April 28: Bl. Luchesio (no text)

UNLIKELY TERTIARY

The Val d’Elsa, then Florentine territory, was the birthplace of Luchesio (or Lucius), the first Franciscan Tertiary. As a young man he was wholly engrossed in worldly interests. He was a devoted member of the Guelf political party which was sympathetic to the Pope against the Ghibellines who were sympathetic to the German Holy Roman Emperor. There was a split between the two parties which contributed to chronic strife within the cities of northern Italy in the 13th and 14th centuries. Luchesio found it advisable to leave Gaggiano, his native place, and to settle in Poggibonsi, where he carried on a business as a provisions merchant and money lender. 


Luchesio was regarded as very greedy, heaping up money for himself and his wife, Buonadonna, who was much the same. Actually, one would think that these two people were the most unlikely ones to become Franciscan tertiaries.

When Luchesio was between thirty and forty years old, a change came over him, partly perhaps as the result of the death of his children. His heart was touched by divine grace and he began to take interest in works of mercy, such as nursing the sick and visiting prisons. He even gave away to the poor all his possessions, except a piece of land that he determined to cultivate himself. 


Soon afterwards St Francis of Assisi came to Poggibonsi. Francis had, for some time, contemplated the necessity of forming an association for persons desiring to live a religious way of life in the world. When Luchesio heard this, he responded to the suggestion and he and his wife became the first Tertiaries of St. Francis. Francis gave them a simple way of life for lay people, and Pope Honorius III approved a more formally worded Rule in 1221. 


In the 13th century, some couples, by mutual consent and with the Church’s permission, separated so that the husband could join a monastery (or a group such as Francis had begun) and his wife could go to a convent. Conrad of Piacenza and his wife did just that. This choice existed for childless couples or for those whose children had already grown up. Luchesio and Buonadonna wanted another alternative, a way of sharing in a religious way of life but living outside the cloister. 


The charity of Luchesio drew the poor to him, and like many saints, he and Buonadonna seemed never to lack the resources to help these people. Buonadonna was not very enthusiastic at first about giving so much away as Luchesio was. One day after complaining that he was giving everything to strangers, Buonadonna answered the door only to find someone else needing help. Luchesio asked her to give the poor man some bread. She frowned but went to the pantry anyway. There she discovered more bread than had been there the last time she looked. She soon became as zealous for a poor and simple life as Luchesio was. They sold their business, farmed enough land to provide for their needs and distributed the rest to the poor. 


One day, Luchesio was carrying a crippled man he had found on the road. A frivolous young man came up and asked, “What poor devil is that you are carrying there on your back?” “I am carrying my Lord Jesus Christ,” responded Luchesio. The young man immediately begged Luchesio’s pardon. 


St Francis used to say, “Whoever curses a poor man does an injury to Christ whose noble image he wears, the image of him who made himself poor for us in this world” (1 Cel n. 76). Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta often referred to poverty as Christ’s “distressing disguise”. Since it is so easy to make people feel unwanted – the poor, the sick, the mentally or physically handicapped, the aged, the unemployed – resisting that temptation indicates the level of generosity in our lives. If the followers of Francis see Christ in the poor as Luchesio and Buonadonna did, they enrich the Church and keep it faithful to its Lord. 


God blessed this holy couple when it became evident that Luchesio had not long to live. His wife begged him to wait a little for her, so that she who had shared his sufferings here, might participate in his happiness above. Her wish was granted, and she died shortly before her husband passed to his reward. Blessed Luchesio’s cult was confirmed in 1694.
