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Abstract

Poverty is one of the worst social ills and is the cause of great personal and societal suffer-
ing. St. Francis’ life of impoverishment was a radical critique of the incipient capitalist
economy of his day. Forced to modify the radicality of this impoverishment, Franciscans
since then have sought to interpret the founder of their order in ways which meet the needs
and conform to the values of the society in which they find (have f~und) themselves. Both
Cajetan Esser and Leonardo Boff are seminal thinkers in this regard and express two of the
most significant themes with which Franciscans have struggled throughout the centuries:

the extent of necessary poverty and the Franciscan response to the suffering poor of society.
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INTRODUCTION

Regan. What need one?

Lear. Oh reason not the need; our basest beggars
are in the poorest thing superfluous.

Allow not nature more than nature needs,

Man’s life is cheap as beast’s. Thou art a lady.

If only to go warm were gorgeous,

Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wear’st,
which scarcely keeps thee warm.

King Lear.... Act 2, sc. 4, In 260-267.

Of all the problems besetting humanity, poverty is perhaps, one of the worst. Through the
centuries beginning with St. Francis himself, Franciscan thinking on this subject has ranged
from a ‘monastic,’” individualistic experience of poverty as a path of spirituality to a con-
temporary understanding of Franciscan thinking that understands the path of spirituality to
involve the liberation of the poor from their suffering. These are obviously widely differing
understandings. Yet, each claim to find their point of origin in the teachings of St. Francis.
In addition, between these two poles there exists, and has existed since the time of the
formation of the Franciscan order in the late Middle Ages, a more middle body of under-
standing. This sees the social implications of Francis’ life and teaching as important, while
continuing to place prime importance on the place of poverty as an identification with Christ
and as the true Franciscan path of spirituality.

The thesis will examine some understandings on this subject as seen in the writings of

three Franciscan writers: St. Francis of Assisi himself, Cajetan Esser a contemporary theo-
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logian from Germany, and Leonardo Boff, a liberation theologian from South America who,
though supported by many South American bishops, was silenced by the Vatican. Boff, in
fact, has recently left the Franciscan order and the priesthood.

Compassion is a dominant characteristic of Franciscan thought and practice. However,
it will be suggested that the two aspects of St. Francis’ life and teaching, compassion and
the imitation of Christ in the life of radical poverty, are potentially contradictory. It is from
these two polarities that the various, and at times conflicting, interpretations of Franciscan
practice are derived. The thesis will also show that this apparent contradiction continues to
remain problematic for Franciscans who followed Francis within the restrictions of the
essentially imposed Rule of the order, and who desire nevertheless, to live in the spirit of
the founder. This is especially true for Leonardo Boff, one of the three thinkers whose ideas
the thesis will examine. The thesis will show that St. Francis’ understanding of poverty as
the imitation of Christ, was the cause of both a hermeneutic openness and a dilemma with
regard to practice for later Franciscans. This dilemma centres on the necessity of deciding
whether the main point of emphasis should be an inner and personal spirituality or a social
action that seeks to alleviate the suffering of the ‘lay’ poor.

Consequently, with this in mind, the thesis will present a hermeneutical analysis of Franciscan
ideas regarding poverty since the time of the order’s organization. It intends in Chapter One to
look at St. Francis’ statements and actions in relation to poverty and place these within the
historical context of his time. Chapter Two will deal with the works of Cajetan Esser, a contem-
porary Franciscan from Germany, in order to derive differences and similarities between early
Franciscan attitudes to poverty and present ones as expressed by this writer. The third chapter
will examine the works of Leonardo Boff, a Latin American Franciscan, and see how his more
politically oriented analysis differs in significant ways from both St. Francis and Esser. In
Chapter Four the thesis will finally attempt to derive conclusions from these analyses and

point to areas of further development that are believed to be consistent with these Franciscan



understandings of poverty. If St. Francis sought to identify with Christ by becoming
devastatingly poor, Boff seeks to identify himself with Christ by means of identifying Christ
with the poor, and also by discovering Christ in, and at one with, the poor.

Yet the role of actual practice in regard to the poor is not a question that has plagued
Franciscan life and thinking since its inception as a religious order. The question of the
Franciscans’ relationship to the poor is, in fact, fairly recent and springs, I would suggest,
from the ascendancy of democracy and the consequent focus on the rights and quality of
life of the individual. The question that has continued to be a source of controversy is one
regarding the nature and extent of poverty necessary for the Franciscan life. The contro-
versy began during the lifetime of Francis and, though it appeared to have been solved by
the usus pauper decisions (Burr, 1985, pp. 331-342), this question has never really gone
away. This is evident in the works of Esser who seeks a novel and equally controversial
solution in a contemporary reformulating of the understanding of St. Francis on the subject.

The thesis will contend that if there is a common thread connecting these three think-
ers it is that of compassion. This is not to claim that the three thinkers all understand com-
passion and its practice identically. Compassion for Francis, for example, was to live the
life of the desperately poor as completely as possible. For Boff, however, it would be to
struggle for the elevation of the poor from their grinding poverty. Thus, the thesis does not
claim that compassion, as such, is the sine qua non of Franciscan thought on poverty. In-
deed it is asserted that the derivation of such a sine qua non varies, depending on which of
the three authors one chooses to study. However, while compassion alone is not claimed to
be the essential ingredient of Franciscanism, compassion tied to a varying practice of pov-
erty is asserted to be this inner core of the order. This, of course, flies in the face of the
common belief that it is indeed compassion alone which sets St. Francis and his followers
apart. Yet, without an understanding and practice of poverty, in some form, Franciscanism

can not be said to be present.



CHAPTER ONE

The chapter will examine the life and cultural background of St. Francis of Assisi, 1181 or
2-1226 (Engelbert, 1965, p. 46), and attempt to evaluate the influencc of his religious and
cultural environment in the development of his teachings. It will also analyze both his teach-
ings on poverty and the subsequent controversy that broke out on the degree of poverty that
the church believed to be acceptable in the Friars Minor (the Franciscans).

St. Francis of Assisi, baptized Giovanni di Pietro di Bernadone, was born in 1181 or
1182. It is not really known when his name was changed to Francesco, whether by his father
on his return from a business trip or later, perhaps by his friends, on seeing how well he
loved to speak French and sing the songs of the travelling French troubadours (ibid., p. 49).
The times in which Francis was born were far from peaceful. The part of Italy in which he
lived was controlled by the Holy Roman Empire. However, bloody and cruel revolts were
common and in order to continue his control of the Empire, the Emperor depended on the
nobility who were in a feudal relationship to him and exercised the functions of judges and
consuls for the Emperor in the localities in which they resided (ibid., p. 41).

Traditional feudal society was comprised of two classes: the majores or boni homines
(the great or the nobility) and the minores or common people (ibid., p. 42). The nobles
shared with the church and monasteries the majority of the wealth of the period and were
not taxed. As Engelbert notes, “The majores were the nobles, the knights, the lords who
constituted in those times of general brigandage a permanent police force” (ibid., p. 42).

Engelbert states that thanks to these people the minores were protected, but if the conditions



of life as existed for southern Europe at this time can be described as a state of safety, one
can only wonder at the level of social anarchy that existed before this “stabilizing” of the
continent under feudalism. There were two kinds of minores: villeins and serfs. The serfs
belonged to the lord’s land and were little more than intelligent livestock, while the others,
the villeins were free men with the right to own property.

By Francis’ time, however, things had begun to change, particularly in regard to peas-
ant society and, as in the time of industrialization in the 18th century, the deep demographic
and economic changes caused vast numbers of farm workers to migrate to the towns. In
addition, serfs were achieving freedom from their feudal lords, though what was gained in
legal freedom was, to all intents, taken away by the imposition of severe economic exploi-
tation on the newly freed serfs. For many, then, life was the experience of grinding poverty
and endless labour (Duquoc and Floristan, ed., p. 4).

With the Crusades there was a great explosion of commerce and with the extension of
the known and “experienced” world into the Near East, trade routes all over the Mediterra-
nean opened up on which raw and manufactured goods to and from Europe flowed (Engelbert,
pp- 42, 43). This allowed many artisans and merchants in Europe to become, at times,
immensely wealthy, and with this increase in the distribution of wealth, these merchants,
while still theoretically villeins or minores, were able to exercise political power beyond
their legitimate feudal rights and become, in effect, majores.

This economic transformation did not occur, however, only as a result of the crusades.
From about the year 1000 there had been a sharp increase in the population of Europe that
resulted, over the next two hundred years in a doubling of the population (Duquoc and
Floristan, ed., p. 3). Also, agri-technological change took place along with vast land clear-
ings, to meet the needs of the increased population. In addition, there were the beginnings
of mechanization and an increase, as expected, in the number of mills related to agricultural

activity (ibid., p. 3). Further, the increased population brought about a movement towards



urbanization and the creation of towns which were economic, political and cultural centres
rather than population centres oriented to feudal and military protection.

This socio-economic development led to an increase in and diversification of forms of
labor. Perhaps inevitably, this demographic and economic transformation put the old power
structure in flux. With the existence of new personal needs and the possibility of alternate
material and monetary means for their satisfaction, predominantly through the increase in
the use and acceptance of money as the medium of economic transaction, power began to
slip away from those whose control of society had been based on non-economic variables,
such as physical and military might and ecclesiastical authority. This economic revolution
had the effect of radically redistributing power and causing the weakening of the feudal
system. In the face of the economic and perceived political power of a rich, common class,
the nobility was forced to begin a sharing of political power by granting genuine political
power to this lower, but increasingly wealthy class through the creation of a new political
entity, the commune.

This, however, was not so much a proto-democratic state as it was a feudal organiza-
tion in which the wealthy villeins were, in fact, included in the ranks of the nobility, bound
as vassals to the local lord and obliged, thus, to supply troops in the lords service (Engelbert,
p. 43). This was to have dramatic and negative effects in terms of regional stability. How-
ever, for the serfs and the poor villeins whose lives did not benefit appreciably from the
newly attained political rights of the merchant groups, the main result seems to have been
the privilege of being sent off to fight in the ever increasing and very local battles between
different communes (ibid., p. 43).

Indeed, the violence of the times was considerable. Many of the wars between the
communes, either with the support of the local lord or not, seemed to revolve around the
increasing of the territorial boundaries by seizing bridges or tiny pieces of land. The cruelty

to the defeated was severe. Cities were burned, villages destroyed and those who had not



been massacred were often tortured and mutilated (ibid., p. 44). In this regard, Pope Inno-
cent 111 wrote to the communes of the Marches: “We learn that you continue to lay waste
cities, destroy castles, burn villages, oppress the poor, persecute churches and reduce men
to serfdom” (ibid., p. 44). Engelbert writes that at the time of Francis’ youth such a criticism
could as easily have been sent to the commune of Assisi (ibid., p. 44).

Such was the political and economic environment in which Francis lived. In terms of
the religious life of the church, the violence and political instability seems to have been the
cause of extreme expressions of piety, not excluding St. Francis’ own expressions. How-
ever, these expressions of piety were in great contrast to the depressingly low level of spir-
ituality seen in the regular priestly ministry. According to Engelbert, many of the priests
“were absorbed in the management of temporal affairs, to the neglect of their priestly min-
istry. Priests preached little, studied not at all, practised simony and lived loosely and la-
zily” (ibid., p. 101). It is said that Innocent III lamented that it “would take fire and sword
to cure it” (ibid.).

Yet there were many who sought to reform the church and bring it to a more pure state.
One group, named the “Poor Men of Lyons” was started by Peter Valdes, a wealthy mer-
chant, who had given away his possessions to preach and practise the Gospel. The group
lived in poverty, performed acts of penance and lived together in complete equality (ibid.,
p. 103). Their criticism of the clergy led to their excommunication by the Archbishop of
Lyons. However, Pope Alexander 111 gave the group authority to preach wherever the
bishops allowed them. The movement spread throughout Europe but unfortunately their success
and their continued criticism of the clergy continued, unsurprisingly, to displease the clergy and
ultimately, in 1184, two or three years after Francis’ birth, they were condemned.

Another group that prospered during this period was the Humiliati who had originated
in Lombardy and who, by 1216 had over one hundred and fifty communities in the Milan

diocese alone. They existed in three orders, much the same as the three Franciscan orders



were to be organized. The first two orders, male and female, usually satisfied their material
needs by manual labor, though they engaged in begging if this was insufficient. They did
not, however, reject common ownership of property and consequently sometimes wound
up living quite comfortably, the very result St. Francis later feared would come from the
acceptance of common property under the guise of personal poverty (ibid., p. 105).

These changes and the social instability that surrounded the change in the socio-politi-
cal paradigm did not leave the church untouched. The Gregorian reforms (1073-1085) at-
tempted to free the church from secular and lay economic influence. In fact, the reforms can
be understood as a reaction of the church to new social realities and to the power of the
money economy. We can see a similar reaction and rejection of money as a basis of social
interaction in St. Francis’ own refusal to accept money. It seems certain then, that the rapid
increase in the use of money was seen, by a broad spectrum of society, as a form of un-
acceptable and somehow unspiritual behaviour. The degree to which this unease with a
money economy was evidenced is seen starkly in the removal of superbia (pride) (the sin
most troubling for the feudal system), from heading the list of the seven deadly sins. It was
replaced by avarita (avarice), and is described by Le Goff in Francis of Assisi Today as:
“the vice that goes with a monetary economy” (Duquoc and Floristan, ed., p. 6).

The Gregorian reforms, however, were not simply reactions to a money economy but,
as Le Goff points out: “a desire to return to the source, Ecclesiae primitiva forma,” and
expressed a deep feeling in the church to restore the life of apostolic Christianity. Le Goff
states: “The Gregorian reform was, in a sense, the institutionalisation of the (desire for
change) and the means by which it permeated all levels of society in the course of the 12th
century” (ibid., p. 5). Little, in Poverty in the Middle Ages, comments that in the desire for
a return to Apostolic Christianity, there was a heavy emphasis on the Gospels and the Acts
of the Apostles as sources for behaviour (David Flood, ed., 1975, p. 16). He goes on to point

out that “The key point in this evangelical code was the observance of material poverty



expressed as a general disdain for all materialistic values but also specifically as a rejection
of the use and the handling even of money” (ibid., p. 16). This attitude to a money economy
was evidenced by a strong dislike of the greed and usury associated with such an economy,
and such an attitude was common even among the highest levels of the church hierarchy
(ibid., pp. 101-107). It is clear then that Francis drew upon a pool of values that had been
developing from the time of the early eleventh century regarding money and material goods.
The religious mood of the times strongly indicates that St. Francis’ position on money,
poverty, and the need to return to the Christianity of the Gospels did not come to him ex
nihilo. There already was, in fact, a tradition of wandering mendicants. On the other hand,
it cannot be assumed that he simply inherited and automatically adopted such a stance.

It has been seen that with the rapid increase in the population, technological and eco-
nomic change and the wider sharing of power with the common class, that there was an
increase in the participation of the population in the affairs of late medieval society. It
appears that with the breaking up of feudal society, with the enriching of the upper levels of
the common class and the psychological destabilizing that resulted from these changes, lay
people, principally the common class, began to take life, both secular and spiritual, more
into their own hands. We see this in the rapid growth of numbers of lay orders and in the
passionate commitment of these orders to purify the church. Indeed, the growing political
power of the common class finds its parallel in the increasing power of the laity. Le Goff
states: “Lay society was taking an increasingly active part in religious life and despite the
maintenance of the divide between clergy and laity, the latter strengthened their presence in
the religious field” (Duquoc and Floristan, ed., p. 6). Little also states: “There was in these
groups (of lay reformers) a deep appreciation of the spiritual worth of the laity generally

and of women” (ibid., p. 16).
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Le Goff goes on to say that:

Theologians ... worked out a voluntarist doctrine of sin which looked for its
causes in the individual conscience ... the admission of guilt became more
important than the penance involved and a pioneering element was intro-
duced into people’s consciousness examination of conscience. (Duquoc and
Floristan, ed., p. 6)

This is an extremely important change in focus. If the examination of one’s conscience
and the confession of sin is the individual’s responsibility and is of prime importance, and
the subsequent penance, (i.e., the priest’s responsibility and religious action), is not more
important, then it is not too large a step to decide that the locus of religious authority resides
predominantly within the individual and not externally in an institution. In fact, such a
change of focus indicates a reduction in the influence and position of the priest in relation-to
the lay individual. This is potentially radical in its implications. Indeed, I would assert that
the growth of lay orders and movements, including St. Francis’, is characteristic of this
orientation and represents just such a development.

Brenda Bolton, in her article, “The Poverty of the Humiliati,” notes, in relation to their
voluntary impoverishment that, “What makes their activities so interesting is their attempt
to spiritualize the laity by concentrating on the vita apostolica” (ibid., 1975, p. 58). The
spiritualizing of the laity is, in reality, the re-entering of the laity into the active life of the
church and, as such, a reshaping of the dynamics of church life and the power associated
with this life. This is further evidence of the growing influence of the laity and the laity’s
apparently growing perception that one’s spiritual life was not completely dependent, if at
all, on the institutional hierarchy of the church.

This lay activity and vitality had, however, a short flowering, for after the time of
Innocent 111 (1198-1216) the church, in the centuries after St. Francis’ death, limited the
number of orders and mendicant groups to those that already existed. It thus controlled the

free expression of lay piety and used the threat of death to silence any opposing thought. As
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far as the Franciscan order is concerned, the decree of the Papal Bull Solet annuere in 1223
(Engelbert, p. 287) disallowed its socially troubling vow of absolute poverty and channeled
its energies into more traditional forms of devotional expression. The church attempted to
deal with the growing influence of the laity, as seen in the increasing number of orders that
were associated essentially with calls for reform within the church and its clergy. Little lists
the violent attacks on reformers by both the church and society and which often resulted in
the reformers deaths and/or condemnation as heretics. After Francis’ death, in fact, after the
death of Innocent I, the church began to regain control of all lay activity which might
cause the reform of the church, especially in economic terms. Little states that:

the process of adjusting the religious life came to a conscious definitive conclu-
sion with the establishment of the friars. The conclusion was punctuated by (1)
the very considerable control that the papacy decided to maintain over the or-
ders, (2) the stern line that was taken against any who would presume to move
reform beyond the friars, and (3) the prohibition of the fourth Lateran council

against the establishment of any new orders. (Little, p. 19)

This suppression finally resulted in reestablishing church control over the laity, and
the denouncing of the Franciscan “spirituals” (who were determined to follow the original,
more austere rule of Francis), as heretics and the burning of four of their leaders in 1318
(ibid., pp. 19-21).

Previous to this, however, was the phenomenon of Saint Francis himself. When one
reads the life of St. Francis one is struck by the extreme nature of his life after his conver-
sion. His almost embarrassing stripping of himself in the piazza Santa Maria Maggiore so
that he could return all his clothing to his father strikes one, not simply as excessive, but as
a basically cruel act towards a parent. Francis is said to have been generous by nature even
before his conversion (Engelbert, p. 52). He is also said to have been given over to pleas-
ure, feasts and sumptuous clothing (ibid., p. 53). He was certainly free with his (father’s)

money. His father, on the other hand, appears to have been a passionate, if not outright
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violent person for, after Francis’ conversion, when once his father saw him being ridiculed

by a crowd:

he became furious. Hurling himself on Francis like a fierce wolf ... he dragged
him into the house, where he chained him and shoved him into a dungeon.
He spared neither arguments nor blows to wear down the rebel. (Ibid., p. 76)

It is accepted that Francis was extremely sensitive and of an aesthetic nature and,
given this kind of personality, one could picture this poetic and always kind person growing
up in the house of the aesthetically and emotionally limited Peter Bernadone and finding
the nature of his father decidedly unattractive. Further, the violence of the above quote
surely indicates that Francis was not unacquainted with paternal anger of a probably dis-
turbing nature. It is reasonable, then, to see Francis’ “generosity” with his father’s money as
acts of disapproval and as a rejection of the father’s basic nature, so at variance with Francis’
own. Of course, this is conjecture. However, it seems, given the family details we do have,
to be an eminently reasonable one. The sudden and extreme rejection of the materialist
character of both the father’s lifestyle and the general orientation of society at large is also
consistent with the psychological theory of conversion. Thus, when he did experience his
conversion which implied, or at least allowed a radical departure from his way of living
with his family, Francis saw it in terms of a rejection of a materialistic and violent environ-
ment lacking in compassion. This was evident, not simply in his own family’s life, but in ail
of society. The religious fervour of the day, however, reinforced a direction away from the
material and towards the area of chastity and poverty. This restorative impulse towards the
original apostolic lifestyle is then seen as a value paradigm, however vague, that fitted his
own intensely personal needs, desires and deeply held values, even if he was only dimly
conscious of these values and desires at the time of his conversion.

There appear to be three stages, roughly between 1203 and 1209 when he was the

“repairer of churches” (Engelbert., pp. 60-94), in the development of St. Francis’ under-
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standing of poverty and its relation to being an obedient pilgrim. Not including his generous
actions prior to his conversion, the first stage followed a time of intense prayer after which
he began to be noticeably more generous and caring toward the poor. Engelbert, in quoting
Thomas of Celano states: “The truth was that he had become one of them, thinking only of
sharing their life of privations” (Engelbert, p. 71). The next stage was when, following the
return of his clothing to his father, he found himself literally naked and possessing nothing.
This act of renunciation forced Francis at that point to become one with the poor in reality,
finding food and clothing wherever he could and depending on the generosity of others. It
was also then, at the time he was rebuilding the church of San Damiano, that he began to
beg as a deliberate act. The third stage in the development of Franciscan ideas on poverty is
seen in the seemingly ad hoc theoretical positions he then articulated in this regard.

On the 24th February, 1208 while hearing Mass in the Portiuncula church that he had
restored, Francis was struck by the words of the gospel where Jesus told his disciples to
preach, taking nothing with them. Thomas of Celano conflates several biblical texts in his
“telling” of the experience: Matt. 10:5ff, Mark 6:7-12, Luke 9:1-6, and 10:1-16. Neverthe-
less, the basic idea that Francis took as his main direction was that the pilgrim follower of
Jesus should possess nothing save the absolutely essential. Engelbert relates that:

On that instant he threw away his staff, took off his shoes, laid aside his
cloak, keeping only a tunic; replaced his leather belt with a cord, and made
himself a rough garment, so poor and so badly cut that it could inspire envy
in no man. (Engelbert, p. 85)

That Jesus’ words were addressed to those in a hot climate did not seem to matter to Francis
and indeed he probably did not even realize this fact.

There is nothing subtle, nothing that seeks to grasp the contradictory complexities of
the biblical demands in Francis. His logic was the logic of passion, the logic of austerity.

Jawaharlal Nehru in his biography in describing Mahatma Gandhi states:
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Gandhiji was delightfully vague on the subject and he did not encourage
clear thinking on it either.... Gandhiji’s stress was never on the intellectual
approach to a problem but on character and piety. (Nehru, 1936, p. 76)

This is an excellent description of St. Francis’ way of thinking. I think that it would prob-
ably be correct to say that in Francis’ mind the theoretical and the practical were more or
less harmoniously joined, and the point at which they joined was in manifesting a deep
willingness to give up everything in accord with his perception of Christ. The problem with
other people was that while truly admiring St. Francis and wanting to be like him, they were
not so deeply willing to abandon all. They felt more of an intellectual need, therefore, to
rationalize, if not reject, Francis’ extreme statements so as to accommodate Franciscan ide-
als to their own level of commitment. Nonetheless, they simultaneously claimed that their
interpretations were indeed (sufficiently) similar to those of Francis.

Certainly Francis would have interpreted the idea of moderating the hardship of his
standard as an unwillingness to submit to the commands of Christ to renounce all and exist
in a state of complete dependence on God’s care. It did not occur to Francis that Jesus’
injunction to the rich young ruler that: “If you will be perfect go sell what you have and give
to the poor” from Matt. 19: 21, might have been directed solely to the rich young man to
meet his particular needs, and not to all people. Further, Francis seems to have failed to be
aware that Jesus was supported during his ministry not only by the gifts of the poor but also
by the gifts of wealthier people (cf. Luke 8:3). Francis seems to have had a passionate
response to his life, very similar, in fact, if not in kind, to that of his father whom he felt he
had been forced to abandon.

I believe it can be safely assumed that the legend of Francis and Lady Poverty from
circa 1260-1270 (Engelbert, p. 357) should be understood allegorically. Though there may
well have been miraculous acts in the life of St. Francis, the tale does not read as history and

indeed the simple presence of Lady Poverty as a member of a supposed dialogue surely
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supports this assumption. Nevertheless, the tale does show clearly Francis® attitudes to, and
beliefs about the nature of wealth and poverty. Early in the tale, the “sons of Adam” state:

What is this new doctrine you bring.... Let this poverty you are seeking be
with you and your posterity....! As for us, let it be our good fortune to enjoy
good things and to have abundant riches. (Sacruen Commercium, trans. Placid
Hermann, 1964, p. 152)

The association of wealth with sinfullness is clearly implied. The sons of Adam reject
poverty and choose instead to be associated with this world as the sons of a fallen humanity.
In passing, it seems worthwhile to comment on the expression “new doctrine.” As observed
earlier, the doctrine of extreme poverty was not an especially new doctrine and indeed had
been taught by various groups, often resulting in the death of their proponents, during the
previous two centuries. Engelbert, in discussing the Regula Primitiva, or First Rule of 1209,
of St. Francis states: “It is unlikely that Francis would not have heard of Joachim of Fiore
and of Peter Valdes, since everybody was talking about them” (Engelbert, p. 111). That the
followers of Francis would see their teaching as new puts this assumption in some doubt.
However, in that the church had frequently decreed that the poverty movements were he-
retical, the apparent success of Francis’ movement in its acceptance with the Church may
have led Francis’ followers to the belief that what they taught and practiced was novel. In its
willing submission to church authority this may well have been true.

In St. Francis’ philosophy, the importance of a rejection of wealth in this world is
supported, according to the Sacrum Commercium (a posthumous account of Francis’ or-
der), by the emptying of the Son of God in the incarnation. This is not simply intended to
teach kenosis as a historical event, but rather to claim that the state of humanity in this world
should be one of individual self emptying, in the same way that the Son of God gave up his
eternal “wealth” (Sacrum Commercium, p. 160). For, if the Son of God would choose to
become poor, Francis would argue, was this not a pattern that others should follow? The

radical nature of this self emptying that is then expected of Francis’ followers is evident in
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the tale’s expounding of the Fall narrative. The Sacrum Commercium states: “he (Adam)
likewise became a transgressor. He had at first been naked ... but he felt no shame ... but
once he had sinned he recognized that he was naked ... and ran to get fig leaves and made a
covering for himself” (ibid., pp. 168-169).

If one may suppose that the legend expresses Francis’ teaching, then the understanding
that this quote appears to be proposing is that humanity’s need for anything other than
simple nakedness (before God) is a result of sin. That is, that the desire for this world’s
goods, the desire for comfort, the desire for material possessions, comes from one’s sinful
nature and is the expression of one’s state of separation from God. Such nakedness before
the world, of course, was something that even Francis did not achieve. However, his personal
‘failure’ does not negate the fact that Francis rejected the acceptability of any possession.

That Francis was rather ambivalent about God’s clothing of fallen humanity with skins
is apparent. When Lady Poverty sees the “skins of the dead” on humanity she abandons
humanity immediately (ibid., sect. 30. p. 170). The allegory states that humanity had been
cast out “to multiply his labours that he might become rich” (ibid., p. 170). This is then
followed with a denunciation of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’s wealth. Rather than being
evidence of the blessing of God, their wealth is seen as a sign of the distance they were from
the divine pattern of poverty. To be poor was to be in an Edenic state. Indeed, the divine
promise of a land flowing with milk and honey is seen as the sinful desire of the Jewish
nation for material satisfaction as opposed to the blessings of God. St. Francis’ theological
justification for insisting on a state of radical poverty, thus, was founded on Christological
(kenotic), and New Testament (evangelical, gospel) teachings and the biblical description
of the pre-fall Edenic state.

It is reasonable that Francis would interpret the Genesis accounts in this fashion. His
reading of Luke 14:33 (ibid., p. 172), where Jesus says: “Everyone of you who does not

renounce all that he possesses can not be my disciple” and Acts 2: 44,45 which states: “All
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held everything in common and sold all their possessions and distributed them to all ac-
cording to anyone’s need” are certainly powerful suggestions to divest oneself of personal
property. It is no wonder that the church, in attempting to resolve the poverty debate, later
resorted to the seemingly inane question as to whether Jesus possessed a purse or shoes in
defense of the acceptability of private property.

Yet the church’s scholastic response to Francis’ radical teaching of impoverishment
shows the difference between Francis’ willing, even joyful, embrace of poverty and its own
struggle to maintain its accustomed standard of living. Whether Francis was theologically
correct in his understanding of the demands of poverty or not, he did not follow such a path
reluctantly, and the intellectual hair-splitting that followed his death, both by the Franciscans
and by the church hierarchy, display none of the heartfelt willingness to lose all in obedi-
ence to the gospel ... as Francis interpreted it.

That not even moderate possession is acceptable to Francis is evident in section 39 of

the Sacrum Commercium which states:

This rival (to poverty) is Avarice which is said to be the immoderate desire
to obtain and retain riches. Her friends are accustomed to call her by a holier
name.... Discretion or Providence. (Ibid., p. 180)

The statement is heavily ironic. Avarice is SAID to be the immoderate desire for riches. The
implication is clear that Francis does not simply censure the element of greed. That is, he
does not see the sin in terms of immoderation but rather in the very desire for riches in the
first place. Indeed, the difficulty to determine just what an immoderate desire for riches
might be, illustrates Francis’ difficulty with the definition of the sin. However, given that
any form, even of moderate possession, is anathema to Francis, one cannot find comfort in
the mistaken belief that Francis is only condemning the possession of riches.

Indeed Francis appears to reject the notion of Providential supply completely (ibid.,

pp- 180. 183), or at least as it could be applied to anything other than the providing of daily
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requisites for life. Francis saw no problem in this. Further, the minimal level of subsistence that
he felt was divinely acceptable never seemed to cause him to ask if such an experience of
physical and psychological suffering was what God had in mind when (he) made the world.

However, that even the wise use of material resources in order to help the poor and live a
less inconvenient life was unacceptable is clearly seen in the following words. In the Sacrum
Commercium they are attributed by Francis to his “fierce enemy” mentioned toward the end of
the conversation. Yet, though the arguments seem entirely plausible, Francis rejects them:

Would not God be pleased if you had at hand what you could give to the
needy, being mindful of the poor since He said “it is more blessed to give
than to receive”? Why do you not receive the goods that are offered to you
and thereby avoid depriving the givers of their eternal reward? There is no
reason why you should be afraid of companionship with riches since you
consider them as nothing. Vice is not in the things, but in the heart, for God
sees all things that He made and they are very good. Good things are for the
good; all things serve them for all things were made for them. O, how many
who have riches make ill use of them; if you had these things you would
convert them to good use....These things and others like them, this fierce
enemy of mine said to them. Some, whose conscience was already corrupt
gave their consent. (Ibid., p. 184)

The subtle argument the “fierce enemy” tries to establish is that if one’s heart is changed,
material goods present no problem and can be enjoyed. Nevertheless, Francis rejects this.
However, though Francis saw the issue of poverty in essentially theological terms as a
necessary state, is it possible that, based on the ethic of compassion, he could conceive of a
system of social improvement? Even this possibility, though, seems ruled out by the totally
radical extent of Francis’ position on poverty. While one could have compassion on the
suffering experienced by the poor because of their poverty, this suffering, in itself, was not
caused by the poverty but by one’s attitude to the experience. That this is a necessary con-
clusion is clear from the command, as Francis saw it, to divest oneself of worldly goods and

is also evident from the simple fact of Christ’s own poverty.
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If the discourse with Lady Poverty teaches anything, it surely must be that we do not
understand poverty accurately, for if we did, we would “love” her as Francis did. Of course,
this has deep implications for later Franciscan thinking. By this I am not suggesting that
Francis, and to a lesser extent his followers, did not experience compassion towards the
poor, but it seems clear that, theoretically at least, there was no place for socially oriented
behaviour that would benefit the poor and dispossessed, other than for the brief moment in
which some act of kindness and liberality took place.

Compassion, as Francis lived it, was seen in the respect and human value he gave to
the poor — but not solely to the poor, indeed to all people, including the wealthy and power-
ful. Yet, there was an economic component in this compassion. However, it had few far-
reaching economic impacts. If he found an individual with less than he had, he would will-
ingly give the little he had to that one. Compassion, thus, was expressed in his treatment of
others. He did this with the goal of creating bridges of human community in a world of
social and economic levels which alienated one individual or group from another. Nevertheless,
Francis’ poverty, necessitated by his understanding of the imitation of Christ that he felt com-
pelled to undergo, made an economic liberation of the poor seemingly an impossibility. Iyer, in
his book on the moral thought of Mahatma Gandhi states:

If men could only see themselves as pilgrims on earth, immortal spirits on
their probation, they would view everything in the earthly kingdom sub specie
aeternitatis. (Iyer, p. 25)

This view of the world is not, strictly speaking, possible, however, in Francis’ thinking. In
the section of the Sacrum Commercium entitled “The Banquet with Lady Poverty,” the
utensils used in the banquet are listed. A broken earthenware bowl was used, and it is com-
mented that there was not a complete one in the place. The guests’ table was the grass; their
food was three or four crusts of bread; they did not have a towel to wipe their hands and

their meal consisted of a bowl of water (Sacrum Commercium, pp. 199, 200). Not only is
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this a state of abject poverty, it is also an expression of, as near as possible, a rejection of
anything humans could have made. Technology, beauty, comfort are all, apparently, re-
jected in an attempt to return to the poverty of the Garden. The world is not to be seen sub
specie aeternitatis but is, as far as possible, rejected. There appears to be no room in St.
Francis’ “system” for a social program, for such a system would be an “improvement” on
the essential poverty of the Age of Innocence. There is no one to economically elevate, no
one to rescue from the shame of poverty, for poverty, in itself, is not a shameful state but one
of Edenic dependence on God. The poor do not need to be helped because to do so would be
to put their eternal souls in danger and remove them from the proximity to purity in which,
though not voluntarily, they already exist.

The question needs to be asked, however, whether the Sacrum Commercium truly rep-
resents Francis’ ideas or is an exaggerated interpretation of his teachings by close associates
in their struggle to remain loyal to the spirit of Francis in the face of those who were trying
to moderate the poverty expectations following Francis’ death. I would suggest that the tale
of Lady Poverty does in fact reflect Francis’ views to a great degree for at least two reasons:
(1) Francis always sought to live and worship in places that had minimal human involve-
ment. (For example, he preferred churches made of clay and pieces of wood to those of
stone. This reveals a withdrawal from human “manufacture” to a state that is as near as
possible to the purely natural.) (2) The entire subsequent usus pauper controversy among
Franciscans from 1279 onwards has no meaning if the radical non-use of material goods
was not an earlier Franciscan teaching that “needed” to be overcome.

By the Fall of 1208 or early 1209, Francis’ group numbered twelve, and he felt the need to
compose a rule by which his recruits could be guided. This was almost certainly not simply a
devotional aid, but necessary if he were to survive in the troubled waters of church reform and its
consequent, and sometimes violent, response by the church. Francis told his followers that he

would write the rule and seek its approval by Pope Innocent III (Engelbert, p. 99).
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Though we do not have the actual text of the Regula Primitiva (circa 1209) it is gener-
ally believed that it was predominantly a collection of Gospel texts and some admonitions.
Brethren were to be received only after they had abandoned all their goods and, if possible,
distributed them to the poor (Engelbert, p. 109). Their clothing was to be simple and easily
repaired and they were to keep nothing except their tools so that they could work (ibid., p. 110).

As austere as this seems, it does not appear to be as austere as the Sacrum Commercium,
(the posthumous legend previously mentioned), particularly in regard to the use of tools.
The condoned use of tools both negates the simplicity of the Sacrum Commercium in that it
allows the possibility of human creations in technology and manufacture. However, as we
have only a scholarly reconstruction of the Regula Primitiva, one cannot argue strongly that
the first rule does in fact allow material use, etc.

The Rule of 1209 did not ultimately prove sufficient. Engelbert states that “the Broth-
erhood ... was rife with every kind of dissension and dispute” (ibid., p. 242). Oddly, the
problem with some of those who wanted change was that the Rule of 1209 was both too free
and not free enough. These reformers of the order had little love of independent action and
were troubled, thus, by an order in which “independence and vagabondage were [highly]
esteemed” (ibid., p. 243). On the other hand, some wanted more freedom to study, or the
right to larger, more solid convents (ibid., pp. 272, 273, 288, 289). This then was the envi-
ronment in which Francis was compelled to compose the Rule of 1221.

The Rule of 1221, written by Francis and Caesar of Speyer in response to desires for
change in the existing Rule, did not in any way change the orientation of the Regula Primitiva
of 1209 (ibid., pp. 251-256). It declared that:

neither in common nor as individuals are the friars to own anything....They
are not to claim or defend their tiny hermitages against anyone whatever....
As for money it is not only forbidden them to possess it but even to make use
of it in any way.... They are to travel on foot, carrying nothing with them,
neither sack nor wallet, nor bread nor silver, nor staff ... [and they are] to let
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themselves be despoiled without protest.... Let them rejoice to find them-
selves in the company of those whom men despise, the poor, the weak, the
infirm ... [and] in the Divine Office he forbade clerics to have any books
except those needed to recite their hours. (Ibid., pp. 252, 253)

As such, the Rule of 1221 is an expansion of the basic statements in the Rule of 1209.

Engelbert states:

Far from mitigating the text of 1209 the Rule of 1221 merely reproduced,
developed and commented on it in the sense of a perfect and literal observa-
tion of the Gospel. (Ibid., p. 251)

The Rule, thus, reflected a life of extreme and voluntary poverty and, as such, did not
appear in any way to encourage material use or acquisition. Rather, by its very limitations it
encouraged their minimal use. This Rule was discussed by 3000 friars. No one expected
that it would be accepted. It was really a challenge to those who wanted a moderation of the
severe original Rule. Cardinal Hugolin (a supporter of Francis) absented himself and the
ministers, along with Brother Elias, the current Minister General of the order, decided to
close discussions rather than irrevocably split the order or necessitate the involvement of Cardi-
nal Hugolin to resolve the conflict (ibid., p. 257). Hugolin, the Cardinal Protector, did, in fact,
resolve the controversy by asking Francis to write a new text. The implication, of course, was
that the thrust of the first two Rules would not be so rigorously maintained (ibid., p. 284).

Unfortunately, however, the final version of the rule of St. Francis, the Rule of 1223,
cannot be truly said to reflect the views of Francis. Engelbert states:

If fundamentally there is no glaring contradiction between the two docu-
ments, still we cannot affirm that the rule of 1223 perfectly expresses the
intentions of the founder. (Ibid., p. 288)

This is almost an understatement. Francis’ primitive order presented the church with two
radically and potentially explosive theoretical challenges. The first was the call to extreme
poverty and the second was the complete rejection of authority figures in the order. This

latter point goes even to the semantic-political level of calling the temporary leader a mother.
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Francis, I believe, viewed all hierarchical levels as productive of sin and not expressive of
or conducive to the creation of a compassionate society. Engelbert notes:

It was doubtless (Hugolin) that struck out the dangerous and anarchistic article
[in Francis’ rule] authorizing the friars to judge the conduct of their superiors
and to disobey any who would prevent them from observing the gospel literally
[and] equally suppressed [were] reference to the care of leprosy patients [and the
rule that] when they shall go through the world they shall take nothing with
them.... In short almost everything was done away with that commanded the
Friars Minor to remain in the ranks of the truly poor. (Ibid., p. 288)

One wonders then, how Engelbert can claim that the 1223 rule that was the product of
this revision, contains no glaring contradiction. Much could be said on Cardinal Hugolin’s
(later Pope Gregory IX, 1227-1241) role in the dismantling of Francis’ ‘creation.” Never-
theless, however much he may be guilty of such, he was also the one who, along with
Innocent II, protected Francis from those in the Papal court and ensured that at least some
of the Franciscan ideal was preserved for history and the future (Poverty in the Middle
Ages, Lester Little (ed. David Flood), p. 21 and Engelbert, p. 289). As Engelbert justly
states: “Hugolin always defended Francis against those prelates who desired to put a speedy
end to the Franciscan adventure” (ibid., p. 289).

Following the death of St. Francis in 1226 and the imposition, or approval by Pope
Honorius in 1223, of the Rule of 1223, the Franciscan order, and the church in general, were
plunged into a controversy regarding the level of poverty that one could be permitted while
still following the Franciscan rule of poverty. The usus pauper debate revolved around the
idea of the necessity of poverty in order to follow Christ. It had, however, a particular
importance for the Franciscan order, splitting the order into the ranks of those who wished
to follow the vow of poverty and live according to the austerity of Francis (the Spirituals),
and those who desired to follow the more liberal possibilities of the Rule of 1223. Though
the debate occurred in the late thirteenth century, after the death of Francis, its nature neces-

sarily has bearing on Franciscan attitudes to material goods and the nature of poverty as
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Francis understood it. Burr, in his paper The Correctorium controversy and the Origins of

the Usus Pauper Controversy states:

By usus pauper men of that time meant restricted use of goods and the ques-
tion being debated by Franciscans from around 1279 was whether such re-
stricted use should be seen as imposed upon members by their vow....those
who held it acknowledged that restricted use was so central to the avoidance
of sin that a vow to own nothing was of little value if wsus pauper was not
observed along with it. (Burr, 1985, p. 332)

By this time, as allowed by the Rule of 1223, restrictions on the use of money in
foreign lands had been relaxed and the rule not allowing travelling friars to carry anything
had been suppressed. Scholars had been allowed the use of books. The debate, thus, must
surely be seen as an attempt by the Spirituals within the brotherhood to regain practices
usual at the time of Francis, practices that had been proscribed by Honorius in 1223
(Engelbert, p. 287, and essentially restated by Pope Gregory (1227-1241) in his declaration
that the last Testament of Francis, written after the promulgation of the Rule of 1223, was
not binding on the brothers (Engelbert, p. 337, Little, p. 21, Burr, p. 73). Burr claims that the
controversy was not about whether Franciscans ought to practice restricted use or even
about the degree of such restricted use, but rather centred around the spiritual and legal
obligations of the Franciscan vow (ibid., p. 332). This explanation however, while possible,
does not seem convincing. There still existed a strong difference within Franciscanism be-
tween those who sought to more fully imitate St. Francis and those who found the new
relaxed rules more convenient. Burr notes that various of these Spirituals went to the stake
rather than obey the more lenient papal interpretation of the rule. Now while it is plausible
that the obligation to obey the vow of poverty had implications with regard to the soul’s
eternal felicity (ibid., p. 335), it would not seem sufficiently critical on the social level to
cause such extreme reactions. However, if restricted use was the essential point of the de-

bate, then one can more easily appreciate the intensity of the debate that centred on this
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principle. There is a decidedly scholastic bent to the argument against use, especially by
Olivi, (1248-1298), a philosopher who played an important role in the Franciscan history of
the late thirteenth century. However, though the debate appears to be centred on the inter-
pretation of the vew’s implications, given the low spiritual level and, at times, the less than
modest living style of certain of the Franciscans during the period in which the debate
occurred, and the desire of many to reform the Franciscan order, surely there is a more
reasonable conclusion. This would be that the debate was essentially about restricted use and not
simply the interpretation of the vow (Burr, 1985, pp. 331, 332; Burr, 1975, pp. 72-75).

After all, despite the difficulty of determination of use, as Olivi admitted, (Burr, 1985,
pp- 340, 341) which was of more importance: the fulfilling of the Gospel which had neces-
sitated the vow, or, the vow itself which would have no necessity were there not a more
prior claim to behaviour, including restricted use, in the commands of Christ, as Francis and
the Spirituals saw them?

This is not to claim that there were not other reasons, for example, the works of Tho-
mas Aquinas (1225-1274), that prompted Olivi’s questions, or even that the debate did not
focus on the mortal implications of disobedience to vows. Rather, it is claimed that the basic
issue of restricted use is far from secondary, but indeed crucial to the debate. Yet it could not
have been introduced into the debate in its own right because the issue of radical poverty as
practised by Francis had been denied to the Franciscans by Papal decree in the reigns of
Pope Honorius and Pope Gregory IX (formerly Cardinal Hugolin) and thus was not open to
discussion in its own right. This then being the case, it was necessary to get to the goal of
radical poverty by means of the mortal implications of the vow that each friar took. Thus,
though the argument appears to revolve around these mortal implications, it was actually
the issue of “use” which was the central thrust of the argument. It seems reasonable then to
claim that the vigor of the debate indicates a genuine and continuing Franciscan belief

limiting the use of material goods in an extremely radical fashion.
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Conclusion

St. Francis viewed voluntary impoverishment from a dual perspective. One side was its salvific
effect in imitation of Christ, and the other was essentially as an identification with the poorest of
the poor. Both sides were ultimately an identification with “the poor Christ,” for Francis viewed
the poor as the embodiment of Christ and, as such, to be so respected and treated.

Simply from the fact that Francis did not propose a process whereby the existence of
poverty would be alleviated, it can be said that he did not view the “Franciscan” goal as the
eradication of poverty, and, in fact, the same could be said of Christ. Indeed, not even
personal liberation from poverty could be said to be the goal of Franciscan giving, given the
level of “dispossession” that Francis was willing to accept. The focus of intention in the
giving to the poor seems, in fact, to have been on the divesting of the goods and a deep
identification with the dispossessed and marginalized of the world, rather than the eco-
nomic improvement of the recipient’s life.

In fact, it could possibly be claimed that Francis’ way of voluntary impoverishment
was a tacit admission on his part that there was no method whereby poverty could be elimi-
nated. Thus, there was no way the poor could be universally ‘enriched.” The only, and
incompiete, solution was that the followers of Christ should become totally poor.

The creation of the Third Order in 1221 is, perhaps, the most radical undertakings St.
Francis initiated during his lifetime. With the creation of the Third Order not only could
members of either the First (male) or Second (female) orders be identified with Francis and
practise his liberality to the poor, the ordinary members of society could also do so. Mem-
bers of this Third Order were expected to make do with as little money as possible, to give
the rest to the poor, to avoid ‘society,’ to refuse to fight in wars, to refuse to take feudal oaths
of service and finally, to refrain from using the law courts to settle their problems.

As one author has noted, this sounded the death knell of feudalism in Italy. The Third

Order is extremely important in the discussion of whether Francis had a vision of a societal
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eradication of poverty for the order had wide ranging societal implications. In this regard,
one should , perhaps, question whether the existence of a theory for societal reform is iden-
tical with implicit intentions of personal behavioural reform which may be evidenced in the
actions of St. Francis. Particularly with regard to Francis, one also should also not ignore a
seeming inconsistency between his attitudes regarding poverty and his lack of condemna-
tion of the possessions and wealth on the part of the church.

However, it is true that Francis regarded material possessions of almost every kind as
a source of spiritual bondage that one could be freed from only by dispossession. Thus, if
radical impoverishment was actually his ideal human state, then the levels of possession
that the Third Order were allowed were, in fact, a toleration for those who were unable to
fully participate in the highest ideal. These alterations in the levels of possession thus can
not be interpreted as a tacit acceptance of the general acceptability of material possession.
Likewise, the creation of the Third Order cannot necessarily be held to express, on Francis’
part, a conscious or unconscious determination to eradicate poverty from social life.

St. Francis, I would suggest, had roughly two orientations on the issue of poverty that
appear to be contradictory. On the one hand, his liberality towards the poor was motivated
by the compassion he felt for the poor. On the other hand, he understood this extreme
poverty to be an imitation of the extreme poverty of Christ and, as such, was to be under-
gone in a willing surrender to the Poor Christ. This attitude, rather than suggesting that
poverty is an evil, suggests the contrary - that wealth and possession itself are the evil that
should be eliminated. However, his complete willingness to give to the poor whatever he
had also suggests that, paradoxically, he nevertheless saw poverty as evil. This, however, is
only apparent, I beliéve, for Francis lived on the edge of complete non-possession and
whatever he had to give was given because Francis judged that what he then possessed was
felt to be sufficient to maintain human dignity. If, then someone had less than he, Francis

would have judged that person as possessing less than what was humanly essential. Never-
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theless, that he saw some form or level of possession as necessary implies the existence of
a state of possession which was allowable. That is, that possession, in itself is not spiritually
or morally excluded from the human experience before God. This, I would claim, weakens
Francis’ position on “possession theology.” These two positions certainly appear to be in-
consistent, if not contradictory.

Was St. Francis a revolutionary? One is tempted to suggest that he was not, given his
complete willingness to submit to Papal control. It was this very willingness which prob-
ably saved both him and his order from being proscribed. However, in a twisting of the
metaphor, he was really a “wolf in sheep’s clothing.” In Francis’ last Rule he wanted to
insert the statement that: “If the friars find the Blessed Sacrament reserved in unseemly
vessels they shall urge the priests to remedy the matter and if they refuse they shall do so in
their stead” (Engelbert, p. 288). This is not an innocent proposal of alternative behaviour
but the suggestion to reduce priestly prerogatives. Engelbert goes on to write:

It was doubtless the same hand [Pope Gregory’s] that struck out the danger-
ous and anarchistic article authorizing the friars to judge the conduct of their
superiors and to disobey any who would prevent them from observing the
Gospel literally. (Ibid., p. 288)

Whether Francis’ desire was “dangerous and anarchistic” is beside the point. What it cer-
tainly suggested was a radical rethinking of authority which the church obviously saw as
threatening.

Francis saw himself from the beginning of his ministry as being the catalyst in the
rebuilding of the broken church. While he did not force poverty on the wealthy hierarchy of
the church, his exampie of poverty was a continual reminder to them of both their opulent
lifestyle and the claims of the Gospel to renounce all. It has already been noted earlier that
Francis had to be protected by Cardinal Hugolin (later Gregory IX) from some in the papal
court. Given the fact that Francis also wanted a total equality of persons, regardless of

social background, included in his Rule, and the strong dislike that some in the Curia had
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for him, it must be concluded that Francis was, in the totally unusual way of those who
refuse to promote violence, truly revolutionary. The church, thus, correctly understood him
to be just that. Francis did not wish to reform society or the church by forcing it to change its
laws regarding wealth but by changing the hearts and activities of those who would listen to
him. And while he saw this in spiritual terms, I would suggest that to interpret this in any
other than revolutionary terms would be to misunderstand the radically different vision of
society and the church that Francis envisaged.

Francis was not a theologian and one should not seek to find complete consistency in
his statements from a theological point of view. He saw the following of Christ in poverty in
salvific terms. It may seem, when one reads of his non-confrontational encounters with the
church hierarchy, that he did not insist that the hierarchy should follow him in the poverty
as he practised it. However, given his admiration for beggars, his belief that possession put
one in bondage to the creation and hindered one’s spiritual relationship with God, and that
the practice of poverty was an imitation of Christ and the early church’s way of life, it seems
logical to conclude, despite his refusal to criticize the church’s opulent lifestyle, that he felt
that his life of poverty should be lived by all.

Though Francis himself was in little doubt as to how the life of poverty should be
lived, towards the end of his life, and following it, many interpretations of the life of pov-
erty began to surface. In addition, in terms of the modern perspective on the importance of
social justice, Francis left a certain problem when it comes to such a practice. The thesis
will examine the thoughts and concerns of two contemporary Franciscans as they sought to
deal with these issues. Chapter Two will deal with the ideas of Cajetan Esser who appears
more concerned with the inner spirituality of the idea of poverty and the third chapter will
look at the ideas of Leonard Boff, a South American theologian very concerned with the
implications of the Franciscan tradition as this concerns the area of social justice and libera-

tion from poverty.



CHAPTER TWO

In the twentieth century the most important European Franciscan scholar is almost certainly
Cajetan Esser (1913-1978), a Medievalist whose use of text critical tools to analyze early
Franciscan manuscripts initiated a renaissance in Franciscan studies. With this relatively
contemporary German Franciscan scholar and apologist we discern a change in focus, not
simply in terms of traditional understandings of Franciscan thought but also with regard to
most contemporary interpretations.

A change in focus is not simply a restating of the same in different words but a change
in the interpretive paradigm. As such, it can signal a significantly, if not radically, new way
of perceiving a body of tradition. In this case, given the change in the rule and behaviour
that followed Francis’ death, Esser’s refocussing represents the potential for an even greater
rethinking of traditional Franciscan values beyond those changes that occurred after the
death of Francis in the thirteenth century.

Esser seeks to take our attention away from external behaviour to the inner spiritual
motivations of such behaviour. In doing so, he certainly deals with a valid contemporary
issue. In today’s secular world, a world in which spiritual qualities are not a valued and
intrinsic part of one’s thinking, it may well be salutary to focus, as he does, on the inner
motivations rather than on the outer actions which may, admittedly be of doubtful causa-
tion. While Francis could take for granted certain spiritual attitudes and assumptions in the
people following him, one could certainly not take for granted these attitudes in the people
of today.

-30-
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Esser did not live in a historical vacuum, and his comments must be understood in the
light of contemporary possibilities. The poorest Franciscan today is immeasurably more
wealthy than the average traditional Bushman or Aboriginal, with whom St. Francis could
be economically compared. Today’s Franciscans are, though it seems strangely obvious to
say such a thing, more wealthy, if only in terms of the availability of the use of goods, than
was St. Francis. This is not of negligible consequence, considering the fact that Francis
spent so much time speaking against the dangers of material possession. Consequently,
from a hermeneutical point of view, an evaluation of the work of Esser must be seen, not as
an exposition of original Franciscan manuscripts but as a creatively interpretive act that
seeks to maintain a tradition while existing within a set of realities not conducive to a living
of the original Franciscan model. Thus, it goes without saying, Esser’s understanding of
poverty will necessarily differ from Francis’ own view.

According to Esser, much interpretation since Francis’ time has emphasized external
poverty to the neglect of inner poverty such that the emphasis has been too much on free-
dom from material goods. He states:

What has often gone unnoticed, even in the early days of the order, is the
basis or spiritual root of all these counsels [to poverty]).... we shall come to
realize that for Francis poverty was by no means restricted to the external
aspect, as the majority of studies thus far published might lead us to sup-
pose. (1963, pp. 74-76)

Esser is referring here to the traditional emphasis in writings on Francis on external
poverty. What he intends to do is present a refocussing of these polarities of inner and outer
poverty so that more attention is paid to the experience of inner poverty, and to show that
this emphasis is consistent with understandings which Francis also had.

It is important to discuss Esser’s intended audience before proceeding further. I would
claim that Esser intended the readers of his work to understand poverty to be an experience

necessary to all in order to truly follow in the footsteps of Christ. Esser’s subtle and pastorally
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sympathetic understanding of poverty needs to be clearly understood in context. Though
the Franciscan rule to which friars vow obedience is directed only to members of the Friars
Minor, Francis, however, certainly saw the divesting of material possessions as obedience
to the command of Christ (cf., Matt. 19:21 and Luke 9:23) and the vow of poverty made by
those who joined the order as submission to a universally applicable command by Christ.
Esser’s contemporary comment that: “Poverty is the norm and model of all human life”
(ibid., p. 86) seems a comment directed to all in general rather than to the few who are
Franciscans. It appears, then, that both Francis’ and Esser’s comments are directed to all
and not simply those who call themselves Franciscans. This understanding is supported,
moreover by David Flood who, in a conversation with the author, agreed that though Esser’s
work was directed primarily to Franciscans, it was applicable to all, vis-d-vis its theoretical
positions on poverty.

A certain ‘defining’ needs to be undertaken in order to understand Esser’s position and
the statements he makes regarding this position. St. Francis based his behaviour on a pov-
erty model of Christ. The basis of this interpretation was the experience (that is to say, not
simply the idea) of renunciation. Francis went on to describe the sanctifying activity that
resulted from the renouncing of material goods as an experience of inner poverty. This
means that taking the model of actual poverty as the basis, Francis extended this under-
standing to the experience of inner renunciation. In other words, he extended the literal
understanding of poverty into the realm of a spiritual metaphor. Poverty became the model,
the paradigmatic metaphor for the process of sanctification which Francis understood as
involving acts of personal renunciation and which could be used to describe all experience
of renunciation. What Esser has done, I would claim, is to take the metaphor and elevate it in
relation to the literal conceptual understanding of poverty and its underlying experience. Implied
in Esser’s initial statement above (cf. pp. 74-76), is the understanding that the development of

inner poverty is the true basis and ultimate reason for Francis’ choice of poverty.
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Esser goes on to state:

What characterized Francis’ way of following Christ was that it was wholly
a matter of love.... This complete emphasis on love is truly the characteristic
mark of the way Francis followed Christ. (Ibid., p. 26)

With such statements, Esser is leading us to see a point of emphasis. In fact “emphasis,” and
“characterized,” along with the “wholly” and “complete” are the words used. The change in
focus is subtle, for historically, what did characterize Francis’ life was actually the deep,
deep poverty of his material life and not simply his inner personal and spiritual motivation.
Whether love was the inner motivating force behind this poverty is completely another
issue. Esser’s use of the terms “wholly” and “complete,” on the other hand, change the
focus from the historical, existentiat life of Francis, which included the social and perceived
life of the Saint, to only that involving the invisible and the spiritual. This, in fact, leads,
minimally to a distinction between the inner and the outer life and maximally to a concep-
tual divorce of the two.

In the section, “Life Without Property” from his work, Repair My House, Esser com-
ments that:

This spiritual outlook realizes the Franciscan ideal of a “life without prop-
erty” vivere sine proprio, through which the Friar Minor voluntarily becomes
a poor man before God. For it was precisely poverty ... interior as well as
exterior ... that Francis considered the essential form ... of the whole reli-
gious attitude ... [and could be achieved] only by going out of ourselves, by
making ourselves poor, [for then] can we create in ourselves the void into
which God’s love will be able to flow freely. (Ibid., p. 56)

This statement clearly advocates certain spiritual behaviours. However, it can be un-
derstood, in any consistent fashion, in three ways. Either it is advocating radical obedience
to both inner and outer poverty equally, or advocating outer poverty as of greater impor-
tance than inner poverty, or advocating the spiritual as of more importance than the outer.

Yet the two latter interpretations are not logical, as the outer is clearly emphasized as of
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equal importance to the inner, and vice versa. Therefore, Esser must also be advocating
radical and literal poverty, for he states that Francis “considered [both] the essential form.”
However, in the historical context, this is impossible, and nowhere does Esser suggest that
Franciscans disobey the current Franciscan Rule which severely limits poverty. Therefore,
if he is not advocating radical poverty, the only conclusions can be that either the quote is,
to a great degree, meaningless or that, if he is advocating anything, it must be that inner spiritual
poverty is essential and outer poverty, all claims by him to the contrary, is not essential.

It is granted that Esser’s refocussing on the spiritual dimension of Francis’ spirituality
may be seen simply as a re-valuing of the spiritual dimension and that this does not neces-
sarily entail a de-valuing of the dimension of literal poverty. However, Esser, being located
in a historical context, must be understood from within the strictures of this historical con-
text. This is not to state the obvious. If, for Francis, literal and inner poverty were equal or
of complementary value, for Esser this cannot be the case. Literal poverty was, and has
been severely restricted since Francis’ death. That is to say, literal poverty has been, in truth,
devalued and continues to be so. So it is necessarily true that within a situation in which
literal poverty is already devalued, a re-valuing of inner poverty to give it greater emphasis
must necessarily result in, and be seen as, a further devaluation. This occurs, not from the
logical possibilities of a simple refocussing, or a restoring of the original importance of
inner poverty, but from within the framework of the social and historical situation that
presently exists. This observation must be stated, despite Esser’s repeated comments on the
value of literal poverty. Surely the existential situation correctly expresses the value and
understanding that inner and outer poverty truly has for the people practising poverty. In
fact, the existential situation is, I would claim, the deciding factor in understanding the
effect that a refocussing on one of these polarities would have. This is not to evaluate Esser
negatively. Nor is it to deny the power of his repeated statements as to the positive value of

literal poverty. Neither is this understanding based, solely on an interpretation of texts,
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either by Francis or by Esser, but on an understanding which includes the historical situa-
tion in which these texts must be interpreted. That is to say, an understanding of Esser’s
interpretation of Francis must include the contemporary historical situation. As a hermeneutic
of accommodation, i.e., an accommodation with the social and historical realities, Esser’s
interpretation of Francis is a valuable refocussing that seeks to maintain the Franciscan
essence in a quite radical way, while modifying that radicality to fit the limitations of the
present. Nevertheless, as an interpretation, its points of discontinuity as well as continuity
should be noted in order to see it as a contemporary hermeneutic on Franciscan poverty.

In referring to a “life without property” Esser alludes to Francis’ metaphor for the
spiritual life. This metaphor involved the concept of poverty. For Francis, poverty was the
giving up of the self in its entirety to God. Further, as Esser states, Francis believed that the
“space” this giving up of the self created in the human heart allowed the self to experience
the love and holiness of God (ibid., p. 77). In this sense, Esser’s understanding of poverty as
a spiritual state seems to reflect Francis’ own view. Esser goes on to state: “This teaching of
St. Francis clearly shows us that “a life without property” is a necessary condition for knowl-
edge of God and for union with him through love” (ibid., p. 58). Esser’s interpretation of the
expression “a life without property,” given the present limitations on Franciscan poverty,
must therefore mean either (a) a life without legal possession of property or (b) the
spiritualization of the experience of poverty such that the literal experience is not an abso-
lute necessity. Indeed, it is impossible for Franciscans to comply with Francis’ radical un-
derstanding and this puts any employment of Francis’ “words” in an interesting and chal-
lenging hermeneutical light. Esser states:

The ideal of highest poverty, as Francis conceived it and lived it with un-
precedented logic, implies the renunciation of all the goods of this world,
i.e., of everything which might in any way at all furnish security and protec-
tion for human life. (Ibid., p. 81)
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Esser then actually admits to a problem in the original Franciscan position on poverty

which Francis espoused. He states:

It is certain that Francis is solidly in the apostolic tradition.... Yet, on the
other hand, the question arises, can this strict minimum suffice for a man to
meet the needs of his existence. ... is there not ... some minimum of material
goods indispensable to the Friar Minor [beyond food and clothing]. (Ibid.,
pp- 81, 82)

The answer to the question almost certainly seems to be for Esser that there is. Esser

remarks that:

As [Francis] saw it, God had placed things at his disposal that he might use
them, but since they were only lent to him he lost all right to keep them as
soon as he met someone poorer than himself. (Ibid., p. 83)

One is immediately startled at the expression “God had placed things at his disposal.”
Does this imply all things, some things or particular things? Esser’s interpretation seems
very generous. Francis spent his life shedding himself of material goods and encouraging
others to do the same. Rather than asking what he could keep, Francis lived with the desire
“what can I give away?” Esser’s interpretation of St. Francis’ ‘use’ of things in this passage
and the degree to which material things are allowed is, according to Esser, that use is al-
lowed until one finds someone poorer than oneself. Though it might appear that this is an
interpretation of Francis which is at heart legal and superficial, one needs to be aware that
Esser was quite involved in the worker-priest movement and it is more likely that his inter-
pretation is motivated by a sympathy for the poor. Esser is admittedly interpreting this
usage from within the post-Francis world of the last Rule. However, I would assert that the
implication of the above quote that the right to use is determined by the “presence” of an
other more needy than oneself potentially goes beyond, nor was implied in, the resolution
of the usus pauper debate which still left the Franciscans with a modest lifestyle. Esser, in

this interpretation, seems to admit that Francis’ level of poverty was an impossible level,
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that there is a minimum beyond Francis’ level which humans need in order to function as
humans. If one accepts this premise, Esser then returns to Francis and explains that Francis’
“rule” was that one could use “things” providing one did not encounter another worse off
than oneself. Ignoring the discrepancy between Esser’s and Francis’ positions on “degree of
poverty,” it seems clear that what is one person’s “minimum may well be another person’s
privation.” Theoretically this understanding on use could permit almost anything as long as
one did not meet another who had less. Furthermore, if justifiable use is determined by the
need of the other, the fiction of non-possession that is part of the Franciscan vow of poverty
could be an irrelevant legality, for my need may impinge on anything the Franciscans “use”
for, theoretically, my needs may cause the Franciscan to be reduced to a radical state of
poverty and activate in the Franciscan the psychological experience of ownership.

This, nevertheless, raises both historical and contemporary problems. Esser is inter-
preting Francis’ teaching on use. However, one wonders whether Francis, who seemed to
resist the use of almost anything not totally essential, would have ever made the kind of
statement expressed by Esser. In interpreting the behaviour of Francis, is Esser’s behav-
ioural interpretation consistent with other teachings and other practices of Francis? Whereas
Francis was continually fighting for a minimal use of material goods and only grudgingly
allowed some form of quasi-possession, Esser, by taking the position he does regarding
use, goes potentially beyond the allowance of even the post-Francis practice and rule. It
appears that Esser is seeking to show that the “non-use” side of Francis has, to some extent,
been misunderstood. He does this, in fact, not by directing our attention to the post-Francis
understanding but by using Francis’ own statements and asserting that they actually teach a
use limited by the need of the other.

Nevertheless, Esser’s interpretation is not without its merit. Francis certainly did allow
some degree of use and these limits were never spelled out. Also, in Francis’ giving away of

his clothes to those who were poorer than he, there can be seen a form of use which is
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dependent on the need of an other. Despite this however, I would claim that this represents,
in its potential application, a new direction in Franciscan thinking in that, in the environ-
ment of non-radical poverty, it is extremely vague as to its limits, its boundaries.

In an interesting paragraph on the Latin of the Franciscan Rules, Esser informs us that:

Francis wrote ... that the friars should ‘have’ (habeant) a tunic with a cowl,
drawers and a cord [and that] the first Rule allowed them to ‘have’ (possint
habere) the books needed ... [and] allowed friars who were able to read to
‘have’ a psalter (liceat habere illud). (Ibid., p. 82)

This willingness by Francis to “have and use” is referred to “in connection with litur-
gical objects needed for the celebration of the mass [in which] these objects might even be
‘precious’ (pretiosa)” (ibid., p. 83). However, Francis’ exceptions to non-possession should
be taken in context: (a) Francis sought to divest himself of all material goods beyond what
was reasonable, even in his own time; (b) The exceptions are specific and related only to
two areas: (1) clothing and (2) use in the worship of the order. It did not extend to a variety
of other objects which individual friars might feel would be useful. Francis’ almost unwill-
ing acceptance of these objects did not constitute a tolerant attitude to use in the manner
Esser seeks to assert. Esser states that “As [Francis] saw it, God had placed things at his
disposal that he might use them” (ibid., p. 93). This, however, would seem to be contrary to
Francis’ continual quest to reduce his dependence on all things in the light of their insidious
potential to seduce the saint away from total dependence on and faith in God. This is so
because Francis believed that continued possession of anything too easily led away from
faith in the providence of God and to the feeling that the “possessor” had the right to that
thing. These understandings by Francis do not suggest a willing acceptance of “things,”
even temporarily.

Indeed, Esser’s reference to the Latin relating to “having” (cf. pp. 82, 83) appears to be
intended to show that possession and use, while not including permanent and legal posses-

sion, is acceptable. This liberal interpretation of the material poverty teaching is consistent
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with Esser’s refocussing of poverty as an inner experience, for if poverty is essentially
something of the spirit, then its outward manifestation is of lesser importance.

Despite the apparent inconsistency, this above interpretation of Esser is quite com-
patible with Esser’s statements on wealth. Though he states that Francis was “more
than sceptical with regard to wealth” (ibid., p. 84), according to Esser, this rejection of
wealth seems to have been based on the effect wealth had on human covetousness (ibid.,
p- 84). While not suggesting that Esser does not see danger in wealth, his liberal under-
standing of use changes material goods from being sources of temptation in themselves
to being such only because of relative lack.

Yet this is not to imply that Esser is recommending self indulgence or extravagant
living. Nor is he attempting to extend the limits of “use” in some legalistic fashion. Rather,
[ would suggest that he is attempting to delineate a condition in which, within the limits of
economic modesty, use is allowed, and that external povert