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Saint Francis

A MODEL OF
GENTLENESS AND CARE

On one occasion, Brother Bonaventure, the gardener of the friary at
the Portiuncula, climbing Mount Subasio with a brother from a far-

away country, was asked what Franciscan spirituality is. Brother
Bonaventure, a simple and very spiritual man, in a sweet voice made
more so by his Umbrian accent, responded: “Franciscan spirituality is
Saint Francis. And who is Saint Francis? It is enough to utter his name
and everyone knows who he is. Saint Francis was a man of God. And be-
cause he was a man of God, he always lived what is essential. And so he
was simple, courteous, and gentle with everyone, like God in His mercy.”

The little old Fiat bounces along the rocky road that leads to the
friary at the Carceri. There below, spread out and lit by the pleasant
autumn sun, is the peaceful valley of Assisi, like a woven tapestry of
houses and farms. Suddenly Brother Bonaventure stops the car and
jumps out; but it is not to contemplate the wide panorama before him,
from the heights above the cliffs to the valley below. Rather, with his
Franciscan eyesight, he has discovered little white flowers among the
abundant greenery. “Look at how beautiful they are!” says the brother,
rough but with a refined spirit, as he leans over them, like someone
leaning over the crib of a newborn child.

The brother from the faraway country discovers some mulberries,
green and ripe, and he tastes them. “Why do you take the green mul-
berries, Brother?” interrupts Brother Bonaventure. “Don’t you see that
they suffer? Would you cut someone down in the prime of life? Only
when they are older do they offer themselves gladly for our enjoyment.”
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The descent is as slow as the climb. The small car descends the
mountain smoothly. “Why don’t we go a bit faster, Brother Bonaven-
ture?” He answers: “There is no reason to abuse the good nature of the
car. For eighteen years it has carried me to and fro, and it has always
been good to me. Should I not show it some consideration by avoiding
rough braking with so many curves?”

Then, back at the Portiuncula, he shows me his garden, full of veg-
etables, grape vines, fig trees, and many flowers. I also see a disorderly
bush, bright green in color. “Brother Bonaventure, what is that?” He
says, with an innocent smile: “They are our sisters, the weeds. I let them
grow there because they too are daughters of God and they sing of the
beauty of God.”

It is Sunday, and there is a celebration in the friary because the new
superior of the house begins his term of office. A special wine is served.
Brother Bonaventure drinks his wine in silence and with deep respect.
He does so as if he were taking part in a ritual of some sort. “What is
it, Brother?” And he, in almost a whisper, says: “I must honor Brother
Wine. I myself made it, six years ago. And it too is joyful in our joy.”

Brother Francis still lives in his “little poor ones.” All of his penances
and foolishness were worth the trouble in order to liberate and allow
the birth of a spirit as gentle and brotherly as that of Brother Bonaven-
ture. Francis lives and is among us, hidden within each one of us. I saw
him born again in the attitudes of Brother Bonaventure.

I, brother from a faraway country, minor theologian, outcast and 
sinner—I saw him and I give witness. In praise of Christ. Amen.

The crisis that we are all suffering is structural in nature and con-
cerns the basics of our system of life together.1 This is the reason for
its dramatic and undeniable character. The crisis of the global system
derives from the crisis specific to the ruling class, the bourgeois class
that has directed our history for the past five centuries. The ethos of this
class, that is, its practices and the meaning that is given to them, the
forms of relationships that consecrated and gave rise to the rest of the
social classes, shows itself more or less incapable of assimilating, within
its own structure, new and emerging forms, just as it is incapable of
developing from its own resources an alternative that is meaningful
for everyone. We find ourselves at the end of one era and at the begin-
ning of a new one. Within this context, the figure of Francis is a highly
appealing one.

4 • Francis of Assisi

01_ch01_Boff_8035  7/25/06  2:42 PM  Page 4



Saint Francis • 5

THE END OF THE ECONOMY OF THE LOGOS

The phenomenological manifestations of this crisis present an awe-
some specter: emptiness, loneliness, fear, anxiety, aggressiveness with-
out objectives, in a word, general dissatisfaction. Emptiness is born of
a feeling of impotence, that there is little we can do to change our own
life and that of society, and finally, that nothing is important. Loneliness
is expressive of the loss of contact with nature and others in terms of
friendship and gentleness; there is the lack of courage to commit our-
selves. Fear is the fruit of the objective threats to life, to employment, to
the collective survival of humanity in general. Anxiety has its origin in
imagined fear, ignorance as to what one ought to do, in whom to trust,
and what to expect; when anxiety grips an entire society, it means that
the whole society feels threatened and senses its approaching end. Gen-
eralized aggressiveness reveals a rupture with the norms of relation-
ship without which a society cannot be built or defended; what results
is anonymity and the loss of the meaning of the Self, that is, the worth
and sacredness of the human person. From all of this there derives two
consequences no less serious: emptiness and the loss of the language
of everyday communication, the loss of meaningful personal relation-
ships and the loss of the vital relationship with nature. And to any
empty, threatened, anxious, and aggressive individual this same nature
appears mute, indifferent, and dead. A similar absence of enthusiasm
aids the breakdown of the ecosystems. This adds to, generally, the ex-
cesses of irrationality, which reveal the limitations of the system of so-
cial integration. The old myths are in agony and the new ones do not
yet have sufficient strength to give birth to a new cultural ethos.

This crisis constitutes, as we have said, the crisis of the dominant
class. The classes below are not immune to it, but they have other rea-
sons for living and struggling. As we will see, they are the bearers of
alternative solutions, capable of teaching and forming a new society.

These few phenomenological facts are symptoms, not causes. The
ontological root of this crisis ought to be sought much deeper within re-
ality and much farther back in time.2 It is linked to the appearance of
the bourgeoisie as a social class, from the heart of the feudal system it-
self. The development of the world of the artisans creating the market
system gave rise to a new meaning for being: the desire for wealth, for
goods, for power. Together with this a new ethos was developed, that
is, a new way of life with different relationships to nature, to others,
to religion, and to God. Science and technology did not arise as pure
and free responses to reason but rather as answers demanded by the rise
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of production, of the marketplace, and of consumerism. They consti-
tute the decisive contribution of the bourgeoisie to humanity. Because
of production, the rationality that was developed to its utmost was
analytic-instrumental reason, to the detriment of other forms of rea-
son (dialectic, wisdom, etc.). Knowing has its own defined irrationality:
power. Power and knowing go hand in hand for the modern upper
class. Because of this, the scientific and technological projects would be-
come the big business of the dominant system of the world as part of
the process of production.3

The individual of the modern upper class is above things and no
longer with them, because analytical knowledge means the power of
control over the mechanisms designed for human enjoyment. Analytic
rationality demands a cutting off of the other legitimate avenues to the
real, those described as Pathos, sympathy, or Eros, fraternal communi-
cation and tenderness. This whole dimension will be marked and even
denounced as disturbing to scientific objectivity. Science at the service
of the a priori founders (desire for wealth, for realization) organizes
its demarche of domination through the projection of models and par-
adigms of reality that guarantees its operative efficiency. Certainly this
pragmatism has its reason for being (to guarantee the production and
reproduction of life); but, nevertheless, it is profoundly diminishing in
that it categorizes and artificializes reality, and hides the meaningful
dimensions for the realization of the human meaning of life. In spite
of the enthusiasm surrounding the discoveries at the beginning of the
modern revolution, nature was separated from the emotional and ar-
chetypal life of people; it stopped being one of the great sources of the
symbolic and sacramental dimensions of life, losing its therapeutic and
humanizing functions.

Obviously, human beings did not cease to feel, to live, and to relate in
other ways. But all of this took place under the rule of reason, installed
as the supreme judge before whom all things must render accounts.
There were long periods wherein it was thought that science and tech-
nology was the only integrating principle of every culture, the redemp-
tion for the secular wounds of humanity. The belief in this myth gave
way to one sole picture of all known peoples, at great cultural cost.

Today we live beneath this demand: almost everything is organized
in view of productivity. Production is geared toward the consumer mar-
ket. Consumerism is geared toward satisfying real needs, especially
those artificially induced by advertising. The upper class, primary bearer
of the modern historical project, realized for itself the ideals of its
founding fathers: to create a society of plenty. But it did so at an exor-
bitant social cost, giving rise to inequalities and levels of exploitation
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and insufferable poverty, according to humanistic and ethical criteria.
The marginated sectors of society do not suffer a crisis of meaning,
but rather, on the contrary, find meaning in the struggle for life and in
the commitment to the historical improvement of the modern bour-
geois system. The dominant system is being corroded from within,
without hope and without a future. What does one do after having won
the battle of hunger, having satisfied one’s needs to the point of nausea?
Having reduced the meaning of existence to the satisfying of these
needs, once they are met one does not know what else to do. The dom-
inant upper class has accomplished its historical mission, and it must be
replaced by some other historical subject, operator of some other hope
and agent of some other social meaning.

The ultimate roots of the present impasse of rationality go even far-
ther back: they are found at the dawn of our culture, in the great turn
from the pre-Socratics to the Socratics, when the Logos took its own
path, overtaking the Mythos, and the concept gained dominion over
the symbol. With Aristotle we already practically have the system of rea-
son, with its drive to order, classify, systematize, and dominate. But the
historical consequences of the system of reason were only manifested
with the emergence of the upper class in the sixteenth century. This class
transformed reason into a great system of domination of the world, as
well as of social revolution (the French Revolution). Everything points to
the fact that we are arriving at the end of this long process, not at the end
of reason—that would be absurd—but at the end of its total rule.4

The modern postwar critic, conscious of the apocalyptic danger that
reason, turned in on itself, can produce, points out the limitations of the
whole historical project of science and technology. In the first place,
there exists an internal limitation: growth cannot be unlimited, because
the universe is finite and nonrenewable energy is reduced. Second, the
absolute reign of reason tore to pieces the surrounding world and
deeply distorted all social relationships. Reason became more and more
antagonistic toward those dimensions of life that were less productive,
though more receptive. The Logos accented Eros and Pathos, the values
of direct contact, of intimacy and affectivity, of creativity and fantasy,
of simplicity and spontaneity. Eros and Techne seem to live in constant
battle. “The lover, like the poet, is a threat to assembly-line production.
Eros breaks existing molds and creates new molds; and that, naturally,
is a threat to technology, which demands regularity, foresight, and is
controlled by the clock. Untamed Eros fights against all concepts and
limits of time.”5 The spirit of geometry needs to come to agreement
with the spirit of refinement (Pascal); logic needs to live alongside cour-
tesy, because both are expressions of the human.
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THE BEGINNING OF THE REIGN OF EROS AND PATHOS

Everywhere the need is felt to broaden the use of rationality far be-
yond instrumental-technocratic rationality. This need not be hegemonic,
but is indispensable to insure the material basis for the other forms in
which the reciprocity of the consciousness, liberty, creativity, sympa-
thy, and tenderness may be articulated. There must be found channels
of power that border upon innocence in its literal sense, that is, that do
not harm the relationship with others and with nature.6 In this sense,
at the beginning of a new cultural dawning, we may dream of the be-
ginning of a new reign, that of Eros and Pathos.7 On this plane, the
figure of Saint Francis shines forth as a reference point and basis for
hope. However, before we analyze the cultural significance of the man
from Assisi, we must have a greater theoretical clarity about the mean-
ing of this emerging rule of Eros and Pathos.

Before all else, it is necessary to point out some preconcepts that
cause interminable difficulties. Some contrast the rationalism of the
modern era and irrationality, as if it were human to live without the
integration of the regulating function of reason. Irrationality as lived
in the twentieth century, with the tragedies that it caused through
racism, nationalism, and other totalitarian ideologies, is as noxious, if
not more so, than rationalism itself. Others contrast love and power,
linking them in an inverse relationship: the more the power, the less
the love, and vice versa. This opposition also takes place on a superfi-
cial and psychological level. Love is understood as a subjective emotion
and power as compulsion and domination. On an ontological level,
power is power to be, a condition for love itself. Love, ontologically,
is the power of giving, of surrender, or the capacity to accept the other
as other. Love and power are not mutually reducible, but maintain di-
alectical relationships between each other: “Love needs power in or-
der to be something more than sentimentalism, just as power needs love
in order not to end by being manipulated.”8 The one must be articu-
lated with the other in order to accurately describe reality.

Second, it is necessary to decide what the ultimate base of human ex-
istence is. We have already said that the Greek Logos is at the root of
our culture, and the Cartesian Cogito at the origin of modernity. With
the evolution of reflection, we came to discover that reason does not ex-
plain or touch upon everything. There exists the arational and the ir-
rational; it appears that the tragedy lies more in history than in reason
itself. Reason, as expressed by the philosopher Jean Ladrière, is not
the first or the last moment of human existence.9 It is open to what is
below and to what is above. From below there emerges something
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older, deeper, more elementary and primitive—affectivity. From above,
reason is open to the spiritual experience that is the discovery of the
totality present in the ego, not as pure contemplation, but rather as an
experience that beyond the concrete there are not only structures but
gratifying feeling, sympathy, and tenderness.

The base experience is feeling. Not the cogito, ergo sum (I think,
therefore I am), but the sentio, ergo sum (I feel, therefore I am); not
Logos, but Pathos, the capacity to be affected and to affect—affectivity.
This is the concrete and primary Lebenswelt of human beings. Exis-
tence is never pure existence; it is an existence felt and affected by joy
or sadness, by hope or anguish, strength, repentance, goodness.

The primary relationship is a relationship without distance, of pro-
found active passivity, in the sense of feeling the I, the world, others. It
is a being with, not above; it is a coliving, communing in the same re-
ality not yet differentiated; as Heidegger would say, the revelation of
existence in its fundamental and constitutive ties, like the world in its
totality.10 The ontological basis for depth psychology (Freud, Jung,
Adler, and their disciples) lies in this conviction: the ultimate structure
of life is feeling, not only as a movement of the psyche, but as an “ex-
istential quality,” the ontic structuring of the human being. Such a be-
ing is affectivity, as a mode of being, and not only the human psyche.

It is important to underscore that Pathos (feeling) is not in opposi-
tion to Logos (rational comprehension). Feeling is also a form of
knowledge, but more comprehensive and enveloping than reason. It
embraces reason within itself, releasing it in all directions. The genius
who saw this was Pascal, one of the founders of the science of proba-
bility, the builder of the calculator, affirming that the primary axioms of
thought are intuited by the heart and that it is the heart that deter-
mines the premises for all possible knowledge of the real.11 Knowl-
edge by way of Pathos (feeling) is achieved by sym-pathy, by feeling
together with perceived reality, and by em-pathy, or identification with
perceived reality.

Ancient man, before the hegemony of reason, lived a mystic union
with all realities, including God; he felt umbilically linked with the sur-
rounding world and with his own intimacy; he participated in the na-
ture of all things and they participated in his nature. This took place
because the feeling of belonging and of universal familiarity allowed a
harmonious integration of human existence with respect and venera-
tion of all the elements. And this was so because he lived the truly archaic
structure of life, that is, in the heart of the principle and the origin of
knowledge (the etymological meaning of archaic: from arche, principle,
origin). The postmodern individual is in search of the lost accord that
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survives, especially, in dreams, in regressive and progressive utopias,
and in fertile imagination. But this is not enough; one must realize it
in a historical project, not through the mere redressing of the old, but
by means of a new embracing synthesis of the tradition of the Logos
to which we belong. But first we must outline in more detail the struc-
ture of the Pathos.

The “Demonic” Strength of Eros
Pathos is not only affectivity, that is, to feel affected by existence it-

self and by the world in its totality; it is primarily becoming active and
taking the initiative of feeling and identifying with perceived reality.
To live is to feel, and to feel is to capture the value of things; value is the
precious character of things, that which makes them worthy of being
and that which makes them appealing. Eros, in the classic sense we give
it here, is that force that with enthusiasm, joy, and passion makes us
search for union with the things we perceive and appreciate, with our
own realization, with the significant persons in our world, with our
ideals, with our vocation, with God. An archaic myth from ancient
Greece describes it better than any definition: “Eros, the god of love,
arose to create the world. Before, everything had been silence, naked
and immobile. Now, everything is life, joy, movement.” This is the real
essence of Eros: life that searches passionately for life, the joy of exis-
tence, the movement that enlivens, widens, deepens, and transforms.
The basic dynamic of reality, also human, is constituted by Eros. In
the beginning there was not reason but passion (Pathos and Eros). The
proper impulse of reason to know, order, and dominate comes through
Eros, which resides in it. It is responsible for the mysticism that con-
sumes the scientist in search of the keys to the structure of the real. Eros
does not only imply a feeling, but a co-feeling, a consent; not only be-
ing conscious of the passion of the world, but having com-passion; it
is not a living, but a living together, a sympathizing and an entering into
communion. What is proper to Eros is to unite subject with object; but
to unite with compassion, with enthusiasm, with desire. There is fire
and heat in Eros. Everything that is tied to Eros must see with fantasy,
with creativity, bursting forth toward the new, the surprising, the won-
derful. Eros produces fascination, attraction, and enchantment. The an-
cients said that it is a daimon: what is hidden within it is a “demonic”
force, the vulcanicity of the elements in ferment. The best way of rep-
resenting the human spirit for us is to consider it as Eros,12 because
the life of the spirit is never represented as something ready-made and
finished, but rather as a process and project of execution, deepening, re-
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treating and recovering, searching out new molds, and rising above and
beyond every determination.

Sex and Eros (whose identification brought so many errors into our
culture) are related, but are not the same thing. The great ontologi-
cally based psychoanalyst Rollo May affirms rightly: “Sex is a rhythm
of stimulus and response, Eros is a state of being. The goal of sex is
the gratification and relief of tension, while that of Eros is desire, hope
and the eternal search for expansion.”13 The supreme expression of
Eros is oblative love, which, through communion with the other, sur-
renders itself in disinterested joy and in service to the loved one or to
God. Through the strength of Eros, love maintains its fidelity; the mis-
sionary reaffirms his or her commitment to the most backward people
in a wild jungle or in the middle of the physical misery of a run-down
ghetto. There runs through Eros a permanent push toward the higher,
the more beautiful, the more true, the more just, and the more human.
Not without reason, the Platonic-Augustinian tradition saw in Eros the
push that leads us to God and toward the mystic flight of union with
him, and finally, toward ecstasy.14

Humanized Eros: Gentleness and Care
Because of its irruptive character, Eros always runs the risk of being

perverted by epithymia, concupiscence. It can degenerate into some-
thing orgiastic and other forms of destructive enjoyment. The free rein
of impulsiveness without a consciousness of limits, the instinct to cele-
brate value without discerning what is a just value (all values are valid,
but not so for every circumstance), can call forth the depersonalizing
demons of existence and culture. It is like a dam that bursts; the dikes
break, everything is destruction, and water is spread everywhere until it
finds borders that cause it to form a river. Freud clearly saw that a civ-
ilization is only built upon the disciplining of Eros.

Within this context, Logos, or reason, enters and plays an irreplace-
able role. It is proper to reason to see clearly, to order and discipline.
It is proper to reason to confer form and to define the direction of Eros.
But it is important to understand the relative character of Logos and
Eros. In the beginning is Eros and not Logos. As we have already
stated, the latter rises out of the former. And here there arises one of the
most difficult and dramatic dialectics in the history of the spirit. Logos,
by nature, tends to dominate everything within its path; there exists the
risk of subjugating and tripping up Eros, instead of granting it form and
discipline. The drama of modern culture lies precisely in its repression
of Eros. The ruling of the Logos brought forth repressive ways of life,
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stunted creativity, and fantasy; it placed under suspicion all pleasure
and feeling; the anima, in its spreading of gentleness, conviviality, and
compassion, was entombed by the inflation of the animus. We have
already said that coldness, the lack of enthusiasm for life, the feeling
that nothing is worth the trouble, and the great mechanisms of repres-
sion and control are consequences of the exacerbation of the Logos and
of the trampling down of the energies of Eros. For the rest, the mo-
nopoly of the system and of order, introduced by reason, never stopped
being contested throughout history. Today this tendency is almost uni-
versal, which presages the blossoming of a new balance, without the
tyranny of reason over the spontaneity of Eros, with the possibility of
living together unrepressed and unmarked by anxiety. Herbert Mar-
cuse, dissenting from Freud, made it very clear that the original force
that creates culture is not so much repressive sublimation as the free de-
velopment of Eros, which is dependent on the Logos to regulate itself,
without at the same time allowing itself to be subjugated by the Logos’s
dominating dynamic. The struggle for existence is, originally, a struggle
for the reign of Eros. Culture begins when collective forms for its ex-
pansion are found. In the past, however, the struggle for existence was
organized in the interest of security and domination on the part of the
Logos, thus transforming the “erotic” foundation of the culture. “When
philosophy conceived of the essence of being as Logos, it is already the
Logos of imperative domination, dominant, oriented to reason, to
which man and nature must be subject.”15

What happens when Eros is able, at one and the same time, to assure
its own rule and yet discipline itself by means of the right use of the
Logos? The result is gentleness through the just utilization of the Logos.
There arise, then, gentleness and care as the basic elements of a person
and of a culture. When Eros remains completely free, as the uncon-
trolled exuberance of feelings and passions, sentimentalism, the un-
leashing of the emotions, the delirium of impulses, the orgiastic ec-
stasy of pleasure is unleashed. When Logos is allowed to impose its
dominion, rigidity, and inflexibility, the tyranny of the norm, the dom-
ination of order, the rigor of discipline flourish. In the first case, the
seed of life is drowned by overwatering; in the second, it dries up for
lack of water. In both cases, a dehumanizing of existence is harvested.

When, on the other hand, Eros releases the torrent of its enthusi-
asm16 by means of the disciplinary force of the Logos, then there arises
the concomitance of two characteristics: gentleness and strength. Gen-
tleness, or also care, is the compassionate Eros, capable of feeling and
communing with the other, which is not detained in the enjoyment of
its own desires, but rather rests in the other with tenderness and love.
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Because of this, gentleness and care must pay attention to the other,
being attentive to the other’s structure, showing solicitude, growing
with the other.

Gentleness and care are something very different from sentimental-
ity. Sentimentality is a problem of subjectivity: the subject who is cen-
tered in his own feeling, beginning and ending with himself. Gentle-
ness and care, on the contrary, imply the decentralization of the subject
from himself and concentration on the object of the relationship.
Through gentleness and care the object is perceived in itself; the per-
son senses the other person as other and loves him or her; the person
goes out to the other and is fascinated by the other. The object occupies
and determines the subject. The subject allows passion and compassion
to arise from the object. He lingers in the other, not because of the sen-
sation the other evokes in him, but because of the other as other, be-
cause of the fascination that the other causes. In gentleness, fascina-
tion is not troubling, because there is neither the struggle for power nor
the will for domination or for self-gratification, but rather serenity and
strength. There is a brilliance that is not blinding but that fits the cir-
cumstance and the person. Gentleness and care are Eros in its balance
and rule.

Gentleness is gentleness because it contains strength within itself.
Strength is the presence of the Logos within Eros, but at the service of
the manifestation of Eros. Strength is contention without domination,
law without legalism, defined direction without intolerance, develop-
ment without enslavement. The Logos is for Eros what the retaining
wall is for the immensity of waters behind a dam. Only because of that
wall can the waters move the turbines and generate energy, lighting
the cities of men.

Gentleness and care create the universe of excellences, existential
meanings, all that is of value and importance and because of which it
is worth sacrificing one’s time, energies, and life itself. The basic root of
our cultural crisis resides in the terrifying lack of gentleness and care
of each other, of nature, and of our own future.

It is not without reason that a philosopher as wise as Martin Hei-
degger defines gentleness (Fürsorge) and care (Sorge) as the structural
phenomena of existence,17 as was already related in the old Greek
myth, according to which the god Care brought existence into being.18

Blaise Pascal calls gentleness and care the spirit of kindness as coun-
terposed to the spirit of geometry: “This has a slow, hard, and inflexi-
ble way of seeing; the former has a flexibility of thought that is ap-
plied at one and the same time to the many parts of that which is
loved.”19 The heart (the dimension of the heart) is the organ of the
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spirit of kindness; it produces cordiality, which is the synonym of gen-
tleness and care. Heart, for Pascal, does not mean the expression of
emotion in a psychological sense, as opposed to logic; it is not feeling as
opposed to intellect; but, in an ontological sense, it is the capacity of the
spirit to capture the axiological character of being, its fascination and
brilliance. It is Eros in the ontological language of the Greeks (not to-
tally reducible to the Freudian Eros), and because of this, the primary
constitutive element of human existence. The heart and the spirit of
kindness constitute the central reality of the human being and of a hu-
manizing culture.

Toward a Civilization of Conviviality
The great postwar search is one for alternatives to the dominant

culture produced by science and technology, which put the reality of the
Apocalypse within our reach. We cannot continue on this path: it has
already given all it can give. Necrophilic dimensions are being mani-
fested today. A new rooting is being sought. This does not mean that we
may avoid science and technology. What is in question is not science
and technology, but their tyranny, the monopoly that they hold on the
organization of human interaction. We need these tools to organize
the collective satisfaction of our basic needs. But the cultural opera-
tion of guaranteeing the production and reproduction of life must be
housed within some other system of reference, in which science and
technology may be liberated from their dominating and hegemonic
character.

What are these alternatives? The great debate is found precisely in
this search for viable alternatives. It is not enough to review the his-
torical path of Logos that produced science and technology. Philo-
sophical, anthropological, psychoanalytical, and theological reflection
have practically exhausted this phase. It is important to move from
the anticulture to a development of elements of an alternative culture.
This is the urgent question before us: Under the reign of what dimen-
sion (value, choice, structure, etc.) are the rest of the elements organized
(primarily science and technology) that are unavoidable for the stage of
development in which we find ourselves? Is it possible to create a new
cultural unit? If it does not seem possible to create anything more than
an integration, at least the space is given for a composite unity,20 whose
coherence comes through action. Institutions (such as science, technol-
ogy, or any other) are maintained, developed, and continually recreate
a meaning for being through action. Action is instituting not instituted;
in spite of any previous conditioning, the originating creativity of hu-
man existence is achieved. Through action, the diverse pieces of a cul-
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ture, no matter how far apart they may be, enter into contact and inter-
action. Action is, in itself, the creator of culture.

What type of action is imperative for the postmodern individual?
The conscious action of respect, care, gentleness, cordiality, and con-
viviality. However, this will only be possible if modern man radically
questions the meaning of life and being that has been a given for the last
few centuries. He will not yet be able, without the most serious risk of
self-destruction, to understand the meaning of being as domination and
being-over-things. His existence is not summed up only by this man-
ner of speaking. One can also co-live, be open with respect to confrat-
ernization, adding dimensions of gentleness and cordiality with all
things. But this is only possible if life and culture are organized beneath
the rule of Eros, and no longer that of the Logos. This is not only a
question of a collective decision to be made, but of a conscious practice
and education. It is necessary to let blossom the archaic structures of
life that are constituted, as we have already said, by Eros, by feeling, by
the ordering of the heart. Ivan Illich used the expression conviviality.21

Through conviviality, a different use is made of the immense scientific
and technical tools placed at our disposal, not primarily for accumula-
tion, unchecked and selfish satisfaction, and the activation of the prin-
ciple of ownership, but rather the primacy of gift, liberty, and incentive
to the meaning of being.

Giving more room to Eros—that is, to creative spontaneity, freedom,
fantasy, the ability to demonstrate gentleness and care—there will arise
a multidimensional balance able to guarantee a more human and inte-
grated form of life, with nature and with others.

The strength of movements that search for a new meaning for liv-
ing linked to earthly roots, to simplicity, to respect, to gentleness with
others and the care of nature will take on a world-wide dimension. A
new hegemony will begin: that of Eros and Pathos.

Who is the principal channel for this way of being? The most visible
representatives are youth, children of the modern era, offshoots of the
Enlightenment, descendants of the masters of suspicion (Nietzsche,
Marx, Freud). They do not want to continue to be the agents of the
rationalistic system of domination. But there is an entire social class, a
new and emerging historical subject, the peoples and worker strata, the
decisive channels of the new cultural model. The struggle for life, work,
exploitation made the popular masses the guardians of those values we
so often miss: hospitality, cordiality, collaboration, solidarity, the sense
of respect for the sacredness of God and of natural things, especially life.
It does not cease to be symptomatic that one of the greatest revolution-
aries of our time, Ché Guevara, adopted this slogan for his actions: “One
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must be hard, but without losing tenderness.” The same gentleness is ap-
parent in many of the attitudes of union leaders,22 sensitive to small
symbolic gestures, yet filled with historical import because they pre-
serve the secret of all transforming power: the mystique, the desire, and
the enthusiasm for change.

FRANCIS, POSTMODERN BROTHER: THE TRIUMPH 
OF COMPASSION AND GENTLENESS

In this context of the crisis of the dominant culture and of the search
for alternative paths, the figure of Saint Francis of Assisi shines forth
as highly significant and desirable. Every search needs reference points
and archetypes that inspire it. A culture needs historical personalities
who serve as mirrors in which that culture may see itself and be con-
vinced of the values that give meaning to being. For our age, Francis is
more than a saint of the Catholic Church and founder of the Franciscan
family. He is the purest figure (gestalt) of Western history, of the dreams,
the utopias, and of the way of relating panfraternally that we are all
searching for today. He speaks to the most archaic depths of the mod-
ern soul, because there is a Francis of Assisi hidden within each one of
us, struggling to emerge and expand freely among the moles of the
modern age.

What most impresses modern humanity when faced with the figure
of Saint Francis of Assisi is his innocence, his enthusiasm for nature, his
gentleness with all beings, his capacity for compassion for the poor and
of confraternization with all the elements, and even with death itself.
Rollo May states: “Innocence is the preservation of an infantile clarity
at an adult age. Everything retains its freshness, its purity, its newness
and color. It leads to spirituality; it is the innocence of Saint Francis of
Assisi in his preaching to the birds.”23 And here is where all of the fas-
cination with Saint Francis is found. Max Scheler called him the West-
ern world’s most characteristic representative of the way of relating
with empathy and sympathy:

It deals with a unique encounter between Eros and Agape (an
Agape deeply penetrated by amor Dei and amor in Deo), in an
especially holy and genial soul; it deals with an interpretation of
both (Eros and Agape) so perfect that it is the greatest and most
sublime example of a spirituality of matter, and at the same time,
of a materialization of spirit that I have ever been given to know.
Never again in the history of the West does there emerge a figure
marked with such a strength of sympathy and of universal emo-
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tion as that of Saint Francis. No one has better achieved the unity
and integrity of all elements than did Saint Francis in the realm
of the religious, the erotic, social relations, art, and knowledge.
Better yet, the proper characteristic of all previous time is in that
the strong unity lived by Saint Francis was diluted in a growing
multiplicity of figures, also marked by emotion and heart in the
most diverse movements, but articulated in a unilateral way.24

Essentially, Francis liberated the springs of the heart and the outpour-
ing of Eros. He is the sun of Assisi, as Dante called him.25 He achieved
an admirable accord between Logos and Pathos, between Logos and
Eros. He demonstrated with his life that, to be a saint, it is necessary
to be human. And to be human, it is necessary to be sensitive and gen-
tle. With the poor man from Assisi fell the veils that covered reality.
When this happens, it remains evident that human reality is not a rigid
structure, not a concept, but rather it is sympathy, capacity for com-
passion and gentleness.26 Because in this way, one can laugh and cry
at almost the same time, and even facing death it is possible to sing
cantilenae amatoriae. In other words, the sinner Adam and the inno-
cent Job are assumed by him with infinite compassion and tenderness.27

Sigmund Freud would have recognized that Francis was perhaps some-
one who carried the expression of love the farthest, who was able to re-
late to the strangest beings.28 In effect, in Francis one can see the sov-
ereign rule of Eros over Logos, a communion and confraternalization
with all of reality such as has never been seen since. We will outline a
little better the basic experience of Saint Francis.

Francis and the Eruption of Eros and Desire
Eros constitutes the basic dynamic and the main force of human ex-

istence. As Freud excellently showed, the manifestation of Eros is prin-
cipally given by way of desire. Desire, for its part, as Aristotle taught,29

is by nature unlimited (apeiron). All actions try to satisfy it, funda-
mentally, without doing so. Because of this, the human search is re-
vealed as insatiable and full of anxiety, because desire remains ever pre-
sent and ever new. Francis emerges as one of the most prodigious
manifestations of Eros and desire.30 Through the force of Eros and in-
satiable desire everything seems new in him; everything is begun anew
with the same initial enthusiasm.31 What has been assumed is achieved
through total surrender. The Legend of the Three Companions says
candidly: “He suffered great perplexity of spirit, and did not rest until
he had achieved the dreamed-of ideal; he was racked by diverse
thoughts that harshly disturbed him. Divine fire burned, completely,
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within him.”32 What was the desire that burned in his heart? The first
biographers are in agreement about this: “This was his supreme phi-
losophy, this the most vivid desire while he lived: to ask of wise and
simple men, perfect and imperfect, small and great alike, how one
might best arrive at the height of perfection.”33 And when he discov-
ers in the gospel of commission the will of God for him, he exclaims:
“This is what I most desire, to this do I aspire with all my soul. . . . This
is what I want to put into practice with all of my strength.”34 Giving up
everything led him to identify with the poor and with the poor Christ,
because “above all things he desired to dissolve and unite himself with
Christ.”35 The desire to be united with all things led to the mysticism
of the cosmic fraternity and in the unity with the All, expressed in the
“Canticle of Brother Sun.” Finally, on Mount Alverna, his desire for
union with the Crucified burst forth in his own body in the form of
five wounds.

Only those who desire the impossible achieve what is possible within
human limits. Francis was taken by the desire for radicalness. What he un-
derstood and what he proposed he lived out to its logical conclusion.
There did not exist for him theory on the one hand and practice on the
other.36 Both coexist in him in an impressive manner. And so, his axiom is:
“Man knows as much as he does.”37 The vigorous strength of his Eros ex-
plains the mysterious coherence that there was between what he said and
the constancy with which he lived the radicalness of poverty with pas-
sion and gentleness. He incarnated the myth, visibly reproduced the ar-
chetype of the perfect imitation of Christ made human. The fascination
that he exercised among his generation and over all persons even today is
owed to the bursting eruption of his Eros and desire, awakening the Eros
of every individual who comes into contact with his figure. Saint Bonaven-
ture says graciously: “The desire that inspired so many activities (preach-
ing the Gospel to the sultan in Morocco) was so powerful that, despite
his bodily weakness, he went ahead of his companion on the pilgrimage,
and as if drunk with the spirit, flew in haste to reach his goal.”38 This is a
reference to the powerful energy of Eros that boiled within him.39 With-
out that Eros there is no ascent to God, nor a decided search for human
perfection. Francis is the one who overcomes the instinct for compromise
and the law of least resistance. He is the one who “endemonizes” existence
to try new paths in the direction of an ever greater utopia.

Penance, the Price of Gentleness
With Eros as the basic operator of existence, Francis opened the

gates of freedom, drive, and spontaneous expansion of personal expe-
rience. Essentially, one can perceive in his entire practice the valuation
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of his personal Pathos, as well as that of every one of the brothers that
the Lord gave to him. As long as Eros, upon which we have already
reflected, turns in on itself, it has a tendency toward orgiastic behav-
ior and the unleashing of the passions of the body and of the spirit. Eros
demands discipline in order to become fruitful and to be able to expand
in a humanizing way. Thus, the formidable abundance of Francis’s Eros
demanded of him a careful channelization. His balance of Eros was
achieved by means of a terrible asceticism. There are many who are
scandalized by the inhuman aspects of his austerity. How is it possible
that a man so gentle with larks, locusts, the wolf of Gubbio, and all of
the creatures of creation could have been so cruel to himself? Saint
Bonaventure recounts that “he curbed the stimulus of the senses with a
discipline so rigorous that at great pains did he accept what was neces-
sary for his sustenance.”40 He understood his life as a “life of penance”
and his order as the Order of Penitents.41 The meaning of penance
should not be sought so much in the extravagances of austerity as in the
search for the new man, according to the perspective of metanoia in the
New Testament. Mortification, as the etymological meaning of the
word suggests, lies in the activity of putting to death the overflowing
of the passions so that their creative power may be directed toward
holiness and humanization. This was the meaning that Francis gave to
privations: the subjugation of the body so that it might be faithful to his
plan to serve God in a full and radical way. Francis understands very
well that the difficulty of the penances constituted the adequate mea-
sure of his inner Eros.42 Because of this, he was very relentless with
himself. He was not so with his brothers; on the contrary, “he rejected
excessive severity that was not, at the heart, clothed in mercy, nor sprin-
kled with the salt of discretion.”43 His gestures of acceptance and gen-
tleness with the brothers who were not able to submit themselves to the
rigors of penitence are well known; he interrupts his fast and eats with
the brother who cried from hunger.44 He himself establishes norms as
to the way to treat the body: “One must discreetly attend to Brother
Body so as not to provoke the storms of laziness. Keep from him any
occasion of protest, regardless of whether he begins to feel exhausted
from staying awake and persevering in reverent prayer. Brother Body
might say: ‘I am dying of hunger. I can no longer stand the weight of
your sacrifice.’ But, if he protests in this way after having eaten, real-
ize that the lazy ass needs to be beaten with the rod.”45 One who speaks
in this way is free and is beyond penance. Because of this, he has mercy
on his own body and speaks to it tenderly: “Cheer up, Brother Ass, and
forgive me, because from now on I am going to try to please you, giv-
ing ear to your complaints.”46
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Because of this, the penances are at the service of achieving discre-
tion and discipline, without which there cannot be a mature personal-
ity. Those who surrender to Eros ought to also apply themselves, like
Francis, to the obtaining of discipline with regard to the passions. Fran-
cis recognizes that penances carried him to that complete accord be-
tween spirit and body, between the desire to ascend and obedience to
passionateness. To the little brother who asked him how diligently his
body had obeyed him, the saint answered: “Son, I can give witness
that it has obeyed me in every way . . . doing what I commanded. . . .
We have always been in agreement in this: in following without resis-
tance Christ the Lord.”47 Eros overcomes itself by expanding within the
context of some project accepted in total radicalness. The result of the
orientation of the passionateness of Eros is gentleness, compassion,
the capacity to transcend and live the liberty that is found in the joy of
self-determination. Francis achieved, with tremendous effort, this free-
dom and the splendor of life at its birth, thanks to the rigor of peni-
tence. Here is the secret of the fascination that radiates from his Pathos
for life. Francis’s penance, apparently so inhuman, was the price he had
to pay for his profound humanity. True gentleness is born of strength.
This binomial is contained in a small formula at the beginning of the
founding text: “The rule and life of the Friars Minor is this. . . .” Life
marks the presence of Eros, the explosion of energy, and rule, its or-
dering and integration. Rule is not meant to substitute for life, but
rather to give it strength and form.

Gentleness and Care with the Poor
Francis’s gentleness is demonstrated especially in his human rela-

tionships. He breaks the rigidity of the feudal hierarchy and calls all per-
sons “brothers and sisters.” He himself is called “little brother”
(fratello).48 “He wanted to unite great and small, to treat the wise and
simple with brotherly affection, to bind with ties of love those who were
held at a distance.”49 These are not theoretical expressions, but affective.
He treated everyone with utmost courtesy, even Saracens, infidels, and
thieves: “Come, brother robbers, we are all brothers and we have some
good wine.”50 Thomas of Celano, Francis’s first biographer, returns
over and over again to the theme of gentleness and affability in Fran-
cis’s relationships:51 “He was enchanting . . . in fraternal charity . . . in
affection . . . very wise when he gave counsel, always faithful to his
obligations.”52 He listened to each person as if he were listening to a
great crowd.

He was especially gentle with the poor and the poorest of the poor,
the lepers. The biographers are unanimous in stating that Francis’s first
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conversion was toward the poor and crucified, and from them toward
the poor and crucified Christ. In his youth, he saved cloth from his fa-
ther’s store for them.53 Still in the world, “many times, stripping him-
self of his garments, he dressed the poor with them, those who, if not in
fact, in his heart he wanted to be like.”54 After his conversion, the poor
and the poor Christ were for him one and the same passion. “The spirit
of Francis moved him to the level of the poor, and those he could not
help, he showed them his affection.”55 He could not stand for anyone
to be poorer than he; he gave away his mantle, a part of his habit, and
even all of his clothes, leaving himself naked and exposed to the deri-
sion of everyone. The biographer explains the meaning of these ges-
tures: “He suffered to meet someone poorer than he, not because of
vainglory, but because of a feeling of true compassion.”56 As is readily
seen, tenderness and compassion are at the root of his fundamentally
human relations.

However, he was affectionate and gentle in a special way with the
least of persons, the lepers. Nothing seemed to him more abominable
than the misery of the lepers. His conversion meant a penetration, each
time more profound, into this inhuman reality. “The Lord took me
among the lepers, and I resorted to mercy among them,”57 he says in
his Testament. He began to live with the lepers, caring for them, heal-
ing their wounds, feeding them, denying himself so to serve them, even
to the point of kissing them on the mouth.58 The first companions lived
among the lepers, dedicated to their service.59 At the end of his life, in
the middle of the crisis in the order, he went back to the affectionate
service of these brothers, who constantly made present the suffering
servant, Jesus Christ.60

His gentleness and care with the poor was so great that he never even
permitted himself to think ill of them. For example, we are reminded of
the punishment imposed by Francis upon the brother who spoke ill of
a poor man. A brother had said to Francis, in front of a poor man,
that “his compassion was changed to heartfelt affection.” Francis an-
swered him, exasperated: “Brother, it is true that he is a poor man, but
there is perhaps no one in the whole region richer than he in desire.”
And he commanded him to ask forgiveness: “Go right now and re-
moving your tunic, and lying at his feet, beg pardon of him. And not
only this, but beg him to pray for you.”61

This attitude of gentleness and tenderness beyond the pleasure prin-
ciple is the spring that feeds the truth of human relationships. We do not
live only by the bread necessary for survival. We want to live humanly.
And to live humanly means to feel the warmth of someone who says
to us, in spite of our physical and moral misery: “It is good that you
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exist, Brother. You are welcome. The sun is also yours, the air is every-
body’s, and love can unite our hearts.” Francis understood very well,
with accurate intuition, that transcendence is not enough, that is, the
striving upward in search of the ultimate mystery that is called the
Father. Transcendence alone does not reveal the total truth of the hu-
man being, because it only finds light, the splendor of goodness, ab-
solute positivity, God. It is certainly fullness, but it is not yet integration.

In order to arrive at a fullness of integration it is necessary to have
the experience of “trans-descendence,” an experience we all fear and
reject because we fear facing emptiness, solitude, suffering, and death.
And so we do not find full human realization as Christ lived it in his
paschal mystery of death and resurrection. Through transdescendence,
the individual is open to what is below, thrust toward the shadow of the
stigmatized poverty of the bodies of the exploited and leprous. Accept-
ing them with gentleness and tenderness, they are integrated through
human sharing, especially by the most intimate sharing, which is the
compassionate heart. The individual feels cured of her own pain, be-
cause she feels accepted in the human universe. Whoever makes her
own the totality of this experience of transcendence and transdescen-
dence, like Francis, will be able, from the depths of her heart, to sing
the hymn to all creatures, because she has leaned over them, as over a
spring, and has heard them singing.

Gentleness and Compassion through the Passion of God
The discovery by Francis of those crucified throughout history led

him to discover the God of the original experience of Christianity, of
the crucified Absolute. Only after years of living with the poor and lep-
ers did he hear the voice of the Crucified in San Damiano. His personal
charism consisted in his proposing to live with all his soul the way of the
Holy Gospel.62 For Francis, the Gospel is Christ. Christ is its vestiges
(words and gestures) in its concrete historical condition, poverty. Be-
cause of this, the expression that crosses all of the first Franciscan writ-
ings is sequi vestigial et paupertatem eius.63 The novelty of the Poverello
is not in trying to radically live the Gospel. Historical investigations64

have proven that that ideal was common to the principal spiritual
groups of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Nor does his newness
reside in the following of Jesus (to live based on the experience and cen-
tral attitudes of Jesus), or in his imitation (reproducing his historical ges-
tures). All of this had been and was being lived by past and contempo-
rary evangelical movements. Francis wanted to reproduce and re-present
the life of Jesus. This is the root of his insistence on the literal and the re-
jection of each and every gloss of the Gospel that was the marrow of
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his concern. Throughout his life he demonstrated a visible desire to dra-
matize the mystery of Jesus. Within this context, the calling of his disci-
ples, the celebration of the covenant meal with his own at the end of
his life,65 and the stigmata on Alverna find their adequate expression.
Essentially, the imitation is not purely exterior, though this is decisive.
The exterior is at the service of an experience of identification with
Christ in his humanity.66 The drama ceases to be only that, and begins
to become a life in conformity with the way of Jesus.

And here is where the dimension of compassion and gentleness blos-
soms in the experience of Francis. In him, as in few Christian mystics,
the typical experience of the God of the New Testament blossoms in a
most original manner. It does not deal with experiencing the God of
mystery, beyond any representation, and so, of the Most High. How-
ever, this experience common to religions, to biblical Judaism and all
monotheism, is also found, admirably attested to by Saint Francis.67

But this is not his originality; it is best understood in the mystery of
the Incarnation, understood as kenosis, the humbling and identification
by God with the most despised. Francis rightly intuited that, from the
downtrodden and the presence of God in them,68 one finds the intimate
and secret heart of Christianity. What moved him and “made him
drunk with love and compassion for Christ”69 is the fact that God
made Himself our brother in poverty and humility: “Oh, how holy
and lovely to have such a brother, so pleasant, humble, peaceful, sweet,
friendly, and more than anything else, desirable. He gave his life for
his sheep and prayed to the Father for us!”70 As one can see, the ad-
jectives used embrace a powerful mixture of gentleness and cordiality.

Francis’s personal experience consists of the encounter with God in
the humility of the Incarnation. For him, the mystery of the Incarnation
is not represented in the metaphysical formulas of the great christo-
logical Councils of Ephesus (325 A.D.) and Chalcedon (451 A.D.), in
terms of nature and spirit. The abstract formulations, though correct,
do not move anyone, owing to the fact that only the intellect is at-
tracted by them. As we have already said, citing the observations of
Pascal and Saint-Exupery: “It is the heart that knows God, not rea-
son”; and “One only sees rightly with the heart; the essential is invisi-
ble to the eye.” The Incarnation is, for Francis, a mystery of divine sym-
pathy and empathy, as the Greek fathers said. God feels passionately
attracted to the interior of human nature. Thus, for Francis, to say God
Incarnate is to say God the child who cries, who is nursed, who smiles.
It is to concretely represent the life of Jesus in the dusty roads of Pales-
tine; his diatribes against the Pharisees; his sharing with the apostles;
his hunger; his thirst; his love for Martha, Mary, and Lazarus; his
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agony in the Garden of Olives; his surrender on the cross.
What is the human attitude, colored by faith, faced by such a divine

reality molded by our insignificance? It is gentleness and compassion.
And this is what Saint Francis lived, intensely. Let us listen to what
Thomas of Celano says: “Of all the solemnities, he preferred to cele-
brate with ineffable joy the birth of the child Jesus; he called it the feast
of feasts, in which God became a tiny baby, nursed at the breast of a
human mother.”71

Understand, he knows that, in this child, divine and human nature
form the unique person of the Word; but what moves him is that the
Word was nursed and did everything a child does. God took the breast
of Mary, whimpered, was caressed, and fell asleep. This is for Francis
an object of compassion and gentleness. When he wanted to recreate
the crib, in Greccio, for the first time in history, he said: “I desire to
celebrate the memory of the child who was born in Bethlehem, and I
want to contemplate in some way with my eyes what he suffered in
his infant weakness, how he lay in the manger, and how he was placed
between the ox and the ass.”72 And even more, in his desire to recre-
ate, on that day he wanted everyone who owned a donkey or an ox to
give them an extra ration, that the brothers eat meat, that even the
walls eat meat, but since that is not possible, that they be smeared with
meat, as homage to the one who became flesh.73

Celano, appealing to the testimony of the friars, states: “The broth-
ers who lived together with him know with what gentleness and ten-
derness, each and every day, he spoke of Jesus. His mouth spoke from
the fullness of his heart, the fountain of illuminated love that filled his
whole being bubbling forth.”74

He thought of the Passion of Jesus Christ with particular gentleness:
“He wept bitterly because of the Passion of Christ, which he almost
always had before his eyes. Remembering the wounds of Christ, he
filled the roads with laments, without finding consolation.”75 A basic
experience happened to him while “he was praying, deeply moved,”76

before the crucifix of San Damiano. When he understood that his mis-
sion was to rebuild the Church, which was in a ruinous state, his biog-
rapher says: “From then on, a holy compassion for the Crucified was
fixed in his soul. And the stigmata were stamped deeply on his heart.”77

Meditation on the Passion of Jesus brought out in him a tender com-
passion; as Saint Bonaventure says very well, summarizing the basic
attitude of the holy founder: “A gentle feeling of compassion trans-
formed him into the one who wanted to be crucified.”78

As we have already said, compassion ought not be confused with
masochism, by which a person is satisfied with the feeling of pain itself.
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By compassion, identification with the pain of another is sought; it is to
feel together with, to suffer in communion. This desire to go out to
the interior of the other is characteristic of Eros and Pathos, lived in-
tensely by Francis. He is a cordial man, a man of the heart. That heart,
which was under suspicion by his culture and by official Christianity,
finds its place in Saint Francis. That heart feels, sings, praises, vibrates,
cries, is moved. That heart feels the wound of the other heart. This
volcanic force, domesticated nevertheless by penance and the cross, is
sensed in everything.

This compassion found its highest expression in the mystic experi-
ence of Mount Alverna, three years before the death of Francis. He
fasted forty days in the silence of a cave. He desired a radical identifi-
cation with the Crucified. He asked for two graces, pain and love: “My
Lord, Jesus Christ, two graces I ask that you grant me before my death:
the first that I experience in my life, in my soul, and in my body that
pain that you suffered in the hour of your bitter Passion; the second
that I experience in my heart, as much as possible, that measureless love
with which you, Son of God, burned when you offered yourself to suf-
fer so much for us sinners.”79 His meditation of the Passion was so in-
tense that “Francis was completely transformed in Jesus through love
and compassion.”80 And upon seeing the Crucified in the form of the
Seraph, Saint Bonaventure comments: “Francis experienced such com-
passion that a sword pierced his heart.”81 Through a “mental fire,” as
the Fioretti say, there was produced in Francis the copy of the cruci-
fied Christ.82 And it was then that the whole mountain, according to
the symbolic story, also caught fire and “seemed to burn among bright
flames that illuminated all of the mountains and valleys around as if
the sun shone over the land.”83 In this beata passio et compassio the
greatest identification of a man with his prototype took place. “Oh,
truly Christian gentleman! In his life he tried to conform himself in
everything to the living Christ, and in his death he wanted to imitate the
dead Christ, and after his death he seemed like the dead Christ. How
well he deserved to be honored with such an explicit likeness.”84

Francis achieved in a magnificent way this ideal of sanctity that
comes from “ecstatic emotionality,”85 from the desire to identify with
the other, especially the lesser and most suffering, by way of gentleness
and compassion.

Gentleness toward Saint Clare: Integration of the Feminine
Whoever seems to possess a bubbling spring of gentleness will have

to extend it to the loved one. How did Francis integrate the feminine
in his life? Every man grows and matures beneath the gaze of woman
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and every woman approaches her adult identity beneath the gaze of
man.86 Within this dialectical relationship the possibilities of gentle-
ness and care are nurtured, without which human life is weakened or
hardened. The paths of this integration are the most torturous and dra-
matic of the human adventure. It was the same way with Francis.

The feminine and the masculine are ontological determinations of
every human being, in such a way that each individual carries something
of both within him or her self. Man and woman form the difference
within human unity, but this difference is not capsulized against the other,
but rather is opened in a profound reciprocity. The male must integrate
the anima that gives him strength, that is, the dimension of gentleness,
of care, of attraction, of intuition, of all that is linked to the mystery of
life and generation. The female must integrate the animus that is found
within her existence, that is, objectivity of the world, rationality, order-
ing, and direction—everything that is linked to history. In the difficult
balance of these two poles, the one solar and the other lunar, the profile
of each human person and the wealth of their depth is built. We find in
Francis one of the most joyful syntheses that has been developed in West-
ern Christian culture. There is in him all of the strength of the animus,
and at the same time, an extraordinary expansion of the anima. With-
out machismo or feminism, without fragility or rigidity, there blossoms in
him, harmoniously, a gentle strength and a strong gentleness that are the
brilliance and archetypal enchantment of his personality.

Francis has a clear consciousness that this liberty to love is not
bought without a price. We live in a decadent situation. Passionateness,
the seductive power of Eros, illusions of imagination (the person loved
is always the person imagined)—all exist. Because of this, a special vig-
ilance and asceticism in the attitudes of Saint Francis come into play.
The effort of discipline tries to maintain human stature in a reality that,
if on the one hand it ceases to push Eros to the utmost expression of
Agape, on the other, it may turn into depravations in the form of dom-
ination and obsession.

To understand the gentle relationship between Francis and Clare, it is
important to consider the specific meaning of purity that is found in
their writings.87 Evidently, life totally consecrated to God in celibacy
and chastity is part of the following of Jesus. There is more to chastity
than renouncing marital relationships. For Francis, purity is a synonym
for liberty. The only one who is pure is the one who is free of the very
attachments of the false absolutes of life: self-promotion, accumula-
tion of prestige, fame, wealth, power, holiness as a personal gain, etc.88

For Francis, only God is the Highest Good and All Good; He does not
allow for any competition of any kind. To find substitutes for God is 
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impurity. To be pure is to be free for the absolute of God. This does
not mean that the search for this world’s values is deprived of any mean-
ing. It has a finite meaning, and as such, is loved and joyfully sung by
Francis. In terms of relationship, man-woman does not mean a split in
gentleness and love, but rather their orientation toward a greater love.
The man, or the woman, cannot be absolute for the human heart; if it
were otherwise, God would not be the first and only. Purity in the mind
of Francis is that brothers and sisters love each other in such a way
that the love of God grows and may be enjoyed in this world. Only then
will the pure see God, especially present in all brothers and sisters.

In the relationship between Francis and Clare, this purity shines in
a special way. Between them there is love and relationship of extraor-
dinary gentleness, but, at the same time, a clarity of intentions and a
convergence in the love of God, free of any type of suspicion.89 There is
something here of the mysterious, of Eros and Agape, of fascination
and transfiguration.90

In the legend of Saint Clare, there are explicit references to the mu-
tual attraction between the two while they were still young: Francis al-
ready converted and Clare still living in her parents’ house.91 Clare,
knowing the reputation of the converted youth, “wanted very much to
see him and listen to him.”92 The story continues: “Francis’s desire to
meet her and speak with her was no less, owing to the prestige of such
a gracious girl.”93 Clare visited Francis more often, and “they located
the encounters such that their divine friendship was not noted by any-
one, nor were they the gossip of the people.”94 Clandestinely, and ac-
companied by a friend, Clare met Francis. His words “seemed to her
to be flaming and his conduct superhuman,” language, as can be seen,
proper to those in love.

An old legend makes reference to the freshness of this gentle and
pure love:

On one occasion there arose some murmurings about the mystic
relationship between Francis and Clare. Francis listened to some
of these commentaries. He then said to Clare: “Did you hear,
Sister, what they are saying about us?” Clare did not answer. She
felt as if her heart had been paralyzed and that if she said a word
she would begin to cry. “We ought to stay apart,” Francis added.
“You go ahead and before night falls you will be at the convent.
I will go alone, following you, as the Lord has led me to under-
stand.” Clare knelt down in the middle of the road. A little while
later she recovered, and getting up, she continued on her way,
without looking back. The road led into a forest. Suddenly, Clare
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felt herself fail, without consolation or hope, not being able to say
a single word of goodbye to Francis. She waited a few moments
and then said: “Father, when shall we see each other again?”
“When summer comes again, when the roses bloom,” Francis an-
swered. Then something marvelous happened. It was as if over the
fields covered with snow there had suddenly opened thousands
of multicolored flowers. Overcoming her initial perplexity, Clare
leaned over, made a bouquet of roses, and gave it to Francis.

And the legend adds: “And from then on, Francis and Clare were never
separated.”95

We are involved in the symbolic language of legends. But they are
what contain the magnificence of the primordial faces of the heart.96

“Francis and Clare were never separated” means that both were so
united in the same evangelical endeavor, so strongly tied to a third re-
ality above and beyond them, the poor Christ, his Gospel, and the ser-
vice of the poor, that essentially nothing would distance the one from
the heart of the other. Both had their heart anchored in God. Because of
this, space and time did not count for them. Essentially, as is said in one
of the testimonies for the canonization of Clare, Francis communi-
cated to her the very substance of life. “He seemed to her to be gold so
clear and brilliant that in him all was reflected as in a mirror.”97

We know the story. At Francis’s request, the young Clare, adorned
like a bride, fled her house at night. Francis and his companions waited
for her with lighted torches near the Portiuncula. They cut her long
blond hair, preserved even today, and “as before the nuptial bed of this
virgin, the humble servant was married to Christ” at the hands of Fran-
cis.98 Clare would then, affectionately, call herself “the little plant of the
blessed Francis” (plantula, plantuncula).99 Clare was “in love with
poverty,”100 like Francis. He “promised to care for Clare and her sisters
as he did his own brothers,”101 as Clare records in her rule.

The love that they had for each other, always excelled by the love of
both for the poor and for Christ, made them spiritual twins. When
Francis had doubts about his own vocation, he charged Clare and her
sisters to pray to God for light.102 And when she suffered pressures be-
cause of the “privilege of radical poverty” (which excluded goods and
inheritances) from the pope, Francis also worried with his whole
heart.103 “On one occasion, tired, he came upon a bubbling spring. He
sat for a long while, looking at the water. Then he got up, and said to
brother Leo: ‘Brother Leo, little lamb of God, do you know what I have
seen in the depths of the water?’ ‘The moon, Father, that is reflected
there!’ ‘No, Brother Leo, it was not the moon; by the grace of God I
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have seen the clear image of our Sister Clare, shining with joy, in such
a way that all of my doubts have disappeared.’”

On another occasion, Francis and Clare were eating together at Saint
Mary of the Angels, seated on the ground. Suddenly they felt their hearts
burning with the love of God. It was then that the inhabitants of the
region saw a great light over the house, the church, and the forest, as if
they were burning, and ran hastily to put out the flames. Were they not
surprised to see Francis and Clare and the brothers in ecstasy, with arms
raised toward the sky!104 We are again within the realm of symbolic lan-
guage: love of the one for the other bursts toward the heavens, toward
God, without ceasing to be, in everything, a profoundly human love.

When Francis was close to death, Clare also fell gravely ill. Fearing
she would die before him, “she cried inconsolably because she would
not be able to see once more her only father after God.” And she let
Francis know of her affliction. He “was very moved, because he had a
father’s love for Clare and her sisters.”105 He sent her a note with his
blessing, which Clare would include later in chapter six of her rule.
Before finishing his famous canticle in praise of all the creatures, “he
also dictated a canticle, words and music, to console” Clare and her sis-
ters, because he was filled with “sentiments of piety and love for them.”

We know, at the same time, of the affection of Francis for Jacoba de
Settesoli, a rich Roman widow, whom he called “Brother Jacoba.” Fran-
cis liked the honey cakes that she prepared for him very much. He was
her guest while in Rome, and he wanted to see her at his death.106

This gentle love of Francis, which does not fear the heart, was a real-
istic and vigilant love, as is seen in the rule,107 which asks the avoidance
of suspicious friendships and vain words in relationships with women.
He himself put this into practice. He stopped visiting Clare and her sis-
ters, “not because the affection he felt for them had diminished,” but to
give an example that “the service to the sisters ought to be exercised
only by those who, after much experience, demonstrated that they pos-
sessed the Spirit of the Lord.”108

For Francis, the woman is the path for the love of God and the reve-
lation, in human love, of the very love of God toward humanity. She is
not to be a motive for flight or for obsession. With a clean gaze, which
dispels the seductions of the imagination, he can look at Clare with
chaste love, enriching both of them mutually on the path of their own
essential identity.109

Gentleness toward the Brothers: Mothers among Themselves
The biographies of his time do not tire of pointing out the gentle-

ness of Francis toward his brothers: “He loved his own brothers in a
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special way, deeply and with all his heart.”110 In his writings, the word
brother is used more than any other (242 times), almost always ac-
companied by an adjective of affection: “my most beloved brothers,”
“my blessed brothers,” “my brothers.” His care and tenderness were so
intense that he was loved like a “most loved mother.”111 And essentially
that is how he acted. Upon seeing Brother Sylvester sick with hunger, he
thought to himself: “A few ripe grapes would do this brother a lot of
good. And he got up very early in the morning, while the rest were
asleep,” and he invited him to eat a breakfast of bunches of ripe grapes
from a nearby vine.112 He did the same with Brother Leo, weakened
by hunger on the road. He took a few grapes from a vine close to the
road and offered them to him, which cost him a few blows from the
owner. But the brother was revived.113

He asked in his rule that the brothers have the same tenderness and
care for the others: “Each one love and feed his brother like a mother
loves and cares for her child.”114 In the Rule for Hermitages he says that
the brothers who live in the hermitages should not number more than
three or, at most, four: “Two are to be mothers, and have two children,
or at least, one,” and “the children at times will take the office of moth-
ers.”115 “Admirable compassion and gentleness”116 he showed to the
sick, and in a special way he had “unique patience and gentleness”117

with those in anguish (we would say neurotic), considering them to be
as fragile as babies. The brothers were not only brothers; Francis wanted
them to be “lesser brothers,” that is, “subject to all,”118 at the service
of one and all, “centering all their affection on the community.”119

This attitude of care causes the energies of humanization to overcome
the tendencies toward smallness and isolation that also play a part in
human life together. Life together aids the expansion of Eros, as Celano
reflects admirably and in an idealized way: “When they were found to-
gether in some place, or when, as happened, they were found on the
road, worthy of poetry was the spiritual love that blossomed between
them, and now they displayed a true affection, superior to any other love.
Love that was manifested in chaste embraces, in gentle affections, in holy
kisses, in pleasant conversation, in modest smiles, in festive faces, in sim-
ple gazes, in humble attitudes, in guarded tongues, in calm answers; they
were united in the ideal, diligent in service, untiring in works.”120

Confraternization with Nature: The Cosmic Democracy
All of the oldest biographies of Saint Francis are in agreement in af-

firming “the friendly union that he established with all things.”121 The
first of the biographers, Thomas of Celano (1229), testifies:
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Who can explain the joy that arose in his spirit from the beauty
of the flowers, contemplating the gallantry of their shapes and
the breathing of the fragrance of their aromas? And finding him-
self in the presence of many flowers, he preached to them, invit-
ing them to praise the Lord, as if they enjoyed the gift of reason.
And he did the same thing with fields and vineyards, with rocks
and forests, and with all of the beauty of the countryside, the wa-
ters of the springs, the fruits of the orchards, land and fire, air
and wind, inviting them with genuine purity to divine love and to
joyful fidelity. Finally, he called all creatures his brothers and sis-
ters, like one who had arrived at the glorious freedom of the chil-
dren of God.122

The whole universe surrounding Saint Francis is surrounded by in-
finite gentleness and of “the most gentle feeling of devotion toward all
things”;123 “he felt as if transported by a heartfelt love by all crea-
tures.”124 Because of this, he walked with reverence over rocks, in con-
siderations of the One who Himself is called Rock; he gathered the
worms in the road so that they would not be stepped on by the travel-
ers; he provided the bees with honey and wine in the winter so that they
would not perish from hunger and cold.125

Here is made clear a distinct way of being-in-the-world, not over
things, but together with them, like brothers and sisters of the same
family. To his own agonies and sufferings “he gave not the name of
pains but of brothers.”126 Death itself was for him a friend and a sis-
ter. Because of this, the Franciscan world is full of magic, of rever-
ence, of respect. It is not a dead and inanimate universe; things are
not tossed here, within the reach of possessive appetites of hunger;
nor are they placed one beside another. They are alive and have their
own personality; they have blood ties with humanity; they live in the
same Father’s house as humanity. And because they are brothers and
sisters, they cannot be violated, but rather must be respected. It is
from this that Saint Francis, surprisingly, but consistent with his na-
ture, prohibits the brothers from cutting any tree at the roots, that
they might bud again. He commanded the gardeners to leave a plot of
uncultivated land so that all types of grasses might grow (including
weeds), because “they too proclaim the beauty of the Father in 
all things.”127 He also wanted, in the orchards, together with the veg-
etables and fruit trees, flowers and aromatic herbs to be grown 
“so that all who contemplate them may be drawn to eternal sweet-
ness.”128
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The Marriage of Eros and Agape
How did Saint Francis arrive at this intimate sympathy with all

things? In the first place, because he was a great poet, not romantic
but ontological, that is, a poet capable of capturing the transcendent
and sacramental message that all things send out. In his youth he was
influenced by the erotic Provencal movement.129 He sang songs of love
and admiration for the beauty of the ladies. As we have already said,
Eros is at the root of the Franciscan experience of universal fraternity.
But it is an Eros purified of the weight of the material and of all ambi-
guity of the French gallantries aimed at enchanting women, by its in-
terpenetration by Agape. Agape, Christian love, does not crush Eros;
nor does it sublimate it; rather, it radicalizes its basic impulse until it
reaches the foundation and fascination of all love, which is God giv-
ing Himself in and through all things.

Conversion does not repress the erotic movement, but rather purifies
it. Francis’s love for Clare maintained all of the intensity of love, though
free of the strings of the libido; it is a love transfigured by the fascina-
tion for the mystery that resides in each person. This interior movement
led Francis to personify all of his relationships: poverty is not poverty
but Lady Poverty; the virtues are not virtues but Queen Wisdom, her
holy sister Pure Simplicity; the lark is not a lark but Sister Lark; simi-
larly, Brother Wolf, Lord Brother Sun, Mother and Sister Earth. Be-
cause he was able to purify love of all inner evil, he could, until the
end of his life and even in the hour of his death, sing the songs of love
he learned in his childhood. He liked to call himself God’s troubador.

However, recourse to the poetic soul of Francis does not explain ade-
quately the depth of his experience of being-with-things as brothers and
sisters of the same household. At the root of it all, there is the religious
experience of the universal fatherhood of God. The paternity of God was
not for Francis a cold dogma and a conclusion of the rationalist as to the
contingency of creatures. It was a profound emotional experience; it
meant a cosmic identification with all the elements. The truth of the uni-
versal fatherhood of God is the nucleus of the message of Jesus. The Chris-
tian tradition always proclaimed this truth; but the first to live it with
this dimension of emotion, with all creatures felt as brothers and sisters,
was without a doubt Francis of Assisi.

Until Saint Francis, God the Father was traditionally considered the
great lord of the cosmos. The creatures were thought of in terms of their
radical dependence on this one principle. He lived the filial character of
all beings, not only of humanity and much less of only the baptized.
The individual, as child in the Son Jesus Christ, shared in the cosmic
lordship of the Great Father. Humanity was considered lord of creation,
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above all things, without being subject to any of them. It was the land-
lord of God the Father. It prolonged within the world the vertical rela-
tionship that was born in God, passed through humanity, and reached
the creatures. The mysticism of universal sonship was thus lived out.

The novelty of Francis consists in the living of the horizontal dimen-
sion: if all are children of God, all are brothers and sisters to one an-
other. All live in the same Great House of the Father. All acquire a deep
intimacy with all things. Enemies do not exist. No one threatens us.
We are enveloped in an atmosphere of love for brothers and sisters.
The two movements are found in Saint Francis: horizontal and verti-
cal. Thomas of Celano and Saint Bonaventure emphasize this very well:
“He admired in every thing its Author and in all events he recognized
the Creator. . . . In all things beautiful he recognized the One who is
Beauty and whatever was good caused him to shout: ‘The one who has
made us is the best.’ He followed the Beloved everywhere with the foot-
prints imprinted in all things, and with all things he made a stairway
by which he ascended to His throne.” But he did not remain only in that
dimension: “He was filled with a greater gentleness when he thought
of the first and common origin of all beings, and he called all creatures,
no matter how small they were, by the name of brother or sister, because
he knew that they all had in common with him the same beginning.”130

With what emotion do we read Francis’s scolding of Brother Fire
when, almost blind, he needed to be operated on, or rather, cauterized
with a red-hot iron from the ear to the eyebrow: “Fire, my brother, the
Most High has created you strong, beautiful, and useful, giving you a
dazzling presence, which all other creatures envy. Be kind and courte-
ous to me in this trance. I beg the Lord to cause you to temper your
strength, so that by burning me gently I may tolerate you.”131 And
Brother Fire, the story adds, had mercy on Francis.

That fraternity places Francis on the same level as the creatures. He
does not define himself as distinct from them, by emphasizing what
makes him different and so distancing himself from the brothers.

When he sings, he does it with all creatures, as is said in his won-
derful “Canticle of Brother Sun.” He does not sing alone through the
creatures. It would be selfish to become deaf to the hymn that they
themselves sing to the Creator. He sings with them, with the cricket,132

and with the lark: “The sister larks praise their Creator. Let us go
among them and sing ourselves to the Lord, reciting his praises and
the canonical hours.”133

Modern humanity has difficulty singing along with things because we
are not with them. Because of this, we cannot hear their essential ballad.
Saint Francis is closer to a Cézanne or a Van Gogh than to a Picasso or
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a Di Cavalcanti. These project their subjectivity onto things that reflect
human feelings. The “dead” things of nature—the table, the bowl of
fruit, the water pitcher—are there, in their own light, in great humility,
without any human projection. They sing to God for the fact of being
what they are. Saint Francis, archaic and unmodern man, unites him-
self with this silent song, letting things be what they are, brothers and
sisters too adorable to be manipulated by brother humanity.

The Nonromanticism of Saint Francis
A great deal of the fascination about Saint Francis today comes from

his love for nature. It was during the European age of romanticism that
the singular figure of Saint Francis was discovered. But he is not an avant
la lettre romantic.134 Romanticism is characterized by modern subjectiv-
ity; it is the projection onto the world of feelings themselves. For the mod-
ern romantic, nature points consciousness back toward itself, to its feel-
ings, but not toward the hearing of the message that arises from nature,
which points to something beyond consciousness: the mystery of God.
In romanticism, the I remains in its own universe, rich, with varied emo-
tions, but closed in on itself. In an archaic way of thinking like that of
Saint Francis, the I is urged to rise above itself, to open its closed circle,
and to become a brother or sister with all things to sing together a hymn
of praise to the Great Father of us all.135 But this is only possible by
means of a profound asceticism and an interrupted effort at purification
and denial of the desire for the possession and domination of things.

We have previously reflected upon the poetic structure of the soul
of Saint Francis and his religious experience of the universal fatherhood
of God, source of the fraternity of all beings. The analysis would be
insufficient if we did not insist on another aspect, perhaps the most es-
sential of all: Francis’s radical poverty.136

His experience of universal fraternity, as we have already said and
continue to underscore, was not the result of a rational argument about
the fatherhood of God. It was a basic and vital experience. How does
one articulate this experience within which universal fraternity was
manifested? We believe that in the answer to this question is the inti-
mate secret of Saint Francis’s archaic way of being. The poetic structure
of the Franciscan soul and of Christian faith are indispensable ways of
understanding his way of being; the key, however, is not to be found
there, but rather in a new praxis of Saint Francis. At a definite mo-
ment in his youth he is converted. As in every authentic conversion, a
conversio morum takes place, a change in the way of behaving and re-
lating.137 A break occurs. One world dies and another is born. Francis
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began to identify himself with the poor and to do difficult penances. A
painful process of interior purification was begun. He retired to the
caves; long vigils; fasts and penances so rigorous that he had to be mer-
ciful to his own body, which he tenderly called Brother Ass. The core of
this effort at interiorization centered around the theme of poverty.
Poverty, fundamentally, does not only consist in not having things, be-
cause individuals always have things: their body, their intelligence, their
clothes, their being-in-the-world. Poverty is a way of being by which
the individual lets things be what they are; one refuses to dominate
them, subjugate them, and make them the objects of the will to power.
One refuses to be over them in order to be with them. This demands
an immense asceticism of the renunciation of the instinct to power, to
the dominion over things, and to the satisfaction of human desires.
Poverty is the essential path of Saint Francis, realized in the physical
place of the poor. The poorer he was, the freer and more fraternal he
felt. Possession is what engenders the obstacles to communication be-
tween human beings themselves and between persons and things. In-
terests, selfishness, and exclusive possessions interfere between the in-
dividual and the world. They are placed at a distance and a well of
alienating objectifications is sunk between them. The more radical the
poverty, the closer the individual comes to reality, and the easier it is
to commune with all things, respecting and reverencing their differences
and distinctions. Universal fraternity is the result of the way-of-being-
poor of Saint Francis. He truly felt a brother because he could gather all
things devoid of the interest in possessions, riches, and efficiency.
Poverty is thus a synonym for humility; this is not another virtue, but
an attitude by which the individual is on the ground, in the earth, at the
side of all things. Converting oneself to this way of being, and in the
measure of its realization, one is rewarded with the transparence of all
things to the divine and transcendent reality. In this way, universal rec-
onciliation and a cosmic democracy is achieved.

Saint Bonaventure came to affirm that Saint Francis, “through the
friendly union that he established with all things, seemed to have re-
turned to the primitive state of original innocence.”138 This was the
result of his complete disownment, after a long and demanding novi-
tiate. Finally, he revived in his heart the earthly paradise in the calm
brotherhood of all beings, children of the same Father and brothers and
sisters to each other. Only through a process of interior purification and
denial of the world could he regain the world, in a truly fraternal way.

Whoever tries to romantically imitate Saint Francis in his love for na-
ture without passing through asceticism, denial, penitence, and the cross
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falls into a deep illusion. The world will soon discover the individual’s
sadness and will show him or her their contradictions. Only he or she is
able, without falling into empty words, to call fire one’s brother de-
stroyer, water a humble and chaste sister, the agony of illness and death
one’s sister who, by means of an arduous penance and a profound strip-
ping, has removed all of the obstacles placed between the individual
and all creatures. It was at the end and not at the beginning of his life
that Francis composed the hymn to Brother Sun. To begin where Francis
ended is a disastrous illusion. Making the effort to retrace the path, in
great humility, trying to become one with things, especially the smallest,
is to feed the hope that perhaps our world may also be transformed and
may reveal its fraternal and filial character.

The Synthesis of Interior Archaeology and Exterior Ecology
Saint Francis’s way-of-being-with-things resulted in a total reconcil-

iation of a man with his universe. There exists in the human heart a
secret and persistent call to a fullness of salvation and life, to complete
fraternization with all things and universal unity with the most distant
and different realities, such as God and death.

The principle of hope and the dimension of the utopic that structurally
mark the spirit have populated the human mind, in all ages, with dreams
of a reconciliation like this one. In Saint Francis, the utopic became topic,
made history of the actuality of the sweetness of the fraternity with all
things. The intimate archaeology was reconciled with exterior ecology by
means of a deep diving into the mystery of God. In the “Canticle of
Brother Sun” we find the testimony to this precious synthesis.139

THE ARCHETYPAL SACRAMENTALITY OF THE CANTICLE ELEMENTS

There are many ways of reading the “Canticle of Brother Sun.” The
first and most common takes into account the poetic character of the
text; it relies on the named elements, such as the sun, the earth, the
stars, fire, water, and death. Through them, the mystic Francis is ele-
vated toward God. This tendency is inscribed in the writings of the
great poet mystics, from the psalms to John of the Cross, Teresa of
Avila, and also Teilhard de Chardin.140 This interpretation is valid, but
does it reveal all of the richness contained in the canticle?

There is another type of reading that descends to a deeper and more
structural level, plumbing the archetypal subconsciousness of the psy-
che of the poet-mystic. The elements of the canticle preserve their ma-
terial reality, are not allegorized, but acquire for the mystic a symbolic
value, expressive of a state of the soul. They are the vehicle by which
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the poet tries to express what happens in the intimacy of his being: the
religious-mystic union of everything with God. This is the path we pro-
pose to follow, briefly, to analyze the poem of Saint Francis.

The knowledge of the context within which this text arose will help
us to understand better the advantage of this archeological and arche-
typal analysis. The legend of Perugia141 has given us the most detailed
account. Close to twenty years had passed since his conversion and two
years since the stigmatization on Alverna. The saint was being con-
sumed by seraphic love, “an undying dying,”142 to use Saint Bonaven-
ture’s expression, and he was visited by every kind of internal and ex-
ternal suffering. He was almost blind. He saw that the order he had
founded was following paths that threatened the living out of radical
poverty; the Church had organized Crusades against the Saracens,
whom he himself had visited in the Orient, becoming scandalized at the
barbarity of the Christians. It was the autumn of 1225. Saint Clare
and the rest of the sisters were living at San Damiano, the little chapel
where everything had begun. The suffering gave Francis no relief. Fifty
days passed, according to the legend, closed in a dark cell, not able to
see the sun during the day or the fire at night. His suffering did not al-
low him to sleep or even rest. “One night when he felt more weighed
down than usual by many painful troubles, he began to feel sorry for
himself within his heart.” Celano adds that, then, Francis faced a fierce
struggle to overcome his pains and impatience. “Orans . . . sic positus
in agone . . .”: thus praying, he entered into agony. In that trance, he
heard in his spirit a voice that said to him: “Tell me, Brother, would you
not be happy were someone to give you as a recompense for your suf-
ferings and tribulations a treasure so great and precious that neither the
entire earth turned into gold, nor rocks into precious stones, nor water
into balsam would be of comparable value?” And the blessed Francis
answered: “Lord, it would be a priceless treasure, and greatly desir-
able.” “Well then,” said the voice, “be happy, Brother, and joyful in the
midst of your tribulations and illness, because they are gifts of my king-
dom, and you may be assured you are destined for it.”143

In that moment, Francis’s spirit overflowed with joy. His dark night
was transformed into day, feeling already within the Kingdom of God,
which is the symbol of total reconciliation, of the overcoming of all con-
tradictions, and the greatest realization of humanity with the cosmos
and with God. He got up, meditated a few moments, and began to sing
the hymn of all creatures: Altissimu, omnipotente, bon Signore. . . . He
called the brothers and sang with them the hymn he had just composed.
This canticle of light arose in the midst of a dark night of the body and
soul. It emerged from the depths of an existence that was blossoming,
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though suffering and troubled, like a shoot that untiringly searches from
within the trunk the light of the sun. It is the expression of a reconciled
universe that was taking shape within the heart of Francis.

It does not deal only with a poetic-religious discourse on all things:
the things themselves seem to be involved in a much deeper discourse.
The cosmic praise unveiled the subconscious symbolic language of an
interior itinerary, an unveiling of the depths of the soul; it was presented,
more exactly, like a poetic reconciliation of the man with his archeology,
an opening of himself to the totality of an existence in the light of being.144

The sun continues to be the sun; fire, fire; water, water. But beyond their
objective value, these elements also have a symbolic worth. Humanity
expresses by means of these elements its interior world. And what does
that interior world express? It expresses the emergence of universal rec-
onciliation, the fusion between the cosmic mysticism, oriented toward
fraternity with nature, and evangelical mysticism, oriented toward love
for the person of Christ. The elements praised in the canticle gain an
archetypal sacramentality, communicating this fusion.

Canticle of Brother Sun

Most high, all-powerful, all good, Lord!
All praise is yours, all glory, all honor
And all blessing.

To you alone, Most High, do they belong.
No mortal lips are worthy
To pronounce your name.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through all that you have made,
And first my lord Brother Sun,
Who brings the day; and light you give to us through him.

How beautiful is he, how radiant in all his splendor!
Of you, Most High, he bears the likeness.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through Sister Moon and Stars;
In the heavens you have made them, bright
And precious and fair.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through Brothers Wind and Air,
And fair and stormy, all the weather’s moods,
By which you cherish all that you have made.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through Sister Water,
So useful, lowly, precious, and pure.
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All praise be yours, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
Through whom you brighten up the night.
How beautiful he is, how gay! Full of power and strength.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through Sister Earth, our mother,
Who feeds us in her sovereignty and produces
Various fruits and colored flowers and herbs.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through those who grant pardon
For love of you; through those who endure
Sickness and trial.

Happy those who endure in peace,
By you, Most High, they will be crowned.

All praise be yours, my Lord, through Sister Death,
From whose embrace no mortal can escape.
Woe to those who die in mortal sin!
Happy those She finds doing your will!
The second death can do no harm to them.

Praise and bless my Lord, and give him thanks,
And serve him with great humility.

—St. Francis of Assisi

THE COSMIC MARRIAGE THAT IT INSPIRES

It takes a great modern scholar of Saint Francis, Eloi Leclerc,145 to
demonstrate with the resources of the depth of psychologist C. G. Jung,
the method of poetic analysis of Gaston Bachelard, and the hermeneu-
tic of Paul Ricoeur how all of the elements of the hymn to Brother Sun
possess a rich archetypal content in order to express the experience of
total reconciliation achieved by the saint.

The structure of the canticle reveals this archetypal expression of
unity. The seventh strophe unconsciously discovers this search. Seven is
formed by adding three and four, which are the greatest symbols of to-
tality and unity. In the number seven, two lines cross—the vertical and
the horizontal—which together also form a recognized symbol of to-
tality. The first movement is directed vertically toward God: “Most
high, all powerful and good Lord . . .” Francis immediately realizes that
he cannot sing to God, because “no one is worthy of making mention
of You.” But he does not become bitter over this. He returns, horizon-
tally, to the creatures: “Praise to you, my Lord, for all your creatures.”
He opens himself to universal fraternity and sings to the creatures, not
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in themselves, but as marked by the experience of the Most High who
made it possible to see them as sacraments of God: “Because from You,
Most High, they are meaningful.”

Another archetypal symbol of the psychic totality of the human per-
son runs throughout the hymn: the masculine and the feminine. All of
the elements are ordered in pairs, which combine the masculine and the
feminine: sun-moon, wind-water, fire-earth. All of these pairs appear to
surround the great marriage of Earth-Sun, from whose cosmic union
are born the other couples. He begins by singing to Lord and Brother
Sun, archetypal symbol of virility and all paternity, and he concludes
with the praise for Mother and Sister Earth, archetype of the feminine
and all fecundity. This representation does not translate the objective
order of the world, but rather the order of profound meaning. Through
it, the most radical subconscious, in its thirst for unity and totality,
finds adequate expression.

The hymn also contains two stanzas that were added afterward by
the saint. In one of them, the peace attained by Saint Francis between
the bishop of Assisi and the mayor is celebrated. The other was inspired
shortly before the transitus of Saint Francis, in the first days of October
of 1226. In both, it is not the material cosmos that is chanted, but the
human cosmos, inserted in the grand universal fraternity, attained
through tension and suffering. Saint Francis wanted to add them to
the original canticle. The truth is that they were born from the same
fundamental inspiration. The hymn tries to celebrate the mystical ir-
ruption of unity and fraternity with all things and with God. He could
not leave out humanity, in its tribulation. The individual is reconciled
with other persons. He is reconciled, also, with death, accepting mortal
existence. He integrates death with life, accepting it as a sister, or bet-
ter yet, Francis becomes a brother to death. She thus becomes a sym-
bol of new life and of greater love.146

The splendor of humanity and its tragedy—its desire to ascend and
its rooting in the earth, its uranic (heavenly) dimension and its telluric
(earthly) dimension—find a privileged interpreter in the poor man
of Assisi.

The Celebration of the Reconciled Man
Saint Francis’s way of being together with his being-with led him to a

confraternization with all strata of reality: superior (the Most High God),
interior (intimate archeology), and exterior (ecological reality). What
unfolds is praise to mystery. Modern humanity, with its being-over is
not simply condemned to relate in a dominative way with nature; there is
no doubt that we must organize the systematic satisfaction of our basic
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needs and humanize the world. But we will have to learn a use of our
technical power that will be capable of opening us to the deeper and more
archetypal dimension of nature. To cultivate the land and experience the
fact that she is a generous mother is one thing; to treat her without re-
spect and veneration is quite another. It is one thing to extract her riches
and taste her fertility; it is another to abuse and waste her. It is one thing
to use the forest; it is another to tear it down indiscriminately.147

Modern humanity has forgotten that in our activity with nature we
must deal not only with things, but also with something that affects us
at our deepest level. We do not simply live in the world. We colive; we
become lovers or enemies; we accept or reject. A give and take devel-
ops between the interior world and the exterior. We cannot achieve our
identity while denying a friendly and fraternal relationship with our nat-
ural world. This does not mean an anachronistic romanticism, but
rather a right understanding of the basic structure of humanity, to-be-
in-the-world-with-all-things, as we have said, in a cosmic democracy.

The Franciscan experience is the historicizing of this truth-reality.
In spite of the ruptures that trials may introduce, despite the ultimate
solitude that is the meaning of death, it is capable of opening one to
universal fraternity, and to singing, not just calling, to all creatures as
brothers and sisters. “The mystery of the earth is one with the mystery
of the stars.” Human praise is one with the essential praise that all
things chant to our Creator. Finally, the reconciled individual celebrates
the world as a paradise, because he himself or she herself was trans-
formed: “Bless and praise my Lord, and give Him thanks, serving Him
in great humility.”

CONCLUSION: THE EXEMPLARY QUALITY 
OF THE SOUL’S EXPANSION

As can be seen from this reflection, our present-day culture finds in
Francis a great deal of that for which we hunger and thirst. The ex-
pansion of the dimension of the anima in terms of gentleness, care,
and living together answers a collective demand of our age in agony.
A clear path is left where Francis directed his attention, a path strewn
with affection, enthusiasm, and tremendous goodness toward all crea-
tures, especially toward the disinherited of society. For Francis, the
small happiness of our troubled existence sinks its roots in the heart of
the Father of infinite goodness, but also in a human heart capable of
compassion and emotion. Nourished by these two roots, existence is
made happy with a finite joy, foretasting already what the Father has
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prepared for all in His Kingdom. If we do not approach the Father, life
becomes empty and existence insupportable. If we do not give ear to
the heart and its needs, everything remains sterile and dark. Without
the Father, the heart remains barren. Without the heart, the Father has
no warmth.
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