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Why was Peter Waldo condemned and Francis of Assisi canonized?
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Introduction 

This paper will demonstrate that Francis of Assisi (1181 - 1226) was canonized on the basis of his Charism1 which contributed new vigour to the life of the Church. Peter Waldo (1170 – c. 1218), otherwise known as Valdesius2 , was condemned because of his departures from Church teaching that stemmed from his pre-emptive right to preach. Both men lived at a time of intense political conflicts between imperial and papal power.3 Their lives of voluntary poverty lay in sharp contrast to the excesses of many in the ecclesiastical office4, and both challenged rich and poor to return to the simplicity of Gospel values. Valdesius’ conviction, however, that any layperson was gifted to preach, and from the bible alone, challenged traditional concepts of priesthood and apostolic succession. His licence to preach also lay in tension with his Profession of Faith that upheld traditional Catholic beliefs.5 Francis and his new Religious Order of the Friars Minor maintained continuity with the tradition through a Rule,6 adapted from the monastic tradition and approved by the Apostolic See, that set out a regulated means to carry out his mission under the guidance and authority of the Church. 

I situate the voluntary poverty and mendicant life-styles of these two men within the socio-political context of their day, in a world of Church reform faced with rapid social and cultural change. I show how Francis’ Rule and its development epitomised the approval of the Apostolic See towards his way of life, and how Valdesius’ Profession of Faith presupposed radically different assumptions regarding apostolic authority. I further show how differing concepts of reform, namely, Francis’ life as a Religious, according to a Rule, and in obedience to the authority of the Church, compared with Valdesius’ spontaneous self-realisation of simple and autonomous living and preaching, actualised differing concepts of priesthood with implications for the excommunication of his movement and the ecclesiology of Protestantism in the 1500s. 

The ‘Age of Growth’7 – a time ripe for reform 

Both Francis and Valdesius lived at a time of widespread Church reform, centred on freeing the Church from the secular interests of emperors.8 Feudalism had also hindered many in the ecclesiastical office in their priestly obligations.9 Nicholas II (1058-1061) had already removed the interference of the nobility in the election of the pope.10 Gregory VII (1073-1085) had attacked the clerical abuses of simony, ‘Nicolaitism’ (priests living with wives), and lay investiture11. He and others of his era had modelled the benefits of clerical celibacy and monastic living.12 The Concordat of Worms (1122-1123) had confirmed the independent right of the Church to become free of feudal control by nominating its own bishops.13 The monastic tradition, reformed by Cluny, sought a return to apostolic simplicity through the growth of new Religious Orders. 14 Monasticism would also respond to the spiritual needs of people on the move.15 

The parish system had traditionally served sedentary rural populations. Newer forms of ministry were needed as priests faced increasing difficulty serving burgeoning populations in cities.16 The Cistercians, who had returned to the simplicity and monastic solitude of the Benedictine Rule, and who emphasised self-sufficiency, manual and agricultural labour, were not suited to pastoral work.17 The Apostolic See, caught up in theocratic and political disputes, faced new impetus for reform at the grassroots level. 

Both Francis and Valdesius gained adherents as a result of their gospel poverty and mendicant way of living, which easily adapted to newly emerging urban populations. Both also entered history at the time of the Albigensian heresy, which had gained a foothold in Provence in southern France, and which the Apostolic See was anxious to dispel.18 Valdesius and Francis, however, were received by the Apostolic See in different ways. In a turn of events which charted the course of history and which upheld the apostolic tradition, Pope Lucius III excommunicated the Waldensians at the Council of Verona in 1184 and Pope Innocent III verbally accepted the Rule of St Francis in 1209. 

Differing concepts of Gospel living and voluntary poverty 

Francis and Valdesius conceived different visions of reform. Contemporary historical accounts source Valdesius’ life and movement from secondary sources,19 whereas Francis’ spirituality is sourced in his own writings.20 In the year of Francis’ canonisation, only two years after his death, Pope Gregory IX commissioned Thomas of Celano to write a biography [hagiography] of his life. Much additional writing has contributed to the Franciscan charism within the Church.21 

The scant historical record of Valdesius presents a speculative understanding of his ‘apostolic poverty’ and a ‘reading back’ of history, 22 in his challenge to the apostolic tradition, to popularise later reformist views.23 Francis’ spirituality of voluntary poverty from the perspective of the Catholic tradition appears to offer more translucency as a process of formation that envisions human transformation and servant hood. His Admonitions were advice to inform a renewed spiritual life as a ‘mirror of perfection for anyone called to follow the Franciscan way of life ... replete with a knowledge of human nature and with practical good sense.’24 These Admonitions, based on his own experience and reflection on Scripture, sought for himself and his followers the poverty of inner spiritual reform of repentance and closer communion with God. 

From secondary historical accounts, Valdesius volunteered the poverty of Matthew 19, to live as Jesus’ disciple by selling everything he had, at the prompting of a priest in one account,25 and according to the legendary tale of a troubadour in another.26 According to the reportage of an anonymous chronicled account, the suddenness of his action did not bear the characteristics of a religious vocation, but rather invoked the consternation and embarrassment of his wife and a ruling from his bishop not to beg, so as to preserve the marriage relationship.27 

The journey of Francis’ poverty is described at length, both in his personal writings and that of his biographer, Thomas of Celano.28 In addition to living by the apostolic simplicity of a renunciation of riches, Francis was to experience and reveal to others a poverty of spirit for which he and his Order were to be recognised as integral to the mission of the Church. In the hagiography of Thomas of Celano, Francis’ orientation towards his new life is documented as a gradual conversion following illness and going to war with neighbouring the province of Perugia.29 He is gradually initiated into his new life by eating as a beggar with the poor outside St Peter’s Basilica,30 by embracing a leper whilst riding near Assisi one day,31 and by hearing the literal words of the crucified Christ in the dilapidated church of San Damiano: 

‘... the painted image of Christ crucified moved its lips and spoke ... ‘Francis, go, repair my house, which, as you see, is falling completely to ruin.’32 

Thomas of Celano records the exhortation as a life-changing event, not only to build with bricks and mortar, but to work assiduously within the Church, to minister to God’s people who were in need of spiritual reform. Material poverty is to transform itself through the Church’s recognition of Francis’ own emptying of himself in emulation of the crucified Christ and Risen Lord. Francis was a realist, painfully aware of the insincerity of many religious and clerics who compromised their Gospel poverty through outward show. 

‘Many people … spend all their time at their prayers and other religious exercises and mortify themselves by long fasts ...’33 

For Francis, authentic Gospel living involved a transformation of self and society through self-denial which overcame pride. 

‘A person is really poor in spirit when he hates himself and loves those who strike him in the face (cf. Mt. 5: 39).’34 

If the act of Valdesius’ poverty is to severely critique the excesses of the institutional Church by living like the poor, the vision of Francis for his Order is one of a radical reformation of the inner self through humility and compassion, by living with the poor, radical in his day and that distinguishes the simplicity of his poverty of heart. 

‘The friars should be delighted to follow the lowliness and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ [remembering that of the whole world we must own nothing] ... glad to live among the social outcasts, the poor and the helpless, the sick and the lepers, and those who beg by the wayside ...’35 

Francis’ imitation of Christ is in emulation of the martyrs of faith who trod before him.36 His vision of the Franciscan way is a symbiotic process, a profound praxis, of reflection on Sacred Scripture, good works37 and the virtuous life, for which his writing offers much spiritual advice.38 

 
Valdesius’ movement of voluntary poverty was received with scepticism by the hierarchical Church at the Third Lateran Council (1179), at which they were censured for asserting the right to preach from Scripture alone, and without the permission of the local bishop.39 Their ‘carte-blanche’ preaching ministry, which lay open to any lay person of good standing, challenged the ministerial priesthood, in contravention of Church doctrine and the apostolic tradition, and became susceptible to error. Francis’ praxis of poverty of heart, which drew from Scripture and Tradition, asserted the sacramental importance of transubstantiation for the ordained ministry.40 

‘[Blessed is that servant of God who has confidence in priests who live according to the laws of the holy Roman Church.] Even if they fall into sin, no one should pass judgement on them, for God has reserved judgement on them himself. They are in a privileged position because they have charge of the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, which they receive and they alone minister to others, and so anyone who sins against them commits a greater crime than if he sinned against anyone else in the whole world.’41 

Francis also anticipated the theological thought of Thomas Aquinas and Canon 916 of Canon Law, which specifies the efficaciousness of the Eucharist, even when performed by an unworthy minister.42 

Francis also articulated Creation spirituality, honouring God’s love for all created things, and a fraternity of the Created Order, for which his Canticle of the Creatures43 has won continued acclaim. His respect for Creation as a reflection of the Incarnation has led to rich insights in theological thought of the later Franciscan tradition and is a point of dialogue with secular society today concerning pressing environmental issues. 

For his contribution to the renewal of the Church, Francis’ Rule received the papal seal of endorsement. Without the papal seal of a Religious Order, and the guidance and support of the apostolic Church, the Waldensians persisted in their lay preaching, lapsed into error after coming in contact with dissident groups44 and, at the instigation of the French bishops at the Council of Verona (1184), were cast out of the Church.45 

Francis’ Rule versus Valdesius’ Profession of Faith 

Pope Innocent’s endorsement of Francis’ Rule guaranteed the support and guardianship of the Apostolic See over the Franciscan way of life during and beyond Francis’ lifetime. The Pope’s approval of Francis’ Rule acknowledged Francis’ charism as a gift of the Spirit which would participate in the mission of the Church to make Christ present in the world. Foundational to the way of life exemplified by a Rule was the belief in the apostolic authority of the Pope as successor to Peter, as the first apostle of the Church.46 Valdesius’ contention of rights to lay preaching placed his Profession of Faith on a less certain foundation for his ecclesiology of a laicised priesthood which questioned apostolic tradition. His Profession, offering assent to many Catholic doctrines, but without complete assent to the teaching rights of the ministerial priesthood, would soon come under attack for espousing many of the very doctrines that it dearly upheld. 

Francis’ mendicant Rule was an adaptation of the Benedictine Rule that articulated the vows of ‘poverty, chastity and obedience’47 to the authority of the Church through the Pope and his successors.48 In a religious way of life that has retained its integrity today, candidates would undergo a period of discernment and formation under the guidance of a minister before finally undertaking their vows.49 The Rule of 1223 set out with precision and in juridical language the way of life that would uphold the Franciscan charism within the Church. Celano writes that as Francis’ numbers grew he saw the need to write a Rule to seek the “perfection of ‘the holy Gospel’ of which alone he yearned.”50 

Celano also reports that Pope Innocent granted free acceptance to Francis’ Rule, and the hope that with increasing numbers, Francis would return with joy for the papal endorsement of greater blessings to come.51 

The Apostolic See further expressed the confidence in Francis’ Order to preach to those negligent of the Gospel in the face of increasing unorthodoxy and rapid social change. Rights to preach were granted in keeping with the permission of the bishop and the Minister General of the Order.52 This fact is significant, bearing in mind that Francis’ Order of Friars Minor began as a lay brotherhood, that Francis was never a priest and that the Waldensians had already been excommunicated as a result of their lay-preaching activities. 

Valdesius had no intention of setting up a Religious Order based on a Rule. His was a ‘societas’, a free association of people, with similar ideas and interests in common.53 His Profession of Faith, believed to have been extant at the Third Lateran Council (1179) and which he probably did not write himself,54 was noted more for what it did not profess, namely Valdesius’ belief in lay preaching.55 The Profession of Faith may have appeared less as a statement of Waldensian beliefs, as a means of pacifying the disquiet of prelates.56 It may also have been influenced by Archbishop Guichard of Lyon who, seeing the possibility of accommodating the Waldensians, sought to give the movement theological coherence.57 Guichard’s successor, Archbishop Bellmains (c 1182), expelled the Waldensians from Lyon, and at the Council of Verona (1184) they were routed out of the Church and were severely treated as schismatic in the Inquisition to follow. The licence with which the Waldensians practised lay preaching, in conjunction with the influence upon their beliefs by other 

disaffected groups, moved them to ‘social activism’.58 In further departures from the Catholic 

tradition, they preached charge of the laity over the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist.59 In their now radical denial of the apostolic authority of the ministerial priesthood, they were named heretics of the Church. 

Conclusion 

This paper has evaluated why Valdesius was condemned and Francis of Assisi canonised. Attention has been given to the intentions of both men for reform: how an ecclesiology of lay preaching placed Valdesius and his movement in direct conflict with the apostolic authority of the Church; and how Francis’ burning desire to rebuild the Church through an interior renewal of poverty of heart gained the approval of the Apostolic See and adherents to the Order of Friars Minor in his lifetime. Francis’ Rule and Valdesius’ Profession of Faith were received in different ways, for it was Valdesius’ pre-emptive right for any ‘good man’ to preach that challenged apostolic tradition, led the Waldensians into heresy and sowed the seeds of the Reformation of the 1500’s.
Francis’ spirituality radically renewed the Church, in a way that met the spiritual needs of people from every social stratum and for which his name echoes throughout history as a saint of the Church. The social activism of Valdesius has been revived by the contemporary evangelical press, largely from secondary sources. Francis’ work with the poor and the dispossessed, his love for Creation and his efforts towards peace continue today through the various Franciscan Religious Orders that have continued since his death.
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