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PART TWO
HOW

 THE SECULAR 

FRANCISCAN ORDER 
BEGAN

LESSON 6: HOW DID THE THIRD ORDER OF ST FRANCIS START?

Introduction


The other member of the Franciscan Family is the Third Order of St Francis. In the beginning, it was not known as the Third Order but “The Brothers and Sisters of Penance”. We need to see why the Third Order was given that name; but before we can do so, we must look into the conditions and the times in the 12th and 13th centuries.

A Time of Change















The Third Order did not just appear out of nowhere. It was the result of a long period of preparation. There were movements and undercurrents among the people well before St Francis appeared on the scene. This is the way that the Holy Spirit works. We often find that when the Church is in need, God raises up the appropriate remedy to help us.
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In the period from the mid-12th century until the mid-13th century is marked by a remarkable amount of change not only in civil life but also in the Church. There was not a complete separation of Church and State at this time so that what happened in one area was also affecting what was happening in the other. When the Feudal System began to break up and people began moving around and forming new towns and cities, this also affected what was happening in the Church.














The old system of barter was being replaced by the use of money, and this led to people coming to understand that having money meant having power. Where before power was a privilege of the few nobles, now power was moving into the hands of merchants, such as, Pietro Bernadone, Francis’ father. Francis was not a noble, but he was well off and his friends said that before his conversion, he acted like a noble.



















When people were on the land, they grew what they needed to eat. They had houses to live in and were protected by their masters. However, when people moved into the towns and cities, the situation was different. They depended on others for their needs and they had no assurance of protection from enemies. It became obvious that the old system where they could go to the monasteries for assistance in their hospices or religious who would feed them was unable to cope. It was then that the laity began to take over these works of mercy, even the care of lepers and the underprivileged.

Exercises

· See what you can find out about the Feudal System. Gather ideas from others and try to understand how the people lived under this system.
· Compare the old Manor System with that of the old monasteries. Note the similarities and the differences.
· From the above study, do you understand why Francis did not want to join one of the established Orders in the Church?  Discuss this with others.
LESSON 7: NEW MOVEMENTS OF EVANGELICAL LIFE


We need to see what was happening in the spiritual lives of ordinary lay people at this time, that is, the early 13th century.
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People were dissatisfied with the kind of piety that was being offered to them by the Church at this time. They wanted more than just popular religion and devotions. They were seeking a deeper spiritual life imitating the monks or nuns in their monasteries. Many turned to the Acts of the Apostles for inspiration. Here are two of the main texts
:

“All the believers continued together in close fellowship and shared their belongings with one another. They would sell their property and possessions, and distribute the money among all, according to what each one needed. Day after day they met as a group in the Temple, and they had their meals together in their homes, eating with glad and humble hearts, praising God, and enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And every day the Lord added to their group those who were being saved.”

“The group of believers was one in mind and heart. No one said that any of his belongings was his own, but they all shared with one another everything they had. With great power the apostles gave witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and God poured rich blessings on them all.”

· Let us see what these two texts are saying. List the things that you see that are demanded who lived according to this ideal.

This is what I found:

· Believers shared all they had with each other pooling all their possessions and selling them and then giving to others in need.

· They were all in full agreement on this course of action and showed love for one another.

· They would frequently meet together and share their meals together, pray together and support each other both physically and spiritually.

· By doing all these things, many others came to join the group so that the lives of many people were changed.

By following this new way of life, people were convinced that they could follow the Gospel just like the monks and still live out in the world. They saw Christian life as a vocation and function of the laity. They felt they could achieve holiness even out “in the world” and this would satisfy the hunger they felt for a deeper spiritual life.

Many modelled their lives on Christ and the Blessed Virgin Mary. They wanted a piety based on the Gospels with poverty as its authentic basis. The laity became a driving force in the community of believers and often filled the gaps left by lax, ignorant, and mediocre clergy. It is clear the Holy Spirit was working in the people despite the failure of the clergy.

This group of people led a strict life. The Gospel was to be their inspiration where they would discover an authentic “apostolic life.” Some lay people were given the right to preach and their way of life especially their material poverty fascinated people because they stood in contrast to the clergy. As numbers increased, they formed into groups. Without proper guidance some fell into heresy and were condemned by the Church. That is why Pope Innocent III had to be so wary when Francis approached him to have his Rule approved.

Questions for Discussion

· What does this tell you about the people of that time in relation to their faith?

· What difficulties did they have to face?

· Why did the people lose confidence in the clergy?

· How did Francis regard the clergy despite their faults?

· What practical conclusions can you draw from this discussion?

LESSON 8: THE ORDER OF PENITENTS


The name “Order of Penitents” refers to that group of people who, following the ancient discipline of the Church, spent time in performing penance in order to obtain pardon for their sins. From the early centuries, the Church outlined a penitential doctrine which said that the Christian could obtain pardon of his/her sins provided that he/she “did penance”. 


The term “penance” must be understood in the sense it was intended in the Bible. This was “to change direction, a turning away from sin and turning to God again.” The same term was used for “conversion”, that is, metanoia in Greek. The sinner entered into the category of or the Order of Penitents and remained in it until he/she had fulfilled what was required. (The requirements were fixed by the Christian assembly with the Bishop at its head.)


From the second century, this idea of penance kept developing until it was understood that “penance” would only be undertaken once in a lifetime. In fact, from the 4th century, penitents were forbidden to do more and more even after the time of penance had ended until one died. Thus, the penitent was forbidden, even though reconciled, to take up military service, to dedicate himself to trading and was forbidden positions in public life. Penitential law became so severe that penitents became fewer and fewer who entered the Order of Penitents. People waited until they were dying before they attempted to receive the sacrament of Penance.


However, a strange thing happened. People who were not sinners applied to join the Order of Penitents even though they had no obligation to do so. They wanted to join it in order to reach perfection. They voluntarily subjected themselves to penitential laws and were prepared to remain in it for the rest of their lives. These people were simply called “Penitents”.

St Francis and the Order of Penitents

At the time of Francis, the penitential movement was still alive especially in certain forms (hermits, recluses, penitent sisters) even if the number of individual Penitents were lessening and the same movement was in danger from the attack and infiltrating preaching of the Cathari and the Waldensians. Amongst the Christian population, however, there was still an inexhaustible thirst for spiritual guidance which, by life and word, would show the people the way to follow in order to remain faithful to God and the Church.

It is a fact that when Francis and his companions began in 1209/10 their itinerant preaching of penance, in a penitential movement, there was an immediate and unexpected vigorous awakening, a religious rebirth which historians call a Penitential movement in the 12th century, or “a penitential movement revived by St Francis.”


First of all, we know from Thomas of Celano and Giordano da Giano that Francis himself became a Penitent, immediately after the enlightening experience of San Damiano. According to Celano, in fact, Francis sought and obtained from the priest at San Damiano permission to remain at the church “to serve the Lord.”
 Thus be became an oblate or conversus, a form of penitential official.


The conversus or penitent was considered a true religious and therefore outside the jurisdiction of the civil authorities. It was precisely for this reason that communal authority of Assisi to whom Francis’ father, Pietro Bernadone, had turned to issue a summons so as to accuse his son of rebellion and dissipation. Francis responded to say that he was no longer under the jurisdiction of civil authorities but a servant only of the Most High God. (L3C 9). They had to stop with their attempts and replied to his father: “Seeing that your son has been consecrated to the service of God, he is no longer under our jurisdiction.”


Giordano da Giano affirms Francis’ entrance into the “life of penance”. In his chronicle he begins: “In the year of the Lord, 1207, Francis, by profession a merchant, having been moved in heart and touched by the Holy Spirit, began a life of penance wearing the habit of a hermit. Celano as well as Julian of Speyer and other legends repeatedly say that Francis had embraced the habit of penance. We are also told that Francis remained in this way of life for at least two years. His first followers also joined the Order of Penance renouncing everything and putting on the same sackcloth and leading the same kind of life as Francis.

The Humiliati


In 1178, some weavers and some farmers in Lombardy formed a group of Penitents called “Humiliati”. These were made up of priests, single women, and married couples. Later, in 1201, Innocent III divided these up into three Orders. The First Order Humiliati members were clerics; the Second Order Humiliati was composed of single women; and the Third Order Humiliati was made up of married couples who took on the name the “Third Order of the Humiliati”.


Innocent III approved the Third Order of the Humiliati in 1201. They had a Propositum or Plan of Life which was approved. The Humiliati are of greatest interest because they had the concept of forming a Fraternity. This was the characteristic of Franciscans later.


In 1221, a statute called “Memoriale of the Propositum of the Brothers and Sisters of Penance residing in their own homes” – a Plan of Life for the Brothers and Sisters of Penance was approved and adopted by the followers of St Francis.

Discussion Questions

· Can you relate to the feeling of the people of the 12th century who wanted a “deeper spirituality” for their lives? Discuss this.

· What dangers do you see in following such a desire without proper guidance?

· How does the Secular Franciscan Order try to address this problem today?

· What forms of penance would you suggest for an SFO Fraternity today?

LESSON 9: THE FOURTH LATERAN COUNCIL (1215)


“The Church in the time of St Francis found it had to include new spiritual movements of the Gospel life within the church’s law of that age. The itinerant and apostolic life of those movements did not fit within the framework of the institutions of religious life of monks or canons. This kind of life was not considered in the body of canon law and did not come into the diocesan set-up of the time. They were shaking up church life because of their newness and their spirit of initiative. They were movements which rapidly expanded beyond the limits of any one diocese and were tied rather to the universal Church.


Pope Innocent III, from the beginning of his pontificate, was convinced of the necessity of a new evangelization of the people. He could see that, with the help of new apostolic groups, he could deal with the situation the church was in at that time. In many ways,  he had tried to re-animate the traditional ecclesiastical institutions, such as dioceses and parishes enlisting the collaboration of the monasteries. He tried to give new life to the Gospel with lived witness and proclamation of the Word. He saw in the new catholic faith movements a possible answer to the need to find a new apostolic force. But for this, he needed to welcome these new Catholic faith movements and not consider them associated with movements that were tainted with heresy or influenced by wrong doctrinal ideas. He declared himself ready to discuss these matters and he proposed, within the limits of possibility, to cooperate with what they wanted insofar as possible within the law. So, in 1208 he brought the “Poor Catholics” of Durando of Huesca back to the unity of the Church and in 1211 the “Poor Lombards.” In 1210 he welcomed the request of St Francis and his first companions and confirmed “as an experiment” their form of life.


It was not easy to integrate these new movements with church legislation. A new way of thinking was needed, outside the traditional legal forms, which would safeguard orthodoxy of the faith, communion with the church, and sufficient autonomy in apostolic initiative. It seems that Innocent III, after his positive experience with Francis and his companions, saw the need to recognize this new way of religious life fully and officially in the Church, alongside traditional forms. He also saw the need to avoid future confusion of an excessive diversity of Rules or types of religious life.


The IV Lateran Council in 1215 decided to give a solid juridical base to the new movements of religious life, modelled on the Franciscan experience, and at the same time to avoid an excessive variety of types of religious life. It determined, in its Constitution 13, that the new religious movements must pick a Rule or type of religious life from among those already approved. With this decision the Council wanted to give strict norms for the foundation of new houses or religious families and at the same time regulate the juridical position of the new movements of the apostolic life. Jacques de Vitry in 1221, six years after the 4th Lateran Council, expressed it this way: “Up to now there have been three religious Orders: hermits, monks, and canons. But in order that the state of those living according to a Rule might rest firmly on a solid foundation, the Lord in these days has added a fourth form of religious life, the embellishment of a new Order, and the holiness of a new Rule” (ibid.p.582)


It seems that the 4th Lateran Council had considered the type of religious life of the Friars Minor a valid model for other new movements of religious life and consequently, its Rule or Form of Life would serve as an example to anyone who wanted to start a new house or new religious family of that kind, of “the true poor of the Crucified One and of the order of preachers whom we call Lesser Brothers.”


Another implication of the Council was that St Clare was forced to choose one of the established Rules for her Order. She chose the Benedictine Rule which she observed for about forty years until she wrote her own Rule which was accepted by the Church a few days before her death.

Discussion Questions

· The 4th Lateran Council is an important Council in the Church’s history. What other things do you know happened at that Council concerning Franciscans?
· One of the events narrated about the 4th Lateran Council is the meeting of St Francis with St Dominic. How is that remembered today?
· The 4th Lateran Council would not permit any new Rules to be accepted by the Church. How is it that St Francis’ Rule was accepted?
· The 4th Lateran Council was a reforming and a pastoral Council. See if you can find out what decisions were made at that Council.
· How did the 4th Lateran Council affect St Clare and her Sisters?
LESSON 10:  FIRST BEGINNINGS OF THE THIRD ORDER


Francis’ conversion, the restoration of the church of San Damiano, and his retreat to the mountains shocked quite a few people in Assisi. To see the young Francis Bernadone stripping himself of everything, his preaching of penance and of peace caused people to wonder. They began to think in favour of him. It was not long before disciples began to gather around St Francis. Francis accepted them as gifts from God: “The Lord gave me some brothers” (2 Test 16). With these new companions he formed a new form of religious life based on the Gospel. The small Fraternity, composed of brothers, was approved by Pope Honorius III in 1209/10.

Their way of living attracted many lay people: People saw their poverty, their brotherliness, their prayer life, their manual work, their penance, and work among the poor and their evangelical preaching of conversion and peace despite the bad treatment they had received from scoffing crowds. People saw that their houses were poor. Rich and poor were treated alike. Francis advised them: “Such must be the behaviour of the friars in the midst of people that whoever listens to and hears them may be instructed and so glorify and praise the heavenly Father.”


It became obvious that the Lord communicated his word to them, and his Spirit inspired them so that they could speak in such a way that their words penetrated the hearts of the people, both young and old. People were attracted to this way of life and the Legend of the Three Companions notes “Each of these three Orders was approved in its own time after having cited the request of a married man it says, “The brothers regrouped them into an Order which bore the name of ‘Penitents’, and they had the approval of the Pope.” Tradition has made Luchesio and Buanadonna from Poggiabonsi in Tuscany the first Tertiaries received by St Francis himself.


Thus, these lay men and women, disciples of St Francis, joined in community. But what was their Rule of life? We mentioned earlier the Propositum or Plan of Life of the Brothers and Sisters living in their own homes. This came into being in 1221 and was adopted by the Franciscan Penitents.


Furthermore, the minister had the faculty, firstly, having advised the Fraternity beforehand, to adapt (suppress or add) the articles of the Memoriale. Without doubt, such action would constitute what specific social group the Fraternity belonged to and conferred a distinct moral personality upon it. In the parishes or the cities where the Fraternity lived it appeared with its own ministers, meetings, ceremonies and works as a true corporate organization.


· What signs are there in the life of Francis that indicate that he became a Penitent before he followed a new way of life?

Activity

· Discuss how the Holy Spirit had prepared the way for the Secular Franciscan Order over the years. The facts of history fascinate us. Outline the steps in a simple way to show how this happened to the SFO.

· Examine the diagram below and discuss how these early movements prepared the way for the SFO.

SUMMARY:




      The Order of Penance


        (A way of having sins committed after baptism pardoned)

[image: image3.png]






      Order of Penitents




      (voluntary penitents)





         New Movements



Humiliati (1178)



Poor Catholics (1184)

 1st Order: clerics




Families who worked in common

 2nd Order: single women



and shared all they had.

 3rd Order: married couples







1210 Plan of Life (Propositum)

 1201: Plan of Life (Propositum) which

 had a concept of “fraternity”.





Brothers & Sisters of Penance





1221 Plan of Life (Propositum)

1215 4th Lateran Council: All must choose an approved Rule to follow. The Brothers & Sisters of Penance chose the Franciscan Rule to follow.
LESSON 11: A Story to Read

THE FIRST FRANCISCAN TERTIARIES: BL. LUCHESIO AND BL. BUONADONNA

B

lessed Buonadonna and Blessed Luchesio Modestini came from the little town of Poggibonsi in Tuscany, Italy. Luchesio (= Lucius) was a merchant who was regarded by many as being very greedy to heap up money for himself, and his wife was much the same. Actually, one would think that these two people were the most unlikely ones to become Franciscan tertiaries. Luchesio was born in Val d’Elsa which was then in the territory belonging to Florence. As a young man he was entirely taken up with politics and money-making and worldly interests. In fact, his attachment to the Guelf (political) cause made him so unpopular that he had to leave his native town, Gaggiano, and go to live in Poggiabonsi where he continued as a provision merchant and moneylender.

        Then when Luchesio was between the ages of thirty or forty, a great change took place in him. We are not sure just what caused this change. Legend has it that it was the result of the death of his children that caused his heart to be changed by divine grace; another legend says that the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared to him and gave him several admonitions and instructed him to perform works of mercy and to embrace a life of poverty. Whatever the reasons might have been, Luchesio began doing works of mercy and helping others. Somehow Luchesio realized how foolish it was to follow such a worldly life as he had done, and he changed. His wife, however, was not so keen to change.

One day, Buonadonna (a name that means “good woman” in Italian) was complaining that Luchesio was giving everything to strangers when someone came to the door who was in need. Luchesio asked his wife to give the stranger some bread. She was not happy about it, but she went to the cupboard and, to her surprise, she found more bread there than she had ever had. This incident changed her completely. She also began to carry out works of mercy. Since they had no children to care for, they feared that they might fall back into their old ways. It ended up that Luchesio and Buonadonna sold their business and farmed enough land to provide for their needs and gave the rest to the poor.

It was about this time that Francis came to Tuscany. As was his custom, he preached to the people about doing penance. Many people heard him and many of those who heard him wanted to leave everything and come and join him. But Francis advised them to remain with their families. He would give them a Rule of life that they could follow even in the world.
 
Francis came to Poggibonsi and visited Luchesio. They had met before when Francis was a merchant. Francis was delighted to see how Luchesio had changed his ways. Luchesio had heard about Francis and so he asked him to instruct him and his wife so that they might lead a life in the world that would be pleasing to God. It was then that Francis explained to them his plan for lay people. Luchesio and Buonadonna asked to be received into this way of life immediately. Thus, according to tradition, Luchesio and Buonadonna became the first members of the Order of Penance which later came to be called the Third Order of St Francis and is now known as the Secular Franciscan Order.

There are many stories told about this holy couple who continued to do many more charitable works so that many people came to them and received the help they needed. After Luchesio and Buonadonna put on the grey habit of the Tertiaries, they rapidly advanced towards holiness. They practiced many austerities, spent time at prayer and gained a reputation for holiness.

The story is told of Luchesio that when a plague broke out in Poggibonsi, he went out with his donkey loaded with food to give to those who were sick. When he did not have enough to supply everyone in need he begged for more from other people on behalf of the afflicted. He once saw a sick cripple sitting at the side of the road. He lifted him up on to his own shoulders and carried him to his home. On his way, he met a young man who mocked him. He said, “What poor devil is it you are carrying on your back?” Luchesio gave him an answer saying, “I am carrying my Lord Jesus Christ.” At this the young man cried out and was struck dumb. Finding himself so punished he fell at the feet of Luchesio weeping. Luchesio took pity on him and restored his speech with a sign of the cross.

Luchesio became ill and he knew it was time for him to receive the reward for his good works. Buonadonna implored him to pray that she might die with him so that they may be together. Luchesio prayed and his wife also became ill and died before he did. He died on the 28th of April 1260, the day we celebrate his feast. It was not long before many miracles began to take place at his tomb and the continual veneration of the faithful led to his beatification by Pope Pius VI in 1694.
Some Questions for Discussion
· What lesson do you think we can learn from the lives of these two Saints?
· What did you notice about the conversion of each of these two holy people? Was there anything that you feel you can share with them in your own “conversion” to the Franciscan way of life?
· What role do you think the Holy Spirit had in their conversion?

� Cf. Acts 2:44 – 47; 4:32 - 35


� 1 Cel 9


� Pazzelli, Raffaele, op. cit.


� L3C 25, 27


� Note that this was not the only group of Penitents. In 1184, the Poor Catholics from Northern Italy in the region of Vicenza formed a rural community composed of domestics who lived in their own homes, and who worked in common, shared their goods, their buildings and implements, and their produce. Their Plan of Life was approved in 1210 as well as other Penitents.


� Brevoort, ofm Cap. Op. cit.


� Remember that Francis had his Rule approved verbally by Honorius III in 1209/10 so that Innocent’s approval only confirmed in writing what already existed.


� Bedrune, L., op. cit. (adapted)


� L3c 58





