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August 11: St Clare
ST CLARE - GUARDIAN OF FRANCISCANS

Let’s consider briefly the reception of Lady Clare Offreduccio into the followers of St Francis, and what it meant and still means for the Franciscan family.


Some novelists paint a quaint picture of St Francis, "confronted by a tall fair-haired girl, aged eighteen, telling him she wanted to be one of the Friars Minor". That is most unlikely. Clare wanted to join the Penitents of Assisi, headed by Francis.

Clare was accepted as a member of the Brothers and Sisters of Penance of Assisi, as much as any of the first twelve men companions of St Francis.


In the process, she ruined any possibility of being a married lady.  She disinherited herself and belonged no longer to the nobility. She blew her dowry and belonged no longer to her family. No nobleman would want her after her preposterous behaviour. She wanted to love God in a way that she knew was not possible for married women.


But, without a dowry, she also ruined any possibility of being a nun. She didn't want to live like a nun in one of the contemporary Benedictine monasteries. She couldn’t settle in any of them. The nuns must have wondered what this woman was about. All she wanted to be was a Sister of Penance, like Francis, a Brother of Penance. That was as low in society as you could get.

She didn’t want to be inserted into a hierarchical institution. Rather, she wanted to relate to others simply as a sister, and in an unheard of, sort of, religious way of life. Francis and his brothers were doing just that, confounding the existing civil and religious categories.

So she eloped through the door of death from her father's Palazzo. That sets me wondering.

Bishop Guido of Assisi features in the lives of both Francis and Clare. Both of them after they cut loose owed their lives and security to him. Without his powerful support, they could not have survived in their highly irregular way of life. They could not have withstood their families’ fierce disapproval. How is it that Clare’s uncles didn’t go after Francis for having alienated Clare’s affections for her family and for society? It was because Francis was protected by Bishop Guido.
The bishop must have known about Clare’s meetings with Francis and what would become of them. How much was he in on the act of her elopement? Was his handing her the palm on Palm Sunday and her elopement a mere coincidence? Did he send a few strong men to help her out of the door of death? It’s just as credible as to claim that Clare and her maid received supernatural strength to break down the door.

But then her commitment took a providential turn. It wasn't possible for a woman, much less a lady or a religious, to go nursing lepers around Assisi. As a medieval woman, she had to live out her life in a cloister, whether domestic or monastic. God's providence worked within this historical limitation to establish his plan.


Her task in the Franciscan family soon became clear. Francis was constrained from going solitary. Clare was constrained from moving outside. He was no less a contemplative. She was no less a missionary.


Their vocations were complementary and necessary to each other for the fullness of the Franciscan charism, as a gift from God to rebuild his Church. They witnessed to the presence of God in the world as one person - and that person was Jesus Christ.


Her task and that of her Sisters was to embody and safeguard the spiritual ideals of St Francis in their purest form, and even to recall them to himself and his friars. Between his death and hers, Clare preserved the Franciscan charism and saved it from early extinction.

More than any other follower of St Francis, Clare embodied his ideals of poverty, fraternity, spontaneous prayer and contemplation, self-sacrifice with joy and good humour, and love for all creatures. This remains the role of her Sisters to this day.
