August 11: St Clare of Assisi

ORDINARY BUT EXTRAORDINARY

The Acts of the Process of Canonization of St Clare are remarkable for what they reveal about St Clare and for what they don’t reveal.

Modern-day readers would like to know what this document reveals about the intimate relationship between Clare and Francis. Judged by romantic standards, were they in love? But neither the inquisitors nor the witnesses have anything to say about a down to earth romance.

In fact, curious readers get more than they expect. Several of the sisters who were called on as witnesses, described independently the very strange mystical experience of Clare suckling at the breast of Francis.

The document is full of accounts of St Clare’s miracles meticulously scrutinized by the inquisitors. Surprisingly, Clare performed these miracles simply by making the sign of the cross over the patient or over bread or oil.

It is also surprising to learn what Lady Clare’s holiness consisted of. Sister Beatrice, Clare’s natural sister, replied that it was “in her virginity, humility, patience and kindness; in her necessary correction and sweet admonition of her sisters, in the continuous application to her prayer and contemplation, abstinence and fasting; in the roughness of her bed and clothing; in the disregard of herself, the fervour of her love of God, her desire for martyrdom, and, most especially, in her love of the Privilege of Poverty.” Apart from Clare’s desire for martyrdom and her special love of the Privilege of Poverty, there is nothing in her holiness that is not within the scope of any of us.

When Sister Lucia was asked what the holiness and goodness of Clare consisted of, she replied, “In her very great humility, kindness, uprightness, and patience.” This was the recurring theme of the testimonies of the Sisters who knew St Clare.

Sister Angeluccia said much the same. She remarked on Clare’s “humility and kindness towards the sisters, her patience and constancy in trial, her austerity of life, strictness in eating and clothing, her charity towards all, her prudence and care in exhorting the sisters subject to her, her gracious and sweet way in reminding her sisters.”
Sister Cecilia said that Clare “treated the sisters with great meekness and kindness and at times when there was need, she diligently corrected them.” Nothing extraordinary there, but Sr Cecilia added, “She washed with her own hands the mattresses of the sick sisters in which, at times, there were vermin”. That sounds more like our idea of sanctity, Mother Teresa style.

Sister Agnes said that Clare “delighted in hearing the Word of God. Although she had never studied letters, she nevertheless listened willingly to learned sermons.” No doubt, she had to listen to a few unlearned ones as well.

Sister Benvenuta gave us an insight into Clare as her formator. “The Lady Clare had taught her to love God above all else; secondly, taught her to confess her sins totally and frequently; thirdly, instructed her to have the Lord’s Passion always in her memory.” 

Simple but profound formation, also for JPIC (Justice and Peace and Integrity of Creation) enthusiasts, this from Sr Angeluccia again: “When Clare used to send the serving sisters outside the monastery, she reminded them to praise God when they saw beautiful trees, flowers and bushes; and likewise, always to praise Him for and in all things when they saw all people and creatures.”
So, what are we to make of the sanctity of a woman whom a number of the witnesses at her canonization described as the saintliest woman after the Blessed Virgin Mary? Simply that Clare, like the mother of Jesus, did ordinary things extraordinarily well. That’s something that we can all aim to do.

