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The Franciscans Did That!

Have you ever looked at a Christmas crib,

prayed the Stations of the Cross, seen the
letters IHS, or celebrated a feast such as the
Visitation and wondered where these traditions
came from?

Many of the devotions, feasts, and practices we
know and love have been part of our lives for so
long that we simply take them for granted, and
the rich history behind them is often lost over
time.

The Franciscans, in fact, played a major role in
shaping some of the most loved devotions and
traditions in the Church. Through the life of St
Francis and the early Franciscans, devotion to
the Infant Jesus, the Holy Name of Jesus, the

For most people, Christmas is one of the most
loved celebrations of the year. Although the
Franciscans did not create Christmas itself, they
did however give the world one of its most
beloved Christmas traditions. In 1223, St Francis
of Assisi created the first Nativity scene in the
small Italian town of Greccio. Using a manger
filled with hay, together with an ox and a donkey,
Francis recreated the scene of Christ's birth,
giving people a vivid glimpse of what Christmas
night in Bethlehem must have been like.

What seemed like a small and simple idea
quickly captured people's hearts. By the
following Christmas, what Francis had begun in
Greccio had spread throughout Italy, and

Sacred Wounds, and the Stations of the Cross
spread throughout the Christian world and
became a treasured part of Catholic life. The
Franciscans also played a major role in
promoting belief in the Immaculate Conception,
spreading the Feast of the Visitation, and
inspiring one of the Church's earliest and most
influential lay movements through the Secular
Franciscan Order.

In the following pages, we'll explore some of
these remarkable Franciscan contributions that
have shaped the faith and prayer of countless
Christians for centuries. You may be surprised
to discover just how often the Franciscans were
behind them.

people everywhere were setting up Nativity
scenes to celebrate the birth of Christ. Over the
centuries, the tradition continued to grow,
spreading throughout Europe and eventually
across the world. More than 800 years later, the
Nativity scene remains one of the most
recognisable symbols of Christmas—thanks to
St Francis!



Devotion to the wounds of
Christ existed long before St
Francis, but the Franciscan
movement gave it new life and
intensity. Everything changed
in 1224 when St Francis was
praying on Mount La Verna
and asked God for two special
graces: to experience, as
much as possible, the suffering
that Jesus endured during His
Passion, and to feel the
immense love that led Christ to
suffer for the salvation of the
world. After his prayer, Francis
received a remarkable vision
of a crucified Seraph and was
marked with the crucifixion
wounds of Christ in his hands,
feet, and side. This event,
known as the Stigmata, made
Francis the first recorded saint
to bear the wounds of Christ in
his own body.

The Stigmata changed the way
many Christians thought about
the Passion of Christ. Through
the witness of St Francis,
people were drawn to reflect
more deeply on the wounds
Jesus suffered for our sake.
The  Franciscans  helped
spread devotion to the Five
Wounds of Christ, encouraging
people not only to think about
Christ's suffering, but also
about the incredible love that
led Him to endure it.

The letters IHS can be found
on churches, vestments,
sacred vessels, and religious
artwork throughout the world.
Few people realise that this
famous symbol became widely
known through the efforts of
the Franciscan friar St
Bernardino of Siena in the
fifteenth century. At a time
when many Italian cities were
divided by conflict and rivalry,
Bernardino travelled from
town-to-town preaching peace,
reconciliation, and devotion to
Jesus.

To encourage people to focus
on Christ, Bernardino
displayed the letters IHS as he
preached. These letters come
from the first three letters of
Jesus’ name in Greek. He
encouraged people to place
the symbol in their homes and
public buildings as a sign of
their faith. His preaching was
so successful that devotion to
the Holy Name spread rapidly
throughout Italy and across
Europe.

Other Franciscans, especially
St John of Capistrano,
continued his work. Over time,
the IHS symbol became one of
the most recognisable signs of
Christianity and remains a
powerful reminder that our
hope and salvation are found
in Jesus Christ.



The Immaculate
Conception

One of the greatest
contributions the Franciscans
gave to the Church was their
defence of the Immaculate
Conception. During the Middle
Ages, there was much debate
about whether Mary, the
Mother of Jesus, had been
conceived with or without
original sin. Many leading
theologians, including St
Thomas Aquinas, grasped the
qguestion but could never find
the answer.

Two great Franciscan
theologians, St Bonaventure,
but especially Blessed John
Duns Scotus argued in favour
of \WET%S Immaculate
conception. Scotus in fact
provided the explanation that
would eventually become the
Church's accepted teaching.
He taught that Mary was saved
by Christ in a unique way:
rather than being freed from
sin after it had touched her, she
was preserved from it from the
very beginning through the
merits of Jesus Christ. His own
belief in this came from St
Francis’ own title for Mary as
the *“Virgin made Church”.
Scotus’ argument was
summarised in three simple
steps: God could do it, it was
fitting that He do it for the
Mother of His Son, and
therefore He did it!

When Pope Pius IX officially
proclaimed the Immaculate
Conception as a dogma 1854,
many saw it as the fulfilment of
a belief that the Franciscans
had faithfully defended for
centuries.

The Feast of the
Visitation

The Feast of the Visitation
celebrates Mary's visit to her
cousin Elizabeth and the joyful
meeting of the two mothers
chosen by God for His plan of
salvation. During this visit,
John the Baptist leapt in
Elizabeth's womb, Elizabeth
proclaimed Mary "the Mother
of my Lord,” and Mary
responded with the
Magnificat, one of the most
beautiful hymns in Scripture.

While the feast has ancient
roots in the Christian East, it
was the Franciscans who
gave it particular prominence
in the West. Under the
influence of St Bonaventure,
the Franciscan Order adopted
and promoted the Feast of the
Visitation in 1263. Through
Franciscan preaching and
liturgical celebrations,
devotion to this Gospel event
spread throughout Europe,
helping Christians reflect on
Mary's humility, charity, and
joyful service to others. The
Franciscans were o]
successful in promoting the
feast that Pope Urban VI
extended it to the entire Latin
Church in 1389.

The Secular
Franciscan Order

Today, it seems normal to see
lay people actively involved in
the life of the Church through
ministries, prayer groups, and
associations. But 800 years
ago, this was far less
common.

One of St Francis' greatest
gifts to the Church was
showing that holiness is not
only for priests, monks, and
nuns, but for ordinary people
too. Many wanted to follow his
way of life but could not leave
their families, jobs, and
responsibilities. So Francis
created a way for men and
women to live the Gospel
while remaining in the world.

This became the Secular
Franciscan Order, one of the
earliest and most influential
lay movements in Church
history. It gave ordinary
Catholics a practical way to
grow in prayer, serve others,
live simply, and follow Christin
their everyday lives. Its
success inspired many later
lay groups within the Church
and helped show that holiness
is for everyone.

More than 800 vyears later,
Secular Franciscans continue
to live and share the rich
traditions of St Francis.
Through their lives and
example, they help preserve
and pass on the many gifts
that the Franciscan family has
given to the Church, ensuring
that this remarkable heritage
remains alive for future
generations.




Peter Reddy 1895-1958

Born in Tamil Nadu, India,
Peter Reddy came from a
family whose parents had
embraced Christianity after
being raised as Hindus. He
became a respected university
professor and was known for
his intelligence and learning.
After a three-day spiritual
retreat with the Capuchins in
Trichy, Peter made a radical
decision. He renounced
everything and took to the road
as a pilgrim. Carrying only a
Bible and a begging bowl, and
dressed in a simple brown
Franciscan habit without a
hood, he travelled throughout
southern India sharing the
message of God wherever he
went. Although highly
educated, Peter chose to live
among the poor. He socialised
with beggars regardless of
their class, showing that every
person is loved by God. For the
sake of evangelisation, he
continued studying throughout
his life, learning Hindi,
Sanskrit, Malayalam, Italian,
German, French, Hebrew and
Aramaic. Remarkably, he
undertook much of this study
when he was already over fifty

years old. A Secular
Franciscan, Peter spent
fourteen years living as a

pilgrim beggar and preacher
before dying on 21 June, 1958,
with a reputation for holiness.

Visitus @

Blessed Luigi and
Maria Beltrame
Quattrocchi

1880-1951 / 1884-1965

Blessed Luigi and Maria
Beltrame Quattrocchi are a
remarkable example of
holiness lived through
marriage and family life. Luigi
was born in 1880 and earned
a degree in Law, leading to a
successful career in the legal
service. He later held positions
on the boards of several banks
and was acquainted with many
important  political  figures.
Maria was born in Florence on
24 June 1884 into the noble

Corsini  family. A gifted
educator, she became a
professor, writer on
educational topics, and

catechist. Their lives changed
when they met in Florence.
Luigi was 25 and Maria 21
when they married in the
Basilica of St Mary Major in
Rome. Together they raised
four children. Luigi worked as
a lawyer while Maria balanced
family  life  with  writing,
catechesis, and charitable
works. She also served as a
volunteer Red Cross nurse
during the Ethiopian campaign
and the Second World War.
The couple later entrusted
their family and all their
children to Our Lady of Divine
Love.
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Family life always included time
for sports, holidays by the sea
and in the mountains. Their
house was always open to their
numerous friends and those
who knocked at their door
asking for food. Every evening
they prayed the Rosary
together, and the family was
consecrated to the Sacred
Heart of Jesus, solemnly
placed on the mantlepiece of
their dining room. They also
kept the family holy hour on the
eve of the first Friday of the
month, and participated in the
night vigil prayers and weekend
retreats. Their faith bore
remarkable fruit. Both of their
sons became priests in the
1930s, while Stefania entered a
Benedictine monastery and
Enrichetta became a
consecrated laywoman, later
declared Venerable. During the
Nazi occupation of Rome, the
family apartment became a
refuge for fugitives and people
of Jewish heritage. Their sons
secretly assisted the
resistance, and had the family
been discovered, they could all
have been executed. Luigi died
in 1951 and Maria followed him
in 1965. In 2001 they became
the first married couple in
Church history to be beatified
together. Remarkably, both
priest sons went on to
concelebrate the beatification
Mass of their parents with Pope
St John Paul Il.



