criticism the mendicant Orders faced in Paris and he wanted to inspire the brothers to 

renewal. 

                                                

11
   Quoted by Iriarte on page 39 from  Eccleston The coming of the friars minor to England  ed. A.G. Little
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THE MENDICANT CONTROVERSY IN PARIS 

Bonaventure was in the thick of the bitter controversy that arose in Paris between the 

University and the mendicant friars (Dominican and Franciscan).   It was a controversy over 

the ascendancy of the mendicants. Both Orders had “Chairs” at the university and this meant 

money and power was taken from the secular masters.  The secular clergy in Paris also 

resented the growing influence of the friars and the many papal privileges they had been 

given.  The controversy was bitter and from 1254 it took the form of a challenge to the 

legitimacy of the mendicants to exercise pastoral functions.  There were only two groups of 

clerics – the clergy who taught and were responsible for the cura animorum, and the monks 

and laymen who should live by the work of their hands.  It was really an attack on 

mendicants.  Bonaventure prepared an answer to the criticisms against the mendicants, 

stating that the friars were authorized to preach and teach the gospel and that manual work 

was unsuitable for those involved in such pastoral ministry. 

BONAVENTURE’S CONCERNS FOR THE ORDER 

As noted above, Bonaventure criticized the friars who were failing to live according to their 

way of life.  He sought to bring reconciliation with the spiritual wing also. 

Bonaventure accepted the papal interpretations of the Rule.   He recognized the necessity 

for most of the changes in the Order but remained opposed to accepting too much income, 

allowing for only modest sums to be put aside but rejecting fixed revenues and perpetual 

endowments.  He shared the view of the community on the necessity of study, the right to 

practise apostolic ministry and the need for certain privileges.  The General Chapter of 

Narbonne, 1260, issued its own constitutions, largely based on previous legislation and change 

and on the work of the 1239 Chapter. 

THE MAJOR LIFE 

The General Chapter of 1260 asked Bonaventure to prepare a new life of Francis, based on 

the information then available.  The Major Life was accepted as the definitive life of Francis at 

the General Chapter of 1263, and in 1266 the General Chapter ordered the destruction of all 

previous biographies.  More than anything else, this command has given Bonaventure a bad 

reputation in the eyes of many.  You can mull over this and reach your own conclusions.  

Today we are grateful for the failure to have all other sources destroyed, as scholars have 

found and studied manuscripts, giving us the wealth of material in FA:ED, for example. 

Whatever your personal opinion, it is a fact that this life was the principal reference for the 

First Order for centuries, familiar to all members.  The Major Life could be described as the 

mystical picture of a model saint, who responded, in simplicity, to the unique gifts God gave 

him.  He is an example of  the power of God to make the weak strong, but at the same time his 

uniqueness means that he is idealized in the Life.  We cannot expect to be another Francis but 

we can learn from him. 

Bonaventure brought John of Parma to trial, at which he was acquitted of heresy.  This 

increased his unpopularity especially with the spiritual wing. 

THE COUNCIL OF LYONS AND THE DEATH OF BONAVENTURE 

Bonaventure died during the Council of Lyons, on July 14, 1274.  The mendicant question 

was one of the major issues before this council.  Bonaventure’s defense of the mendicants was 

accepted by the pope, Gregory X.  The prelates at Lyons proposed the abolition of all Orders 

formed since Lateran Council IV.  The pope supported the mendicants but many Orders were 

abolished – with the exception of the Franciscans, the Dominicans, the Austin Friars and the 

Carmelites.  Many privileges of these Orders were given up at the Council in response to the 
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complaints of local clergy. 

Bonaventure had defended the Orders that were allowed to continue because they were 

manifestly useful to the wider Church, because of the good ministry they were practicing and 

because they were effective preachers and the Church needed the support of the laity in 

support for another crusade in the Holy Land. 

A NOTE ABOUT SOURCES 

Papal documents are very helpful in reconstructing the history of the Order during the 

first century of its existence because the friars often appealed to the pope for clarification and 

interpretation of the Later Rule.  Reading the papal documents, therefore, can provide useful 

insights into what was happening in the Order.    

Generally speaking, throughout this period the papacy favoured the Order and wanted to 

encourage its members.  At the same time, the Order served the needs of the church 

effectively.  However, the more that the Order called for clarification of the Rule, the more 

some brothers grew uneasy and believed that observation of the Rule was becoming more lax.  

They tended to appeal to the Testament and to the witness of brothers who had been Francis' 

closest companions. These brothers were not necessarily represented at the chapters where 

decisions were taken about the identity and nature of the Order and its ministry. 

Other sources, including the Sacrum commercium, were introduced in Unit Two.  This 

brief introduction to the history should help you both to understand why there were so many 

unofficial sources and to appreciate the disaffection of the spiritual wing.  This wing continued 

to produce writings that are quite critical of the development of the Order, reaching a climax 

with Angelo of Clareno whom you will meet in the next module.  Reading the extracts from his 

biased history of the Order reveals how deep and bitter the division between the factions was 

to become. 

The fact that, as a result of the General Chapter of 1266, Bonaventure's Major Life was to 

become the only official life added to the growing sense of betrayal of the memory of the real 

person of brother Francis.  Scholars have considered the consequences of the destruction of 

other sources and this, in turn, has coloured their reading of the sources.  It led to some 

suspicion that sources were destroyed in an attempt to remove evidence of growing tension.  

On the one hand, keeping to a uniform legend may force a sense of unity but, equally, it can be 

seen as  a challenge or a provocation and a way of countering dissent.  You will draw your own 

conclusions about this. 
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UNIT 3 LESSON 2 

Franciscan chronology for reference (This is based on a table prepared by Tony Haddad 

ofm cap, student at FISC) 

Ministers General 1223 - 1274 and key events during their Generalates 

Note:  The most important papal documents can be found in Volumes 1 and 2 of FA:ED 
 

DATES NAME EVENTS POPE 

1221-1227 Elias of Cortona 1223 - Regula bullata 

1224 - Quia populares 

1225 - VineaeDomini 

 

1227 - 1232 Giovanni Parenti 1228 - Recolentes qualiter  and Mira circa nos 

1228 - 1229  1 Cel 
1228 - 12 Canonisation of Francis 

May 1230 - transfer of relics of Francis to Lower 

Basilica 

1230-32  Ad usum chori Celano 

1230  Quo elongati 
1231  Nimis iniqua 

 

Gregory IX  

1227 - 1241 

1232-1239 

 

Elias of Cortona 1232  Canonisation of Anthony of Padua 

1237  Quoniam abundavit 
 1239  Deposition of Elias 

 

1239-1240 Albert of Pisa 1240  Death of Br Sylvester  

1240-1244 

 

Haymo of 

Faversham 

1242  Death of Bernard of Quintavalle Innocent IV 

1243-1254 

1244-1247 Crescentius of Iesi 1245  Ordinem vestrum 

Request for writings, information about Francis 

1248 Death of Br. Rufino 

1250  Death of Br Angelo 

 

1247-1257 

 

 

 

 

John of Parma 1246-47 2 Cel 

1247 - Quanto studiosius 

1250 - Cum a nobis petitur 

1250-52  Treatise on Miracles Celano 

1253  Approval of Rule of Clare, death of St Clare 

1254 - Etsi animarum (Innocent IV) cancelled by 

Nec insolitum (Alexander IV) 

1254-55  Legend of St Clare 

1255 - Canonisation of St Clare 

1255 - Benigna operatio 

 

 

 

 

Alexander IV 

1254-1261 

1257-1274 Bonaventure 1260 - Chapter of Narbonne, Bonaventure to write 

a new life of Francis and approval of 

Constitution of Narbonne 

1261  Death of Br Giles 

1266  Chapter of Paris orders destruction of prior 

legends  

 

 

 

Gregory X 

1271-1276 
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LESSON THREE: 

HISTORY OF THE FIRST ORDER 

1274-1328 

INTRODUCTION 

This period is marked by growing bitterness between the spiritual and the community 

wings of the Order.  It includes a time of persecution and inquisition.  It is also marked by the 

first severe attack on the Order from the Papacy. 

The disagreements with the papacy culminated in accusations of disobedience and the 

abandonment of previous papal interpretations of poverty.  The division within the Order, 

concerning its identity and nature, continued.  Discontent was fomented by some writings 

during this period, particularly those of Olivi and Clareno which were inspired by certain 

eschatological theories12. These pointed to the dawning of a new age in which the Order had a 

prominent role to play. 

Unity of the Order remained paramount, for the “Community” and for the Papacy, 

whatever the cost, during this period but, with hindsight, we can see that it was not possible 

to reconcile the fundamental differences of interpretation over how members of the First 

Franciscan Order should live. 

During this period a number of papal bulls were promulgated.  To understand events 

better, you can read these bulls, looking out for the major points that will be introduced in the 

module.   

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE COMMUNITY AND THE PAPACY 

In 1274 it was evident that the Franciscans had retained a very strong position within the 

Church.  However, there had been fears among the brothers that the Order would be 

disbanded, as was the case for other Orders, as result of the Council of Lyons.  As rumours 

about this spread, it was an anxious time. 

Nicholas III, former Cardinal Protector of the Order, issued Exiit qui seminat, at the 

request of the Minister General, Jerome of Ascoli.  This remarkable text not only gave a very 

detailed clarification of doubtful areas in the Rule, but also vindicated the Franciscan ideal.  

Note 2 speaks of: 

“The meek and willing religion of the Lesser Brothers, deeply rooted in poverty and humility by 

that loving confessor of Christ, Francis…Such truly are those who profess that holy Rule, a rule 

founded on the teaching of the Gospel, confirmed by the example of Christ, and approved by the 

words and actions of His apostles…”13 

The bull ends with a forceful attack on critics of the Order with the insistence that the text 

be read in the schools and expounded faithfully under pain of excommunication and 

deprivation of office and benefice.14  

Therefore the Order was in an even stronger position within the Church, despite the 

changes that had to be made as a result of the Council of Lyons. 

The bull incorporated many of Bonaventure’s arguments in defence of the mendicants and 

evangelical poverty.  It elaborates distinctions between ownership, possession, usufruct 

                                                
12  These were theories about the end times which some people believed was imminent. 

13  FA:ED Vol 3 page 740 

14  Ibid page 762, Article 23. 
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(receiving the benefit of use), the right of use and simple de facto use.15   

This is spelled out clearly in article 3, stating that simple use is essential for life. Certain 

things have to be used if you are to survive, such as food.  You can be given the right to use 

other things, such as tools or utensils, necessary (or at least convenient) for your way of life.  

You can obtain benefits from use – receiving rent, for example – but there can be a spiritual 

benefit.  If you provide a place for worship, you may receive the benefit of prayer.  Possession 

infers belonging to a particular person.  Ownership brings rights over how something should 

be used or disposed of. The brothers had given up the right to ownership, but other 

distinctions were not uniformally observed. 

The bull acknowledged that it was fitting that the brothers abdicate ownership and be 

content with the “necessary use of things conceded to it” (page 748).  It also states that the 

actual use of things does not confer any rights on the users.  They need only consider the 

donor’s permission and certain conditions specified in the text. 

Article 3 includes examples of Francis allowing the use of things essential to the way of 

life. 

Everything that the brothers could make appropriate use of and that was not in the 

ownership of other people, would be taken over by the Roman Church (Article 4).   

The brothers did not have the security conferred by ownership rights over property or 

possessions.  Therefore they continued to live “sine proprio”. 

Goods, supplied and owned by others, could be used but in a spirit of necessity and 

moderation.  This became known as “poor use”.  No-one was permitted to speak or write 

against the Rule and life of the Order.  In 1283, apostolic syndics were appointed to 

administer money donations on behalf of the Holy See for the benefit of the Order and to 

conduct lawsuits.  This meant that friars could follow the letter of the Rule with clear 

conscience. 

The Minister General, Bonagrazia, had to correct the friars, reminding them to live 

peaceably with secular clergy ad to make sure that they were indeed following the “Minor” 

way of life, as interpreted by the bull. 

Bishops and parish priests were angered by a further extension of privileges to the friars 

by Martin IV.  Ad fructus uberes, gave them permission to preach and hear confessions when 

they pleased.  An assembly of French priests in Paris specified that the faithful had to fulfil 

the annual obligation of going to confession and confess again, to their parish priest, sins 

already absolved through the friars.   

Honorius IV confirmed all previous privileges and cancelled agreements between superiors 

and secular clergy that were against the interests of the Order.  The friars accepted their 

privileges and the power of the mendicants in Paris prevented the Paris clergy from receiving 

support from the university against the friars. 

A slight change came when Pope Boniface VIII promulgated Super cathedram, although as 

the papal legate, Benito Gaetani, he had refused to abolish the Franciscan privilege of hearing 

confessions. This bull allowed the friars to preach whenever they wished, providing it was not 

at the same time as local prelates.  They could hear confessions, but needed the permission of 

the diocesan bishop.  If the faithful were buried in churches belonging to the friars, they had 

to pay a quarter of the fee to the parish priest.  The Pope cancelled previous privileges and 

took the friars under his own protection.  

It was the Council of Vienne that settled matters between the friars and the secular clergy.  

This stated that the Pope had direct authority over matters concerning the internal life and 

                                                
15  Ibid page 746, Article 3:1. 
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government of the Order and the friars were to act as assistants to the bishops and the secular 

clergy, therefore under their jurisdiction, with regard to apostolic ministry. 

INTERNAL TENSIONS – THE CONFLICT WITH THE SPIRITUALS 

During this period the two wings came to be known as “the Community” and “The 

Spirituals”.  The term spirituals first emerged in the 1290s, community in 1310.    

“Community” 

Most friars belonging to this group lived in convents, rather than hermitages.  It 

sometimes refers to the leadership of the Order and those of a like mind.  It has the same root 

as “commune” and this meant a group of people who shared common principles, laws and 

values. 

“Spiritual” 

This term came from the fact that certain friars were accused of believing themselves to be 

more spiritual and less concerned with material and bodily comforts than other members of 

the Order.  The “Spirituals” refer specifically to those no longer under obedience to the leaders 

of the Order and who were opponents of the Community.  

The factions were divided on the understanding of poverty of life and on the emphasis 

placed on the words and Testament of Francis and over the extent to which they could accept 

interpretations of the Rule. 

The development of a very discontented wing within the Order had been taking place since 

the end of Francis’ life.  To understand how it grew to such a terrible pitch it is helpful to 

understand a range of factors: 

1. Several writings survive that point to disaffection.  These include the Life of 
St Giles, Sacrum Commercium, evidence of tension within the unofficial and 

official legends and the works of Ubertino of Casale and Angelo Clareno. 

2. The strength of the oral tradition in parts of Italy, notably the factions were 

divided on the understanding of poverty of life and on the emphasis placed on 

the words and Testament of Francis and over the extent to which they could 

accept interpretations of the Rule. 

3. The history of correction, imprisonment and sending into exile.  The 

oppression of Spirituals within the Order. 

4. The reaction against papal interpretations that seemed to relax the demands 

of the way of life that the friars were to live.  Spirituals preferred to live in 

hermitages with an itinerant preaching ministry.  Official teaching required a 

licence and the friars who became teachers, usually living in urban settings, 

were generally not part of the Spiritual wing. 

 5. The powerful influence of the eschatological theories of Joachim of Fiore that 

had led to John of Parma’s resignation and created a sense of urgency as 

some Spirituals believed they were living in the end times. 

6. The severity of the 14th century persecutions based on the fear of heresy. 

 

John of Parma and Bonaventure had both brought about something of a truce during their 

respective generalates, but the elements  in the division between the factions were so strong 

that it was only a matter of time before either there was a split, or a genuine compromise 

would have to be brokered, based on mutual respect and genuine tolerance on both sides.   
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THE LIFE OF GILES 

This may provide some insight into the life of the close companions of Francis and how 

they were affected by changes in the Order.  According to this legend, Giles’ life was marked 

by three clear stages: 

1. 1209-1216, Giles was an itinerant penitential preacher, who also did manual 

work and went on pilgrimage. 

2. 1216-1226, Giles moved around less.  He was based at the hermitage of 

Favarone and he began to experience ecstasies and transmit “secrets”. From 

1225-6 he was based at the hermitage of Rieti. 

3. 1226-1262, Giles had more experiences of visions, ecstasies and secrets.  He 

seemed to undergo a crisis of conscience which caused him to withdraw more.  

He withdrew into the hermitage of Monteripido, outside Perugia. 

This mirrors what happened to the wider spiritual movement. 

In Giles’ life, as a result of Lateran Council IV which took place in 1215, there were   

restrictions imposed on preaching, and doctrinal preaching was reserved to clerics with a 

licence.  Although this did not apply to penitential preaching, over time it would be the clerics 

in the Order who came to take over the preaching ministry. 

Giles retired to a hermitage.  Hermitages were initially small remote places, removed from 

the cities.  Gradually, they evolved into remote places where contemplative prayer formed the 

principal activity of the community.  These became attractive to members of the Order who 

felt they could no longer serve as preachers but who also felt they were the true heirs of the 

Franciscan tradition. 

The implication of the Life is that a minority of friars came to be challenged by the new 

developments within the Order, because, for them, minority was to do with being subject and 

submissive to all, and so incompatible with serving in positions of prestige and power. 

Giles finally entered a mystical phase of life, having visions and sharing secrets.  In his 

history of the Order, Clareno makes frequent reference to the secrets and visions that were 

granted to faithful Franciscan Spirituals, including Francis himself.  This experience marked 

the companions as different and superior within the Order.  They alone really knew the 

intentions of Francis, which came directly from God. 

Note: Such ”mystical” experiences were commonly recorded in the lives of medieval saints.  

They were not seen as so extraordinary at that time. 

JOACHISM 

This exercised such a powerful influence because it seemed to be prophetic, it had 

described events that some people believed they were living through. Another writer, Gerard 

of San Donnino, developed some more extreme ideas based on Joachim and these were 

condemned as heretical. 

Joachim had divided salvation history into three ages.  These were the ages of the Father 

(Adam to Christ), the age of the Son (Christ until the time of writing his work) and the third 

age, of the Spirit, that would be a time of radical revolution and reform.  During this age, 

Joachim believed that the sacraments, the hierarchy and the law, all of which were 

fundamental in the tradition of the Church, would be superseded by a spiritual community of 

joy and love.  During this age, an Order of Spiritual Men, poor and lesser, would be the 

exemplars of Christian living under the guidance of a new, holy pope.   

This new era was to be heralded by the appearance of the “angel of the sixth seal”, bearing 
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the mark of the living God who would bring the gospel to all peoples, interpreted according to 

the Spirit. 

Francis of Assisi fitted the description of the herald.  He founded an Order of poor and 

lesser brothers.  He received the stigmata.  This is why certain Franciscans believed the new 

age had dawned and why they were waiting for a particularly saintly pope, prophesied in the 

text.   

If the prophecy was true, the world could expect revolution within the church, as the 

spiritual moved away from hierarchy and sacraments.  It was inevitable that the way the 

church was being governed at that time could be challenged.  As a result of these beliefs, the 

Spirituals fully anticipated persecution. 

FEARS FOR THE OUTCOME OF THE COUNCIL OF LYONS 

There was widespread apprehension that Franciscans would be forced to own communal 

property and that thee mendicant Orders would all be abolished.  Some Franciscans led by 

Peter of Macerata (known as Brother Liberato) launched a propaganda campaign so that the 

Order would not submit to any unjust command. He refused to retract his views at a 

Provincial Chapter and he and his followers were unfrocked and confined to hermitages.  

 

ANGELO OF CLARENO – WRITER OF AN EXTREME SPIRITUAL INTERPRETATION OF THE HISTORY 

OF THE ORDER 

Peter of Fossombrone (who took the name Angelo Clareno) was a staunch follower of Peter 

of Macerata and a leading spiritual.  His history of the Order shows how angry and bitter he 

felt about the way the Order developed.  Extracts from this history are in FA:ED Vol 3, 

starting on page 380.  If you read even a short section from this you will see the extent to 

which he condemned the direction in which the Order had been taken by the community, the 

majority of Franciscans. 

His account of the history has, in its turn, had a powerful influence on scholars of the 

Order, possibly increasing the tendency to sympathize with the Spiritual wing.  He wrote in 

the 1320s, after a time of severe persecution.  He condemned Bonaventure, increasing 

suspicions about the reasons for destroying other sources for Francis’ life. 

OTHER SPIRITUALS 

There were two main areas in which the Spirituals exerted influence, Provence in France 

and Central Italy.  In Provence, Hugh of Digne, a well-respected friar, who died in 1255, long 

before the spiritual problem became really serious, and Peter John Olivi, whose writings were 

subject to intense scrutiny, spread Joachism.  There was no desire to split from the 

community.  However, Olivi argued against the bull Exiit qui seminat, especially the idea of 

“poor use” contained within it.   Olivi and his followers were imprisoned, but later released by 

Raymond Gaufridi who sent them to Armenia as missionaries.  Angelo Clareno was part of 

this mission.  They returned to Italy in 1293 but their provincials refused to have them back.   

The new Pope, Celestine V, had been a holy monk and when this group appealed to him in 

1294, he gave permission for them to leave the community.  They became “The Poor Hermits 

of Celestine”. 

Celestine V resigned as Pope. Boniface VIII excommunicated Angelo and demanded the 

resignation of Raymond Gaufridi, because he had been protecting them.  The Spirituals 

believed that Celestine’s resignation was invalid.  They denounced the papal interpretations of 

the Rule, starting with Quo elongati.  Ubertino of Casale, imprisoned at La Verna, wrote a 
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mystical book, The Tree of the Crucified Life of Jesus, in 130516.  It contained vitriolic attacks 

on the enemies of those who were destined to renew the Church. 

EVENTS OF 1309-1312 

The tide turned, in favour of the Spirituals, under Clement V, 1305-1313.  Some political 

rulers sympathised with the grievances of the spirituals, including the Kings of Aragon and 

Naples.  Two cardinals supported their cause – James Colonna and Napoleon Orsini. 

The Pope decided to hold an enquiry.  He summoned the Minister General, Gonssalvo of 

Balbao, and representatives of the Spirituals, Raymond Gaufridi and Ubertino of Casale. 

He had commissioned cardinals to examine the work of Olivi and to consider the issue of 

observance of the Rule. Ubertino effectively argued that the Community had drifted away 

from fidelity to the Rule and requested legal separation from the Community for those who 

wanted to observe the Rule more stringently.  He did not refer to Joachite ideas and he 

accepted papal definitions and interpretations.  His apparent success at convincing the Pope 

that the Spirituals had just grievances was short lived. 

In the later stages, the Community was able to influence the Council over the legal 

position regarding the Rule.  In Exivi de paradiso, 1312, all the points of discussion raised 

about the rule were settled on the basis of Exiit qui seminat.  The Rule was neatly divided into 

precepts, exhortations to good, counsels to avoid evil and conditions for the admission of 

novices.  The pope took the Spirituals under his protection and the Minister General was to 

visit the provinces, dealing with abuses against poverty and removing form office provincials 

who treated the Spirituals too harshly. 

It proved impossible to reconcile the two sides.  In Tuscany, Spirituals appointed their own 

superiors and then founded their own communities in Sicily.  In Provence, Spirituals 

withdrew from the Order.  They faced persecutions and appealed to the new Pope John XXII.  

John XXII imprisoned and prosecuted 62 Spirituals, excluding Ubertino and Angelo who had 

powerful defenders. In 1317 he also published Quorundam exigit, stating that it was the right 

of superiors alone to make specific decisions regarding poverty within their regions.  Therefore 

the way in which poverty was to be lived could vary between regions.  Later in the same year, 

Sancta Romana condemned all Spirituals.  The Spiritual trials resulted in five executions, five 

friars were burned at the stake.  Ubertino became a Benedictine.  Other lay supporters and 

followers also faced death or other punishments on behalf of the Spirituals who had been 

guiding and inspiring them. 

Angelo led a group of poor fraticelli, based at Subiaco.  Angelo protested his loyalty to the 

Church and continued to express his belief that the Order could be split and reformed.  He 

believed that Francis’ writings, sayings and example revealed Francis’ intentions for the Rule 

and this was enough.  There was no need for papal interpretations. 

He had to flee later in his life and died in 1337, aged 92 years.  The Clareni remained as a 

faction in parts of Italy although they faced persecution and some were executed later,  in 

1367 and 1368, under Urban V.  They had a powerful voice, especially in the Marches, always 

seeking to spread the tradition of Francis that they held on to. 

A NOTE ON SOME SOURCES REFERRED TO BY THE SPIRITUALS 

There was a collection of manuscripts available to Thomas of Celano, as a result of the 

request of Crescentius of Iesu.  Celano used these for his second book, 2 Cel. 

In his writings, Ubertino referred to rolls of parchment that he had found in the Sacro 

Convento, part of the Basilica complex in Assisi.  These included additional writings, including 

                                                
16  Ibid pages 141-202 
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two texts known as the words of St Francis and the Intention of the Rule, referring to what 

Francis intended with regard to the Rule. 

The rolls that Ubertino used disappeared from the Sacro Convento.  However, the words 

and the intention of Francis remain and can be found in the Assisi Compilation (translated in 

FA:ED Vol 2).  They appear in other writings and are thought, by some scholars, to have been 

written by Leo.  Writings of Leo would be very important for the Spirituals because he was so 

close to Francis throughout his life, he acted as his secretary and is believed to have been his 

confessor.  It is believed that he may have written more manuscripts that have not yet been 

discovered. 

The manuscript of the Assisi Compilation has been dated 1311, at the time of the Vienna 

Council.  It may well have been that this compilation was made in preparation for the debates 

at that time, which included the report of Ubertino of Casale. 

RELATIONS WITH JOHN XXII, 1321-1334 

John XXII was pope for eighteen years.   He was 90 years old when he died. He was a 

canon lawyer and he worked closely with the Dominican Order, at times rivals to the 

Franciscans.  He is said to have commented: 

“Great is poverty.  Greater still is charity.  But the greatest law is obedience.” 

In the final analysis it was their refusal to obey that led to the condemnation and execution 

of individual brothers and, to an extent, to the loss of favour experienced by the whole Order, 

despite the fact that, on the surface, the main issue remained the question over the extent to 

which the Order lived evangelical poverty. 

In defending their position, Franciscans had appealed to the Pope against the decision of a 

Dominican inquisitor.  After this, John XXII issued Ad conditorem (FA:ED Vol 3, pages 783-

789).  This bull accused the friars of acquisitiveness and of boasting about their poverty.  He 

pointed out that their poverty was a legal fiction – the brothers are consumers. The Holy See 

gains no benefit from things consumed by the friars and so papal ownership is “not real but a 

fiction”.17  It is the papacy that has “bare use” not the friars!  It is worth reading this text for 

yourselves. The papacy renounced ownership of the possessions of the Order with immediate 

effect. 

There was one other bull in 1323 that condemned as heretical the Franciscan tenet that 

Christ and the Apostles possessed no property either individually or communally, but only had 

the use of it.  

Matters deteriorated, some friars accused the Pope of heresy and the Order sided with 

Lewis of Bavaria against the pope.  The Emperor elected a Franciscan anti-Pope Nicholas V. 

John XXII excommunicated Michael of Cesena and other ringleaders.  He called a chapter at 

which Gerard Odonis was elected Minister General.  This schism continued until the death of 

the leaders of the rebellious friars in the 1340s. 

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS 

In the final analysis, it was failure to obey John XXII that led to the executions of 1318.   

Obedience meant accepting papal decisions made in 1317 and those who faced execution could 

not, in conscience, do so. 

There had been no appetite for a split in the first Order.  I believe that there are different 

reasons for this.  I think the success of the Order and its manifest usefulness to the Church, 

evidenced by the efforts of so many popes to clarify areas of doubt and to favour the Order, 

                                                
17  ibid page 787 
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may have made it difficult to conceive of splitting it.  The Order of “Minors” may have found it 

impossible to face up to the fact that they were split over the observance of evangelical 

poverty, or to acknowledge that some member of the Order were more faithful to Francis and 

his vision than others.  The Community insisted that they retained minority, whereas the 

Spirituals criticised the growing power, privilege and status of the friars within society.  They 

could point to Francis’ own attitude towards power and privilege. To split over such issues 

could seem like an admission that the Order had lost its direction. 

I believe that the Order did suffer crises of identity:  The brothers were concerned about 

doubtful areas in the Rule but there were also repeated calls to remember Francis, expressed 

in official and unofficial books.  The oral tradition thrived among the Spirituals in certain 

regions.  The Spirituals took this to an extreme. In his history of the Order Clareno 

established that they were in a direct line of faithful followers who were true heirs of the 

companions. The Spirituals told of secrets passed on.  They revered the words and the 

intentions of Francis.  Their interpretation of Francis’ intention provided the highest possible 

authority.  Since Francis had been instructed by divine inspiration, the more authentic 

follower would surely live according to him, with no need of clarifications or interpretations of 

a Rule. 

Spirituals were criticised for lacking in humility, and being self-righteous.  Francis had 

been prepared to appeal to the cardinal protector or to the pope when he needed clarification 

and guidance.  He resigned as Minister General rather than impose his own will on the Order. 

In other words, he seemed to have been prepared to take changing circumstances into account. 

The Community formed the majority.  The ministry of the friars had altered, but both the 

Order and the Papacy were concerned to protect and defend this successful institution that 

continued to enjoy popular support – if not, why would there have been such conflict with the 

secular clergy over parishioners and benefactors.  Despite its problems, the Order expanded 

and continued to be successful. 

There can be no doubt that this period was painful for different groups as they sought to 

authenticate their manner of living as members of the Order. 

The pontificate of John XXII was to mark the beginning of a decline in the Order.  Francis 

had been dead for a century and the Order had been transformed.  From the disorder of the 

end of this period, gradual reform would bring about renewal. 

See table on next page 
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TABLE OF EVENTS 1274-1328 
 

DATES NAME EVENTS POPE 

1274-79 Jerome of 

Ascoli  

(Later Pope 

Nicholas IV) 

1274  Religionem diversitatem:  Result of Council of 

Lyons, End of Orders founded after 1215 with few 

exceptions (incl Franciscans) 

Gregory X 

1271-76 

1279-1283 Bonagrazia 

of St. John 

in Periceto 

 

1279 Exiit qui seminat: Interprets Rule, friars follow 

poverty of Jesus and disciples –insecurity, no money, 

agent for imminent needs, distinction between 

use/ownership 

1281 Ad fructus uberes: total exemption of friars from 

bishops 

1283 Exultantes in Domino Allows use of apostolic 

syndic now acceptable to friars. 

Nicholas III 

1277-80 

Martin V 

1281-85 

Honorius IV 

1285-87 

1287-89 Matthew of 

Aquasparta 

The Chronicles of Salimbene 1282-87 Nicholas IV 

1288-92 

1289-95 Raymond 

Gaufridi 

1289 TOR/SFO Rule Supra montem 

 

Poor Hermits of Celestine 

Celestine V 

1294 

Boniface VIII 

1294-1303 

1296-1304 John of 

Murrovalle 

1298 Death of Peter John Olivi 

1300 Super Cathedram privileges restricted 

Benedict XI 

1303-04 

1304-13 Gonsalvo of 

Balboa 

1305 Tree of Crucified Love Ubertino of Casale 

1306 Death of Jacopone of Todia 

1309-12 Papal enquiry into Order 

1311-12 Council of Vienne 

1312 Exivi de paradiso : need for reform of Order; live 

in mutual respect, ministers define how friars will live 

out poverty. 

AVIGNON 

PAPACY 

1305-78 

Clement V 

1305-14 

1313-14 Alexander of 

Alexandria 

  

1316-28 Michael of 

Cesena 

1317 Quorum exegit : spirituals must obey superiors, 

Sancta Romana dissident spirituals condemned 

1318 Mirror of Perfection 

1322 Ad conditorem; Holy See renounces ownership of 

goods of the Order 

1323  Cum inter nonnullos Dogmatic statement on the 

poverty of Christ 

1323-6 Angelo Clareno History of the Seven 
Tribulations 

John XXII 

1316-34 

 

 

                                                
a  The name ‘Jacopone’ is frequently also spelt ‘Jacapone’. 
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LESSON FOUR: 

HISTORY OF THE FIRST ORDER 

1329-1418 

INTRODUCTION 

The fourteenth century was a period of change and reform in the Order of Friars Minor.  

This period saw the emergence of the Observant Reform Movement within the Order. 

There were other changes The Order no longer sought fresh interpretations of the Rule 

from the Papacy.  As this period includes the period of schism in the western Church, the 

Papacy had greater concerns than the Franciscans.  Initially there were two Popes, one based 

in Rome, the other at Avignon.  Then followed a brief period of three popes, after the two popes 

had been deposed but both refused to resign.   

The Order had been shaken by events during the Papacy of John XXII from which it had to 

recover.  Later it was preoccupied with responding to reform movements, at times accepting 

the need to accommodate brothers who sought reform, followed by attempts to force new 

groups back into the fold.   

As before, neither the Papacy nor the majority in the Order were prepared to consider the 

possibility of splitting the Order, preferring to experiment with ways in which the reformers 

could be accommodated within the Order. 

It is not the case that there was a single reform movement within the Order. Some 

reformed communities were inspired by the Companions’ tradition, others by concern with 

observance of the Testament and other writings of Francis. Some wanted their own structures 

of administration, others were determined to maintain obedience to the Minister General of 

the Order.  The reality was the development of a number of independent small groups living in 

a different way from the majority of friars who were content to follow the direction in which 

the Order was developing.  

Reformed communities sprang up throughout Europe, they were not a regional 

phenomenon.  

GENERAL STATE OF THE ORDER AFTER THE CONFLICT WITH JOHN XXII 

The Order entered a period of decline.  It was a time of crises within Europe caused by 

wars, such as the Hundred Years’ War, and the Black Death.  As a result of the losses caused 

by plague, the Order tended to fill their large convents and to follow to a more monastic way of 

life.  The Great Schism generally led to confusion and a sense of indiscipline. 

During the schism, there was more than one Minister General at a time, the same number 

as there were popes!  Some provinces had two ministers, each obeying a different pope, yet the 

Order retained its prestige.  After the Council of Constance, in 1418, one Minister General was 

elected ― Antony of Pireto ― for the whole Order 

Discipline was declining: friars were supported by public alms, morals were criticised, boys 

were taken into the Order at a very young age – the minimum age of entry was reduced to 14 

years and there were no  “simple vows,” solemn profession was made after one year’s novitiate. 

Friars were accused of greed and living in luxury.  Bernardine of Siena and John Capistran 

would later describe the abuses as the three “p”s: pueri (boys), pecunia (money) – individual 

friars owned goods and money, fundraisers kept some money for themselves, and petulantia – 

superiors were unwilling to enforce standards and were too tolerant of abuses. 

The administration of property become the direct responsibility of the friars, since John 
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XXII had removed the apostolic syndic.  The brothers had to be involved in the use of money.  

The Minister General, Gerard Eudes (Odonis) took the decision to abolish the ban on 

Franciscans taking money, despite the principle of rejection of money that had always been 

upheld by the Order, and had led to the adoption of various devices to prevent the brothers 

from having to handle money, as far as this was possible.  Gerard ignored various decrees and 

allowed each provincial to seek exemption from the Rule.  This policy failed in the face of 

outrage from the Order, cardinals and temporal rulers.  The point is that Gerard had believed 

such drastic changes could have been put into practice.  

The fundamental characteristics of the early movement: fraternity, prayer, minority 

(including humility and poverty), were all under challenge.  The Order’s identity was being 

tested.  

How could the Order retain the sense, and reality, of fraternity once it had became 

clericalized, with large convents in urban areas?  Contemplative prayer was being replaced by 

choral observance of the Divine Office in the convents.  Minority and humility had never been 

easily compatible with belonging to a powerful Order, for which the needs of the Church had 

required some members to be chosen for higher ministerial office and to which temporal and 

religious rulers had turned for advisers. 

This last point also shows that the Order still received great respect.  It still attracted 

many members who kept faithful to the Rule, as interpreted within the community they 

joined, and who lived simple lives, doing good works.  Records inform us that there was still 

very strong support for the friars in England. 

BENEDICTINE AND FARINERIAN CONSTITUTIONS 

The Benedictine Constitutions, imposed by Benedict XII were promulgated at the General 

Chapter of Cahors in 1337.  They introduced a traditional monastic lifestyle – periods of 

silence, fasting, ascetical practices, choral Office during the day.  There was no reference to 

the characteristics of poverty or the ban on money that the Order had so jealously defended 

from the beginning.   

An effort was made to restore something of the Franciscan identity when the Constitutions 

of Narbonne were restored in 1354, with amendments, known as the Statuta Farineriana.  
These reflected traditional Franciscan values and provided legislation for dealing with 

breaches.  However, the assumption was that friars now stayed in a settled place and followed 

a detailed horarium.  Therefore little attention was given to Itinerant preaching. It was 

accepted that there was a privileged class of friars, there were separate rooms for lectors who 

did not sleep in a dormitory.  The guardian’s role was like that of an abbot. 

OBSERVANCE 

During this period the term “regular Observant” came into use, as distinct from 

“Conventual”.  

The root of the term Conventual is convent.  So far we have been studying the development 

of the Order and noted that most friars lived Conventual lives. They formed urban 

communities, they tended to live in large convents, and to seek relaxations in the observance 

of the Rule, because their lifestyle was primarily centred on pastoral ministry.  They tended to 

follow a more monastic pattern in the day. It was increasingly common for the friars to have 

more dealings with money, for example, donations and benefices, buildings and furnishings, 

than their eremitical brothers.  Use of money had become essential. 

OBSERVANT WAY OF LIFE 

Observance refers to observance of the Rule.  Observant groups were be concerned with 
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how the Rule was to be observed. Apart from this common feature, there were distinctions 

between Observant reform groups  

 For some reformed groups, emphasis was placed on strict observance of the Rule and 

Testament. 

 Other groups were guided by Francis’ writings, notably the Earlier Rule, the 

Admonitions and the Testament.   

 Through the development of the Companions’ tradition in the sources, some groups 

adhered to the words of Francis and Francis’ intentions with regard to the Rule, 
recorded in these, for which Leo was believed to be the authority18.  

 In parts of Italy an oral tradition developed, including material not necessarily found in 

the written sources. This would form part of the preaching of some reformed groups 

who were popular and influential, particularly in the Marches region.    

 Some groups accepted the papal interpretations of the Rule 

 Some groups developed a parallel structure of administration and governance which 

was unacceptable to those reformed Franciscans who believed they must remain 

obedient to the Minister General of the Order. 

You can expect to find the history of the reformed groups a little confusing because of these 

differences.  You will find variations within some countries. 

We will look briefly at the development of the reform movement in three areas, Italy, 

France and Spain   

ITALY 

THE FIRST RECOGNIZED REFORM MOVEMENT 

The Fraticelli (followers of Angelo Clareno) lived in mountain hermitages and were popular 

with local people, although the Order regarded them as renegades.  Through such groups, the 

legends and writings of Francis spread, but the tradition became distorted.  Some Fraticelli 
were convinced that the Order had betrayed the memory of Francis and that Francis would 

never have accepted the relaxations and changes that were practised by Conventuals. 

In Italy there were reform groups who were given permission to live a more eremitical 

lifestyle.  There were difficulties for the Order in coming to terms with the need to 

accommodate reformed communities but the momentum continued and gradually, if 

reluctantly, tolerance of prevailed.   

In 1334, John of Valle was given permission, by the Minister General, Odonis, to 

withdraw, along with four companions, to the hermitage of Brogliano in Umbria, in Order to 

observe the Rule without papal interpretations, to the letter. Others followed this example.   

This reform movement was halted as a result of concerns about another leading reformer, 

Gentile of Spoleto who had obtained a bull from Clement VI, allowing literal observance of the 

Rule in 1350.  He sought permission to receive novices, but there were growing concerns about 

friars who had come directly under his influence and suspicion about him increased because 

he did not want any interference from superiors.  These concerns led the minister general, 

William Farinier, to issue an encyclical letter in 1349, warning all the friars against three 

particular things: 

 Friars wearing a different, more simple and coarse tunic. 

                                                
18  The verba and intentio are found on a number of dependent sources, including the Assisi Compilation. 
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 Heretical influences (Gentile had been in contact with the  fraticelli, still regarded as 

heretics because they had originally been Spiritual followers of Angelo Clareno) 

 Condemnation of the Community (meaning the majority of the Order) 

The General Chapter of 1354 condemned the reform movements because of Gentile’s 

refusal to obey the Minister General.  He was accused of heresy and imprisoned. A more deep-

seated anxiety about the threat of a split in the Order, led to the following statement in the 

Farinerian constitutions:   

“Our Order is held to be one and indivisible, the General Minister, in accord with the General 

Chapter forbids that in future, any sect be allowed to arise among the brothers…which, by 

separation of dwelling, or of clothing, looks likely to become separate in spirit.  We forbid on 

pain of anathema that anyone should by word or deed in any way presume to work towards a 

division of our Order.   If however anyone should intentionally do the contrary, to this, he shall 

ipso facto incur sentence of excommunication; and if his guilt is established, let him be 

imprisoned.”19 

Innocent VI revoked Clement’s concession to the reformed community in 1355.  It seemed 

as if the reform movement had failed. 

SECOND ATTEMPT 

In 1368, Paoluccio de Trinci, who had been a lay member of Gentile’s group, obtained 

permission to repair to the hermitage of Brogliano.   He was a simple friar who wanted only to 

be a brother, prepared to do menial tasks.  He had been mocked by other friars but persisted 

in his endeavours.  

Paoluccio had the support of his uncle, the Lord of Foligno, who secured the protection of 

Minister General, Thomas of Frignano, for his nephew.  As before, evidence of the growing 

attraction for the reform movement is found in the fact that others continued to seek 

permission to live the Franciscan life more strictly.  There were twelve reformed houses by 

1373.  Gregory XI undertook to protect the reformed houses because they faced intense 

opposition from the provincials. 

In 1380, a very important development took place when Paoluccio became “commissary” for 

the reformed groups.  This gave official papal recognition to the movement.  He could receive 

novices and found new houses.  His superior was the Umbrian provincial, so he remained in 

obedience to the Order.  This time the reformed group gained the support of ensuing Ministers 

General, so that the movement had spread throughout Italy by 1390.  

This group of observants were known as zoccolanti (the name for a type of clog) because 

they wore same footwear as the local peasants.  These friars had come out of the Community 

because they believed that the Rule and Testament should be followed literally.  They sought 

a more eremitical lifestyle.  By the fifteenth century, some friars entered the Observants 

directly.  The Observant movement included some individuals of a very high calibre – St 

Bernardine of Siena. 1402, St John of Capistrano, 1414, Albert of Sarteano, 1414 and St 

James of the March, 1416.  This generation accepted papal interpretations of the Rule.    

In 1415 the Observants gained permission to settle at the Portiuncula, on condition they 

gave any income to the Sacro Convento in Assisi. 

By 1418, there were 35 reform communities with 200 friars. 

SPAIN 

Reformed groups grew up in the three Iberian provinces of Santiago, Castile and Aragon.  

                                                
19  Quotation taken fromReform and Division in the Franciscan Orderby Duncan Nimmo, Rome:Instituto Storico dei 

Cappuccini, 1995,  page 356. 
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They were protected by the Avignon papacy.  In 1403-4, Benedict XIII granted exemption of 

the Observant friars from Spanish Conventuals: 

 The reformed friars could choose their own guardians. 

 Conventual friars could not transfer friars from reformed friaries. 

 Reformed communities could accept other friars. 

 They were granted exemption from having to use money to pay for visitations.  . 

“Regular observance” refers to the following groups who accepted moderate poverty, that 

is, according to the papal declarations on the Rule: 

 1388, Rodrigo Martinez of Lara retired to Valderrago, Portugal, with companions. 

 1392, Benedict IX, Roman pope, allowed another hermitage to be founded in the 

province of Santiago. 

 1407, Benedict XIII, Avignon pope, permitted seven Observant convents to be built.  In 

1432, there were 11 reformed houses under the authority of the minister provincial. 

 Aragon had four reformed hermitages by 1413. 

 Castile had more than 12 reformed houses by 1415. 

In addition, there was a distinct reformed group in Spain, known as Recollectio 
villacreciana, which group sought to live literal observance of poverty:.  It was founded by 

Peter of Villacreces in Castile. There was tension between this group and the others in Spain   

The Recollectio Villecreciana was eremitical and used the following as their sources for 

guidance – Francis’ writings and certain parts of the Companions’ tradition.  This group 

favoured literal observance of the Rule and the Testament. It followed a very austere way of 

life, especially in the buildings in which they sheltered and the clothing they wore. They 

restricted the numbers in a community to between 7 and 12 brothers per “house”.  With regard 

to obedience, Peter did not accept the exemptions given in 1403-3 and insisted that they 

remain under the jurisdiction of the Conventual superiors. 

In 1413, Benedict tried to enforce moderate poverty on this group, but Peter fled, rather 

than agree to this.  In 1417, there was an attempt to unite friaries from both groups but Peter 

refused and set out to travel to the Council of Constance in defence of his vision.   

Martin V accepted Peter’s way of life, allowing the establishment of a new hermitage that 

would follow the more literal way of life, while remaining subject to the Conventual superiors. 

In practical terms, Peter exercised real authority over this group. 

FRANCE 

Reform began in 1388 in the province of Touraine.  Unlike the other, eremitical reformers, 

this group attached importance to the need for study and apostolic work.  This was to be the 

beginning of the strain of the reform movement associated with Henry of Baume and the 

Colettans.  This group refused to accept the parallel administrative structures that would be 

given to French Observants in 1407, preferring to remain obedient to the minister general. 

The Colettan group prepared their own Statutes in the 1430s.  They used the Franciscan 

sources preferred by the Spirituals. 

Another strain developed in France, also expanded.  Aquitaine had two observant houses 

in 1402.  Various convents adopted reform during the early fifteenth century.  In 1407 they 

were given protection by Benedict XIII, the Avignon pope, who also allowed them to have their 

own Vicar General, Thomas de la Cour. 

Provincials became intolerant of the French reform, becoming punitive in their response.  
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As a result, the reform group presented their case to the Council of Constance in 1415.  They 

wanted the right to observe the Rule, with papal interpretations, observant houses where 

novices could be received and an independent superior. 

The Council granted even more to French Observants – their provincial custodies were no 

longer under the jurisdiction of  the Order’s provincials, but could elect provincial vicars.  They 

would continue to have their own vicar general, although the Minister General had the right 

of visitation. 

Uniquely, none of the French reformers sought to observe radical poverty.  They accepted 

the papal declarations on the Rule, which included the avoidance of handling money, causing 

them to refuse to make the expected financial payments to meet the expenses of a visitation.  

Their right to refuse to pay in money was upheld at the Council of Constance. 

END OF THE GREAT WESTERN SCHISM AND THE ORDER  

Benedict XIII was repudiated by the French church in 1408.  This led to the deposition of 

Bardolini, Minister General.  The friars then asked Clement VI to cancel exemptions granted 

to reformers and to Order their dispersal. 

In 1409 the Council of Pisa officially deposed the Avignon and Roman popes, and elected 

Alexander V (a Franciscan).  As the other popes refused to abdicate, there were then three 

popes.  The situation was resolved at the Council of Constance, 1415, leaving Alexander V as 

pope. 

Alexander published Ordinem fratrum minorum, criticising the splits within the Order as 

a perversion.  He annulled the concessions of Benedict XIII and ordered all to obey the 

minister general, local provincial and guardians.  Reformed groups were also to surrender 

their settlements. 

By this time, however, there was widespread support for the reformers and, after the death 

of Alexander, the Pisan John XXIII set up an enquiry under Cardinal Protector, Orsini which 

favoured the reformers.  The reformers appealed for greater independence in the Council of 

Constance. 

THE STRUCTURE OF REFORMED ADMINISTRATION IN FRANCE, 

ESTABLISHED AT THE COUNCIL OF CONSTANCE 

The Council of Constance provided the term “Regular Observance” for the reformers.  The 

bull, Supplicationibus personarum, September 1415, decreed the following: 

 The reformers were to have a Vicar General as their superior. 

 Each province would have a vicar provincial. 

 The Vicars General come under the authority of the Minister General 

 The vicars are elected only by reformers but confirmed by the minister general. If he 

refused, the election will automatically be confirmed by the council. 

 The supreme authority remained with the Minister General who reserved the right of 

personal visitation. 

 Vicars general could remove lax friars. 

 The Community was forbidden to harass the reform friars, and to call them names, like 

“fraticelli”. 

 Reformers were forbidden from criticizing Community friars 

 Violation of the provisions would result in excommunication. 
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 In every French province, two friaries would be set aside as reform houses. 

 Houses of friars, as well as individuals, could join the reform movement, but a move in 

the other direction was not permitted. 

SUMMARY 

By 1418, it was still the case that the unreformed Conventuals remained the majority of 

the Order.  Reformed groups who followed papal declarations on the Rule consisted of most of 

the French Observants, under vicars provincial and a vicar general, and some groups in Spain 

– these had a type of vicar provincial, called a visitator.  

In France, Colettans opposed the separate authority of the vicars, but accepted moderate 

observance.  

Literal observance of the Rule and Testament was followed by the Recollectio villacreciana 

(like the earliest Italians reformers, under a commissary). 

This brief survey indicates the existence of several splinter reformed groups which were 

not identical.  The response of the Conventual Community and of the papacy varied from 

acceptance to tolerance to suppression, but the movement for reform grew, finding support 

outside the Order.  Throughout this period, the refusal to entertain the possibility of a 

complete split within the Order persisted. 

See table on next page
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Main events, 1329 –1418 
 

 

DATE 

GENERAL 

MINISTER 

 

EVENTS 

 

POPE 

1329 -42 Gerald Eudes 

(Odonis) 

1329 Quia vir reprobus,  Michael Cesena’s opinion that 

Christ had no property declared heretical 

1330 – death of Ubertino of Casale 

1334 Observant reform Italy, aborted 1354: John of 

Valle, Gentile of Spoleto, Paoluccio dei Trinci 

John  XXII 

1316-34 

Clement VI 

1342-52 

(1342-43 

(Vic Gen)  

1343-48 

(Min G) 

Fortanerius 

Vassalli 

 

  

1348-57 William 

Farinier 

Black Death 1348-52 

Farinerian Constitutions, 1354: try to keep traditional 

f/can values (esp. poverty); monastic trend continues 

(stability) 

Innocent VI 

1352-62 

1357-58 

 

1358-59 

(Vic Gen) 

John 

Bouchier 

William 

Farinier 

  

1359-66 Mark of 

Viterbo 

  

1367-72 

 

1372-73 

(Vic Gen) 

Thomas 

Frignano 

Bertrand 

1368 – 2nd tentative reform, Italy: Paoluccio Urban V 

1362-70 

Gregory XI 

1370-8 

1373-78 Leonard  

Rossi 

GREAT WESTERN SCHISM 1378-1415  

  1390 - Paoluccio appointed commissary for Italian 

reformed houses.  Beginning of the Observant reform, 

France 

1395 – Observant reform, Spain 

1412  - Colettans reform 

 

  Council of Constance 1415: Vicar Provincial for 

Reformed houses in France 

1415 Italian Observants given Portiuncula 

Alexander V 

1407 –1418. 

MINISTERS GENERAL DURING SCHISM 
 

Roman Obedience Avignon Obedience 

Louis Donati, 1379-83 Angelo of Spoleto, 1379-91 

Peter of Cansano, 1383-84  

Martin of Sangiorgio, 1384-87  

Henry Alfieri, 1387-1405 John of Chevegney, 1391-1402 

Antony of Pireto, 1405-08 John Bardolini, 1403-17 

Willliam Gianetti, 1408-09  

Anthony of Cassia, 1410-1415  

Pisan Obedience – Angelo of Pireto, 1410 – 1417 
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LESSON FIVE: 

HISTORY OF THE FIRST ORDER, 

1418-1517 

INTRODUCTION 

After the Council of Constance, the Observant Reform movement spread rapidly in central 

and eastern Europe.   This lesson will outline the reform movement in Italy, France and Spain 

and also the gradual movement towards the final split. It will cover the period, 1418-1517.  

ITALY 

The Italian reform of the fifteenth century is sometimes referred to as the second 

generation Italian Observant reform.  It was more moderate than the earlier reform 

movement in Italy.  Associated with it are four men who came to be known as its four “pillars”: 

Bernardine of Siena (canonized in 1450), John Capistran, Albert of Sarteano and James of the 

Marches. 

Bernardine of Siena’s life symbolises the journey the movement took: He joined the Order 

in 1402 and transferred to a reform friary – Il Colombaio.  In 1405, he became an official 

preacher of the Order and so had to study, with the result that he was less free to participate 

in fraternity life such as community celebration of the Divine Office and alms gathering.   

This region of Italy remained under the influence spiritual tradition. The reformed group 

used some of the devotional writings of Ubertino and Olivi. The Fraticelli were still regarded 

as heretical and the Order launched an attack on them, led by the Italian Observants who 

were granted their settlements. James of the Marches drafted Dialogos contra Fraticellos, 

against them.  The result was that literal observance became discredited and Paolucci’s 

movement faded into the background of the reform movement in Italy. 

Within the movement, there was a degree of relaxation:  

Instead of regarding the papal interpretations on how the friars should live their vow of 

poverty as relaxed, papal interpretations were regarded as the minimum observance. 

Brothers were expected to use things, but in moderation, avoiding excesses. 

Hermitages were used as stages on preaching missions. 

The movement returned to popular preaching, proclaiming the gospel message of peace 

and repentance.  This drew the friars towards urban settlements.  Although preachers were 

itinerant, they had to study and use books in order to exercise their ministry effectively.  You 

might feel a sense of déjà vu.  Isn’t this what happened earlier, leading to the emergence of 

conventualism? 

TENSIONS BETWEEN THE CONVENTUALS AND THE OBSERVANTS 

The majority in the Order did not want to join the reform movement and the Conventuals 

continued to respond either by opposition or by encouraging minimal reform.  Two bulls 

prepared the way for the division that would occur in 1517: Ad statum in 1430 and. Ut sacra, 

1446, which forced the virtual division of the Order, although it was not officially split until 

1517. 

Opposition was displayed at the General Chapter of Mantua, 1418, attended by Martin V.  

It decreed that all friars, without exception, must obey their ministers provincial, attend 

provincial chapters and accept guardians imposed on them under obedience.  This provoked a 

reaction among French Observants who appealed to Martin V, as these decrees contradicted 
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the decisions taken at the Council of  Constance.   

FRANCE 

The Council of Constance had allowed Colettans to remain separate from the new 

structure of vicars established for the other reformed groups. However, at Mirebeau, there 

was a change of guardian and a conflict over which type of community should stay there.  The 

Dauphin of France became involved on the side of the regular Observants and they were 

eventually allowed to remain. 

At Dôle, Colettans transferred to the regular Observance for a time, until Vicar General 

Josseaume was forced to restore them.  In 1427, Henry of Baume became commissarius of the 

Colettan friars and they became more or less autonomous. 

SPAIN 

Peter died in 1422 and Lope de Salazar became the leader of the Recollectio Villacreciana.  

He started a second wing of the recollectio, still remaining obedient to the Minister General of 

the Order. 

The number of Regular Observants continued to increase.  In 1425, Martin V appointed 

vicars for Aragon province and in 1427 for Castile. 

ITALY 

Italian reform groups were not included in the Constance settlement but Martin V changed 

their status in 1421, when he ordered the Minister General to institute provincial superiors, to 

be called vicars, for friars wanting a stricter lifestyle.  Bernardine of Siena became Vicar 

Provincial in Umbria and Tuscany, John Capistran was Vicar Provincial for the south. 

Competition between the wings grew as the Observants continued to move into the towns 

where they were restricted to recruiting in certain areas.   

Martin V set up a commission asking for representatives from both parties to appear in 

Rome in 1429.  There was animosity on the part of the Conventuals, but John Capistran ably 

defended the Observants.  John tried to bring about reconciliation by suggesting that a 

moderate level of observance should be regarded as the minimum level required and that 

papal declarations on the Rule should be observed. 

Martin V called a chapter at Assisi in 1430, at which he presided, and both parties were to 

be represented.  He favoured unity according to John’s plan.  The Martinian Constitutions 

ensued:  

 There was to be a return to standard observance, based on Exiit qui seminat. 

 A commentary on each chapter of the Rule was presented 

 There was an attack on the lax majority. 

  Literal observance of the Testament and the whole gospel were not recognized. 

If successful, the Conventuals would effectively have been eliminated and the Order would 

assume the position of the Observance.  Martin V knew that success would require a new 

Minister General and set out to replace Anthony of Massa with William of Casale.  At the 

chapter, the Cardinal for the reform, John Cervantes, took oaths binding members to the new 

constitutions.  The Observants gave up their parallel system of authority.  Casale and 

Capistran agreed to carry out visitations throughout the Order. 

However, almost immediately, Conventuals were granted dispensations from the oath and, 

later in 1430, Ad statum gave them the right to possess and administer landed property, a 
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right to regular income and to the use of money, through proctors. John Capistran felt 

betrayed and abandoned the visitations. 

SPAIN 

The Martinian constitutions were rejected, by Philip Berbegel, in Aragon, because the 

friars wanted to observe the Rule literally.  They took on a distinctive habit with a pointed 

hood.  This movement was suppressed by Eugenius IV for fear of heresy.  Meanwhile, the 

recollection began to turn to moderate observance and the communities in the hermitages 

increased in number.  In 1441-2, literal observance revived under Peter Regalado who felt the 

constitutions were a betrayal of the Rule. 

OBSERVANT REACTION 

In 1431, Eugenius IV replaced Martin V and tried unsuccessfully to restore the Martinian 

Constitutions.  In 1433 the Bologna Chapter obliged Observant Franciscans to submit to their 

ministers, but the Conventuals refused to undertake any reform.  In 1437, the Constitutions 

were set aside again, and the French Observants were united under one vicar, with the 

exception of the Colettan province of Burgundy, still under the jurisdiction of the minister 

general.  

In 1443 a Chapter was called at Padua, but Eugenius IV did not choose an interim 

Minister General on the death of William of Casale, setting up a council instead.   Albert of 

Sarteano, vicar of Padua province, was the pope’s intended candidate for Minister General, 

although he was an Observant.  At the Chapter of Padua, the Conventuals proceeded to drag 

Albert out and to destroy the letter that the pope had prepared for the gathering.  Bernardine 

of Siena restored peace by saying the time was not yet ripe for an Observant Minister General 

and gave his support to Anthony Rusconi, the Conventual candidate.  Bernardine, somewhat 

discredited in the eyes of Observants, died in 1444. 

Eugenius IV had become convinced  that the two groups should be separated and he issued 

a draft, based on a return to the Martinian Constitution and the re-establishment of a parallel 

system of authority.    He divided the Observants into two groups – cis-Alpine (Italy) and 

trans-alpine (the rest).  Each of these regions was to have a Vicar General, answerable only to 

the Minister General.   John Capistran was appointed Italian vicar and John Maubert, the 

trans-alpine vicar.  The Pope had the final say as to who should be vicars, although technically 

the Minister General was supposed to delegate this office.  Guardians were to be confirmed by 

the minister provincial.  There were to be separate chapters for each party. The Minister 

General could visit Observant communities, but punishment was only to be carried out with 

the consent of the reform superiors.   

UT SACRA, 1446 

The final draft stipulated that: 

 The Vicar General was not to be named by the Minister General, but was to be elected 

by the Observant Chapter and confirmed within three days.  If not, he would be 

confirmed without the Minister General’s agreement.  The chapter took over authority 

if the vicar died.  The Vicar General had the same powers as the Minister General. 

 Observant chapters could be held without the permission of the Minister General. 

 Conventuals could join Observants, but Observants could not join Conventuals. 

This did not take account of other small reform groups such as the Colettans and the 

Clareni. 
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1446 – 1503 

A state of tension continued between the two parties and the Conventuals tried to 

eliminate the system of vicars.  They also insisted on preserving pastoral privileges and 

maintaining secure sources of income since money was regarded as necessary for life. 

Outside the Order, the popularity of the moderate Observants continued to grow among 

ordinary people and temporal rulers. 

Stricter reform groups were also flourishing throughout Europe – Colettans, some Italian 

groups following different traditions from the past, sometimes as renewed communities of 

prayer and poverty. The recollection continued to follow a stricter observance, literal 

observance, in poverty but obedient to the minister general. 

Spanish reformed groups did not attend the chapters called by John Maubert until a 

chapter was held in Barcelona, in 1451. Although the Observant party was regarded as an 

umbrella for the various reformed with the exception of those who obeyed the Minister 

General, these groups did not form a single entity. The Conventuals opposed the new 

settlement and tried to undo it. They regarded it as invalid and accused Observants of 

disobedience.  Nicholas V had supported the Observants, but Calistus III did not, and called 

both sides to gather in Assisi in 1455.  The two groups used separate lodgings.  The 

Conventuals challenged the Observants over obedience and wanted to end the system of 

vicars.  There was an attempt to find common ground on poverty that would allow for 

considerable freedom.  The plan for unity failed.   

James of the Marches suggested a third Vicar General – the additional vicar for those who 

wanted to follow a stricter way of life.  One of these would retain supreme jurisdiction and 

they would all be subject to the Minister General.  Calistus III sought to implement this in 

Illius cuius (Bull of Concordance).  It provided for a common general chapter where 

Observants would elect their Vicars General in the presence of the Minister General, but the 

Conventuals sought further concessions and prohibited the Observants from voting for the 

Minister General at the chapter of 1457. 

The century closed with greater exemptions being given to Conventuals, especially under 

Francesco della Rovere of Savona, who became Pope Sixtus IV, and Francis Nani (Samson), 

Minister General from 1475-99. 

The Observant wing expanded – apparently having 1262 places in Italy in 1517.  The 

vicariate system was adopted in an increasing number of provinces. 

Giles Delfini became Minister General in 1500 and issued an encyclical to the Order, 

seeking a higher standard of observance.  He set out to visit throughout the Order, trying to 

promote unity.  He was not well received in Spain.  He met with some opposition in France.  

His attempts to promote a General Chapter, where both parties were to be represented, failed. 

The failure of the attempt made by Pope Julius II to hold a successful meeting in Rome in 

1506 served to highlight the irreconcilability of both sides. 

THE BULL OF UNION 1517 

The Pope called a comprehensive Chapter in Rome in 1517.  Commissions and assessors 

had been preparing the ground for this.  The opening session revealed that neither side would 

give way.  The Observants refused to take part in the elections with the Conventuals, 

Bernardino of Prato declared that the Conventuals would not be forced to choose a candidate 

favoured only by the Observants.  They were dismissed and Leo X told the consistory that he 

would entrust the election to the Observants and the other reform groups.  The Pope informed 

the Chapter of his decision to favour the Observants. The Observant vicar general promised to 
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submit any changes the pope recommended. 

It was announced, by one of the cardinals, that the title, Order of Friars Minor, was to be 

given to the reform group only.  Leo X read Ite vos in vineam in which the work of moderate 

Observants was praised but stating that the Order now created scandal.  The Minister 

General would be chosen from the reformed party and the pope would deal with anyone who 

refused to obey. 

Christopher Forli was elected Minister General and Bernardino of Prato had to hand over 

the seal of the Order.  The Conventuals refused to participate in the elections and chose 

Anthony Marcellus as their leader – the Pope refused to confirm him and denied that the 

Conventuals had the power to elect anyone. 

Omnipotens Deus was issued shortly after this.  Those wanting to keep exemptions and 

privileges were to form separate Order and could elect their own leader, the Master General, 

and his Masters Provincial.  There was to be no interference between the two Orders and no 

simple transfer was possible between the Orders.  Observants would have preference over 

Conventuals in processions. 

There were now two Orders  - The Friars Minor and the Conventuals.  It was intended that 

all reform groups would unite within the Order of Friars Minor.  

OTHER REFORMED GROUPS 

The Amadeiti reform, founded by the Portuguese nobleman Amadeo Menez da Silva, 

sought a stricter observance, having initially joined friars in Milan.  In 1457 he withdrew, 

with some companions, to San Francesco di Mariano and then to Oreno. 

In 1461 the convent of Santa Maria de Bressanoro became the centre of his reform. The 

houses he founded were grouped into a custody, under the jurisdiction of the Minister General.  

This was abolished by Paul II in 1470, when the Amadeiti were placed directly under the 

authority of the Minister General and the conventual provincials.  Sixtus IV granted him full 

control of their own houses and gave him the Roman convent of San Pietro in Montorjo.  This 

group expanded and the custos of the Amadeiti were given permission to vote at the general 

chapter by Alexander VI. 

The Clareni were recognized as Observants, and placed under the protection of Eugene IV 

and Nicholas V.  They had their own superior.  In 1473 they were officially brought back into 

the Order, by Sixtus IV, as part of the regular Observance.  They had their own vicar general.  

In 1486 they were placed under Episcopal jurisdiction buy  Innocent VIII – they were not 

suited to an institutional regime. 

There were other reform groups throughout Europe. 

 

See table on next page
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TABLE OF EVENTS, 1418-1517 

 

 

DATE 

MINISTER 

GENERAL 

(VG – vicar  gen) 

 

 

EVENTS  

 

 

POPE 

1418-21 Angelo 

Of  Pireto 

1421 – Italian Observants given Vicar Provincial Martin V 

1418-30 

1421-23 

1423-24 

Angelo Salvetti 

Antony of Massa 

(VG) 

  

1424-30 Antony of Massa 1428 – Amabiles fructus annuls Ad conditorem 

(resumes ownership) 

 

 

1430-42 

1442-43 

William of Casale 
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1464-69 Francis Rovere of 

Savona 

1467 – confirmation of Colettans constitutions, 
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1476 – Death of James of the Marches 

Sixtus IV 
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Francis Nanni 

Giles Delfini(VG) 

Giles Delfini 

1496 – Guadalupans reform Innocent 

VIII 
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VI 
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 Julius II 

1503-13 

1510-11 
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Philip Porcacci 

Gomeyius 

Lusitanus 

(VG) 

 Leo X 

1513-21 

1513-17 Bernardino of 

Chieri 

Ite vos:All reformed groups to unite in one Order 

under Mini. Gen.Omnipotes Deus: Remaining 

Conventuals formed into own Order under Master 

General 
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2. VICARS GENERAL OF THE OBSERVANTS20 

CISMONTANE 

In 1431 the pope appointed S. John of Capistrano to supervise the Observants in Italy. In 

1437 the Minister General appointed S. Bernardino of Siena in his place. 

                                                
20  From A History of the Franciscan Order John Moorman 

S.John of Capistrano 1443-6 

James of Primadizzi 1446-9 

S. John of Capistrano 1449-52 

Bl. Mark of Bologna 1452-5 

Baptist of Levanto 1455-7 

Antony of Montefalco 1457-8 

Baptist of Levanto 1458-61 

Louis of Vicenza 1461-4 

Bl. Mark of Bologna 1464-7 

Baptist of Levanto 1467-8 

James of Corrneto 1468-9 

Bl. Mark of Bologna 1409-72 

Bl. Angelo of Chivasso 1472-5 

Peter of Naples 1475-8 

Bl. Angelo of Chivasso 1478-81 

Peter of Naples 1481-4 

Bl. Angelo of Chivasso 1484-7 

John of Sigestro 1487-90 

Bl. Angelo of Chivasso 1490-3 

Evangelist of Perugia 1493-5 

Jerome Tornielli 1495-8 

Louis Turre of Verona 1498-1501 

Jerome Tornielli 1501-4 

Francis Zeno 1504-7 

Jerome Tornielli 1507-9 

Francis Zeno 1509-12 

Timothy of Lucca 1512-13 

Christopher Numai 1514-17 

ULTRAMONTANE 

In 1415 Nicholas Rudolph was made Vicar General for the Observants in the provinces of 

France, Burgundy, and Touraine. He was succeeded in 1419 by Thomas de la Cour. 

Theodoric Voiturier 1451-54 

John Quiesdeber 1454-57 

Theodoric Voiturier 1457-58 

John Mongin 1458-61 

Zeger Duclair 1461-64 

John Maigrefort 1464-67 

John Philip  1467-70 

Francis Blonde 1470-72 

John Crohin 1472-75 

John Philip 1475-78 

William Berthold 1478-81 

John Philip 1481-84 

John Crohin 1484-87 

Oliver Maillard 1487-90 

John Crohin 1490-93 

Oliver Maillard 1493-96 

Francis Sagarra 1496-99 

Oliver Maillard 1499-1502 

Martial Boulier 1502-05 

John Savage 1505-08 

Martial Boulier 1508-11 

Gilbert Nicolai 1511-14 

Martial Boulier 1514-15 

Peter of Occa 1515-16 

Gilbert Nicolai 1516-17
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LESSON SIX: 

A SELECTION OF TOPICS FROM THE HISTORY OF THE FIRST ORDER 

INTRODUCTION 

The first part of this lesson looks at the development of the Order in terms of its 

administration and the lifestyle of the friars. The second part of the lesson is devoted to a few 

aspects of the impact of the friars in the life of the Church, some of its social influences and 

the missions to non-Christian regions. 

This touches on only a few aspects of the impact of Franciscanism.  It does not include 

spirituality, arts and literature or study and scholarship, some of which you will have come 

across according to your own personal interests and experience.  

PART ONE:  

THE EXPANSION OF THE ORDER, CONSTITUTIONS AND ASPECTS OF INTERNAL LIFE 

GEOGRAPHICAL EXPANSION OF THE ORDER 

The General Chapter of 1217 addressed regional organization for the expanding order and 

provinces were created. There were eleven: six of which were in Italy: Tuscany, the Marches, 

Lombardy or Bologna, Terra di Lavoro or Naples, Apulia and Calabria. In Europe there were 

four – Germany, France, Provence and Spain.  In the East was Syria.  In 1219, Aquitaine was 

added and in 1224, England. 

The Chapter of 1230 split the provinces into regions – there were twelve in Italy, two in 

Germany, five in France, three in Spain, two in the British Isles and one in the East. As 

Minister General, Elias increased the number of provinces to 72, the 1239 Chapter reduced 

the number.  In 1263, Bonaventure created two new provinces, Romania or Greece, and Milan. 

There were 34 provinces, 17 cismontane and 17 transmontane.  Dalmatia, Greece and 

Syria were included with the former Italian provinces.  Denmark, Bohemia, Hungary and 

Ireland had provinces. 

 Provinces were divided into custodies, some provinces had up twelve custodies.  Where 

there were missions, vicariates were set up under the immediate authority of the Minister 

General – Scotland was a vicariate. 

The Observants formed provincial vicariates within the Conventual provinces but 

independent vicariates and provinces emerged from the fifteenth century. 

In 1517 there were 27 provinces in the Cismontane family, seventeen of these were in 

Italy, and there were twenty-six transmontane provinces. 

There are no accurate records for the number of friars.  One estimate is that there were 

about 5,000 friars at the death of Francis, 30,000 in 1260, 40,000 at the end of the thirteenth 

century, 20,000 in 1385, and 25,000 at the beginning of the fifteenth century.  In 1517, the 

whole Order probably totalled over 50,000 friars – 20,000-25,000 Conventuals in 34 provinces 

and 30,000-32,000 Observants in 53 provinces. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE ORDER 

THE CARDINAL PROTECTOR 

Francis turned to the Roman Curia when there were internal conflicts in the Order.  It was 

a clear indication of Francis’ loyalty to the Holy See that, in turn, it offered protection to the 

Order when required.  Francis looked to the Cardinal Protector for correction and for help in 
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governing the Order.  The Rule stipulated that there would always be a Cardinal Protector for 

the Order, appointed by the Pope.  Gregory IX, Alexander IV, Nicholas III and Julius II had 

all held this position before becoming pope. 

Their role was not regulated until 1373, when Gergory XI confined their authority to three 

eventualities: If the Order disobeyed the Holy See, if there was a risk of deviation from the 

Catholic faith or from the Rule. The Cardinal Protector could not interfere with the decisions 

of Chapters or of the Ministers General, or with internal discipline within the Order. 

THE MINISTER GENERAL 

The Rule stated that the “minister and servant of all the fraternity” was to hold this office 

for life.  Election was at the Pentecost Chapter and the ministers provincial and custodies had 

the duty of deposing an unfit Minister General.  Yet it was the responsibility of the Minister 

General to convoke general chapters and he would hardly call one if he was in danger of being 

deposed! 

Following the abuses practised by Elias, the 1239 Chapter changed the constitutions.  The 

general chapter was the sole legislative power and there were to be general constitutions for 

governance.  The constitutions would set the intervals at which the Minister General would 

have to call a general chapter.  It was his responsibility to ensure that the constitutions were 

observed and to arrange for visitation to each province every three years, either carrying this 

out personally or delegating visitators to those provinces which he was unable to travel to 

himself.  The Minister General could not appoint or dismiss provincial superiors 

independently. 

In 1506, office was limited to three years, with the possibility of re-election for a further 

three years.  In 1517, this period was extended to six years by Leo X.   

The Minister General could choose helpers and advisers.  From 1337, permanent 

counsellors were appointed by the chapter. 

A vicar general took over office in the event of a vacancy caused by death.  In 1285, it was 

agreed that he should be chosen by the provincial in whose territory the general had died and 

by the two other nearest provincials. From 1288, the appointment was to be made by the 

Apostolic See or the cardinal protector. 

The proctor general represented the Order at the Papal Curia.  This office dated from the 

mid thirteenth century.  It was initially the responsibility of the general chapter to appoint, in 

1379 it became the prerogative of the Minister General.  A socius, treated as equal, also came 

to be appointed – initially representing cismontane provinces where the proctor was from a 

transmontane province and vice versa. 

THE GENERAL CHAPTER 

Initially this was a meeting of all the brothers.  It was seen as a way of maintaining unity 

in the Order They provided opportunities for reflection, correction and planning, in the light of 

experiences shared by the brothers at the chapters.  Meetings became gradually less frequent 

as the Order expanded.  From 1239, a general chapter was to be held every three years.  John 

of Parma decided that it would meet alternately in Italy and outside Italy but this practice fell 

into disuse in the fifteenth century. 

Representation at the general chapter came to consist of ministers provincial, the custos 
custodum – representative of the custodies and the discretus, elected by the provincial 

chapter, but without electoral rights at the chapter.  Other brethren could attend.  The 

procedure for a general chapter was regulated by the Constitutions of Narbonne (1260). It 

started with the conclave at which the Minister General was confirmed or a successor elected.  

An absolute majority was required.   
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THE GOVERNMENT OF THE PROVINCES 

These were to form the basic unit to which every friar belonged.  The annual chapter was 

to be attended by all friars in the province. It became representative in 1239, and came to be 

held every three years.  Custodes and discreti could vote. 

Business was carried out through commissions but the full assembly promulgated any 

statutes.  The chapter exercised complete authority in the province while it was in session.   

The provincial could remain in office until denied a vote of confidence, or unless the 

general chapter or Minister General compelled him to resign. Office was limited to six years 

after 1405.  The Conventuals had life provincials, whereas the Observants tended to shorten 

the period of office. 

The responsibilities of custodies tended to decrease – there was no uniformity with regard 

to this office. 

THE LOCAL COMMUNITY 

The office of “guardian” was referred to in Francis’ Testament.  It corresponded to the term 

custos. Gradually it came to be the term used for a local superior.  This office became 

increasingly important.  A guardian was necessary for houses of at least thirteen friars.  In 

1242 their appointment was made by the provincial chapter. There was some return to 

democratic election after the Benedictine constitutions were promulgated in 1337. The 

duration of this office varied. 

 INTERNAL LIFE 

The way the friars lived out their Rule has been the subject of several studies.  Lazaro 

Iriarte describes aspects of this in Chapter IX of his Franciscan History. 

You have already read Letter One by of Jacques de Vitry, starting on page 578 of The 
Saint.  This valuable, independent source provides a picture of a community that worked, 

preached and devoted time to contemplation.  It described the daily routine of the early 

community.  They had no permanent buildings but found places in which they could enjoy 

both solitude and companionship and where they could rest.  It was an itinerant lifestyle.  

This accords with the Earlier Rule. 

By the end of Francis’ life, there was a tendency to settle, initially in temporary shelters, 

built outside urban areas.  With an increasingly pastoral apostolate and the requirement for 

study, by the time of Haymo of Faversham, the buildings were like the convents of other 

Orders, with a cloister, a chapter house, a kitchen garden and a protective wall. 

Bonaventure saw the need for sound, permanent structures with adequate space as an aid 

to discipline, to foster division of labour, to facilitate study, to accommodate prayer and the 

liturgy of the hours and to house the growing number of confessors and preachers.  This is 

how communities of more than twelve friars would live.  Bonaventure believed that 

hermitages were also essential and that the Franciscans in the hermitages would be 

exemplars of the contemplative life and of the early tradition of the Order.   

REGULAR OBSERVANCE 

Over time, Francis came to be seen less as the living exemplar of the Rule and more as the 
exemplary brother.  More emphasis was placed on his conformity with Christ.  In the fifteenth 

century, the Order’s emblem was the arms of Christ and St. Francis intertwined, with both 

hands nailed. 

In the efforts to observe the letter of the Rule, energy was devoted to how the brothers 

could be protected from handling money.  One solution was that friars would travel with a 
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secular bursar who would physically handle money, since the friars were forbidden to do this.  

This was condemned in the Narbonne Constitutions and again by Alexander IV, in 1500. 

Constitutions reveal abuses, as well as showing how friars strove to follow their way of life 

in changed circumstances.  “Regular” observance guaranteed uniformity.  Novices were 

encouraged to value following common conventual life. Hence, statutes would concern dress, 

the tonsure, conditions of living, including the need for silence.  The sources reveal that 

Francis did not let the letter dominate, so silence was combined with joy and affection.  Even 

in ER, chapter XI, the brothers are exhorted to “strive to keep silence whenever God gives 

them the grace” (The Saint, page 72) 

There was time for communication in the Rule for Hermitages: “After Terce, they may end 

their silence, speak with and go to their mothers,” (The Saint page 61)  so that Franciscan 

eremitical life was based on fraternity.   While never conforming to Cistercian silence, silence 

within Franciscan convents was imposed according to the ideal of “evangelical silence,” that is, 

excluding all idle words.  According to the Constitutions of Narbonne, perpetual silence was to 

be observed in the cloister, the dormitory, the choir, the study room and during meals, with 

the proviso that a few brief words could be exchanged quietly, when deemed necessary. 

On certain occasions, or at particular times of the year, there was freedom to eat and drink 

well and to join in entertainments.  There were decrees that forbade excesses, such as games 

of chance, showing that there were instances of abuse. 

There was provision for correction of brothers in the Rule.  Records tell of imprisonment 

and exile.  The constitutions of Narbonne included what was effectively a penal code.  The 

General Chapter of 1276 stated that there was to be a prison in every convent and locus 

(where a community lived). 

1 Cel (The Saint pages 207 –209) describes how the brothers behaved at chapters.  They 

confessed to their brothers and repented, accepting whatever punishment they were given.   

This was a form of community examination.  This practice was established in communities, 

although the frequency might vary.  There was also time devoted to general community 

affairs, as would happen at the frequent local fraternity chapters. 

There was the practice of communal corporal penance – the discipline, continuing 

throughout many centuries in some branches of the Franciscan family. 

CLERICALISATION 

Until 1239, Francis’ intention of equality between clerics and laymen living together was 

respected to an extent.  Francis insisted upon respect for priests because of the duties only 

they could carry out.  You will find this in many of Francis’ writings, including the Testament.  
As the Church required the friars to become more involved in pastoral ministry, this aspect of 

ministry came to be valued more.  After admission, friars would be selected for studying at 

various levels and this led to distinctions between the brothers. 

It was in the 1240s that the policy of restricting the admission of lay brothers was 

established constitutionally.  Lay brothers were only to be admitted for performing domestic 

tasks and where there was a particular urgent need. 

In the Observant reform, efforts to return to the vision of Francis were made, as when 

John Capistran, in 1443, allowed laymen to hold any office they could perform, that is that did 

not require them to have been ordained.  However, this was revoked by the Constitutions of 

Barcelona in 1451. 

Manual work outside the convent was banned.  Lay brothers could carry out domestic 

service and beg, but they had no voice in the Order.  This should be seen a s a natural 

consequence of the changing ministry and the role the Order had come to play in the Church. 
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PRIVILEGES AND EXEMPTIONS   

Francis had emphasised servant ministry.  The sources relate that he objected to members 

of the Order seeking special privileges.  The Community came to face accusations of internal 

inequalities, for example, by Ubertino of Casale in his witness for the Council of Vienne of 

1312. 

A lector, at a studium or training centres, was entitled to books and to have his own room. 

He was not bound by the communal activities because he needed time to study.  Friars who 

held office and preachers were also granted exemptions so differentiation was evident.   

It was not until the fifteenth century that friars observed precedence, deference to 

superiors and keeping to one’s proper place.  John Capistran was critical of this and 

Observants dropped this practice. 

A sense of fraternity was maintained.  This was manifest in treatment of the sick, exempt 

from regular discipline and cared for like a mother for her sons, as Francis had exhorted.  

Convents of more than twenty friars had infirmaries and a designated infirmarian.  Rules 

were relaxed in the infirmary and also in hospices, designed for visiting brethren and other 

guests. 

THE CONVENTUAL DAY 

The lives of the early brothers were centred on prayer, work and preaching.  Francis 

introduced the practice of private recitation of the Office and used the psalms in his own 

prayers.  This is most clearly seen from the Office of the Passion, starting on page 139 of The 
Saint.   According to the Rule, clerics were prescribed the breviary of the Roman Curia and 

laymen were prescribed a number of Our Fathers to recite. 

Francis exhorted the clerics,  

“If there is more than one priest there, let the other be content, for love of charity, at hearing 

the celebration of the other priest.” 21 

As the habit of “private” masses became common practice in the Church, this exhortation 

was not observed. 

The Daily Office became increasingly elaborate, as had been the practice for monastic 

orders in the Middle Ages.  It was the norm to say supplementary offices such as for the Dead.  

Vocal prayer was regarded as helpful, but this may indicate that brothers were not necessarily 

inclined to assiduous private prayer. 

Singing in the Mass became more elaborate.  Observants sought to return to simplicity, 

with more recitation than singing.  Silent prayer was fostered in reaction to the Conventual 

experience. 

Reception of the Eucharist was not a daily occurrence for novices and brothers who were 

not priests.  They followed a calendar when communion was compulsory, about twenty times a 

year.  From 1316, the constitutions advised fortnightly reception.     

Frequent reception of the sacrament of Penance was recommended, the prescribed 

frequency was twice weekly in 1260.  There was no attempt to legislate for spirit of 

contemplation that Francis had practised and taught.   Novices devoted one hour to 

contemplation daily, preferably at night.  It seems that private devotion waned in 

communities where contemplative life was not promoted but devotional practice intensified at 

periods of renewal.  Traditionally there were many friars, however, who sought to live a more 

contemplative way of life.  The balance represented by the life of the early community was 

                                                
21  Letter to the Entire Order 31 (page 119, The Saint) 
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difficult to sustain. 

In the Observant tradition, brothers were encouraged to cultivate their private prayer life. 

Changing life style brought the danger of the abuse of idleness, so the community sought to 

keep everyone occupied.  This could take the form of begging for alms, doing some manual 

crafts or performing some domestic services.  The exception was that idleness was not 

regarded as a threat to clerics and students who were thought to be kept fully occupied. 

Despite the fact that convents became more enclosed and friars had less inter-action with 

the local community, itinerant missionary work remained a feature of the Order.   

ADMISSION AND TRAINING OF CANDIDATES 

Francis used to receive brothers personally.  Each one was expected to serve lepers to test 

the sincerity of their penitential vocation.  A probationary year was enforced from 1220.  

Ministers provincial examined and admitted novices.  Novices gave up their possessions but 

this must not be to the benefit of the community in any way. They received the full habit once 

they were professed. 

The Constitutions of Narbonne, 1260, specify one or two houses in each custody for the 

novices.  Training was undertaken by selected, devout and prudent friars who could teach by 

example.  The novices leaned the qualities necessary for community life but were forbidden to 

study.  They were directed to appropriate, spiritual reading. 

Manuals for training novices appeared in 1240, one was prepared by David of Augsburg, 

De Exterioris ei Interioris Hominis Compositione.”  In 1259-60, Bonaventure composed a 

Regula Novitiorum, concerned with inward and outward reform of the novice and with 

practical guidance on daily living.  Finally, and regarded as best, came Bernard of Bessa ’s 

Speculum Disciplinae.  Sources, such as the Benedictine Rule, Francis’ Admonitions and 

works by Hugh of St Victor and St. Thierry were used in composing manuals.  Monastic 

discipline had been absorbed to a considerable extent. 

The canonical age for becoming a novice was fourteen.  This was raised by the 

Constitutions of Narbonne, to eighteen, and later varied from sixteen to eighteen.  The 

problem of young boys being admitted stemmed from the practice of boys being entrusted to 

Franciscan communities and brought up in the convent.  Observants avoided this practice but 

the Recollectio villecreciana established the practice, in Spain, of giving free education to 

young boys and then allowing those to stay who believed they had a vocation.  

After taking vows, training continued under a master, for a period of time that varied, but 

was generally about three years.  Concern about the behaviour of young friars was often 

expressed at provincial chapters. 

PART TWO: 

THE APOSTOLATE TO THE FAITHFUL AND MISSIONS TO NON-CHRISTIAN PEOPLES 

As Francis, and members of the Order, promised obedience and reverence to the papacy, 

without intermediary, the Friars Minor proved themselves worthy of special trust and 

privileges. 

From the earliest days, members of the Order were appointed to offices at the Papal Court, 

such as chaplains, confessors, sacristans and preachers.  After Gregory IX, who only appointed 

one friar to the episcopacy, friars were appointed bishops so that there were 250 Franciscan 

bishops on the thirteenth century, and nearly 750 in the fourteenth century.  By 1517, there 

had been 29 Franciscan cardinals and more than 300 papal nuncios and legates.  

There were Franciscan popes: Nicholas IV (formerly Jerome of Ascoli), Alexander V 

(formerly Pietro Philarghi – the Pisan Pope), Sixtus IV (formerly Francis della Rovere),  Julius 
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II (formerly, Giuliano della Rovere) and the Antipope Nicholas V appointed in 1328,  by Lewis 

of Bavaria, during the pontificate of John XXII.  

Franciscans also took an active part in all the Church councils of the period. Several were 

chosen for diplomatic missions and Franciscan theologians were called to defend papal 

prerogatives. 

There were also Franciscan inquisitors, at least 200 by 1517.  They were appointed by the 

Minister General or provincial but chapters also had to deal with abuses by some of these.   

PREACHING 

Francis and his followers preached peace and penance for the forgiveness of sins.  They 

were simple in their style of penitential preaching, which was permitted within the Church, 

whereas doctrinal preaching was restricted. 

Preaching had to be controlled so a licence was required from the Minister General or the 

provincials. It became more stylised and influenced by scholastic practice.  Reform movements 

returned to the simplicity of the early days.  Franciscans produced treatises and encyclopaedic 

manuals. 

Bernardine of Siena was one of the great Observant orators who preached in the 

vernacular.  Albert of Sarteano, John Capistran and James of the Marches were the other 

three Observant Italian preachers of great reputation during the fifteenth century. 

A mark of great trust was the right given to friars to hear confessions. 

SOCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS  

Francis and his followers worked among the people.  As urban life changed, city states 

contained beggars, cripples and the unemployed, dependant upon charity. Service of the poor, 

especially lepers, was characteristic of the Order.  Their example and support encouraged 

others to work generously in these areas, notably Third Order penitents like Margaret of 

Cortona.  Some preachers attacked the powerful in society who were oppressors of the poor. 

 The First Order encouraged members of guilds to greater piety. 

Franciscans helped to bring about reconciliation at every level in society.  This is why they 

often undertook ambassadorial missions for the papacy, such as when Jerome of Ascoli 

negotiated peace between France and Castile or John Parenti was sent to Florence to restore 

peace. 

Some Franciscans offered alternative ways of providing money to usury.   Montes pietatis 

were set up and money lent at low rates.  This was a feature of the Observant friars in Italy in 

the later fifteenth century, which understandably provoked resistance from the moneylenders 

and caused scandal because they charged something for the service.  A similar system was 

used to provide corn to small farmers at times of shortage. 

MISSIONS TO NON-CATHOLIC PEOPLES 

While Francis may have sought martyrdom, he had a sense of the universal nature of the 

gospel message. He also believed that such work was divinely inspired in an individual, but no 

friar could undertake this work without consent from the minister.   

Read Chapter XVI of ER (page 74-5, The Saint).  Note the two different approaches in 

verses 5-7.  These serve as a model of missionary work.  The expectation of persecution is clear 

from the end of this chapter.  However, the context is that you do not provoke and that you are 

submissive for God’s sake.  

The terms “Saracens and other infidels” encompassed Moslems, idolaters, heretics and 
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schismatics, giving a wide missionary field for members of the Order to work in.. 

The development of Franciscan missionary work became centralised.  At a general chapter, 

if there was a request from the Holy See, the Minister General was supposed to supply 

missionaries when the general chapter had been approached by the Holy See for this service. 

As the temptation for ministers was to keep their most useful friars, often missionary 

superiors were given papal powers to tour provinces and recruit those they believed would be 

best.  

THE MISSION TO THE HOLY LAND 

Francis set out to visit the Holy Sepulchre in 1220.  Franciscans have enjoyed the privilege 

of defending and safeguarding the Holy Places but initially they went to fortified towns 

occupied by the crusaders – Damietta, Acre, Cyprus, Antioch.  Franciscans remained in the 

Holy Land at the cost of difficulties and persecutions. Their primarily role was the spiritual 

care of crusaders and pilgrims.  However, they were able to foster good relationships with the 

Holy See among other groups.   Friars were often involved in discussions between the 

Orthodox Christians and Rome. Unity came close to being restored as a result of the efforts of 

Franciscans and others. 

An area of greater success was the missionary expeditions in Eastern Europe, in areas 

such as Bulgaria, Russian, Persia, Armenia and Serbia   They persevered through times of the 

expansion of the Turks.  It was the example of their lives that seemed to lead to positive 

results. 

THE MISSION TO MOSLEM COUNTRIES 

This resulted in many martyrdoms and little success.  In 1219 some friars went to Morocco, 

travelling through Spain. They went to Africa where they were martyred. The Holy See 

appointed both Dominicans  and Franciscans to the hierarchy in North Africa, and sent others 

as ambassadors.  The missionaries tended to work with prisoners and Christian soldiers. 

In Tunis, there were some missionary successes and they were tolerated and 

enjoyed.religious freedom.  They were licensed to preach to the Moslems.  They served the 

Christian colony at Tunis.  They became a part of the Province of Aragon in the fourteenth 

century. 

Blessed Conrad of Ascoli is credited with the conversion of many Libyan Bedouins and a 

Franciscan tertiary, Ramon Lull, did much to promote missions, including the provision of a 

school where friars could receive specialist training for working among Islamic peoples. 

THE MISSION IN THE MONGOL EMPIRE 

In 1241 the Mongols invaded Europe and the Church sent Franciscan and Dominicans as 

ambassadors for peace.  John Piancarpino led the first embassy in 1245.  He was unsuccessful 

in brokering peace but did manage to bring some understanding of the Mongols to the church. 

William of Rubruck tried at a later date, but failed in the diplomatic arena.  Both men 

inspired other Franciscan missionaries, as did the trade journeys of the Polo brothers who 

advised the Church that Kublai Khan wanted European scholars to instruct him in the 

Christian religion. 

In 1291 John of Montecorvino travelled overland to Peking and, as a result of his success, 

the Minister General (Gonsalvo of Balbao) was asked to choose seven friars for this mission.  

Despite death through fevers, the rest continued and the new Church of China was founded. 

Very good relations had been established between the Khan of Persia and the Holy See. 

There were frequent expeditions to the Far East under John XXII and Benedict XII.  Blessed 

Odoric of Pordenone travelled throughout Asia between 1318 and 1330.  More missionaries set 
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out from Avignon in 1338 and arrived in Peking in 1342.  In 1353 a letter from the Khan 

asked for more missionaries and the general chapter was asked to provide friars.  The Black 

Death killed many missionaries in the East as well as in Europe and the eastern vicariates did 

not recover, although some earlier missionaries struggled on. 

In 1370 Urban V tried to revive the mission and 60 missionaries set out under Willian of 

Prato but the missions and the Mongol dynasty had already collapsed. The Ottoman Turks 

now posed a great threat. 

There had been three vicariates in Northern Tartary, Cathay or China and Eastern 

Tartary, covering much of Asia. 

Many Lithuanians were converted as a result of thirteenth and fourteenth century 

Franciscan missions. 

THE MISION TO THE CANARY ISLANDS AND WEST COAST OF AFRICA 

Under the Observant reform, Franciscan missions to these areas were very successful.  The 

Canaries’ mission was peaceful and progressed slowly under the kings of Aragon until there 

was a French armed invasion in 1402.   

By 1480 the Canary Islands had become a regular vicariate.  It became a province later.  

About 200 religious were working in the Islands in 1484. 

From here missionary work extended to Guinea and other parts of the African Coast thank 

to the work of Brother Alonso of Bolano, procurator of the mission. 

The initial Franciscan missions heralded the way for Spanish and Portuguese missionaries 

in these regions. 
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MODULE TWO: 

GROWING BRANCHES 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE SECOND AND THIRD ORDERS 

 

Lesson 1: Introduction to Third Order Franciscans 

Lesson 2: Sources for the Third Order 

Lesson 3: The Development of the Third Order Regular 

Lesson 4: The Canonisation Bull for Saint Clare 

Lesson 5: The Development of the Second Order 

LESSON ONE: 

THE THIRD ORDER SECULAR 

INTRODUCTION 

The First Order of Franciscans comprises the male orders who are the direct descendants 

of Francis and his companions, following the Later Rule of 1223.  The second Order was 

founded by St Clare and refers to those communities that take their inspiration and direction 

from Clare and her sisters.   

In the Roman Catholic Church, the Third Order has developed into two branches both of 

which have their origins in the Franciscan Penitential Order.  It includes both Franciscans 

living in a community, regulated by the Third Order Regular Rule, and secular Franciscans, 

who observe the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order, while living in the world, either single 

or married, including some diocesan priests.   

In addition to observing the Rule, Third Order Franciscans belong to communities or 

fraternities that have statutes and constitutions particular to their congregation, and/or the 

“province” in which the community is situated.  There are more than 400 Third Order Regular 

congregations, some male, some female, some mixed.  Their rule was completely revised in 

1982 by Pope John Paul. They can be found in many countries in the world today.   

There are about 400,000 secular Franciscans throughout the world today.  Members meet 

as a local fraternity as a community, at frequent intervals.  Members are professed, after a 

period of discernment and instruction.  They live their lives based in their own homes, 

independent from other Franciscans, supporting members of their own families, like other 

members of society.  They have a nominated Spiritual Assistant who guarantees fidelity to the 

Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and union with the Franciscan family 

For the period covered by this module all Third Order Franciscans shared a rule.  The 

Memoriale propositi, a rule for living as penitents, dates from 1221 but the papal bull, Supra 
montem, was issued specifically for Franciscan penitents in 1289.   This applied both to 

penitents living in community and those who lived in their own homes. 

UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF PENANCE 

Common to all Third Order Franciscans was the desire to live as penitents because this is 

what Francis and Clare were. Therefore, it is important to understand what this meant at the 

time of Francis, particularly as the understanding of “penance” for people today has become 

restrictive and the term has become unfashionable.   

In the early Middle Ages, monastic life had been regarded as the ideal way of life for 

believers.  Christian perfection was identified with leaving the world and entering a 

monastery.  However, by the time of Francis’ life there was already a growing awareness that 
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all Christians were called to holiness and a significant number changed their lifestyle in order 

to strive to follow Christ perfectly.  There was a desire to go back to the life of the primitive, 

apostolic church, as you learned in Unit one.  For Franciscans this meant living the 

evangelical life, following our Lord Jesus Christ. 

SCRIPTURAL ORIGINS OF THE PENITENTIAL LIFE 

The penitential movements expressed something of a return to the biblical understanding 

of conversion as Penance had evolved into something different during the history of the 

Church, especially in the west. 

THE OLD TESTAMENT PROPHETS 

Particularly in the prophetic writings of the Old Testament, is a call to conversion that 

must start with the desire to turn back to God.  It required an interior change of heart, a 

return to the special covenant relationship with God and a rebellion against empty ritualism:  

Hosea 6:1-6 is an example of how this was expressed. The call is to know God and recognise 

his ways, and be prepared to live in faithful love.  Conversion depends upon God’s 

graciousness.  Those converted follow God’s law, written on the heart of those who repent 

(Jeremiah 31:33).   

Conversion meant turning away from sin, back to God.  This was accompanied by a 

certainty of the infinite compassion of the God who forgives.  Those who repent were given a 

new heart and a new spirit as they were purified from their sinfulness and entered a life-long 

commitment to God’s covenant.  The understanding was that they would not return to their 

old ways. But would live in obedience to the law and produce fruits of justice (Isaiah 5:22ff; 

9:7ff). 

Readings from the Prophets are found during the penitential seasons in the church’s 

liturgy today, particularly Lent. 

NEW TESTAMENT REPENTANCE 

The beginning of the New Testament is marked by a call to repentance (see the opening of 

Mark’s gospel).  There were also warnings about the final judgement. Jesus preached that the 

condition for entering the Kingdom was conversion (Luke 5:32).  Everyone, including those 

identified as sinners, was called to conversion which required turning one’s heart to God.  

Jesus offered forgiveness and asked his followers to have faith. 

Christians believe that Jesus is the way to the Kingdom.  They are called to live in Christ 

and are committed to changing their lives and to turning away from sin.  The life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus brought about salvation and the New Testament focuses less on the 

external acts of an individual penitent.  However, the individual who has turned back to God, 

will live according to God’s law and justice, and so will necessarily act in a new and different 

way.  The world’s values are no longer shared by the individual, as he/she begins to live in the 

love of God and neighbour and to surrender self, according to the way of love that Jesus 

exemplified.   Christians mark their conversion with the sacrament of Baptism. 

Although John the Baptist had preached a Baptism of repentance, there was a distinction 

between this and Jesus’ Baptism with the Holy Spirit.   Belief that Jesus was Lord and 

Messiah brought the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit directs the movement toward Christ 

and this is symbolised and effected in the sacrament.  Once baptised, the person became part of 

a new creation, and commitment was regarded as total and absolute. Initially, grievous sin was 

no longer thought possible and there was no provision for forgiveness of post-baptismal sin.  

Experience was to lead the Christian community to address how sin would be forgiven after 

Baptism.  In Matthew 6:12 and in Acts 8:22, sinners are exhorted to pray for forgiveness and to 

perform works of charity for the forgiveness of sins (Luke 7:47, Acts 26:20 and James 2 : 24). 
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Sin was a community reality that damaged the whole community, so the community was 

exhorted to pray for the sinner, to intercede to God for the sinner (1 John 5:15, James 5:16) 
and to call the sinner to repentance.  Reconciliation was also a community activity.   

THE HISTORY OF PENANCE IN THE CHURCH 

It was the link between sin and the community and the belief that post-baptismal penance 

could only be given once which was to lead to the penitential practices instituted by the 

Church, particularly after the end of the Roman persecutions. 

Social isolation was followed by liturgical separation. There were penitents within the 

Christian community by the third century, distinguished from the community, just as 

catechumens22 were, by their exclusion from the Eucharist.    Conversion was possible for the 

sinner again.  In the mid-second century, it was believed that post-baptismal penance could 

only be received once.  In the West, penitential practices became increasingly severe.  Public 

confession was required and penalties, such as fasting and wearing different clothing, were 

imposed by the community. 

From the early fourth century, after the Edict of Toleration ended the persecution of 

Christians, harsh disciplines were designed to help the sinner through the process of 

conversion.  Reconciliation was symbolised by the imposition of hands, by the bishop, and the 

entire community joined in prayer for the repentant sinner. 

Gradually there was a commitment to life-long penetential practices, so penitents were 

stigmatised throughout their lives.  The penitent was assigned a different ecclesiastical status 

and was to perform certain charitable duties. In the fifth century there was also a requirement 

to wear a habit and to live in seclusion, it was forbidden to attend entertainments and the 

penitent had to renounce certain social functions – administrative, judicial and military – and 

could not practise business. Absolute continence and temperance in food and drink came to be 

required.  These penitential practices continued, even after reconciliation with the community 

and return to the Eucharist.  The Order of Penance referred to those who were in the 

penitential state but came to be embraced voluntarily by others as a way of leading a more 

perfect way of life.  This Order gave penitents a specific ecclesiastical status. 

PRIVATE CONFESSION 

The Irish Church followed the monastic approach to sinners and took on a more personal 

nature.  It was the practice to confess faults to the abbot, or another monk, who would give 

spiritual advice and give “penance” to assist in the journey of conversion.  The sinner was then 

absolved.  There was no formal reconciliation but the penitent could return to the Eucharist. It 

was recognised that this practice could be repeated, it was not believed that there could be 

only one experience of post-baptismal penance.  

Gradually this led to the introduction of private confession in the Western Church so a 

priest could “hear” an individual confession. 

PENITENTIAL PILGRIMAGES AND CRUSADES 

Another penitential practice developed in the western church - penitents could go on 

penitential pilgrimages or crusades.  

                                                
22  Catechumens are people preparing to be received into the RC Church 
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THE ORDER OF PENANCE 

One consequence of the severity of the penitential regime was that people waited until 

nearly the end of their lives to be reconciled with the Church. 

Sinners could receive forgiveness for their sins by becoming one of the conversi, attached to 

a monastery, living a life of constant penance.  It was possible for a penitent to live in a 

monastery, in solitary retreat, or his/her home but they were bound to a life of mortification, 

chastity and continence.  It was also possible enter monastic life.  These were all life-long 

commitments. 

The phenomenon of an increased number of voluntary penitents was a feature of the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the time of Francis.  Within this movement the penitential 

movements that preceded Francis grew. 

There was also an increase in the number of lay people who wanted to live their faith more 

fully and found encouragement from the itinerant preachers and from the efforts of reform 

within the Church.  There was a greater emphasis on evangelical poverty, the poverty of life 

associated with the apostles as they followed Christ.  The people were inspired, by a fresh 

reading of the scriptures, and by the humility and asceticism of the preachers who represented 

a stark contrast to the apparent wealth symbolised by monasteries and churches. 

The spiritual awakening among laity, in its various forms, led to a growing acceptance that 

the laity could live fully religious lives even if married and living as part of society.  

Continence was no longer regarded as obligatory for married persons. 

The penitential movements, the Humiliati and the Waldensians, preached a return to the 

primitive gospel, for which poverty was coming to be regarded as a central element. 

Pope Innocent III issued a proposed way of life for the Humiliati in 1201 that was to act as 

a model for the propositum given to Franciscan penitents in 1221 by Homorius III.  This 

exhorted members to humility and obedience, to love of God and neighbour, to repent and do 

penance, following the narrow way of the Gospel, to live in peace with everyone, to make 

satisfaction for any wrongs done and for anything gained by usury or other improper means, 

and not to love the world.  This detachment from the world characterized Francis, Clare and 

their followers.  Innocent III had also exalted married life and the place of work in the 

religious life. 

The penitential movement was largely an urban movement and may have been inspired by 

the social and economic conditions experienced.  Industries had their guilds of craftspeople 

and other artisans and found common interests bonded them.  The Church did not have a 

ready response to the desires for spiritual growth so the movement tended to develop at more 

of a grass roots level. The climate was favourable for embracing conversion/penance as the 

way to God.  A sinner could only repent and become even more conscious of their sorry state as 

they experienced the love of God more powerfully in their lives.  Poverty, humility and 

simplicity were virtues they sought at the same time as rejecting power and wealth within 

society. 

For these groups, penance became the way in which they lived, the state they chose before 

God.  It was not a matter of “doing penance”, following a penitential regime set for them.  For 

many there was a sense of urgency – repent because the Kingdom of God is at hand.  The life 

of penance followed the desire for conversion but also helped the penitent to deepen their 

experience throughout life.  They believed that the experience would be painful, following 

Christ’s own suffering and teaching about taking up the cross.  The penitential life made the 

power of God manifest in their lives.  So penance was effectively the way to salvation. 

FRANCIS THE PENITENT 
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If we recall the beginning of the Testament and the Letters to the Faithful, Francis’ 

experience is in line with this penitential lifestyle.  

Recall the following from module one of this unit - The Testament is valuable for 

Franciscans, both as a source for Francis’ own account of his conversion and because it gives 

us a summary of what the life of penance really means – look again at the first three verses: 

 God initiated, Francis responded. - Conversion starts with God. 

 Conversion (a life of penance) means obeying (listening attentively to) God’s will and 

becoming merciful – love God; love your neighbour for the love of God.   

 Francis’ response led to an interior change – what seemed bitter was turned into 

sweetness of soul and body.  Although not included in the text, we know that this 

caused Francis to praise God and to become increasingly God- centred. 

 Francis left the world and began to follow a life of penance, that is, a life based on 

following the footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ, found in the gospel.  

Also remember the beginning of the First Letter to the Faithful, the Earlier Exhortation, 

that forms the Prologue to the current rules of both the Third Order Regular and the Secular 

Franciscan Order.23 Those Who do Penance are described in chapter one.  Verse 1 – 4 

summarize the penitential life for Third Order Franciscans.  

1. Loving the Lord God with their whole heart, soul, mind and strength and 

their neighbours as themselves, from the commandments that Jesus gave his 

followers, found in Mark 12:30) 

2. Penitents hate their bodies with their vices and sins.  This verse needs to be 

carefully understood, as you realised when you were studying Francis’ 

writings in Unit Two of the course.  Francis is referring to those who turn 

away from self-centredness and selfish desires and concerns, not the body in 

the physical sense.  The medieval expression, hating one’s body with its vices 

and sins, was used to describe knowing oneself to be a sinner in need of God’s 

mercy – a fundamental state of awareness for conversion or entering the life 

of penance. 

3. Penitents receive the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ – remember 

how important the Eucharist was at the time.  The Church  encouraged 

frequent reception and Francis spread this message. 

4. Penitents produce worthy fruits of penance – in other words, they will act 

differently because they are now centred upon God and seek to do God’s will, 

surrendering self and living for others. 

The scriptural sense of penance/conversion is conveyed in these writings - a change of 

heart that follows the desire to turn back to God.  The penitent is on an individual journey 

that he/she has consciously chosen in reaction to the love and mercy of God experienced in 

human life.  This is quite different from the doing of penance for forgiveness of sins while 

removed from the Christian community. 

Francis’ life was transformed as a result of his experience of God.  He remained conscious 

that he could return to sin.  His conversion was a lifelong, ongoing experience marked by key 

episodes that we are fortunate to have documented in the sources.  This life did not make him 

immune from suffering.  We know of his physical suffering and some sources hint at a period 

of soul-searching as the Order changed.  Francis always seemed to live in the light of God’s 

incomprehensible and infinite live for him, wretched and poor though he believed himself to 

                                                
23  FA:ED Vol 1 page 41 
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be.  He knew God from scriptures and as a result of his profoundly spiritual experiences.  I 

believe that this is the Francis that inspires today’s Third Order Franciscans who are among 

the penitents of today. 

In his Testament, Francis wrote of the time he was in sin and then about leaving the world 

after a little time and doing penance.  His earlier life had been in separation from God in that 

he was not consciously living in response to God. For him penance seemed to be trying to be 

obedient – to listen attentively to the word of God and act upon it.  It involved him in the 

service of lepers after the powerful experience he had when he encountered a leper and was 

overcome by the transformation he experienced in himself. What had been bitter was turned 

to sweetness of soul and body.  Francis never seemed to forget this.  It was a result of his 

conversion to seeking God’s will. Francis sought to discern God’s will, then he responded in the 

way he understood God wanted, in undertaking some activity.  For him the world’s values 

were overturned and he could no longer live as he had previously.  He was so transformed that 

he wanted everyone else to experience the joy of the life of penance and, after some time, he 

came to preach penance and peace.  He quickly inspired others and so a Franciscan family 

came to be born. 

THE BEGINNINGS OF A THIRD ORDER 

Francis was a penitent and groups of penitents were already common.  However, the 

sources, including 1Cel, record the powerful influence the brothers had on their missionary 

journeys.  In 1 Cel 37, Thomas of Celano speaks of men and women who followed Francis  - his 

Rule and his teaching.  It specifies that he assigned a way of life to those followers who could 

not join the First Order.  L3C 60 makes specific reference to lay followers.  LP 34 depicts a 

sense of community between the friars and the villagers of Greccio.  Much later,  Fioretti 16 

refers to the enthusiastic response of the people of Cannara to the words of Francis.  This 

source relates that Francis had a plan for how they should live their own penitential lives. 

What is beyond doubt is the impact that Francis and his followers had at a time when there 

was already an evangelical awakening among the laity.  People were deeply moved by the 

preaching and example of Francis and the brothers.  

Scholars debate whether Francis actually founded the Third Order.  Robert Stewart in his 

book De Illis qui Faciunt Penitentiam…. summarises the main points raised in this debate 

(pages 212ff). 

There is a distinction to be made between the founding of the Third Order and the 

founding of the First Order for which Francis obtained a Rule.  Francis was not the founder of 

the penitential movement and we have no records of him founding a fraternity or a province. 

However, as Bernard Tickerhoof puts it: 

"Not only was Francis a product of the penitential movement, but in time he became the 

spearhead of it.  So great was his influence on this Order of Penance, as the movement was 

recognized within the Church , that it completely adopted his values and spirit.  Soon after his 

death it began to be recognized as the Third Order of St Francis, and down to our present day it 

continues to form the largest part of the Franciscan family."24 

The existing Order of Penance was a channel for living a life of conversion exemplified by 

Francis.  Many were encouraged by him and his followers to undergo conversion.  Various 

sources show that the friars entered into social and spiritual relationships with penitents.  

The early brothers spread the seed and encouraged its growth, although the first Rule for 

Franciscan penitents dates from in 1289. In juridical terms, Francis was not the founder. His 

life led to the release of new fervour in the power of the Holy Spirit and this was channelled 

within an existing form of voluntary penance.  He was the spiritual founder of an Order of 

                                                
24  Francis’ Volterra Letter: A Gospel Spirituality Bernard tickerhoof  TOR 
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Penance that eventually came to be known as the Secular Franciscan Order. 

Francis produced two writings that are regarded as exhortation to penitents, providing a 

spiritual guide rather than a judicial rule.  He inspired penitents and provided principles upon 

which they could govern their lives. 

There have been scholarly debates about which of the two exhortations, commonly known 

as the Letters to the Faithful was written first.  These debates examine possible dates, the 

intended audience, the purpose behind writing them and the nature of the two texts. 

The two letters enable us to gain some insight into Francis’ spiritual guidance for 

penitents, the Memoriale propositi and Supra montem, judicial documents, make it clear that 

penitents were recognised as an Order and, therefore, had their own place within the Church.  

The sources show what made the lives of penitents identifiable within society from the earliest 

days.  New Third Order rules were produced over the centuries to allow the Order to adapt to 

the needs of the times, as perceived by the Church.  Yet the writings of Francis remain 

relevant and inspirational today.         
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LESSON TWO: 

SOURCES FOR THE THIRD ORDER 

INTRODUCTION 

In this lesson you will study the two exhortations written by Francis for Christian 

penitents. The Later Admonition and Exhortation is, in fact, addressed to all Christians.   

The lesson will also provide a summary of the two key papal documents relevant to the 

Third Order in the thirteenth century. 

THE EARLIER EXHORTATION  

There are at least 14 titles for this text25.  It is useful for you to be familiar with the names 

by which it has been most commonly known: 

The Volterra manuscript – this is because the earliest manuscript was found in Volterra. 

The First Letter to the Faithful or Rescensio prior– was written by Francis but only 

recognised to be a separate source in the last century because, as a result of its location in 

manuscripts, it was initially thought to form a part of the Admonitions that Francis wrote for 

his brothers. The Later Admonition and Exhortation was already well known, and confirmed 

as an authentic writing of Francis.  It came to be thought that this shorter text was composed 

at an earlier date by Francis, possibly as a response to the various people who had wanted to 

join Francis and to whom he promised he would give a way of living.  Following this line of 

thought, the text was developed more fully at a later stage, resulting in the Later Admonition 
and Exhortation.  It was simply called a letter because it seemed to have a specific audience.  

As you read it quickly now, ask yourself if it should be called a letter.  Compare its beginning 

to that of other letters, such as the Later Admonition and Exhortation written for all the 

faithful. 

Earlier Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance – this is thought to offer a more 

precise description of what the text actually is.  That is why it was chosen by the editors of 

FA:ED. As we examine it, you will see that it reads like a sermon reproduced in writing, not 

unlike the Gospels are written sources based on the oral teaching of Jesus. 

Read the introduction to the text on page 41 of FA:ED Vol I.  Note: Brothers and Sisters of 

Penance were terms used to describe penitents during the time of Francis. 

Take note of the words that were found in the early Volterra manuscript that show that 

this text was intended to lead its readers to life and salvation in the Lord.  This is why 

Kajetan Esser was convinced it was an exhortation given to penitents by Francis.  It is also 

why it is regarded as a primitive rule for penitents. 

STUDYING THE TEXT 

Note that there are two chapters about two groups of people.  It will help you look at the 

chapters “side by side” noting where there are links and comparisons between opposites. For 

example, look at 1: 2 - 4.  Compare this with 2:1-5. 

For Francis it seems very simple – if you do penance you have the Spirit of the Lord 

dwelling within you, you are a child of the Father and spouse, brother and mother of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  You are intimately related to the Trinity. Francis develops this idea in 1: 8 – 11.  

What is stated simply is in fact both challenging and wonderful.  In these verses, Francis 

                                                
25  This is the subject matter of an essay by Margaret Carney in Francis of Assisi History, Hagiography and Hermeneutics in 

the Early Documents, Jay Hammond, ed.,  London: NCP, 2002.) 
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expresses the amazing gift offered to mankind by our loving Father, God.  We can wonder how 

it is possible for human beings to be in such strong and real relationship with almighty God 

until we begin to appreciate, as Francis did, that it is pure gift from pure love.  In 1:11-12, 

Francis goes on to extol and praise the Trinity, filled with gratitude.  Then he provides a list of 

words expressing his response to having such a Brother and Son.  In verse 13, he reminds us 

of the depth, and extent, of the love of Jesus in his death for our salvation, capturing it in the 

simple expression “who laid down his life for His sheep and prayed to His Father, saying…” 

(page 42). 

The chapter ends with Francis recalling John chapter 17 – it is interesting to note that he 

does not just follow the order of verses directly as they are recorded in John.  

Francis tells us that he is reproducing the prayer of the Son to his Father but it is quite 

possible that Francis could have had in mind Christian penitents whom he wanted to 

commend, and intercede for, to his Father through the Beloved Son, Francis’ Lord and Master.   

While it summarises penitential life in the first few verses, this text is not a manual of how 

a penitent should behave.  It develops as something like a meditation, centred on the Trinity, 

and the words of Christ.  It leaves us in no doubt of Francis’ closeness to Jesus, the way to the 

Father. 

Francis knows that a penitent will strive to replace the spirit of the flesh with the Spirit of 

God.  It is only God who can enable us to do this.  It leads to our union with the Father by the 

power of the Holy Spirit.  Similarly, we cannot have life if we remain separate from God. If the 

spirit of flesh remains within, a person is the subject of sin and death.  A person is 

transformed by God’s creative, redeeming and sanctifying will.  This is offered but a person 

need not accept it because we were created with free will and God seeks our co-operation.  

Francis obtained his insight through reflection on scriptures and because of the spirit of 

prayer that he demonstrated.  He did not learn it at a school of theology or philosophy. 

Now, read chapter two.  In stark contrast, Francis describes those who do not do penance 

as “held captive by the devil, whose [child] they are and whose works they do.” (Chap 2 : 5). 

The basis for the “blindness” of which he writes is John’s gospel also (see chapters 8 and 9).  

This chapter reflects that there is a choice - human beings are free either to accept or reject 

the gift God has offered.   We are called to receive and to respond, following the way Jesus 

showed us, the way of poverty and humility, exemplified in his incarnation, his loving 

surrender on the cross and his continuing presence in the Eucharist.  Disciples are called to 

empty themselves of all selfishness and worldliness so they can respond actively to God’s 

goodness.  This is the meaning of the new covenant relationship with God. 

The style of this letter seems to be similar to that of preaching: It presents a clear and 

stark choice – the kind of approach that a preacher might take to make sure people attend to 

the message. Both chapters draw clearly from Scripture.  Chapter one is about those who 

believe through the Son and can lead others to believe by the witness of their lives as 

penitents certain that God is within them.  Chapter 2 takes the example of the blind Jews who 

did not accept Jesus or his words, and yet who claimed to be the true children of God, but 

Jesus called them children of the devil.  They remained spiritually blind.  Francis applied this 

to Christians who deceive themselves and fail to take up the penitential life, choosing instead 

the values of the world. 

Therefore it could be said that faith is at the heart of this text.  True faith is necessary for 

genuine conversion of heart.  Faith and penance go hand in hand.  

The opening of the text contains the two commandments Jesus said summarised the law, 

recalling the Jewish “shema” (Deut 6:4-9) – love God with all of your being.  Jesus draws our 

attention to the fact that true love of God not only requires, but logically followed, leads to love 
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of neighbour.   

Also implicit in the nature of this text, no-one can remain centred on God, in the Spirit of 

God, if they surrender to the spirit of flesh.  Conversion needs to be a daily intention.  Each 

day a penitent has to seek to follow the will of God.  For Francis certainty that he was being 

transformed by God’s goodness came when he experienced sweetness at the embrace of the 

leper.  This text demonstrates that Francis had found true wealth, the pearl or the treasure 

that Jesus promised.  He expressed the truth he experienced, that when we act in accordance 

with God’s will, we are children, spouses, brothers and mothers of God. 

Although chapter 2 is equally powerful in its imagery, it provokes a somewhat different 

reaction in the reader.  We have to remember that Francis is talking about people who 

“knowingly lose their souls” (2:10) and choose to die “without penance and satisfaction”, 

choosing not to take the opportunity to “perform an act of satisfaction” (2:15).  Francis sees 

such people as deceived by and belonging to the devil, who, as their father, has the right to 

snatch their souls away.  It is easy to imagine this as part of a sermon pointing out the utter 

stupidity of choosing to remain blind and the folly of letting our tendency to sin deceive us and 

control our lives. 

THE LATER ADMONITION AND EXHORTATION 

This is a longer and more detailed text.  In this lesson you will consider some parts and be 

given a suggested framework that might help your study.  Begin by reading the introduction 

in FA:ED Vol 1 page 45. 

Like the Earlier Rule of the brothers, this letter seems to be the result of evolving 

experience.  In its description of what penitents need to do, the letter gives us a picture of how 

penitential life was lived in the Middle Ages, with emphasis given to matters that concerned 

the Church of the time. So the letter provides us with insight into how Francis and his 

followers lived.  The Franciscan way is to respond to God in action.  We will see that minority 

is at the heart of this letter. The letter also includes praise, gratitude and joy because of God’s 

actions through love for us. 

Things that Francis learned from his own experience are summarised – for example, 

learning to put God and others first, service of the poor, finding what is of true value, acting 

out of love and bringing peace to the world around. 

STUDYING THE TEXT  

This has the form of a letter as you can see from verses 1-3.  It is verse 3 that led people to 

believe that it was probably written late in Francis’ life, although Francis suffered from illness 

during his life. 

If you glance over the text, comparing it to the earlier one, you will notice that greatest 

development is on those who do penance.  In this section Francis gives a detailed description 

of the way of penance. 

The letter can be divided up in different ways.  David Flood devised the following scheme: 

1-3: Introduction 

4-21: God’s call through Jesus Christ 

22-44: The way of penance 

 45-47: (Central) SUMMARY of the Franciscan penitential way 

48-62: The blessings of penance 

 63-85: Warning against wilful blindness 

 86-87:  Conclusion26 

                                                
26  Cited in Robert Stewart, page 179. 
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45-47 

Flood explained why these were central.  Franciscan penitents seek to be “simple, humble 

and pure”.  We are to hold our bodies in contempt, which really means that we are to be wary 

of the spirit of flesh, aware of our weakness and our sinfulness. The key to minority lies in 47:  

“We must never desire to be above others, but, instead we must be servants and subject to every 

human creature for God’s sake.” 

This is how Francis and the friars were to live, according to their Rules. 

22-44 

This section begins  “We must”.  Reading through you will find this phrase repeated.  You 

will also find “Let us”.  These phrases introduce how penitents should live, focusing on: 

 Sacramental life 

 Worthy action 

 Love of neighbour – but note the very sensible and helpful proviso: 

“And if anyone does not want to love them as himself, let him at least not do them any 

harm, but let him do good.”   We can at least ask God to bless those we cannot truly 

love. 

 Judgement with mercy 

 Charity and humility 

 Temperate consumption 

 The church 

 Recognizing the source of our sins is within ourselves, our hearts 

 Love of enemies 

 Fidelity to the commands of Christ 

 Obedience, subject to God’s law 

 Attitude of service and justice in relationships 

 Control our personal anger caused by the actions of another  

The concerns of the Church, expressed in Lateran Council IV, that Francis was called to 

address are stated here – with reference  to the sacraments and respect for priests. 

48-62 

This section recalls the Earlier admonition until verse 60, summoning creation to praise of 

God for His manifest love, goodness and holiness. 

4-21 

This section is a source for private reflection because of the vast mysteries it encompasses 

in a few words.  It is a concise and moving summary of what we believe about Christ.  It 

includes the challenge that we are to follow in his footsteps.  Verse 14ff talks about our 

coldness and our failure to receive Him who is our salvation.  For those who are penitents, 

verse 18ff summarises the demands, including the need for adoration “with a pure heart and a 

pure mind”.  For penitents prayer must be continual. 

Francis states things simply but they are if fact challenging and refreshing.  His faith is 

evident and this letter shows once more how his own conversion led him to profound insights 



Growing Branches 

69 of 199 

which he wanted to share with others. 

63-85 

This correlates closely to Chapter 2 of the earlier text.   

1-3 

The introduction is interesting and a typical opening address from “Brother Francis”. 

86-87 

As in the introduction, the Trinity is invoked at the beginning of these last few verses. This 

is an exhortation to observe the spirit of the letter and a prayer for God’s blessing on those 

who try to do so. 

THE MEMORIALE PROPOSITI 

We now turn to the papal sources.  These are juridical by nature.  They represent the 

official response of the Church to the growing number of penitents and follow other propositi  

(proposed ways of living) such as the one given to the Humiliati in 1201.  (You can find these 

texts in Robert Stewart’s book.) 

It is believed that the Memoriale propositi was the work of Cardinal Hugolino and other 

Jurists, with Francis’ involvement.  You have already seen that Hugolino was concerned with 

the legal status of Franciscan groups particularly in his own area in Italy.  He encouraged the 

development of the Rule for the First Order and presented regulations for female 

communities. 

Hugolino also confronted the wider concerns of the Church – war, civil and with the 

Emperor, heresy and the Saracens. 

The text dates form 1221 but the manuscripts used by scholars date from the pontificacy of 

Gregory IX (formerly Hugolino).  The term “memoriale” is an exhortation to remember, to 

keep in mind how you are to live. 

There is no specific mention of Franciscan penitents in this text.  It is addressed more 

generally. to “Brothers and Sisters of Penance living in their own homes”.   

The text provides juridical prescriptions concerning the penitential life, covering the 

following (summarised by Stewart on page 186): 

Modesty of dress and appropriate entertainment – penitents were to “dress in humble, 

undyed cloth of a restricted value", which would mark penitents as they would not wear 

finery.  They were to make sure the necks were not open.  For women, there was some leeway 

in that they were expected to dress according to their station in life. 

 Abstinence and fasts – exemptions were made according to the work that someone had 

to do and also for pregnant women. 

 Prayer life including confession and communion 

 Reconciliation with others 

 Prohibition against bearing arms and taking oaths –note that this clearly distinguished 

penitents and gave them privileges that may not have been popular with the local 

governing bodies or with feudal masters. 

 Monthly meetings 

 Care of the sick and the dead 
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 The role of minister 

 Payment due to the treasurer 

At convenient times, meetings should be addressed by “some religious who is informed in 

the words of God to exhort them and strengthen them to persevere in their penance and in 

performing works of mercy  (Note that this does not have to be a friar.) 

 Admission  

 Avoidance of heresy and dissension 

 Election of officers 

 Obligation of the norms 

 Married women could not be admitted without their husband’s consent 

Candidates were given a year before professing the Rule.  This was marked by the drawing 

up of a public document and it was then illegal for the member to leave the fraternity, except 

to embrace religious life.  There was provision to expel incorrigible members. 

Some articles in this text were a direct result of Lateran Council IV – such as those 

referring to modesty in clothing, avoiding certain types of entertainment, reference to the 

office, frequenting the sacraments, providing good teaching and example and resisting heresy. 

Penitents had a particular place in the Church. They were regulated by some clerical 

legislation, for example, the section on prayer is based on clerical observances and penitents 

would be expected to join clerics for praying some of the “hours.”  They were part of a religious 

order. 

With regard to their secular life, distinctions that were to be observed about dress were not 

insignificant at a time when dress was an expression of your status and when textiles revealed 

your wealth.  Oaths and bearing arms were commonplace.  To be exempt was a privilege, but 

it also marked you as different and you could face criticism for failing to support the 

community.  These privileges would have to be defended by the Church at times as recorded in 

certain bulls. 

It is stating the obvious to remark that the text is very different in nature from the ones we 

have just studied that came from Francis directly.  Stewart concludes (page 201): 

“The Memoriale propositi expresses the Franciscan way on penance only insofar as it is read 

and understood through the lens of the primitive rule or Later exhortation, only insofar as the 

life of penance begins with the experience of God which leads a person to a true sense of 

repentance which leads to self-denial, to humility and simplicity, to service and love of others.  

The Memoriale propositi presents the ‘Franciscan’ way of penance only insofar as it empowers 

the penitents to seek reconciliation with God and neighbour, only insofar as its prescriptions for 

the life of penance suggests the way of a different wisdom, struggle and power.” 

SUPRA MONTEM (1289 – POPE NICHOLAS IV) 

Pope Nicholas IV, the first Franciscan pope, became pope in February 1288.  He issued this 

bull in August, 1289.  It is addressed 

“To our beloved sons and our beloved daughters in Jesus Christ, the Brothers and Sisters of the 

Order of Penance”.    

It is the first formally approved Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order. 

Although it is very similar to the Memoriale propositi of 1221 the few differences were 

significant. 

First it is for Franciscans specifically. 
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Where a local detail existed in the Memoriale propositi, it was given a universal 

application, such as, clothing to be of a low cost, rather than not to exceed a certain value in 

local currency.  There is a mention of the Feast of St Francis and of Francis as founder of the 

Order.  There is also the addition that visitors and instructors should be taken from the Order 

of Friars Minor, appointed by the custodies of that Order.  In the particular stress that the 

text gives to orthodoxy, it seems that the Franciscan penitents were being called upon to 

defend orthodoxy.  There is an alteration with regard to bearing arms – the penitents were 

expected to take up arms “in defence of the Roman Church, the Christian faith, or their 

country, or with the permission of their ministers.” 

While the Franciscan element in this text is very significant, there is a sense that the 

penitents were seen as serving the Church’s interests, perhaps even more than as penitents 

inspired by the spirit of Francis. 

The format of the Rule and most if its contents remained unchanged from the Memoriale 
propositi. 

WHAT WAS THE ORDER OF PENANCE? 

From the texts we have examined, and from histories of the period, it is clear that the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw the phenomenon of an evangelical awakening.  It seems 

to have been expressed most clearly in urban areas and it took different forms.  There were 

people who sought a solitary eremitical experience, others who formed communities and many 

who were inspired to live their lives in a different way while remaining in their homes.  There 

were married people who both agreed to leave their homes and join religious communities and 

there were people who gave up possessions to the poor, taking on a poor life-style themselves, 

helping individuals who were in  need or serving in an institution or a leper colony.  Penitents 

inspired by the Franciscan movement were in no sense a uniform group.  However, Francis’ 

writings, especially The Later Admonition and Exhortation, provide some insight into the way 

they would be expected to live out their Christian lives.  The Memoriale propositi and Supra 

montem came about because there was a substantial number of penitents.  From the time of 

Innocent III, the papacy looked for ways to accommodate these people within the structures of 

the church.  This was because they did not fit into the existing hierarchy and their status was 

unclear.  It was also because of the fear that they could succumb to heretical influences if they 

were not recognized by the Church.  Women seeking to live a penitential life outside a 

monastery or convent were not readily accommodated within the Church as we will see in the 

next lesson. 

Franciscan tertiaries, living in their own homes, would not take on a uniform identity.  The 

Third Order provided a way of living penitence in community, under the jurisdiction of the 

local bishop but with freedom to direct their affairs, as guilds provided for a range of needs for 

artisans and craftsmen in the same trade.  For spiritual development, fraternities would seek 

direction from a religious of their choice whom they knew would address their needs. 

There are records from individual fraternities, of provinces where tertiaries held general 

chapters that show the phenomenal growth of the movement.   Other religious movements had 

tertiaries as well.   The Order of Penance got its particular identity because the movement 

was inspired by Franciscan preaching and example, and Francis was a penitent.   

As fraternities grew in different places, initially they did not have central government or 

administration and this meant that as well as finding variations between fraternities, 

suspicion could be attached to them.  The Cathars were active and as they travelled around 

and were known to influence lay groups.  Fraternities were also suspect in their local 

community as their privileges and exemptions marked them as different and even disloyal. 

Between 1221 and 1227 alone there were five papal documents dealing with problems 
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concerning the “Brothers of Penance”.  They dealt with common experiences. Honorius III 

ordered the bishop of Rimini to protect the penitents of Faenza and the surrounding area from 

magistrates obliging them to bear arms and take oaths.  In different places, the exemption of 

penitents from interdict had to be confirmed by the papacy.  Honorius III had to insist that 

Italian authorities did not impose military service, excessive taxation and the exercise of 

public office on penitents. The same concerns were found in bulls throughout the thirteenth 

century. Clearly the penitents experienced resentment because of their privileges.  

Over time the friars of the First Order seemed to be reluctant to be actively involved in the 

life of the penitents.  This was true of other religious orders as well. At the same time, the 

laity wanted independence, partly because through education some had learned more about 

their beliefs and there was a general desire to have the freedom to direct themselves. Yet 

there was always an attraction to the friars Minor who shared their Franciscan ideals.  

For their part, the friars did not necessarily want to get involved in disputes between the 

penitents and their local authorities.  The friars had their own tensions and problems to 

resolve.  John of Parma tried to rekindle the interest of the First Order in penitents and asked 

Innocent IV to prevail on ministers to visit the Brothers of Penance in Italy.  Vota devotorum 

was promulgated in 1247 in Italy and Sicily, demanding this.  Not only did friars resist, 

neither did it find favour with the penitents in Lombardy.  In 1251 the bishop of Florence was 

granted power to exercise the office of visitator, rather than a friar. This was as a result of the 

request of the local tertiaries. 

At the time of Bonaventure, the friars were concerned about the orthodoxy of some 

penitents and did not want to be associated with the Third Order. In the 1280s there was a 

revival of interest in Florence when a Brother Caro of Arezzo was acting as apostolic visitor to 

some brothers of penance.  He applied a rule to the penitents which may have been the basis 

for Supra montem. 

Nicholas IV received several requests for an approved rule for Franciscan penitents, one 

from Bologna in 1289.  Franciscan penitents, living in community in Toulouse, also requested 

a rule. Supra montem was promulgated to give a recognised Rule to all Franciscan penitents, 

whether living in their homes, on their own or in community.  During the persecution of 

heretics at the beginning of the fourteenth century, protection was given to those who 

observed this rule.  This meant that some groups suspected of heresy took the Franciscan rule 

and that Franciscan tertiaries survived while other penitential groups, especially the 

Beguines, suffered a decline in numbers.   

THE BEGUINES – A DIFFERENT EXPRESSION OF EVANGELICAL AWAKENING. 

Before looking at the origins of the Third Order Regular, it will be helpful to know 

something about this movement.  It was largely a female phenomenon but there were men, 

known as beghards, who were part of it too. 

Clare highlights the problem that women had in being allowed to live independently.  

Clare’s journey after conversion was to take her to a convent and then to another community.  

This second community seems to have been something like a beguinage, although these 

centres were most fully developed in Northern Europe, especially the Low Countries. 

There were more women than men at this time in Europe.  There seem to have been a 

range of factors, such as men dying in the crusades and other military service and the relative 

longevity of women.  For women of high social status, primogeniture meant it was the sons 

who inherited land and women were married off to the advantage of their family as far as 

possible.  For women who did not want to marry or who could not marry, religious life 

provided a community home and allowed a certain independence.  Here wealthy women would 

have positions of authority and would have servants so they would continue to have a more 
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privileged life. Clare did not want this, as you learned in Unit Two.  She entered the 

monastery poor, desiring to be treated as a poor sister. Clare was not unique.  Many wealthy 

women wanted to serve the needy.  

The attraction of a life in which religion could be expressed was part of the evangelical 

awakening.  For the Church in a male dominated society, women seeking to live 

independently caused a real problem.  Women were thought to belong securely in a state 

where they could be protected by men, not only in the physical sense, but also where they 

could be kept under control, such as in marriage or in a monastery.  Male Orders became 

reluctant to take responsibility for the growing number of women who sought to enter 

religious life.  Some reasons given for this are that: 

 Women were regarded as a source of temptation for men.   

 Some female mystical experiences and prophecies were treated with  suspicion. 

 Women were believed to be disruptive. 

 Where sects accepted women, the women were given too much freedom, sometimes 

even sharing the life of itinerant preaching. 

 Pastoral care for women took men away from their own religious duties. 

 Looking after women was an economic drain on the male community. 

Women had to develop other ways of living out their needs.  Many became beguines like 

Marie of Oignies.  Jacques de Vitry has left us very favourable accounts of the valuable 

contribution such women were making to society.  He wanted to secure papal approval for her 

community.  (Read the introduction and Letter 1 in FA:ED vol 1 pages 578-580).   

Beguines could be isolates or form part of a community. They could remain in their own 

homes but join others for Mass and prayers, and for meetings.  The movement was urban in 

character and women who joined a community followed a rule of life but did not take solemn 

or permanent vows.  While part of the community they would live chaste or continent lives 

and share possessions, but they could manage their own affairs and were free to leave the 

community.  They did not sell their possessions but did take on manual work to support the 

community.  This was often related to the textile industry but it could be service of some kind 

for rich families.   They became involved in charitable works – care for the sick, the poor, 

serving priests, education  

Communities often numbered from 10–50 women.  They were established near institutions 

where they could work or in houses in close proximity within a town.  There was still unease 

about these women, particularly those who lived the life in solitude and could be regarded as 

nuisances when they begged or tried to carry out business.  In the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries the number of houses expanded and a new development occurred especially in the 

Low Countries, but also in France and Germany.  This was the beguinage.  These 

accommodated large numbers of beguines and some even became parishes.  They were like a 

town within a town, having their own church and cemetery, hospital or infirmary, public 

square, streets and walks where there were houses and convents.  The convents were for 

younger sisters and pupils, individual homes were for the older and more well to do beguines. 

These large beguinages had a grand mistress with other administrators as a council.  

Members promised obedience to the mistress, to the statutes and the ecclesiastical authorities. 

They found sympathetic chaplains who respected their way of life.  You can visit beguinages 

today, for example, in Ghent and Leuven (Louvain). 

Beguines had routines of daily prayer, silence, work and entertainment, the smaller 

communities having to find a local chapel or church where they were welcome for prayer and 

liturgy.  Older beguines would train new entrants. In the beginning the beguines dresses like 

other people but gradually came to adopt a habit of simple material, often grey in colour. 
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The large beguinages were not subject to the great persecution against heresy that affected 

other beguines and beghards in the fourteenth century.  Suspicion that they were prone to 

heresy continued, but it is also true that the Church was not comfortable about communities 

or individual women living outside marriage or monastic life and failed to accommodate them. 

This movement avoided claustration and absorption into a Third Order.  This makes it 

unusual.  It is also evidence of the need that women felt to find a way of expressing their 

Christianity with others of a like mind for whom the Church provided no obvious answer. 
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LESSON THREE: 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE THIRD ORDER REGULAR 

INTRODUCTION 

Although research into the development of the Third Order is ongoing, there is relatively 

little material available in English at the moment for the period covered in this unit.  

However, it is possible to make a few general observations.  There are several Franciscan 

tertiaries who became saints: Elizabeth of Hungary, Elizabeth of Portugal, Margaret of 

Cortona, Rose of Viterbo are among the better known. 

Such persons seem to have been drawn to apostolic or charitable projects where they 

wanted to free themselves from family ties in order to devote their lives to an apostolic task.  

They would join others and form community.  To mention a few places: In Rome, four 

benevolent homes were run by tertiaries.  In Cortona, they maintained the Hospital of mercy; 

in Florence, the Hospital of St. Paul and at Imola, the Hospital of St. Francis. At Reggio 

Emilia, tertiaries visited the poor in their homes and kept a dispensary and food store, free of 

charge for poor people of any category. There was a tertiary brotherhood of infirmarians in 

Paris, and at Mons, in Belgium, free tuition was given to poor children. 

The origins of the Third Order Regular can be traced from these times.  Penitents wanted 

to join with others, if only for worship in permanent churches.  A group of people could provide 

a management structure for whatever charitable institutions they were actively interested in 

supporting.  There were people wanted to share eremitical life as part of a group to encourage 

community discipline.  Some groups wanted to build their own chapels for prayer and 

meetings. 

As the movement extended, organization had to become more structured, often regulated 

by statutes.  Sometimes there would be a common habit, sometimes enclosure was imposed or 

requested.  Several communities, linked by a common interest, joined together to form 

congregations within a diocese or a province.  They would receive permission from either the 

bishop or the provincial.  Gradually, independent associations were formed, such as for the 

brothers of Utrecht in 1401, of Flanders in 1413, in Cologne in 1427, in Italy in 1447 and in 

Ireland in 1457. 

They were allowed to hold general chapters and make their own statutes.  They were also 

allowed to take a solemn vow of continence.   

The Congregation of Flanders had seventy convents in the fifteenth century, a female and 

a male minister general, and about 3000 members.  Both men and women wore a grey habit. 

As with the other penitential movements, while general points can be made, it is more 

difficult to provide a common history. 

The Memoriale propositi and Supra montem were not designed as rules for a regular 

community but the Order of Penance provided official status within the Church, and it was 

known that the Franciscan movement was generally favoured and protected by the papacy.  It 

was not subject to the suspicion of heresy. Supra montem guarded against heresy either in 

entrants or among those professed to the Rule.  Groups of penitents were to be protected and 

encouraged by local bishops.   

ELIZABETH OF HUNGARY 

Elizabeth was born in 1207, daughter of the King of Hungary.  She was engaged, to marry 

Louis IV of Thuringia, at the age of four.  They were married in 1221 and had three children.  

She had always led an ascetical life and carried out works of mercy.   Her first confessor and 
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spiritual director was Franciscan. 

Her husband was involved in preparations for the fifth crusade in 1224 and in peace 

broking among German princes in 1226.  He died in 1227 at Otranto. 

Elizabeth used public funds to feed the poor during a time of famine.  She had to leave her 

home at Wartburg Castle, after the death of her husband.   She travelled around in poverty, 

dedicated to those in need.  She was not permitted to renounce her dowry so she used it to set 

up a hospital at Marburg for poor, abandoned sick people. 

In 1228, she surrendered her will to the Lord and renounced her worldly status.  The 

hospital chapel was dedicated to St Francis.  She visited and served at the hospital, selling all 

her possessions to give alms to the poor.  She died in 1231.  Many miracles were recorded at 

her tomb.  She was canonized in 1235. 

There are no records of Elizabeth belonging to the Third Order, although she was inspired 

by Francis.  She turned to Franciscans for her spiritual needs. She became the patron of many 

Franciscan congregations and her reputation was widely celebrated within the movement.  

Her spirituality was penitential and enriched by the Franciscan ideal.  She dedicated herself 

to a life of poverty and to helping those in the hospital she established. 

OTHER EXAMPLES OF A BURGEONING THIRD ORDER REGULAR  

The lack of organization and official records makes it difficult to ascertain membership of 

the Franciscan Third Order.  We know that Rose of Viterbo (1234-53) gathered a community 

together, intending to live the Rule of the Order of Penance.  St Margaret of Cortona (1247-97) 

was admitted to the Third Order in 1277 and gathered young women around her, called the 

Poor Little Sisters.  She founded a house for the care of the sick. 

There were also groups of women, inspired by Francis to devote themselves to works of 

mercy, but who were given the Rule of Augustine by their bishop.  This might be because 

Supra montem was not intended or approved for women living in community.  The Church 

had prohibited new rules in 1215 and in 1274, stating that new foundations should follow an 

existing rule.  Bishops may have regarded the Augustinian rule as more suitable for those who 

wanted to live in community, taking the three vows of religious life. 

Michael Bihl has carried out research in the Strasbourg, Alsace and other parts of 

Germany and Austria.  In 1286, there was a foundation of Franciscan sisters in Strasbourg.  A 

house was offered to Poor Clares to accommodate 26 beguines, the same happened with 

another house in 1294 that was to provide for 16 beguines.  In cases of dispute, rights were 

given to the guardian of the friars’ convent.  Another house was established for 12 sisters 

under the correction of a Franciscan Superior.  25 houses were established of Regular 

Tertiaries dependant on the friars Minor. 

There were similar developments in the province of Spire where Friars Minor took on the 

task of regulating the powers and established the duties of visitator of the Order of Penance in 

1319. 

CLARE OF MONTEFALCO 

Clare’s parents were Franciscan tertiaries, giving their children Clare or Francis as part of 

their names.  Clare wore a Franciscan habit. She was part of the “devout virgin penitents” of 

Montefalco, established in the monastery of the Holy Cross, who asked the Bishop of Spoleto 

for an approved Rule in 1290.  He gave them the Rule of Augustine, presumably regarding 

this as the appropriate rule for the community.  

Friars Minor provided chaplains, confessor and correctors for the monastery.  Clare had 

particular devotion to the Passion of Our Lord and to St Francis.  She was painted wearing 
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the habit of a Franciscan tertiary.  Her community lived in evangelical detachment and served 

the Lord in strict poverty. 

The community became divided at different times over the rule they should observe.  In 

1411 it was united to the Benedictine monastery in Montefalco and took the Benedictine Rule.  

Some sisters were discontented with this and, in1460, they were united to a monastery that 

followed the Augustinian Rule.  The Pope, Sixtus IV, dissolved this union.  The Franciscan 

Rule of Clare was observed for a period of time when the convent was subject to the 

jurisdiction of the First Order, rather than the bishop.  This was not acceptable to all of the 

community and there was another dispute between the Franciscans and the Augustinians. 

This sorry tale highlights some of the difficulties experienced by Franciscan-inspired 

communities for which there was no Rule that had been designed for regular community life, 

so that a bishop would choose to give another Rule to Franciscans.  Nonetheless, the claim 

that Clare was a Franciscan penitent remained unchallenged, despite the community’s 

observance of another Rule. 

This case shows how hard it is to research the original observance of an individual or a 

community. 

PROBLEMS FACING THIRD ORDER FRANCISCANS WHO WANTED TO LIVE IN COMMUNITY 

While some individual communities were given papal approval of the common life and 

profession of the three vows, this was not widespread. 

In the last lesson you read about some of the concerns the Church had about women.  

Enclosure of women protected both men and women, provided that male access to female 

monasteries was restricted.  Absolute poverty would mean the sisters would have to beg so 

they could not be allowed to observe it according to the social mores of the time. The Church 

encouraged them to receive financial support from benefactors.  In 1298, Boniface VIII, issued 

the decree Periculoso ac detestabili, establishing that women should be enclosed in 

monasteries.  Women were only deemed safe if they were either married or behind a wall!  

Women of all Orders were to “remain under perpetual cloister in their monasteries.”27  

Although this was not strictly enforced everywhere, it became the norm and the cloister 

was rigidly enforced after the Reformation.  It did not allow Franciscan penitents the freedom 

to live according to the Franciscan ideal. 

Franciscans living in community were subject to the same suspicion as the beguines and 

beghards.  Certain Franciscan tertiaries, for example in Provence, were associated with the 

heretical fraticelli, associated with extreme Franciscan spirituals.  Beguines were associated 

with the heresy of the Free Spirit.  However, the inquisition into heresy was rather inclined to 

be suspicious, than to support individuals.   Some communities took Supra montem as their 

Rule in order to protect themselves against charges of heresy, despite the fact it was not 

designed for regular community life. In fact, Sancta Romana contained a warning to be wary 

lest communities used the penitents’ Rule as a ruse to avoid persecution.  

To protect Franciscan tertiaries John XXII issued Etsi Apostolicae Sedis in 1319. This was 

a reaction against the persecution of Franciscans that followed the Council of Vienne.  The 

Pope defended the Franciscans saying that neither tertiaries nor Friars Minor were to be the 

subject of interference.  They are commended for their way of life. Excommunication was 

threatened for anyone who did not obey this bull.  The Pope was called to defend them again 

in 1320, as is shown in a letter that he wrote to the Archbishop of Besancon and others. 

In 1323, John XXII approved Third Order Brothers in Italy.  They had previously endured 

persecution for taking the three vows. 

                                                
27  Pazzelli Franciscan Sisters page 41. 
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The movement towards regular life intensified during the fourteenth century. 

THE FIRST CONGREGATIONS 

Monasteries were founded according to a local need and were independent.  However, 

successful communities attracted more members and daughter communities were established.  

This is how a congregation was started.  Federations came into being when independent 

monasteries combined with other monasteries, serving a similar purpose or sharing similar 

characteristics.  

An example of a federation is the Elizabethan sisters who took Elizabeth of Hungary as 

their patron saint. 

Independent communities observed the Third Order Rule and professed religious vows. 

Sometimes they added their own statutes. They played a significant role in the development of 

religious life in central Europe, and attracted many penitential groups.  

The Grey Sisters (Hospital Sisters) were officially recognised as a congregation in 1413.  

Early communities consisted of hospital workers who wanted a deeper spiritual life and chose 

to observe the Third Order Franciscan Rule.  Records of these groups were found in Flanders 

and France.  They were striving for greater perfection but chose to remain outside monastic 

life because they wanted to continue their charitable work. They could not do this if they were 

enclosed or if they took a vow of poverty. Money was needed for building and administrative 

work. 

They were recognised by John XXIII in the bull Personas vacantes, in which six houses 

were named. The brothers and sisters lived in separate houses, subject to visitation from 

another Order and by the Minister of the Order itself. There was a ministra for the female 

houses.  Each house elected its own superior. The bull covered other concerns, such as their 

habit and prayer life.  This congregation flourished in France.    

PAPAL RECOGNITION FOR REGULAR COMMUNITIES IN ITALY 

The life of Angela of Montegiove was told in a legend by Ludovico Jacobilli but there are 

many details that cannot be authenticated.  According to the legend, she came form a family of 

counts, married and became widowed while quite young, remaining childless.  She escaped 

persecution for heresy and, during a visit to Assisi, she was inspired found a monastery for 

women who would profess the three vows.  She carried this out at the Monastery of St Anne in 

Foligno, recognised by Boniface IX in 1403.  Other houses followed, making a federation.  In 

1428, there was a union, of six houses, making a congregation. Each house elected its own 

ministra and there was a ministra general for the congregation.   

At this time the minister general of the First Order drew the attention of the Pope to 

concerns about a number of clerics and seculars, claiming to be Franciscan tertiaries but 

creating scandal.  He persuaded Martin V to place the congregation, and all Third Order 

communities, under the jurisdiction of the Order of Friars Minor in 1430.   Angela pledged 

obedience to the Minister General, William of Casale, but the congregation realised that this 

would mean claustration.  Defended by a male Third Order brother, Stephen of Giacomo, 

Angela said that she had taken the oath on behalf of the others, so they could not be bound by 

it.  She was replaced as ministra general. 

Eugene IV revoked the insistence on First Order jurisdiction and Angela’s congregation 

was allowed to be visited by a friar from the Third Order (1431). Eugene IV continued to 

defend Third Order penitents from harassment by the First Order and to recognise the 

communities of brothers and sisters of the Third Order of St Francis living the regular life. 

Unfortunately there were difficulties within the congregation which tended to return to 

autonomy and independence.  In 1461 Pius II abolished the office of minister general as part 
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of the trend towards enclosure. 

MALE BRANCHES OF THE THIRD ORDER REGULAR 

By the end of the thirteenth century, Brothers of Penance were being allowed to build their 

own chapels for celebrating the Divine Office.  Gradually brothers could hold general chapters, 

make statutes and take a solemn vow of continence.  This occurred in Germany, Flanders and 

Spain.  In Lombardy there was a desire for unity and autonomy, so that there would be no 

interference from the first Order. 

In 1446, Nicholas V established their unification and they were ordered to holds a general 

chapter and elect a general curia to govern the institute.  There was to be a confederation 

including orthodox Clarians.  The union was not successful as the way of life was interpreted 

differently by the Clarians and they sought to impose this on the tertiaries.  In 1447 the 

Congregation of Lombardy was recognised but there was a resistance to centralisation 

initially.  A minister general for the Third Order congregation was elected in 1467.  Other 

groups could be affiliated to it.  They were directly responsible to the papacy. 

In 1480, Sixtus IV approved the solemn nature of the vows taken by regular tertiaries. 

It was 1521 before a Rule was approved for Regular Franciscan tertiaries . You will study 

this in a later unit.  
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LESSON FOUR: 

THE BULL OF CANONIZATION FOR SAINT CLARE OF ASSISI (1255) 

INTRODUCTION 

This lesson is devoted to the Bull of Canonization for Clare.  

Having got to know Clare, in Unit 2, it will be interesting to examine the Bull of 

Canonization for Clare.  It draws on the testimony presented for the canonization process.  

Miracles formed an important part of the process involved in any canonization so you will find 

that the bull contains many miracles. 

Look back at the work you did on Clare in Unit 2.  Read the bull below and highlight or 

underline the parts that are based on the canonisation process. 

Then consider the overall picture that emerges.   

As was the case with Francis, the canonization bull will give the image of Saint Clare that 

the Church will foster.  Look out for examples of this when you read the b Bull. 

THE BULL OF CANONIZATION (1255) 

Perhaps no papal document of this period is as poetically elegant as the document 

proclaiming to the -world the sainthood of Clare of Assist. The author, unfortunately unknown 

to us, was a magnificent poet who skillfully plays with the word Clara in ways that no 

translation can adequately capture. In fact, nineteen different words are used to express the 

image of light, clara, thus stretching our imaginations in the attempt to capture the wonder of 

the newly proclaimed saint. 

Clare was canonized on August 15, 1255, just two years after her death by Pope Alexander 

IV, a close friend of the Poor Ladies and, as Cardinal Raynaldus, their Protector. This papal 

bull of canonization, however, was promulgated sometime between September 26 and October 

19 of the same year, a date that is difficult to determine due to the confusing manuscript 

tradition surrounding the document. 

After a very poetic, uplifting introduction, the document relies heavily on the testimony 

presented in the Process of Canonization. It accentuates quite strongly the miraculous aspects 

of Clare's life, something quite typical of the canonization procedures of the thirteenth century 

when there was an attempt to be more demanding in this regard. Nonetheless, the obvious 

reference to the Exultet of the Easter Vigil, as in the Bull of the Canonization of Saint Francis 

twenty-seven years earlier, subtly underscores the author's understanding of Clare's role in 

the Paschal Mysteries. 

1 Alexander, Bishop, servant of the servants of God, to all our venerable brothers, the 

archbishops and bishops established throughout the kingdom of France: health and apostolic 

blessing. 

2 Clare,  

shines brilliantly:  

brilliant by her bright merits,  

by the brilliance of her great glory in heaven,  

and by the brilliance of her sublime miracles on earth . 

Clare,  

her strict and lofty way of religious life radiates here on earth, 

while the magnitude of her eternal rewards glows from above  

and her virtue dawns upon all mortal beings with magnificent signs 
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3 Clare:  

endowed here below with the privilege of the highest poverty,  

repaid on high by priceless abundance of treasure  

[and] shown full devotion and great honor by all. 

Clare: here on earth her shining deeds set her apart. 

Clare:  

on high the fullness of the divine light shines upon her. 

Clare:  

her astonishing deeds of wonder reveal her to Christian people. 

O Clare,  

endowed with so many brilliant tides!   

Bright even before your conversion, 

brighter in your manner of living, 

brighter still in your enclosed way of life,  

and brightest in splendor after the course of your mortal life! 

In this Clare,  

a clear mirror of example has been given to this world,  

by this Clare  

the sweet lily of virginity is offered among the heavenly delights;  

through this Clare  

remarkable remedies are felt here on earth. 

O the wonderful brilliance of blessed Clare!  

The more eagerly she is sought after for particular favors  

the more brilliant she is found in each!  

This woman, I say, grew bright in the world,  

dazzled in her religious life;  

spread as a ray of sun in her home,  

shimmered as lightning in the enclosure 

She gave light in life;  

she is radiant after death,  

She was brilliant in life; 

she is resplendent in heaven! 

O how great is the power of this light  

and how intense is the brilliance of its illumination!   

While this light remained certainly in a hidden enclosure,  

it emitted sparkling rays outside.  

Placed in the confined area of the monastery,  

yet it was spread throughout the wide world.   

Hidden within,  

she extended herself abroad.   

In fact,  

Clare was hidden.  

yet her life was visible.  

Clare was silent,  

yet her reputation became widespread  

She was kept hidden in a cell,  

but was known throughout the world. 

4 It should not be surprising that a light so enkindled,  

so illuminating could not be kept from shining brilliantly 
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and giving clear light in the house of the Lord;a  

nor could a vessel filled with perfume be so hidden  

that it would not emit its aroma  

and suffuse the Lord's house with a sweet fragrance. 

Moreover,  

since in the austerity of her cloistered solitude,  

she broke the alabaster jar of her body  

with her severity,  

the whole the Church was thoroughly imbued  
with the fragrance of her sanctity.b 

5 While still a young girl in the world, she was striving to pass rapidly along a clean path, past 

the fragile and unclean world. Keeping the precious treasure of her virginity with an 

undiminished modesty, she carefully dedicated herself to works of kindness and brilliance, so 

that her reputation spread freely to those near and far. After hearing this praise, blessed 

Francis immediately began to encourage her and to lead her to the perfect service of Christ. 

Quickly adhering to this man's sacred admonitions and desiring to reject entirely the world 

with everything mundane and to serve the Lord alone in voluntary poverty, she fulfilled this as 

quickly as possible because she finally sold all her goods and distributed them as alms to the 
poor (cf. Lk 12:33), so that, one with him, whatever she had she too would consider for the 

service of Christ. 

6 Then, fleeing from the clamor of the world, she went down to the church in the field and, after 

receiving the sacred tonsure from blessed Francis himself, she went to another [church]. When 

her relations endeavored to bring her back, she immediately took hold of the altar and its 

cloths, uncovered her shorn head and strongly and resolutely resisted her relatives in this way. 

She could not permit herself to be separated from God's service because she was already joined 

to Him with her whole mind. 

7 When she was finally led by the same blessed Francis to the church of San Damiano outside of 

Assisi, from which she took her origin, the Lord brought many companions to her for the love 

and assiduous adoration of His name. The distinguished and sacred Order of Saint Damian, 

now widely diffused throughout the world, came and had its salutary beginning, then, from this 

woman. It was this woman, encouraged by blessed Francis, who gave the beginning to this new 

and holy observance; this woman who was the first and solid foundation of this great religious 

way of life; this woman who stood as the cornerstone of this lofty work. 

8 This woman, noble by birth, but nobler still by manner of life, preserved under this rule of 

holiness the virginity she had already protected from the first. Her mother, named Ortulana, 

intent upon pious deeds, followed her daughter's footprints and afterwards accepted this 

religious way of life. In this excellent garden which had produced such a plant for the Lord, she 

happily ended her days. But after a few years, that blessed Clare, very much urged by the 

insistence of the same Saint Francis, accepted the government of the monastery and the sisters. 

9 This woman was undoubtedly an eminent and most celebrated tree with far reaching branches 
that brought forth the sweet fruit of a religious way of life in the field of the Church (cf. Dt 4:8). 

So many students of the faith ran and still run from everywhere to its refreshing shade and in 

its delight taste its fruit (cf. Ct 2:3). 

This clear spring of the Spoleto Valley furnished a new fountain of living water (cf. Est 3:13) for 
the refreshment and comfort of souls (cf. Wis 3:13), which already coming together in many 

streams in the territory of the Church, has irrigated the nursery-gardens of the regions (cf. Est 

11:10). This was a lofty candelabra of sanctity (cf. Est 15:31; 26:1), strongly burning in the 
tabernacle of the Lord (cf. Heb 9:2), to whose remarkable splendor many have and are still 

hastening, lighting their lamps (cf. Mt 25:7) by its light. 

                                                
a  Cf. Mt 5:14,15. 

b  Cf. Jn 12:3; Mt 26:7. 
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Truly in a field of faith, this woman planted and cultivated a vineyard of poverty, from which 

abundant and rich fruits of salvation have been gathered. This woman set up a garden of 

humility in the domain of the Church, bound by immense needs. Here she produced a great 

abundance in the area of religion, where a wide refreshment of spiritual nourishment was 

served. 

10 This woman, the first of the poor, the leader of the humble, the teacher of the continent, the 

abbess of the penitents, governed her monastery and the family entrusted to her within it with 

solicitude and prudence, in the fear and service of the Lord, with full observance of the Order: 

vigilant in care, eager in ministering, intent on exhortation, diligent in reminding, constant in 

compassion, discreet in silence, mature in speech, and skillful in all things concerning perfect 

government, wanting to serve rather than to command, to honor than to be extolled. 

Her life was an instruction and a lesson to others who learned the rule of living in this book of 
life (Rev 21:27). The remainder learned to behold the path of life in this mirror of life. 

Although in the body on earth, nevertheless she was dwelling in spirit in heaven. [She was] a 

vessel of humility, a fortress of chastity, a fire of charity, the sweetness of kindness, the 

strength of patience, the bond of peace, and the communion of familiarity: meek in word, gentle 

in deed, and lovable and tolerant in everything. 

11 Because each one is stronger after overcoming an enemy, she had only the bare ground and 

sometimes twigs for her bed, and [a piece of] hard wood as pillow for her head in order to grow 

stronger in spirit after her body was surpressed. Content with one tunic with a mantle [made 

of] poor, discarded, and coarse material, she used these lowly clothes to cover her body. Near 

her flesh she wore a rough shirt made out of horsehair. 

Abstemious also in food arid disciplined in drink, she restrained herself so much by abstinence 

from these things that for a long time she did not taste any food three days a week, on Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday. While, on the other days when she limited herself to a meager bit of 

food, others marveled that she was able to survive on so rigorous a diet. 

12 
Moreover, she especially spent day and night giving herself assiduously to vigils (cf. 2 Cor 

11:27) and prayers. When she was finally laid up with a long-term illnessso she could not raise 

herself by physical exertion, she was lifted up with the help of the sisters. With supports for her 

back, she worked with her own hands (cf. 1 Cor 4:12), not to be idle even in her sickness. Then, 

out of the linen made by her skill and labor, she had many corporals made for the sacrifice of 

the altar and had them distributed throughout the plains and mountains of Assisi. 

13 An extraordinary lover of poverty and its zealous cultivator, she so rooted it in her spirit, so 

fixed it in her desires that, more steadfast in its love and more ardent in its embrace, she never 

departed from her stronger and more eager union with it for any necessity. She could not be 

induced by any persuasion to consent to have any possessions in her monastery, even though 

Pope Gregory of happy memory, our predecessor, thinking about the great indigence of her 

monastery, generously wanted to endow sufficient and appropriate possessions for the 

sustenance of her sisters. 

14 In truth, because a great and splendid light cannot be restrained from displaying the 

brilliance of its rays, the power of holiness shone in her life through many and various miracles. 

Thus she restored the voice of one of the sisters of the monastery [after] it had been almost 

totally lost for a long time. She restored the ability of speaking to another who had long lost the 

use of her tongue. She opened the deaf ear of another. She cured one struggling with a fever, 

one swollen with dropsy, one infected with a fistula, and others oppressed with various ailments 

by making the sign of the Cross over them. She healed a certain brother of the Order of Minors 

from insanity. 

15 When once, by accident, the oil in the monastery was totally depleted, she called for the 

brother assigned to gather alms for that monastery. She took a jar, washed it, and placed it 

empty by the door of the monastery so that the same brother would take it for acquiring oil. 

When he went to pick it up, he found it filled with oil, a gift of divine generosity. 
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16 Again, one day when only a half a loaf of bread was available for feeding the sisters in that 

monastery, she directed that half [of it] be distributed in pieces among the sisters. He Who is 

"the living bread" (Jn 6:41) and "gives food to the hungry" (Ps 145:7) multiplied it in the hands 

of the one who broke it so that there was then fifty sufficient portions made and distributed to 

the sisters seated at table (cf. Lk 9:14) 

17 The pre-eminence of her merits was made known through these and other signs while she 

was still living. When she was about to die, a white-robed choir of blessed virgins crowned with 

glittering crowns, among which one seemed to be more eminent and brilliant, was seen to enter 

the house where that servant of Christ lay ill. She was seen to approach Clare's bed and on her 

behalf to show, as it were, the duty of visitation and comforting the sick with a certain human 

zeal. 

18 After her death, however, a certain man suffering from epilepsy and unable to walk because 

of a withered leg, was brought to the tomb. There he was cured from both infirmities, his leg 

made a noise as if it were breaking. The hunchbacked and the paralyzed, the mad and 

demented received perfect health in that same place. 

Someone who had lost the use of his right hand by a violent blow so that it was totally useless 

had it completely restored to its original state through the merits of the saint. Another who had 

long lost the light of his eyes in blindness came to her tomb under the guidance of another. 

After he recovered his sight there, he returned home without a guide. 

The venerable virgin shines with these and so many other glorious deeds and miracles. What 

her mother heard when she was pregnant with her and was praying appears to be clearly 

fulfilled: that she would give birth to a light that would illumine the entire world. 

19 Therefore  

let Mother Church rejoice  

because she had begotten and reared such a daughter  

who  

has a parent fruitful with virtues,  

has produced many daughters  

for religious life by her example  

and has trained them  

for the perfect service of Christ by her thorough teaching. 

Let the devout multitude of the faithful be glad 

because the King and Lord of heaven  

has chosen their sister and companion as His spouse  

and has introduced her with glory 

to His lofty and brilliant palace. 

Finally,  

let the multitude of saints rejoice  

because the nuptials of a new royal bride  

are being celebrated in their heavenly midst.c 

20 Therefore, because it is fitting that the universal Church venerate on earth her whom the 

Lord exalted in heaven; because her sanctity of life and miracles are very evident from a 

thorough and careful investigation, a distinct examination and a solemn discussion—even 

though, both near and far, her deeds were widely known before this. 

By the common advice and assent of our brothers and all the prelates who were then at the 

Holy See, and relying firmly upon the divine omnipotence, We, by the authority of the blessed 

Apostles, Peter and Paul, and our own, have directed she be inscribed in the catalogue of the 

holy virgins. 

21 Therefore we admonish and earnestly exhort all of you, commanding through the apostolic 

letters addressed to you, that you devoutly and solemnly celebrate the feast of this same virgin 

                                                
c  Cf.Mt 22:2; 25:10 



Unit Three Module Two: Lesson Three 

86 of 199 

on the twelfth of August and that you have it venerably celebrated by your subjects, so you may 

merit to have a pious and diligent helper before God. 

And that a multitude of people may come together more eagerly and in greater numbers to 

venerate her tomb, and that her feast day may be honored with greater numbers, We, relying 

on the mercy of the All-Powerful God and on the authority of His Apostles, Peter and Paul, 

grant an indulgence of one year and forty days from the punishment due to their sins to all who 

are truly contrite and have confessed their sins, and who humbly seeking her aid go each year 

with reverence to this tomb on the feast of this same virgin or during its octave. 

Given at Anagni, the twenty-sixth day of September, in the first year of our pontificate. a 

SOME OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE BULL 

Clares’s name means light, with all the richness attaching to that word in English. The 

author of the bull uses this as a theme for the first part of this text. “Clare shines 

brilliantly….” is the opening phrase about Clare.  She shines brilliantly by her merits, her 

glory in heaven and her miracles on earth.  Already we have no doubt that Clare is an 

extraordinary saint. 

 The aspects of her life selected for the bull are: 

 Her strict and lofty way of religious life 

 Clare endowed with the privilege of highest poverty 

 Her shining deeds set her apart, her astonishing deeds of wonder reveal her to 

Christian people 

 Always bright and growing brighter in her conversion, her manner of living, her 

enclosed way of life 

 A mirror of example, a sweet lily of virginity 

 Clare dazzled in her religious life, spread as a ray of sun in her home, shimmered as 

lightning in the enclosure 

 This light remained in a hidden enclosure, emitting sparks outside 

 Placed in the confined area of the monastery, yet it spread  

 Clare was hidden, silent, hidden in a cell 

 The austerity of her cloistered solitude 

 A few details of her virtues in early life 

 Francis is mentioned as encouraging her and leading her to the perfect service of 

Christ, so she rejected the world in voluntary poverty and distributed her goods to the 

poor.  Also detailed is that she received the tonsure from Francis 

 Her resistance to her relatives 

 Francis led her to the church of San Damiano “from which she took her origin.”  

She was foundress of a “new and holy observance”, the first solid foundation of this 

great religious way of life 

 She accepted government of the monastery and her sisters 

 This religious way of life spread 

 Virtues of humility, poverty, continence, solicitude, prudence, the fear of the 

Lord, vigilant, eager, seeking to serve, and many others 

 Poor clothing and sleeping conditions, wearing a hair shirt 

 Fast and abstinence 

 Constant prayer 

 Manual work 

 Adamant refusal of possessions in the monastery 

 Her miracles 

 She produced many daughters for religious life by her example and trained them 

for the perfect service of Christ by her thorough teaching. 

                                                
a  The bull is copied from Clare of Assisi:Early Documents ed. R. J. Armstrong,  NY: Franciscan Institute Pubs, 1993. 



Growing Branches 

87 of 199 

So it seems that saint Clare is celebrated principally as the founder of a religious way of 

life who provided an inspirational example to those around her.  She is depicted as an 

enclosed, hidden, silent virgin.  This is the model of female religious life that the Church was 

comfortable with.  If we had to depend solely on the bull, it is hard to see how her influence 

could have spread so extensively, although the bull tells us it did.  In the bull Francis Francis 

is depicted as an instrument who helped to lead her to this life but Clare’s work began once 

she was in San Damiano.  He does not appear after that.  The bull does not refer to the 

Franciscan spirit that permeates Clare’s leadership of the community and underpins her 

determination to live in absolute poverty. 

THE COMMUNITY LEAVE SAN DAMIANO 

After her death the community had to leave San Damiano.  Pilgrims flocked to the little 

convent on the death of Clare and, given the need to protect the body of anyone esteemed a 

saint by the people, it was quite fitting that her body was taken into Assisi.  Her sisters 

followed, wanting to remain with Clare.  They entered negotiations for a permanent residence 

almost immediately, and were finally settled in San Giorgio in 1260. 

San Damiano was outside the city walls and, although on a well-used trade route, was 

relatively unprotected.  The church and the civil authorities would not have considered it 

sensible to settle anywhere other than the city.  They would also have wanted the body of 

Saint Clare in their city.  Clare, like Francis, was finally laid to rest in a basilica within the 

city they had chosen to leave to live among the poor.  There was already a cult of Clare that 

was going to bring donations and benefits to her sisters. 

CLARE AND THE FIRST ORDER 

The canonization of Clare was not celebrated by the First Order until 1260 when her feast 

was promulgated at the Narbonne Chapter. 

The friars who were most associated with Clare were, Elias and the early companions, 

especially Leo, Angelo and Rufino.  After his deposition, Elias was corrected for visiting Clare. 

Leo and Angelo chose San Damiano as the repository for the breviary used by Saint 

Francis when he was at San Damiano.  Leo copied a breviary for Clare and seems to have kept 

in close contact with her.  These companions were not leaders in their own Order. They were 

associated with the “Companions’ Tradition,” contributors to the sources revered by the 

Spirituals. They did not represent the community faction within the First Order.  

It has been observed that there is less reference to Clare in 2C than in 1C.  Is it possible 

that they associated Clare with a faction in the Order?  There is no doubt that Clare would 

have been esteemed as a holy woman who inspired many other women, but was the close link 

between Clare and Francis underplayed by those who were not associated with the local area?  

The influence of Francis on Clare was celebrated in the bull.  The legends and the Rules 

tell us that Francis believed friars had to be cautious in their conduct and contact with any 

women, including Clare and her sisters.  In the wider Church, bulls would specify certain 

concerns when they referred to the character of visitors and age of chaplains suitable for 

pastoral work in female religious communities.  

THE FIRST AND SECOND ORDERS 

The Second Order had a very different character to the First Order, consisting of fixed 

communities that were often enclosed.  This is why the Third Order Regular developed as an 

expression of the active apostolate.  However, the Orders all shared a Franciscan identity.   As 

the First Order expanded, friars were reluctant to take responsibility for the care of the 

sisters, partly because this took them away from other pastoral work. 
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As we have seen the First and Second Orders became more closely linked at times of 

reform and expansion although the Clarisses seemed to want the support of the First Order 

throughout the period and it was often the insistence of the Papacy that assured there would 

be a close relationship between the Orders. 

The revival movement of the fifteenth century showed how co-operation could bear fruit 

and how the Orders attracted both men and women who could exert a powerful influence for 

good.  These individuals ignited the spirit of reform, although faced with resistance, opposition 

and disappointment.   

Today Franciscans celebrate both Clare and Francis as leading figures in the Franciscan 

family.  Clare is often regarded as keeping more faithful to poverty than many members of the 

First Order during her lifetime.  She was determined to keep a direct link between her own 

community and the brothers, faithful to the letter and spirit of Francis.  Franciscans today, 

like those inspired at times of reform and renewal, are enriched by the spirituality of Clare 

and Francis, recognising a common root from the way they evangelical perfection.  There is 

also a celebration of the female and male counterparts that they represent.  

Another observation is that today we appreciate the significance of a woman writing a Rule 

for her community despite the fact that it was not approved until Clare was in her deathbed 

and, immediately after her death it was hardly used in other monasteries.  Her own sisters 

even observed the Rule of Urban within a decade of her death.  However, her Rule continued 

to inspire in future generations, especially at times of renewal and growth. 

The rediscovery of the Rule in the nineteenth century, sewn into her clothing, has been the 

source of great celebration. 
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LESSON FIVE: 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SECOND ORDER 

INTRODUCTION 

News of Clare’s death was circulated to all the sisters of the Order of San Damiano 

scattered throughout the world.   The Second Order was not a uniform entity. It was not a 

centralized Order, despite the efforts of various popes to bring this about.  In 1300 there were 

many monasteries associated with St. Clare but they did not observe the same Rule.   

 

THREE SEPARATE RULES 

1. THE RULE OF CLARE 

At the time Clare was writing her Rule, there were very few monasteries in  which this 

Rule could be observed because of the two concerns that Clare had insisted upon throughout 

her life, absolute poverty, meaning that the sisters were to live by the work of their hands and 

on alms, and the support of the friars of the First Order.     

Poverty remained an insuperable obstacle to the papacy because it remained a firmly held 

conviction that monasteries should be self-sufficient.  Brothers did gather alms for the San 

Damiano community, but the Church wanted to ensure security for women, whom they 

preferred to remain enclosed.  The existence of mendicant religious women could not be 

entertained.   

With regard to maintaining a link with the friars, it was a very different situation.  

Generally, the papacy preferred close links, but the First Order could not support this burden, 

especially as it became more clericalized and tended towards a more monastic regime.  The 

First Order had problems of its own to cope with. At the same time, the numbers of female 

monasteries of women increased, requiring more men to be involved in their pastoral care, and 

even this was proving too burdensome.  

2. THE URBANIST RULE  

Clare’s community was quite different from the traditional monastic institution and the 

papacy did respond to the fact that neither the Benedictine nor the Cistercian Rules were fully 

acceptable to the new type of Order that Clare had founded.  Hugolino and Innocent IV 

produced new Rules. Urban IV introduced the Urbanist Rule to replace these, but it allowed 

sisters to own income-producing property, so could not be observed by those who wanted to 

preserve evangelical poverty it had been practised by Clare and her own community.  

Urbanist monasteries came under the protection of the Cardinal Protector who had 

responsibility for the appointment of chaplains. 

3. THE ISABELLINE RULE 

The last Rules to come into existence was the revision of the Damianite Rule for Isabelle, 

based at Longchamp in France in 1252.  Alexander IV and Urban IV approved this with some 

minor alterations.  It was based on the continuance of a close relationship with the First 

Order, which was expected to provide visitors and confessors and to confirm elections.  The 

Minoresses were to promise obedience to the officers of the Friars Minor. This Rule was 

adopted in France, England and at least two Italian houses. The sisters could own income-

producing property. 
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THE EFFORTS OF URBAN IV 

Urban IV succeeded to the Papacy in 1261 and wanted to clarify and simplify the confusion 

that surrounded the relationship between the two Orders. He was faced by resistance from the 

First Order with regard to responsibility for the sisters, while the sisters wanted to retain 

their services.  He appointed two Cardinal Protectors, one for each Order.  In 1262, he ordered 

the friars to continue caring for the sisters until the Chapter of Pisa, 1263.  He wrote a letter 

to this Chapter, in which he praised and commended both Orders, imploring the friars to 

continue supporting the sisters.   It seems that Bonaventure responded, as he appointed a 

Brother Lothario to look after the Clarisses.  Urban IV published a new rule, in October 1263. 

This rule was to replace the existing legislation, except for monasteries that observed the 

Isabelline Rule and those few monasteries that retained the privilege of poverty.  In view of 

the expressed reluctance of friars to responsibility for the Clarisses, the powers and duties 

previously exercised by the Minister General were transferred to the Cardinal Protector.  He 

would appoint chaplains and confessors, where possible this would be friars.  Any friar 

involved in this work would do it out of love, not in response to an imposed duty. 

Clarisses were now left with a spiritual link with the friars although they managed their 

own affairs. 

A significant change is that during the pontificate of Urban IV dowries were a condition of 

entry, even at San Damiano.  

EXPANSION OF THE ORDER 

When Clare died there were 110 monasteries: 68 in Italy, 21 in Spain, 14 in France and 8 

in Germanic countries. Circa 1300, there were 413 monasteries under the control of the First 

Order, in 1371, there were 452 and in 1385 there were 404.  The vast majority were Still in 

Italy.  There were also monasteries under Episcopal control.  A number of royal and noble 

ladies were attracted to this life, including Queen Constance of Aragon, at Messina, and 

Queen Sancha of Naples, at Santa Croce. 

There were also monasteries in the East which suffered persecution. The inmates of the 

Tripoli monastery were murdered in 1289.  In 1291 the nuns at Tolemeida suffered the same 

fate. 

Monasteries varied in size, from a couple to approaching 100 sisters.  There tended to be 

more sisters than the houses could easily accommodate and numbers were fixed in 1336. 

There then followed dispensations as monasteries were asked to exceed their agreed number.   

As the Black Death advanced and war affected parts of Europe, numbers decreased.  

ORGANIZATION OF THE HOUSES 

An abbess was elected, normally for three years.  Professed nuns helped to administer the 

house, under her direction. In some houses, the abbess held office for longer periods, even for 

life.  Some were given rights and privileges, more like those of a Minister General.  These 

would include leaving the enclosure for the benefit of the community.  Serving sisters carried 

out household tasks.  Women were also employed to carry out business on behalf of the 

monastery. 

SECURITY 

Over time, friars could no longer beg for the sisters and wealthy people founded 

monasteries and continued to endow them, both as places in which they knew prayers were 

offered on their behalf, and as places they or their family might want to enter. 

By the fourteenth century, permission to found a house of Clarisses was forbidden unless 
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there was adequate provision for it.  This would include land from which rents could be drawn. 

Inventories exist that show the amount of land and possessions a monastery held.  Some of 

these reveal private property owned by individual members of each community.  There was 

papal support for this situation. In 1336, Benedict XII tried to enforce the regulation that 

anything given to a nun personally was to be put to common use by the abbess. 

Another source of income in some monasteries was from the appropriation of churches. In 

1347, Denney had possession of five churches. Some monasteries acquired the revenues of 

disused religious houses, such as Le Pouget, which had belonged to the Benedictine abbey of 

Conques. 

The Clarisses needed expert help for the administration of their affairs. The pope 

appointed bishops, abbots or deans as “conservators”.  They supervised the work of proctors 

and lay stewards, including bailiffs and receivers.  Monasteries employed committees of lay 

people or individuals according to their needs. 

Santa Chiara in Assisi did not have to plan for security because it was a pilgrimage centre 

and received plenty of alms and offerings.  

THE FRIARS 

The relationship between the two Orders was established at the end of the thirteenth 

century.  The Cardinal Protector of the First Order had most of the responsibility for the 

Clarisses.  In 1297, a letter was sent to the Minister General and provincial ministers, telling 

them to appoint visitors, and to hold at least annual visitations to the monasteries.  They were 

to see that the numbers of sisters did not exceed the resources of the house.   They were to 

guard against simony and the exclusion of poor postulants who could not make any 

contribution towards the wealth of the house.  They were also to try to persuade all the houses 

of Clarisses to accept the Urbanist Rule. 

This maintained a close alliance between the two Orders. 

The abbess made no contribution to policy or legislation, as these were to be decided by the 

friars.  So there were no chapters or meetings of abbesses.  Groups of friars sometimes lived 

within a monastery to serve them as chaplains and advisers.  The monastery of Corpus Christi 

in Naples initially had 50 friars, later reduced in number to 20.  In Bologna, 13 friars and one 

servant were provided for and accommodated nearby.  These friars were paid a stipend and 

their work, which included looking after the temporal affairs of the house.  One friar would be 

referred to as “guardian”. 

Monasteries would also have lay brothers to carry out work than women could not easily 

do. 

In smaller communities, brothers would visit to preach and administer the sacraments and 

to give advice on financial and temporal affairs.  Friars were carefully selected, and had to be 

licensed, before undertaking this work.  They were not to stay too long in the monastery and 

they could only speak to a nun in the presence of another friar. 

Where monasteries were close to local friaries, the officers of the First Order served the 

sisters. 

THE WAY OF LIFE 

Since the sisters had few opportunities to express themselves in chapter or in writing, 

there are few records.  Conditions would have varied, given the independence of each 

monastery.  Where there were large monasteries in the hands of royal or noble families, the 

community would consist of ladies of noble birth and their life would be comfortable.  Children 

would be placed in the community or the monastery would offer a place of retirement.  The 
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monastery of St. Clare at Pavia was intended as a home for ladies of noble rank, aged over 

forty years. There were also houses where the sisters had to live in austerity because they 

followed a more strict way of life and/or because the sisters were poor.  Poverty led some 

houses to close. 

COLETTE OF CORBIE 

Colette was born at Corbie in Picardy in 1381.  She renounced all her possessions after the 

death of her parents and tried various ways of living in community.  She joined a beguine 

group first, then a Benedictine convent, then a Poor Clare monastery but none of these 

satisfied her inner needs. 

In 1402 she became a recluse.  She had joined the Franciscan Third Order and was 

immured in a little cell, built between two buttresses of the Church of Notre Dame in Corbie.   

By 1406, she had been inspired in a vision to reform the Poor Clares.  Benedict XIII issued a 

bull allowing her to set up a monastery of reformed Clares.  She wanted to use Clare’s rule 

and follow a strict way of life. 

She left the life of a recluse, with the permission of the Apostolic Nuncio, in August, 1406.  

She set out to meet Pope Benedict at Nice.  The Pope himself received her into the Order of St. 

Clare, placing a veil on her head, with no period of novitiate or formal preparation. 

Colette was given permission to choose male assistants as chaplains, to represent her in 

her affairs and to take care of the establishment and building of her first convent.  Once the 

community was established, Colette could nominate two upright friars as chaplains. 

Colette turned to the reformed friars, as Benedict anticipated.  Colette had already been 

directed by two friars.  One of these, Jean Pinet, had advised her to join the Third Order and 

become a recluse.   He continued to advise and support her spiritual needs when she was a 

recluse.  He was known to observe the First Order Rule faithfully.  He became a guardian and 

custos in Picardy. 

Colette first planned a foundation at Hesdin.  When this failed, in April 1407, she received 

permission to try in Rumilly in the diocese of Geneva, at the invitation of a noble lady from 

Geneva.  This also failed.  In January 1408, the reformed family of Clares found a permanent 

home at Besançon.  This was in a house that was in a poor state of repair, inhabited by two 

Clarisse sisters.  One of these joined the new community, the other moved to a different house.  

The community consisted of a few sisters and Henry of Baume became their chaplain.   He had 

succeeded Pinet as Colette’s confessor and was to continue in this role for 34 years.  He shared 

Colette’s determination that her vision should became reality, supporting her even while still 

a recluse.  The community returned to the poverty and simplicity of the early movement. 

Colette visited Auxonne, where she hoped to establish a second convent, in 1412.  She 

visited the friars at Dôle and encouraged them to join the reformed movement in the First 

Order.  This became the first community of Colettan reformed Franciscans.  Colette knew that 

they would willingly offer assistance in the service of her second foundation in Auxonne.   

Colette’s biographer relates that, in the visions that inspired Colette, the person of St 

Francis that played the most central and insistent role. The vision was for reform both of the 

Clarisses and in the First Order and Colette continued to remain committed to reform in both 

Orders. 

Colette travelled throughout France and the Netherlands, spreading the message of 

evangelical purity.  She died in Ghent in 1447, having reformed or refounded 22 monasteries 

according to the Rule of St. Clare, with constitutions and ordinances that she dictated, and 

that were approved by the Minister General in 1434, and confirmed by Pius II in 1458.   

 They insisted on a return to the poverty of San Damiano. 
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 No dowry was required 

 No ownership of property, nor fixed revenues, rents, granaries, cellars or other long-

term stores.   

 No costly or superfluous articles 

 They were to survive by work, shared among the community. No-one was to be 

employed to carry out work the sisters were unable to perform.  

 Colette forbade the solemn blessing of abbesses and the liturgical consecration of nuns 

– they were consecrated by profession.  

 Reading was encouraged 

 Fraternal union was served by having only one class of sisters 

 Officers were to see themselves as servants of the community 

 There was freedom to enjoy recreation 

 A weekly chapter gave the opportunity for expression of shared responsibility.   

 Enclosure was Strict and protected well, but the details were kept simple. 

 

This was a return to the Rule of Clare, with some dependence on the Urbanist Rule, of 

which the Order had practical experience.  Monasteries remained subject to the authority of 

the friars.  Each community would be served by two priests and two lay brothers.  

Colette resisted overtures from Observant reformed friars, remaining in the Conventual 

sphere.  John Capistran met with her to discuss the amalgamation of some monasteries with 

the Observants but without success.  Nicholas V protected the Colettans from Observant 

interference and provided them with a lay protector, Bernard of Armagnac. 

The Observants persevered and, with the help of the papacy, managed to extend their 

influence to some Colettans as the fifteenth century progressed, In 1517 the Colettans were 

placed under the Observant umbrella. 

WHY REFORM WAS NECESSARY 

The increasing wealth and influence of the Clarisses had resulted in a number of entrants 

who were not suited to the life of a cloistered nun.  Some lived as they would have outside the 

cloister, having servants and with private incomes.  Children sent to the convents did not 

always have a religious vocation.  Their noble status meant they were given positions of 

authority in the communities.  When Ludwig Henning, Provincial Minister of Saxony, set out 

to reform the Clarisses at Breslau, he met with resistance.  He had the abbess, Margaret of 

Tost, deposed, to be replaced by another noble woman, who had not even been professed.  It 

seemed that the nobility regarded some monasteries as their possessions. 

Alongside such wealthy monasteries there were several poor convents. By the early 

fifteenth century there was a decline among the Clarisses generally.  This was at the time 

when the First Order was seeing the expansion of reformed groups and these friars had an 

influence on the Second Order. 

The preaching of men such as St. Bernardino of Siena and John Capistran was an 

inspiration for Second and Third Order Franciscans. 

THE “OBSERVANT” MOVEMENT AND THE REFORM OF THE SECOND ORDER 

By 1431, when Eugene IV and William of Casale tried to re-establish regular  discipline 

among the Clarisses, there was already evidence of reform taking place under the Observant 

influence.  In the 1430s, they still met with resistance.  However, the pope declared that all 

monasteries be known under the name “Order of St. Clare” although each would keep its own 

Rule.  The reformed convents requested the papacy to enlist the assistance of observant 

reform friars.  Several nuns spearheaded a reform, based on sincere, inner renewal.  There 
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was a desire to return to the Rule of St. Clare that reached beyond the Urbanist monasteries.   

One of the earliest reforms, influenced by St. Bernardino, was in Milan, where he founded 

a house of Observant friars.  They impressed the Clarisses of St. Ursula who placed 

themselves under their care.  St. Bernardino was responsible for reform in 200 Clarisse houses 

in Italy.  John Capistran was also very influential.   Both friars sought to bring about fidelity 

to the Rule adopted within a house, rather than a change of Rule. 

Corpus Christi at Mantua was an important centre of female tertiaries that adopted the 

Rule of St. Clare in 1420.  From there, sisters travelled to different parts of the country to 

found or reform monasteries. 

The house at Aquila went over to the First Rule under their mother-general. Blessed 

Antonia of Florence, under the influence of the preaching of John Capistran. Other 

monasteries at the centre of this renewal were Corpus Christi at Ferrara, from here St. 

Catherine Vigri reformed Bologna which itself became a centre for other reforms, Monteluce 

near Perugia had remained faithful to the spirit of San Damiano and sent out reformers to 

other monasteries, Santa Lucia near Foligno also became a reform centre, Messina was 

renewed by Blessed Eustochium Calafato and Blessed Baptist Varani founded monasteries at 

Camerino and Fermo.  There were other reformers in Italy. 

The Clarisses in France and the Netherlands were influenced by the Observants.   In Metz, 

in 1482, the tertiary community adopted the Rule of St.Clare and spread the movement to 

Paris.  Lille was reformed in 1490. 

In Spain, Gandia, where a group of Colettine nuns arrived in 1458 from Lezignan in 

France became a centre for reform.  The movement spread throughout Spain and Portugal.  

Alongside the Colettines, another group of Discalced (a name given to the Colettines in the 

region), was founded by Marina Villaseca.  Initially composed of tertiaries, they took the Rule 

of St. Clare and were allowed to accept Urbanist nuns.  This group were to be controlled by 

Observant reformers of the First Order.  A group of regular tertiaries in Barcelona also 

embraced the Rule of St. Clare. 

John Capistran tried to unite the reformed monasteries under the Observant movement, 

but Colette, as we saw, wanted Colettine monasteries to remain under the control of the 

Minister General of the Conventuals.  He wrote a commentary on the Rule of St. Clare for the 

community at Corpus Christi, Mantua, detailing fasting, habit, admission, fasting, silence, 

penance, work, care for the sick and elections.   The precepts were held to be binding under 

pain of mortal sin and, therefore, too prescriptive, so the Cardinal Protector produced another 

document, a year later, in 1446, clarifying regulations.  In 1447, Eugene IV provided a further 

interpretation, only those precepts relating to vows, enclosure and the election and deposition 

of the mother-general were binding under pain of mortal sin.  The danger of setting too high a 

standard was recognised.  In 1449, the Cardinal Protector appointed the Observant, Francis of 

Sassoferrato, as reformer of the Italian Clarisses, with full powers.  Anyone who refused to 

accept reform was to leave their convent, so that, in effect, each house was to be faithful to the 

Rule. 

Some monasteries remained unreformed and there was some confusion where Conventuals 

and Observants struggled to keep control of monasteries.  

Houses from Angelo of Clareno’s Clareni were put under the care of the Observant vicar 

general in 1473.  By 1517, most Poor Clare communities, including the Colettines, were 

subject to Observant authority.  The Observants sought unity and made the acceptance of 

possessions and revenues compulsory.  This was because insufficient provision often led to the 

decline of communities.  At first, the Colettines resisted this development. 

During the sixteenth century the Observants were to complain about the burden of caring 
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for the sisters. 

CONCLUSION 

The great revival of the Clarisses was partly the result of the work of some great women, 

like Colette.  Another example is Catherine of Bologna who was brought up in court circles 

and was a talented artist.  She joined the Third Order at the age of fourteen and devoted 

herself to devotional exercises.  She had a number of visions and this inspired her to write.  

Her work became popular.  She requested that the Third Order community become enclosed 

and adopted the strictest Clarisse Rule.  She remained there as abbess until her death in 

1463. 

It seems that the First and Second Order responded to the need for reform throughout 

Europe.  There was collaboration between the Orders but this depended on help from the 

Papacy.  The Third Order also became involved in reform.  We have seen that some Tertiary 

communities joined the Second Order, but the great preachers of the First Order also inspired 

a revival in the Third Order, so that the whole Franciscan movement became affected by 

reform. 

This brief survey shows that Clarisses were prepared to undertake missionary journeys, 

some centres providing excellent bases for such expansion. 

Reform revived the vision of both Clare and Francis with positive effects, reaching beyond 

the Orders.  Reform became part of the evolution and development of the whole movement.   It 

seems that when Franciscan life was threatened by too much laxity and comfort, there was a 

positive drive to return to the early days. These patterns that emerged during the period up to 

1517 are a constant feature of the history of the Franciscan movement. 
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MODULE THREE: 

PRUNING AND NEW GROWTH (MODERN FRANCISCANISM) 

LESSON ONE: 

METHODOLOGY AND CHURCH HISTORY OF THE FIRST PERIOD 

1. METHODOLOGY 

This part of the Franciscan history module covers modern Franciscan history. So the first 

question to ask is “When does modern Franciscan history begin?” We are fortunate in this 

decision because in 1517 two major events occurred in world and Franciscan history. On 31st 

October 1517 Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of his church in Wittemberg and 

so began the Reformation. In the same year, a few months earlier, on 29th May, Pope Leo X 

had issued the bull Ite vos which had united all those friars who followed the Rule of St. 

Francis without dispensations in one Order, the Order of Friars Minor. Those who accepted 

dispensations in the matter of ownership of property were formed into another Order: the 

Order of Friars Minor Conventual. Thus the year 1517 is not only a year of new beginnings for 

Christendom but also for the Franciscan Order. We begin this unit in that year and end it 

about thirty years ago. 

Next we have to consider how to go about teaching such a course. The classical approach, 

taken by Holzapfel and Iriarte, is to look at Franciscan history as an entity in itself, as if the 

Franciscan movement sailed serenely through history without engagement with the rest of 

society. Clearly, if we look at our own lives we know how much of our way of doing things is 

shaped by the events around us. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have had a great impact on 

our view of the world. Other longer term trends such as the secularisation of Western 

European societies and the apparent rise of militant Islam also have a clear effect on the lives 

of Franciscans in affected areas. So in order to understand Franciscan history over the five 

and a half centuries that we are racing through in these twelve lessons, we will need to have 

some idea of the major events and trends of world history. Within world history, the most 

important factor in Franciscan history right up until the end of our period has been European 

history, for up until 1975, the Franciscan movement was largely an European movement, with 

interests elsewhere, but with the important trends and decisions taking place in an European 

context. The twentieth century saw the European dominance being diminished, particularly 

with the rise to prominence of the United States but, by and large, for most of the period of 

history that we cover Europe was the most significant secular factor in Franciscan history. 

Despite this eurocentric vision, we will need, as we approach the end of the course to take a 

more global approach to the Franciscan movement and thus to consider a wider range of 

history. 

Moving closer to the movement, the development of the church over any period of history 

has had a significant impact on the development of the Franciscans and so church history and 

in particular the history of religious life in any period has been significant in Franciscan 

development. So we will try to situate the development of Franciscanism within the broader 

development of church and religious life of a period. 

It is difficult to divide history into periods because every period inevitably bleeds into the 

next, but for the sake of clarity I want to divide history from 1517 to today into three broad 

sections. The first covers the time of the Reformation 1517-1648 and the upheavals associated 

with that upheaval. The second is what has been termed the Age of Reason from 1648-1789 
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and the third the Age of Revolution covering from 1789 to the present.29 We will look at each of 

these three periods of history, beginning with a lesson on the events of the world and the 

church that form the backdrop to Franciscan history, we will then follow with two or three 

classes on general Franciscan history in that period and end up by illustrating the general 

trends with a few specific examples. 

2. GENERAL CHURCH HISTORY: THE REFORMATION 

GERMANY 

It is generally agreed that one can date the beginnings of the Protestant Reformation to 

Martin Luther’s protest against the practice of selling indulgences that he nailed to the door of 

his Wittemberg church in 1517. This protest was opposed by Catholic churchmen not just on 

theological grounds but also because the practice of selling indulgences was an important 

source of income to a church that needed to support a growing bureaucracy and a papacy that 

needed to fund both the construction of St. Peter’s basilica and maintain an army to defend 

the papal states. Indulgences were part of a system of financing the church that included 

taxes for the issuing of dispensations, exemptions and other bulls. 

Luther’s attack was important theologically, because of the doctrines of justification by 

faith alone (which did away with not only indulgences, but also the sacrament of penance) and 

sola scriptura (which did away with the church hierarchy, replacing it with one supposedly 

more in keeping with biblical doctrine). It was also important politically, because by 

undermining the sources of church revenue that were independent of the princes, it pushed 

the church into greater dependence upon friendly princes. 

Luther was not the first to question the practices of the church. Passionate churchmen 

such as the Dominican Savonarola in Florence had called for a reforming council and even 

raised the flag of rebellion to pursue it. He had, however, been dealt with in the medieval 

manner and burnt at the stake for heresy. Luther had greater success because of a confluence 

of social and political, as well as theological factors. 

The background to the Reformation is provided by the renewal of classical learning in the 

West, called the Renaissance – a cultural movement that renewed study of Greek and Hebrew 

and of classical secular Latin authors in the Western church. The ability to return to original 

sources, and in particular to the original languages of the Bible, caused people to question the 

authority of a church weakened by the after effects of the 14th century plagues that had 

carried off many of its finest and most devout religious (those who flung themselves into 

caring for the sick and so exposed themselves to disease). The awareness of a secular or pagan 

tradition of literature which included the works of Homer and Cicero, gave an intellectual 

standpoint from which to question the universality of Christian ideals.30 Scholars such as the 

priest Erasmus and the lay man Thomas More encapsulated this new thinking and proposed 

it to an avid audience. These humanists used their knowledge of Greek and Hebrew and their 

love of classical antiquity to attack contemporary orthodoxies, and especially the orthodoxies 

of the scholastic philosophers and theologians who dominated church thinking.  

The church recognised the need for reform and even called a reforming Council (Lateran V) 

between 1512 and 1517 in order to bring it about reform, but reform was a slow and difficult 

process. It was not simply a matter of the Pope or a church council declaring reform. Because 

of the importance of the church in civil governance, any reform of the church required 

diplomatic negotiations with kings, emperors, princes and dukes as well as internal 

agreement on the nature of the reform needed. The complexities of these processes slowed the 

                                                
29 The divisions are those of the Pelican History of the Church series, which give useful summaries of the world and church 

history that underlies Franciscan history. 

30 Davies, Europe: A History, p. 477. 
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pace of reform and led to frustration among those who wanted to move faster. 

Luther’s declarations and propaganda caught the zeitgeist. Crucially he found princes who 

would protect him from the church authorities that tried to silence him. When he protested 

against abuse in the church, he found many to support him. From a simple dispute about 

doctrine, the issue turned into an assault on papal authority and the authority of church 

councils, both of which Luther denied in favour of the sole authority of scripture. Supported by 

growing numbers of German laymen and princes, Luther left the Augustinians and began a 

systematic assault on Catholic doctrine. Using arguments that appealed to German 

nationalism (“Why should an Italian prince such as the Pope control church affairs in 

Germany?”), he called upon the German princes to support him in returning the church to its 

pristine condition. 

Luther and the princes who supported him were opposed not just by church authorities, 

but also by the Emperor of Germany Charles V who was the ruler not just of Germany, but of 

most of Italy and all of Spain. Despite his extensive realms, the young Emperor faced limits 

and threats to his power and so was hamstrung in dealing with the political and theological 

threat posed by the support Luther received. Initially weak in Spain, Charles spent the first 

part of his reign consolidating his position there. Turkish threats of invasion meant that 

subsequently he could not deal as severely with Protestant princes as he would have wished. 

Rivalry between the Pope and Emperor in Italy meant that Catholic loyalties were divided.  

Between 1531 and 1539 the Schmalkaldic league of Protestant princes became a force 

willing and able to resist Catholic aggression. In this way the Lutherans managed to entrench 

themselves in many principalities before an effective counter-offensive could be launched by 

Catholic princes. Many of the princes who supported the Reform did so out of genuine piety, 

but self-interest also pushed them to support it. By abolishing the episcopacy, the local rulers 

took over the Bishops' authority over the church and so eliminated a rival power in the land. 

Luther, Melancthon and Bucer, the leading Protestant theologians, supported the princes in 

their taking control of the church and in return the princes insisted upon Lutheran reforms. 

The mutual support became too cosy in the case of the Landgrave Philip of Hesse who applied 

to marry a second wife and was granted  permission to do so when he threatened to turn to the 

Pope for a dissolution of his first marriage. Once the marriage became public, all Europe was 

scandalised by the support given to Philip by the leading Lutheran divines. In 1544, partly as 

a result of the scandal, the Emperor found himself in a position to move against the Protestant 

princes, but it was already too late to suppress the movement - it had taken firm root in vast 

swathes of Germany. 

SWITZERLAND 

Not only Germany. In Switzerland Zwingli championed reform in Zurich. It was a reform 

slightly different in nature to that of Luther, more radical, better argued and more ruthless 

but perhaps less heartfelt. Luther reformed more gradually, believing that what was not 

forbidden by scripture could be allowed, Zwingli, on the other hand believed that what was not 

sanctioned by scripture could not be allowed. So a liturgically simpler church, without 

vestments and altars, emerged in Zwingli’s Zurich. The big break in Protestant unity came 

over the doctrine of the Eucharist. Luther believed in the real presence of Christ in the 

sacrament, whereas Zwingli saw the sacrament as a sign of what happened when the 

Eucharist was received by one with faith. This split between Lutheran and non-Lutheran 

Protestantism, with some modifications, continued through to the definitions of Calvin. 

In Geneva from 1541 onwards Calvin was given the opportunity of organising not only 

church but also civic life according to his interpretation of New Testament principles. His 

church was from the start more powerful and independent than Luther’s and was governed by 

pastors and elders rather than by the civil authorities (although the civic council had a say in 
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the choice of both these offices). The meeting of pastors and elders in consistory was charged 

with the task of upholding the moral order of the city and so the church had a considerable say 

in what would now be considered secular matters, such as, for example, setting interest rates. 

The strength of Calvinism was in its organisation which bred austere devout men of the Bible 

and gave them a moral force which made Calvinism the most potent force in Protestantism 

outside the German and Scandinavian strongholds of the Lutherans. 

Despite divisions between Lutherans and the Reformed (as the Calvinists came to be 

known) and among Lutherans themselves. The assault of Charles V on German 

Protestantism, although initially successful, eventually failed. The Peace of Augsburg in 1555 

ended the first phase of the German reformation by establishing the principle that the religion 

of a region should follow that of its ruler. 

ENGLAND 

In England the Reformation proceeded differently. Whereas in Saxony it had begun as a 

religious protest and taken on political overtones, the English Reformation was a political 

expediency that gradually acquired religious significance. In 1529 Henry VIII wished to marry 

Anne Boleyn and so needed to have declared null the dispensation that had allowed him to 

marry his brother’s wife Catherine of Aragon. Pope Clement VII refused to do this both 

because to have done so would have weakened papal authority and because he was at the time 

practically a prisoner of Catherine’s nephew, the Emperor Charles V. Henry, no doubt 

influenced by the actions of Protestant princes in Germany but also by a tradition of English 

law that the Pope could not interfere with the rights of English Bishops, declared that the 

Bishop of Rome had no jurisdiction over the church in England and that such jurisdiction 

rested in the Crown and Parliament. The new Archbishop of Canterbury declared Henry’s 

marriage to Catherine null and Henry was enabled to marry Anne Boleyn. The Pope 

retaliated by excommunicating Henry but this had little effect. Henry then followed a further 

example of the German princes, this time a highly lucrative one. He dissolved all the 

monasteries in England, thereby gaining himself an extra revenue of over £100,000 pounds a 

year and a means of rewarding his supporters from monastic lands.  

Despite these reforms, Henry was theologically conservative. Archbishop Cranmer 

tolerated and sometimes supported Protestants but, apart from the dissolution of the 

monasteries, the church of England remained by and large theologically Catholic. Although 

Cranmer himself was married, he hid this from Henry so as not to arouse his displeasure.31 

The reign of Edward VI allowed Protestants in England to bring about theological reform, 

a vernacular liturgy was introduced (Cranmer’s Lutheran-inspired Prayer Book), clergy were 

permitted to marry, and Protestant divines such as Bucer were invited into England to teach 

and preach. These then further influenced the reform which adopted a more radical Swiss 

style of Protestantism. 

Mary’s reign brought England back into the Catholic church, but her lack of a child meant 

that her counter-reforms were always precarious, for her heir was her Protestant half-sister 

Elizabeth. Ary's marriage to the Spanish King Philip II and a programme of persecution and 

burning for heresy  reinforced public perception of Protestants as loyal Englishmen resisting 

foreign and papal government. 

When Mary died in 1558, her half sister Elizabeth did indeed succeed her and introduced a 

settlement that satisfied neither the Calvinists nor the Catholics, but was broadly Protestant. 

When Catholics rebelled in 1570 the Pope excommunicated Queen Elizabeth through the bull 

Regnans in excelsis. The rebellion was crushed and Catholics in England gained the stigma of 

being traitors or at least potential traitors.  Priests who celebrated Mass in England were 

                                                
31 D. MacCulloch. Thomas Cranmer: A Life. New Haven: Yale UP, 1996. p. 225. 
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declared to be guilty of treason and sometimes executed. But colleges were set up abroad in 

France, Italy and Spain to train clergy to return to celebrate the sacraments for those 

Catholics who refused to submit to the Elizabethan settlement. Thus the English province of 

Observant Franciscans was reborn as a Recollect province and sent missionaries back to 

England, not a few of whom were martyred. Elizabeth's reforms took hold largely because of 

her longevity – she reigned so long that by the time she died few could remember the way the 

church had been either under Mary or under Edward, so the moderate reform of Elizabeth 

appeared to most of the English to be the only truly English way of being a Christian. 

FRANCE 

In France the Kings remained resolutely Catholic, but they had not achieved the 

centralised control that was to be a later mark of French kings. So it was not difficult for 

preachers from Protestant states in Germany and England and especially Calvinists from 

Switzerland to preach reform and gain listeners and adherents. Admiral Coligny in Normandy 

and the Bourbon King of Navarre on the Spanish border were favourable to the Huguenots, as 

French Protestants came to be known. The Huguenots made progress in the south also and 

appealed for pastors from Calvin’s Geneva. They were sent in their dozens. By 1561 Admiral 

Coligny estimated there were 2,150 Protestant congregations in France. The death of two 

French Kings in 1559 and 1560 (Henry II and Francis II) left France with a King who was a 

minor (Charles IX) and a regent who was a foreigner (the Italian Catherine de Medici). The 

Catholic Duke of Guise captured the young King and virtually ruled in his name, so the 

Huguenots mobilised for rebellion. Catherine declared a measure of tolerance for the 

Huguenots, but it was clear the Catholic Guises would not stand by. In 1562 the wars of 

religion began in France. They were to continue intermittently until Henry IV abjured 

Calvinism in 1593 and issued the Edict of Nantes in 1598. The Edict of Nantes decreed a 

measure of tolerance to Protestants, who were free to worship in towns where they were a 

majority, but it retained Catholicism as the religion of France. 

The influence of Protestantism in France, Germany, Scandinavia and England could not 

fail to have an effect in the Spanish territories in the Low Countries. Calvinist rebellion 

against Spanish rule from 1566 onwards met with determined resistance and repression from 

the Spanish rulers and the territory split into a Protestant north and a Catholic south. The 

north gained a measure of recognition in 1609 and independence in 1648, setting in motion the 

process that would lead to modern Holland and Belgium. 

SCOTLAND 

In Scotland also Calvinism spread in the face of a hostile monarchy, but while the Duke of 

Alva in the Low Countries could rely on the support of the military superpower of the day, 

Spain, the Catholic monarchs in Scotland relied on French support. When the Protestants 

rebelled against their Catholic Queen Mary in the 1560’s the French were engaged in their 

own wars of religion and unable to help her. The English Queen Elizabeth, however, was very 

able and willing to support Mary’s Protestant opponents and so the Calvinists won a quick 

and, in the lowlands, decisive victory. Mary was forced to flee to England where she was 

imprisoned by Elizabeth, who feared her because Mary was Elizabeth's rightful heir. 

Eventually, after Mary was implicated in a plot against Elizabeth that would have restored 

Catholicism to England, Elizabeth had Mary executed. 

CATHOLIC REFORM 

The age of the Reformation was an age of moral rigour in which both Catholics and 

Protestants sought to reform the church and bring it back to a pristine observance. Although 

the two sides had different views of what the church should be like, they both were convinced 

that the medieval church was in need of reform, whether this reform meant renewal (as the 
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Catholics thought) or revolution (as proposed by Protestants). 

The response within the Catholic church to the Protestant Reformation is traditionally 

known as the counter-reformation. But the implication that reform within the Catholic church 

only came about as a response to the Protestant Reformation is not entirely true. In Spain the 

Observant Franciscan Cardinal Ximenes da Cisneros had undertaken a thoroughgoing reform 

of the Catholic church which, with royal support, had strengthened it enormously. In Italy 

also reform occurred and the Capuchins are the greatest example of a reform of a traditional 

Order that occurred in the 16th century. 

As well as reform of traditional Orders, new Orders were founded to reform the Catholic 

church, such as the Theatines and the Jesuits. There was a great effort to reform the ordinary 

clergy and ensure they were well-educated, self-sacrificing and truly celibate. This was the 

greatest work of the catholic reformers, for they realised that the best way of fighting the 

Reformers was not deserving their criticisms. The Jesuits not only sought to reform church 

order and educate young Catholics, but from the 1550’s found themselves engaged in 

controversy with the Protestants.  

When an ancient system comes under attack from new thinking, then initially the 

defenders of the old find it difficult to counter the arguments of the new thinkers - such was 

the case with the Reformation. Intellectually the Reformers had the best of the argument until 

the mid 16th century. But by the 1550’s new scholarship showed that the Catholic ways were 

not so unfounded in early church tradition and not so un-biblical as the Reformers had painted 

them. Catholic scholars regained confidence in their disputes with Protestants and the Jesuits 

entered fully into the fray. 

Within the Catholic church debate raged about how best to respond to the Protestant 

Reformation. Moderates such as Cardinals Fisher, Pole and Contarini sought to reform the 

church in a way that would bring it closer to the Protestants and perhaps allow a 

reconciliation. Conservative militants such as Caraffa recommended fighting the Protestants, 

refusing concession and emphasising Catholic identity by stressing the un-Protestant 

elements of the church. It was the Conservatives who won the debate. The Colloquy of 

Ratisbon in 1542 brought together Contarini with the moderate Protestants Melancthon and 

Bucer. After a measure of agreement, negotiations broke down over transubstantiation, and 

conservatives could now argue that as reconciliation was impossible only suppression could 

work. They argued that search for compromise was only encouraging heresy within the church 

and the conversion of the Capuchin Vicar General Bernardino Ochino to Lutheranism in 1542 

served to reinforce their arguments. In 1542 the Inquisition was restored and the hunt for 

heretics discouraged original thinking. Cardinal Caraffa became Pope Paul IV in 1555 and 

repression was the order of the day. The Index of Forbidden Books was drawn up, books were 

burned and naked statues were covered up in a campaign of moral rearmament.  

Both Protestants and Catholics had been calling for a Council to reform the church but by 

the time it finally met in 1545, the Catholic atmosphere had turned decisively against 

compromise. The Council of Trent pronounced dogmatic decrees that anathematised 

“Protestant” thinking on scripture, justification by faith alone and the Eucharist. In short it 

defined Catholicism over against the Protestants. However, it also took seriously reform of the 

church and the decrees on the reform of religious would have a great effect on Franciscan 

legislation as on every other type of religious order. 

THIRTY YEARS' WAR 

Alongside efforts to reform the church, a political counter-attack by the Catholic princes 

against the Protestant powers gained strength from 1559 onwards. France was riven by civil 

war, which left the Hapsburg princes of Spain and Austria, in alliance with the Dukes of 

Bavaria and sometimes the Popes, free to oppose Protestants in their realms or on their 
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borders without fear of French support for their opponents. Catholic morale improved as 

reform corrected the grosser abuses in the church and scholarship showed that Catholic 

positions were at least as defensible as those of the Reformers. Jesuits and, later, Capuchins 

strengthened Catholic resolve and were used by Catholic princes to proselytise the Protestants 

in territory occupied by force. In Germany in 1607 this renewed self-confidence led to the 

Catholic Duke of Bavaria breaking the Peace of Augsburg and occupying Donauworth, forcing 

the inhabitants to become Catholic. Protestant states then formed the Evangelical Union to 

which the Catholic princes replied with the Catholic League. In 1618 a struggle for control of 

Bohemia led to the Thirty Years War. The Imperial (Catholic) troops defeated the Calivinists 

in Bohemia and the Palatinate by 1623, but their victory brought the Protestant states of 

Denmark, Sweden and Saxony into the war. Then from 1635 onwards a resurgent Catholic 

France, fearing the strength of a united Germany, intervened to save the Protestants from 

final defeat. Finally in 1648 the Peace of Westphalia established the division of Germany of 

Protestant and Catholic states, where the minority faith was nevertheless given a substantial 

measure of freedom to practice. 

EUROPEAN EXPANSION 

The last phenomenon that we need to look at before concentrating on Franciscan history 

proper is that of the expansion of Europe. After Columbus’ discovery of the Americas in 1492, 

Spain and Portugal spearheaded colonisation and evangelisation of territories from South 

America in the West to the Philippines in the East. Disputes between Spain and Portugal over 

territories in the New World saw the Pope grant Africa and territories to the East to Portugal 

(later modified to include Brazil in South America) and America and territories to the West to 

Spain. The Portuguese set about founding settlements along the African coast and in India, 

with trading posts in China and Japan. The Spanish conquered South and Central America 

and established settlements up to California. In the Far East where, as Magellan proved in 

1522 by sailing around the world, East met West, the Philippines were allotted to Spain and 

the Moluccas to Portugal. 

In the Americas, a few adventurers carved out vast territories ostensibly for the Spanish 

crown, but really for their own enrichment, by force of arms and intrigue. The friars followed 

soon behind with the support of the Spanish king in order to bring Christianity and thus 

civilisation (as was believed) to the conquered natives. Between 1524 and 1531 the so-called 

Twelve Apostles of Mexico, Franciscan missionaries, baptised more than a million. Franciscan, 

Dominican and later Jesuit missionaries worked hard not only to convert the Indians, but also 

to protect them from unscrupulous conquistadors. One method used was that of the 

reductions, began by the Franciscans and later adopted by the Jesuits,  to group the Indians 

into villages under the supervision of the clergy and away from the immorality of the settlers. 

These worked remarkably well for many years. Apart from a failed attempt by the 

Franciscans in Mexico to train a native clergy, the clergy in the Spanish colonies were either 

missionaries sent from Spain or locals of Spanish descent. Not until the end of the 18th century 

was there a serious attempt to train native clergy. 

Portuguese expansion in the East was quite different. Portugal was a smaller, weaker 

country and the civilisations the Portuguese encountered were much stronger than the Aztecs 

and Incas who had ineffectively opposed the Spanish in America. Only in the Philippines 

(under Spanish control) was the entire population converted. The Portuguese established 

bishoprics in their settlements such as those in Goa and Macao, but they could not conquer 

vast swathes of territory like the Spaniards. The Portuguese also faced the great religions of 

the East. Because of their relative weakness, missionaries in the East needed to learn to 

respect local customs, instead of burning the idols as the Spanish did in America and the 

Philippines. They needed to discern which of the customs of their converts were cultural and 

which were superstitious idolatry. The extent to which they should accept traditional customs 
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such as that of respect for ancestors in China, and difficulties in the translation of Christian 

terms such as God, led to disputes, most famously the Chinese rites controversy. In China, 

Jesuit astronomers such as Matteo Ricci gained great prestige in the Emperor’s court but 

missionaries made little progress. In Japan initial success by Jesuit and then Franciscan 

missionaries was reversed by a bitter persecution in which over 4,000 martyrs were killed 

between 1614 and 1646. Japan was closed to missionaries in 1638 and by 1697 there were 

virtually no Christians left in Japan. Francis Xavier in India baptised many, but without ever 

learning to speak local languages. Another Jesuit, Robert de Nobili, in South India from 1606 

onwards, learned the language and adopted the dress and practices of a high caste Brahman 

in order to bring them into the church. Unlike the Spanish, the Portuguese did train natives 

as priests and ordain them. In 1518 a Congolese was ordained a priest after training in 

Portugal and the first ordination in Japan occurred in 1601. 

To gain control of the missionary activities, the Pope created the Sacred Congregation of 

Propaganda in 1622 (until then the Spanish and Portuguese Kings had retained a large 

measure of control over their missionaries). This led to conflict between the Congregation and 

the Spanish and Portuguese Kings. The Portuguese King was the weaker of the two and so the 

Congregation had more success in its struggles with him. In 1659-1660 Apostolic Vicariates 

were established in Tonkin, Cochinchina and Nankin to regulate missionaries in China. This 

contrasted with the rights of the Portuguese diocese of Macao so a period of negotiation 

ensued. It was only in 1684 that the Congregation finally managed to send its first 

missionaries to China (Frenchmen from the Missions Étrangères). In 1696 the limits of the 

Portuguese diocese of Macao and the Apostolic Vicariates was finally decided and the 

Congregation also asserted its control over the rest of the China mission, creating nine 

Apostolic Vicars to organise the mission. Two of these Vicars were Italian Franciscans. 

CONCLUSION 

The background to this first period of history was thus one of great religious and political 

turmoil in Europe. The unity of Western Christendom was shattered and replaced by 

Catholic/Protestant struggle for control of the European soul. This turmoil was accompanied 

by an expansion of European horizons – no longer did Christian Europe look eastwards 

towards the Holy Land as the natural arena for mission and conquest, but instead she began 

to look beyond Muslim-dominated lands and seek expansion in what appeared to her as the 

Far East and West. 
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LESSON TWO 

FIRST ORDER HISTORY 1517-1648 

UNIFICATION AND DIVISION 

The matter to be looked at first is the unification and division of the Order in 1517. In 

order to understand the issues involved we need to back up a few years and look at 

developments in the 15th century. Then we can follow the evolution of the relationships 

between the various groups within the First Order leading up to the creation of two branches 

within the First Order. One of these would comprise all those who followed a literal 

observance of the Rule and the other, those who followed the Rule with the dispensations 

accorded by John XXII. 

At the beginning of the 16th century the Order was headed by a Minister General who was 

always drawn from the Conventual branch of the Order, that is the branch of the Order that 

accepted the dispensations of John XXII. Underneath the Minister General were two 

Observant Vicars General, one for Ultramontane Observants and one for Cismontane 

Observants. The Observants followed the Rule of St. Francis without dispensations.  

In the 1430's an attempt had been made to unite the Observants and Conventuals around 

a moderate set of constitutions drawn up by John of Capistrano. When this faltered the 

Observants obtained their independence under Vicars General and the Conventuals returned 

to administering their own property following the provisions of the Bull Ad statum.32 The two 

Vicars General sought a large amount of autonomy from the Minister General and in 1446 

were granted this in the Bull Ut sacra issued by Pope Eugene IV on 18th July.33 In fact the 

only manner in which the Minister General could intervene in the affairs of the Observants 

was through personal visitation to correct individual friars who had strayed. The Vicars 

General could even treat directly with the Roman Curia without involving the Minister 

General and his council. Each province in the Order had a Minister Provincial but there were 

usually a couple of Vice-Provinces of Observants who were governed by their Vicars 

Provincial. The only manifestation of the authority of the Ministers Provincial over the Vicars 

Provincial was that the Vicars needed to receive the confirmation of the Ministers when they 

were elected. Ut sacra further favoured the Observant friars by allowing Conventuals to pass 

to the Observants but forbidding Conventual Superiors from accepting Observants under pain 

of a latae sententiae (automatic) excommunication. Not surprisingly, successive Ministers 

General sought to reverse this and other bulls which comprehensively undermined their 

authority over the Observant friars.34 

Attempts were made throughout the 15th century to bring a greater unity back to the 

Order but these foundered on the Observant insistence that they would not give up their 

independence unless the Conventuals gave up their dispensations from the Rule. In the early 

fifteen hundreds such attempts were brokered by the Colettans – friars who lived a version of 

literal observance of the Rule but remained subject to the Minister General and Ministers 

Provincial.35 A significant character in these attempts was the Minister Provincial of the Paris 

province of Colettans, Boniface of Ceva. The Minister General, Giles Dauphin had a two 

pronged strategy to reunite the Order. On the one hand he sought to reform the Conventuals 

along the lines of the Colettans and on the other he sought to bring the Observants into 

                                                
32 Martin V, Ad statum, 23th August 1430 in: BF VII 739. cf Etzi, Iuridica franciscana. 150. 

33 Eugene IV, Ut sacra, 18th July 1446 in: BF ns I. 497-500. cf. Etzi, op. cit. 150. 

34 Sella. Leone X e la definitiva divisione, p. 139. 

35 Colettans originated as chaplains to the Colettine Poor Clares are sometimes called Observants under the Ministers (as 

opposed to the Observants under the Vicars) because they remained loyal to the Minister General even though they did not 

accept John XXII's dispensations from poverty. 



Pruning and New Growth 

107 of 199 

obedience in this moderate observance. When he brought his proposals for reform and reunion 

to the French Observants at Rabastens in Aquitaine in 1503 Dauphin ensured he had the 

support of the French King. Despite this, the the Observants did not agree to his proposals but 

replied that they would consult other Observants and wait to see how his reform of the 

Conventuals was proceeding before deciding upon unification. Dauphin's response was to call 

a Most General Chapter of Conventuals and Reformed Friars to see if an agreement could be 

reached there.36 

The French Observants met at Blois in France and rejected any idea of a Most General 

Chapter until they had had the chance to hold a General Congregation of the Observant 

family in 1505. Meanwhile the Observants persuaded their supporter King Henry VII of 

England to write to his French counterpart Louis XII and ask him to stop pressuring the 

Observants to agree to a union. 

Dauphin had more success in Spain, but the Observants there still wanted a General 

Congregation before agreeing to a Most General Chapter. The desire for a General 

Congregation was fulfilled when the Observants met at Laval, France in 1505. The 

Observants at Laval responded to the efforts of the Minister general to bring about unity in 

the Order in the following way. As there were so many different groups within the Order, it 

would be better to leave them to live peacefully apart rather than try to unite them into one. 

The Minister General would do best to work for reform of the Order and then, once reform was 

assured, the Order could talk about unity.37 

Despite these unpromising noises from the Observants, Dauphin went ahead with the 

Most General Chapter in Spain in 1506 and worked to gain the support of both the Spanish 

and French Kings and even the Observant Cardinal Ximenes da Cisneros for his project of 

reunion of the Order. The Observants worked on their side to undermine the Minister 

General's efforts and so when the Chapter finally came about it was Dauphin who was 

reproved for disturbing the Order with his plans for union, not the Observants for their 

opposition to it. The Observants even left the hall when the time came to elect a new Minister 

General so as to emphasise their independence from the Conventual Minister General.38 

The next attempt at reunion of the friars came from the Colettans and especially Boniface 

of Ceva. He elaborated a set of constitutions which he felt could unite the Order. He obtained 

the oral approval for these statutes from Pope Julius II which gives them their nickname of 

the “Julian Statutes”. The Cardinal Protector39 promulgated these statutes for the provinces of 

France, Cologne, Saxony and Spain, for the reformed friars under the Ministers (Colettans, 

Amadeites and Clareni) and for anyone else who wanted to adopt them. Boniface, with the 

support of the new Minister General Gratian of Cotignola, attempted to induce the Pope to 

impose these statutes on the whole Order, but the Observants, for whom the statutes would 

have meant a considerable relaxation of their observance, mobilised their secular support and 

managed to prevent this.40 

Boniface did not relent in his attempts to force the Observants to submit to the Ministers. 

It was decided to put the matter to the Church Fathers gathered in Council at the Lateran 

(Fifth Lateran Council). Unhappily for his plan, Boniface wrote a vituperative attack on the 

Observants which caused so much trouble that Leo X ordered a Most General Chapter to be 

                                                
36 Ibid. p. 166-170. Usually the Conventual Ministers met in General Chapter and the Observant Vicars met in a separate 

Congregation, emphasising their independence. A “Most General Chapter” was one in which the Conventual Ministers and 

the Observant Vicars would meet at the same chapter to devise a plan binding on the whole Order. 

37 Ibid. p. 178. 

38 Ibid. p. 179-182. 

39 The Order had a Cardinal appointed by the Pope to protect it and oversee its affairs on behalf of the Pope. Francis had 

obtained this provision from Honorius III and the Rule said the friars should always have such a Cardinal Protector. 

40 Ibid. p. 185-188. 
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held at Rome in 1517 and designated four Cardinals to prepare it.41 

Both sides prepared for the Most General Chapter by arguing their positions before the 

Cardinals' commission, getting their friends the secular Princes to lobby Leo X on their behalf 

and paying money into the papal coffers to ensure the favour of this most impoverished of 

Popes. The Cismontane Observants, who had the task of preaching the indulgence for the 

construction of the Basilica of St. Peter's, redoubled their efforts at raising money for this 

work. Whereas they had raised 11,624 ducats in the year to June 1516, the following year, 

leading to the May chapter, the Observants raised 26,041 ducats for the construction of the 

basilica. The Conventuals sought to respond but they could only raise 1,200 ducats for the 

basilica.42 

The Cardinals listened to both sides and drew up a draft bull, entitled Ite et vos. This draft 

foresaw a union of all the friars who observed the Rule literally around a moderate observance 

of the Rule – that followed by the Cismontane Observant friars. The Minister General would 

be chosen from this group and all those Conventuals who wanted to could join this group. 

Those who refused to follow a moderate observance of the Rule and sought to keep their 

dispensations would be allowed to do so but would live under a Master General who would 

receive confirmation from the (Observant) Minister General. The draft bull envisaged that the 

Conventuals would not be allowed to accept novices and so would, over a generation, die out 

and the Order would then be united around a moderate literal observance of the Rule and a 

single Minister General.43 

Not surprisingly, between January and April of 1517, the Conventuals worked feverishly 

to change key aspects of this draft. Boniface of Ceva attacked the Observants as disobedient 

and therefore not living according to the Rule in a tract he presented to the Paris Parlement 

on 9th February 1517 entitled Defensorium elucidativum. The Paris Parlement, however, sided 

with the Observants who three days earlier had deposited their own tract entitled Tractatulus 
dictus Defensorium fratrum Minorum de Observantia et familia with the Parlement. 

Disappointed in his life's work of uniting the Order under a Conventual Minister, Boniface 

died soon afterwards on 12th April 1517. At another level the Conventuals lobbied their royal 

and princely friends to put pressure on the Pope  on their behalf. The Observants were busy 

encouraging their own secular supporters to lobby the Pope for them also. The two sides drew 

up lists of Cardinals in favour of the Conventuals and those favouring the Observants. The 

Portuguese King Emmanuel I and Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I sent ambassadors to 

argue the case for the Observants and gave money to help with the persuasion of wavering 

Cardinals. The Ambassador of the Doge of Venice argued for no change in the Order and the 

Kings of France and Spain wanted the Conventuals to reform themselves but remain in tact. 

A new commission of Cardinals met and it seems they favoured the two branches of the Order 

electing their own Ministers General provided that the Conventuals agreed to reform 

themselves along the lines of the Colettans.44 

The final decision seems to have been taken by the Cardinals in consistory on 28th May 

1517. As the Portuguese Ambassador described it there were Cardinals openly in favour of the 

Conventuals and those who clearly favoured the Observants, the decisions of some others were 

influenced through bribery, as was usual in 16th century politics. So the decisions that were 

made in chapter by the friars appear to be more a careful choreography – the real fate of the 

Order was decided not in chapter but in the corridors of the papal palace. The chapter met 

from 25-29th May in the presence of the Pope. The Cardinals in consistory met to delegate 7 

                                                
41 Ibid. p. 189-190. 

42 Ibid. p. 281-286. 

43 Ibid. p. 288-289. Cf. Meseguer Fernandez. “La bula “Ite vos” (29 May 1517) y la reforma cisneriana” in: AIA 18 (1958) 257-

361. 

44 Ibid. p. 289-296. 
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Cardinals to treat of the question of the friars. The Conventuals stated their position – no 

longer were they looking for unity under the Minister General, it was now a question of 

maintaining their independence, so they argued either for a status quo or for two Ministers 

General with each group electing their own. The Observants argued that it was monstrous for 

a body to have two heads and that the Order should be united under a Minister General 

chosen from their ranks and completely reformed according to their mores. On the morning of 

the 26th the Venetian Ambassador went to see the Pope to argue for the maintenance of the 

status quo, Leo reassured him that he would not cause confusion and scandal and that the 

Kings of France and Spain had also argued that the Conventuals be reformed not disbanded. 

Both parties were called on the 27th before the Pope. The Observants reiterated that they 

would not accept union with the Conventuals unless the latter reformed but they would accept 

those Observants currently under the Ministers such as the Colettans, the Amadeites, and the 

Clareni. The Conventuals said they would not renounce property. On the 28th and 29th more 

meetings occurred, the Observants would not accept a Conventual participation in the election 

of the Minister General unless they reformed, the Conventuals again refused to reform. The 

Observants then proposed, as had been in the draft bull, that the Conventuals be allowed to 

keep their identity under a Master General with vicarial powers dependent upon the Minister 

General who would be elected by those who followed a literal observance of the Rule. This was 

in fact what was established in the bull Ite vos which was promulgated on 29th May 1517. The 

day afterwards the Conventuals elected their own Minister General Antonio Marcello da 

Cherso and on 2nd of June the Observants elected their Minister General. According to Ite vos 

the Conventual General should have been called Master and should have sought confirmation 

from the Observant Minister General, who took the title “Minister General of the whole Order 

of Friars Minor.”On 5th June the two Generals met before the Pope and agreed that the 

Observants should take precedence in processions and that each Conventual Provincial and 

General would seek confirmation from his Observant counterpart but that the Observant 

Ministers would not be able to visit45 the Conventuals unless by invitation. On the 6th June 

the seal of the Order was handed over to the Observant Minister General. The bull 

Omnipotens Deus confirmed the agreement about the relations between the two groups and it 

appeared that the nominal unity of the Order would be maintained.46 

When this agreement was communicated to the Conventual provinces however, it elicited 

grave concern. Many were convinced that it could only have been imposed by the Pope through 

simony. In fact the perceived success of the Observants was illusory. The Conventual Generals 

and Provincials continued to call themselves Ministers as they always had done and they did 

not seek confirmation by the Observant Ministers. The General was confirmed in his position 

by the Pope and there was never a recourse for confirmation to the Observant Minister 

General. Before long the titles of Master were forgotten and the Conventual prelates were 

recognised as Ministers in their own right with no dependence upon the Observant Minister 

General. Thus the Order divided in two.47 

AFTER THE SEPARATION: UNIFICATION AND DIVISION WITHIN THE OFM (OBSERVANTS) 

The initial objective of Leo X’s decree Ite vos had been to unite the Order around a regular 

observance, allowing the Conventuals only a temporary separate existence which would 

wither away as the generation died out without being replaced by new recruits. The rest of the 

Order, whether it followed a strict or a regular observance,  Cismontane or Ultramontane, 

would be united around the literal but moderate interpretation of the Rule called the Regular 

Observance. 

                                                
45 Visitation in this sense implies a formal visit from a Superior who comes with the power and the right to reform any abuses 

that he finds. 

46 Ibid. p. 301-307. 

47 Ibid. p. 313-328. 
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The version of the bull that was finally promulgated allowed the Conventuals to continue 

under their own Master General who was soon confirmed by practice as a Minister General 

independent of the Obervant Minister General. So the Order was effectively split in two. The 

Order of Friars Minor of the Regular Observance (or simply Order of Friars Minor) now had 

the challenge of forging a unity out of the disparate elements that were brought together in 

the Bull of Union (as Ite vos was known within the Order). It was a difficult task for the Order 

consisted of two major families, the Cismontane and the Ultramontane Observants and many 

smaller groups of reformers from the strict Clareni to the Colettans who insisted on retaining 

some of their Conventual privileges. The Ultramontane friars observed a stricter set of 

constitutions drafted in Barcelona in 1451,48 than the Cismontane Observants who followed 

John Capistran’s 1430 constitutions.49 These latter constitutions had been drafted in a 

deliberately mild way so as to encourage the Conventual friars to accept them. 

The challenge of unity proved too difficult almost from the start. The General chapter of 

Lyon promulgated constitutions based on the Barcelona model in 1518 and revised them in 

1523,50 but these constitutions were too strict for the Cismontane friars who promulgated 

their own version, based on Capistran’s, in 1529. From then on the unity of the Order became 

increasingly fragile. Whenever an Ultramontane was elected General Minister, the 

Cismontane friars had their own General Commissary to govern their affairs, and likewise 

under a Cismontane General Minister, the Ultramontane friars had their General 

Commissary. In effect the Spanish controlled the Ultramontane family (with 44 out of the 66 

provinces in the family by the end of the 17th century).   

THE THREE OFM ULTRAMONTANE NATIONS 

Political considerations caused the Ultramontane friars to divide into three nations in 

1526, so the friars of Spain, France and the German-Belgian “Nations” had separate 

organisations. In the German-Belgian Nation, which included the provinces of England, 

Ireland and Scotland, there was quite a tight organisation under a national commissary, this 

enabled them to retain a good measure of unity despite the political disunity in Germany that 

followed the reformation.51 The French provinces, which were a mixture of Observants and 

Reformed Conventuals (Colettans) who retained their privileges, jealously guarded their 

independence and attempts to establish a national commissary failed. The Spanish, because 

either the Minister General or the Ultramontane General Commissary were almost always 

Spanish, did not really need a National Commissary and so the office was soon forgotten. 

The system of nations gave rise to the possibility of separate legislation in each nation. So 

as well as a difference between Cismontane and Ultramontane legislation52 there was a 

                                                
48 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: FAMILIA ULTRAMONTANA OBSERVANTIAE. Statuta Generalia Observantium Ultramontanorum an. 

1451 Barcinonae condita, M. BIHL ed., in: AFH, an. 38 (1945), p. 106-197. 

49 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: FAMILIA CISMONTANA OBSERVANTIAE. Constitutiones, sive Declarationes Generales, & Papales 
Martini Papae V. super Regulam Fratrum Minorum compositae olim, & impetratae a Venerabili, & totius Sanctitatis viro 
Fratre Ioanne de Capistrano. Anno Domini 1430, in: CHL, I, p. 90-97. 

50 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: FAMILIA CISMONTANA OBSERVANTIAE. Statuta generalia Fratrum Minorum regularis 
observantiae, Ferrariae, 1523. 

51 The National Commissary of the German-Belgian nation exercised the power of the Minister General for the German-

Belgian nation and after 1633 even appointed a National Agent to the Order’s Roman Curia to represent the nation there.  

The greater power of the German-Belgian National Commissary resulted from and maintained the relative unity of the 

German-Belgian nation when compared to diversity of the French nation. The first National Congregation was held in 1527 

in Düren under the guidance of the first Commissary General (National Agent) Matthias Wensem. Cf. Bürvenich, Annales, p. 

244, 246. The nation initially comprised Saxony Holy Cross, Saxony St. John the Baptist, Argentina, Cologne, Scotland, 

Dacia, England, Flanders, Thuringia.  Later Ireland, Germania Inferioris (Holland and Brabant) joined the nation and the 

provinces of St. Andrew in Artois and St. Joseph in the County of Flanders were established within it. Cf. Schlager, Zur 
Geschichte der Recollektenreform, in: FS, an. 6 (1919), p. 41 n. 6.Cf. CHL, I, p. 256-257;  Barrado Manzano, De Historia et 
Iure Commissarium Generale, p. 27-30, 90-91; Reinhold, Das Streben der “Natio Germano-Belgica”, in: AFH, an. 36 (1943), 

p. 145-178; ibid., Der Roemische Nationalagent, in: AFH, an. 42 (1949), p. 37-94; ibid. Neue Handschriftliche Quellen, in: 

AFH, an. 47 (1954), p. 385-399. 

52 The differences were both in structure and in some essentials: Cismontane General Statutes followed the chapter headings of 
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potential, and later a real, difference in the legislation of each nation. When the 1583 

Ultramontane General Statutes53 were promulgated at the Toledo General Chapter, they were 

in effect national Statutes for the friars in Spain. In France and in the German-Belgian nation 

provinces obtained the right to follow their own traditions where they wanted to. The largest 

reason for this divergence in legislation was the problem of legislation on poverty. The 

Spanish friars adopted the less rigorous definitions of the Cismontane friars. The French could 

not agree among themselves and so placed ever greater emphasis on provincial statutes at the 

expense of the General Statutes.  In this way the old Reformed Conventual provinces 

maintained their privileges and the other provinces followed a regular observance. The 

German-Belgians refused to accept any mitigation of poverty and so maintained the stricter 

observance of Ultramontane tradition. When the General Statutes were again revised in 

1621,54 the German-Belgian nation brought out a modified version in 1624 and then in 1633 

completely revised their national statutes. This 1633 revision governed the German-Belgian 

nation until the 1890 statutes were promulgated in preparation for the Leonine Union.55 

The Cismontane Observant friars retained the unity of common General Statutes, but this 

advantage was mitigated by the fact that they modified them so often (12 times between 1529 

and 1684). This unity was encouraged by the fact that most provinces were under the Spanish 

crown which controlled most of Italy. However the unity was compromised by the rise of the 

Capuchins (who broke away from the Order) and Reformed friars (who remained within it). 

Both these groups sought to live a stricter observance of the Rule. 

THE STRICTER OBSERVANCE 

The two movements of Capuchins and Reformed OFMs sprang from the same inspiration, 

that of the return to earlier purity which underpinned the whole Reformation period. As we 

shall see in more detail in the next lesson, they belong to a movement for reform that can be 

traced back to Spain. The movement for reform developed with a spirituality called the prayer 

of “recogimiento” or recollection. This spirituality encouraged retirement to hermitages to live 

a life of penance in order to seek out the spirit of the Lord. Promoted by Franciscans such as 

Francis of Osuna, and Peter of Alcantara, and also by Augustinians, it had great influence in 

16th century Spain and especially on the spirituality of the Carmelites Theresa of Avila and 

John of the Cross.56 Recollect spirituality encouraged the reformers of the Order such as John 

de la Puebla (d. 1495) and John of Guadalupe (d. 1506) to withdraw to remote hermitages to 

observe the Rule and the gospel in the strictest way (the style of life they and others 

associated with Francis and the early friars). The success of these reformers, who were the 

forerunners of the Discalced friars, and its attractiveness to already professed friars, led the 

Observants to respond by ordering that some friaries in each province be designated houses of 

                                                                                                                                                            
the Rule, Ultramontane followed the thematic headings of the Barcelona General Statutes; Cismontane statutes allowed 

Syndics to administer money on behalf of the Pope, Ultramontane statutes only allowed money to be administered by 

spiritual friends on behalf of the benefactors. 

53 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: FAMILIA ULTRAMONTANA OBSERVANTIAE, Estatutos Generales de Barcelona para la Familia 

Cismontana, de la Orden de nuestro Seraphico Padre San Francisco, los quales por mandado de nuestro Reuerendissimo 
Padre Fray Francisco de Gonçaga Ministro General fueron reformados y de nueuo recopilados por ciertos Padres para ello 
diputados, recebidos y aprobados, en el Capitulo General intermedio de la familia Cismontana, celebrado en la Ciudad de 
Toledo, en el insigne Conuento de San Iuan de los Reyes, de la Santa Prouincia de Castilla. En el año de nuestro Señor Iesu 
Christo de 1583. Y fueron confirmados por nuestro Reuerendissimo Padre General: con especial autoridad Apostilica que le 
fue concedida, in: L. REBOLLEDO, Libro de la Regla y Constitutiones Generalis de la Orden, Sevilla, 1607, fol. 53r-84r. 

54 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: PROVINCIAE NATIONIS GERMANICAE ET BELGICAE, Statuta Generalia Barchinonensia Ordinis 

Seraphici S. P. N. Francisci. Novissime in Comitiis Generalibus intermediis Segoviae habitis anno Domini 1621 sub R. P. F.  
Benigno a Genua eiusdem Ordinis Generali Ministro recognita : ac de eiusdem Generalis Ministri assensu Provinciis Belgicis 
accomodata, Antverpiae, 1624. 

55 ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM: PROVINCIAE NATIONIS GERMANICAE ET BELGICAE, Statuta Generalia Barchinonensia Ordinis 
Seraphici, S.P.N. Francisci pro Cismontana Familia in Capitulo Generali Toletano anno 1633. a patribus Nationis 
Germanicae et Belgicae recognita, et provinciis dictae Nationis accommodata, a praefato Capitulo Generali, ac Sanctissimo 
Domino Nostro Urbano Papa VIII. confirmata, Leodii, 1635. 

56 Cf. Francisco de Osuna, The Third Spiritual Alphabet, p. 1-34; Cuesta, El movimento recoleto, p. 5-47. 
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recollection. In these houses a stricter observance of the Rule could be lived by those who 

wished to remain in the Order rather than leaving for the reformers. So in 1502 the Observant 

Vicar General Martin Boulier promulgated statutes for these houses of recollection.57 

Here we see the pattern for reform that would recur in Italy and France. Desire for reform 

among friars of the regular observance, which was frustrated by the opposition of superiors 

who sought to maintain unity around a regular observance, would lead some to leave the 

Order and establish stricter observance movements outside the Order. Where these 

movements gained protection, they grew, encouraged by the climate of reform within the 

Catholic church and especially that inspired by the Counter-reformation. The attraction of 

stricter observance groups outside the Order would lead some of the more zealous friars to 

leave the Order to join the reform. Belatedly, the authorities within the Order would respond 

by establishing houses of stricter observance within the Observant provinces. These in turn 

would encounter opposition from Provincial Ministers and so would form themselves into 

separate custodies within the Order, which eventually developed into separate, stricter 

observance, provinces and then families within the Order. So the pattern was: strict 

observance success outside the Observants, led to reform within the Observants and the 

establishment of the stricter observance within the Observant family. Thus the success of the 

Capuchins in Italy, led to the response of the Reformed friars (Riformati) who lived the same 

stricter observance but remained, theoretically at least, under the obedience of the General 

Minister. When the Capuchins were allowed to expand into France, their rapid success led to 

the establishment of the Recollects as a stricter observance branch of the OFM.  

In Spain, although the pattern emerged there first, it did not develop to its full extent 

because the Discalced friars, who emerged outside the Observant order under the protection of 

the Conventuals, returned to the Order in 1563. Thus the houses of recollection, although they 

tried to form separate custodies and provinces, were kept under the control of the Provincial 

Ministers, in part because the Spanish crown did not want the Franciscan Order to be further 

divided.  

In the German-Belgian nation the arrival of the Capuchins in Belgium led to a Recollect 

reform within the provinces. But the German-Belgians were conscious of the dangers of 

division in a country riven by war, where they operated sometimes under hostile princes. The 

Recollect reform grew in Germany at precisely the time of the Thirty Years War between 1618 

and 1648 so there was a need for unity among Catholics in the face of a common enemy, as 

well as for reform. Also the German-Belgian provinces had kept to a stricter observance of the 

Rule, so instead of allowing a few houses to adopt a stricter observance and thus gradually 

pull away from their mother provinces, the German-Belgians reformed themselves as entire 

provinces and adopted the name of Recollects throughout the nation.  

So by the end of the 17th century the Order of Friars Minor, although united under one 

General Minister, was in fact a federation of largely autonomous and often competing groups, 

each with their own set of legislation. In the Cismontane area (Italy, Bavaria, the Holy Land, 

Poland), one found the Cismontane Observants following their own Cismontane General 

Statutes and the Reformed following their own stricter Observance statutes. North of the Alps 

the situation was even more complicated. In Spain, Observants followed the Ultramontane 

General Statutes and the Discalced followed their own statutes. In France, some Observants 

followed the Ultramontane General Statutes, others followed a version of the Julian 

Constitutions drawn up by Boniface da Ceva for the Colettans, the French Recollects never 

remained with a centralised set of statues but relied on detailed provincial statutes, in the 

German-Belgian nation alone was the situation quite unified: all the provinces (apart from the 

province of Ireland which largely went its own way) observed the 1633 German-Belgian 

                                                
57 BOULIER M., Constituciones Recoletas, año 1502, in: J. MESEGUER FERNANDEZ, Programa de gobierno del P. Francisco de 

Quiñones, in: AIA, S.E. an. 21 (1961), p. 29-31. 
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revision of the Ultramontane General Statutes and by the end of the century all but the Irish 

were calling themselves Recollects. 

ADMINISTRATIVE DIVISION: EVANGELICAL VITALITY 

We must not make the mistake of confusing administrative division with lack of vitality. 

Despite the ravages of the wars of religion in France and Germany, the destruction of several 

provinces and the enfeebling of many others through persecution, despite the rise of the 

Capuchins drawing off many potential recruits, the period was one of vitality and numerical 

growth for the OFM.  Numbers in the Order grew from an estimated 35,000 in 1585 to over 

60,000 by 1680. As we shall see when we look at the missions and the response to the 

Reformation, groups within the Order of Friars Minor were very active in all the key areas of 

pastoral development and theological reflection in the church at the time. Administrative 

division, rather than sapping the vitality of the Order, because it delegated authority down to 

levels at which it could effectively be exercised, seems to have contributed significantly to the 

liveliness of the Order and its mission in this period. 
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LESSON THREE 

CONVENTUALS, COLETTANS, CAPUCHINS 

AND STRICTER OBSERVANCE OFM 

Having considered the overall development of the Order of Friars Minor after the Bull Ite 
vos. In this lesson we look in detail at the groups who diverged from the regular observance. 

OBSERVANCE WITH DISPENSATIONS: THE CONVENTUALS 

The Council of Trent in 1536 clarified the difference between the Conventuals on the one 

hand and the OFM and Capuchins on the other. Whereas the latter two were not allowed to 

own property, the Conventuals, like the other mendicant Orders such as the Dominicans and 

Carmelites, were allowed to own property in common. 

Despite the fact that the Conventual manner of living the Franciscan life had been 

established for two hundred years, the wave of reform that hit the Church in the 16th century 

led to a desire for reform among many Conventuals. When the Discalced in Spain and the 

Capuchins in Italy broke away from the Observants they sought and were granted the 

protection of the Conventuals. Their example, and the counter-reformation mood of the 16th 

century Catholic Church, encouraged reform minded Conventuals to establish reformed 

Conventual groups in Spain and Italy.  

The movement of reform had some success. In 1565 the General Chapter at Florence voted 

for the reformed General Statutes afterwards confirmed by Pope Pius IV and thus known as 

the Pian Constitutions, but the effect was limited. In Spain and Portugal the Kings intervened 

and incorporated the Conventuals into the OFM, obtaining briefs from Pius V in 1566 and 

1567 to this effect. Pius V worked to reunite the Franciscan Order and bring the Conventual 

friars back under the OFM Minister General, just as he had subjected the Dominican 

Conventuals to the Observants within the Order of Preachers. The Conventual Minister 

General Tancredi of Colle supported this plan and in 1568 the General Chapter debated 

reunion. Opponents of union, such as the canonist Martin Azpilcueta of Navarra, argued from 

the teaching of the Council of Trent that union between the Conventuals and OFM was no 

longer possible because the one was property owning and the other denied ownership. The 

strength of this argument, and the influence of Martin, who was a friend of Pius V, and other 

leading Conventuals ensured that the Conventuals voted to retain their independence. Thus 

passed the last serious opportunity for a united First Order. 

Felix Peretti was elected Pope in 1585 and chose the name Sixtus V in honour of Sixtus IV 

who had been the last Minor to become Pope. Felix had been Vicar General of the Conventuals 

from 1566-1568 under the Minister General Tancredi and saw the need for a Conventual 

Order invigorated by reform. He favoured his Conventual brethren and especially the 

Reformed Conventuals who, like other stricter observance movements (Discalced, Reformed 

OFM, and Capuchins) obeyed the Rule in accordance with the declarations of Nicholas III and 

Clement V. These reformed Conventuals had originated in Spain in 1517, led by the former 

Observant John Pasqual. Their most influential leader was St. Peter of Alcantara who wrote 

for them an extremely strict set of statutes comparable to those of the Capuchins. When he led 

them, in 1562, into union with the OFM, a few of the members in Naples (which was then 

governed by Spain) stayed with the Conventuals to continue their life as Reformed 

Conventuals. They were reinforced in Italy, first by some hermits who had followed Jerome 

Lanza in living the Franciscan rule literally and then by a group of Discalced friars founded by 

John Baptist Lucarelli of Pesaro, when Sixtus V forcibly incorporated these groups into the 

Reformed Conventuals. From their base in Naples they spread throughout Italy, wearing 

habits similar to the Capuchins and living lives similar to them also. As in the Order of Friars 
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Minor however, the reformers faced opposition from the main body of Conventuals. They also 

faced opposition from the Capuchins (who jealously guarded their form of habit and their 

reputation as the strict Observance Franciscan Order). The Reformed Conventuals endured 

two attempted suppressions from Urban VIII in 1626 and Innocent X in 1646. They survived 

in Naples until finally in 1669 Clement IX suppressed them and handed their convents to the 

Discalced. 

Sixtus IV had canonised Bonaventure in 1482. Sixtus V declared Bonaventure a Doctor of 

the Church on 14th March 1557 in response to the nomination of Thomas Aquinas by the 

Dominican Pius V. The Franciscans thus had their Doctor of the Church to balance that of the 

Dominicans. 

After Sixtus' death there was a reaction against the Conventuals who had been so openly 

favoured by the friar Pope. His successor suspended the Minister General Francis Bonfigli, 

but he was reinstated when the accusations against him were found to be false. However, 

there were widespread complaints about the lack of religious discipline of the Conventuals and 

Pope Clement VIII conducted a visitation of the Conventual curia in Rome. Subsequent 

General Chapters sought to restore discipline but it was the Minister General Philip Gesualdi 

who had most success in restoring the common life to several of the most important 

Conventual convents. 

The 1593 General Chapter rejected the general statutes introduced under Pius V and 

reinstated the Alexandrine statutes of 1500. Debate raged about what precepts of the Rule 

obliged the Conventuals and from which they were dispensed. In 1615 Bartolucci, the Vicar 

General, published a commentary on the Conventual life called the Minorica Fratrum 
Conventualium S. Francisci. This did not end the controversy which continued to rumble on 

until in the 1625 Chapter, under the leadership of the Minister General Felix Franceschini, a 

new set of statutes was prepared. These were confirmed by Pope Urban VIII in 1628 and are 

known as the Urban statutes. The statutes enshrined the customs of the Conventuals, 

permitted ownership of property and formed the basis of Conventual observance until the 19th 

century. By abrogating all previous declarations by Popes concerning the observance of the 

Conventuals they gradually calmed controversy and established a firm foundation for the 

development of the Order. 

RELAXED REGULAR OBSERVANCE: THE COLETTANS 

One group who followed a way of life similar to that of the Conventuals but joined the 

Order of Friars Minor in 1517, were the Colettans. They had emerged from the friars recruited 

by St. Colette to be chaplains for her reform of the Poor Clares but had developed as a 

movement of friars who lived a literal observance of the Rule. Thus far they resembled the 

Observants, but they distinguished themselves from the Observants by maintaining allegiance 

to the Minister General and refusing to come under the Observant Vicars General. They also 

had a more relaxed view of what a literal observance of the Rule meant, which allowed them 

to live off the rents from land held on their behalf by their lay Syndics (bursars who 

administered the friars' property on behalf of the Pope who owned it). When the title of 

Minister General was transferred from the Conventuals to the Observants and Leo X united 

all those who followed the Rule without dispensation under the Minister General, the 

Colettans switched their allegiance from the Conventual Master to the observant Minister 

General. However, they obtained from the Observants the concession that they could keep 

their particular interpretation of what a literal observance of the Rule meant. The result of 

this was that, until the eve of the French revolution, there existed within the Order of Friars 

Minor, friars who lived off rents in the same way that the Conventuals lived off rents. The 

Colettans, with their relaxed interpretation of the Rule, showed that it was possible to live a 

way of life very similar to that of the Conventuals and still remain within the Order of Friars 

Minor. 
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STRICTER OBSERVANCE: THE CAPUCHINS 

The origins of the Capuchins, as we have seen, lie in the context of a general desire for 

reform in the church and in the specific desire for a stricter observance of the Rule within the 

Franciscan movement. The Superiors within the Order of Friars Minor, in attempting to 

maintain unity between the different groups that came into the regular observance union in 

1517, were distrustful of and harsh towards individual reformers who sought to go off to live a 

stricter life outside their Superiors’ control. With the benefit of hindsight it is possible to agree 

with Iriarte who says that, had there been more flexibility or imagination among Cismontane 

leaders, then the Capuchins need never have ended up a separate Order.58 

The origins of the Capuchin reform in the Franciscan Province of the Marches owes 

something to the atmosphere in this part of Northern Italy. The Marches were a turbulent 

area, criss-crossed by the armies of King Francis I of France and Emperor Charles V as they 

struggled for control of Northern Italy. This political turbulence engendered theological 

excitement and an apocalyptic atmosphere. It was a land in which wandering hermits blamed 

the horrors of war on luxury and sin. With the presence of the Spanish came the influence of 

the mystical tradition that was growing in Spain at the time, guided by Franciscans such as 

Peter of Alcantara and Francis of Osuna and by the great Carmelite mystics John of the Cross 

and Theresa of Avila. 

In this highly charged atmosphere, Matthew da Bascio (+ 1552) escaped from his 

Observant friary after a vision. The vision had assured him of the shape of the habit Francis 

had worn and the way of life that was most consonant with the Rule. He went straight to 

Rome where he obtained oral permission from Clement VII to observe the Rule as he wished, 

wear the habit he had devised and go around preaching. The only condition was that he report 

to the provincial chapter once a year. When he reported to the chapter his flight and 

permission were not appreciated. Instead he was arrested as a fugitive and imprisoned as the 

constitutions required. That could well have been the end of the matter, had he not already 

won the support of Catherine Cybo, Duchess of Camerino, whom he had impressed by his care 

of the sick in 1523. She demanded Matthew’s release and, as she was the Pope’s niece, the 

Minister Provincial could hardly refuse.  

Later, in 1525, the blood brothers Louis and Raphael da Fossombrone, from the same 

province of the Marches, escaped from their community - again risking the penalties of 

apostates from religion. The Minister Provincial gained a brief from the Pope declaring 

Matthew and the brothers to be apostates. They managed to avoid capture and obtained a 

brief from the Grand Penitentiary in Rome allowing them to leave the community and live 

according to their interpretation of a literal observance of the Rule. They were then joined by a 

fourth who obtained his own personal permission to observe the Rule literally. They placed 

themselves under the protection of Duchess Catherine, who obtained from her uncle Clement 

VII the bull Religionis zelus (3 July 1528) recognising the new brotherhood. They were given 

permission to wear their habit with the pyramidal hood, grow their beards, and preach to the 

people. They were placed under the protection of the Conventuals and allowed to accept both 

clerics and laymen as novices. 

Immediately, a number of Observants went to join the group and they had to open new 

hermitages. The first chapter was held in 1529. The constitutions approved at this chapter 

were similar to those that the Spanish Reformers had adopted in the early years of the 

Discalced reform, they were also remarkably similar to the statutes that the Minister General 

Francis Quinones had published in 1526 for houses of recollection within Observant provinces. 

Called the “Friars of the Eremitical Life” they retired to hermitages, but before long began to 

work also in pastoral ministry. They elected Matthew da Bascio as their Vicar General (under 

                                                
58 Iriarte. Franciscan History. p. 195-196. 
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the Conventual Minister General), but he soon resigned, returning power to Louis da 

Fossombrone. 

Louis established a friary in Rome so as to be able to defend the reform from Observant 

attempts to suppress it. These attempts were redoubled by the new Minister General Paul 

Pisotti, who sought to suppress the stricter observance by closing houses of recollection within 

the Order of Friars Minor and forcing the Capuchins outside it to return to a regular 

observance. Francis Quinones, who was by now a Cardinal, tried to dissuade Pisotti from this 

policy, encouraging him to allow the Capuchins to follow their way of life provided they profess 

their obedience to the Minister General.59 Pisotti would not allow this and his policy drove the 

advocates of reform within the Observants to leave for the Capuchins. In one sense Paul 

Pisotti acted as a recruiting sergeant for the early Capuchins by convincing Observant Friars 

Minor that if they wanted to live a stricter observance of the Rule they would have to leave the 

Order and join the Capuchins. Thus Bernardine d’Asti, Francis da Jesi, Bernardine d’Ochino 

and even John da Fano (the Minister Provincial of the Marches who had imprisoned Matthew 

da Bascio and tried to apprehend Louis and his brother Raphael) left the Observant Friars 

Minor and joined the Capuchins. By 1535 there were 700 Capuchins. 

However the Capuchin leader, Louis da Fossombrone, was becoming increasingly 

autocratic and sought to prevent the Order evolving from its eremitical origins. He would not 

call a chapter until Bernardine d'Ochino persuaded Victoria Colonna to keep Louis prisoner in 

her castle at Rocca di Papa until he agreed to summon a chapter. Meanwhile she petitioned 

the Pope to convoke the chapter. These tactics worked and in 1535 the chapter deposed Louis 

and discussed revision of the statutes. Bernardine d’Asti was elected as Vicar General and he 

drafted a new set of constitutions based on the discussions of the 1535 chapter. These 

constitutions were approved in a second chapter in 1536. In these, the Capuchins accepted the 

papal definitions of Nicholas III and Clement V but not those of Martin IV and V, and so 

joined the tradition of the stricter observance that already included the Discalced friars in 

Spain (from whom Bernardine borrowed some of the provisions of the statutes). The 

Capuchins thus evolved from their strictly eremitical origins to take their place among the 

strict observance groups within the Franciscan family and eventually to achieve a pre-

eminence among them. Louis could not accept this evolution. In the 1536 chapter he tried to 

persuade the friars to return to obedience to the Observant Ministers, he refused to swear 

obedience to Bernardine d'Asti and was expelled from the Order. 

In 1538 and again in 1541 Bernardine d’Ochino was elected Vicar General. A man of 

considerable talents, he was also one of the most popular preachers in Italy. But in 1542 he 

shocked the Catholic world by fleeing to Geneva after his preaching came under suspicion and 

he was asked to report to Rome to justify himself. Several other Capuchins with Protestant 

sympathies followed him into the Reformed church. The defection of Ochino to Calvinism 

nearly brought about what Observant pressure and politics had failed to do: the suppression of 

the Capuchins. Ordinary Catholics, who had hitherto been great supporters of the Capuchins, 

were horrified by this defection and turned against them. Several former Observants returned 

to the Order of Friars Minor. It was difficult even for loyal friends to speak up in their 

support. Their opponents felt vindicated. Pope Paul III was heard to say “Soon there will be no 

more Capuchins or Capuchin convents.” Many in the papal curia felt their suppression was a 

certainty. When the Cardinals met in consistory to consider the future of the Capuchins, 

almost all the Cardinals spoke in favour of suppression. Cardinal Sanseverino urged caution 

and argued that before such a drastic step was taken, an investigation should be held into the 

Order and its orthodoxy. Paul III agreed to this suggestion. The ensuing inquiry found that 

the Capuchins were orthodox and loyal to the Holy See. Paul III censured the Order for the 

scandal caused by Ochino's defection but commended them to the protection of Cardinal Carpi, 

                                                
59 Iriarte. Franciscan History. p. 202. 
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the Cardinal Protector of the Franciscan Order.  

The task of restoring the Order was confided to Francis da Jesi, who was appointed 

General Commissary by Cardinal Carpi. Meanwhile the friars were forbidden to preach. 

Francis da Jesi refused the approach of reformers within the Order of Friars Minor who felt 

that the time had come for reuniting the stricter observance under the Minister General of the 

Order. Instead he worked to rebuild the morale and reputation of the Capuchins. In the 

second year of his government the ban on preaching was lifted, provided the Vicar General 

keep close watch on the orthodoxy of preachers. Gradually the people were reassured and 

returned to their former sympathy for the friars. From 1546 to 1552 Bernardine d’Asti was 

once more the Vicar General of the Capuchins and his periods of government of the Order 

allowed him to mould it and found it on the twin pillars of prayer and poverty. 

The Observants did not for a long time give up on attempts to reintegrate the Capuchins 

into the Order, encouraged by the return of the Discalced. However, as a second generation of 

Capuchins who had never been Observants grew to prominence, they came to see themselves 

not as reformed Observants, but as a separate Order. In 1551 the influx of Observants was 

effectively stopped by the papal edict of Julius III. This had the side-effect of attenuating the 

links between the two Orders. The Capuchins gradually moderated their life and the 1552 

statutes allowed them to claim exemption from Bishops’ jurisdiction and ceased the practice of 

handing over the keys of the friary once a year to benefactors (to show that they could be 

removed at any time from the friary, which the benefactors, not the friars, owned). Under 

these constitutions they also ceased being obliged to beg for the poor in times of shortage and 

to nurse those with the plague in times of epidemics. They were, in effect, no longer heroic 

reformers, but had become a distinctive Order with a sensible, if austere, measure of poverty. 

The Order grew in size and importance. The Vicar General was given a seat among the 

general Superiors of religious Orders at the third session of the Council of Trent. At this 

Council the Capuchins were mentioned as being worthy of note and faithful to their vocation 

and they were mentioned as having the characteristic, along with the Order of Friars Minor, 

that they did not own property. In 1564 the Capuchins gained their own Cardinal Protector 

(before this there had been only one for the whole Franciscan Order).  The tridentine decrees 

obliged the Order to establish study houses and learning became an important activity for the 

Order. While the Conventuals and OFM looked to John Duns Scotus as their principal 

theologian, the Capuchins chose Bonaventure, recently declared a Doctor of the Church. In 

1608 Pope Paul V declared the Capuchins to be true Friars Minor and sons of St. Francis, thus 

giving them a recognition equivalent to the other two Franciscan first orders. This rise in their 

status was consolidated by Paul V in the brief Alias felicis recordationis issued on 23rd 

January 1619 which gave the Capuchins their own Minister General and removed them from 

the tutelage of the Conventuals. 

In 1574 the Capuchins finally won the right to establish communities outside Italy, 

reversing papal bulls of 1535, 1537 and 1550 which had explicitly forbidden them that right. A 

Capuchin community had already been established in Paris and the growth of the Order in 

France was rapid. By 1618 one quarter of the Order were French Capuchins. In 1585 the 

Capuchins spread to Belgium, where too they enjoyed great success and numerical expansion. 

Arriving in 1585, by 1616 the Capuchins in Flanders had 38 houses in two provinces 

containing 699 friars. In Spain there was greater difficulty. The Discalced friars in 1567 

proposed unity between their reform and the Capuchins, which the Capuchins refused. This 

helped reinforce the Observant party at court who urged the King not to accept Capuchins 

into Spain. Despite this, from 1576 when the first Capuchin community was founded in Spain, 

the reform grew fast and in 1582 founded the Province of Catalonia. Other provinces soon 

followed despite the opposition of the Discalced and Observants. The Order also expanded east 

to Switzerland in 1581, Tyrol in 1593 and Bavaria in 1600.  
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In 1608 the General Chapter approved a mission to England and Ireland. This 

corresponded with the wishes of the famous English Capuchin mystic Benet of Canfield who 

had joined the Paris Capuchin province but had spent three years in prison in England after 

returning in 1599 to give succour to his Catholic countrymen.60 More immediately the mission 

owed its inauguration to the efforts of Francis Nugent, who was given permission by the 

General Chapter of that year to gather the English, Scottish and Irish Capuchin friars and 

begin the mission.61 The first missionaries arrived in Ireland in 1614 and England in 1617. 

The mission in England was reinforced in 1630 when Joseph de Tremblay, the Grey 

Eminence, sent a community of 13 French Capuchins as spiritual assistants to Queen 

Henrietta Maria, the wife of King Charles I of England. From this base they were able to work 

to convert members of the English court and had some success among the notables of the 

realm, including Lord Portland the Grand Treasurer and Dr. Vane, the King's Chaplain. In 

1636 they received 700 into full communion with the Catholic Church and were administering 

the Eucharist to a weekly congregation of 800 from the Queen's chapel at Somerset House.62 

The Civil War caused Henrietta Maria to flee to Holland, but the friars remained behind until 

in 1649, when Charles I was beheaded, they were banished from the realm. 

STRICTER OBSERVANCE IN THE OFM:  

THE DISCALCED, HOUSES OF RECOLLECTION, REFORMED, FRENCH RECOLLECTS AND GERMAN-

BELGIAN RECOLLECTS 

It is useful to remember that not all those who wished to live a stricter observance of the 

Rule ended up outside the Order of Friars Minor. Four groups of stricter observance friars 

emerged within the Order of Friars Minor. These were the Discalced, the Reformed, the 

French Recollects and the German-Belgian Recollects. 

DISCALCED 

The Discalced began in Spain as an attempt to live a stricter form of life than that of most 

Observants. John of Puebla prescribed this stricter form of life for his followers but they 

remained part of the Observance. John of Guadaloupe in 1496 left the obedience of the Vicars 

General and obtained papal permission to live directly in obedience to the Conventual 

Minister General. Attempts were made by the King of Spain and the Observants to restore 

them to Observant obedience but this was resisted by the group. In 1508 their independence 

from the Observants was confirmed when they were given permission to form the province of 

the Holy Gospel. In 1515 they were given permission to form the Custody of Estremadura. At 

this time they were known as Brothers of the Capuce or Reformed Conventuals. These were 

united to the Observance in 1517, when all the friars who lived the Rule literally were joined 

in the Order of Friars Minor. The Spanish friaries of the group were united into the province 

of St. Gabriel.  

The defection of John Pasqual from the Observance and his placing himself and a few 

followers under the Minister General of the Conventuals allowed the group to resurface as 

Reformed Conventuals and from 1541 onwards John was given permission to admit both 

Observants and Conventuals into his stricter group. When John Pasqual died the friaries of 

his group were formed into an independent Custody of St. Joseph. This group was joined by 

Peter of Alcantara and in 1557 he was appointed their leader as Commissary General of the 

Reformed Conventual Friars of Spain. Under his guidance the Custody of St. Joseph was 

raised to the dignity of a province.  

Peter negotiated to bring the province under the Minister General of the Order of Friars 

                                                
60 R. Lecchini. I francecani e la rinascita catolica inglese. Modena: TEIC, 1975.  

61 ibid. p. 53.  

62 ibid. p. 52. 
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Minor and in 1562, the province was brought under the Minister General. In this was they 

avoided the trajectory of the Capuchins and instead of becoming a separate Order, became a 

stricter observance branch of the OFM. Indeed in some documents they were even called 

“Capuchin Friars of the Observance”. Having resisted Pius V's attempts to unite the 

Franciscans under a regular observance, the Discalced gradually obtained independence from 

the Observants, while remaining subject to the Minister General. In their own internal 

organisation the Discalced were more a federation of provinces than a united branch for 

although they eventually obtained their own Commissary to represent them in Rome, the 

friars of each province were bound to obey only their own Minister Provincial and each 

province wrote its own statutes. This lack of centralisation did not impede  either their 

progress or the holiness of life of the friars. Saints Paschal Baylon, John Joseph of the Cross 

and the Japanese martyrs Peter Baptist and companions were drawn from their number. 

HOUSES OF RECOLLECTION  

The roots of the movement that led to the establishment of Italian Reformed, the French 

Recollects and the German-Belgian Recollects lie in the houses of recollection that appeared in 

Observant provinces in Portugal and Spain at the beginning of the 16th century in response to 

the rise of the Discalced.  In these houses the friars practised the spiritual discipline of 

recogimiento or “recollection” in places set apart from daily commerce called casas de 
recolección.63  From this came the name of Recollects for those who retired to these houses.64  

In 1502 the Madrid general chapter of the Ultramontane Observants, presided over by their 

Vicar General Marcial Boulier, gave these houses their own statutes.  Little is known of the 

development of the movement until in 1522 the provincial chapter of Castille designated eight 

convents for those wanting a stricter life, including Salceda where Francis de Osuna entered 

in 1523.  Five houses were also so designated in the Conception province in Spain.  The 

Minister General Francis Quiñones endowed these houses of recollection with special statutes 

in 1523 at the General Chapter in Valledolid.   Quiñones' intention was to give vent to the 

desire for reform within the Observants but also to maintain the unity of the Order.  He 

combined it with moves to promote a more austere life among the Observants in general. 

In 1524 Quiñones promulgated these statutes with minor variations for the Portuguese 

houses of recollection and in 1526 for those in Italy.  Further modifications were made by the 

general chapter in the statutes issued for Spanish Recollects 1583 and in 1595 the Minister 

General Bonaventure of Caltagirone updated them once more and promulgated them for the 

Recollects living in French and Belgian provinces. 

REFORMED (RIFORMATI) 

All the above statutes were designed for Recollect friars living in houses within Observant 

provinces.  In 1532 Clement VII gave the Reformed friars in Italy independent custodies 

separate from the Observant provinces and in 1579 Gregory XIII removed the right of 

Observant Provincials to visit the Reformed friars in their provinces.  These measures gave 

the Reformed juridical independence in Italy but Ministers were quick to try to bring them 

back to unity with the Observants.  The Minister General Paul Pisotti was especially diligent 

in trying to suppress these houses of recollection and force the return of all the friars therein 

                                                
63 “recogimiento” is derived from the verb recoger, which has roots in the Latin recolligere. It has a sense of retiring from the 

world to meditate the things of God and so brings with it both a spiritual sense of withdrawing into oneself for meditation 

and a more physical sense of seeking out solitude in order to allow space for this process.  The English word recollection 

conveys the spiritual sense but misses the physical which is better conveyed by the word solitude. 

64 The spirituality of recollection received in Spain its most elaborate expression in the work of Francis de Osuna.  Requiring an 

active direction of the mind, recollection contrasted with the quietist spirituality of dejamiento or abandon that was also 

popular in early 16th century Spain.  Whereas the spirituality of abandon was condemned for its quietist tendencies, that of 

recollection was promoted by strict observance Franciscans and Augustinians.  It had a strong influence on the Carmelite 

mystics Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross. Cf. Francisco de Osuna, The Third Spiritual Alphabet, p. 1-34; Cuesta, El 
movimento recoleto, p. 5-47. 
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to a moderate observance. It was this effort that led to a large exodus of friars from the Order 

of Friars Minor to the Capuchins, including the key figures of Francis of Jesi and Bernardine 

of Asti. 

The Minister General Francis Gonzaga amplified and modified Quiñones’ statutes in 1582, 

promulgating them for all the Reformed custodies in Italy as part of his attempt to bring 

Reformed and Observants back together.  Five years later Gonzaga obtained the suspension of 

Gregory XIII’s legislation, thereby ensuring that Observant Ministers could once more visit 

Recollect houses in provincial visitations.  The Minister General Bonaventure of Caltagirone 

continued Gonzaga’s efforts to reunify Observants and Reformed within one legislative 

framework, promulgating in 1595 a more complete set of statutes in nineteen chapters for the 

Reformed provinces of Italy.  But with the reinstatement of Gregory’s legislation and the 

appointment of their own Procurator General in 1596, the Reformed took the final step to 

independence within the Order and a parallel organisation to that of the Observants.  The 

independence so won by the Italian Reformed friars would be the prize that the French 

Recollects would themselves seek and gain at the cost of dividing the Order of Friars Minor 

into two families in France as in Italy.  It was fear of such a division that eventually goaded 

the Observant provinces in the German-Belgian nation into adopting a stricter observance and 

calling themselves Recollects also.  

FRENCH RECOLLECTS 

The establishment of the life of recollection occurred later in France, perhaps because the 

religious civil wars in that country deterred any expression of revolt against one's Superiors. 

The first house of recollection in France was probably that which Martin Boery established in 

1570 in Cluys. However it was not until the Capuchins arrived in France that the movement 

of recollection gained ground among the French Observants. In 1582 the Capuchins arrived in 

Toulouse and, following the defection of some Observants to this new reform, the Observant 

Francis Dozieck established the convent of Rabastens nearby as a house of recollection. After 

the addition of friaries in Murat and Tulle, by 1593 the group was erected into an independent 

custody with Francis Dozieck as its first Custos. The custody contained friars who had spent 

time with the Capuchins, some who had lived with the Reformed friars in Italy, and some who 

had spent time in houses of recollection in Spain. Thus all the stricter reformed branches 

contributed to the beginnings of the Recollects in France. The Recollects spread to the Paris 

province when they were asked to reform the friary in Nevers in 1597. In Provence also John 

André, who had lived in a Spanish house of recollection, founded one in Antibes in 1597. In 

1601 Clement VIII decreed that in every diocese in France two convents should be handed 

over to the Recollects for reform. This papal support enabled them to resist attempts to 

reintegrate them into the Observants. Royal support from the cynical Henry IV and his 

successors Louis XIII and XIV enabled the Recollects to become army and court chaplains. In 

1602 a custody was established in Provence. 1602 also saw the beginnings of the reform 

around Lyons. By 1605 there were six independent custodies in France which were then 

organised into three provinces between 1612 and 1614. The number of provinces grew to eight 

by 1635. The province of Lille was added to the number of French Recollect provinces after 

that territory was conquered by France. The number of provinces remained the same until the 

French Revolution destroyed the reform along with the rest of religious life in France. 

GERMAN-BELGIAN RECOLLECTS 

The German-Belgian Recollects began in the province of Flanders with the establishment 

of houses of recollection in response to the 1593 general chapter in Valledolid. These struggled 

against the hostility of the provincial administration until in 1597 the Minister General 

Bonaventure of Caltagirone ordered the ruined convent of Farciennes be handed over to friars 

desiring to live the reformed life. Bonaventure also encouraged the beginnings of the reform in 
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Lille and Holland and Brabant provinces. In 1607 the first Recollect was elected Minister 

Provincial of the Flanders province. The Recollects of Flanders gained the right to draw up 

their own statutes in 1624 and in 1629 the Recollects of Flanders formed themselves into the 

province of St. Joseph.  

Concerned by this growing reform in the Flanders province and by what they had seen 

happening in France, the other German-Belgian provinces chose a different path to reform. 

Instead of seeing a small zealous group break away, they took as their model the development 

of the Cologne province. Here, the Recollect reform was introduced in 1606 and, as they 

developed, the Recollects of the province sought greater independence to be able to pursue the 

reform. Instead of fighting this, however, the Minister Provincial Nicholas Wiggers suggested 

that the whole province adopt Recollect statutes on prayer and poverty. Thus instead of tryng 

to beat the reformers the Cologne Observants decided to join them. This was done at their 

1621 chapter, although they did not call themselves Recollects until their chapter in 1646. 

This proved to be the pattern for the German-Belgian nation and by 1670 the nation was 

united in belonging to the Recollect movement. This was the only instance of a successful 

wholesale reform of the Observants in any nation and it owed its success to two internal 

factors. The first was the wisdom of the leaders of the Recollects in the nation, Joseph 

Bergaigne and Peter Marchant, who sought a practical reform of the whole movement by wise 

compromise rather than the establishment of a separate movement. The second was the 

relative strictness of the German-Belgian nation at the outset – they had never adopted the 

practices of the regular observance and so it was not so difficult for them to embrace a stricter 

observance. An external factor was the Thirty Years' War which raged from 1618 to 1648 and 

encouraged Catholics not to propagate divisions between themselves but instead to work for 

unity and compromise in the face of a perilous threat. 

CONCLUSION 

The range of different manners of living the Franciscan life that emerged in the 16th 

century is a testament to the vitality of the charism and the wealth of expressions that could 

authentically represent the Franciscan spirit. This diversity served the Order well in this 

period and its influence was unparalleled both in Europe and, as we shall see in the next 

lesson, in the missionary work of the Church where Franciscans were pioneers. 
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LESSON FOUR: 

SECOND AND THIRD ORDERS IN THE REFORMATION PERIOD AND THE 

FRANCISCAN RESPONSE TO THE REFORMATION. 

SECOND ORDER 

The Observant movement and the reform that it introduced into the life of the friars also 

had its influence on the Clares. In the fifteenth century many Poor Clare and Third Order 

Regular monasteries sought to imitate the Observants and invigorate the Second Order by 

seeking to follow the Rule of St. Clare rather than the Urbanite Rule or the Third Order Rule. 

Where the reform took hold they sought the care of the Observants and, despite the latter's 

reluctance, this was granted to them by the Holy See who compelled the Observants to have 

care for them.  

In Italy reformers from the Corpus Christi monastery at Mantua spread out to influence 

other monasteries as did nuns from the monasteries of Monteluce near Perugia, Santa Lucia 

near Foligno and Messina. In France and the Netherlands reform spread from the monastery 

at Metz. In Spain it was the Collettines centred in Gandia and Discalced nuns centred in 

Cordova who led the reform of monasteries.  

There were also attempts to introduce reform from outside the Order. St. John of 

Capistran wrote a commentary  on the Rule of St. Clare in 1445 enumerating more than one 

hundred  precepts (i.e. regulations that constituted mortal sins if they were transgressed). 

This rather oppressive list was whittled down in 1447 by Pope Eugene IV who declared that 

only those precepts relating to vows, enclosure, and the election and deposition of the Mother 

General were binding under pain of mortal sin.65 

After 1517 most Poor Clare monasteries, including the Collettines, were put under the 

authority of the OFM. In Spain in 1566, when the Conventuals were forcibly united with the 

OFM, the monasteries in their care also passed into the care of the OFM. In Italy in 1568, 

wanting to reform the Clares in Italy, Pius V transferred them from Conventual control and 

put them under the Bishops. 

As among the friars, there were disputes over poverty among the Clares and between the 

Clares and the friars. Generally, the friars wanted the Clares to accept fixed incomes (this 

made them less of a burden to the friars and made the regular life easier to maintain) but the 

Collettines especially refused to give up their privilege of trusting in divine providence. The 

Council of Trent cancelled those clauses in the Rule that forbade fixed revenues, but unity of 

observance could not be achieved even then. 

The friars continued to complain about the work of spiritual care for the Clares and the 

1532 General Chapter of Friars Minor forbade Ministers from taking on care of Clares without 

consent of their chapter. 

In France and Germany, as Protestant Reformers took over town after town, the Poor 

Clares were often expelled from their monasteries. Charity Pirckheimer in Nuremberg (+1532) 

resisted the Reformation, many others were forced to flee as their town adopted the Protestant 

reform. 

The counter-reformation produced its reform as a group of sisters in Naples was put into 

the spiritual care of the Capuchins. Their foundress, Maria Lorenza Longo, obtained 

permission from Pope Paul III in 1538 to observe the Rule of St. Clare in its primitive 

simplicity according to the Constitutions of St. Collette supplemented with Capuchin customs. 

                                                
65 Eugene papa IV, Ap. Const. Ordinis tui. Rome at St. Peter's, 5 Feb. 1447. In: Bullarium franciscanum n.s., I, p. 524-526. 
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This reform became know as the Capuchinesses. They lived a simple, austere, prayerful and 

strictly cloistered life and their example impressed Catholic reformers. Charles Borromeo, for 

example, founded three monasteries following their way of life. By the end of the sixteenth 

century there were 18 houses in Italy. Another sixty-five were founded there during the 

seventeenth. From Italy the reform spread to Spain in 1588 and France in 1603. The 

Capuchins were initially reluctant to take on responsibility for these new foundations but 

eventually the sustained pressure of the Capuchinesses forced the friars to change their 

minds. 

The reforms were in general just as reluctant as previous generations of friars to accept 

responsibility for monasteries of nuns, but the Recollects in Belgium were a notable exception. 

Under the guidance of Peter Marchant monasteries were taken into Recollect care and called 

Recollect Nuns. Despite their reluctance, the Reformed in Italy were obliged to look after 

monasteries of nuns. In Spain the Discalced Nuns of St. Peter of Alcantara took their 

spirituality from the Discalced friars and formed the strictest Claretian Order in history, with 

their constitutions approved by Clement X in 1676. 

THIRD ORDER 

THIRD ORDER REGULAR MEN 

The disparate communities of men who had been brought together by Nicholas V’s Bull of 

2 July 1447 had difficulties gelling as a single Order of Regular Tertiaries. The individual 

communities had local origins and different ways of living together. In 1480 Sixtus IV had 

ensured that all communities of Regular Tertiaries should take solemn vows. The most 

important step towards unity, however, was taken in 1521 when Leo X promulgated a Rule for 

the male and female tertiaries living in community.66 In this way the Rule of Nicholas IV was 

adapted to those living in community. However, because of the diversity of the regular 

tertiaries, the Rule left much flexibility. One example of the flexibility of the Rule is in the 

matter of the enclosure, which could be strict for those groups who had that as part of their 

life, but less strict for those who ran hospitals. 

The major cause of dispute engendered by the Leonine Rule, however, was the subjection 

of the local regular tertiaries to the OFM Ministers Provincial. No general or even provincial 

superiors were permitted, but only a local superior. Those male groups that had their own 

hierarchies, inevitably, opposed this take-over by the OFM. The OFM Ministers were just as 

firm in asserting their rights as they were keen to keep the Order as united as possible. They 

did not want yet another Franciscan Order to become established. The Italian male TOR and 

the sisters who did not already depend on the OFM, rejected this rule and continued to live by 

statutes drawn up at their General Chapter in Lombardy in 1492. In Spain and Dalmatia too 

there was opposition to this new rule. 

There were other rules by which tertiaries lived also. In 1517 Leo X and in 1550 Julius III 

approved a rule written for enclosed Third Order French nuns under the direction of the OFM. 

This rule was initially written for a community of sisters in Château-Gontier in France but 

was then adopted by several others who depended on the OFM. 

In 1547 the tertiaries had a partial success in obtaining independence from the OFM when 

Paul III promulgated three rules for brothers living in community, for nuns, and for lay 

tertiaries living in their own homes or hermitages. However these rules only applied in 

Spanish and Portuguese territories.  

In Italy the Lombardy congregation of tertiaries sought to be able to organise themselves 

and in 1549 obtained their own constitutions and Superiors. Their independence was again 

                                                
66 Leo X, Lit. ap. Inter cetera, Rome, at St. Peter's, 20th Jan. 1521. 
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taken away in 1568 when Pius V once more subjected them to the OFM Ministers, but in 1586 

Sixtus V granted them a relative autonomy under their own Visitator. The Visitator was in 

theory to be confirmed by the OFM Minister General, but soon this provision fell into disuse 

and the tertiaries chose their own Visitator without interference. 

The Congregation of Lombardy had by now extended to all Italy and joined with the 

Congregation of Sicily. It comprised 11 provinces. The provinces of Dalmatia (1602) and 

Flanders (1650) amalgamated with this Congregation of Italy. The Congregations of Spain, 

with three provinces and that of France, with seven provinces, did not join with them. So the 

male tertiaries arrived at an organisation that was short of full unity, but much more united 

than before Leo’s Rule of 1521. In France there were still close links between the Third Order 

Congregation and the OFM Ministers, but the other congregations retained more 

independence. 

THIRD ORDER REGULAR WOMEN 

The women’s tertiaries were even more diverse and impossible to organise into one group 

than the men, although there were those who tried.  

At the beginning of the 16th century Jeanne of France and the Observant friar Gilbert 

Nicholas (a.k.a. Gabriel-Maria) established an enclosed Third Order: the Order of the Virgin 

Mary or Annunciades. This Order was dependent upon the Observant friars, initially those of 

Aquitaine. The Observant friars in France were anxious to reform the “Grey Sisters” (Third 

Order Regular sisters) who depended directly on them. Some were encouraged to take on an 

adapted form of the Rule of Saint Clare such as that followed at the Ave Maria monastery in 

Paris and become Second Order. The Annunciades offered another possibility of reform: living 

an enclosed life following the Third Order Rule and the Annunciade constitutions. Thus the 

institute grew in two ways, by direct foundations such as that at Bourges and by reforming 

communities of Grey Sisters such as that at Bruges in 1516. This institute spread through the 

influence of the Observants and Recollects who were anxious to have their Grey Sisters adopt 

a more enclosed life. 

In 1553 the Friars Minor in chapter at Salamanca approved statutes decreeing that all the 

Third Order sisters living the common life must be cloistered in the manner of the Poor 

Clares. These statutes were approved by Pope Julius III in the letter Cum sicut accepiums of 

11th October 1553. The Council of Trent in 1563 and Pius V in the bull Circa pastoralis officii 

(29 May 1566) ordered that all women religious adopt the enclosure. Previously many 

Franciscan and Dominican tertiaries had managed to avoid strict enclosure because they were 

not considered nuns, but to the tidy minds of the counter-reformation men, this exception 

seemed to invite trouble. Consequently the tertiary sisters were to be forced into the cloister 

like the Second Order nuns. The friars tended to want to apply these regulations strictly and 

in 1582 the Minister General Francis Gonzaga imposed constitutions on the Second and Third 

Order women's houses in Italy which strictly regulated the enclosure. The Toledo chapter in 

the following year imposed the same on all the Tertiary nuns and sisters in Spain. The friars 

were often opposed in their attempts to impose the enclosure by municipalities in many places 

since the female communities of tertiaries did such good work for the wider population. Thus 

it was quite a while before most of the tertiary houses that previously had been open adopted 

a stricter cloister. The houses of women tended to be attached to men’s provinces of the first or 

third Orders. Recollect provincial statutes of this period in Belgium and Germany, for 

example, often make provisions for the monasteries of Third Order Nuns as well.67 

In the 16th  and 17th centuries, in the wake of the expansion of stricter observance 

reforms among the friars, new, stricter forms of Third Order life emerged among women 

                                                
67 Péano. Bearing Christ to the People. p. 72-76. 
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religious. One example of such a new form is that of the Recollectines in Belgium which, under 

the guidance of the great Recollect reformer Peter Marchant, emerged in the early 17th 

century as a reform of the Third Order Congregation of St. Catherine. This congregation had 

been greatly damaged by Protestant persecution in Holland, Zealand and Frisia and so they 

moved to Ghent in 1586 where they established a house in the safety of this Catholic town. In 

1623, under the influence of Peter Marchant, Sr. Joan de Neerinck and four companions left 

this house, which they had tried in vain to reform, and moved to Limbourg where they 

established the Congregation of Recollectine Penitents of Limbourg. They followed the Rule of 

Leo X. Their constitutions, which included a strict enclosure but allowed a small school of a 

dozen students, were approved by Urban VIII in 1634 and by the time Joan died in 1648 the 

congregation possessed 16 houses.  

Another example is that of the community founded under the inspiration of the Capuchins 

in Pfanneregg in Switzerland in 1587, which spread through Switzerland and Germany. In 

Belgium the Capuchin Sisters of Penance were founded in 1614 and approved by Pius V in 

1619. The TOR men also inspired women's congregations. One such was the Penitents of the 
Strict Observance founded by Françoise de Récy and her daughter Odile with the support of 

Vincent Mussart TOR.68 Even the beleaguered English Catholic Church spawned a new Third 

Order Franciscan monastery in Brussels in 1621, subject to the re-emerging OFM Recollect 

Province of England.69 

Thus the women’s congregations of tertiaries were much more closely linked with one of 

the men’s orders, and particularly with one of the reforming groups, than the male tertiaries. 

These women's tertiary communities usually engaged in the apostolate of education, virtually 

the only one available to enclosed communities. 

SECULAR FRANCISCANS (THIRD ORDER SECULAR) 

Just before the start of our period the Third Order Secular wore a habit that distinguished 

them to all in society. However in 1508, Julius II established the scapular as the special form 

of habit for the seculars. This could be worn under ordinary clothes, so the Third Order 

Secular became less visible and more a spiritual organisation. This coincided with decline in 

Italy and the lands of the Reformation, but expansion in Spain and Portugal and their 

territories. For example, among the canonised Franciscan martyrs of Japan there were 

seventeen tertiaries and six Friars Minor - indicating that not only were converts admitted 

into the Secular Franciscans but they were notable for their fervour and willingness to die for 

Christ. In the Philippines and in America also the friars organised groups of tertiaries so that 

it is thought there were over 100,000 overseas seculars in Spanish territories. In the 16th and 

17th centuries such groups were often called Confraternities of the Cord. 

The 1633 General chapter of the Friars Minor lamented the decline of the Third Order in 

many parts of the world and urged that the methods adopted in Spain be used to promote the 

Third Order elsewhere. Manuals were published in the language of the area, prominent people 

were persuaded to join, and Popes dispensed spiritual favours to members. These methods 

worked in many areas so, to the thriving fraternities in Spain and Portugal, there were added 

others in France, Belgium and Germany. Even in England and Ireland, among the Catholics 

there was an enthusiastic response. The Third Order Secular grew so that flourishing 

fraternities were established in every Italian city. The success of the Third Order in Spain and 

Portugal in the 16th and 17th centuries was such that great numbers of high church officials 

and the aristocracy joined as well as other sections of the population. In Lisbon in 1644 the 

fraternity numbered 11,000 and in Madrid there were 25,000 seculars in 1689. 

                                                
68 ibid. p. 77. 

69 S.M.F. Hidden Wheat. p. 1-9. 
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In Spanish territories at least, and probably elsewhere, the Third Order seculars 

encouraged both pious activities of prayer and devotion but also corporal acts of mercy. Thus 

they ran schools and hospitals in Mexico and Spain.  

In 1547 Paul III gave the Spanish secular tertiaries a new rule (as well as giving a rule 

each to the male and female regular tertiaries). This was basically a resume of Nicholas IV’s 

rule. After 1517 the Pope had given direction of secular tertiary groups to Friars Minor and 

Conventuals alike, and in 1620 this was extended to the Capuchins also. Although the older 

groups and the regular tertiaries disputed the Capuchins' rights to direct secular tertiaries, 

the Capuchins did great work in expanding and instructing the secular tertiary movement 

especially in Spain, France, Belgium, Switzerland and Germany. 

FRANCISCAN RESPONSE TO THE REFORMATION 

We have seen how the two great issues that govern history of the Church in this time are 

those of the reformation and the expansion of Europe. Let us now look briefly at the 

Franciscan response to both these phenomena. 

INITIAL SUPPORT AMONG SOME FRIARS FOR THE REFORMATION 

Initially some Franciscans (like Francis Quinones70) welcomed the reform proposed by 

Luther because they saw the need the church had of reform. In England the Observants, 

newly erected into a province and the most vigorous of the English religious orders in the 

early 16th century, produced men like John Ryckes, Jerome Barlow and William Roy. John 

Ryckes composed a mildly evangelical tract The Ymage of Love (1525) and Barlow and Roy 

fled England to join William Tyndale on the Continent because of their sympathies for 

Reformation ideals. Among the Conventuals in England Paul Luther, Guardian of Ware, got 

into trouble for preaching against excesses in the cult of saints, John Vyall, Guardian of 

Bedford, was censured for his preaching in 1536, probably because of the radical ideas he 

espoused. Several Conventual friars were influenced by Latimer's preaching and it appears 

Latimer sought out mendicant friars since they would make the best preachers of the reform.71 

In 1532 inquisitors were appointed by the General Chapter of the Friars Minor for the 

German friaries to safeguard them from heresy – an indication that some of the friars were 

attracted to the new doctrines. Among the Capuchins, the famous example of Bernardine 

D'Ochino, the Vicar General who went over to the Reform in 1542, gives evidence to a certain 

attraction to the radical new ideas. 

CONVENTUALS AND THE REFORMATION 

In many ways the Conventuals suffered the greatest decline as a result of the ravages of 

the Reformation. Many of the friars resisted reformation ideas in their preaching. Robert 

Thyxtall preached against the reform in Colchester, England in Lent 1534. William Watts was 

preaching “sedition” in Salisbury in 1537 and against Latimer in London in 1539. The Reading 

Conventuals Lawrence and Conventry ended up in the Tower of London in 1539.72 But such 

resistance did not prevent many Conventual provinces being destroyed. Their provinces 

completely disappeared from Scandinavia, the British Isles, and Protestant Germany, 

although individual friars like William Thompson (d. 1654) in England continued to support 

Catholics in those countries. In Spain, Conventual provinces were forcibly joined to the Friars 

Minor as the Spanish King streamlined the church in order to be able to face the threat of the 

                                                
70 Quinones was himself a noted Catholic reformer both within the Franciscan Order and in the realm of liturgy. His revision of 

the Office is the basis of the Anglican liturgy of Matins and Evensong – with the Lauds, the little hours and Compline being 

absorbed into those two prayers. The reform of the Office presented by him had some initial success, but was put to one side 

in the counter-reformation fervour that reaffirmed traditional practice. 

71 Rex. “Friars in the English Reformation”, p. 40-48. 

72 Rex. “Friars in the English Reformation”, p. 55-56. 
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Protestant reform. So the overall effect of the Reformation on the Conventual Order was quite 

devastating. 

FRIARS MINOR AND THE REFORMATION 

Despite some signs of early support, the majority of Friars Minor vigorously opposed the 

division of the Church that the Reformation brought about. Friars in Germany set about 

preaching against the new doctrines and the inquisitors instituted in 1532 soon ensured that 

opposition to the reformers was the norm. In 1521 a prayer was instituted in the whole Order 

of Friars Minor asking the Virgin Mary to protect the world from heresy. The effectiveness of  

Observant preaching against the reform can be judged from the fact that the reformers 

brought out a satirical parody of Observant life, with a forward by Martin Luther, called “The 

Koran of the Barefoots”. In many towns across Germany the Observants were the last 

religious to remain and often it was only assault by a Protestant mob that forced them finally 

to abandon a city (e.g. Zwicken 1525, Leipzig 1543, Weimar 1542, Halle 1546 and Gottingen 

1553). Despite this heroism, however, the provinces of Saxony and Thuringia were virtually 

wiped out. 

Apart from these significant losses, the Friars Minor were rather more successful than the 

Conventuals in reorganising and pursuing the counter-reformation. The Scot John Haye 

(+1590) was appointed Apostolic Commissary of the Provinces of Cologne and Lower Germany 

(Holland and Brabant) and helped reorganise them to face the new challenge. Nicholas 

Wiggers (+1628), Joseph Bergaigne (+1647) and Bernardine Weitweis (+1668), all important 

for the spread of the Recollect reform in the German-Belgian nation, helped reform and 

restore the provinces in other parts of Germany. They organised missions in Protestant areas 

to try to bring the people back to the Catholic church. Likewise in Austria, Bavaria, and the 

Tyrol the friars reformed and renewed themselves to pursue the policies of the counter-

reformation. 

In France the savage wars of religion from 1560 to 1580 left more than one hundred 

friaries abandoned and over two hundred Friars Minor killed. Observants like Noel Taillepied 

(+ 1589) preached and wrote against the Calvinists. In the seventeenth century Recollects and 

Capuchins were used by French Kings to preach in towns they had captured from Protestant 

opponents. 

In the Netherlands, cruelty on both sides left many dead. In 1572 eleven Friars Minor, four 

secular priests, one Dominican and one Augustinian were martyred in a horrible manner (the 

Gorcum Martyrs). 

In England, Henry VIII turned viciously against the Observants, who despite being court 

preachers, were among the first to oppose his divorce from Catherine and uphold papal 

authority. John Forest was imprisoned in 1533 to be burned at the stake five years later (the 

only Catholic in England to be burned at the stake for heresy). William Peto, the Guardian of 

Greenwich was also imprisoned when he denounced Henry’s actions in a sermon to the King. 

Forest was followed into prison by Elstow who supported him. The next year in 1534 the 

Guardian of Cambridge, Hugh Rich, and the Guardian of Richmond, Richard Risbey, were 

hanged, drawn and quartered after supporting a visionary (the “Maid of Kent”) who fomented 

a rebellion against Henry. Later that year the order was given to expel all Observants from 

their friaries and two hundred friars were confined in prisons in London. Their five friaries 

were handed over to the Conventuals until they too were suppressed in 1538. Under Mary 

Tudor the province was re-established, only to be persecuted again by Elizabeth. In the early 

1600’s the seal of the province was passed by the last Observant to hold it, William Stanney, 

to John Gennings. Gennings, after a novitiate with the Recollects at Ypres, went to live in 

Gravelines and then Douai. Here he re-established the English province with the help, among 

others, of the Conventual friar William Thompson. English Franciscans who had joined other 
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provinces came to join him and by 1628 the province was strong. From Douai the English 

province sent missionaries back to England until the house was destroyed by the 

revolutionaries in the late 18th century. 

Reinforced with emigrants from among the English Observants and helped by its distance 

from the King’s government, the Province of Ireland of the Friars Minor never ceased to exist. 

Persecution in Ireland was less intense than in England but, like the English province, the 

friars could not train in Ireland. They therefore established friaries in Prague, Louvain and 

Rome to train missionaries to return to Ireland “on the mission”. The learning of the Irish 

especially in Louvain was greatly respected and they provided lecturers to Franciscan schools 

all over the continent. Like the English province also, the Irish province was not lacking in 

martyrs nor did it lack in missionary zeal and zeal for the Irish language and culture. For 

about twenty years from 1620 onwards the Irish province provided missionaries to Scotland 

where they ministered to their fellow Gaelic speakers on islands where Protestant ministers 

had not yet reached. It is a tribute to the work of the Irish friars as well as others that, despite 

pressure from Protestant England, Ireland remained largely Catholic. 

In Scandinavia the Observants, like the Conventuals were wiped out by the Reformation. 

CAPUCHINS AND THE REFORMATION 

The Capuchins were one of the church’s great counter-reformation orders. Born as they 

were during the period of the growth of counter-reformation theology and spirituality, once 

they had recovered from the setback of Bernardine d’Ochino’s defection, they were among the 

counter-reformation’s finest exponents. In France, after the 1580 they (along with the Jesuits 

and Recollects) were used by the King to consolidate his hold on captured Protestant towns by 

reconciling the population with the Catholic Church. Perhaps their greatest success was in 

Switzerland where, by their preaching and example from 1572 onwards, they organised 

Catholics and converted Protestants with such success that the south of Switzerland formed a 

barrier beyond which Protestantism did not pass. They were summoned to do this by St. 

Francis de Sales, the local Bishop. In Savoy they conducted travelling missions to support the 

Catholics there. Similarly in Germany, in the Rhineland, Cologne, the Palatinate and 

Salzburg the Capuchins preached the counter-reformation. Numbers of their converts are 

counted in the tens of thousands in each of these areas.  

There were Capuchin missions to Ireland from 1615 onwards and missionariess were sent 

to England, whoh were put under the control of the Irish custody from 1651 onwards. A few 

missionaries were sent to Scotland  after 1610. 

The Belgian Capuchins were given the responsibility by Propaganda Fide of reviving 

Catholicism in Holland from 1609 onwards. 

The Capuchins also wrote polemical works to refute the teachings of Protestants, Jews and 

Muslims, with Hyacinth of Paris (+1650), in France, and Laurence of Brindisi in Italy being 

among their greatest polemicists. 
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LESSON FIVE: 

FRANCISCAN MISSIONARY EVANGELISATION 

MISSIONARY EVANGELISATION AND SECULAR AUTHORITIES 

While the 16th and 17th centuries in Europe were marked by the disintegration of the unity 

of Christendom and the emergence of nations and denominations, the Christian history of the 

rest of the world notes this period as one of great missionary endeavour. From the time 

Columbus, a Franciscan tertiary, sailed to the Caribbean and Champlain sailed up the Saint 

Laurence river, discoverers and conquerors were followed shortly by missionaries. Many of 

these missionaries, especially in regions controlled by Spain, were Franciscans. As Sylvest 

puts it in talking about the evangelisation of the Americas: “The Order of Friars Minor ... were 

present in every major arena of Spanish activity in the sixteenth century. Nowhere were they 

more active and influential than in New Spain. The Franciscans were the first and most 

numerous of all the orders in the 'spiritual conquest' of the regions opened by the military 

superiority of Cortés.”73 

There is a continuity between the crusading ideals of the Middle Ages and the missionary 

activity of the 16th century. The Spanish Kings completed the reconquest of Spain from the 

Moors only in 1492, the year Columbus sailed to the Americas. Cisneros himself proposed a 

scheme in 1506 whereby the Kingdoms of Spain, Portugal and England would join in a 

crusade for the final “annihilation of Islam, the reconstruction of the Christendom of the first 

centuries, and the reconquest of Jerusalem.”74 Once Islam had been destroyed and the Indians 

of the New World converted, the possibility would come about of establishing humanity as 

“one fold under one shepherd.” Columbus dreamed of using the gold of the New World to 

finance such a crusade. While the dreams of a final crusade to re-establish Christendom in the 

Mediterranean and New World faded - the ideal of a holy society governed by Church and 

King together was very present in the ideals of the missionaries who went to the New World. 

Cardinal Ximenes de Cisneros, himself an Observant Franciscan, laid the foundations for 

the Franciscan dominance in Spanish missions. He had reorganised the Spanish Church and 

favoured those Orders that adhered strictly to their Rules, and among these he favoured 

especially the Franciscan Observants. The mood engendered by Cisneros ensured that the 

stricter Orders would be the most influential in the Spanish territories and thus it was that 

the Discalced and Observant Franciscans provided the bulk of missionaries for Spanish 

realms. Cisneros died in 1517 but his influence lasted long after him. In areas of Portuguese 

domination, by constrast it was the Jesuits who would be the favoured missionaries because of 

the strong political influence that the Order exercised in Portugal. 

The Portuguese King was given the right to provide for all church offices in his kingdom 

and territories in the Bull Dum Fide issued on 7th June 1514. This meant that Church life in 

Africa and the Far East (apart from the Philippines) depended on the King of Portugal, while 

similar legislation for Spanish territories ensured that Church life in the Americas depended 

upon the King of Spain. In 1522 in the Bull Omnimoda Pope Hadrian VI gave authority over 

Franciscan missionaries in his realm to the King of Spain. Thus the King could override the 

Orders’ Superiors. After 1530 the Spanish king insisted that he approve any non-Spanish 

national undertaking missionary work in his realms. The Spanish Observant and Discalced 

provinces had to contribute three or four friars every three years to the Spanish missions. 

After 1572 these were placed under the leadership of a General Commissary of the Indies, a 
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American Franciscan History: Washington DC, 1975. p. 24. 
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royal appointment who resided at court. Thus in Spanish realms the Observants and 

Discalced, who formed the mainstay of the evangelising force, were under the control of an 

appointee of the Spanish king.   By the seventeenth century, this organisation involved about 

6,000 friars in the Spanish and Portuguese realms. 

The creation of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, Propaganda Fide, was 

in some ways a response to this royal domination of the Spanish and Portuguese Kings. The 

French, and especially French Capuchins, felt themselves excluded from missionary 

endeavour and so they supported a Carmelite scheme for a Roman congregation to give them a 

scope for evangelisation. They succeeded and in 1622 when the Congregation was created, the 

Capuchins were the first to put themselves at its disposal. On the whole missions were 

entrusted to individual provinces and the Minister Provincial was appointed the Prefect of the 

mission under the Congregation. 

THE AMERICAS 

Columbus' second expedition to the Americas in 1493 included two Franciscans John de la 

Deule and John de Tisin. They undertook the first missionary work carried out in the New 

World, carrying out a commission both from the Order and from the Spanish King to bring the 

natives to the Catholic Faith.75 They went back to Spain and returned with five more friars in 

1500. In 1502 seventeen more friars arrived from Spain and in 1505 the first Franciscan 

province, indeed the first province of any religious Order in the New World, was established in 

Santo Domingo on Hispaniola. It was called the Province of the Holy Cross. From there the 

friars spread across the Caribbean and onto the mainland. The friar John de Quevedo became 

the first Bishop of a diocese on mainland America in Santa Maria del Darien. Franciscan 

evangelisation in the Spanish territories began in 1493 with friars who accompanied 

Columbus (Including Juan Perez – an Observant from the friary of La Rabida who had 

interceded on Columbus' behalf in at the court of Isabella). In 1500 and again in 1502 these 

were reinforced with new missionaries and an Observant Province of Santa Cruz was formed 

in the West Indies in 1505. After 1509 the Dominicans joined the evangelising efforts of the 

Franciscans in America. French Observants flocked to join their Spanish counterparts. 

Francis Quinones had desired to go to the New World as a missionary but in 1523, just 

after receiving a papal commission to do so, he was elected Minister General of the Order. He 

chose Br. Martin of Valencia to go in his stead. Martin chose eleven others to join him. They 

arrived in New Spain (Mexico) in 1524 where they were received by Cortés in Tenochtitlán. 

From there they radiated out over New Spain and established a structure of missions in the 

next six years that would form the basis of their evangelising effort in New Spain. They 

studied the Mexican language, wrote it down and opened schools, by 1531 the missionaries 

could boast of over a million baptisms, with up to 14,000 occurring on one day. Catechism then 

followed. The Franciscan missionaries were supplemented in 1526 by Dominicans and in 1531 

by Augustinians, but the bulk of the work of conversion of New Spain remained that of the 

Franciscans. By 1536 there were five million native American Christians in New Spain. 

Provinces were established in the territory of New Spain and at the end of the 17th century 

colleges built to train missionaries 

Travelling south from Santo Domingo Fray John de los Santos went to Peru in 1527, where 

he was followed by Fray Marcos de Niza who was given the task of establishing the Order. A 

custody was established there in 1535 and this grew to be the “Province of the Twelve 

Apostles” who played the same role in South America as the Holy Gospel province had in 

Mexico and Central America, spreading out to evangelise the continent. 

While evangelising Mexico, in 1527 the friars began their mission to Florida but with little 
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success at first. The Spanish made several failed attempts to establish a colony in Florida in 

the first half of the 16th century. The seventh Governor appointed for the territory, Peter 

Menendez de Aviles, finally succeeded in 1565 in establishing a settlement at St. Augustine in 

Florida. The earliest missionaries to this settlement were the Jesuits but they achieved little 

success in converting the natives and were recalled by their General Superior. The first group 

of friars arrived in 1573 and over the years they were reinforced by other groups. It seems that 

as many left as came because despite the arrival of group after group of friars, in 1592 only 

five friars were present in Florida, three priests and two lay brothers.76 One reason for the 

small number was that the Governor of Florida was allowed only 300 personnel for the 

spiritual welfare and protection of his settlements, so more friars meant fewer soldiers. 

Despite their small numbers, by 1597 the friars had converted about 1500 Guale and 

Timucuan Indians. In that year five friars ministering to the Guale Indians were massacred 

because two of their number condemned a chief's son for taking a second wife after baptism. In 

1603 the Florida missions were organised in to the Custody of St. Helen and in 1609 the 

Custody was enlarged to include the friaries in Cuba. By 1610 this province comprised 7 

convents on Cuba and fourteen principal missions in Florida. By 1634 the missionaries were 

running 44 stations with 30,000 native American Christians. Despite frequent hindrance from 

the military Governors, missionary work continued throughout the 17th century and by 1655 

the were 70 friars providing pastoral care for 26,000 Indians in 40 doctrinas (missions).77 

Sadly in 1763, when Florida was ceded to the English at the end of the Seven Years' War78, 

the missions were closed down. 

Many friars lost their lives in the missions to New Mexico, but they had great success 

among the Apaches and other tribes there. The Texas missions could not start until 1690, but 

had some success. The famous missions up through California began in 1773. 

In French North America the Recollects were the first organised group of evangelists, 

working there from 1615 onwards. Champlain had at first wanted to bring Recollects from 

Aquitaine, but they were not given permission by the Papal Nuncio Ubaldini to undertake this 

mission. Instead Champlain turned to the Parisian Recollects of the Province of St. Denis. 

These latter gained the approval of the French King Louis XIII, the Bishops of the Estates 

General and the Papal Nuncio. The Pope gave his permission in July 1615. Four friars were 

chosen, the number limited by the Company of Merchants of Rouen and St. Malo, who agreed 

to fund the mission. The group of three priests and a lay brother were led by Joseph Le Caron 

as Commissary. They were assigned to care for the colonists and also to engage in missionary 

work among the Montagnais and Huron Indians of Quebec. From 1620 they educated young 

Indian boys at a school around which grew the town of St. Charles. They soon founded more 

schools at Tadoussac and Trois-Rivieres. By 1624 the friars had a small flock of converts from 

among the Indians. Small numbers of friars were sent over the years to build up the missions. 

In 1619 Br. Nicholas Viel arrived with a companion. He was to prove the first martyr in North 

America when he was killed in 1625 along with his Indian companion Ahuntsic in mid-river 

by Iroquois. Recollects from Aquitaine finally made it to New France in 1619 when a group of 

five arrived in Acadia to replace the Jesuits there who had been captured by the English.  

Conscious of the great task of missionary work required in North America, the Recollects 

asked the Jesuits for help and in 1625 the Society of Jesus sent a group of five. These were not 

received well by the colonists and were on the point of turning back to France when they were 

rescued and lodged by the Recollects in Quebec. For a year and a half the friars lodged the 

Jesuits, taught them the local languages and shared their experience with them. All the 

missionaries were expelled by the English in 1629. When  missionaries returned to New 
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France the Recollects were not able to join the Jesuits to take up their missions once again. It 

is not clear why, but probably is due to the policy of Cardinal Richelieu who wanted one Order 

in New France. He favoured the Capuchins of the Grey Eminence Joseph de Tremblay, but 

when these were unable to take up the mission, he turned to the Jesuits. The Recollects' desire 

to return was continually thwarted.79 

The French Capuchins were in Acadia from 1632 to 1654.  

The English Recollects had a mission to Maryland, which was established as a colony for 

English Catholics where religious toleration could be practised, but in general Catholic 

religious orders were not allowed to work in English colonies. 

Brazil, which was administered by the Portuguese, was first evangelised by Franciscans 

who went there in 1500. Until 1549 the Franciscans were the only missionaries in Brazil, then 

the Jesuits arrived. In 1584 the Discalced formed a custody which in 1657 became the 

Province of St. Anthony in Brazil. This gave rise to another province of St. Anthony in 1657. 

Observants also sent missionaries up to preach to the interior tribes of Para and Amazonas in 

the 17th century. Towards the end of our period the Capuchins in 1642 began a mission in 

Brazil. 

ASIA  

INDIA 

On 9th March 1500 the explorer Pedro Alvares Cabral set out for India with instructions 

from King Manuel I. The King had a threefold purpose in equipping the expedition: 1) 

expanding the war on Islam, 2) trade and 3) evangelisation.80 The first two aims were closely 

linked: by developing a sea route to India the King hoped to undermine the spice trade that 

provided much wealth to the Ottoman Empire and so weaken its capacity for threatening 

Christendom. To engage in the third aim, he sent eight Franciscans and eight secular priests 

with the expedition. The secular priests would serve as chaplains in the forts and factories 

(trading posts) to be established, the friars would engage in missionary work. They were led 

by Henry of Coimbra (+1532). The friars arrived in India in August and, after a bloody setback 

in Calicut, the expedition established the first Portuguese settlement in Cochin. The four 

friars who had escaped death in Calicut began their missionary work establishing the first 

western mission in India. Four more arrived in January 1501 and further expeditions included 

friars for the mission.  

The mission had much success. Local Paravas were converted en masse and about 30,000 

Nestorian families of St. Thomas Christians were also brought into full communion with the 

Catholic Church. A string of residences protected by Portuguese forts was established along 

the coast and grouped into a custody which finally became a province in 1612. The Discalced 

also set up residences on the eastern coast of India and these grew into the Province of the 

Mother of God of Malacca. By 1680 there were about 258 Discalced and some 200 Observants 

in India. Alfonso de Albuquerque captured Goa in 1510 and this became the centre both of the 

Portuguese Empire in the East and the missionary efforts of the friars. After 1534 Goa became 

the seat of the Bishop of all the Portuguese Indies. Franciscans made many conversions in 

Berar up to Karanja. Others worked in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) from where in about 1550 

missionaries went up through Burma (Myanmar) into Siam (Thailand), making many 

converts. 
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At first the friars in India acted under the direction of their Minister Provincial in 

Portugal but in 1517 Anthony de Louro, who had spent time previously as a missionary in 

India, was sent from Portugal as Commissary of India to take charge of the mission there. The 

mission remained a commissariat until in 1542 it was erected as a custody with Peter de 

Atouguia as the first Custos. The group remained a custody until 1619 when it was finally 

erected into a province in its own right under the patronage of St. Thomas. This province 

originally included all the Portuguese Franciscan houses in the Far East, apart from the 

houses of recollection which were organised into a separate stricter observance Custody of the 

Mother of God.81 The eleven houses of the custody sought the status of a province and, after 

some disputes about their status, the erection of the custody as a province was finally 

established by a decree of Urban VIII on 4th June 1627. A short-lived custody of St. Anthony in 

Cochin, which included the friaries in Sri Lanka, was ruined when the Dutch captured the 

Portuguese settlements in Sri Lanka. The remaining friaries were reabsorbed into the 

province of St. Thomas. 

French Capuchins from the Middle East were sent by Propaganda Fide to India towards 

the end of our period but their main activity came in the eighteenth century.  

CHINA AND THE PHILIPPINES 

The Christian mission to China in our period was begun by the Jesuits in 1583. The 

pioneers were Michael Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci who learned Chinese culture beginning in 

Macao, a Portuguese enclave raised to the status of diocese in 1576. Sustained by the 

Portuguese Kings the Jesuits kept China as their monopoly mission. The Franciscans from 

Manila had already tried and failed to enter. The establishment of Propaganda Fide as the 

Holy See's dicastery for organising missionary work allowed the Jesuit monopoly to be broken 

down. In 1632 Franciscans and Dominicans began arriving from the Philippines through 

Fujian, an island near Taiwan. The friars from the Philippines finally managed to establish 

themselves in China proper in 1639 and established thriving missions, so that by 1723 there 

were 300,000 Christians in China of whom about 100,000 depended upon Franciscan 

missionaries. The growth of Franciscan and Dominican missions in China led to the 

confrontation between these new missionaries and the Jesuits over methods of evangelisation 

and particularly to the Chinese rites controversy. There was also conflict between the 

Congregation de Propaganda Fide and the Portuguese Kings, who wanted to return to the 

right of Patronatus which gave them control over missionaries in the East. 

The friars who went to Mexico were inspired by missionary successes there to go on to 

further missions. Martin of Valencia asked in 1533 to leave Mexico to be able to go to China. 

In 1545 the Franciscan Bishop John Zumarraga asked to resign his see in Mexico to become a 

missionary in China. Martin died before he was able to leave and John was refused 

permission, but in 1577 Anthony of San Gregorio and 16 other Spanish friars began their 

ministry in the Philippines. In theory the Philippines should have come under the padroado 

(patronage) of the Portuguese under the division of the world decided at the Treaties of 

Tordesillas (1494) and Zaragoza (1529) but in practice the Spanish kept their influence 

there.82  

Missionary work in the rest of Asia was controlled by the Portuguese who tended to favour 

Jesuits and restrict other Orders, largely preventing them from missionary work in their 

territories. The Spanish Franciscans in the Philippines chaffed at these restrictions for they 

wanted to evangelise China as well, but when they tried to do so Portuguese influence with 

the Chinese authorities ensured they were expelled. In 1578 the Spanish friars from the 

Philippines gained a foothold in the Portuguese colony of Macao, but they were forced to leave 
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in 1586 and their friary was handed over to Portuguese friars. The Spanish friars did not give 

up their desire to work in China, however, and when the Philippines province was established 

in 1591 it was called the “Province of St. Gregory the Great in the Philippines and China”. 

The establishment of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith 

(Propaganda Fide) on 22 June 1622 allowed other Orders to supplement the Portuguese 

efforts in evangelising the vast area of Africa, India and the East Indies. The congregation was 

given responsibility for the spread of the Catholic faith throughout the world. This mission 

brought the congregation face to face with the already granted privileges of the Spanish and 

Portuguese Kings to nominate Bishops in their territories, so the congregation came up with 

the expedient of sending priests as apostolic missionaries and, later, creating Bishops directly 

dependent upon the Pope called Apostolic Vicars and Apostolic Prefects. The Spanish friars 

Antonio Caballero was named an Apostolic Prefect to China by the congregation in 1643 but 

was not able to enter China until 1649. He took up residence and sent back to Spain for 

recruits – working in Jinan, Shandong, Jiangxi, Guangdong and Fujian provinces. 

JAPAN 

The Missions to the Far East were some of the most difficult and in the end dangerous 

undertaken in this period. China was closed to foreigners, so the church concentrated efforts 

on Japan. The mission to Japan was started by the Jesuits and others were forbidden from 

entering the territory. The Franciscans from the Philippines wanted to join the Japanese 

mission but were prevented from doing so by the papal exclusion and Portuguese control over 

trade with Japan (the Portuguese resented Spanish attempts to exploit their relative 

weakness and feared Spanish missionaries were the thin end of a Spanish imperial wedge).  

In 1585 the Discalced province of St. Gregory was established for the Philippines and given 

the right to set up missions throughout Asia. In 1593 a delegation of friars was sent by the 

Spanish governor of Manila to treat with Taikosoma, the Japanese ruler. They were asked to 

stay in Japan and sent for helpers from the Philippines. Within a few years they had built two 

hospitals and a school and converted about 20,000 Japanese, concentrating on the lower 

classes while the Jesuits evangelised the daimyo or lords. Clashes of missionary style, and of 

Portuguese and Spanish interests, led to disputes between friars and Jesuits in Japan. Some 

sections of the Japanese ruling class were concerned about the influence of  the foreign 

missionaries and persecution broke out in 1596. On 5 February 1597 six Franciscans, 

including the Custos Peter Baptist Blasquez, were martyred in Nagasaki along with seventeen 

Japanese secular tertiaries and three Jesuits. As persecution died down, more missionaries 

came from the Philippines but a new persecution broke out in 1634, this time encouraged by 

the intrigues of Dutch merchants who were trying to replace the Portuguese as the main 

trading partners of Japan. In all 354 Franciscans, friars and tertiaries, were martyred in this 

persecution. Some of the converts made by the Franciscans kept a hidden faith and these were 

rediscovered in 1865 when French missionaries arrived to restart the evangelisation of Japan. 

From 1583 onwards the province of St. Gregory had missions in Indo-China, which had 

some success in our period so that by 1750 they cared for over 30,000 Christians in 105 

churches and chapels. 

SOUTH-EAST EUROPE, ASIA MINOR AND THE MIDDLE EAST 

The Conventuals were forbidden to participate in the evangelisation of the New World and 

so their main endeavours were in the Turkish controlled lands of South-eastern Europe and 

the Middle East. Here they worked to sustain Christian communities oppressed by Turks and 

bring Eastern Christians back into union with Rome. As a supplementary task they undertook 

to strengthen the Eastern churches against Protestant ideas. In 1638 the Conventual 

Patriarchal Vicar Petricca of Sonnino (+1673) was instrumental in deposing the Calvinist 
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sympathiser Cyril Lukaris as Greek Patriarch of Constantinople. The Conventuals were 

joined in this work by the Friars Minor who worked in Bosnia, Bulgaria, Hungary, 

Constantinople, Albania, Montenegro, Serbia, Greece and the Aegean Islands. Other Friars 

Minor went to Russia and the Custody of the Holy Land remained under the direction of the 

Friars Minor, protected by the Spanish King. The Capuchins began their work in the East 

from 1625 onwards, especially under the direction of the Frenchman Joseph de Tremblay, who 

persuaded the French King to place the Capuchin missions in the Orient under his protection. 

Thus Franco-Spanish rivalry contributed to disputes between these Capuchin missions and 

the long established Custody. 

The friars continued their missionary work among the Muslims. The Observants, who 

from 1493 onwards had care of the Custody of the Holy Land, suffered greatly when the Turks 

captured Jerusalem in 1517. Only money from catholic countries managed to buy them respite 

from persecution and the Turks encouraged the Christian communities to fight among 

themselves for control of the Holy Places. The Greeks were backed by Russia, France backed 

Capuchins and Jesuits and the Spanish supported the Observants. The mission to Morocco 

died out in 1532 but was re-established by the Spanish Discalced in 1630, producing martyrs 

in both years. 

AFRICA 

In Portuguese Africa the mission to the Congo only really became established after the 

1640’s.  Capuchins went to Guinea and Sierra Leone. Although Spanish, French and Italian 

Capuchins all participated in these missions, they all needed to pass through Lisbon and 

obtain permission from the Portuguese government. Missionary activity in this period centred 

on coastal trading posts and little headway was made in evangelising the interior. Indeed, the 

slave trade had a far greater impact on African societies than did the small number of 

Christian missionaries in the 16th and 17th  centuries. 

MISSIONARY ORGANISATION83 

Owing to their distance from Spain, all the Franciscan provinces in the Americas came 

under the supervision of friars called General Commissaries. These were appointed by the 

Minister General for six years at a time and acted with his delegated authority. At first there 

was one General Commissary living in Mexico, but as the Order spread to the south, in 1547 a 

second General Commissary was appointed for Peru and South America. After 1571 these 

General Commissaries in the Indies reported to a General Commissary for the Indies who 

lived in Madrid and acted both as their representative in Spain and as a recruiting sergeant 

for new missionaries. In this way the Spanish missionaries were controlled by a number of 

General Commissaries through whom the Spanish King kept control over missionaries in his 

territories and the missionaries had the ear of the King as they attempted to evangelise and 

protect the native population. The Portuguese friars in India and the Far East were organised 

into two provinces under the direction of a Commissary based in Goa. 

One of the missionaries to Mexico, John Foucher (+1572) wrote a treatise on the technique 

of missionary methods, the first ever written. A major concern of the missionaries was to 

break the attachment of the indigenous population to what they saw as idolatry. The friars 

saw it as their divinely appointed task to rescue the Indians from this bondage and enable 

them to live as redeemed sinners, just like Europeans. Early attempts to receive Indians into 

the Order were not successful and this was soon abandoned. In theory, once the Indians had 

matured in their Christian faith, the early missionaries looked forward to them becoming 

friars, in practice they were only admitted early on as donados or oblates who served the friars 
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as servants and later not at all. Missionaries came from Spain to continue the work of the 

pioneers. There was even a severe restriction placed on the reception of Spaniards born in the 

New World. Throughout the period we are discussing here missionary zeal in Spain was so 

high that Ministers Provincial had to put a brake on friars volunteering for the missions. This 

was to change by the second half of the eighteenth century, when friars needed to be 

compelled to go on the missions. 

To gain an understanding how the Franciscans organised the practical details of their 

missionary evangelisation let us look at the example of the doctrinas in Peru – aware that the 

organisation in other places would have been adapted to local conditions. 

Once they had established themselves in a territory the Franciscans organised their 

missions through a system of doctrinas. These would be places the native Indians would be 

expected to come to hear Christian doctrine expounded. The example of the doctrina in the 

Jauja valley in Peru will illustrate how that system worked. Before being allowed to become a 

doctrinero in charge of a doctrina, the friar would have to pass exams in theology and the local 

language. Once he had passed this exam a friar was appointed to a doctrina by his religious 

superior, who notified the colonial Viceroy. The friar's keep would be paid for by the colonial 

authorities but the money would go to the friars' syndic who would buy the provisions 

necessary for the friars and keep them in a central friary. Each Friday, the friar would return 

from his doctrina to the central convent for a day with the other friars and would collect his 

provisions before returning to his doctrina. He would instruct all the Indians over the age of 

ten in his doctrina on Sundays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 8 am. Once they had converted, 

the Indians only had to come to instruction of Sunday mornings. Those under the age of ten 

had to come for two hours of instruction every day. Instruction was also given to the Indians 

by the means of songs that explained Christian doctrine. These songs would be taught first to 

the children and then the adults would come and listen to them singing and repeat what they 

heard the children sing. At matins and evensong each day these songs were also sung in 

church as well as the psalms, but attendance at these services was voluntary. Thus singing 

played a vital role in the missionary methods of the friars and the Indian choirs reached a 

very high standard. In each doctrina one would find a school to teach singing and other 

subjects, a hospital and sometimes a mill to spin thread and weave cloth (activities that 

helped pay the taxes to the Crown expected of each Indian). 

In the later 17th century the OFM established missionary colleges to train friars to go out 

and engage in missionary work and these were imitated by the Capuchins in their missionary 

endeavours. 
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LESSON SIX: 

THE CHURCH IN THE AGE OF REASON: 1648-1789 

END OF EUROPEAN RELIGIOUS WARS 

The last of the religious wars, the Thirty Years War, ended in Germany with the Peace of 

Westphalia in 1648. This enshrined the notion of separate states for Catholics and Protestants 

and a qualified tolerance of religious minorities. From now on politics not religion would 

determine relationships between states and wars would be about political advancement not 

religious affiliation. Even in Catholic countries the Pope had no great power and was often 

treated as a minor foreign prince rather than the head of the Church. There were setbacks on 

both sides to the spirit of toleration, such as the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, which had 

safeguarded the Huguenots from persecution, by Louis XIV, but a growing awareness of class 

differences was becoming a greater threat to stability than religious differences. In many 

countries the Church was becoming allied with the aristocracy against the urban middle 

classes. After the defeat of Louis XIV’s plans for French aggrandisement, the second half of 

our period 1715-1789 was one of unprecedented stability. 

SOCIAL TENSIONS AND THE RISE OF REASON 

Despite the apparent stability, there were dangers arising. The beginnings of capitalism 

left many people unemployed and broke the old social cohesion. The Church, the main 

provider of education, health and social services, was increasingly unable to cope with the 

demand for these services. In most countries the Church was subjected to the King and 

dependence upon the Pope and Roman curia was at best nominal. The idea grew that 

reasonable people could be persuaded to live ethical lives and that religion was not necessary 

in this process. The Church thus increasingly came to be seen as a despotic imposer of dogma 

rather than an upholder of eternal truths. Respect for Newtonian physics and science in 

general gave many the impression that there were alternative sources of intellectual authority 

to the Church. Locke’s psychology provided an alternative way of understanding the human 

state. The scriptures were emasculated and miracles explained away by rationalist thinkers. 

Only a reasonable morality was acceptable, even where philosophers and theologians agreed 

that Christianity was the most reasonable religion. Thus reason came to be opposed to 

authority in both religion and politics. 

Within the churches “enthusiasm” (which today we might call fundamentalism) was 

opposed by a moderation that often made religion merely a formal adherence with no 

emotional content. Jansenism was suppressed by the reasonable Jesuits, quietism suffered the 

scorn of intellectuals, Puritans were opposed by English Bishops and pietists by Orthodox 

German Lutheran divines. The churches were usually aligned with the existing powers and 

reform usually suited neither, so outmoded social structure unable to cope with 

industrialisation and the capitalist economy were preserved until revolution swept them 

away. 

ABSOLUTISM 

The great power of the second half of the 17th  century was the France of Louis XIV. Upon 

the foundations laid by Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin, after 1669 Louis XIV established 

absolute rule in France and resented having a religious minority of Protestants in his country. 

In 1666, with the support of the Catholic church, Louis passed laws encouraging conversion to 

Catholicism and restricting Protestant liberties. From 1676 the persecution was increased, 

with greater taxation for Protestants and the practice of quartering soldiers in Protestant 

houses. These and other measures caused many to convert outwardly and many others to 
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emigrate. By 1685 Louis felt strong enough to revoke the Edict of Nantes and exile Protestant 

ministers. Many escaped to other lands, though this was forbidden, and the Huguenots of the 

south rebelled, unsuccessfully. 

Louis also moved to restrict the power of the Pope over the Church in France, reviving the 

tradition of Gallicanism and using the Church as an instrument of control of national policy. 

This policy was supported by increasing French chauvinism that saw France and the French 

Church as self sufficient and not needing interference from an Italian Pope. Ultramontanists 

who defended the rights of an infallible Pope, were opposed by Gallicans who said authority 

resided jointly in the Pope and the Bishops and ultimately in a Church council. They refused 

the Pope’s claims of authority over the French church. Thus an absolute monarch faced an 

infallible Pope (Innocent XI) and they clashed over the revenues of vacant sees. Louis wanted 

these revenues to come to him in all his territories, but the Pope refused to allow it in those 

territories where it was not traditional. As part of his struggle against the papacy, in 1682 

Louis had his clergy declare four articles: 1) The Pope has no power in temporal matters, 2) 

general councils are superior to the Pope in spiritual affairs, 3) the generally accepted laws of 

the French church are inviolable, even by the Pope and 4) in matters of faith, the Pope’s 

decisions only become irreversible when ratified by a general council. This led to 11 years of 

impasse in which the Pope refused to institute the Bishops named by Louis. In 1693 Louis, 

rocked by military defeats and financial troubles, had to rescind these articles, but they had 

by now become a sort of orthodoxy among French clergy. 

The Jansenists sought to purify the morals of France, stressing that human beings could 

only be saved through the love of God creating faith. Such love became effective through 

conversion and conversion depended upon God’s pleasure (i.e. predestination). This theology 

led to a rigorist morality and an independent strain of thought which led to theological conflict 

especially with the Jesuits. In the main, however, the Jansenist controversy was a political, 

not a theological one. Jansensists were laymen who had their own minds in matters of politics 

and religion, they were resolutely opposed by the Jesuits who sought to uphold the authority 

of the Pope and the King. It was this alliance of the King, the Pope and the Jesuits that 

ground down the resistance of the Jansenists, despite formidable propaganda by the 

Jansenists (especially Pascal’s Provincial Letters). The Jansenists were effectively silenced as 

a theological force by the bull Unigenitus in 1713, but Jansenism continued to inspire men 

throughout the 18th century until the French revolution arrived to give the Church greater 

problems. 

The power of the Jesuits was demonstrated by the Jansenist dispute. Jesuit moral 

teaching was considered more relaxed than other strands within the Church. This made them 

popular confessors and, together with their formidable scholarship and network of schools, 

gained them influence. As well as their war of attrition with the Jansenists, the Jesuits were 

engaged in opposing the quietism of Mme Guyon and her followers which taught that only a 

passive and internalised mysticism could lead to true intimacy with God and therefore that 

the Church was only necessary to bring one to the brink of this mystical state, after which she 

was unnecessary. 

St. Vincent de Paul (+ 1660) was perhaps the greatest figure of reform in the Church in 

France at this time. His Lazarists attempted to evangelise neglected areas of rural France and 

his Sisters of Charity sought to alleviate the plight of the poor. In 1642 and 1643 the 

Sulpicians and Eudists were founded to train French priests in piety as well as theology and 

in 1680 the Christian Brothers provided schoolteachers to the poorest. 

REASONABLE RELIGION, SCIENCE AND REVELATION  

One of the most significant developments of this time was a change in intellectual climate. 

Descartes died in 1650. He based all human thinking on pure reason, most notably on his 
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axiom “I think, therefore I am”. On this he constructed proofs of the existence of God, of 

freedom, of immortality and he bound all human existence into a system of thought. The pre-

eminence of reason in his philosophy was to have a profound effect on those who came after 

him. Reason came to be seen as the chief means of attaining belief, and what was not 

reasonable, as not worthy of our belief. Not surprisingly his greatest success was in the field of 

mathematics.  

Spinoza, influenced by Descartes, taught that traditional beliefs must be abandoned and 

miracles were impossible. Because of Spinoza's teaching Cartesianism was seen as a 

destructive creed. Pascal responded that to penetrate the truth one needed faith no less than 

reason. He attacked the free-thinkers' conviction that human beings could construct a fruitful 

life based on the precepts of science - this was an assumption, not a truth that could be 

demonstrated. For Pascal religion draws into unity all the different parts of our life and so is 

not opposed to science or reason, but transcends both. Leibniz drew up a philosophy upon 

which he believed a system of theology common to both Catholics and Protestants could be 

built, thus reuniting the church. He taught that the universe as created and ruled by a 

benevolent God must be the best of all possible worlds - a belief ridiculed by Voltaire in the 

play Candide. 

Science and mathematics made great strides and so nature seemed to provide an 

alternative or even superior source of authority to revelation in investigating the mind of God. 

Travel and trade brought into question the universality of Christian concepts as other systems 

of belief were encountered and explained in enthusiastic travel literature. So truth became 

seen as more relative. Trade also increased wealth and comfort and people became more 

concerned with health in this life rather than redemption in the next. This led to a questioning 

of the authority of the Bible as it was discovered learning from Egypt, Persia and China did 

not tally with biblical chronologies. A French Oratorian Richard Simon (1638-1712) proposed a 

new critical method of bible study as a means to attack Protestantism, but he was expelled 

from the Oratory as his methods were seen as likely to undermine Catholic as Protestant 

faith. Peter Bayle, a French Huguenot exiled in Holland, wrote a dictionary from which later 

Deists and sceptics would draw many of their arguments against the Bible. The great French 

churchman Bossuet, coming to the end of his life, was aware that new answers would be 

needed for the questions raised by Bayle and others, but he was too old to provide them. The 

age of Voltaire was emerging. 

BRITAIN AND THE OVERTHROW OF ABSOLUTISM 

In England meanwhile, a Puritan revolution, led eventually by Oliver Cromwell overthrew 

the monarchy in 1649. Later the King was executed. Cromwell ruled as Lord Protector until 

1660, but by then the English people had become bored with Puritan rule and wanted to 

return to the security of what they knew. Charles II, the dead King’s eldest son, was invited to 

return to the throne of England. His reign saw the re-establishment of the Church of England 

and in its power the Church defined a policy that was inimical to the extreme Protestants. 

Thus they left the church and for the first time in England there appeared a large body of 

Protestants outside the Church of England. Charles and his Anglican Parliament persecuted 

these Nonconformists, as they came to be called, using provisions collectively called the 

Clarendon code. Charles II was personally tolerant of Catholics and he died reconciled to the 

Roman Catholic Church, but was politically astute enough to know that he could not extend 

his personal favour to a political tolerance. On several occasions he had to stand by while 

Catholics were martyred when unscrupulous men dreamt up Catholic plots against the king 

and whipped the people up into an anti-Catholic frenzy. His brother James II had become a 

Catholic before he assumed the throne and was intent on promoting the interests of his co-

religionists. James wished to rule in Britain as Louis XIV ruled in France, with absolute 

authority but he was not an astute politician. He only succeeded in uniting Protestant opinion, 
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which feared his Catholicism and his absolutism in equal measure, against him.  Protestant 

grandees invited the Calvinist William of Orange to assume the throne. In 1688 James II was 

overthrown and Great Britain became assuredly Protestant, with the Church of England 

recognised as the established church in England and a similar Church established in Wales. 

In Scotland it was the Presbyterian Church that was established because the Episcopalians 

had supported James. King William, dependent upon the support of Parliament, could not rule 

without the consent of the British people and the basis of a constitutional monarchy and 

parliamentary democracy was set in place. 

The emergence of the modern state in British history can thus be traced to the 17th 

century. We see a state emerging where commercial interests begin to become paramount and 

take over from religious ones. The Navigation Act of 1651 is an example of the desire of the 

Commonwealth to extend Britain's commercial power and they were aimed primarily at 

undermining Dutch supremacy at sea. The wars with the Dutch continued a rivalry with the 

other main Protestant power in Europe. Those with the Spanish and Portuguese were 

motivated by a desire to maximise business backed up by military preparedness for war.84 

Modern states fought modern wars, no longer for religious reasons but largely to gain 

economic advantage. So the two Protestant states England and the Netherlands fought three 

wars between 1652 and 1674 as they struggled for commercial superiority and control of the 

sea. The Dutch did surprisingly well in these wars against their larger rival because they had 

a more efficient financial system and could raise credit cheaply from citizens. The English, on 

the other hand, were still borrowing from expensive moneylenders to finance their wars. After 

1688, when the Dutch Prince William of Orange became King of England, the English 

introduced Dutch financial instruments and the Bank of England & stock exchange were 

founded. These helped England in the next century's global struggle with France.85 

The early eighteenth century saw British thought well respected. Newton had explained 

the external universe and Locke had mapped the internal nature of human beings to the 

satisfaction of their generation. On the continent their thought proved revolutionary in many 

instances, in England they gave rise to the orthodox thinking of Latitudinarianism and the 

heretical doctrine of Deism. Latitudinarianism attempted to explain the truths of Christianity 

in such a way that reasonable people would have little difficulty in accepting it. It eschewed 

old dogmatic statements, concentrating on the benevolent Fatherhood of God and a 

consequent obligation for human beings to be equally benevolent. Locke’s work The 
Reasonableness of Christianity betrays in its title the attitude of the Latitudinarians. 

The Deists on the other hand believed that truth could be found in nature as understood 

through science. Revelation was not necessary or desirable as belief in revelation created 

superstition. The reaction against Deism and an overblown belief in the power of reason to 

discover the truth and convince men to follow it, led to works such as those of Bishop Butler’s 

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature, in 

which the difficulties of basing a religion purely on nature are exposed. By the end of the 

eighteenth century in England at least it was no longer possible for educated people to believe 

that reason alone was enough to bring enlightenment. This found its greatest expression in 

Hume’s philosophy, whose scepticism undermined the earlier confidence of rationalism. The 

plea for a reasonable Christianity had encouraged Unitarianism (i.e. belief that the Father 

alone is God) both within and outside the Church of England, but the advent of the French 

revolution led to a reaffirmation of traditional belief in the fear that these “new” ideas would 

foment rebellion in England as they had done in France. 

EUROPEAN COLONIAL EXPANSION 

                                                
84 Schama S. A History of Britain. Vol II The Wars of the British 1603-1776. 219. New York: Hyperion, 2001.   

85 Ferguson N. Empire. 22-26. New York: Basic Books, 2003. 



Pruning and New Growth 

145 of 199 

The English colonies in North America, as well as those of the French and, further south, 

the Spanish, provided an array of national and religious stances. From the Puritans of New 

England to the English Catholics of Maryland and the Anglicans of Virginia, there was a 

variety of religious expression in the colonies that would not have been allowed at home in 

England. In New England the Puritans attempted something they had been unable to do in 

England, a “holy experiment” to establish a rule of Saints, governing a saintly people, guided 

by the Scriptures. Although the Anglicans came to predominate in the southern colonies, the 

force of the Nonconformists in the American colonies was great. Their preaching and the 

revivalism of the Great Awakening of the early eighteenth century led to an independent state 

of mind, increasingly different from the Anglicanism of the establishment. In the struggle over 

who should govern the colonies and what taxes were needed to pay off the debts run up by the 

government during the French and Indian Wars (Seven Years’ War), these Nonconformists 

encouraged independence from England, while the Anglicans remained staunchly loyalist and 

the Methodists too were on the whole loyal to the British throne. After independence, the 

question of the religion of the new country was debated. Anglicanism and to a lesser extent 

Methodism were weakened by their association with loyalism, Nonconformists could not agree 

among themselves and there were too few Catholics for that to be a viable option. So the 

American expedient of establishing no religion but allowing all to claim what followers it could 

and to draw support from them became enshrined in the constitution. 

Further north, the French colonies of Canada, supported early on by the Recollects and 

later by the Jesuits, developed as Roman Catholic polities. The Recollects tended to stay with 

the colonists, but the Jesuits embarked on a mission to the Indians. Unsuccessful with the 

nomadic Iriquois, they had greater success with the more peaceful and settled Huron (until 

the latter were massacred by the Iriquois). In 1658 Laval was made Apostolic Vicar for the 

tiny church in Canada and in 1674 he was the first Bishop in North America when the see of 

Quebec was instituted. The church in Canada escaped the scepticism of old France and the 

position of the clergy as leaders in society remained important. With the victory of Britain in 

the French and Indian Wars, the Canadian colony came under British rule. In 1774 the 

British guaranteed freedom of religion to Catholics in the Quebec Act. This retained their 

loyalty during the American War of Independence as the French Canadians rightly concluded 

that the maintenance of their Catholic purity was better guaranteed by the British 

government than by the Puritans they had so recently fought against to the south. The clergy 

encouraged this, since the destruction of the seigneurial class had left them as the only 

leaders of the French colonists. 

In the other French colony of Louisiana, the church had success in establishing itself in 

New Orleans. The West Indies seemed even more favourable colonies to have, but here rivalry 

between religious orders diminished the missionary fervour of the Catholic church in the 

French colonies. 

South America remained the preserve of the Iberian countries. The Church was broadly 

successful, with no challengers, from Tierra del Fuego in the south to California in the north. 

However, although broad, its roots were shallow. Dioceses were established everywhere, but 

the lack of clergy was evident, especially outside the towns, where local religions survived 

under a thin veneer of Christianity. Franciscans and Jesuits continued to work in vast mission 

territories and their reductions had some success in building up a native church, but these 

successes were all too easily swept away by suspicion and rivalry, both between Portugal and 

Spain and between different orders. 

In the Far East a similar diminution of the momentum of evangelisation occurred over our 

period. The Chinese rites controversy plunged Dominicans and Jesuits into a long debate over 

missionary methods and the extent to which local customs should be adopted or eradicated in 

the process of Christianisation. 
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THE GATHERING STORM 

The major event of the end of the 18th century was the French revolution, which was the 

culmination of a long period of development. The last years of Louis XIV had been austere and 

puritanical. When Louis died leaving an heir who was still a minor, the Duke of Orleans 

presided over a reaction. He instituted government by committee, but was forced to rescind 

this when the council for church affairs proved unable to deal with a resurgence of the 

Jansenist controversy. Under Louis XV the king’s cause became aligned with Ultramontanism 

(i.e. support for the power of the Pope) and the Jesuits, against the Gallicans and Jansenists 

in the “Parlement of Paris”. The Jesuits sought to enforce the anti-Jansenist bull Unigenitus, 

while their opponents were equally strong in opposing its enforcement. The Parlement of Paris 

became used to opposing the king and, because of Louis’ vacillation, often enough won the day. 

Most of the people supported the Parlement against the king and when European sentiment 

turned against the Jesuits, the king was unable to defend them in France. 

The French church was wealthy in personnel, goods and power, but it had responsibilities 

commensurate with its wealth. It provided education, registered births, deaths and marriages 

and cared for the sick. Its critics grew in the eighteenth century, saying that it did not carry 

out its responsibilities well enough, that its influence on children was backward looking and 

that its wealth could be better used by others. Even those within the church establishment 

were not certain of its value. In 1765 28 learned monks from St. Germain-des-Pres asked to be 

relieved of their habit on the grounds that it degraded them. A commission for the regulars 

was established under the leadership of Cardinal Lomenie de Brienne. This saw that 

vocations to religious life had been falling throughout the 18th century and many monasteries 

were down to a few members, thus it closed 500 houses and recommended laws that made it 

harder to join and easier to leave religious life. The diocesan clergy was divided between a 

wealthy episcopate who sided automatically with the ruling classes and a poor parish clergy 

who demanded reform. So the church was in a poor state to reply to the attacks of those who 

said it was not longer useful in society. 

One example of the weakness of the papacy in European politics is the suppression of the 

Jesuits. The Society of Jesus, in acquiring power and influence in order to defend the Catholic 

faith against attacks, had made many enemies. Jesuits were unreservedly faithful to the Holy 

See, but the Holy See proved unable to protect them. A widely diffused hostility to the Jesuits 

was waiting for a spark to ignite the fire of suppression. It came from Portugal where the 

Jesuits were, fraudulently, implicated in a plot against the king and so driven from the 

kingdom in 1759. In France the debts of one Jesuit provided the opportunity for the Society’s 

enemies to attack it and the king ordered its expulsion in 1764. The suppression in Spain and 

its territories came in 1767, after which the Bourbon kings of France and Spain harassed the 

Pope until he suppressed the Society by the brief Dominus ac Redemptor in 1773. This success 

in destroying the papacy’s closest and most influential allies in courts around Europe 

encouraged the autocratic kings to further attacks on the church. 

They were guided by their ideas of enlightened despotism, which gave them the right to 

govern the state and reform it for its greater good. If the church was an obstacle to that good 

then, they believed, they had the right to reform the church also. As they attempted to create 

a centralised state the kings ran up against the rights of the church and the nobility. The 

church was particularly vulnerable to attack, weakened as it was by criticism from the 

philosophers and its own internal conflicts. Rulers moved to deflect church revenues into their 

own coffers, with the excuse that the church had been unable to cope with the social stresses 

of the day. The Catholic rulers had a theoretical justification for this process of diverting 

church revenues. Febronius’ book Concerning the Condition of the Church and the Legitimate 
Power of the Pope taught that each national church should be governed by a national synod of 

Bishops and the Pope had merely a primacy among Catholic Bishops - this doctrine came to be 

called Febronianism and had considerable success in the German states.  



Pruning and New Growth 

147 of 199 

In Austria the Emperor Joseph II reformed the church along enlightenment lines. Reason 

was to guide affairs of state and, although he professed his devotion to the church, reason 

would also guide his governance of the church. He promoted secular practical studies such as 

science medicine and law, at the expense of speculative ones like theology and philosophy. In 

church matters he passed a Patent of Toleration in 1781, allowing Lutherans, Calvinists and 

Greek Orthodox to build churches, worship in private, and take up positions in the state. A 

visit from Pius VI in 1782 failed to persuade him to change his mind. Joseph went further in 

his reform of the church. He abolished the existing seminaries and constructed five new ones, 

endowing them with a curriculum that included secular as well as theological subjects. He was 

particularly opposed to contemplative monasteries since it was clearly wasteful that these 

men were not working, 700 of 2,163 monasteries were closed and the number of monks fell 

from 65,000 to 27,000. Only those orders with a pastoral ministry like teaching or caring for 

the sick were permitted to survive. Joseph’s subjects were not prepared to support his well-

intentioned but ill-advised religious reforms and his death in 1790 led to their collapse. 

In Spain King Charles III lived a devout, simple life appropriate to a member of the 

Franciscan Third Order, but this did not prevent him subordinating the church’s interests to 

those of the throne. Papal bulls could only be published if first approved by him, the 

Inquisition was restrained and welfare services were opened up to lay people. In Portugal too 

the chief minister Pombal destroyed the power of the Jesuits and created a church virtually 

cut off from Rome. 
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LESSON SEVEN: 

FIRST, SECOND AND THIRD ORDER HISTORY 1648-1789 

FIRST ORDER 

OFM 

In 1625 the Portuguese Minister General Bernardino of Sena had the Pope issue the Bull 

Sacrosanctum Apostolatus which revoked all the papal declarations save those of Nicholas III 

and Clement V. This made the entire Order a stricter observance order and, had it been 

possible to enforce it, it would effectively have ended the difference between the Observants 

and the stricter observance reforms within the Friars Minor. It would have meant that all the 

friars, except for the Conventuals but including the Capuchins, were living according to the 

same interpretation of the Rule. The ruling was confirmed by the General Chapter of the 

Order in 1628. However, it was never possible to enforce it fully. The Cismontane friars were 

not happy with it because they traditionally followed the more moderate papal interpretations 

of Martin IV and V, which allowed their Syndics to accept money on behalf of the Pope and 

contest inheritances in court. The most vehement opposition came from the Collettan 

provinces in France who had only joined the Observance after being guaranteed that their 

privileges as Conventual provinces would be retained. The Paris convent, with its traditional 

ministry as the general studium of the  Order kept to its privileges, arguing that it would not 

be able to survive without some fixed income. The Collettan provinces retained their right to 

follow the Julian constitutions promulgated in 1512 and fought against any attempt to make 

them follow a regular observance. They campaigned against Sacrosanctum. In 1672 the Lyons 

convent of the former Collettans tried to join the Conventuals in order to retain its privileges, 

but both the king and the Pope opposed it and the project failed. In 1679 the four former 

Collettan provinces threatened to secede from the Observants. The Minister General Jose 

Jimenez of Samaniego won over King Louis XIV to his side and obtained the right to visitate 

the Paris convent and reform some of the abuses there. However he was forced to concede 

something on the matter of observance of the Rule and asked Innocent XI to issue the motu 

proprio Sollicitudo pastoralis, which restored the ability to follow the declarations of Martin IV 

and V. 

This struggle over observance witnesses to the continued vitality and the variety of 

currents within the Friars Minor at this time, but it also shows the problems of trying to 

reform from above. The struggle to reform was not helped by bitter disputes about who should 

be Minister General. From 1700 to 1723 the order was unable to hold a General Chapter 

owing to the War of Spanish succession, or at least that was what the Spanish Ministers 

General of that period said. Resentment at Spanish domination of the order grew especially in 

France and was exacerbated by the fact that it no longer reflected the political balance of 

power. France was now the major power in Europe and the French friars and king resented 

Spanish domination of the order. Thus while the Spanish continued to provide the Ministers 

General either from Spain or from their Italian territories of Milan and Naples, the mass of 

the order in other countries increasingly ignored the decrees of the Minister General, 

considering them too closely aligned with Spanish policy. 

In 1723 Lawrence Cozza was elected Minister General. Since he was from the Roman 

province and not from one controlled by Spain, this represented a lessening of the Spanish 

grip on the generalate and reflected the loss to Spain of the territories of Belgium and Milan 

in the War of Spanish Succession. Benedict XIII attempted to help reform by abolishing all 

personal privileges in the Order - so preventing friars from winning exemptions from some of 

the rigours of community life. 



Unit Three Module Three: Lesson Seven 

150 of 199 

1724 saw the start of a dispute between the Friars Minor and the Conventuals about who 

was the older branch of the Order - occasioned by the erection of the statue of St. Francis in 

St. Peter’s Basilica wearing the habit of a Friar Minor, rather than that of a Conventual. 

Although Benedict XIII imposed silence on the two Orders about the question and declared 

that both the Portiuncula and St. Francis’ Basilica were Mother Churches of the Order, 

fruitless but impassioned debates were not entirely prevented. The desire of the General 

Chapter to reform the Order led to the project of drawing up new constitutions in 1740, but too 

little could be agreed upon to effect the project. 

The former Colettan provinces pushed their case with Benedict XIV and in 1745 obtained 

from him a confirmation of their privilege of having Syndics able to administer real estate and 

receive fixed revenues, which gave them a very similar relationship to property as that 

allowed under dispensation to Conventual provinces – the only difference being that 

administration of property was in the hands of lay Syndics rather than friars. The Minister 

General Ibanez of Molina (1750-1756, 1762-1768), a Discalced friar who served two terms of 

office, battled against laxity within the Order, with some success. 

The reforms of the “enlightened” monarchs were beginning to affect the life of the Order. 

In France from 1766 onwards the Commission of the Regulars was attacking religious orders 

and seeking to limit their numbers and seize their property (to put it to more productive use). 

The Friars Minor did not present an easy target, for on the whole the convents were well run 

and the friars respected by the Bishops for their usefulness. However, de Brienne’s 

commission came up with the idea of weakening the Order in France by enforcing the union of 

the Observant provinces with the small number of Conventuals in the country, under the 

direction of the Conventual Minister General. This was achieved in 1771 and forced upon both 

branches. Both Conventuals and Observants were reluctant to accede to the union since they 

saw it for what it was, an excuse to close more friaries on the grounds that there was no need 

for more than one of any order in each area. The Pope Clement XIV, weak and desperate to 

protect his loyal Jesuits, sought to appease the king by acceding to other requests such as this. 

This was easier to do since he was a Conventual himself and the union was presented to him 

as a request coming from the French Observants. Thus a union that neither branch desired 

was achieved in 1771, no Observants were left in France and the only French representatives 

of the Order of Friars Minor were the Recollects whose austerity and good discipline left them 

unassailable, even by so hostile a force as de Brienne’s commission. 

Bavaria followed France’s example and in 1769 the Elector of Bavaria issued a decree the 

purpose of which was to reduce the number of monasteries and religious in his lands. Mainz 

followed in 1778, Joseph II brought out his anti-religious laws for Austria and Belgium and in 

1788 Ferdinand IV did so for Naples, taking the religious of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies 

out of the jurisdiction of general chapters and Ministers General not in the kingdom.86 The 

effect of these decrees was to weaken the Order considerably. Although numbers of OFM 

continued to grow during the eighteenth century, in the politically and intellectually 

important country of France, the number of friars had fallen. We shall look in detail at France 

and the Commission for the Regulars a bit later on. But for now it is enough to say that the 

Order entered the challenge presented by the French revolution in a weaker state than it had 

been since the sixteenth century. 

                                                
86 Autieri F. La provincia francescana Conventuale di Napoli. 130. 
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CONVENTUALS 

There is little written about Conventual history in this period. It appears to have been one 

of quiet stability with saints such as Joseph of Cupertino (+1663), Bonaventure of Potenza (+ 

1711) and Francis Anthony Fasani (+1742) living in Conventual communities.  

The Conventual reform of the so-called “bearded” Conventuals continued in Naples. But 

finally they were suppressed by Clement IX in 1669 when the remaining houses were formed 

into a Discalced province in Naples. 

In 1652 Innocent X decreed that all convents that could not support at least six religious 

should be suppressed and this suppression cost the Naples province alone 31 convents with 

200 disappearing over Italy.87 The Conventuals remained strong in Italy, Austria-Hungary 

and in Poland. There were two provinces in Poland-Lithuania, the province of Poland and the 

Province of Russia. In 1685 a Province of Lithuania was separated from the province of 

Russia. A new province was established in Austria in the eighteenth century and the 

Hungarian province revived from its titular status in the 17th century to be a strong province 

in the 18th. The number of Conventuals in 1682 has been estimated at 15,000. 

The most celebrated event of this period was the union of the eight French Observant 

provinces to the Conventual obedience that was carried out by Clement XIV - a Conventual 

Pope. Clement XIV’s constitutions for the Order, drawn up to facilitate the union in France, 

were largely ignored outside France and disappeared in the tumult of the French Revolution. 

What sustained the Conventual branch over this period was its solid educational structure 

which produced some of the most learned scholars of the age. Friars would study the 

fundamentals of philosophy and theology in their provinces and then, after ordination, the 

more gifted would be sent on to higher studies. There were four levels of higher studies, each 

lasting three years and each of which had to be successfully completed before embarking on 

the next. At the first level logic was studied, at he second, physics and metaphysics, the 

Sentences and canon law were studied at the third. These three levels were studied at schools 

called “gymnasia”. Once these three levels had been successfully completed a student was 

eligible to enter one of the ten “collegia” of the Order where he would study positive theology. 

Only once he had completed the “collegium” was a student eligible to be promoted a “Magister” 

or Master and teach at the highest levels. These graduates were encouraged by the possibility 

of becoming perpetual definitors of their provinces (which entailed certain privileges) after 

having taught for twelve years. This system produced not a few men of renown such as the 

theologians Cornelius Musso (+1574), Mark Anthony Pagani (+1585) Constant Torri (+1595) 

and Lawrence Brancati (+1693). Church historians of the Order include Anthony Pagi (+1699), 

his nephew Francis Pagi (+1721) and his nephew Anthony Pagi – the last two publishing 

works on the history of the Popes. A man learned in both history and geography was Vincent 

Coronelli (+1700) and he was honoured by the German Emperor with the title 

“Cosmographicus publicus” (Public Geographer). Finally, in this brief list, comes Hilary 

Altobello (+ c. 1620) – a mathematician and astronomer of whom Kepler spoke with great 

respect. 

CAPUCHINS 

This period of history for the Capuchins is one of stabilisation and growth. With few 

internal disturbances to distract them the Order grew constantly in numbers and activity. 

However, next to the Jesuits, it was perhaps the Order most closely associated with an 

ultramontanist view of the power of the papacy and consequently came into conflict with the 

royal powers that were seeking to keep national churches under their control. 

                                                
87 Autieri F. La provincia francescana Conventuale di Napoli. 129. 
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One internal difficulty that dogged the Capuchins during this period was that of conflict 

between Cismontane friars (i.e. Italians) and Ultramontane friars (French and Spanish). Some 

Italian provinces had the right to send more Custodians to the general chapter (5, 4, or 3, 

instead of 2) than did the Ultramontane provinces. This meant that the Italians had a much 

larger vote when it came to electing the Minister General. The French king especially resented 

this (the Spanish governed large territories in Italy and so the king could always have 

influence through them). The Ultramontane Capuchins, looked at the organisation of the 

Friars Minor and sought to have something similar introduced in the Capuchin Order. They 

wanted an Ultramontane family and a Cismontane family, equal numbers of definitors chosen 

from each, and slightly different statutes to govern the Ultramontanes. The dispute dragged 

on intermittently from 1613 to 1678 when the Ultramontane friars boycotted the General 

Chapter and Pope Innocent XI imposed equality on all the provinces. In this way the 

Capuchins avoided the type of division that was characteristic of the Friars Minor. 

The interference of Anthony Barberini, a Capuchin Cardinal and Cardinal Protector of the 

Order both helped the Capuchins because of the favour shown them by Urban VIII (1623-

1644) and hindered them as he tried to impose his own solutions on the Order. When he tried 

to impose a new set of constitutions drawn up by himself in 1638, the friars and particularly 

the Ultramontanes rose up against him. Barberini was forced to retract the revision and the 

General Chapter itself drew up new constitutions in 1643 which remained in force for the next 

250 years (these accepted the declarations of Nicholas III and Clement V as did the other 

stricter observance Franciscan reforms). Urban VIII protected the Capuchin habit from 

imitation when reformers from the First and Third Orders sought to adopt habits similar to 

theirs. 

Capuchin provinces in Germany suffered during the war of the League of Augsburg (1688-

1697) and in Spain during the War of the Spanish Succession (1700-1713) as a result of the 

general disruption of war, but not because they were especially identified with any side in the 

conflict. On the other hand as royal powers across Europe sought to tighten their grip on the 

church in their lands, the Capuchins were targeted for their loyalty to the Pope. They were 

expelled from Sicily from 1714-1718 for defending the rights of the Holy See which claimed 

suzerainty over the island. Like other religious in Modena, Naples, Sicily, Spain, France and 

Austria the Capuchins were forced to accept that only those papal decrees agreed by their 

monarchs would have any effect in these lands. 

In 1723 the first non-Italian Capuchin Minister General was elected, reflecting the fact 

that the Order was becoming increasingly international. He was Hartman of Brixen (1726-

1733). Popes Clement XII (1730-1740) and Benedict XIV (1740-1758) showered favours on the 

Capuchins. The former in 1735 declared them true sons of St. Francis and the latter canonised 

Joseph of Leonessa and Fidelis of Sigmaringen in 1746. 

The Irish Mission was erected as a Custody in 1698.88 After various previous attempts to 

be recognised as a province, the Irish Mission was finally erected into a province in 1733 with 

two convents in France and thirteen in Ireland.89  

The observance of the Capuchins was universally admired throughout this period and they 

were praised for their poverty, simplicity and cleanliness. Only in 1698 did the General 

Chapter declare that it was not against the law to accept a stipend for celebrating Mass 

(although the practice must have been widespread by then) a sign of adherence to a very strict 

interpretation of poverty right through the seventeenth century. 

                                                
88 Atlas geographicus capuccinus. Roma: Curia Generale dei Frati Minori Cappuccini, 1993. p. 192. 

89 R. Lecchini. I francecani e la rinascita catolica inglese. Modena: TEIC, 1975.  p. 47. 
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FIRST ORDER MISSIONS 1648-1789 

The 16th century had been a period of great missionary excitement, with Franciscans 

beginning missions in many new territories as the European powers opened up trade routes 

and built empires around the world. The seventeenth is a period of some consolidation before a 

final decline. 

As we learned in lesson 5 the Recollects had been expelled from French North America by 

the English and not allowed to return by French ecclesiastical authorities. Once de Tremblay 

died in 1638, however, Cardinal Richelieu changed his mind about the Recollects and 

signalled his favour for the return of the Recollects to Canada. Among the works accomplished 

by the Recollects in Canada were the writings of Br. Gabriel Sagard who wrote a travelogue of 

a journey among the Huron, a History of Canada and the first Huron-French dictionary. These 

were written in the 1630's as part of the efforts of the Recollects to return to Canada. The 

Recollects finally managed to return to French North America in 1670 when they were invited 

by civil authorities to help in missionary work. Once they arrived, however, they found the 

ground covered by the Jesuits on the one hand and the Bishop with his diocesan priests on the 

other. Furthermore, they found themselves caught up in disputes between the Governor, the 

Bishop and the Jesuits. Despite these difficulties the friars renewed their mission among the 

Iroquois, Micmac, Melacite, Illinois and Inuit tribes, opened a noviciate, explored North 

America, celebrated the first Mass in New Orleans and cared for the needs of the French 

colonists. When the British definitively seized Canada from France in 1760 the Recollects 

were formally forbidden from recruiting novices in Canada. However, they did manage to 

continue to recruit with the complicity of the British civil and military authorities. Although 

the local British authorities were favourable to the friars, the Bishop of Quebec Hubert was 

implacable in his desire to have the Recollects suppressed. When their church burned down in 

1796, he declared that they were thereby suppressed and they were dispersed. The last of the 

survivors of the province would die in 1849.90 

Further south, towards the end of our period, the Spanish in Central America were stirred 

to move north into Alta California by the threat of Russian expansion down from the Bering 

Straits. California was important to the Spanish empire because the annual Philippine 

galleon would sail down the California coast after having crossed the Pacific from Japan – 

Russian forts would make his journey more hazardous. The Franciscans were chosen as the 

missionaries to accompany the soldiers and establish missions up the coast. The friars were 

happy to undertake this task because they were not content at the arrangement of the 

missions they had taken over from the expelled Jesuits in Baja California in 1767. So the 

friars handed these over to the Dominicans and set out to establish a series of missions in Alta 

California. They were led in this initially by Fray Junipero Serra, the Superior of the 

missionary college in San Fernando where the friars trained for their mission. The military 

contingent they accompanied in 1769 was led by Portola. In this expedition Serra founded a 

mission at San Diego and subsequently he founded eight more in Alta California. Serra died in 

1784 and was succeeded as superior of the California missions by Fray Fermin de Lasuen. 

Lasuen founded nine more missions and other friars founded three more. A total of 21 

missions were founded. It is because of the efforts of these friars that many of the principal 

towns and cities of California in the USA still bear the names of Franciscan saints or places 

(e.g. San Diego, San Francisco, San Antonio and Nuestra Signora la Reina de Los Angeles de 

Porciuncula).91 

                                                
90 L. Poirier. “Les Franciscains Récollets en Nouvelle-France, 1615-1849.” In: F. Morales. Editor. Franciscan Presence in the 

Americas. Essays on the activities of the Franciscan Friars in the Americas, 1492-1900. Academy of American Franciscan 

History: Potomac, Maryland, 1983. p. 162-194. 

91 P. Kocher. California'sOld Missions. Franciscan Herald Press: Chicago, 1976. passim. 
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Other Franciscans were also involved in the evangelisation of North America. Irish 

Capuchins went to Acadia from 1785 to 1827. There were Irish Friars Minor in Newfoundland 

from 1784 to 1870. French and Spanish Capuchins also had missions in the French territory of 

Louisiana between 1722 and 1829 and in the French Antilles. 

In India the Franciscan provinces of St. Thomas and the Mother of God began to decline 

from the middle of the 17th century. Meersman gives as the reason for this decline the policy of 

accepting Castiços (Portuguese born in India). The calibre of recruits from among the Castiços 
was not as high as could be wished for and the restriction in the number of foreign friars 

allowed who might have acted as a counter-balance meant that by 1640 the Castiços were in a 

majority in the provinces. The closeness of the Castiços to secular authorities and the 

functioning of the Padroado (control of the Portuguese secular authorities over the 

missionaries) further undermined the good government of the missions. Nevertheless the 

provinces continued to work and attract recruits for the whole of our period. Towards the end 

of the 18th century a serious attempt was made to reform them. The Archbishop of Goa was 

named their Reformer in 1783. He requested friars to be sent from Portugal to help 

reinvigorate the provinces, but the request was refused. So the provinces limped on and 

survived until the liberal suppressions of the nineteenth century overcame them.92 

SECOND ORDER 

For the Second Order the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were periods of expansion 

both at home and abroad, which made up for the losses suffered during the Reformation. The 

Conceptionists arrived in Mexico in 1540 and by the end of the sixteenth century there were 

houses either of Poor Clares or Conceptionists in Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Chile, Guatemala 

and Brazil. In 1621 the Clares arrived in Manila and this monastery founded a daughter 

house in Macao in 1633. In 1724 a monastery was founded for native religious in Mexico, the 

Discalced Nuns of Corpus Christi and this produced two daughter houses. 

In 1700 there were probably about 38,000 members of the Second Order all told. The 

expansion continued at a slower pace throughout the eighteenth century, until the 

“enlightened” monarchs began their persecution of contemplative religious. Thus in 1782 

Joseph II suppressed all the monasteries of the Franciscan Second and Third Orders, and in 

1783 this was extended to the Emperors territories in Belgium. 

THIRD ORDER 

THIRD ORDER SECULAR 

The Third Order at the beginning of this period was flourishing in Italy, Spain and 

Portugal. In 1644 the Lisbon fraternity alone had 11,000 members. In Madrid in 1689 there 

were over 25,000 tertiaries. In France the Third Order was popular and promoted by the 

Capuchins as well as the other branches. In Belgium, however, the success of the Third Order 

was restricted to the upper classes. 

The Third Order inspired many pious societies, popular ceremonies and forms of devotion 

that sustained the faith of the people. They ran hospitals and schools and in many places the 

only schools were those of the Franciscan tertiaries. The Spanish tertiaries provided a stream 

of women teachers to Mexican schools to train the daughters of the local Christian leaders in 

their faith and prepare them for marriage. 

The Third Order seculars were mostly under the direction of the Friars Minor and the 

Conventuals, but some groups were directed by Third Order Regular communities. The 

                                                
92 A. Meersman. The Ancient Franciscan Provinces in India 1500-1835. Christian Literature Society Press: Bangalore, 1971. 

passim. 
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Capuchins had not early on sought to direct Third Order secular groups. But once they started 

to do so after 1620, they encountered strong resistance from those who already cared for the 

Third Order groups. Finally in 1745, Pope Benedict XIV gave the Capuchins the full authority 

to admit members to the Third Order and thus they were able to found new groups where they 

had not previously existed. 

The Third Order suffered as well as the other branches of the Franciscan movement in the 

Austrian reign of Joseph II and were suppressed by him in 1782. They also suffered as a 

consequence of the French revolution as we shall see in section four. 

THIRD ORDER REGULAR MEN 

The 17th century was a period of increasing activity for the Third Order Regular men, new 

convents were founded in many parts of Italy and the Constitutions of the Order were 

approved by Pope Urban VIII in 1639. A notable Third Order friar of this time was Br. Francis 

Bordoni from Parma who wrote as a theologian, jurist and historian and became Minister 

General of the Order between 1653 and 1659. He was a great proponent of the Immaculate 

Conception. 

The eighteenth century was one of decline for the TOR men as it was for most religious 

Orders. At the start of the 18th century there were 12 provinces of TOR friars, by the end of 

the century this was reduced to 4 and these were in a sorry state.93 

The Commissions of Regulars in France, Italy (especially Venice) and, later, Spain had a 

detrimental effect on all religious life towards the end of the 18th century and Third Order men 

and women religious suffered at their hands (as shall be seen in more detail in the next lesson 

when we consider the effectof the Commission of the Regulars on the male Orders in France). 

THIRD ORDER REGULAR WOMEN 

Towards the end of the 17th century there were established new foundations of Third Order 

Regular women's congregations. The Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception were 

founded at Sibenek, Dalmatia in 1673-1678. These sisters followed the 1521 Rule and devoted 

themselves to charitable works. In Mexico at the same time a house of Franciscan Sisters was 

founded at San Juan del Rio in the province of Queretaro. These sisters took the name 

Franciscan Sisters of our Lady of Sorrow and lived a cloistered life. 

This renewal continued in the 18th century. In 1700 the Franciscan Sisters of Bressanone 

were founded to educate young girls. In 1702 the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Assisi 

(called del Giglio) were founded by the Conventual friarAntonio Marcheselli to care for 

children, orphans and the poor. In Faenza, Italy in 1705 the Franciscan Sisters of Loreto were 

founded. Florence witnessed the foundation of the Regular Franciscan Sister of All the Saints 

in 1711 and the Franciscan Sisters of Ghent were founded in 1715. In 1723 the Franciscan 

Teaching Sisters of Hollein were begun in Austria. The Teaching Sisters of Our Lady of the 

Mount began to form in 1759 in Genoa and the Franciscan Servants of Mary of Quadalto were 

formed in Tuscany in 1760. Many other congregations were founded during this period.94 

 

 

                                                
93 Third Order Regular of St. Francis of Penance Resource Manual. Rome, 1994. p. 22-23. 

94 Péano. Bearing Christ to the People. p. 79. 
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LESSON EIGHT: 

FRANCISCANS AND THE COMMISSION OF THE REGULARS 

BACKGROUND TO THE WORK OF THE COMMISSON  

In 1766 Louis XV of France granted to a commission of five Bishops and five State 

Councillors the power to reform all the men’s communities in the land. It sat until 1780, when 

it was dissolved, only to be reconstituted on the same day under a different guise in which it 

lasted until 1789. Since the Franciscans constituted one third of the male religious in the land, 

the commission was very much concerned with their state.  

The political background to the appointment of this was not a happy one for the religious 

orders. The majority of members of the parlements (local assemblies of nobles who had 

considerable power under the ancien regime), were a combination of political Jansenists and 

ecclesiastical Gallicans. Nether tendency had a great sympathy for religious orders, and 

especially for those with close loyalty to the Pope in Rome who was the scourge of both.  The 

parlements regularly thwarted the decrees of the Pope in France and even those of French 

Bishops. It was the Parlement of Paris that had begun the attack on the Jesuits in France and 

the combined forces of the king and Pope Clement XIII had been too weak to defend the 

Society. The Jesuits were thus expelled from France    and the King forced to lobby for their 

worldwide dissolution to appease the parlements. When the Archbishop of Paris dared to 

publish a tract defending the Jesuits, he was banished from Paris by the King. 

When the king needed money from the Church in France, he was forced to call an 

Assembly of the Clergy to vote for the taxes. Louis XV called one of these in 1765. The 

Bishops, after having voted the taxes, turned their minds to other matters and addressed a 

complaint to the king about the way the rights of the Church were being eroded. These “Acts 

of the Clergy” as they were called were circulated around France and aroused the ire of the 

parlements. The parlements up and down the country attacked the Bishops of their area and 

the Church in general. The Assembly of Bishops appealed to the King who overruled the worst 

of these attacks. The Bishops, in reaction to the dissolution of the Jesuits in France, charged 

one of their members de Brienne, Archbishop of Toulouse, to prepare a report on the state of 

the rest of religious life in France. They also called on the Pope to send a commission to 

investigate the religious life and recommend improvements. The King, seeing this as a 

potentially dangerous move since papal envoys might point out that many of the problems of 

religious life were caused by the depredations of the state, suspended the Assembly of the 

Clergy and passed two orders. The first stated that it was his prerogative alone to reform the 

religious in his realm and named a commission to do so. The second stated that it was the 

king’s right to decide the relative powers of Church and state in his realm - he named a second 

commission, the “Commission of the Two Powers” to decide upon this partition of powers. By 

this second act Louis XV took upon himself many of the powers that Henry VIII had done 

previously in England. The same people were named to the two commissions and their most 

famous member  was the rapporteur de Brienne, the Archbishop of Toulouse. The desire of the 

Assembly of the Clergy to appeal to papal commissioners to reform religious life in France was 

thus subverted by the King and a commission that would do his will was appointed. By now it 

was clear that the King was no longer acting in collaboration with the Pope but affirming his 

own authority in opposition to that of the Pope. 

In 1767 the Commission for Regulars ordered all the religious orders in France to revise 

their statutes. Before the orders had a chance to do so, in 1768 the Commission caused to be 

promulgated an edict which raised from 16 to 21 the age at which novices could be accepted 

(or 18 for women), forbade religious orders from having convents of less than nine or fifteen 

members (depending on the order) and forbade each institute from having more than two 
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convents in Paris and more than one in any other town. Strictly speaking, the Commission did 

not have the right to do this since the Council of Trent had fixed the ages for entrance into 

religious orders and its ruling had been made French law by the Edict of Blois. However, since 

the Commission acted with the support of the king and the parlements, in the absolute 

monarchy of France there was no body to protest against these abuses. Individual religious 

and even monasteries and provinces protested against this interference in their affairs, but 

the mountains of cogently argued refutations of the Commision's policy had no effect. These 

and other ordinances effectively put religious under the control of the king and ensured they 

existed only in so far as he wished them to. In particular the revision of statutes would mean 

that each order could not survive unless the king approved their statutes, an approval which 

he could always find a pretext to remove. 

The Commission moved to suppress certain orders without so much as consulting the Pope, 

of whose irrelevance it was convinced. It closed houses directly dependent on the Holy See 

without even informing the Pope. When in 1770 Clement XIV protested against these abuses, 

the Commission suppressed the Celestines, to show their contempt for his protests. To his 

credit, despite tremendous pressure from the French government, Clement XIV never gave his 

approval to the attacks of the Commission of the Regulars on religious life in France. 

Around 1770 there were nearly 27,000 male religious in France of which nearly 10,000 

were Franciscans. The next largest group were the monks who followed the Rule of St. 

Benedict of whom there were 6,400. By 1790 there were just over 16,000 religious all told of 

which 6,000 were Franciscans and 4,300 Benedictines. Thus the proportion of Franciscans 

within religious life remained constant at about 37% throughout this period. The numbers of 

Franciscans in 1770 and 1790 are shown in the following table. 

 

 Houses Friars in 1770 Friars in 1790 

Cordeliers95  345 2395 1544 

Picpus96 61 494 288 

Capuchins 423 4397 2674 

Recollects 223 2534 1558 

Totals 1052 9820 6064 

THE COMMISSION AND THE CORDELIERS 

On 1st October 1769 de Brienne presented a report on the state of the Franciscans to the 

commission. The “Cordeliers” (Observants and Conventuals) were, on the whole, presented by 

their Bishops as doing useful work and very few of their convents were seen as ripe for 

suppression. Let us present the reports of one province, that of St. Bonaventure near Lyons, to 

see the tenor of the reports. The inhabitants of Sellières in the diocese of Besançon called for 

the retention of the convent there because of its usefulness. The Bishop of Clermont asks the 

Commission to keep the friars at Saint-Pourçain and regrets that the Commission has already 

closed the house in Montferrand. The Bishop of Autun is indifferent to the sort fo the house in 

Autun but is convinced of the utility of that in Beaune. The friaries in Donjon and Sainte-

Reine are supported by the inhabitants and the parish priests. The Archbishp of Vienne would 

be happy to see Charrière go provided Sainte-Colombe and Romans could be kept. The Bishop 

of Mâcon asks for more friars in his episcopal town. The aRchbishop of Bourges consents to the 

suppression of one convent provided the religious who leave there are sent to Montluçon. The 

                                                
95 Conventuals and Observants. 

96 Third Order Regular. 
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Bishop of Saint-Flour gives a very positive witness to the conduct, work and usefulness of the 

friars of Brioude.97  

This level of general support for the Cordeliers did not deter the Commission, which 

proceeded to call each of the eleven provinces (8 Observant and 3 Conventual) to a provincial 

chapter. To these chapters the Commission sent royal commissaries with orders, signed by the 

king, to bully the provinces into closing as many convents as they could and accepting union 

between Observants and Conventuals. 

The Commission’s move to unite the Observants and Conventuals had several motives. 

The ostensible one was to remove the inconsistency that friars called “Cordeliers” in France in 

fact followed three different sets of statutes and that their provinces overlapped with each 

other. This did not accord with the tidy, reasonable minds of the Commission which wanted it 

to be clear who the “Cordeliers” were and how they were to live. Since the Franciscans had 

been unable to reform themselves, then the Commission must help them to do so, for their 

own good. The underlying motives were less helpful: one was that by uniting the two groups 

there would be the possibility of closing friaries, especially in the south where Conventuals 

and Observants had convents in the same towns. The second was that such a union would be 

bound to create resentment and disputes, thus easing the way to further closures and 

destroying morale in these popular orders.  

Both the Observants and the Conventuals were opposed to this forced union. The 

Observants were opposed because they would be obliged to leave the Order they belonged to 

and be forcibly incorporated into another. The reason for the Conventual opposition is more 

complex. The Conventuals were a smaller number in France than the Observants. There were 

3 Conventual provinces counting 320 friars in 48 friaries. The Observants on the other hand 

numbered 2,300 professed friars in 247 friaries and 8 provinces. Thus the Conventuals would 

be heavily outnumbered in the new provinces that the Commission would draw up and they 

feared the arguments that would inevitably ensue from the influx of such a great number of 

Observants into the order. 

The Commission was not deterred by any of the protests. It forced the French Observants 

to hold a united chapter of all the provinces in Paris and put a plan to them to reorganise 

completely the Observant provinces, disallowing the former Ministers Provincial (called 

Fathers of the province after they left office) any say in the future running of the Order in 

France. On one level this could be presented as countering the abuse of privileges granted to 

former Ministers Provincial, but it also deprived the current administrations of the advice of 

their predecessors. The chapter protested against the plans and especially the plan to abolish 

the institution of Fathers of the province. De Brienne persuaded the king’s minister to write 

him a letter expressing the king’s displeasure at this show of resistance. As soon as this was 

read the Observants, intimidated, agreed to the Commission’s plans. 

De Brienne was annoyed at the Observants’ resistance which he described as worse than 

that of any other order, but he was pleased that despite this they had been overawed by the 

threats coming from the royal court and agreed to his plans. In September 1770 the 

Conventuals and Observants were called to a common chapter and, by now overawed by the 

royal power which had demonstrated that it would let nothing stand in its way, voted for 

union under the Conventual Minister General. Pope Clement XIV had already said that he 

would only agree to the union if it were the wish of the Observants, so de Brienne ensured 

that the delegates who went from the chapter to the Pope could assure both him and the 

Minister General of the Observants that this was indeed the will of the Observant provinces in 

France. The Pope thus issued a brief of union on 9th August 1771. This could only be effected 

in each province by a vote of the provincial chapter, but there was a risk that these votes 
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would not all be positive. So to ensure a positive vote the Pope was persuaded to appoint 

Apostolic Commissaries to govern these chapters instead of the General Commissaries that 

would have been chosen by the Minister General from a list presented by each definitory. The 

Apostolic Commissaries would be named by the king and could then intimidate the provinces 

into agreeing to the union. That was achieved and on 23rd December 1771 the Pope sanctioned 

the union of the two branches in France under the Conventual Minister General. Why the 

Conventual Minister General and not the Minister General of the Friars Minor, since the 

majority of those to be united were Observants? There are several reasons for the choice. 

Clement XIV was a Conventual friar who tried where he could to favour his Order and so 

would have been much more reluctant to see it weakened by the loss of three provinces in 

France, rather than strengthened by the gain of eight. Secondly the Ultramontane general 

superior of the Friars Minor was more often than not a Spaniard. Thirdly, the Conventuals 

were a weaker Order than the Friars Minor and so their French members could be expected to 

be more compliant to the king’s wishes. 

After forcing through the union, the Commission then went on to suppress houses. The 

small convents which Bishops had often cited as useful for their diocese were nevertheless 

closed because they did not fill the requirements of numbers established by the Commission. 

Many Bishops wrote to the Commission protesting that they could not carry out the spiritual 

care of their people without the help of the religious in general and the friars in particular. To 

the opposition of the Bishops was added the opposition of the founders and benefactors of 

those convents the Commission threatened. In an attempt to force compliance with its wishes 

the Commission extorted a letter from the Conventual Minister General ordering his 

Ministers Provincial to go along with its wishes. Since it was known that this was not the true 

feeling of the Minister General, however, the letter was of little use to the Commission. The 

Ministers Provincial, citing the opposition they faced from communes, benefactors, and 

Bishops protested that it was impossible to close the smaller convents as the Commission 

wanted. When the king sought a new letter from the Minister General, the reply came that 

the king should be able to carry out the programme himself by issuing new royal letters patent 

and the Minster General had done all he could to help.  

The Commission did not let up on its assault on the Cordeliers. Since the current Ministers 

were not compliant enough to its wishes it resolved to ensure that the chapters chose ones who 

would work with it. Consequently, provincial chapters continued to be controlled by royal 

commissaries under instruction from de Brienne. In the province of Touraine in 1778, for 

example, the royal commissary, under instruction from de Brienne, supported the election of a 

Father Stephen who was both a Freemason and of doubtful fervour. This in spite of the fact 

that Freemasonry had been condemned by the Pope in 1738. His real merit in the eyes of de 

Brienne's agent was that he would see to the suppression of a number of convents before long. 

The effect of such interference is clear, rather than the stated objective of strengthening 

religious life through reform, it debilitated the “Cordeliers” and led to a decline in numbers 

from 2,400 in 1770 to 1,500 in 1790. In this weakened state the Order was not able to resist 

the Civil Constitution of the Clergy promulgated by the Constituent Assembly, and was 

dissolved. De Brienne pledged his allegiance to the new constitution and became on the the 

first “constitutional” Bishops. 

THE COMMISSION AND THE RECOLLECTS 

The Bishops’ reply to the Commission’s questionnaire about the state of religious life in 

their dioceses was altogether favourable to the Recollects.  The Recollects were popular, 

especially as Chaplains in the army, and on the whole observance was regular. There is no 

evidence that any Bishop asked for the suppression of a single one of their convents, but on 

the contrary, Bishops, towns, and civil and religious authorities all demanded that Recollect 

convents be kept open because of their great utility. Of 223 convents only five were mentioned 
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by their Bishops as being possibly surplus to requirements. Even de Brienne’s report from his 

diocese of Toulouse declared that he couldn’t see the need for many suppressions. However the 

Commission did not heed the voices of clerics and lay alike and proceeded to seek suppressions 

of convents. In 1774 it obtained the suppression of 10 convents. The Commission maintained 

its pressure on the Order and this pressure told. Vocations fell and the new constitutions 

drawn up in 1770 by the Commission for all the French Recollects, replacing the provincial 

statutes that had hitherto governed them, removed much of the particularity of this reform. 

By 1783 the province of Lyon was forced to request the closure of twelve friaries (ten convents 

and two hospices). The people protested and sought to keep them open, but the Archbishop of 

Vienne ordered the execution of the original request to for closure of the houses. 

In 1770 there had been 2,500 Recollects in France, by 1790 the number had fallen to 1,600. 

THE COMMISSION AND THE CAPUCHINS 

The Capuchins were the largest single group of Franciscans in France at the start of the 

workings of the Commission of the Regulars. In 1770 they comprised about 4,400 members in 

423 friaries in 16 provinces. When the commission sought reports of the weakness of their 

observance, they did obtain a few responses condemning despotism, greed, laxity and laziness 

in some superiors but these appear to be a combination of the grievances to be expected of 

malcontents in so large an order, and the normal level of human weakness likewise to be 

expected. They do not signify any great laxity in the Order. The Bishops and priests among 

whom they worked had nothing but praise for the friars. 

Thus it was not without some difficulty that de Brienne argued to his fellow commissioners 

that measures needed to be taken to improve the Capuchins. Their laws were said to be 

lacking in common sense and needed modernising, which the Commission would do for them. 

They would first address the Minister General who was a Frenchman and was visiting the 

friars in France at the time. The Secretary of the Commission did his best to talk up the 

charges against the Capuchins, but reading the letter he wrote to the Minister General. There 

was an unsubstantiated complaint against the level of instruction before ordination, mention 

of the role of the definitory, and some remarks about obedience, the need for accounts from the 

Syndics (which was the result of a misunderstanding of the role of a Syndic), and the need to 

follow the intentions of benefactors for Masses. One can only say that if this was the worst the 

enemies of the Capuchins could say against them, then they must have been in pretty good 

shape. In fact the Commission only managed to find 22 convents to suppress out of the 421 the 

Order had in France. However, the work of the Commission and the royal edicts against 

religious (limiting recruitment of novices) was having an effect. In 1771 the Capuchins met in 

a chapter for all France. They refused to designate friaries to be closed but said they would not 

oppose the King if he insisted on closing some. But they remarked that since the edicts of 1768 

250 friars had died but only 21 had been received to profession. This effect was to continue to 

diminish numbers so that by 1790 numbers of Capuchins had dropped by 1700 (compared to 

the 1770 figure) to 2700. 

THE COMMISSION AND THE THIRD ORDER REGULAR: THE PICPUS FATHERS. 

The Religious Penitents of the Third Order of St. Francis, called the Picpus Fathers after 

the village in which one of their principal houses was situated, numbered 494 friars in 61 

convents divided into 4 provinces. The report of the enquiry by the Commission of the 

Regulars on the Paris province of the Picpus friars is typical. The Picpus friars had their main 

house in Picpus where there were sixty religious all told. The convent in Belleville has five 

friars but the local people say they are of great use. The convent at Luzarches, with its 7 

professed is also seen as very useful. The six religious in Limours are more useful for the 

surrounding area than Limours itself. The house in Franconville is useful to both the diocese 

of Paris and that of Beauvais. The archbishop of Sens declares the 3 convents in his 
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archdioceses are very useful. The Bishop of Soissons would only allow Vailly friary to be 

abandoned if Condé was thereby reinforced. Lixheim friary in the diocese of Metz received 

neither praise nor condemnation – only the remark that the Bishop did not know its revenue 

or usefulness. The Bishop of Toul, who had seven friaries in his diocese witnessed to his 

happiness with the presence of the friars in his diocese.98 

So the friars of the Third Order were useful to the local population and to the Bishops. Not 

a very exciting prospect for the Commission who wished to find reasons to suppress friaries. 

Rather than leave well alone, however, the Commission decided to revise the constitutions of 

the friars and appointed two theologians to undertake the task. The four provinces were 

reduced to six custodies and a Vicar General, who would be controlled by the French King, 

named to govern the Third Order friars in France. The Paris parlement wanted to go further 

and force the friars to accept the four Gallican articles of 1682 that were discussed in lesson 6. 

These would effectively have separated the friars from the rest of the Order and removed 

them from the authority of the Pope, but it is not known if they succeeded in this desire. 

The attacks of the Commission had their desired effects. In 1769 13 of the 61 friaries of the 

Order were ordered to be closed. By 1790, only 288 friars remained in the Order, compared to 

494 in 1770. 

CONCLUSION 

In the 18th century the sacrifice required for religious life and in particular the mendicancy 

of the Franciscan orders increasingly appeared contrary to reason. It did not seem reasonable 

that men and women should give up many of those things that appeared to lead to human 

fulfilment. The emerging discipline of economics appeared to show that Franciscans were a 

burden on society since they were able bodied men and women living by begging instead of 

contributing to the economy by producing and consuming. The attacks of men like Voltaire 

who characterised the life of Francis as that of a religious fanatic more to be pitied than 

imitated began to take their toll on recruitment. The popularity of the friars among the middle 

classes who provided the bulk of their recruits fell as a result of the mood promulgated by a 

small intellectual elite that friars were outdated remnants of a past age.  The French King, 

with depleted finances was looking for new sources of income. The Commission of the Regulars 

was instituted to exploit the weakened state of religious life and release for the use of the King 

the considerable economic assets controlled by religious. In these circumstances it is not 

surprising that the Commission had such a devastating effect on Franciscan life as it did on 

religious life in general. Had there been a period of calm after its work, there would have been 

a possibility of recovery, but the danger of the Commission was to be replaced by an even 

greater threat to religious life: the French Revolution. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
98 Gérin. “Les monastères franciscains” p. 116. 
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LESSON NINE: 

FRANCISCANS IN THE AGE OF REVOLUTIONS. 1789-1975 

CHURCH HISTORY 1789-1975 

The dominant theme of this period of history is the attempts by the Church to define its 

role in society after the trauma of the French Revolution and its aftermath. No longer was the 

Church an undisputed part of European society, but it needed to argue its case and pursue 

political ends in order to retain influence in society. The period since the French Revolution 

has been a period of instability, wherein the Church has lost its role as the natural forum of 

spiritual and ethical debate for all Europeans and has become one, albeit still very powerful, 

voice among many in what has been called the western “supermarket of ideas”. 

FRENCH REVOLUTION AND NAPOLEONIC WARS 

Although the church in France was still outwardly powerful on the eve of the French 

Revolution, it had, as we have seen, great problems also. Its wealth was unevenly distributed 

so that while most Bishops lived in opulence, most ordinary parish clergy were quite poor, 

creating tensions between the levels of the clergy. Deprived of great theologians, all levels of 

the Church were influenced by the literature of the philosophes. What they learned from 

reading Diderot’s Encyclopedia, Voltaire’s mocking criticism of superstition and Rousseau’s 

romantic philosophical deism, influenced some of them more than their seminary training and 

theological education. The Church had further been weakened by over twenty years of 

pressure on religious orders which had led to a fall in the number of religious by about a third 

and an ageing of those who remained as recruitment declined dramatically. 

The French state was in theory an absolute monarchy and the king's rights were limited 

only by divine authority. In 1766 Louis XV declared: “Sovereign power resides in my person 

alone. To me alone belongs all legislative power with neither any responsibility to others nor 

any division of that power. Public order in all its entirety emanates from me, and the rights 

and interests of the nation are necessarily bound up with my own and rest only in my 

hands.”99 The Church supported the King in this and clergy preached to all classes that this 

was God's will.100 

In 1789 Louis XVI was forced to convene the States General in order to respond to a 

financial crisis in government. This had not met since 1614 and there were many grievances 

to discuss. Liberal idealists among the members of the States-General thought they could 

reform the existing system to make it more efficient (looking across the channel to the 

constitutional monarchy in England). What they set in train was the events that would 

transfer power from the old feudal aristocracy, led by the King and including the Bishops, to 

the rising bourgeoisie. At the meeting of the States-General the clergy (the First Estate) joined 

with the financial, commercial and professional classes of the Third Estate to break the power 

of the Second Estate (the nobility) and the monarchy. The Constituent or National Assembly, 

in which the bourgeoisie had the main voice, resulted from this alliance of clergy and the 

middle classes. On 14th July the Paris mob, seeing the way the tide was turning, stormed the 

Bastille, a prison that symbolised royal repression, and released the few prisoners and 

madmen that were held there. 

This event showed the danger of revolution replacing reform, and so the Assembly set out 

                                                
99 Roger Price. A Concise History of France. Cambridge University Press, 1993. p. 82-83. 

100 This contrasted with the political theory of English constitutional monarchy, in which the power of the King was limited by 

the will of the people expressed in Parliament. The English had in 1688 overthrown one King (James II) because he sought to 

rule as an absolute monarch (supported by French money). 
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devising a scheme of reform, including reform of the Church. In the next year the committee 

given the task of reforming the Church gave its report. The Church was to be reorganised, 57 

dioceses suppressed and the rest made coterminous with the new civil departments. The Pope 

was to have no jurisdiction over this new Church but the Church would maintain a unity of 

faith with him. Bishops were to be elected by the civil electorate of the department, be parish 

priests in their cathedrals, and not seek confirmation from the Pope, merely informing him of 

their election. This was the acting out of the Gallican principles we have spoken about. 

The Pope delayed in his response, while the King approved the Constitution including 

them. Bishops and clergy were ordered by law to take an oath to obey the Civil Constitution. 

About half the French clergy, including nearly all the bishops, refused to swear the oath. 

Some, including nearly all the Bishops, went into exile but enough remained to consecrate the 

new “Constitutional” Bishops. 

However, as the revolution became more radicalised, persecution of the non-jurors 

increased and many more were driven into exile, while others were massacred. Worse was to 

come. With the Reign of Terror, in which the more extreme revolutionaries gained power and 

sought to keep it through terror and execution, there came an outright assault on Christianity 

and even on the Constitutional Church. The cult of the Goddess Reason, then Robespierre’s 

Supreme Being and finally the religion of theophilanthropy, replaced it in bewildering fashion 

as the state religion. Nevertheless the mass of the people remained faithful to the Church so 

that it kept a great influence despite being weakened by the bitter split between those who 

had accepted the Civil Constitution (the jurors) and those who had rejected it (the non-jurors). 

Napoleon, not noted for his piety, saw the utility of religion in keeping the state united and 

people happy and was astute enough to realise that the only religion that could do that in 

France was the Roman Catholic faith. So he forced the papacy to accept a new concordat in 

which all the Bishops, both the Constitutional ones and those who had remained loyal to the 

Pope, were forced to resign and Napoleon himself led a commission to name new ones. The 

wages of the clergy would now be paid by the state (in recompense for the loss of Church 

lands). This had the consequence both of making the clergy more dependent on the state, and 

making them more resentful of it. Whereas Gallican principles had seen the French state as 

the protector of the liberty of the French Church against papal pretensions, more and more 

the papacy came to be seen as the guarantor of church liberties against the domination of the 

State. Thus the French Church became increasingly ultramontanist. Napoleon hoped that 

Pope Pius VII, whom he persuaded to crown him as Emperor in Paris, would support his 

designs, but Pius proved more independent, even when imprisoned by Napoleon, and papal 

resistance to Napoleon played a significant part in his downfall. 

When the fall of Napoleon came in 1814-1815, the Church that was restored to a place at 

the heart of French life had been purged of the excesses of the ancien regime. However, 

religious life had not been allowed under Napoleon, so it was only slowly able to recover n the 

more favourale climate of the restoration. 

RESPONSES TO “REASON” - KANT AND SCHLEIERMACHER 

Intellectually the presuppositions of the age of reason came under attack in the 19th 

century. The rationalists had assumed that through reasonable observation and argument, 

one could reach the truth about reality. A logical result of this was the cult of the goddess 

Reason in revolutionary France. Kant (1724-1804) looked at the limitations of rationalism. In 

the realm of religion, Kant argued, one could only know appearances, not the things in 

themselves. Therefore one could not have a rational theology that argued from the natural 

phenomena to the realities that lay beyond. However, the fact that there is a universal feeling 

that some things are right and some wrong, only makes sense if there is a God who can say 

what is right and wrong and guarantee the freedom to pursue the right and eschew the wrong. 
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Since we evidently don’t reach the perfection after which we strive in this life, we must 

possess immortal souls in order to reach it in the next life. The great German theologian 

Schleiermacher, built on the foundations of Kant by saying that there is a universal 

consciousness not only of right and wrong, but also of God on whom we are absolutely 

dependent. This consciousness was at its most perfect in Jesus Christ and created a fellowship 

with God which is continued in the church today. This provided the foundation liberal 

Protestantism. The third great thinker of the beginning of this period was another German, 

Hegel (1770-1831), who rejected Kant’s critique of reason. He believed in the power of reason, 

but felt it could be reconciled to orthodox Protestant theology. His great insight was the 

progress of ideas that comes from thesis, antithesis and synthesis. 

Within Catholicism, the Romantic movement provided fertile ground for new thought. The 

mysteries of life, the Romantics thought, needed a mythology to give them expression and just 

as the Greek myths had done this for Greek civilisation, so the Catholic faith could provide 

them for 19th century Europeans. The theologians of the Catholic faculty at Tubingen looked 

at faith as part of a living organism, not a closed system. Dogmas were not abstract 

propositions but part of a living effort by the Church to translate the life of faith into 

intellectual terms. They saw Catholicism as a complex whole, of which Protestantism 

presented only a small part. The universality of the Catholic Church was contrasted to the 

nationalism and territoriality of Protestants. They were not favoured by Catholic Church 

authorities, but they presented a new understanding of the Church that was capable 

comprehending reason and revelation, nature and supernature, liberty and authority and that 

was able to meet the intellectual challenge not only of Protestantism but also of science and 

rationalism. 

THE CHURCH IN ENGLAND  

At first the French Revolution was welcomed in England as an effort by the French people 

to gain the liberties in which Englishmen had long prided themselves. But Burke in 1790 

sounded alarm bells and the massacres of the Terror soon convinced Englishmen that the 

Revolution across the channel was a dangerous thing indeed. Years of war against Napoleon 

reinforced this idea. 

So how could such a catastrophe be prevented in England? One of the bulwarks against it 

was the Church of England. On the whole it did not teach theological doctrine, but spoke to 

people of how to be good. After all wasn’t it too much thinking and too little morality that had 

been at the root of the disaster in France? In the eighteenth century the evangelical revival of 

John Wesley had lent an impetus to the Church. German theology was having its own impact 

on some English churchmen and the romantic movement had an influence on a third group. 

Thus one could even then talk about a Church of England with three broad parties: 

Evangelicals, Liberals (who followed German trends of liberal Protestantism) and High 

Churchmen (who looked more to tradition and the apostolic succession to provide guarantees 

of truth). 

Evangelicals, and especially a group called the Clapham Sect including men such as 

Wilberforce, were influential in the anti-slavery movement. Other Evangelicals founded the 

Church Missionary Society and with Protestant Dissenters (i.e. non-Anglicans) founded the 

Bible Society. This and other societies provided an ecumenical network that held Evangelicals 

within and outside the Church of England together in their aims of reforming society. 

High Churchmen worked for the revitalisation of the Church on traditional, Laudian, 

lines. They worked for the poor within England and were decisive in commencing a church 

building programme to give churches to the working classes. They sought to promote 

education among the poorer classes (and were opposed by those who thought this would make 

them more insolent and liable to revolt!).  
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Liberal Church men too worked for renewal in the Church and an intellectual revival 

based on Oriel college, Oxford. 

Dissenters campaigned for removal of the barriers to their advancement that the Test Act 

represented (requiring that one swear allegiance to the Church of England before being given 

government and military advancement). They achieved this in 1828. 

Roman Catholics were perhaps 1% of the population at the end of the 18th century. The 

failure of the Jacobite rebellions had convinced Catholics there was no hope for the restoration 

of England and so many had conformed to the Church of England to escape the pressure of the 

penal laws. However their fortunes were turning. French emigres fleeing the revolution were 

welcomed by the British government and Parliament made an annual grant of £200,000 for 

their support. Sympathy for them enhanced the cause of Catholic emancipation and the 

campaign of Daniel O’Connell (1775-1847) in Ireland (which was then a part of the United 

Kingdom and where Catholics were not subject to the same level of repression as in Britain) 

ensured that opponents in the end gave way. So in 1829, the year after the Test act was 

repealed giving relief to Protestant Dissenters, the Catholic Emancipation act was  passed. It 

might have been passed earlier but for the opposition of George III who felt that giving assent 

to an Act prepared by Pitt in 1801 would have violated his coronation oaths. 

The period of 1830-1845 was one dominated in the Church of England by the Oxford 

movement - a Catholic revival within the Church of England. Led by Keble, Newman and 

Froude, they produced well argued and widely read tracts that led them to be called 

Tractarians. They argued that the ground of authority in the Church of England was the 

Apostolic Succession and revived interest in the rituals and traditions that had lain dormant 

in the Church of England for centuries. The movement was largely academic and clerical like 

the Oxford from which it fired out its tracts. There was a part of the Oxford movement led by 

Ward who felt that the holiness that was a sign of the true Church could not be found in the 

Church of England and not a few became Roman Catholics, perhaps viewing that Church 

through rose-tinted spectacles. In 1841 Newman wrote a tract explaining how the Thirty-Nine 

articles were not essentially contrary to the Catholic faith but by 1845 he too had succumbed 

to the attractions of Rome and was received into the Roman Catholic Church. This marked the 

formal end of the Oxford movement, but its influence in the the Church of England was 

enormous over the next 150 years. 

1840 in England saw the rise of the Christian Social Movement. It saw its demise in 1854, 

but it was around at the right time for it to become associated with a Catholic theology. 

Concern for the plight of the poor and a high theology of the church became associated in a 

way that would be influential in the development of the Anglican Franciscans. 

The intellectual success of the Oxford Movement led to an increasing desire for ritual 

among ever wider sections of the Church of England. There was a reaction of horror by many 

who saw this as a return of popish superstition, but its supporters argued that it was simply a 

return of the Church of England to its origins. Some of the rituals were resurrected from pre-

reformation England, others imported from the Roman Catholic Church, but they made 

progress against repression and persecution from Bishops who sought to bring offenders 

before the Church courts. The Ritualists, as these Anglicans of Catholic persuasion came to be 

known, continued the tradition of the alliance between the high church and the poor as many 

of them went to work in slum areas and engaged the devotion of the urban working classes. 

As repression failed, the Church of England tried accommodation. In 1905 a Royal 

Commission reported that the liturgical law of the Church of England was too narrow to 

encompass the practice of public worship. It also remarked that the penal procedures for 

enforcing the liturgical laws needed to be reformed. The matter was referred to Convocations 

of the clergy and the matter dragged on. Eventually in 1927 measure was brought to 

Parliament to revise the Prayer Book, but this failed on the grounds that it was too Roman. 
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When a similar measure again failed to pass the House of Commons in 1928, the Church tried 

a different tack, instead of revising the Prayer Book, it published an alternative service book. 

THE RESTORATION IN FRANCE 

The Church restored in France after the restoration of the monarchy in 1815 was 

unashamedly Gallican and tied to the theory of the alliance of throne and altar. Under the 

Bourbon Kings Louis XVIII and especially Charles X the Church regained a role at the heart 

of the political life of France. This came to an end with the bourgeois revolution of 1830 which 

brought Louis-Philippe to the throne. Catholicism was no longer the religion of the state but 

its clergy were still paid by the state. Some French Catholics wished to make the best of this 

situation, others hankered after a return of the Bourbons. 

When Catholic Belgium won its independence from Protestant Holland in 1830, the hand 

of the Catholic Liberals was strengthened. They suggested a state with a constitutional 

monarchy (as opposed to ruling by the divine right of kings, a doctrine which Conservative 

Catholics held) and a papacy shorn of temporal power, governing the Church through its 

spiritual authority. Gregory XVI condemned these ideas in August 1832 in the encyclical 

Mirari vos and so the hopes of accommodation with the new France were put back several 

years. This was especially crushing since the Liberal Catholics had always been 

ultramontanist supporters of papal authority against the conservatives of the Gallican church. 

The liberals tried again when the 1848 revolution brought Louis Napoleon to the throne as 

Emperor of France. But bickering between liberal and conservative Catholics over education, 

prevented the Church having an effective voice. Pope Pius IX, frightened by the revolutions of 

1848, moved the Church definitively into a citadel mentality, in which the Church as a 

“perfect society” (i.e. a society with the right to the means necessary to pursue her ends) had 

the right to her own institutions paralleling those of the state in education, health care, law 

etc. This prevented the accommodation with the state that the liberals had so long hoped for.  

SCIENCE AND CHRISTIAN BELIEF IN ENGLAND 

During the first half of the 19th century the discoveries of science and in particular the 

fossil record brought into question the traditional belief of the absolute inerrancy of the Bible. 

Fossils indicated the world to be much older than the 6,000 years the Bible allowed from 

creation to the present day and the geological data did not support the biblical flood. A few 

scientists in England and France began to question whether life had not evolved gradually 

rather than, as the Bible taken literally states, been created from nothing in a short period, 

but they were usually dismissed by other scientists as dreamers as there was little evidence to 

support their view. The doctrine of evolution received its most brilliant expression in Charles 

Darwin’s The Origin of Species, where a carefully amassed raft of data was brought together 

to support the thesis. It was still not an indisputable case (Darwin, not knowing about DNA, 

never satisfactorily explained in his theory of evolution by natural selection how any 

innovation was not diluted away by breeding) and some scientists still opposed the idea, but it 

had become more plausible.  

Many Christians in England and abroad were scandalised and dismissed the theory of 

evolution as incompatible with God’s word in the Bible, but as the scientific establishment 

gradually accepted it, by the 1890’s so too Christian thinkers were arguing that not only were 

evolution and Christian orthodoxy reconcilable, but that the theory of evolution was one for 

which Christians should give thanks and in which they could praise God’s glory.  

Unfortunately the earlier intemperate response of Christian theologians to the theory allowed 

the opponents of the church to present Christianity as out of touch with the truths of science 

and exaggerate an enmity between science and religion which arose more from 

misunderstanding of the role of each rather than from a fundamental incompatibility between 
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the claims of either. 

Another controversy that engulfed the English church was over the publication of a series 

of liberal teachings about the Bible and eternal damnation in the book Essays and Reviews. 

The book was condemned and some of the contributors even prosecuted in Church of England 

courts, but they were acquitted and later, Temple, one of the leading contributors became 

Archbishop of Canterbury. This showed the difficulty of the church in general in coming to 

terms with new learning and thinking, and particularly with higher criticism of the Bible, but 

the final outcome shows that eventually the Church of England, at least, was able to 

accommodate itself to intellectual advances. 

PIUS IX AND THE DESTRUCTION OF THE PAPAL STATES. 

In 1859 the army of Victor Emmanuel II, the King of Sardinia overran most of the Papal 

States. The French, who had previously helped protect the papacy, tacitly supported this 

annexation. The papacy seemed on the brink of collapse. Most Catholics of the time considered 

the Papal States to be necessary for the maintenance of the Pope’s independence and his 

primacy in the Church. 

Pius IX had begun his papacy with great popular support as a reforming Pope. The 1848 

revolt changed his attitudes radically when Pius was forced to flee Rome after it fell into the 

hands of revolutionaries. His attitude to the liberals, who desired a free and tolerant society, 

changed from being broadly favourable to being implacably opposed. He sided with 

conservatives, who saw in democracy and tolerance the stepping stones to anarchy and 

irreligion. Only a firm alliance between Church and State against immorality and error could 

protect Christian society. 

In siding with conservatives, Pius IX, treated Liberal Catholics as a sort of fifth column of 

traitors in the midst of the Church, rather than as allies against the atheism and anti-

clericalism of humanist liberals. The Church became associated with authoritarianism and 

any attempt to ally the Church with the cause of freedom was frustrated. In 1864 Pius IX 

condemned Liberal Catholicism in the encyclical Quanta cura and in the Syllabus of Errors in 

which he condemned modern “errors” and denied that “the Roman Pontiff can and ought to 

reconcile himself and reach agreement with progress, liberalism and modern civilisation.” This 

document, aimed primarily at Italian Liberals who were threatening the temporal power of 

the papal states, delighted die-hard ultramontanist conservatives, caused dismay among 

many Catholics who would not have considered themselves Liberals, and was a godsend to the 

very Liberals it sought to attack as it showed precisely the vices of intolerance that they 

sought to attack. 

But Pius IX’s policies and personality (he was a very warm attractive person) did 

strengthen Catholic loyalty to the papacy and increase veneration for the person of the Pope. 

Since there could be no reconciliation between the Church and the world, the Church needed 

to strengthen its institutions, close ranks and brace itself for a struggle with the world. The 

institution that it needed most was a strong, admired papacy. Pius IX set about promoting 

veneration for the papacy with all the considerable charm he could muster, and with a great 

deal of success. The loyalty that he engendered ensured that the clergy and faithful rallied to 

his call and constructed a citadel for the Church which the world could not assail. The high 

point of his policy was the declaration of papal infallibility that occurred at the First Vatican 

Council in 1870.  Few opposed the doctrine as it had been Catholic doctrine for centuries (one 

of the errors for which the Jansenists were condemned in 1690 was teaching that the Pope 

was not infallible), but there was a vocal minority who believed the declaration to be 

inopportune (60 Bishops left the Council the day before the vote so that they would not have to 

vote against it). 

Thus he left a Church that was closed in upon itself and unwilling to take on board the 
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new thinking of the nineteenth century. It was to be the definitive attitude of the Church to 

the modern world until the pontificate of John XXIII and especially the declaration of the 

Second Vatican Council on the role of the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes) 

which finally gave the Church a positive outlook on the modern world and allowed her to 

engage in constructive debate with it. 

The Modernists were a disparate group of Catholic theologians who attempted to hold that 

debate before the Church was ready for it. They flourished from about 1890 to 1907 and 

virtually came to an end in 1910. They were condemned for the sin of intellectual pride, but 

contented that they were merely trying to rescue the Church from the incompatibility of some 

of its doctrines with the modern world. They drew encouragement from Leo XIII, who had a 

more positive attitude to the modern world than had Pius IX. Leo had begun his papacy by 

making Newman, who although no liberal was also no die-hard conservative, a Cardinal. Leo 

went further, he urged the French Church to abandon its royalism and rally to the republic 

and he encouraged historical research by opening up the Vatican archives. Duchesne (1843-

1922) was an early advocate of using critical methods in church history (but he steered clear of 

the Bible and controversial questions of doctrine). Others went further. Duchesne’s pupil 

Loisy, engaged in a debate with the Liberal Protestants Harnack and Auguste Sabatier, 

defended the claim of Catholicism to be the true expression of Christianity. But in doing so he 

abandoned the traditional view of biblical inerrancy and ecclesiastical orthodoxy. He was 

condemned by Rome and eventually in 1908 excommunicated. After him Tyrell was 

condemned. The successor of Leo XIII, Pius X, was, as his choice of name implied, a 

conservative who decided that only rigorous repression could save the Church from the 

modernist heresies. So, from 1910 onwards all Catholic priests had to swear the anti-

modernist oath before ordination. The Biblical Commission under Pius X steadfastly 

maintained opinions that many scholars then, and all scholars now, had abandoned. Thus the 

modernists provoked the Church authorities into a reaction that left the Church even less 

hospitable to modern learning than it had been. 

The attitude of the Church to the modern world did not change substantially until the 

1960’s. John XXIII, a man elected Pope in his declining years, saw the need for renewal. His 

encyclicals Mater et magistra and Pacem in terris showed a new approach to the world 

around. They portray a humbler Church that is no longer sulking at the way the world has 

changed and telling everyone that if only they had listened then things would be much better. 

Instead the Church acts as a servant to the world helping to discern those trends which 

contribute to the kingdom of God and warning against those which don’t. No longer afraid of 

democracy and tolerance, the Church embraces these values as her own. It was a 

transformation that would be sealed in the Second Vatican Council which John XXIII called as 

part of his project of renewal in the Church. In the Pastoral Constitution on the role of the 

Church in the modern world Gaudium et spes, the Church Fathers confirmed the change in 

direction. 

It was a change in direction not welcomed by all, there was a comfort in the assurance of 

superiority over and against a world that had gone to the dogs. Now Catholics were being 

asked to be more discerning in their approach to the modern world. Not outright rejection, but 

a careful discernment of the signs of the times were to be the Church’s attitude to the world. 

This change appeared dramatic, no-one alive had experienced a Catholic Church that was 

open to the modern world, since the attitude of Pius IX had prevailed for more than a century. 

Many welcomed the change, others regretted it, but it is the consequence of the change that 

has formed the backdrop to most of our lives. 

CHRISTIANITY IN THE UNITED STATES 

The nineteenth century saw the rise of the United States from a disparate collection of 

colonies united only by a common dislike of English taxes and a sense of liberty, to a world 
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power that could intervene decisively even in European conflicts such as the First World War. 

The Christianity brought by the colonists and later immigrants included all types of 

European Christianity. Many immigrants came to the United States to escape the restraints 

put on religious expression in Europe, so there was always a radicalism in American religion. 

The Constitution which banned religious tests for entry into office and the First Amendment 

which forbade Congress from making any law to establish or forbid any religion, made the 

U.S. open to every religious influence. The nineteenth century began in the U.S. with a second 

great awakening of religious fervour among the Protestant churches. This led to a 

proliferation of more or less orthodox Christian groups such as the Mormons, Shakers, Second 

Adventists, Universalists and Unitarians, but it also led to greater commitment in the older 

churches such as the Presbyterians and Congregationalists (who attempted in vain to unite to 

evangelise the West). The debate over slavery led to more divisions in the churches in the U.S. 

and only the Catholics and Episcopalians avoided North-South schisms. 

While liberal attitudes and theologies made their way to the U.S. in the later nineteenth 

century, there was a stronger persistence of conservatism than in the European Protestant 

churches and the term “fundamentalism” comes from the “Five Fundamentals” upheld by a 

conference of conservative Evangelicals in Niagara in 1895 (the five fundamentals being, the 

inerrancy of scripture, the deity of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Birth, the substitutionary theory of 

the Atonement, the bodily Resurrection and imminent bodily Second Coming of the Lord). So 

American Protestantism has been much more of a battleground between conservatives and 

liberals than was Europe, where the conservatives in the Protestant churches were largely 

seen off by better educated liberals in the first half of the twentieth century (but the 

conservatives have been growing strongly in the last few decades). 

The nineteenth century also saw the rise of Catholicism in the U.S.. In 1830 Catholics 

numbered 3% of the U.S. population. Immigration from Europe and especially from Ireland, 

from the 1840’s onwards, led to an enormous rise in this proportion. Whereas German 

Catholics moved swiftly west to take up farming on the great plains, the Irish immigrants 

stayed largely in the towns and caused resentment among the largely Protestant populations 

who lived there. “No popery” riots, the attacks of the “Know-Nothings” and the later activity of 

the Ku-Klux Klan and other similar groups, forged a sense of community among American 

Catholics that was to last until the 1960’s. The Church was forced to build its own institutions 

for education, health care and social welfare both because these were not provided by the state 

and because the ideology of Pius IX instilled a sense of the need to be self-sufficient. Thus 

there was an alliance between the immigrant Catholics and their priests who formed the 

natural leadership of the community. This in turn reinforced the suspicion among non-

Catholics that somehow Catholics were un-American because they had an alternative separate 

social system to that of other Americans. The American Catholics were aware of the issue, and 

some urged a greater involvement in civil society in order to counter it, but it wasn’t until the 

1960’s that American Catholics really entered the mainstream of U.S. society. 

GROWTH OF THE MISSIONS 

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries were periods of great missionary activity in all the 

churches, Catholic and Protestant. On their home territories, the Christian churches in 

Europe were losing ground, but abroad in the missionary territories there was a great 

expansion both in numbers and in territory served by an increasingly native church. 

Missionary activity was helped by the greater ease of transportation so that missionaries 

could move around the world as never before. The great European empires protected 

missionaries and allowed them to operate in territories where they had not been before. 

Britain, the USA, France, Belgium, Germany and Italy all sent out vast numbers of 

missionaries. Colonial governments supported Christian schools (because they were schools 

and Christian missionaries were the only ones the governments could find to serve in them). 
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Even the French government, sometimes fiercely anti-clerical at home, supported missionaries 

abroad because they advanced French culture. 

Recovery from the effects of the French revolution led to the foundation of many 

missionary societies among the Protestants and missionary orders within the Catholic church. 

In the 100 years after 1815 more religious orders came into existence in the Catholic church 

than had been created in any century before. Many of these were dedicated to missionary 

work. The flexibility that celibacy gave to Catholic missionaries and the centralisation of the 

Church in Rome, lent a great force  to the Catholic missionary effort. Protestantism, on the 

other hand, was more able to cope with free-lance evangelism and this gave its missionary 

efforts their own dynamism. Missionaries, coming from rich western countries made wealthy 

by industrialisation, had ample funds to carry out their work. In these two centuries we see a 

vast expansion of the Church all over the world (with the exception of Muslim countries where 

Christian missionary work has always been difficult). 

In India the numbers of Christians rose substantially, in 1500 there were about 60,000, by 

1599 the number was 300,000. By 1700 there were about 800,000. Under British rule from 

1751 to 1947 Christianity made remarkable progress – remarkable because the British were 

not really interested in promoting Christianity. Indeed the East India Company opposed the 

request from William Wilberforce in 1792 that missionaries be sent out to India. After 1857 

both Catholic and Protestant missionaries were allowed into India and they evangelised many 

people. After independence in 1947 there was a relatively positive attitude towards Indian 

Christians in Indian society, but the rise of militant Hindu nationalism made relations, 

especially in the north, increasingly more difficult. Nevertheless by 1961 there were 

11,336,000 Christians in India, 2.6% of a population of 438 million.101 

There had been significant missionary work in Africa in the 15th to 18th centuries, but 1775 

and the birth of the movement in England to free the British Empire from the scourge of 

slavery marks a turning point in modern missionary efforts there. In 1772 it was made illegal 

to move a slave unwillingly from English soil. This encouraged the anti-slavery movement and 

also excited interest in Africa. The last decade of the 18th century saw the establishment of 

missionary societies in Britain. Baptists went to Serampore in 1792, Anglicans to Sierra Leone 

in 1795 and 1804. Roman Catholic missionary activity did not begin again until 1840 – by 

1910 there were 4,524 Protestant and 6,312 Roman Catholic missionaries in Africa. By 1970 

Catholic and Protestant missionaries combined numbered 36,000.102 The presence of the 

missionaries led to the implantation of the Catholic Church in Africa. In 1960 There were 20 

million Catholics ministered to by 12 thousand priests of whom 2,100 were Africans. By 1973 

the were nearly 37 million Catholics ministered to by 14,600 priests of whom 3,700 were 

Africans. The number of seminarians in those areas administered by Propaganda Fide also 

grew during this period from 1661 in 1960 to 3650 in 1974. The Church in Africa over this 

period became an increasingly native Church. While all the Bishops Conferences in 1960 were 

dominated by white missionary Bishops, by 1974 only Malawi did not have a majority of black 

Bishops.103 

In China Protestant missionaries arrived in 1807 from the English London Missionary 

society. There was already a Catholic Church in China and once the Jesuits were re-

established in 1814 the Church called for missionaries like the Jesuits they had had before.  

Religious began to come back and in 1847 the first women religious arrived. Missionaries of 

Mary arrived in China in 1866. China was sunk in both civil war and international conflict for 
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much of the first half of the 20th century. About 50 missionaries were killed between 1912 and 

1933.104 Despite this the Church grew and in 1946 there were 3.4 million Chinese Catholics 

assisted by 2,700 Chinese and 3,000 European priests. There were 5,000 Chinese religious 

sisters and 2,000 Europeans in China at the time. In 1950 the Church in China was forced to 

follow the triple autonomy and declare independence from Rome, but there still exists a 

sizeable underground Church which continues it's links with Rome.105 

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

As an example of the changing view of women in the nineteenth century, let us look at the 

example of the role of women in England. 

In 1850 Queen Victoria, the leader of the most powerful nation of the time wrote: " We 

women are not made for governing - and if we are good women, we must dislike these 

masculine occupations; but there are times which force one to take an interest in them."106 

This was the conventional view of Victorian England. However, increasingly women were 

disagreeing with their conventionally allotted roles. The Victoria Press was publishing 

feminist works, Jessie Boucherett founded a Society for Promoting the Employment of Women 

and writers in the Englishwomen's Review were campaigning for married women to own their 

own property. Barbara Leigh Smith gained 26,000 signatures in 1855 urging the passing of a 

Married Women's Property Bill on the British Parliament. In 1857 the Divorce and 

Matrimonial Causes Bill allowed women to sue for divorce in some limited cases.107  

In 1869 John Stuart Mill published The Subjection of Women, a feminist book largely 

authored by his wife Harriet Taylor, arguing that to see marriage as a woman's true 

profession was hypocritical and led to misery for many. By 1868 Lydia Baker had 13,000 

women householders signed up as qualifying for the vote in every way (the vote was restricted 

to men householders with a certain amount of property) except for their sex. Women were 

militating to be allowed to work outside the professions that were traditionally assigned to 

them and middle class women were no longer content to be genteel volunteers. Increasingly 

they expected to be paid to teach, nurse, and care for the poor. The urgency of this was 

revealed by the 1851 census which revealed there were half to three quarters of a million more 

women than men in Britain (and that this state of affairs was likely to continue).108 

The early 20th century saw the increasingly self-confident women's movement militating 

for the vote. In 1910 280 people were arrested in a demonstration for the vote for women that 

came to be called Bloody Friday. Symbols of men's stereotypical views of women's roles were 

attacked - so the large London shops representing women's supposed penchant for shopping 

found their windows smashed.109 Women over the age of thirty were given the vote in 1918 

and in 1928 this right was extended to all women over the age of twenty-one (the same age as 

men). 
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LESSON TEN: 

FIRST ORDER HISTORY 1789-1974 

The Franciscan movement faced the ordeal of the French Revolution and its aftermath 

weakened by the attacks of the Commission of the Regulars in France and Febronianism and 

Josephism elsewhere. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

On 13 February 1790 the Constituent Assembly ordered the suppression of all religious 

orders. Once exclaustrated, the clergy had to choose between taking the oath of loyalty to the 

Civil Constitution of the Clergy and suffering exile or death. Many accepted the pensions 

offered them and left the habit. A group of over 200 Franciscans, however, gave their lives and 

many others emigrated or were deported. 

Napoleon’s restoration of the Church, as we have seen, did not include religious orders 

which were suppressed wherever the Napoleonic armies brought countries into his ambit. In 

1796 all Belgian convents were suppressed; in 1802 all the religious of Piedmont and Savoy 

were expelled. In 1803 it was the turn of the German countries of the Rhine to suppress their 

religious. Murat ordered his domains in Naples to suppress religious in 1809 and Joseph 

Bonaparte did the same in Spain. 1810 saw the rest of Italy, Switzerland and the Tyrol expel 

their religious. Even in those countries that Napoleon did not conquer there was pressure on 

religious and in 1810 King William of Prussia suppressed all convents in his realm. 

Once the restoration of the monarchs came the provinces of Spain and Italy managed to 

regroup (they had only been suppressed a few years) but those in France found it impossible to 

regroup and in Germany and Belgium it was only through a few friars that the revival was 

eventually achieved. 

THE LIBERAL EXCLAUSTRATIONS 

Even after the restoration it was difficult to restore discipline to the convents. As friaries 

were handed back (sometimes forcibly) the friars had the difficult task of filling them. 

Recruitment was at first slow and there was a danger of accepting too many unsuitable 

candidates just to make up numbers. 

It was not long before the restored monarchies themselves came under pressure and in 

1836 all religious in Spain were suppressed by Mendizabal’s bill of disamortisation. While a 

few Discalced and Observants managed to maintain clandestine communities, the Capuchins 

were wiped out. 

In the struggle for independence in South America (1820-1824) the creole friars sided with 

the independence movements but the Spanish missionaries suffered terribly, in 1817 twenty 

Capuchins of the Guiana and Trinidad mission were murdered by order of Simon Bolivar, 

another forty died of mistreatment. In the new republics the persecution of religious orders 

was so savage that it almost destroyed them. 

In Portugal liberals suppressed religious life in 1822 for Brazil and in 1832 for Portugal 

itself, the friars’ property, like that of other religious was confiscated. In Poland and Russia 

suppression began in 1831 and was completed in 1864, leaving just a few convents with 

elderly religious in them. 

About the middle of the century, the Order appeared strong enough in Italy to begin 

holding general chapters again. the Conventuals did this from 1824 onwards, the Capuchins 

held one in 1847 and then another in 1853. In 1856 the Friars Minor held a general chapter 

presided over by Pius IX. However, the liberal suppressions in Italy put paid to this recovery. 
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In 1855 the government of Piedmont suppressed religious orders and in 1866 the law was 

extended to all of Italy. By 1873 the law of suppression was applied throughout the newly 

unified Kingdom. 

Germany was to experience the suppressions of the Kulturkampf between 1871 and 1875 

and in France religious had to endure two more suppressions, in 1880 and with more effect 

1903. 

The effect of these suppressions was quite devastating on Franciscan life. The suppression 

in France lasted for 25 years from 1790 to 1815 and was accompanied by persecution and 

exile. Thus the twelve Recollect provinces were destroyed as were the eight Conventual and 

twelve Capuchin provinces. So that when the restoration came in 1815 the Order had to make 

a completely fresh start with friars from abroad. 

In Spain the suppression lasted more than forty years and in Portugal for fifty-eight. Thus 

in the Iberian peninsular there were no friars living who had spent significant time in the 

convent. The friars did not die out completely in Spanish territory, however. The Discalced 

province of the Philippines survived, even though it too was persecuted. Similarly the 

provinces in Central and South America survived but with diminishing numbers (except in 

Mexico where they were suppressed in 1859). 

In Italy the forty-eight Observant and Reformed provinces survived but in a severely 

weakened state, as did the twenty-five Capuchin provinces. Several Conventual provinces, 

however, disappeared. One reason they survived was the realisation of the Italian government 

that Italian Franciscan missionaries had a vital role to play in promoting Italian language and 

culture (and so trade and interests) abroad. The Franciscan missionaries set up schools in the 

Holy Land and China and the Italian government, although opposed to Franciscan life in 

Italy, subsidised these schools abroad. The Polish provinces were suppressed fully under 

Prussian and Russian rule, but elsewhere in Eastern Europe the provinces continued to exist 

in a reduced state. 

RECOVERY AND RESTORATION 

The first half of the nineteenth century was not just a time of decline and extinction. In 

some countries Franciscan life was renewed. The Belgian Recollect province was one of the 

more remarkable success stories. When the Low Countries were freed from French rule in 

1814, the Catholic South was subjected to the Protestant North in a union under the 

Protestant King William. Laws prevented the revival of the order in the south until 1830 

when it won independence from the north and (Catholic) Belgium was created from the 

southern provinces. In 1833 the few friars who survived the suppressions gathered together in 

friaries in Thielt, Ghent and, most importantly, Sint Truiden. This latter friary had belonged 

to the Province of Lower Germany which covered Holland and Brabant, but with the 

independence of Belgium wanted to be part of a Belgian and not a Dutch province. Novices 

flocked to Sint Truiden and by 1840 there were 50 friars in the community there. In 1842 the 

Belgian Province of St. Joseph was established by the Minister General of the Friars Minor. 

The resurrection of the Belgian province was followed by the gradual recovery of the 

German-Belgian nation of Recollect provinces. By 1856 Belgium, Holland, Ireland and Saxony 

were represented at the general chapter. In 1862 the custody of Thuringia sent a 

representative to the general chapter, indicating its growing strength. From Belgium, in 1858, 

friars were sent to England to revitalise the Recollect province there, which had been reduced 

to a rump of four elderly English friars. The same year saw missionaries from Saxony travel to 

the United States where in 1862 they formed a commissariat and in 1879 a new Recollect 

province of the Sacred Heart. The Kulturkampf saw friars from Thuringia (in Germany) leave 

in 1875 for the United States where they helped establish the Holy Name Province. From 

thence they could return to Thuringia after 1884 and the Thuringian province was restored in 
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1894. 

This modest revival among Recollect provinces was not enough to offset the decline in 

numbers among the Observants and Reformati, but it did show that where the order 

possessed discipline and a structured life (both of which the Recollects possessed in 

abundance!), then it could still attract new members and grow. 

Those friars who were forced to leave their convents usually continued to minister as 

diocesan priests or went home to live with their families, where their pensions were a 

gratefully received supplement to family income. A few did abandon their vows but it seems 

most tried to live them as best they could under trying circumstances. Some like the Recollects 

from Thuringia, who went to the United States and some eighty Spanish Capuchins who went 

to Venezuela between 1841 and 1846, left the country of suppressions for a place where they 

could live the religious life. 

The Vatican Congregation for Bishops and Regulars made rules for those friars who were 

exclaustrated and sought to encourage them to return to community life as soon as it was 

possible. This was often not very soon, as we have seen, and not infrequently it was a few 

elderly friars who restarted the Order after suppressions. Where there was greater continuity 

and thus greater numbers it was often difficult to re-establish the regular life as men who 

were used to financial independence found the restrictions of dependence upon a Guardian too 

much to bear and those used to coming and going as they wished did not enjoy the yoke of 

community life. A further problem was that they had often lost the lived tradition of the order 

and so, while external observance could be recovered from the old constitutions, the wealth of 

customs, stories and traditions that underpinned them were lost. even in those countries like 

Italy that maintained an almost unbroken continuity, low morale, small communities and poor 

education meant that the understanding of what underlay the observances of everyday life 

withered. In these ways, observance became in many provinces in all the Orders an external 

thing defined in constitutions and imposed by authority, rather than an internalised way of 

life supported by legislation and government.  

It is only with the recovery of the Franciscan sources over the last century that we have 

been able to reconstruct a tradition to underpin the practice of the Franciscan life, so that it 

can become once again a holistic way of life and witness to the world. The young men who 

flocked to the Order at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century were 

thus trained to be sincere in their commitment to social and charitable enterprises, but with 

little understanding of the rich tradition of the Order. Many learned the Thomistic theology 

eagerly promoted by the papacy as a bulwark against liberalism, with Franciscan theologians 

such as Bonaventure and Scotus being relegated to footnotes. This is all the more sad, since 

the theology of Scotus, taking the individual seriously as it does, seems ideally designed to 

appeal to the modern world. It is only since the Second Vatican Council, that Scotist theology 

has once more become widely studied and even today his influence is not commensurate with 

the importance of his message to the modern world. 

But the Order was being restored in an atmosphere of defensive suspicion of everything 

outside the Church and of everything new. The friars who remained in the 1880’s as the storm 

clouds of persecution dispersed saw themselves as survivors and were intent on returning 

their Order to the glories of the past rather than looking to constructing a new future. Revival 

of what had gone before was the order of the day and this revival consisted primarily in a 

revival of external forms. When new friars came, they had to be trained in the old ways, often 

given observances which the older friars had abandoned and so a strict observance of the rule 

was seen as the thing for novices and students - once they left the benches of the studia they 

found provinces where the life in which they had been trained was not lived in anything like 

the intensity they had seen in their initial formation. 

1882 can be seen as the date from which the Franciscan movement began to recover. The 
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year saw the celebration of the seventh centenary of the birth of St. Francis. In this year Leo 

XIII published the encyclical Auspicato (17 September 1882) in which he urged the 

rejuvenation of the Third Order Secular. By the time of the celebration of the seventh 

centenary of the Order’s foundation in 1909, the foundations of recovery had been well laid 

and there was growth in all parts of the Order. Pius X, seeking to avoid squabbles about who 

was the more authentic successor to St. Francis as Minister General of the Order declared 

that the three Ministers general possessed an equal dignity and an equal legitimacy in tracing 

their authority back to Francis (Septimo iam pleno saeculo, 4 October 1909). 

This growth of the Order coincided with a renewed interest in St. Francis outside the 

Order. St. Francis was given the reputation of the father of modernity at the end of the 

nineteenth century. For example Emile Gebhart, in his book L'Italie mystique (Paris 1906) 

presented Francis and Frederick II as the forerunners of modernity.110 Similarly Henry 

Thode's Franz von Assisi und die Anfänge der Kunst der Renaissance in Italien (1885) saw 

Franciscans at the origin of the Renaissance.111  

The promulgation of the Code of Canon Law in 1917 caused all the Orders to revise their 

constitutions, adapting them to the Code, but without great changes in the Order’s life. 1926 

saw the friars revitalised by the celebration of the eight centenary of St. Francis’ death and by 

this time a great celebration was held. In response to this new release of energy, the Orders 

established a multitude of new ventures, especially in missionary territories. Only persecution 

in Mexico (1926-1928) tarnished this period of growth. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) saw 

persecution in Republican areas, 226 OFM and 96 Capuchins were killed as were 88 

Franciscans from other parts of the family. 

The Second World war and subsequent Communist persecution left many of the provinces 

of Eastern Europe severely weakened. In some countries like Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 

Rumania and Bulgaria religious communities were forced underground and provinces 

survived only as a handful of men living in secret. In Poland and Yugoslavia, despite the 

restrictions the provinces came to thrive as they, like the rest of the Church, became focuses of 

opposition to communism. In East Germany, the province survived but much diminished. 

In the 1950’s the feeling of maintaining an outmoded way of life began to spread among 

the friars as among other religious. Renewal and adaptation became the watchwords of 

religious life, culminating in the decree of the Second Vatican Council on the Renewal and 
Adaptation of the Religious Life, the motu proprio Ecclesia Sanctae and Paul VI’s exhortation 

Evangelio testificatio in 1971. This period saw increasing co-operation between the three First 

Orders and the Third Order Regular as historical differences receded into the background. 

One example of this co-operation is the Franciscan International Study Centre which resulted 

from co-operation between OFM and Conventuals, in the early seventies, with the Capuchins 

joining later. 

In the 1960's, in line with much of the Church there was a surge of anti-juridical feeling 

within the Order. This led to a questioning of the legalistic way that the Rule had traditionally 

been interpreted through the lens of the 13th and 14th century papal declarations on the Rule. 

This reaction against legalism resulted in 1967 in a request from the OFM General Chapter 

that the papal declarations on the Rule be abrogated. The Minister General presented this 

petition to the Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes and so the papal declarations 

were abrogated.  The other branches of the First Order presented similar petitions. For some 

this led to a reductionist view of Franciscan life: “Do we need a particular Rule, since the 

gospel is our rule of life?” and in many parts of the Order the study of the Rule and its 

precepts went out of favour. This coincided with a renewal in the study and interpretation of 
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St. Francis' writings. In contrast to some of Francis' other writings the (Later) Rule appeared 

dry and juridical. This devaluing of the place of the Rule led to a certain crisis of identity - “If 

the Franciscans are no longer defined by a literal following of the Rule, then how are they 

defined?” It is a question to which no definitive answer has been given, although in recent 

years all the Orders have revised their constitutions and urged a more consistent study of 

them so that an objective and international norm exists against which friars can assess their 

observance of the life. 

ORDER OF FRIARS MINOR 1880 ONWARDS. 

Revival in the Friars Minor was guided by the Minister General Bernardino da 

Portogruaro between 1869 and 1889. He became Minister General at a time when the Order 

was declining rapidly in Italy owing to the secularising policies of the government. He was 

appointed by Pius IX, toured the provinces, founded the Acta Ordinis Minorum, and built the 

College of Saint Anthony (now a Pontifical University), where he also established the General 

Curia.  

By 1880 the Italian government had realised that the suppression of religious at home was 

weakening Italy's influence abroad so they decided to support the Friars Minor (the most 

Italian of the Orders they felt) in their schools in the Middle and Far East. The government 

was realising the usefulness of religious orders and the severity of the suppression was thus 

lessening. 

In 1889 it was once again possible to hold a general chapter, which included all but the 

Spanish provinces who were still represented by their apostolic commissary. The chapter 

elected Luigi Canali as Minister General and promulgated uniform constitutions for the whole 

Order. Only the Reformed in Italy refused to accept these constitutions and their owns 

constitutions were revised. This promulgation of uniform statutes led to revision of provincial 

statutes, producing a substantially different legislation to that which had preceded (which had 

largely been a re-edition of pre-revolutionary statutes). A momentum was building for a 

unification of the four families within the Order (Observants, Discalced, Reformed, and 

Recollects). Only among the Reformed was there substantial opposition to the idea, although 

the Discalced in Spain tended to keep aloof from the negotiations. At General Chapter in 1895 

the union of the Order was discussed. The division of the Order into Ultramontane and 

Cismontane groups, which no longer had much meaning, was discussed a referred to the Holy 

See for a decision. The Holy See divided the Order instead into twelve groups, the origins of 

our current system of conferences. The subject of unification of the four families was voted 

upon separately by the different groups. Observants were in favour, Reformed and (the few 

present) Discalced against, the Recollects (only 11 provinces) were in favour provided the 

Order’s poverty was maintained. On a general vote 77 voted for union and 31 against. Over 

the next few days intense lobbying took place and all but 8 of those who voted against were 

persuaded to change their minds and support union. A commission was appointed to draft new 

constitutions and the matter of union was left to the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and 

Regulars. The union was promulgated by Leo XIII in the bull Felicitate quadam. The friars 

were to be called the Order of Friars Minor (without suffix), were to observe the same general 

constitutions, be governed equally by one Minister General with his definitory and were all to 

wear a habit identical in colour and shape. Any provinces that refused to accept the union, 

were to be deprived of the right to receive novices and individual friars unable to accept the 

union were given the right to retire to separate houses where they could live out their lives. 

Union was not quite complete, the Spanish friars accepted the general constitutions but 

retained their privilege (under the bull Inter graviores) of retaining their own general 

commissary and thus of governing themselves. This position was only abolished in 1932. 

The first Minister General of the newly unified Order could not come from the Observants, 
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for the dejected Reformed would have found this too much to take, nor could he be a Reformed 

friar (they had always been reluctant to agree to the union) the Discalced in Spain were not 

fully part of the union until much later - so the first couple of General Superiors after the 

union were Recollects from Germany and England. 

The Reformed were not happy with the enforced union of their provinces with their 

Observant counterparts and under the pontificate of Pius X, they managed to restore their old 

separate provinces. This separation continued until the Second World War when reunion of 

the provinces was possible, but the legacy of differences remained until recently in Italian 

provinces, where tacit agreements meant that if a friars from the former Observant province 

was elected at one chapter, a friar from a former Reformed province was elected at the next. 

Meanwhile the Order had begun its recovery in places where it had been destroyed. In 

1849 the Commissary of the Holy Land, the Navarrese Jose de Areso, opened the first 

Observant friary in France. By 1860 it was possible to establish a province. The Reformed 

founded the province of St. Bernardin in 1861, which was split in two in 1889 to add a new 

Province of St. Denis. A fourth province was added in 1892 with the title Province of France 

and this province began to re-establish the Order in Canada. 

From the time of the union onwards the Order enjoyed a stately but not impressive 

expansion. It may be asked whether the individual families would not have done better 

separately, each pursuing its own spirituality and maintaining its own government, rather 

than becoming engaged in a union that inevitably led to constitutions that were a sort of 

lowest common denominator on which the four groups could agree? Three of the individual 

families within the Order had more members than the Conventuals at this time and the 

Spanish Discalced continued to expand despite the fact they governed themselves, so separate 

development would have been feasible. The question to which we will never know the answer 

is whether it would have been more fruitful. 

CONVENTUALS 

In 1861 there were 21 Conventual provinces. By 1893, including commissariats there were 

24, 13 in Italy and 11 in other countries. 1872 saw the foundation of the province of the United 

States by Bavarian Conventuals who had gone there in 1852. In 1900 the Conventuals began 

to return to England and in 1904 they returned to Spain after an absence of over 350 years in 

both countries. 

By 1936 there were 27 provinces and by 1950 33 provinces (13 in Italy, 15 in the rest of 

Europe, four in North America and one in Japan). By 1970 there were 35 provinces including 2 

general commissariats, and the Order had spread into South America, from Italy and the 

United States. 

The general constitutions were revised in 1823 but still based on those of Urban VIII and 

these remained in force until 1932 when a new set came in force. The general constitutions 

were revised in line with Vatican II in 1972. 

Perhaps the most remarkable of the Conventual friars of this period is St. Maximilian 

Kolbe. Born in Poland in 1894, he entered the Order in 1910. Sent to study in Rome, he 

formed his fellow friars into groups dedicated to win for Mary a world sunk in the degradation 

of the First World War. These friars called themselves the “Knights of Mary Immaculate”. On 

his return to Poland he founded the Militia of the Immaculate and began publishing a 

magazine called “The Knight of the Immaculate”. His publishing venture succeeded and he 

was able to found a community to carry on this work of publishing – called the “City of the 

Immaculate” which became the largest Franciscan community in the world. By 1937 650 friars 

lived and worked in this “City”. In 1930 he moved to Japan to establish a mission there and 

build up the Conventual Order and the work of the Militia there. He had to return to the City 
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of the Immaculate in Poland in 1936 because his tuberculosis left him too weak for the 

mission. When the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939 he was arrested, released, and again 

arrested in February 1941. He died a martyr's death in Auschwitz concentration camp in July 

1941, volunteering to replace a family man who was to be killed in reprisal for an escaped 

prisoner. 

CAPUCHINS 

From Savoy, the Capuchins returned to France relatively early and in 1837 the first 

communities were established in Provence. In 1837 a noviciate was established in Lyon and in 

1844 a French province erected, which was then split into three in 1870. Similarly the 

Capuchins re-established a province in Belgium and Holland in 1857 which was split in two in 

1882. 

Restoration in Spain really began in 1877, although there had been precedents. A province 

was established in the 1880’s and in 1889 this was divided into three. Three more provinces 

were erected in Spain over the next few years. The Portuguese province was restored in 1969. 

In Italy the provinces were weakened and some in the south were reduced to 

commissariats, but on the whole they survived well enough and began expanding at the end of 

the nineteenth century. 

Bavaria had a province once again in 1836, Austria began to recover from 1855 onwards 

and northern Germany from about 1860. After Poland regained independence from Russia a 

province was established there in 1939. A province was formed in the Balkans in 1921. 

In the United States the first Capuchins arrived in 1858 from Switzerland, and by 1882 

there was a province. The Bavarians established an American house as a refuge from the 

Kulturkampf in 1874, and by 1882 had established the Pennsylvania province. 

The English province was established in 1873 and the Irish province at about the same 

time. 

The general chapter of 1884 set about reforming the Order, centralising it in the general 

curia in Rome, encouraging education. In the twentieth century the Order expanded in North 

and South America. 

The general constitutions were revised in 1909 and again in 1925 and then at the end of 

our period, in 1970. 

MODERN FIRST ORDER REFORMS 

In recent years several groups have split from the established First Orders to seek to 

follow a more radical interpretation of the Franciscan way of life than that currently practised 

in their parent groups. The two best known in the English speaking world are the Franciscan 

Friars of the Renewal  and the Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate.  

The Franciscan Friars of the Renewal were founded in 1987 when Benedict Groeschel and 

seven other friars split from the New York and New Jersey Capuchin provinces. They did so 

with the permission of their Ministers and initially sought to found a reformed community 

within the Capuchin Order. However, just as the Capuchins themselves had not been able to 

find a place within the Order of Friars Minor, neither were this group able to be 

accommodated within current Capuchin structures. Therefore, with the support of Cardinal 

O'Connor in New York, the Friars of the Renewal separated from the Capuchins and formed 

themselves into a separate institute. In 1990 they were dispensed from their Capuchin vows 

and established as a public association of the faithful. They were given the status of a diocesan 

religious institute in 1999. The Friars of the Renewal see in their reform a return to the 

insights that inspired the original Capuchins in the 16th century. They seek to live in poor 
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conditions, are conservative in their theology, work with youth and the poor, ad have 

communities in London, New York and Honduras.112 

The Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate are a reform of the Conventual Franciscans with 

a special emphasis on Marian devotion. They were started in 1970 by Stefano Maria and 

Gabriele Maria in Frigento in Italy with permission from the Conventual Minister General. In 

1990 they were recognised as a diocesan religious institute in their own right and in 1998 an 

institute of pontifical right. They draw much of their inspiration from the example of St. 

Maximilian Kolbe, who reformed the Polish Conventuals in the first half of the 20th century, 

founded the Militia of the Immaculate and died a martyr in the Auschwitz Nazi concentration 

camp. Like the Friars of the Renewal they have a conservative theology and seek to live very 

poorly. They are distinguished by their Marian devotion which continues the mission of St. 

Maximilian. In 1990 there were about 200 Friars of the Immaculate. 

Both the Friars of the Renewal and those of the Immaculate have associated with them a 

women's branch of their institutes called respectively the Franciscan Sisters of the Renewal 

and the Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate. 

                                                
112 B. Groeschel. A Drama of Reform. SanFrancisco: Ignatius Press, 2005. 
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LESSON ELEVEN: 

SECOND, THIRD ORDER REGULAR, SFO AND ANGLICAN FRANCISCANS 

SECOND ORDER 

The Second Order began to regroup in Belgium and France from the first years of the 

nineteenth century, but it was in the mid nineteenth century that expansion took off. From 

Bruges fourteen Collettine monasteries were founded in Belgium and Great Britain. 

New groups also emerged such as the Poor Clares of Perpetual Adoration, begun in 1856 

and with close links to the Capuchin Order. Older groups have made new foundations both in 

Europe and in mission territories. 

A change in legislation about the enclosure occurred with Pius XII’s constitution Sponsa 
Christi (21 November 1950) which led to the Federations of Poor Clares, so that each group of 

monasteries in an area could group together under a Mother President and a federal council. 

From the 1950’s after the celebrations for the seventh centenary of the death of St. Clare 

many Urbanist and tertiary communities adopted the Rule of St. Clare. The Second Vatican 

Council reorganised legislation on the enclosure and other aspects of contemplative life and 

new legislation was drawn up to reflect this. 

THIRD ORDER 

THIRD ORDER SECULAR 

Leo XIII sought to rebuild the Church after the damage that had been done by the 

revolutions and liberal politics of the 19th century. With the Bull Aeterni patris he established 

the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas as the basis for an intellectual renewal of Catholicism. 

However he realised that the Church also needed to renew itself in its mass movements so 

that the renewal would reach to the working masses. He thus pushed for the development of 

the Third Order as a bulwark against liberal undermining of the catholic faithful and in 1884 

promulgated a new Rule for them.113 Leo XIII's encyclical Auspicato issued on the occasion of 

the seventh centenary of the birth of St. Francis (17th September 1882) had urged the Third 

Order to go beyond the search for personal sanctification and become engaged in social action. 

Just as it had been a remedy for Albigensianism in the 13th century, Leo envisaged the Third 

Order as a counterweight to socialism in the 19th. Two years later Humanum genus (20th April 

1884) proposed the Third Order as a remedy for Freemasonry.114 This papally inspired 

renewal led to an astonishing new growth for the Third Order Secular, not just in the Catholic 

church but in the Anglican and Calvinist churches. 

The Order was strengthened by its international congresses which were shows of strength 

designed to answer the clamours of the Marxist International. In 1893 4,500 tertiaries came to 

Rome on pilgrimage. Congresses were held in France with ever greater numbers. However the 

growth in numbers hid a deep-rooted dispute about the nature of the Third Order. In France 

the Third Order became closely involved with the social movement and with Christian 

Democracy. Congresses in Limoges (1895), Reims (1896) and Nimes (1897) saw the growth of 

social commitment in the French Third Order blessed with support from Leo XIII. Leo Harmel 

and the OFM friar assistants to the Third Order promoted the social movement among the 

tertiaries, But there was resistance, principally from the Capuchin friar assistants, to the use 

of the Third Order as a social movement. Their concept was of a Third Order that promoted an 

                                                
113 Leo XIII joined the Third Order in 1872 under the influence of the Capuchin Antoninus de Reschio. Cf. Burnod, Le 

mouvement social franciscain, p. 33. 

114 Burnod, Le mouvement social franciscain, p. 35-37. 
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individual sanctification that would itself have an influence on society. Debates at Nimes 

revealed the opposition between the two views of the Third Order. 1897 marked a high point of 

the social movement within the Third Order and indeed for Christian Democracy in France. 

Traditionalist forces in the French church, alarmed by the successes of Christian 

Democracy launched a counter-attack. They were supported by David Fleming, OFM former 

Minister Provincial of England, General Definitor and Consultor to the Holy Office. The next 

congress was an international one in Rome held in 1900. The Franciscan International 

Congress was attended by 15,000 tertiaries from all over the world. The bulk (9,000) came 

from Italy but there was a sizeable French participation of 2,000. At this international 

congress, David Fleming presided and the Congress defined the Third Order's aims as those of 

personal sanctification not social renewal. This marked the defeat of the Franciscan social 

movement and presaged the defeat of Christian democracy in France.115 

Numbers of tertiaries continued to grow and a second International Congress was held in 

1921 to celebrate the seventh centenary of the Order's foundation. In 1926 other congresses 

were organised to celebrate the centenary of Francis' death. In this year the Pope Pius XI 

urged Bishops in the encyclical Rite expiatis to encourage the faithful to join the Third Order. 

After this, congresses were national affairs and Popes Pius XII, John XXIII and Paul VI all 

added encouragement to those who wished to join the Third Order. In some areas 

brotherhoods of priests were formed so that Franciscan spirituality could help diocesan priests 

in their ministry. 

The Third Order hit a numerical peak in the decade 1920-1930 and membership declined 

thereafter. Perhaps the spiritual emphasis of the Third Order was not suited so much as the 

more practical emphasis of movements such as Catholic Action, whose growth coincides with 

the decline of the Third Order. 

Attempts to renew the Third Order Secular reached their natural conclusion in 1957 with 

the publication of constitutions by decree of the Sacred Congregation for Religious. These 

stressed the secular nature of the tertiary’s vocation. Consequently the internal authority of 

the Third Order Secular was to be exercised by its own members and the dependence upon 

Franciscan religious weakened. The religious orders would continue to have a broad spiritual 

oversight but the Secular Franciscans would have a large degree of autonomy in their 

organisation and development. As a result of these changes the Order was renamed the 

Secular Franciscan Order. 

Since the Order was organised with greater independence from the religious of the 

Franciscan movement the need for a new fundamental legislation reflecting this reality was 

recognised. A new Rule was drawn up and approved by Paul VI on 24th June 1978. The Rule 

incorporated the values of the Second Vatican Council, with its greater emphasis on the role of 

the laity in the life of the Church, into a Franciscan and evangelical vision drawn from St. 

Francis' Letters to the Faithful, his Admonitions, earlier Third Order Rules and the gospel. In 

this way the Secular Franciscan Order was given a Rule that could enable it to develop as an 

order of penitents dedicated to sanctifying their daily lives. 

THIRD ORDER REGULAR MEN AND WOMEN 

The male Third Order Regular was nearly destroyed by the French Revolution and the 

subsequent liberal suppressions. Only the Congregation of Italy survived and that with only 

four provinces by the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1906 a TOR province was formed 

in Spain from four houses of a congregation of secular tertiary priests. In 1908 another 

congregation of simple vows in the USA joined the Order and so the Order was able to begin 

                                                
115 Burnod, Le mouvement social franciscain, p. 63-132. 
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expanding again. Benedict XV expressed the hope that all the Franciscan brothers and sisters 

in simple vows might join the Third Order Regular of solemn vows and so produce a strong 

united body. 

In 1917 the Canon Law of the Catholic Church was set down in a code for the first time. 

This led religious institutes to revise their own proper law so as to conform to the new 

legislation. It was clear that the Third Order institutes of men and women needed a new Rule 

that would both conform to the Code of Canon Law and would remove the dependence on the 

First Order that had been an aspect of the Leonine Rule. Pius XI promulgated the new Rule of 

the Third Order not just for those in solemn vows but for all male and female Franciscan 

congregations on 4th October 1927 in the costitution Rerum conditio. Thus the TOR ended the 

seventh centenary celebrations of the death of St. Francis with a new Rule. The Rule was 

much shorter than the old Leonine Rule of 1521 and gave an outline of the Franciscan life that 

could then be adapted by the Third Order institutes to their own life by the promulgation of 

proper constitutions. The adaptability of this approach allowed a wide variety of Third Order 

institutes, both enclosed and active, to flourish. The male TOR, for example, renewed its 

constitutions, and gained the Holy See's approval for them in 1929. In 1905 there were about 

200 friars in the male TOR, by 1971 this number was up to 889. 

There had been congregations of tertiaries such as the Elizabethines within the Franciscan 

movement since the 13th century. The Ursulines began in the early 16th century as a 

congregation of Franciscan tertiaries following the Third Order Rule. Similarly the Pénitents 
gris had been founded in France to educate young men from poor families and the Bons-Fils to 

care for the sick.  

The great flowering of Franciscan apostolic institutions occurred in the nineteenth century 

in Europe and in the twentieth in Africa, Asia and South America. The vast majority of such 

institutes were women's congregations. These congregations usually had specific aims and 

ministries to those dispossessed by liberal capitalism. Often they began with a few women 

coming together to live under the rule of the Third Order Secular according to the Rule of 

Nicholas IV. As their apostolate and community life developed they wished to be accepted as 

religious and so accepted the form of Life of Leo X with the approval of their local ordinaries. 

Often these congregations faced great difficulties and sometimes persecution as they tried to 

establish themselves. Frequently when they opened in another diocese the sisters there would 

be obliged to form a new congregation by a Bishop wary of interference from other Bishops 

and desirous of having his own congregations. Some grew large enough and had enough 

influence to obtain recognition as institutes of pontifical right and so escaped from the possible 

rivalries of diocesan Bishops.116  

Among the congregations founded in England in the 19th century we find those that trace 

their origins to Alice Ingham. Their foundation illustrates some common themes of 

foundations at this time: 1) collaboration between a friar and a woman desiring to lead a 

religious life, 2) beginnings as a group of women living the Third Order Secular Rule, 3) 

hardship and final recognition as a diocesan congregation, 4) division because of different 

apostolates and spreading into different dioceses. Alice was sustained and supported in her 

desire to found a religious community by the Belgian Recollect friar Gomair Peeters who was 

part of the group rejuvenating the Province of England. Alice gathered a group of women 

around her in Rochdale and undertook the work of visiting the poor, the sick and the dying. 

They began their work as members of the Third Order Secular, but sought to become a 

religious congregation. Bishop Turner of Salford seems to have been on the verge of giving the 

group his recognition before his death in 1872, but his death delayed the process. Alice faced 

discouragement at ever being recognised as a religious institution but Gomair encouraged and 

advised her through his letters and kept her spirits up. He died in 1878, shortly before Alice 

                                                
116 Péano. Bearing Christ to the People. p. 83-84 
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and her friends were recognised as the St. Joseph Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart by 

Bishop Henry Vaughan in 1880.117 Bishop Vaughan had brought the group down to Mill Hill 

near London to help out at the missionary college of St. Joseph that he had established there. 

From there the group expanded. In 1884 they responded to a call for help from Canon Purcell 

to help in St. Vincent's Orphanage and school he had established in Hampstead. In 1885 

missionaries were sent to Borneo and elsewhere in the Far East. In 1888 the Motherhouse and 

novitiate of the group were established in Blackburn back in the Salford diocese from whence 

Alice came. Growth in apostolates and disputes about them led this founding group to split 

into four different congregations. The sisters at St. Vincent's eventually went on to form the 

Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Littlehampton, especially engaged in the home mission.118 

Those who remained at Mill Hill became the Franciscan Sisters of Mill Hill. The sisters 

attached to the Motherhouse in Blackburn formed the Franciscan Missionaries of St. Joseph 

and those more concerned with the foreign missions, the Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine 

Motherhood. Thus a range of English TOR women's groups emerged from the original 

inspiration and determination of Alice Ingham. This was a pattern of formation and splitting 

that was reflected many times across the Franciscan world and illustrates the strength and 

diversity that arose from the Franciscan inspiration of these 19th century foundations. 

Members of these new congregations took simple vows so that they would not need to be 

enclosed. After 1905, the Holy See was prepared to accept these congregations as religious but 

only on the condition that they affiliated to an order of solemn vows (i.e. for Franciscans one of 

the First Orders). Thus many of them sought and obtained such an affiliation. The Code of 

Canon Law promulgated in 1917 recognised as religious all who professed the three vows of 

poverty, chastity and obedience in institutes approved by the Church – thus ending the 

distinction between those who made solemn vows (such as the First and Second Orders, the 

male TOR and the enclosed Third Order nuns) and those who professed simple vows (the 

apostolic Third Order Congregations). Now that the apostolic congregations were recognised 

as religious in their own right, the need for affiliation to an order with solemn vows ended. In 

this way the apostolic congregations could develop by themselves without any dependence on 

an order with solemn vows and many Franciscan apostolic congregations flourished under 

these conditions. 

From 1950 onwards the TOR men and women established close links with each other and 

gradually their meetings led to the formation of the Franciscan federation of all the Third 

Order Regular Franciscan groups. The Federation represented the largest grouping of 

religious in the Catholic Church. In 1962 there were an estimated 177,000 members of female 

Franciscan congregations of papal right. If one were to include those members of diocesan 

congregations the number would easily have topped 200,000. 

In 1982 the Franciscan Federation of Third Order Regular institutes was instrumental in 

drawing up a new Rule that took into account the needs of the variety of institutes that 

belonged to the Third Order and provided them with a basis for development. Since the Rule 

needed to cover the 400 institutes present in the Federation it was written as a foundation 

upon which a variety of different styles of religious life from the most active to the enclosed 

could be based. The Rule is based on both evangelical and Franciscan sources and embodies 

the fundamental values of poverty, minority, contemplation and conversion. 

FRANCISCAN SECULAR INSTITUTES 

The constitution Provida mater was promulgated in 1947 and this added the category of 

secular institutes to the organisations of the Church. Members of secular institutes are not 

religious since the members sanctify themselves in and by their activity in the secular sphere. 

                                                
117 McGrath. Father Gomair OSF. Franciscan Missionaries of St. Joseph: Burnley, 2004. passim. 

118 McDonnel. The History of the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Littlehampton. Littlehampton: FMSL, 1999. p. 8. 
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However, secular institutes have many of the characteristics of religious institutes since their 

members strive for Christian perfection and devote themselves entirely to the apostolate. 

Several secular institutes, such as the Missionaries of the Kingship of Christ, have been 

founded to follow Franciscan principles. There are other associations of the faithful that aspire 

to become secular institutes such as the Society of Franciscan Pilgrims in the UK and the 

Franciscan Missionaries of Jesus Crucified in the USA. 

ANGLICAN FRANCISCANS 

Religious life was absent from the Anglican communion for 300 years from the beginning 

of the break with Rome under Henry VIII to the founding of the first orders of sisters in the 

1850’s. The Oxford Movement influenced some in the Church of England to see religious life as 

a jewel lost for three hundred years rather than a papist superstition. In 1855 John Mason 

Neale (1818-1866) founded the Society of St. Margaret, which still exists in England and 

America. The early foundations usually followed either the Augustinian or the Benedictine 

rule and lived mixed lives, with monastic practices and apostolic ministries. Men’s 

communities followed soon afterwards. The Society of St. John the Evangelist was founded in 

1865 and the Community of the Resurrection in 1892. Some of the early groups, faced with 

misunderstanding and persecution within the Church of England, became Roman Catholics. 

Many Anglican Bishops were still suspicious of religious life and some would not allow the 

new religious groups to set up in their dioceses. With the background of the controversy over 

ritualism, the religious life was still seen by some to be too Roman. 

The publication of the life of St. Francis by Paul Sabatier in 1894 and another, less 

scholarly but very popular one, by Mrs. Oliphant in the same year, had a great impact in the 

Catholic wing of the Church of England. So it is not surprising that the first Franciscan 

foundation for men dates to that year. The group founded was the Society of the Divine 

Compassion (1894-1952). The first foundation for women was the Community of St. Francis 

(1905). In the United States the first Anglican Franciscan Foundation was the Society of the 

Atonement (the Graymoor Friars and Sisters) who in 1909 became Roman Catholic but have 

always worked for ecumenism. 

After the First World War, the Brotherhood of St. Francis emerged from an outreach 

ministry to homeless wayfarers and from the work of retraining men unemployed in the 

depression that followed the war. This is an example of the combination of ritualism with 

social action that was such a powerful force in promoting Catholic theology in the Church of 

England at this time. In 1919 Br. Giles started a ministry to homeless wayfarers at a farm in 

Dorset and in 1921 the leadership of this group fell to Br. Douglas. 

In India in 1922 Fr. Jack Winslow founded the Christa Seva Sengha (Christ Service 

Society) which had both those living celibacy in vows and those living the life of the third 

order. In 1930 Fr. Algy Robertson returned to England from this community owing to ill-

health and founded the Brotherhood of the Love of Christ, which retained much of the rule of 

the Christa Seva Sengha both for its First and Third Order members. In 1937 the Brotherhood 

of St. Francis and the Brotherhood of the Love of Christ merged to form the Society of St. 

Francis in both its First and Third Orders. The Society still retained much of the spirit of the 

Christa Seva Sangha in its Rule. Between 1947 and 1950 three sisters underwent a noviciate 

with a view to founding a Second Order monastery, and in 1950, when they took vows, the 

Freeland monastery was founded. 

In 1963 there began close co-operation between the Society of St. Francis and the 

Community of St. Francis and in 1966 this co-operation was formalised. In 1973 the sisters 

were declared to be “Sisters of the First Order” since their lifestyle and ministries closely 

matched that of the friars. 

In 1967 the Order of St. Francis in America joined the Society of St. Francis to become its 
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American province and subsequently the American Second and Third Orders merged with 

their English counterparts. 

In 1959 the SSF were invited to open a house in Papua New Guinea and began to receive 

Papuan novices. In 1964 the SSF began work in the dioceses of Brisbane and Newcastle in 

Australia and from 1970 they expanded into New Zealand. The SSF has been active in the 

Solomon Islands since 1970 and has received many Melanesian novices. The SSF began work 

in Africa in Zambia in 1965 and in 1970 opened a friary in Tanzania. The friars in the United 

States, based originally in New York, in 1970 opened a friary in San Francisco, California. 

The Society of St. Francis has always been a small group, as are all religious communities 

in the Anglican Communion, and in the 1970’s there were 240 friars, many fewer first and 

second order sisters, and about 1000 in the Third Order.  

ANGLICAN FRANCISCAN STRUCTURES 

The structure of the Anglican Franciscans thus emerged slightly different to that of the 

Roman Catholic Franciscans. The First Order of the Society of St. Francis includes two 

branches, the Society of St. Francis who are the First Order friars and the Community of St. 

Francis who constitute the First Order Sisters, the Order of St. Clare constitute the Second 

Order Sisters, and the Third Order are entirely what we have called Third Order Secular in 

this course, there being as yet no Third Order Regular. There is close co-operation and a 

history of joint chapters and meetings together that bind them closely into one movement. 

The Anglican Franciscan movement has always taken its inspiration directly from the life 

of St. Francis, particularly as viewed in the tradition of Sabatier, Little and Moorman. They 

have thus consciously tried to identify with the life of Francis and the early companions and so 

have written a Rule and constitutions that seek to reflect an understanding of that life, 

without regard to the Rule of 1223 or the subsequent controversies that surrounded it.  

Since the Second Vatican Council the increasingly warm ecumenical relationship between 

Anglicans and Roman Catholics have led to growing ecumenical co-operation among 

Franciscans. This is especially true in Great Britain where Anglican Franciscans have been 

active members of the Franciscan Association of Great Britain and the Franciscan 

International Study Centre offers common ground for formation and study. 
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LESSON TWELVE: 

FRANCISCANS IN MISSIONARY TERRITORIES 

CAPUCHINS 

By 1830 there were virtually no Capuchin missions left. In 1841 the Capuchins opened a 

missionary college in Rome and the Order sent missionaries to Bulgaria, Venezuela, 

Mesopotamia, and then to Brazil, India, and Ethiopia. In South America in the 1850’s and 

60’s.  

By 1920 the Capuchins had over 1,000 missionaries and in 1975 over 1,500. The missions 

to the Levant were put under Capuchin control during the 19th century and an Apostolic 

Institute of the East founded to provide missionaries for it. In Ethiopia the number of recruits 

was great enough to establish a province in 1975 and the Ethiopian college founded by 

Benedict XV in 1919 was put under Capuchin control. In 1993, when Eritrea seceded from 

Ethiopia the Province of Ethiopia was divided in two, comprising the Province of Eritrea and 

the Vice-Province of Ethiopia. Capuchins in the 20th century expanded the number of their 

missions in South America and established others in Oceania, Indonesia and Japan. 

The most remarkable success of the Capuchin missions has occurred in India. The 

Capuchins had historically manned the Apostolic Vicariates of Agra, Patna and Punjab. Given 

the problems that were beginning to be felt in sending missionaries from Europe, in 1871 the 

Minister General asked the Capuchin Mgr Jacopi of Agra to establish a novitiate there. He 

had little success and equally failed in his attempt to send candidates to England where the 

friars declared they could not accept them into their novitiate for training. Mgr Jacopi 

managed to begin a novitiate in Mussoorie in 1880 and by 1883 there were five candidates 

ready to be trained but no lector. A lector was found and a study house established in that 

year. Vicariates established in India by 1885 were perilously undermanned. Reinforcements 

came from the Belgian province which in 1888 took over the diocese of Lahore, the Bologna 

province in 1890 took over that of Allahabad and the Tuscan province the Archdiocese of Agra 

in 1892. These missions largely catered for Europeans and previously converted Indians from 

the south but made little impact on the non-Christian population. Problems with manning the 

novitiate and personality clashes between Mgr Jacopi and successive superiors caused the 

novitiate to be suspended in 1890 and closed in 1891. General Superiors of the Order were 

frustrated that although women's congregations were attracting a flood of vocations, the 

Capuchins seemed to garner no more than a trickle.119  

It was not util 1916 that the question of reopening a novitiate arose and was rejected by 

the missionaries in Agra because it was felt that the novitiate of Mussoorie was too close to 

two schools to be suitable. When the General Visitator in 1920 discovered that asprants to the 

Capuchins were being diverted to the diocesan priesthood and the Jesuits because of a lack of 

a novitiate, the Minister General made a decision to reopen the novitiate and strengthen the 

missionaries in India. Consequently, among other decisions, the English friars were asked to 

close their mission in California and send the men freed to India. The strategy bore fruit. A 

novitiate and study house was opened in Sardhana in 1922 under the control of the five 

missionary Superiors at Agra, Ajmer, Allahabad, Lahore and Simla. Whereas the previous 

novitiate had only accepted candidates of European descent, this was was expressly 

established to receive Indians of all castes and Indo-European novices – imitating the success 

that other Orders had had in receiving Indian novices.120 In 1926 the Capuchins received their 

                                                
119 B. Vadakkekara. “Establishment of Capuchin Order in India. I. A Travailous Inception (1869-1916). In: Collectanea 

francescana 66(1996) p. 195-244. 

120 There were 206 Indian Carmelites and 170 Indian Jesuits by this stage. Cf. B. Vadakkekara. “Establishment of Capuchin 

Order in India II. Breaking the Deadlock and Striking Root (1916-1926). In: Collectanea francescana 67(1997) p. 509. 
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first candidate from the Catholic Syro-Malabar Church, establishing a precedent that was to 

have far reaching consequences in establishing the Capuchin Order within this church.121 In 

1927 there were enough friars to create an Indian Custody under the Paris Province. This 

custody became a General Commissariat (i.e. under direct control of the Minister General) in 

1938. This General Commissariat became a Provincial Commissariat in 1951 and in 1963 

became the Province of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. By 1972 the province had grown so 

much that it was divided into four provinces. Further divisions have occurred since so that by 

2000 there were 7 Capuchin provinces in India. 

The Capuchin province of Ireland had been re-established in 1875 and showed itself to be 

zealous in missionary endeavours – so much so that although the province only had four 

houses in Ireland up until 1910, it had missionaries in Aden and India. It was instrumental in 

founding Our Lady of Angels Province in the Western US. The Archbishop of Oregon City 

(now Portland) found the Irish Capuchins willing to open a mission in his diocese even though 

technically the United States was no longer missionary territory (having been removed from 

the competence of Propaganda Fide in 1908). In 1910 two Irish friars went to Oregon and 

established a tenuous footing there. They held on, with reinforcements from Ireland and in 

1911 opened a new house in Pennsylvania. In 1920 they took over the California missions left 

by the friars of the English province. The first local vocations came in 1926 and they were sent 

to Ireland for novitiate and formation. In 1937 the American mission was raised to the status 

of a Custody. The Custody opened its own novitiate in 1962 and became a Vice-Province in 

1972. In 1979 they took the final step and were raised to the status of a province in the Order. 

Other provinces such as St. Jospeh's and St. Mary's were also founded in the USA by this 

time. 

CONVENTUALS 

Conventual missionary work outside Europe was limited to Turkey by the end of the 

nineteenth century. A Rumanian province was erected in 1895122 and work among the 

Orthodox in Eastern Europe expanded in the 20th century with the establishment of a house in 

the Ukraine by the Polish friars, a Bulgarian Province in 1973123. In 1908 the friars of 

Belgium and Holland began work in Denmark. In 1924 the Order took on a mission in China 

and founded a mission school in Rome to train missionaries.  In 1947 there were 136 

Conventuals working on the missions. 

Maximilian Kolbe's Japanese foundation in 1930 became a General Commissariat in 1940, 

and a Province in 1969.124 In the 1940’s missions were started in Central and South America 

and in the 1950’s in Sweden and Korea. In 1949 the Padua Province began a Mission in Brazil 

which became a Provincial Commissariat in 1961 and a Province in 1981.125 A province of 

Argentina and Uruguay was erected in 1989 from a Mission founded in 1955 and established 

as a Provincial Commissariat in 1961 and a Provincial Custody in 1970.126 The Korean 

Mission was founded in 1958 and erected a General Custody in 1975.127 The Provincial 

Custody of the Philippines was founded as a Mission of the Naples Province in 1979 and 

erected as a Provincial Custody in 1989.128  

                                                
121 The (Catholic) Syro-Malabar Church is one of the Eastern Churches in communion with Rome and therefore part of the 

Roman Catholic Church, but with its own hierarchy and rites. ibid. p. 540. 

122 Album generale OFMConv. Curia Generalizia: Roma, 1991. p. 127. 

123 ibid. p. 146. 

124 ibid. p. 86. 

125 ibid. p. 71. 

126 ibid. p. 121. 

127 ibid. p. 148. 

128 ibid. p. 96. 
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In Africa the Conventual friars have missionaries in Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania and a 

General Custody in Zambia that was begun as a Mission in 1930 and became a General 

Commissariat in 1954.129  

In the years 1932-1940 Maximilian Kolbe had tried in vain to convince his Superiors of the 

desirability and feasibility of establishing  a Conventual presence in India. Subsequently there 

were efforts to establish houses of the Order according to Maximilian's plan in 1948, 1952, 

1959 and 1965-1966. It was the Minister General Vitale Bonmarco who was finally able to 

inaugurate a mission in India. He sent Sebald Reil, the General Secretary for the Missions, to 

investigate the possibilities. The Maltese Province was asked to take responsibility for the 

mission and in 1981 a religious huose and minor seminary was established at Chotty, 

Velichiyani. In 1983 the first vocations entered the novitiate and in 1988 the frist Indian friar 

made solemn profession of vows. In 1989 the mission became a Provincial Delegation and in 

1995 a Custody.130 

OFM 

The Order of Friars Minor joined the missionary expansion of the Church. The Japanese 

mission was recommenced in 1906 and the missions in South America continued to expand. In 

Eastern Europe the friars expanded their work among the Orthodox. In North Africa the 

traditional missions of the friars were reinforced in Morocco, Libya and Egypt. In the 

Philippines an increasing number of friars served one million faithful by 1890. In 1934 the 

Friars Minor were the largest missionary order in the Church with over 3,500 friars working 

on the missions and over the next forty years an increasing number of members of these 

emerging provinces were from the countries themselves. In 1973 there were 4,073 Friars 

Minor working as missionaries. A more detailed consideration of some principal areas of 

missionary activity in which the Friars Minor were engaged now follows. 

 

 

 

This space intentionally left blank 
 

 

 

 

CHINA 

The eighteenth century ended and the nineteenth began with a widespread persecution of 

Christians in China. The friars were in no way exempt from this as some of them were 

Propaganda Fide missionaries in China. John of Triora was strangled in Changsa, Hunan in 

1816. In 1838 Christians in Shandong appealed to the Pope for missionaries. The Holy See 

asked the Friars Minor to respond and at the start of 1845 there were 26 Friars Minor 

working in China. In the late 1830's and early 1840's Friars Minor became Vicars Apostolic of 

the Huguang, Shanxi and Shandong. Franciscans were entrusted two more vicariates in 1856 

when they were set over Hubei and Hunan. These five areas remained the principal arenas for 

Franciscan activity in China. 

The Portuguese friars continued their work from their house in Macao but Portuguese 

influence in China was on the wane. In 1856 the dioceses of Nanjing and Beijing were 

abolished and replaced by vicariates apostolic. In this way the Portuguese King lost the right 

                                                
129 ibid. p. 150. 

130 J. Cilia. Twenty Years of Conventual Franciscan Presence in India 1980-2000. Ernakulam: Greyfriars Publications, 2002. p. 

43-87. 
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of nomination of the Bishops and this was taken over by the Holy See. Missionary work 

continued, protected by the same treaties that protected Westerners in China. Resentment of 

these unequal treaties, which had been forced upon the Chinese, led to the Boxer Uprising of 

1900. Most of the 250 Westerners who were killed were missionaries. Chinese Christians, 

associated with the Westerners, suffered much more and 18,000 were killed. Western control 

of large parts of China continued in the early 20th century but this was increasingly resented 

by the Chinese. Japan joined the Western powers in the despoliation of China. 

Between 1937 and 1938 the invading Japanese armies occupied the province of Shandong, 

one of those areas of Franciscan missionary activity. Missionaries were suspected not only by 

the Japanese backed authorities but also by the Chinese nationalists who fought them. The 

situation became worse when Japan declared war on the United States in 1941. German friars 

had to take over in the mission areas entrusted previously to American friars, but the French, 

because of the collaboration of the Vichy government with Axis powers, were allowed to 

continue their work. When the war ended with the defeat of Japan in 1945 China continued 

with its own civil war and the Communists took over in Shandong in 1948 making life difficult 

for missionaires and Chinese Catholics alike. In 1951, when China entered the Korean war, 

US missionaries were imprisoned and by 1954 all other missionaries had left China. Chinese 

Catholics continued their faith either in underground churches or in the Chinese Catholic 

Patriotic Church. In all this the friars were with the Chinese Christians. In Shaanxi province 

foreign missionaries were interned in 1942-42. By 1950 Communist troops were firmly in  

control of the province and Protestant pastors and Catholic priests agreed to a statement 

welcoming the end of imperialism.  

Shanxi province was largely evangelised by Italian friars and so when Japanese troops 

took the province in 1937, installing a puppet regime recognised by Germany and Italy, the 

Italian friars were left alone to continue their work. This caused resentment among Chinese 

nationalists and when the Communists took the province in 1949 the friars were no longer 

able to continue their missionary work.  

Hubei province was a battleground for Japanese troops, Chinese Communists, Chinese 

Nationalists and bandits. Missionary activity was hampered by this as Chinese resented 

Italian missionaries for their government's recognition of the Japanese occupation. After 1943, 

when Italy changed sides in the war, the Japanese considered Italians to be enemy citizens. 

The Communists took over in 1950 and the familiar pattern of establishing a Patriotic Church 

and outlawing Catholics faithful to the Vatican was repeated. After see-sawing control 

between Nationalists, Japanese and Communists, the Communists finally took control of 

Hunan province in 1949. The friars working in the region were suspected by all sides of 

working for their enemies and this, together with isolation as the Second World War 

prevented more missionaries from being sent, caused difficulties for the friars.  

In addition to the work in those five regions, friars ran a school, the Domus Franciscana, 

in Beijing that taught missionaries the Chinese language. In 1945 Br. Gabriel Allegra, OFM, 

established the Studium Biblicum in the house in Beijing. In 1948, as the Communists began 

their encirclement of Beijing, the friars moved the Biblicum to Hong Kong and the language 

school to Macao – where European powers could protect them. The last Chinese friar who did 

not join the Patriotic Church moved from the Beijing house in 1960 but was imprisoned in a 

Buddhist temple during the Cultural Revolution in 1966. He died a miserable death in 1973. 

The Order of Friars Minor was never entirely extinguished in China. In 1992 there were 

56 Chinese friars in the country and in three areas, Fengxiang, Wuhan and Lu'an the Order 

was alive. This reflected a not insignificant effort on the part of the friars. 23 European and 

North American provinces contributed friars to the Chinese mission. In 1920 there were 250 

Friars Minor in China, in 1932 over 400, in 1939 700, in 1948, 706 and in 1949, 757 (foreign 

and Chinese). Despite efforts by Rome to urge Chinese control over the Chinese Church, the 



Pruning and New Growth 

191 of 199 

jurisdictions of the friars were usually governed by European missinaries, unless political 

circumstances required the anming of a Chinese friar. The friars established three seminaries 

for both the friars and diocesan clergy of the five provinces under their stewardship and 

between 1930 and 1950 at least 200 Chinese priests were trained in them.  

USA 

The nineteenth century saw the establishment of the modern Franciscan provinces in the 

United States. An Irish Franciscan Michael Egan arrived in 1802 hoping to set up a 

Franciscan foundation in the USA – he died in 1814 having been consecrated a Bishop but 

without establishing a lasting Franciscan presence. There were several other isolated 

Franciscan missionaries in the first half of the 19th century. The expansion of the Order in the 

USA, however, came as a result of the persecution or suppression of friars in Europe. The 

religious needs of the young nation in the early 19th century were enormous since there were 

great populations of immigrants from Italy, Germany and Austria with few clergy to care for 

them. The first Franciscan missionaries to these communities came from provinces that were 

themselves struggling to recover from the suppression that they suffered under Napolean. In 

1838 Bishop Purcell toured Europe seeking priests to minister to the German Catholics who 

had congregated around Cincinnati. The Bavarian province sent Fr. Francis Huber, but 

struggled to send any more priests to join him – they were all needed at home. The province 

did send two lay friars: Leander Streber and Aracious Wieser. These sailed in 1844 with a 

volunteer firar priest from the Province of Tyrol: William Unterthiner. A trickle of friars 

joined them from Tyrol during the 1840's and in 1851 the friar's built St. Clement church and 

the first Franciscan friary in the USA.  

In 1854 German Recollect friars recovered the old mission of Santa Barbera in California, 

which would later form the kernel of a new province there. 

The foundation in Allegany, New York was the inspiration of Nicholas Devereaux and 

Bishop John Timon of Buffalo. While in Rome for the declaration of the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception, they petitioned the OFM Minister General for missionaries and four 

were sent. The young theology lecturer at St. Isidore's Irish Franciscan College, Fr. Pamfilo of 

Magliano together with Sixtus of Gagliano, Samuel of Prezza and brother Salvator of 

Manarola. These Italian friars reached New York in June 1855 and were brought to Buffalo to 

speak to the Bishop and thence to Ellicottville where they lodged at the house of Thomas 

McMahon and learned English from Mary Devereaux. Difficulties for the new arrivals 

included the harshness of the winter they soon encountered, the antagonism of a local 

Protestant population influenced by the anti-Catholic Know-Nothings and a culture shock of 

diet, mentality and lifestyle. The friars overcame these difficulties and, after receiving 

reinforcements from Italy, worked to establish St. Bonaventure's College. The college was 

opened in 1858 with 13 friars in residence to educate yong men for the priesthood and the 

Franciscan life. In 1859 Pamfilo founded the Franciscan Sisters of Allegany, who worked side 

by side with the friars. 

The friars from Saxony organised a foundation in Illinois in 1858 in response to an appeal 

from the local Bishop Henry Juncker. By 1860 the Saxony friars looked after 18 churches and 

gave spiritual assistance to 8 others. They established a noviciate in that year to further the 

growth of a local province.  

The Austrian Reformed OFM friars of St. Leopold's province voted at chapter to withdraw 

their friars from the mission in Cincinnati in 1857, but a vigorous protest from Archbishop 

Purcell of Cincinnati led instead to the establishment of a separate Custody of St. John the 

Baptist. Initially the General Definitory wanted this to be united with the Italian Reformed 

friars from Allegany, but soon it was realised that the distances were too large and a separate 

Custody of the Immaculate Conception was established in 1861. 
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The pioneering decade of the 1850's led to a decade of expansion in the 1860's. The Custody 

of the Immaculate Conception expanded its college in Allegany and began care of immigrants 

in New York. New friars from Austria allowed St. John the Baptist Custody in Cincinnati to 

grow. The friars in California continued in their work in Santa Barbara. 

In 1872 Chancellor Bismarck of Germany introduced anti-Catholic laws known as the 

Kulturkampf. This led to the exile of the Thuringian friars who established themselves in 

Paterson, New Jersey and began the work of building a new province there. The Kulturkampf 
led to the expulsion of the Saxony friars in 1875 and this strengthened the Commissariat they 

had established in Illinois. In 1878 the Commissariat was raised to the status of a province 

under the patronage of the Sacred Heart. This province sent friars to reinforce the Californian 

in Santa Barbara friars and by 1887 the friars there were strong enough to accept a parish in 

San Francisco, care for the miners of the gold rush and engage in missionary work among the 

native Americans. 

Russia's expulsion of the friars from Smolensk in 1872 led Br. Augustine Zeytz to travel 

from Poland to the USA where he worked until 1880. He returned to Poland in 1880 to 

promote an American foundation. In 1888 three Polish friars were sent to Wisconsin where, 

despite many difficulties, they managed to establish a small community. They accepted 

candidates and managed to maintain a precarious existence. 

The 1890's saw the growth of these various foundations in the USA, with the Sacred Heart 

province offering help to the friars in California and the Polish friars in Wisconsin as they 

struggled to establish themselves. The Immaculate Conception Custody split along racial lines 

with the Irish joining with Germans in Paterson to form the Holy Name Province and the 

Italian friars establishing the Immaculate Conception Province. In the twentieth century 

these foundations grew into strong provinces that would themselves send missionaries to 

other nations. 

INDIA AND PAKISTAN 

The missionary efforts of the provinces in India founded from Portugal had come to an end 

with the liberal suppressions of religious life in the 19th century. The Friars Minor restarted 

their missionary work in India in 1925 when the English province sent missionaries to 

Hyderabad to take charge of All Saints' High School. In 1928 they were given the area of 

Bellary, Raichur and Gulbarga as their mission and charged with establishing the Church 

there, so the friars left Hyderabad to move there. By 1937 the friars were established enough 

to begin thinking about receiving local vocations. This was not possible in the mission of 

Bellary, so the friars sought to establish a house in Mumbai (Bombay) for this purpose. They 

finally managed to do so in 1953 and then set about strenuously preaching missions in the 

area. In 1955-1956 these gave rise to the first vocations engendered by the English friars in 

India.131 The twelve young men who came forward were sent for training with the Dutch 

Indian Commissariat, the founding of which shall now be described. 

Meanwhile the Dutch province in 1935 was given the mission of Sind and Balochistan, 

then part of the British Raj and now in Pakistan. They began accepting local vocations almost 

immediately and by 1940 they had established a novitiate and study house in Karachi. The 

Second World War interrupted communications with the mother province in Holland, but in 

1946 the Dutch province sent five professors and eight students to join the six Indian friars in 

formation, thus consolidating a vibrant student house. Recently freed from German 

occupation, the Dutch friars were sympathetic to the Indian struggle for independence from 

Britain. The Raj split into a secular India and an Islamic Pakistan. The Dutch friars realised 

that unless they also moved south into India they would be restricted to Pakistan, so in 1948 

                                                
131 S. McGoldrick. Bellary Mission. Franciscan Missionary Union: Buckingham, N.D. 1960? passim. 
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they established a friary in Bangalore. The Order organised the Indian enterprise into three 

entities. A Commissariat of St. Thomas covered the whole of India and Pakistan under the 

supervision of the Dutch province. The English province maintained its separate mission in 

Bellary and the Dutch province maintained the mission in Sind and Baluchistan.132 In 1949 a 

novitiate and in 1952 a philosophy study house were established in Palmaner, Madras. After 

initial reluctance, a friary in Kochi was opened in 1951 and one in Madhaveram in 1952. In 

1953 the friars in India were hit by the refusal of the Indian government to consider new visas 

for foreign missionaries. But the Indian half of the Commissariat was by now strong enough to 

grow under its own steam. In 1957 a theological study house was inaugurated at first in 

Palmaner and then transferred to Bangalore, ending the difficulties that had been 

encountered in sending students north to the theological study house in Pakistan. The 

inauguration of a theological study house in India allowed the friars to divide the Pakistani 

mission from the Indian Commissariat. The Commissariat became a province in 1969 and the 

province of St. Thomas in 1985. The Pakistani mission became a Vice-Province the same year 

in 1985.133 

THIRD ORDER 

It is impossible to mention all the Franciscan Third Order Sisters engaged in missionary 

work. So I will give a few examples.134 The Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, founded as a 

congregation in 1877 by Saint Mary of the Passion, had already arrived in China in 1866. 

They sent missionaries throughout the world. By 1996 they had three provinces in Africa – 

East Africa, West Africa and South Africa with 131 finally professed sisters and 15 temporary 

professed. 

In 1964 Capuchin Sisters of Mother Rubatto arrived in Eritrea to join the friars on their 

mission there and have since expanded into Ethiopia. 

The Franciscan Clarist Congregation was founded in Kerala in South India in 1888. They 

grew fast and expanded throughout India. 

Sometimes European congregations, rather than found African provinces of their own 

congregation would establish African congregations modelled on their spirituality and the 

needs of the Church in Africa. An example this is the foundation of the Franciscan Sisters of 

St. Joseph. In 1929 six sisters from the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of St. Joseph arrived in 

Kisumi in Kenya. These were asked by two Mill Hill missionaries in 1936 to provide formation 

for a group of local girls.  When the congregation became strong enough to be canonically 

established in 1974 it took the name Franciscan Sisters of St. Joseph in recognition of the 

sisters who helped in its formation. 

Another example is given by the work of the indomitable Mother Kevin, who founded not 

one but two congregations different from the one she belonged to. She was a Franciscan sister 

of St. Mary's Abbey, Mill Hill who worked as a missionary in Uganda from 1903 onwards. In 

1923 she became General Superior and, despite opposition from some of her own sisters, she 

founded the Little Sisters of St. Francis from African women from Uganda and Kenya. The 

Franciscan Missionary Sisters for Africa were also founded by Mother Kevin and these, with 

their headquarters in Ireland, helped guide the development of the Little Sisters of St. 

Francis. 

                                                
132 The difference between a commissariat and a mission was that a commissariat is a structure of the Order in view of 

establishing a future province, whereas a mission is a structure primarily of the local church entrusted to the Order both to 

establish a local hierarchy and engage in the implantation of the Order. Thus a mission has two Superiors, one for the friars 

as religious and one for the local church structures, whereas a commissariat has only a religious Superior.  

133 O. Dijkstra – L. Mascarenhas. Dutch Franciscans and Their Missions. Volume I: India and Pakistan. Dutch Franciscan 

Provincialate: Utrecht, 1994. passim. 

134 These are taken from the Franciscan Family Directory. Nairobi: CCFMC, 1996. 
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CONCLUSION  

A REFLECTION ON FRANCISCAN THOUGHT AND THE DEBATE WITH MODERNITY 

A large contribution to the development of a distinctive Franciscan intellectual tradition 

was made at the Franciscan school at Oxford. It was made at a time in English history which 

is pivotal for the development of democracy in western society. In 1215 the Barons and the 

King signed the Magna Carta treaty at Runnymede. In this treaty it was recognised that 

individuals had rights that the King could not take away and that the King himself was 

subject to the laws of the land and not an arbitrary ruler. These ideas were vigorously 

promoted by the Franciscan friars at Oxford and elsewhere in the kingdom. They influenced 

the Scottish Declaration of Arbroath of 1320. They tie in well with a respect for the individual 

that we find in Scotistic philosophy. They also parallel the way that the Order was structured 

after the revolt against Elias in 1239 with the Minister General no longer being the absolute 

authority in the Order, but being subject to the General Chapter that represented the 

interests of the provinces in the Order. 

So the beginnings of the democratic tradition in modern times and a large contribution to 

the Franciscan intellectual tradition coincided. It is not surprising then, that many of the 

concerns of the Franciscan tradition are also the concerns of modernity – particularly the 

respect for the individual, the rule of law, the role of subjects in their governance, an empirical 

approach to the natural sciences. These concerns are not so well expressed in the anti-modern 

approach of the Thomist philosophy and theology adopted by the Church in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The recovery of the Franciscan tradition gives us 

tools that can be used in the dialogue, initiated at the Second Vatican Council, with modern 

culture. These tools began to be recovered as friars and other scholars concentrated on 

Franciscan history and texts in the 20th century. The Franciscan Institute in New York, St. 

Bonaventure's College – first in Quaracchi and then at Grottaferrata – as well as the Scotus 

Commissions both in Rome and the US and some lay scholars have laid the groundwork of the 

recovery of this tradition by producing critical editions of the key texts of the tradition. The 

challenge to Franciscans today is to deepen our understanding of the tradition so as to be able 

to bring it to that crucial debate with the modern culture that, with globalisation, is spreading 

over the globe. Our tradition was there at the inception of the culture in 13th century 

England, now it can help that culture avoid its worst excesses. 
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