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Foreword 

Solemn high distjDctions between th oJogy and spiritua lity 
are of rather recen vjntag J and result in th> Lmpov rishment 
of both. Tha tlle fir t tasl 0f th theologian. is to pray and 
study was more commonly r gnized in earlier Christian en­
turies. Purely academic tll o logy or religiou tudies, 
wltethered fr Dl an ex:pli it ornmitm nt to afailb shaped and 
sustained by regular prayer, worshi p, ind ed onternplation, is 
a th roughly m d -m developm nl an l would hav been Ull­

recognizable on the theological landscape of previous periods 
of Christian history. 

We stand at a juncture. At this point in our history there is a 
deepening realization that whatever the merits of the histori­
cal epoch called "rn dem," its view of human natur , histOlY, 
th world, and the ,od-worldrelation , is flawed. Th. promise 
or modernity have failed to satisfy th de pe desire of the hu­
man heart for freedom, for tmth, for love. Anotherwotldview 
is coming to be a wa of bing and p rcelving named by the 
very slippery term up st[-]mod rn ." Though its con our. are 
not yet alt g ther dear, ill the post[-]modern worldview there 
is a greater recognition of the importance of relationality, of 
interdependence, and of the irreducible role of traditions in 
the quest for meaning, purpose, and value. Today there is a 
deeper realization that the human person is n.ot to be defined 
principally as a rational animal with separate faculties of intel-
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lect and will, a composite of body and soul often at odds with 
one another. Rather the person is a whole, a being defined by 
heart, affectus, affectivity-the capacity to be touched and 
drawn into relationship and interpersonal communion with 
another, others, and God. These features ofthe post[-]mod­
ern have a deep resonance with the large sweep of history re­
ferred to loosely as "premodern," specifically the high Middle 
Ages and the Devout Teacher, Saint Bonaventure. What an 
extraordinary expression of the coincidentia oppositorum at the 
heart of the Bonaventurian synthesis that an age so vastly dif­
ferent from the medieval as ours should find so much in com­
mon with the vision of the Seraphic Doctor and Prince of 
Mystics. 

This thirteenth century Franciscan friar, professor at the 
University of Paris, minister general of the Franciscans, cardi­
nal and esteemed ecclesiastical adviser, played a crucial role in 
shaping the spirituality of the high Middle Ages. He created 
what is arguably the richest synthesis of Christian spirituality 
of the medieval age, integrating insights from the Greek East 
and the Latin West, specifically the thought forms of the 
Pseudo-Dionysius with the emerging devotion to the human­
ity and passion of Christ Crucified. He thereby gave direction 
to the spirituality of Western Christianity for centuries to 
come. 

Bonaventure lived and wrote in an age when spirituality 
and speculation were not yet considered strangers and rivals. 
Thus he was able to articulate a speculative, systematic theol­
ogy enkindled by a passion for the things of the Spirit, as well 
as a spiritual synthesis enlivened and strengthened by the rig­
ors of theoretical reflection. 

In Bonaventure we find a theology with heart and a spiritu­
ality with spine. His genius lies in speculative synthesis, in the 
construction of a spiritual summa that weaves together an inte­
grated understanding of human personhood, philosophy and 
theology. As very few others have, Bonaventure managed to 
bring together a vast range of insights and a plethora of dispa-
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rate elements within an organic and unified system in service 
of the life of the Spirit. 

Bonaventure's work is altogether Trinitarian, grounded in 
the doctrine of the Trinity and in devotion to the person of 
Christ, the Incarnate Word of God. In Bonaventure, theology 
is mysticism, or mysticism is theology, wherein abstract philo­
sophical speculation is balanced by richly laden biblical sym­
bolism. Hence, Bonaventure's systematic spirituality is 
especially resonant with two developments in contemporary 
theology and spirituality: The astonishing renaissance in stud­
ies of the doctrine of the Trinity; and the centrality of the 
Word in any Christian theological reflection or understanding 
of the spiritual life 

Preeminent among biblical symbols in Bonaventure is that 
of the Word. In Bonaventure: MystiC of God's Word, Timothy 
Johnson has selected and edited a wide range of Bonaventure's 
writings, all of which bespeak the centrality of Christ as the 
Word of God. Deeply schooled in Franciscan spirituality, spe­
cifically as it is expressed in the life and legacy of Saint 
Bonaventure, Professor Johnson demonstrates an abundance 
of insight and a knowledge of sources rare in a North American 
scholar. Johnson's own words in these pages are lean and 
spare, inviting the reader to enter into the words of the Se­
raphic Doctor, discerning therein the Word beneath and be­
yond all Bonaventure's words. Johnson thus proves himself a 
learned disciple of the Devout Teacher'. For in these pages we 
have not only a carefully ordered, systematic presentation of 
Bonaventure's own thinldng and writing but, more impor­
tantly, an invitation to participate in the mystery of the Incar­
nate Word of God palpably present in Bonaventure's words, 
precisely as the Word whose name is Love beneath and be­
yond all words. 

Michael Downey 



Introduction 

The Life and Writings of Bonaventure 

The medieval town of Bagnoregio lies far from the 
well-traveled tourist paths of central Italy. The occasional visi­
tor finds the remnants of the town perched precariously on the 
summit of a hill carved away by a centuries-old earthquake. It 
was here in 1217 that Giovanni, later called Bonaventure of 
Bagnoregio, was born to Giovanni of Fidanza, most probably a 
physician by profession, and his wife, Maria di Ritello. 

Few historical records remain which would serve to docu­
ment the early years of Bonaventure's life in Bagnoregio. One 
incident that stands out is related in the conclusion of The Mi­
nor Life of Saint Francis where he recounts to his fellow friars the 
reasons he agreed to write a biography of the saint. As a young 
boy, Bonaventure was near death until his mother made a vow 
to Saint Francis and prayed for his intercession. Once healed 
of his sickness, Bonaventure's life would be linked to that of 
the Poor Man of Assisi: 

Because of him innumerable benefits from God do not 
cease to abound in different parts of the world, as even I 
myself who wrote the above have experienced in my 
own life. When I was just a child and very seriously ill, 
my mother made a vow on my behalf to the blessed Fa­
ther Francis. I was snatched from the very jaws of death 
and restored to the vigor of a healthy life. Since I hold 
this vividly in my memory, I now publicly proclaim it as 
true, lest keeping silent about such a benefit I woulu be 
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accused of being ungrateful. Accept, therefore, blessed 
Father, my thanks however meager and unequal to your 
merits and benefits. As you accept our desires, also ex­
cuse our faults in virtue of our prayer, so that you may 
both rescue those faithfully devoted to you fr]om present 
evils and lead them to everlasting blessings. 

The University Years 

11 

The outlines of Bonaventure 's life come into clearer relief 
around the year 1235 when he arrives in Paris to study for a 
master's degree in arts at the University of Paris. In 
Bonaventure's day Paris, not Rome, was the intellectual center 
of Christendom. Students from all over Europe streamed into 
the city on the Seine where they studied with the great masters 
of the University such as Alexander of Hales. Beginning with 
the arts, that is, logic, mathematics, physics, metaphysics and 
ethics, students prepared themselves for later study in the ar­
eas of canon law, medicine, or theology. 

Although he may have studied earlier at the school of the 
friars in Bagnoregio, Bonaventure was not yet a member of the 
Franciscan Order while he studied the arts. The school of the 
friars in Paris focused exclusively on theology.2 When 
Bonaventure finished his master's degree around 1243, he en­
tered the Paris novitiate of the Franciscans. The beginning of 
the novitiate coincided with Bonaventure's first year of theo­
logical studies. Alexander of Hales, who himself had entered 
the Franciscan Order in 1236, became the prime mentor for 
the young theologian. Under the guidance of Alexander and 
another great Franciscan master, John of La Rochelle, 
Bonaventure took up the study of the sacred scripture. This 
first phase of theological studies lasted five years and culmi-

1. Minor Life, lesson 8 (VIII, 579a) found inDoctoris Seraphici S. Bonaventurae Opera Omnia. 
ed. PP. Collegii a S. Bonaventura. 10 vols. (Quarracchi: Collegium S. Bonaventurae, 
1882·1902). All translations from the Latin are taken from the critical editions of 
Bonaventure's writings. 

2. Francesco Covino, Bonaventura da Bagnoregio: frallcescano e pensatore (Bari: Dedaldo Libri, 
1980) 112. 
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nated in his selection as a bachelor of Sacred Scripture. Two 
years of mandatory lecturing on selected biblical texts fol­
lowed in which Bonaventure began to formulate his rich com­
mentaries on Ecclesiastes, the Gospel of John, and the Gospel 
of Luke. During his initial biblical studies, both Alexander of 
Hales and John of La Rochelle passed away. Other Franciscan 
masters such as Odo Rigaldi and William of Middleton ac­
companied Bonaventure as he continued his studies and 
moved toward becoming a bachelor of sentences. 

The presence of Alexander of Hales could be sensed, no 
doubt, in 1250 when Bonaventure began his exposition on The 
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard. This work was a 
compilation of Latin and Greek sources which served as a text­
book for theologians. It was Alexander of Hales himself who 
introduced, to the objection of friars such as Roger Bacon in 
Oxford, Peter Lombard's collection of texts into the curricu­
lum of the Parisian friars. In the course of two years 
Bonaventure produced the beginnings of his own Commentary 
on the Sentences, which in four volumes reveal the broad founda­
tions of his keen theological insights and the initial trajectory 
of its future development. 

The year 1252 brought the official recognition of 
Bonaventure as a mature theologian capable of participating 
in the theological disputations of the master theologians of the 
University. In 1254 he received the license to teach theology 
and was named master of the Franciscan school in Paris. As 
master, he now directed a series of disputations among his stu­
dents on a wide variety of theological themes. A number of im­
portant works such as The Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of 
Christ, The Disputed Questions on the Trinity, and The Disputed 
Questions on Evangelical Peifection originated during this period 
of intense academic activity. 

While each one of the preceding works reveals the penetrat­
ing characteristics of Bonaventure's theological acumen, it is 
the third, The Disputed Questions on Evangelical Peifection, that 
best illuminates the harsh political climate in which he taught. 
Similar to other masters, Bonaventure found himself em-
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broiled in the ongoing controversy between the secular mas­
ters at the University of Paris and the new mendicant 
communities. The arrival of the Franciscans and Dominicans 
on the Parisian scene had infused the university environment 
with new enthusiasm but had also severely shaken the preex­
isting academic status quo. Although the university chancellor 
had conferred upon Bonaventure the license to teach theology 
in 1254, his secular colleagues refused to recognize him as the 
master of the Franciscan school. One of the secular masters, 
William of Saint-Amour, bitterly contested the basic principle 
of the mendicant orders when he wrote that the poverty prac­
ticed by the Franciscans and Dominicans was against the 
teaching and example of Christ. Bonaventure responded to 
this and other attacks with The Disputed Questions on Poverty. 
So widespread was the tension between the opposing groups 
that papal intervention was deemed necessary. In the autumn 
of 1256, Alexander IV urged the Paris masters to incorporate 
Bonaventure together with the Dominican, Thomas Aquinas, 
into the ranks of the university community. This wish was re­
alized in August of 1257 when the two mendicant doctors 
were installed as masters by their associates. Bonaventure 
marked the occasion with a salient sermon, aptly entitled, 
Christ, the One Teacher of All. 

Minister General of the Franciscan Order 

Bonaventure's regency as master at the University of Paris 
came to an abrupt halt several months before his formal recogni­
tion when he was elected Minister General of the Franciscan Or­
der in February, 1257. Leaving his position at the university, 
Bonaventure once again found himself in the middle of a politi­
cal, as well as spiritual, controversy. His election took place in 
the midst of a tremendous, albeit contested, transformation of 
his community. Although Francis, the Poor Man of Assisi, was 
still the prevailing archetype for fraternal life, the relentless pas­
toral demands of the Church and a steady influx of learned cler­
ics had altered the face of the Franciscan Order permanently. 
Gathered often in urban areas in large dwellings, the majority of 
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friars now followed a stable lifestyle, which fostered learning and 
preaching. Many friars who still remembered the early years of 
the nascent community wished to remain poor, itinerant 
preachers and hermits. They had placed their hopes in John of 
Parma, whose ministry as general ended under a cloud of suspi­
cion with the election of Bonaventure. 

What provoked suspicion of John of Parma was the accusa­
tion, raised by some ecclesial authorities, of his willingness to 
promote certain tenets ofJoachite thought. Joachim of Fiore, 
an abbot from Calabria in southern Italy, had spoken a cen­
tury earlier of a coming age of the Spirit, which would super­
sede the age of the Son and lead to the elimination of the 
institutional Church. His millennial vision provided a fitting 
framework of interpretation for some friars, who conceived of 
Francis of Assisi and his primitive community as the harbin­
gers of the new age. One friar, Gerardo of Borgo San Donnino, 
promulgated this view in 1254. He was condemned roundly 
by William of Saint-Amour and the other Parisian masters, 
who accused the Franciscan and Dominican Orders of distort­
ing the evangelical life. In the ensuing controversy, John of 
Parma, whose writings contained hints of Joachite influence, 
resigned as Minister General. When asked who would best 
take up the mantle ofleadership in the future, he suggested the 
Parisian professor, Brother Bonaventure of Bagnoregio. 

While professor, Bonaventure had hinted already at his vi­
sion of the genesis and future direction of the Franciscan Or­
der in a brief autobiographical aside found in The Letter to an 
Unknown Master. He described how his vocation as a friar was 
tied to his love of Saint Francis' evangelical lifestyle and the 
dynamic evolution of the fraternity: 

Do not be disturbed that the friars were simple and il­
literate men in the beginning; this should confirm your 
faith in the Order even more. I confess before God that 
it is this that made me love the life of blessed Francis 
above all, because it is similar in its beginning and per­
fection to that of the Church, which began with simple 
fishermen and grew to include the most illustrious amI 
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learned doctors. And so you will see in the Order of 
blessed Francis, as God displays, that it was not in­
vented by human discretion but Christ.

3 
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While the origin of the Order was revealed in the divine in­
spiration of Francis and other simple men like him, there was 
no doubl in onaventure's mind that tJ1e future belonged to 
tl1 ducated friars as welL Certainly ev ry friar, simple or 
learned, could lay clairn to a place \"Ilthin we frat rni'ly. Ther 
wouleL be no re'U1rn, however, La what some . n idered to b 
the pristine past of Francis and his early companions. 

The rapid expansion of the Franciscan Order and the indis­
criminate acceptance of novitiate candidates led to numerous 
scandals, which Bonaventure, like his predece or John )f 
Parma, strove to curtail. In his First En0'ciiC6rl Letter, wri tten on 
his assumption of office in 1257, he outlined and condemned 
a number of abuses which had crept into the fraternity and 
urged the friars to return to the basic principles of Franciscan 
life. His Second En0'clicaZ Letter, written in even harsher tones 
after ten years of ministry to the friars, went so far as to call for 
the incarceration and expulsion of those who publicly tar­
nished the image of the Order. 

Although Bonaventure did not hesitate to threaten the lax 
with juridical sanctions, h pre~ rred to motivat th m and thcir 
faithful brothers by appealing to the image of Saint Francis. 
During his years as Minister Gen raI, B nav nture Ulrll d re­
peatedly to til · Poor Man of Assisi a th arch type for frat mal 
imitation and int graLi n. Two ears after hi lection , 
13 · naYentme ~\ . C nded th rugg d lopes of Mount Alvema in 

ntralltaly tear h, as Francis had done b faTe him , for a taste 
ofdivin presence. It was here tl1a' Francis receiv d the stigmata , 
thew unds f hristinth h ights of cstay.B nay :ltm I' -

ognized in thi experience, as he r ounts in The Jourlley 0/ the 
ouf into God, a foml of ont mplati e prayer Olher lik himself 

c uld practice. !-lis efforts to en 'ourage th imi' a 'on of francis 
are also clearly visibl in various e.nnon and the hagiographi al 

3. Dis/lltud Q llcstiolJS, n. 13 (VIII , 336a-b). 
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account of the saint, which he authored at the request of the fri­
ar gathered in Narbonne in 1260. The Major Life rifSaintFr(fIlcis, 
tog til r with th liLurgical version , 771£' MilloI' L!te of Saillt Fmn­
cis, offers an Ul.la e. f he aint as a living examplt> ro all th friar', 
regllrdl5s ftJleir 'r umstaJ1C ,ofwhatitnplOsto liv in 11-
formity with Christ. 

The task of guiding these friars fell to Bonaventure at a mo­
ment when the Order counted some thirty thousand members 
scattered throughout Europe. In their missionary zeal, the friars 
had even reached distant points in Asia and Africa. In the ensu­
ingyears Bonav·nlt.t.r took to the roads to meet them. His itin-
rary mlL'~t have b en as exll:lusting as it was exhaustive. On 

numel' us 0 asions he jsi d haly and France. Spain, Ger­
many and perhaps England also welcomed him. The geography 
of these travels is evidenced in the chronology of the many ser­
mons he preached to the friars, clergy, and laity of the towns 
where the friars had founded communities. In addition to his 
pr aching, Bonav ntur al 0 found lh tim and opportunity to 
compose various spiritual treatise f r 'l wid alldi nee. /'I till! 

PeTjection qfLife to Sisters, addressed ar und L 260 to (sal ella, the 
found I' of a Poor lare community and sister of IGng Loui. of 
France, succinctly outlined the foundations of religious life as 
Bonaventure understood them. The Triple Way, The Tree of Life, 
and The Five Feasts of the Child Jesus also date to this period of time 
when Bonaventure was crisscrossing Europe. 

The magnitude of Bonavent.ur 's jounlcys come into I er-
pe dve whenwe' tnk - into consideration the r ality of medi­

eval b'av 1. Allhough tl1 mbination 0 and nt Roman 
road~ , more mod r:n pub li c r ads. and feny S 1 l ie soffer d 
him a ready 'ombination of tTavel option it still would have 
taken him ro 19h1y two months to journey from Pari. this 
h m - in Bagnoregio:' Jn1111ersed as Bonav-n ure was in th 
pastoral r pon ibilities of hi ' offi e, h n 'verth I r turned 
to tile University of Paris when cir urnstall es such as a r -

4 . Jacques Bougerol. Introduzione /ienerale aile opere di sall bonaventura (Roma: Citta Nuova 
Editrice, 1990) 20·22. 
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newed attack on the mendicants or the controversial use of Ar­
istotelian thought warranted his presence. Two works, The 
Defense of the Mendicants and The Collations on the Six Days, dat­
ing from around 1269 and 1273 respectively, reflect his 
thoughtful response to these challenges. 

The last challenge Bonaventure faced was the organization 
uf the Second Cuuncil of Lyons. Named a cardinal by Pupe 
Gregory X in 1273, he was called upon to assist him in the 
conciliar preparations. Among other accomplishments, 
Bonaventure proved to be instrumental in laying the ground­
work for reconciliation, albeit brief, between Rome and the 
Greek Churches. He died during the council, on July 15, 1274. 
A papal chronicler captured the atmosphere of the moment 
and the enduring legacy of Bonaventure: 

Brother Bonaventure of glorious memory, cardinal 
bishop of Albano, died at the end of the fourth session of 
the Council of Lyon ... at one in the morning during the 
night between July 14 and 15. He was a man of knowl­
edge and distinguished eloquence, illustrious in holi­
ness, life, conduct and customs. Loved by God and 
people, he was good, affable, pious, merciful, and full of 
virtue. He was buried that Sunday in the church of the 
Friars Minor of Lyons. The Lord Pope was present at the 
rites together with all the cardinals, almost all the prel­
ates of the Council, and the entire curia. The Dominican 
friar, Pietro di Tarantasia, formerly the archbishop of 
Lyons and now the cardinal bishop of Ostia, celebrated 
the mass and preached on the theme from the Second 
Book of ICings: I cry for you, my brother Jonathan [1:26]. 
There were many tears and anguished sighs. God had 
given him, in fact, such a singular grace that whoever 
met him was moved by a heartfelt love for him.

5 

Despite the obvious affection of many, both inside and out­
side the fraternity, Bonaventure remained a controversial fig-

5. The Latin text is found in Jacques Bougerol, Introdllziollc genera Ie aile opere di SIII1 

b011a1iClltllra, 14, note 20. 
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ure for those brothers who saw his administrative attempts at 
mediating and unifying the various factions of the Franciscan 
Order as a renunciation of the primitive ideal of Saint Francis. 
Perhaps for this reason, he was not canonized until April 14, 
1482 by Pope Sixtus IV.6 Any possible opposition notwith­
standing, Bonaventure's enormous influence on the articula­
tion and development of Christian spirituality is testified to by 
the innumerable copies of his works which were studied, medi­
tated upon, and passed on to succeeding generations of grate­
ful readers, Franciscan and otherwise. Bonaventure's intense 
desire for union with God, which permeates his writings, im­
pelled Pope Sixtus V to declare him a Doctor of the Church 
with the title "Doctor Seraphicus" on March 14, 1588. 

The Word of God and the Spirituality of Bonaventure 

As a young friar, Bonaventure was fascinated by the spiritual in­
sights of the Gospel of John into the dynamics of the Christian life. 
The reflections found in his early commentary of that work, which 
focuses on Christ as the Word of God, continued throughout his 
life. His spiritual treatises, scholarly disputations, theological com­
mentaries, and homilies evidence an abiding interest in the central 
position of Christ in the life of every Christian and the ever-present 
call to union with the Word of God. 

It is Bonaventure's consuming desire for union with God 
which marks him as a mystical author. Like so many of the em­
inent spiritual writers who preceded him in the Christian East 
and West, Bonaventure displayed a natural reticence when de­
scribing what contemporary authors characterize as spiritual 
experience. The paucity of autobiographical references to his 
interior life does neither disqualify him from inclusion among 
the great mystical writers of the Christian tradition nor imply 
he lacked those experiences characterized as mystical. The me­
dieval world of his day and, in particular, the theological mi-

6. Andre Vauchez. Ordini mcndieanti e soeieta italiana XIII-XV seeolo. Trans. Michele 
Sampaolo (Milano: il Saggiatore, j YYU) L6~-:26Y. 
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lieu in which Bonaventure lived and worked, applied a 
different set of criteria when reflecting upon and defining the 
dynamics of spirituality. Perhaps the title of his popular work, 
The Journey of the Soul into God, best summarizes the medieval 
perception of the spiritual life. For Bonaventure, the appeal to 
personal experience was not nearly as significant as the need to 
integrate the various dimensions of the Christian tradition 
into a synthesis of life faithful to the gospel and responsive to 
the spiritual needs of his contemporaries. He was convinced 
that this expression of evangelical life, prefigured in Francis of 
Assisi and lived out in the eternal mystery of God's Word, fos­
tered the transformation of individuals, communities, and, ul­
timately, the entire cosmos in Christ. 

The Professor as Mystic 

The initial outlines of Bonaventure's spirituality are evi­
dent in his exploration into the mystery of Christ found in The 
Commentary on the Gospel of John. This early text, together with 
his other university writings, gradually took form as he invited 
his Parisian students to consider Christ, the Second Person of 
the Trinity, as the Word of God. In the midst of classroom dis­
putation, mirrored in the queries and responses of The Com­
mentary on the Gospel of John, the question arose as to why the 
evangelist John chose the title of "Word." The common as­
sumption was that he should have selected instead a seemingly 
more popular title such as "Son" when speaking of the only be­
gotten of the Father. 

Bonaventure's response to this question reflects his own in­
tellectual predisposition. As a convincing writer, teacher, and 
preacher, the richness of the concept "word" was not lost on 
him. He notes in The Commentary on the Gospel of John that the 
title" Son" is of limited use in describing Christ, because it re­
fers exclusively to his relationship with the Father.

7 
The title 

"Word," rooted in the rich etymology of "word," has numer-

7. Commentary all the Gospel of John, c. I. resp. (VI, 24 7b). 
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ous nuances, which illuminate the multiplicity of relation­
ships proper to the Son of God. This is because the term 
"word," to a medieval mind such as Bonaventure's, referred to 
the one who pronounces the word in question, what is said 
through that word, the sounds that envelop the word, and the 
effect on another of what is said by the word. According to 
Bonaventure, the title "Word" is a far more appropriate desig­
nation for Christ, because it encompasses his relationship as 
the Word of God with the Father, the myriad creatures created 
through the utterance of the Word, the flesh of humanity 
which clothed the Word in the incarnation, and the eternal 
truths the Word proclaimed to the world. 

With his response to an apparent theoretical question con­
cerning a christological title, Bonaventure proVided his stu­
dents with a profound insight into the nature of Christ and a 
firm foundation for a spirituality marked by a desire for, and 
response to, the Word of God wherever revealed. This unique 
Word of God is encountered especially in the contemplative 
reading of the Book of Creation and the Book of the Scrip­
tures. Books were understood in medieval culture as remind­
ers, in the Platonic sense, of knowledge once possessed. The 
book metaphqr was used to illuminate the process of learning 
or re-Iearning. The Book of Creation, which comprises count­
less creatures throughout the cosmos, was created through 
Christ, the uncreated Word of God. These creatures, each one 
a word of God in its own right, narrate the divine mystery by 
recounting the creative presence of God evident everywhere. 
Similar to other books, the Book of Scripture also serves to re­
mind readers of what they once knew. In this case, 
Bonaventure holds that the Book of Scripture, which relates 
the story of salvation in Christ, the incarnate Word of God, 
was provided through the mercy of God. According to The Dis­
puted Questions on the Trinity, this providential action was nec­
essary as human transgression had obscured the signs of the 

8. CommC/lta/JIOII tire Gospel offollll, c. 10, n. 33 (VII, 263b). 
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divine presence originally evident in the Book of Creation.') 
From Bonaventure's perspective then, right reading, that is, 

contemplative reading, is the spiritual hallmark of those desir­
ing to know hrist. As The ommentfJIY OJ'llirc ospel of LI/lce sug­
gest ,contemplatiy readin ntails a di rning rumination 
of the physical w rid as cr ·;\ture . v 1 rwh re pr claim the 
ternal. un reated Word of God. through whom the cam 

into being. Likewise, cont mplation T quires th los cru­
tiny of sacred texts, as th even LS of nlvation h isto I man ifest 
the presence ofth incarnate Word lhr ugh ",,,honl the 0 mo 
was r c n iled to th Path r .1O Anoth r university worl , 

hri t, The One Teacher if All, notes that knowledge of God ' . 
Word as unc.rea cd and in arnatc., how vel' arner d , i to b 
understood in ligh of hJi t as teac.hel·. Marki ng hi installa­
tion as ma tel' of theol y, Bonav ntur ~ encourag tho c 
present to consider th true master of contemplative k.nowl­
edg . Chri st the teacher. Alone among masters h'd t liree ' 
the search f r knowledg , r mov s ob 'lad to it along the 
pathway, and bring it to Fulfillm nt in Lh bestowal of divine 
wisdom. This wisdom, the greatest of all spiritual gifts, brings 
about ultimate transformation and union with Christ. 

The Administrator as Mystic 

Duly lnstalled as rna t r of theol.ogy, Bonav nture could not, 
however, tal<. ~ on the incumb nt responsibilit ies. As the newly 
chosen Min tel' General of th Fran iscan Ord r, his time and 
energy would be directed elsewhere. On election as Minister 
General, the focus of his theological refJectiOI . b ga ll to shift 
from the university classroom to the chapter Or community 
meetings room where the friars considered, d bated codi ried, 
and enfleshed the principles of Franciscan life. While he was no 
doubt ever eager to return to the Paris environs, Bonaventure 
began the arduous work of administration proper to his new of­
fice by traveling throughout Europe. On the road he pondered 

9. Disputed Questions 011 the Trillity. q. I. a. 2. resp. (V. 54b-55a). 
10. COIIIlllC/ltmy 011 the Gospel '!fLuke. c. 18. n. 16 (VlI. 470b-47 la). 
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the mystery of Christ, the Word of God, Francis' spiritual expe­
rience, and the nature of the spiritual life in the context of the 
various pastoral needs he encountered. 

A strong accent on Christ as the incarnate Word emerged 
early on in Bonaventure's itinerant ministry. His predilection 
in meditation for the humanity of Christ appears in a number 
of sermons and spiritual treatises composed during this pe­
riod. Perhaps the two best examples of this aspect of 
Bonaventure's spirituality are The Tree of Life and The Five 
Feasts of the Child Jesus. While the theology underlining them is 
identical with that elaborated earlier in Paris, the tenor of the 
texts is remarkably different. With their appeal to the devo­
tional affections of the reader, they utilized a genre popular­
ized at least a century earlier by a German Benedictine, Ekbert 
of Schonau. Both works allowed Bonaventure to promote his 
insights into the spiritual life beyond the circle of people he 
met while traveling. They invited contemplation through the 
thoughtful consideration of the historical revelation of the in­
carnate Word. Such an attempt proffered, as The Five Feasts of 
the Child Jesus suggests, wonderful possibilities: 

In God's Church there are holy men and women who 
have been enlightened more profoundly than others 
by the divine radiance and inflamed more ardently by 
inspiration from on high. It is their conviction and 
teaching that through meditation upon Jesus and rev­
erent cant m plation of the incarnate Word, a faithful 

ul can experi nc a delight far sweeter, a pleasure 
m re thrilling, and a onsolation wore perfect than 
from honey and fragrant perfumes. 

As he recounts, it was the historical events surrounding the 
child Jesus which attracted Bonaventure's attention at this 
time. He extended his contemplative gaze in The Tree of Life to 
encompass the broad spectrum of events comprising the life, 
death, and resurrection of Christ. Whereas The Five Feasts of the 

11. Five Feasts of the Child Jesus, pro!. (V, 88a), 
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Child Jesus promotes the spiritual conception of the Word in 
the soul dedicated to God, The Tree oj Life speaks of the union 
between disciple and the crucified Christ. 

Bonaventure returned repeatedly to the question of disci­
pleship and contemplation during his travels as Minister Gen­
eral. Perhaps it was the struggle of many to follow Francis' 
example of ·'vangeli al livin that eli i ed his ev r-gJ'Qwing in ­
terest in th.· practical expression f c nt(,l1:tpla bon . H explic­
iLly addr s d Lhi fundam nLaldynami in The RIl/cJorNO! ices 
and 0 11 thl! Peljcction oj Life for Sisters. Although h needs or 
each group ""ere differ nt, given t heir relative d gre of piri ­
tual maturity, the christological m.atrix of >nt · plaUoJl was 
crucial for both r ligi u ommunitie, 

Quite conscious that some had abandoned prayer, 
Bonaventure was convinced that friars, who promised to 
walk in the footsteps of Jesus Christ, needed to place the in­
carnate Word at the center of their contemplation from their 
moment of entrance into the Franciscan Order. As novices, it 
was necessary to learn the first steps along the contemplative 
path through their devout recitation of the psalms . Learning 
to bring the sentiments of heart into harmony with the words 
of scripture, the novices could enter into union with Christ, 
who suffered the most painful of deaths for love for them. For 
their part, Isabella and the sisters of Longchamp certainly re­
quired no reminder as to the crucial role of the psalms for 
those wishing to embrace a cloistered, contemplative life . In­
stead, Bonaventure responded to her request for direction by 
holding up the crucified Christ as the beloved spouse of the 
sisters . A relationship with him, when nurtured in silence and 
prayer, would culminate in the union of mystical betrothal. 
Like wax to the flame, the sisters' hearts would melt in ec­
stasy, embraced in transforming love of the Crucified. 

The theme of the incarnate Word as the crucified Christ, ever 
present during Bonaventure's administrative years, takes on partic­
ular prominence in The Journry if the Soul into God. Wearied, no 
doubt, by the incessant demands of ministry and anxious for con­
solation, he retreated to the cliffs of Mount La Vema, where Fran-
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cis of Assisi was sealed some years earlier with the wounds of 
Christ. In a rare autobiographical note, Bonaventure recounts his 
longing for the peace proclaimed by Francis: 

Following the example of the most blessed Father 
Francis, I was seeking this peace with panting spirit-I 
a sinner, who, completely unworthy, was the seventh 
Minister General of the Friars after his death. It hap­
pened about thirty-three years after the Saint's death 
that I, beckoned by the divine, withdrew to Mount La 
Vema, a place of quiet where, with loving desire, I 
might search for peace of spirit. While staying there, I 
was considering the various ways the soul ascends into 
God. Among other things, the miracle that had oc­
curred in this same place to blessed Francis came to 
mind: the vision of a Seraph raised up like the Cru­
cified. As I was considering this, I saw immediately 
that the vision represented the ecstasy of Father Fran­
cis in contemplation and the way which leads to it.

12 

The image of the crucified Christ, together with that of the 
Seraph, serves as a deftly woven thread running throughout 
Bonaventure's reflections on Francis' spiritual experience on 
Mount La Vema. Before outlining the six ways of contemplation 
symbolized by the wings of the Seraph, readers are reminded 
that the path they intend to embark upon is entered through the 
purifying love of the crucified Christ. There is no other way, as 
the Crucified alone cleanses any transgressions which might ob­
struct prayer. Once opened to the outpouring of grace, the per­
ception of the divine presence mirrored in the Book of Creation 
is possible. As the mind is raised in admiration of the wonders of 
the world, the image of the Seraph stands in the background as a 
reminder of the love of the crucified Christ, which lifted Francis 
into the mystery of God. This dynamic continues throughout, as 
Bonaventure moves beyond the world to the consideration of 
two specific attributes of God spoken of in the Book of Scrip-

12 . follm ry of tlze Soul illto God, prol., n. 2 (V, 295a-b) . 
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ture: being and goodness. The culmination of the ascent into 
God is found, paradoxically, in the crucified Christ, for it is the 
recognition of these attributes which directs the contemplative 
gaze to the revelation of the divine in Jesus Christ. Here in The 
/ournty if the Soul into God, as in several other works, Bonaventure 
sees the crucified Christ standing at the juncture of cosmic his­
tory and personal experience as the way back to the Father. The 
manifestation of the Father's love in the incarnate Word, the 
Crucified, thus becomes the enduring symbol of human trans­
formation and union with God. 

Questions concerning contemplation, the Word of God, 
and the significance of Francis of Assisi converged at the Uni­
versity of Paris shortly before Bonaventure's death. At issue 
among the masters was the proper use of philosophy and the 
nature of Christian wisdom. The challenge to the traditional 
relationship between the two provided Bonaventure with the 
opportunity to develop further a spirituality of God's Word 
rooted in the theological insights he had cultivated years ago 
as a young friar. Returning to Paris in 1273 to address a uni­
versity audience in a series of evening lectures entitled The Col­
lations on the Six Days, he contests the view that philosophy 
could supplant theology. He reiterates his conviction that the 
search for wisdom begins and ends in union with Christ, the 
Word of God. Ever the Parisian master, Bonaventure presents 
a compelling synthesis of Christian spirituality against the 
backdrop of salvation history. The contemplation of God 's 
Word, witnessed in the ecstatic experience of Francis of Assisi 
on Mount La Verna, is where wisdom is to be found. In lan­
guage reminiscent of earlier works, yet informed and nuanced 
by years of reflection and ministry, Bonaventure compares the 
Poor Man of Assisi to the sixth angel of the Apocalypse; he is a 
precursor of a new age in human history marked by contem­
plative wisdom, not speculative philosophy . 

. [ The Collations on the Six Days focuses on the threefold Word 
I of God as the proclamation of the Word of the Father in eter­

nity and time. As the eternal Word, Christ is the divine utter­
ance through whom all of creation comes into being; as the 
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incarnate Word, the historical manifestation of divine com­
passion; and as the inspired Word, the ongoing revelation of 
divine truth encountered in contemplation. The inspired 
Word fosters the subjective recognition and acceptance of the 
Word of God, which otherwise would remain beyond the 
realm of human understanding: 

The third key [to contemplation] is the knowledge of 
the inspired Word through whom all things are re­
vealed; indeed there can be no revelation except 
through the inspired Word.

13 

This exposition of Christ as the inspired Word signals the full 
maturation of Bonaventure's insights into the Second Person of 
the Trinity. Although mentioned as early as The Breviloquium the 
inspired Word emerges as a salient spiritual theme only at the 
culmination of Bonaventure's life-long reflection on the mystery 
of God and the character of Christian holiness. His acknowledg­
ment of the crucial role of the inspired Word in relation to con­
templation underscores the dynamic nature of following the 
crucified Christ in the context of everyday life. The objective 
knowledge of the eternal and incarnate Word runs the risk of re­
maining abstract without the continual assistance of the in­
spired Word. According to Bonaventure, the journey back to 
God begins here, at the crossroads of divine revelation and per­
sonal response, where the Word of God, uttered by the Father, is 
disclosed in the fullness of truth and manifested in those trans­
fonned by the embrace of the crucified Christ. 

Texts and Translations 

The frequently quoted Italian phrase, traduttori son traditori 
or "translators are traitors," once again comes to mind as the 
translations of this volume are reviewed. Despite the best of 
intentions and linguistic preparation, every translator recog­
nizes that he or she is ultimately something of a traitor in the 

J 3. Col/lltioliS on the Six Days, coJJ. 3, n. :n (V, 34/a). 
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attempt to render the meaning of the text into another lan­
guage. This anthology of Bonaventure's writings confirms 
such suspicions while validating the efforts of the translators. 
The willingness to undertake the inherent risks of translation 
and subsequent editing underscores the desire of the transla­
tors to enter into a dialogue with Bonaventure who, as a spiri­
tual master of the past, continues to offer direction for 
contemporary men and women. 

Bonaventure's writings cannot be reduced to simple genius, 
random chance, or singular inspiration. They are linked inti­
mately to the communities of men and women, religious and 
lay, whose search for meaning afforded him the opportunity to 
interpret the world for them. These communities served as the 
matrix for Bonaventure's spiritual journey and confirmed his 
attempts to articulate the reality of a life lived in God's pres­
ence. Although they have undergone profound changes 
through the centuries, these communities continue the quest 
for meaning while cultivating a renewed appreciation of their 
spiritual heritage. For this reason it was a privilege to translate 
a selection of Bonaventure's writings and edit others in the 
company of those who share an abiding interest in exploring 
that vision of life often summed up in the word "Franciscan." 
Just as Bonaventure's life cannot be understood without refer­
ence to Francis of Assisi and those who nurtured, challenged 
and inspired him, so, too, this volume is best appreciated as 
the interpretive endeavor of those sharing a bond with the 
worldwide Franciscan community. The translations of this 
volume give voice to many who still discover countless spiri­
tual insights by ruminating on the writings of this great fol­
lower of Francis; namely, Bonaventure of Bagnoregio. 
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The Scriptures and God's Word 

The study of Sacred Scripture held a central position in 
Bonaventure's life-both as a friar and as a theologian. Francis 
of Assisi's commitment to the evangelical life and genuine 
admiration for those who mediated the richness of God's word 
provided inspiration for the reflections presented in this 
chapter. They come from the prologue of the Breviloquium. As 
the Latin title suggests, this work, from around 1257, is a "brief 
discourse" on theology and the essential doctrines of 
Christianity. For theologians like Bonaventure, the study of 
theology was identified closely with the study of Sacred 
Scripture. The exigencies of theological study, therefore, 
motivated him to unfold the mysteries of biblical revelation 
for his young students who, overwhelmed by the apparent 
uncertainty, disorder and obscurity of the Old and New 
Testament authors, sought guidance in interpreting the texts 
they were required to read. 

The prologue of the Breviloquium reminds readers, both yester­
day and today, that knowledge of Sacred Scripture is predi­
cated by divine revelation and marked by a dynamic relation­
ship with Christ. Since every word comprising the biblical texts 
is found in Christ, the Word of God, the study of Scripture 
requires faith in Christ and serves as a privileged avenue lead­
ing to an ever-deepening knowledge of him. The opening 
prayer from the Letter to the Ephesians, cited by Bonaventure 
at the beginning of the Breviloquium, introduces this under­
standing of Sacred Scripture into the context of faith and 
knowledge of Christ. Just as faith's knowledge is spoken of in 
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terms of breadth, length, height, and depth, so, to, Scripture 
is said to have these characteristics: it has breadth because it 
contains legal, historical sapiential, and prophetic books; it 
has length because it treats history from the time of creation 
to the final judgment; it has height because it encompasses 
the heavenly hierarchies; and it has depth because it includes 
literal, allegorical, moral, and mystical levels of Significance. 
Replete with such richness and diversity of meaning, the Book 
of the Scripture, like the Book of Creation, speaks eloquently 
of the Word of God. 
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The Scriptures alld God's Word 
------

Prologue to the Breviloquium 

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father oj our Lord 
Jesus Christ, from whom every fatherhood in heaven and on 
earth receives its name. I pray that, according to the riches oj 
his glory, he may grant that you be strengthened in your inner 
being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may 
dwell in your hearts through faith; that being rooted and 
grounded in love, you might be able to comprehend, with all 
the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and 
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowl­
edge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 
[Eph 3:14-19] 

31 

In these words the great doctor of the Gentiles and preacher 
of truth, filled with the Holy Spirit as a chosen and sanctified 
instrument, discloses the source, procedure, and purpose of 
holy scripture, which is called theology. He suggests that scrip­
ture derives its origin from an inflowing of the most blessed 
Trinity; that its manner of proceeding corresponds to the de­
mands of our human capacities; and that its purpose or fruit is 
an abundance of overflowing happiness. 

Scripture does not owe its origin to human inquiry; no, it 
flows from divine revelation, from the Father ojlights [J as 1: 1 7], 
from whom every fatherhood in heaven and on earth receives its name. 
It is from him, through his Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, that the 
Holy Spirit flows also into us. It is through that Holy Spirit, 
who apportions his gifts and allots to each one according to his will 
[1 Cor 12:11] that faith is given, and it is throughfaith that 
Christ dwells in our hearts. This is the knowledge of Jesus Christ 
from whom the authority and understanding of all sacred 
scripture flows. Hence, no one can begin to comprehend it un­
less he or she has been infused with faith in Christ-the lamp, 
the door, and the very foundation of all scripture. For as re­
gards every supernatural illumination, as long as we are away 
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from the Lord [2 Cor 5:6], faith is the foundation that supports 
us, the lamp that directs us, and the door that lets us in. It is ac­
cording to the measure of faith, furthermore, that any wisdom 
given us by God must be gauged, lest anyone be more wise than it 
behooves to be wise, but to be wise with sober judgment, each according 
to the measure offaith that God has assigned [Rom 12:3]. And so, 
as the apostle clearly intimates in the first part of the text with 
which we began, it is by means of faith that the knowledge of 
holy scripture is given to us according to the measure of the 
blessed Trinity's inflowing. 

The procedure of sacred scripture-unlike the other sci­
ences-is neither restricted according to the laws of reasoning, 
defining, or dividing, nor is it limited to only one aspect of the 
universe: Rather, it proceeds, by supernatural inspiration, to 
give us human wayfarers as much knowledge as we need to 
gain salvation. And so, in language that is sometimes literal, 
sometimes symbolic, as in a kind of summa, it describes the' 
contents of the entire universe, and so covers the breadth; it nar­
rates the course of history, thus comprehending the length; it 
portrays the excellence of those who will ultimately be saved, 
thus showing the height; and it depicts the misery of those who 
will be damned, thus plumbing the depth, not only of the uni­
verse, but also of the very judgments of God. In this way it de­
scribes the breadth and length and height and depth of the entire 
universe, insofar as it is expedient to have a knowledge of it for 
salvation. Furthermore, in the way it unfolds, scripture reflects 
this same fourfold pattern, which will be described below. This 
manner of proceeding was called for by our human capacities 
of understanding, for the human intellect was made to grasp 
many and great things in a truly magnificent way. Like a cer­
tain noble mirror, it was designed to reflect the whole complex 
of created reality, not only naturally but also supernaturally. 
Thus, the procedure of sacred scripture may be considered as 
fully responding to the demands of our human capabilities. 

Finally, the purpose or fruit of sacred scripture is not simply 
any kind, but the fullness of everlasting happiness. For these 
are writings whose words are of eternal life; they were written, 
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not only that we might believe, but also that we might possess 
that life unending in which we shall see and love and our de­
sires will be completely satisfied. Then we shall really know that 
love which surpasses knowledge and thus be filled with all the fullness 
of God. This is the fullness to which the divine scriptures would 
lead us, as is truly said in the words of the apostle I have cited 
above. This, then, must also be the goal and the intention with 
which the holy scripture is studied, taught, and even heard. 

That we may attain this fruit and end rightly, by the straight 
path of scripture itself, we must begin with prayer. That is, we 
must reach out in true faith to the Father of lights, bending the 
knee of our hearts, so that through his Son and in the Holy 
Spirit he might give us a true knowledge of Jesus Christ, and 
together with this knowledge, love for him. By knowing and 
loving Christ, by being confirmed in faith and rooted in love, we 
may be able to know the breadth, length, height, and depth of scrip­
ture, and through such knowledge attain the all-surpassing 
knowledge and measureless love which is the blessed Trinity. 
This is the aim of the longings of all the saints; this is the rest­
ing place and the fulfillment of all that is good and true. 

Once our desires and intentions are fixed upon this end of 
holy scripture, once we have both believed in their Source and 
invoked him, it remains for us to explore their unfolding, 
which regards their breadth, length, height, and depth, following 
the path and order of the apostle's text. The breadth of scrip­
ture refers to the variety of its parts; the length, to its descrip­
tion of times and ages; the height, to its account of the ordered 
levels of hierarchies; the depth, to the multiplicity of its mysti­
cal senses and interpretations. 

The Breadth of Holy Scripture 

If we wish to behold the breadth of sacred scripture, the first 
thing we discover is that scripture is divided into two Testa­
ments; namely, the Old and the New. The Old is replete with 
many books: legal, historical, sapiential, and prophetic. There 
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are five books in the first group, ten in the second, five in the 
third, and six in the fourth, for a total of twenty-six books. 
Similarly, the New Testament has books corresponding to 
these arranged in the same fourfold division. The gospels cor­
respond to the legal books; the Acts of the Apostles to the his­
torical; the letters of the apostles, especially Paul, to the 
sapiential; and the Apocalypse, to the prophetic. Thus there is 
a wondrous concordance between the Old and New Testa­
ments, not only in the consistency of meanings, but also in 
their fourfold division. This is what was prefigured and signi­
fied by Ezechiel, who saw the wheels of four faces and a wheel 
within each wheel. The Old Testament is contained in the 
New and the New in the Old. The legal and evangelical books 
have the face of a lion because of their powerful authority; the 
historical, the face of an ox because of their convincing 
strength; the sapiential, the face of a man because of their keen 
wisdom; the prophetic, the face of an eagle because of their 
penetrating vision. 

Now, it is fitting that holy scripture is divided into an Old 
and a New Testament and not into practical and speculative 
branches in the manner of philosophy. This is because scrip­
ture is properly founded in that knowledge which stems from 
faith, which grounds and supports morality, justice, and all 
right living; therefore, in it there cannot be any dissociation 
between the knowledge of things we should believe and the 
knowledge of moral conduct. This is not, however, the case 
with philosophy, which does not only treat the truth of morals 
but also gives consideration to purely speculative topics. Since 
scripture is a knowledge moving the soul to good and with­
drawing it from evil, a goal accomplished by fear and by love, it 
follows that scripture is divided into two Testaments which, as 
Augustine says, "to put it briefly, differ as fear does from love." 

Now, there are four ways a person may be prompted toward 
good and drawn away from evil: namely, by the precepts of a 
most powerful authority; by the teachings of a most wise truth; 
by the examples and benefits of a most innocent goodness; 
and, finally, by a combination of thcse three ways. This is why 
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the four kinds of scriptural books were handed down in both 
the Old and New Testaments; they correspond to these four 
ways. The legal books move people by the precepts of a most 
potent authority; the historical, by the examples of a most in­
nocent goodness; the sapiential, by the teachings of a most 
prudent truth; and the prophetic, by a combination of the 
foregoing, which their content clearly illustrates. Hence, these 
latter are, as it were, a recalling of all legal and doctrinal wis­
dom. 

Holy scripture, then, is like a vast river which continually 
grows in size by the addition of many tributaries as its course 
lengthens. Scripture first began with the legal books. Later, the 
streams of wisdom found in the historical books were added to 
it. The teachings of the most wise Solomon followed; then, 
those of the holy prophets. Finally, the gospel doctrine was re­
vealed, uttered by the lips of Christ incarnate, set down in 
writing by the evangelists, and related by the holy apostles, to­
gether with the other testimonies, which the Holy Spirit, de­
scending on them, taught us through them. Thus, the apostles, 
instructed in all the truth by the Spirit according to the divine 
promise, could give the Church of Christ the entire doctrine of 
saving truth and, by completing holy scripture, extend the 
knowledge of that truth. 

The Length of Holy Scripture 

Sacred scripture also possesses length, which consists of its 
description of the times and ages from the beginning of the 
world until the day of judgment. It considers the world's 
course through three times: the law of nature, the written law, 
and grace. Within these three times, it also distinguishes six 
ages: the first from Adam to Noah, the second from Noah to 
Abraham, the third from Abraham to David, the fourth from 
David to the Babylonian exile, the fifth from the exile to 
Christ, and the sixth from Christ until the end of the world. 
The seventh, which runs concurrently with the sixth, com-
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mences with the repose of Jesus in the tomb and lasts until the 
general resurrection, which marks the beginning of the eighth. 
Thus, scripture traverses the greatest possible length, since it 
begins with the origin of the world and time in the first chapter 
of Genesis and continues until the end of the world and time 
in the closing chapters of the Apocalypse. 

The full compass of time, running according to a triple 
law-innately given, externally imposed, and infused from 
above-rightly passes through seven ages, comes to a close 
with the end of the sixth. In this way the course of the macro­
cosm corresponds with that of the microcosm-namely, of 
man, for whose sake the larger world was created. 

The world's first age, when the material world was formed, 
the demons fell, and the angels were confirmed in good, fit­
tingly parallels the first day of creation when light was made 
and separated from the darkness. The second age, when the 
wicked perished in the flood and the good were placed in the 
ark, parallels the second day when the firmament was estab­
lished, separating the waters. The third age, when Abraham 
was called and the synagogue begun, that it might be fruitful 
and bring forth offspring for the worship of God, corresponds 
to the third day when land appeared and brought forth vegeta­
tion. The fourth age, in which the kingdom and the priesthood 
flourished because David expanded the worship of God, corre­
sponds to the fourth day when the heavenly lights and the 
stars were formed. The fifth age, in which the exiles were scat­
tered and spread through many nations, corresponds to the 
fifth day in which the production of the fishes from the waters 
was accomplished. The sixth age, in which Christ, the true im­
age of God, was born in human likeness, corresponds to the 
sixth day in which the first man was formed. The seventh age, 
which is the everlasting rest of souls, corresponds to the sev­
enth day on which God rested from all the work that he had 
done. 

These seven ages are thus distinguished by the signs found 
in their beginnings, whereby they correspond to the days of 
the world's creation. The first age is also called infancy, for just 
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as our infancy falls into oblivion, so all memory of this first age 
was drowned in the flood. The second is called childhood, be­
cause as we begin to talk at that age, correspondingly, it wit­
nessed the separation of tongues. The third is called 
adolescence, because as the procreative power becomes active 
then, so in this age Abraham was summoned, receiving both 
circumcision and the promise of offspring. The fourth is called 
young adulthood, for just as then we are in our prime, so too in 
this age the synagogue flourished under the Icings. The fifth is 
called decline, for as in our declining years one's powers dimin­
ish and beauty fades, so the exile witnessed the diminishment 
of the Jewish priesthood. The sixth is called old age, for just as 
human old age is linked with death but possesses insight and 
wisdom, so too this sixth age of the world ends with the day of 
judgment, but in it wisdom advances through the teaching of 
Christ. 

And so the whole course of the world is shown by scripture 
to run in a most orderly fashion from beginning to end, like an 
artfully composed melody through which every mind can con­
template, by means of the succession of events, the diversity, 
multiplicity, and symmetry, the order, rectitude, and excel­
lence, of the many judgments, which proceed from God's wis­
dom governing the universe. Just as no one can appreciate the 
loveliness of a song unless one's perspective embraces it as a 
whole, so none of us can see the beauty of the order and gover­
nance of the world without an integral view of its course. Since 
no mortal neither lives long enough to see all this with bodily 
eyes, nor can any individual foretell the future, the Holy Spirit 
has given us the book of sacred scripture, whose length corre­
sponds to God's governance of the universe. 

The Height of Holy Scripture 

Sacred scripture, as it unfolds, also possesses a height, 
which consists of the description of the hierarchies in their or­
dered ranks. These hierarchies are the ecclesiastical, the an-
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gelic, and the divine-or, in other words, the subcelestial, the 
celestial, and the supercelestial. The first is described clearly, 
the second somewhat more indirectly, and the third more ob­
scurely still. From its description of the ecclesiastical hierar­
chy, we can see that scripture is lofty, and from its description 
of the angelic that it is loftier still, and from its description of 
the divine that it is most exalted. Thus we can say with the 
prophet: Such knowledge is too wondeiful for me; it is so high that J 
cannot attain it [Ps 139:6]. 

This is true enough. Since things have existence in matter, 
they should have existence in the soul through acquired 
knowledge, have existence in that soul through grace, have ex­
istence in it through glory, and have existence in the Eternal 
Art. Now philosophy is concerned with things as they exist in 
nature, or in the soul by innate or acquired knowledge, but 
theology, as a science based on faith and revealed by the Holy 
Spirit, deals with things which concern grace and glory and 
even eternal wisdom. Theology, therefore, subjects philosoph­
ical knowledge to itself, borrowing from the nature of things 
what it needs to construct a mirror for the representation of di­
vine realities. Thus, it erects a ladder, as it were, set up on earth 
but whose top touches heaven. All this is done through that 
one hierarch, Jesus Christ, who, by reason of the human na­
ture he assumed, is hierarch not only in the ecclesiastical hier­
archy but also in the angelic hierarchy and is the middle 
person of that supercelestial hierarchy of the blessed Trinity. 
Through him, from the very height of God, the grace of unc­
tion descends not only upon the heard, but also even to the skirt of 
his garment [Ps 133:2]: not only upon the heavenly Jerusalem, 
but even to the Church militant. 

There is indeed great beauty in the fabric of the world; but 
there is far greater beauty in the Church, adorned with the 
splendor of holy charisms; and greater beauty yet in that heav­
enly Jerusalem; but the greatest beauty of all is to be found in 
that supreme and most blessed Trinity. 

Not only, then, do the scriptures possess a most lofty sub­
ject matter, which engages our mind and raises aloft its vision, 
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but they themselves are also most elegant, delighting the intel­
lect in a certain wondrous manner; thus, as they deepen this 
pleasure more and more, they ready us for the anagogical vi­
sions of divine marvels. 

The Depth of Holy Scripture 

Finally, scripture has depth, which consists in its having 
many mystical understandings. Besides its literal meaning, in 
many places it can be interpreted in three ways: allegorically, 
morally, and anagogically. Allegory occurs when by one thing 
is indicated another which is a matter of belief. The tropologi­
calor moral understanding occurs when, from something 
done, we learn something else that we should do. The anagogi­
cal meaning, a kind of "lifting upwards," occurs when we are 
shown what it is we should desire, that is, the eternal happi­
ness of the blessed. 

It is right that scripture should have this threefold sense 
over and above the literal sense, for this is appropriate to the 
subject matter of scripture, its hearer or student, its origins, 
and its end. 

It is appropriate to its subject matter, which is doctrine, for 
this is concerned with God, with Christ, with the works of re­
demption, and with the content of belief. In terms of its sub­
stance, its subject is God; in terms of its virtue, Christ; in terms 
of the action described, the works of redemption; in terms of 
all these things together, the content of belief. Now, God is 
three and one: one in essence and three in person. Therefore, 
scripture, which is concerned with God, contains within the 
unity of the letter a threefold understanding. The same is true 
of Christ: Though the Word is one, all things are said to have 
been made through him [In 1 :3] and shine forth in him, so that 
his wisdom is both manifold and one. Similarly, though the 
works of redemption are many, they all look toward the one 
principal offering of Christ. Finally, the content of belief as 
such sheds its light in different ways according to the differing 
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states of believers. Scripture, then, responding to all these cir­
cumstances, gives us many-faceted meanings in the one text. 

The manifold meaning of scripture is also appropriate to its 
hearer. For no one is a suitable hearer without being humble, 
pure, faithful, and attentive. So as a deterrent to pride, under 
the husk of the obvious literal meaning are hidden profound 
mystical understandings. This depth of meaning lying within 
the humble letter of the text abashes the arrogant, keeps out 
the unclean, drives away the deceitful, and arouses the idle to 
an understanding of the mysteries. Also, the hearers of this 
doctrine are not all of one kind, but are of all types-for every 
person who would be saved should know something of it. 
Scripture, therefore, has a manifold meaning so that it may 
win over every mind, meeting each at its own level while re­
maining superior to all, illuminating and setting afire with 
shafts of love every mind that searches it with care. 

The manifold meaning of scripture is also appropriate to its 
source, for it came from God, through Christ and the Holy 
Spirit, who spoke through the prophets and the other holy 
people who committed this doctrine to writing. Now God 
speaks not only with words alone but also through deeds, be­
cause with him to say is to do and to do is to say. All created 
things, being the result of God's action, point toward their 
cause. In scripture, which has been handed on to us by God, 
deeds no less than words have meaning. Again, Christ the 
teacher, lowly though he was in the flesh, remained exalted in 
his divinity. It was fitting, therefore, that he and his teachings 
should be humble in word yet profound in meaning, just as 
Christ was wrapped in swaddling clothes, so the wisdom of 
God in scriptures should be contained in humble images. 
Finally, the Spirit gave enlightenment and revelations to the 
hearts of the prophets in various ways. No mind can remain 
hidden from him, and he was sent to teach the truth in its en­
tirety. It is fitting then that his doctrine should harbor several 
meanings within a single passage. 

It is equally appropriate to the end of scripture. For scrip­
ture was given so that we human beings might be guided in 



The Scriptures and God's Word 41 

what we must know and what we must do; that we might come 
at last to the things for which we should hope. Because all crea­
tures have been made to serve us in our ascent to our heavenly 
homeland, scripture takes on the various aspects of creatures, 
so that through them it might teach us the wisdom which 
guides us to eternal life. We are not guided to eternal life un­
less our intellect knows the truth we should believe, unless our 
will chooses the good that we should do, and unless our affec­
tions yearn to see God and to love and enjoy him. Thus, sacred 
scripture, given to us by the Holy Spirit, takes up the book of 
creation, making it relate to its own end through a threefold 
manner of understanding: The tropological meaning lets us 
know what we should resolutely do; the allegorical meaning, 
what we should truly believe; the anagogical meaning, what we 
should desire for our eternal delight. In this way, cleansed by 
virtuous deeds, illumined by shining faith, and made perfect 
by burning love, we may come at last to the prize of eternal 
happiness. 

The Mode of Procedure of Holy Scripture 

Among all the many kinds of wisdom which are contained 
in the breadth, length, height, and depth of sacred scripture, 
there is one common way of proceeding: that of authority. 
Grouped within this are the modes of narration, precept, pro­
hibition, exhortation, instruction, threat, promise, supplica­
tion, and praise. All of these modes may be placed under the 
one general mode of proceeding by authority and quite rightly 
so. 

This doctrine exists so that we might become good and be 
saved, and this is not achieved through speculation alone but 
by a disposition of the will. Sacred scripture, therefore, had to 
be handed down in the way that would dispose us best. Now, 
our affections are moved more strongly by examples than by 
arguments, by promises than by reasoning, by devotions than 
by definitions. This is why scripture had to avoid the mode of 
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proceeding by deA nit ion , cl ivi ion, and synthesis in rdef 0 
prove tile properties of sam subje t . s do the aU' r s iences . 
J t had rather to adapt. its own mod to tJ, various di posi­
tions of peopl s ' minds, whidl incline those minds dif£ reDtly. 
If ome ar · not moved to heed prec pls and. prohi! iLions, they 
may b mov cI by the xamples narraL d; if lhey ar n t moved 
by these, they may b mov d by the b 'n fits h ld out to them; 
:.md if they are not mov .d by Lhese, they m.ay b mav d by wise 
aUt) niLi .I1" trustworthy I remises or terrifying threats, and 
thus be stirred to devotion and praise of God, thereby receiv­
ing the grace which will guide them to the practice of virtuous 
deeds. 

Now, these narrative modes cannot proceed byway of certi­
tude based on reasoning, because particular facts do not admit 
of £onn3.l proof. Lest cripture seem doublful and, onse­
quently, lose some of its power to move, d ha giv>l\ it, in 
p lac of'~ eerti ude ba. don r ·a oning, a ertitu I ba eu on 
authority. which is so great that it LUlJasses the keenest ofhu­
man mil us. The authOlity of one who can deedv and b de­
ceived is not absolutely certain, and there is no one who 
cannot be deceived and is incapable of deceiving but God and 
the Holy Spirit. This is why sacred scripture, in order that it be 
perfectly authoritative as it should be, was handed down not 
through human in<luiry bUl by divine rev latioll . 

No passage of scripture, thea, hou l l b di mi d as us -
Jess, scorned as false, or rejected as v iI , for it aU-p ffe t au­
tho', the Holy SpiJ'jt, ould not say anything fa lse, 
SUI erflu us, or Tivial . This i why heaven fIIld c(;(.1t:h will pass 
awn)" but the w(/rd ' of a r d ctip u r will not pas ' away lMl 
24:25] without beLng fulfille l. For until henvc17 6t11d earth pass 
aW~!J7, not om letter, not one stroke of a lettcr, will pass from t"fu law, 
until it all i. accomplished, as our Savior affirms. TIlCrif01'e, whoel!er 
breaks what scripture teaches, and teaches others to do the same, 
will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does and 
teaches it will be called great in the kingdom of heaven [M t 5: 18-19]. 
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The Mode of Expounding Holy Scripture 

Scripture has this special mode of proceeding and should be 
understood and expounded in a way that corresponds to it. 
Since it hides several meanings under a single text, the exposi­
tor must bring hidden things to light [Jb 28: 11]; that is, once a 
meaning has been brought forth, to clarify it through another, 
more evident, scriptural passage. For instance, if I were ex­
pounding the words of the psalm, Take hold of arms and shield, 
and rise up to help me [35:2], and wanted to explain what is 
meant by the divine "arms," I would say that these are God's 
truth and good will. I would then use a more explicit biblical 
passage to prove that this is so. For it is written elsewhere: You 
have crowned us, as with a shield of your good will [Ps 5: 13], and 
again: His truth shall compassyou with a shield [Ps 91 :5]. No one 
will find this kind of thing an easy task except by long practice 
in reading the text and committing its literal sense to memory. 
Otherwise, he will never have any real capacity to expound the 
scriptures. The person who is too proud to learn the letters 
which make up a word can never understand the meaning of 
those words or grammatical constructions; so, too, the one 
who scorns the letter of sacred scripture will never rise to inter­
pret its spiritual meanings. 

The interpreter should realize, however, that one should 
not look for an allegorical sense everywhere, and that not ev­
erything should be given a mystical interpretation. In this re­
gard, it must be noted that holy scripture has four parts. The 
first deals in a literal way with forms of being in this world, but 
through them signifies our redemption, as appears in the ac­
counts of the world's creation. A second treats the actions and 
wanderings of the people of Israel, through which it points to 
the redemption of the whole human race. The third, using 
plain words, signifies and expresses all that concerns our re­
demption in terms of faith and morals. The fourth announces 
the mystery of this salvation, partly in plain words and partly 
in those which are enigmatic and obscure. Consequently, a 
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uniform method of exposition should not be used in explain­
ing these various parts of scripture. 

In explaining holy scripture, the interpreter should be 
guided by three rules, which may be drawn from Augustine's 
On Christian Doctrine. The first is this: Where the primary sig­
nification of the words denote created realities or individual 
acts of human behavior, in the first instance they refer to the 
facts signified by these words, but then secondly to the myster­
ies of our redemption. Where the primary signification of the 
words expresses some aspect of faith or love, then one has no 
need to look for any allegorical meaning. 

The second rule is this: When the words of scripture signify 
created realities or an aspect of the life of the people of Israel, 
there the interpreter must use some other part of scripture to 
find what each thing signIfies, and then elicit the meaning of 
that passage using words which plainly signify some truth of 
our faith or of some correct principle of morality. For instance, 
if the text says: Theflocks ofsheep all bear twins [Sg 4:2], the inter­
preter must show that here "sheep" mean human beings, and 
"twins," the two ldnds of charity. 

The third rule is this: When a certain scriptural passage has 
a possible literal and spiritual meaning, the interpreter ought 
to judge whether that passage relates better to the literal or to 
the spiritual meaning-if, that is, it cannot be accepted in both 
senses. If it can be accepted in both senses, then it ought to be 
given both a literal and a spiritual interpretation. If it is capa­
ble of only one interpretation, then it must be taken in the 
spiritual sense alone. Examples of this are the statements that 
the law of the Sabbath has perpetual force [Ex 12: 14], that the 
cultic priesthood is eternal [Ex 40: 13], that Israel's possession 
of the land is unending [Gn 17:8], and that the covenant of 
circumcision is everlasting [Gn 17: 13]. All of these statements 
have to be referred to their spiritual meaning. 

And, bearing on this: If one is to advance through the forest 
of sacred scripture, hacldng with an axe and thus laying it 
open, it is necessary that he have first acquired a knowledge of 
the explicitly expressed truth of the actual text of that holy 
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scripture. In other words, one needs to know how scripture de­
scribes the beginnings, progress, and final end of the two 
groups of people who confront each other from opposing 
sides: the good, who humble themselves in this world so that 
they might be exalted forever in the world to come, and the 
wicked, who exalt themselves in this world but will be crushed 
eternally in the next. 

Scripture, then, deals with the whole universe: high and 
low, first and last, and all that comes between. In a sense, it 
takes the form of an intelligible cross on which the whole fab­
ric of the world an be described and in som way or an th r 
be seen in the light ohhe mind. To gaIn an und r ·tanding f 
th is one mu t kn w abOlrt God. th origin of" all th ing, about 
Lh 'cation of those things about Lh ir fa ll about th ir re­
d. . mpti n through t.h blood of Jesus Christ, about their r · for­
mation through grace, about their healing through the 
sacraments, and finally about their retribution through pun­
ishment or their reward in the form of everlasting glory. 

This doctrine has been handed down in such a diffuse state 
in the writings of the saints and the doctors that it cannot be 
r ad or heard by hos who com tal taught in the subject of 
• a r ' d sc.riptur . ven if they devote. long period of tim 0 

the ir studies. Tn fac, b ginning Ll1e logians oft "n dread th ·' 
scrip lre it, elf, feeling it LO b as confu ing, orderl 5S and un­
charted a 5 m imp n ' trabl Forest.111a is why mycompan­
ionshav sk d me, from my own mod st knowledge, to wri t 
a hd f summary of th truth of theo logy. Yielding to h· ir 
"vishes, l have agre d to compos wha might b 'a ll 'd a kind 
of oncise il traduction or Urcl1iloquill1ll. 11'1 i J will summariz 
not a ll topi s but tho" item wh.i h are more LUiportant La 
h Jd, ad ling such e)"planations for undcrst:mcUng th rn as 
b.ave ome to mind in the CO Ll fS of writing, 

Because theology is, indeed, discourse about God and the 
first Principle, as the highest science and doctrine it should re­
solve everything in God as its first and supreme principle. That 
is why, in giving the reasons for everything contained in this 
little work or tract, I have attempted to derive each reason 
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from the first Principle, in order to demonstrate that the truth 
of sacred scripture is from God, of God, according to God, and 
for God as its end. It will be seen, therefore, that this science 
has true unity and order and that it is not improperly called 
theology. If, therefore, anything here is found to be imperfect, 
obscure, superfluous, or inaccurate, let it be imputed to press­
ing business, brevity of time, and poverty of knowledge; if any­
thing is found to be good, let honor and glory be referred to 
God alone. 
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Th tudy of sacr d . cl'ip"urc a th W rd of God undoubtedl held 
prine of place in B()noventure's edu, al ion aL t h Un iversi,l-y of Paris. 
Medieval pedagogy. how v r, cUd no re lli t th 01 gical inquil)' to 
the e ,ts of the OJd and New Testam nts. Wh'il rheauLhorityofthe 
sac.red s riptur remained unchallenged, many th ologian. in t l1 
lh irte nth centl11)' felt 'I growing urgem.:y to complement their bibH­
cal studies wi1.h exposure to th nduring insigh ts of authotities such 
as AUJ;,'ustine, John Dama C ' ll ,Abelard. and Hugh f Saint Victor. 
1l1ey bell ved that these additional resoUl' es woult! enab l thern to 
examine and disCH, S '''lith greater larity Lh rucial questions of faith 
fa .ing them, and achiev a more aULhenticinlegn:lt ion of r d's 
'Word ,inl th.eir lives and the Ijyes of those whom the s rved. The'il' 
erfort~ were a sist d by P t r Lombard, who compi led. in the pre ed­
ing ' . nttlry, quotati n ' from patristi and l1'1.agisteria l sources and 
group d lhem by th me ill fourbooks. The boot tr ated the nature 
of God, rea Li 111 a n II'edemptioll , the incamacion 0 [" Iwist, and the 
sa raments. Thi cone i n of 3t1thot"ilaLiv qumes or t.houghts on 

n tra l theo logkaJ concern , comm n ly I nown as 77,t: Book 0/' CII ­

t(m~·e. b came the standard textbook fol' the logians in th) thlr-
eenth entul rbrough the efforts of' Bonaventure's mentor, 

Alexand r oD-lal s. TI,e Bo()ktJj"Sellt"cnce remained a classica l theoJog-­
il:a l reS()UTC in tIl la 'sr 0111 w II into the sixteenth entu ry. 
Bonaventure was illu'oducecl le Till! 800/1'11 nt/mas as earl as 1243; 
however it was not until h was Bache'lor of ent n 'es in 1250 that 
he und rtook his own commentary on Peter Lombard's four books. 
This new academic challenge produced the four-volume Commentary 
on OIC SCll t"CIICC. , whi -11. remains an often-neglected resource for the 
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stud ofBuo'lVcnture'sspirit.ualily. I-Us predilecLion for prefaces, evi­
dentlhroughu~11 hi$works, find~ an • -ceptional deptll nnd beauty f 

p1" ssionin lh ()pcI1 ing pages of each book of 17n' Commcllt(f~'v VII 

lit II , ell.tcllt'/.'S. These I refaccs arc presentl!cl il~ tl1 is chapter. Til I rer­
ac> to he firsr l ook servcs as a gCl1era l inlroducl ion () Bonav ' n1111' ,'. 
inL rpretatio ll of Peter Lombard's original oil tion or quo lations. 
Appealing to rhe Aristotelian calegol'ies of mAterial , ronn .. 11, final , 
amldlij ntcHuse, he uelinea cs he-COOL I1l,organizatiull,imcncied 
good. and author or The B/lok of . WltCII CCS , III the second prefa 'e, 
BOl lavCIlLul'c SUll1mariz s. i.n magisterial fashion . th~ heigills of hu­
m(m eli):,,,, iLy a l- the reatioll of the world and th · profound I ()verty of 
all who are marked by the subsequent deform ity ofs il1 . The I hi I'd and 
fUUILh preface take LIp lhe que 'Lion 0 salvation by refiecLing on the 
pow r of Christ as the sa -ram nL of redt'ml Lio" to Tcstorc humanity 
to the fullness )f lire, and on I he lndividual sacramcnts as medi. inal 
cures prescribed by Christ, the divine physician. 
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Prologue to the First Book of Sentences 

The depths of rivers he has searched out and hidden things he 
has brought to light. [Jb 28: 11] 
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After carefully analyzing this text from the Book of Job, the 
way was opened up for us to know here at the outset the four 
kinds of cause in the Book of Sentences: that is, the material, for­
mal, final, and efficient causes. The material cause is intimated 
by the word rivers; the formal cause, in the phrase searching 
out the depths; the final cause, in the revelation of hidden things; 
and the efficient cause is understood from what underlies the 

, 1 two verbs he has searched out and he has brought to light. 

The Material Cause 

The material cause is signified by the word rivers. It is in the 
plural and not the singular, because it refers not simply to the 
subject matter of the books of "Sentences" as a whole, but also 
to the subject matter of each book taken separately. We 
should note that just as a real river has four characteristics, so a 
"spiritual river" possesses four specific qualities. In line with 
this fourfold distinction, there are four books of" Sentences." 

When I consider that a river goes on flowing, lastingness co­
mes into my mind. As Saint Isidore says: "A river is an unend­
ing current." When I reflect on the width of rivers, vast 
expanses come into my mind. In fact that is what distinguishes 
a river from a little brook. When I think about their move­
ment, I find myself reflecting on circularity. As it says in the 
Book of Ecclesiastes: To the place from where the rivers come, they 
return to flow again [1: 7]. When I consider the usefulness of 
rivers, I find myself thinking about processes of purification. 
Because of the vast amount of water they contain, rivers purify 
the land through which they flow without getting polluted 
themselves. 
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Every analogy is based on some similarity. Taking these 
four qualities metaphorically, therefore, we find that a river 
has a fourfold spiritual meaning, as we can gather from holy 
scripture. 

First, then, in terms of lastingness, the emanation of the 
Persons in the Trinity is described as a river. This emanation 
uniquely is without beginning and without end. Of this river 
Daniel says: The Ancient 0/ days was seated and a swift, .fiery river 
issued from his face [7 :9-10]. This Ancient. of days is the Eternal 
Father, whose antiquity is his eternity. The Ancient One was 
seated, because he is endowed not only with eternity but also 
with immutability. The text says: From theface oftheAncient One 
issued forth a swift,.fiery river. That is to say, from the sublime na­
ture of his Godhead there proceeded the fullness of love and 
the fullness of power. The fullness of power is the Son, and 
thus the river was swift; the fullness of love is the Holy Spirit, 
and thus the river was fiery. 

Secondly, in terms of vast expanses, the created world is de­
scribed as a river. In fact, because of its vastness, the prophet in 
the Psalms calls this world not only a river, but also a sea: So is 
this great sea which stretches wide its arms [103:25]. Ezechiel says 
about this river: Behold I come against you, Pharaoh, king of Egypt, 
great dragon who lie in the midst 0/ your rivers and say: "The river is 
mine and I made myself." But I will put a bridle inyour jaws [29:6]. 
This great dragon, whom the Lord addresses and threatens in 
the figure and person of Pharaoh, king of Egypt, is the devil. 
He reigns over those whom he has blinded with the darkness 
of error, such as heretics, for instance, to whom he also says: 
The river is mine and I made myself, as if he himself made this 
world and had not his own origin in another. It was the devil, 
who framed this error and put it into the minds of the wicked 
Manichees, who maintain that the whole structure of the visi­
ble world was made by an evil god. The Lord will put a bridle 
on the jaws of this dragon when, having destroyed the power 
of spreading falsehood, he will manifest himself as the Creator 
of this river. Thus it follows in the same text of holy scripture: 
And all the inhabitants of Egypt shall knmv that I am Lord [29:6]. 
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Thirdly, in terms of circularity, the incarnation of God's 
Son is called a river. For just as in a circle the end is joined to 
the beginning, so in the incarnation the highest is joined to the 
lowest, God to the dust of the earth, the first to the last, the 
eternal Son of God to human nature created on the sixth day. 
Of this river Sirach says: J, like the River Dorix and like an aque­
duct, came out of paradise [24:41]. Dorix means a life-giving rem­
edy. It is used here figuratively and may be understood 
conversely as the source of a life-giving remedy. For the incar­
nation was none other than the source of life-giving remedy for 
us: Surery he has borne our infirmities and carried our sorrows [Is 
53:4]!. Rightly, then, is the incarnation of the Son of God 
called the River Dorix. Christ says truly of himself: I, as the 
River Dorix-that is, a healing river-and like an aqueduct, came 
out of paradise. Now it is of the nature of water that as high as it 
rises so far does it come down. Such was the going forth of the 
incarnation, as the psalm says: His going out is from the end of 
heaven and his circuit even to the end thereof [18: 7]. In the Gospel 
of John we read: J came from the Father and have come into the 
world; again I am leaving the world and going to the Father [16:28], 
and thus he completed a circle. A text contained in a dream 
which Mordecai had can be applied to this river which is 
Christ, taking it to refer to his coming forth from his mother: 
The tiny spring that became a river and was turned into a light and 
into the sun [Est 10:6]. Who, I ask you, is this tiny spring other 
than the most humble Virgin Mary? She became a river when 
she brought forth Christ who, on account of the abundance of 
grace he brings, is not only called a river but also the light of 
wisdom and the sun of justice. John says of him: He was the true 
light [1 :9]. 

Fourthly, in terms of processes of purification, the sacra­
mental system is called a river. The sacraments cleanse us from 
the stain of our sins without getting polluted themselves. Of 
this river, the Book of Revelation says: He showed me the river of 
the water of life, bright as crystal,flowingfrom the throne of God and of 
the Lamb [22: 1]. The sacramental system is described as a river 
bright as crystal because of the splendor and luster the sacra-
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ments leave in the soul which has been purified in this river. It 
is called the river of the water of life because of the efficacy of 
grace which gives life to the soul. It flows from the throne of 
God and of the Lamb. Sacramental grace flows from God as 
from its author and efficient cause, and from Christ as from its 
mediator and meriting cause. This is why all the sacraments 
are said to have their efficacy from the passion of Christ. Au­
gustine witnesses to this when he says: "From the side of 
Christ sleeping on the cross the sacraments came forth while 
the blood and water flowed out." 

There is a text in the Book of Genesis which refers to all 
these rivers, both taken together and considered separately, 
which reads: A riverflowed out if Eden to water the garden and there 
it divided and became four rivers . ... The name of the first is 
Pishon . ... The name of the second river is Gihon . ... And the name of 
the third river is TigriS . ... And the fourth river is the Euphrates 
[2: I 0-14]. The river flowing out of Eden is the subject matter 
of the whole Book of Sentences. The four rivers coming from it 
are the specific subject matter of each of the four books, as 
anyone can easily recognize who sets himself to explain care­
fully the meanings of the above-mentioned names. 

Pishon means "movement of the mouth," and for this reason 
it refers to the emanation of the Persons. As word and breath 
go forth from a physical mouth, so the Son and the Holy Spirit 
proceed from the mouth of the Father, as it says in Sirach: I 
came out if the mouth of the Most High, the firstborn bifore all crea­
tures [24:5]. These are the words of the Son himself, who is the 
Word and Wisdom of the Father. In the Psalms we read: By the 
word the heavens were established and all the power of them by the 
spirit of his mouth [32:6]. 

Gihon means "the sands of the seashore," and it refers as 
such to the created universe. As the universe of creatures is lik­
ened to the sea because of its vast expanse, so it is compared to 
the sands of the seashore because of the multitude of beings it 
contains. As it is written in Sirach: Who has numbered the sand if 
the sea and the drops of rain? [1: 2]. 
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Tigris means "an arrow," and in this it refers to the incarna­
tion of th on r G d. TuSl ' \5 in an alTO' iron i, join d with 
wood. so in C hrist the strength of divinity is unjted ,;vith the 
'vveakn S of human kind . As an arrow flies through lh air frum 
a wooden bow to mil the nemy, so 'hri. l springin from 
thecro seL stroysLheadv rS31y. hi i Lh arrow()fwhichl' h ~ 

Fourth Book of Kings sp'aks: Th e: Lord'.\' arrow t?fJlict01Y, lltc ar-
1'0)11 of lIiCt07J1 oller Syria [ 13: 171. 

Euphrates means "fruit bearing," and this refers to the sacra­
mental system, which not only cleanses the soul of sin but 
makes it fruitful in grace. This is indicated in the Book of Reve­
lation where it says that on both sides of the crystal river was 
the tree Of life ... and the leaves Of the tree werefor the healing of the na­
tions [22:2]. 

The Formal Cause 

As there are four rivers, so there are four deep mysteries cor­
responding to them. There is the deep mystery of eternal ema­
nation which is the sublime nature of the divine being to 
which Ecclesiastes may be taken as referring: It is a great depth, 
who shall find it out? [7:25]. Truly God is a great depth and a 
deep mystery. This is what brings Paul the apostle to exclaim 
in Romans: 0 the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of 
God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his 
ways [11 :33]. God's judgments are indeed unsearchable be­
cause they are s'o deep. As the psalm says: Your judgments are a 
great deep [35:7], and we read in Sirach: Who has measured . .. 
the depth of the abyss? [1 :2]. This same depth is indicated in the 
Book of Job: Canyoufind out the deep things of God? Canyoufind 
out the limit of the Almighry? It is higher than heaven-what can you 
do? Deeper than Sheol-what canyou know? [11 :7-8]. All of which 
is to say, of yourself you can do nothing, you can know noth­
ing. Thus, Paul advises us in Ephesians: That you, being rooted 
and grounded in love, may have the power to comprehend with all the 
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saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth 
[3:17-18]. 

The Master searches out this deep mystery in the first Book 
~f clltellces. The sublime natur of tlle clivin b · iJ g onsi . in 
two things: The most awe-inspiring emanations. ! amely gen-
ration and pro 'essi n; alld the 1110 . nobJe qualities which 

ar tile highes wi dom. omnil 0 n e, and perfect love. All 
this fomls tile subject matter of tile £irst haole In til fir t part 
h reat ol'th most holy Unity and Trinity of God, amI in lh 
$ ond part. in a speciaJ treatis he examines the tJU'ee quali­
tie just m I ti ned. 

Th · d 'p mystery of cr .atioll i the imperm.anence of cr -
at d bing. Th mor · a cr ature wast s away, whether because 
of sin or be au e or pun ishm . nt, t he d ep r it goes into th 
d pths . . For til is r aS011 the prnph 1 'peakJr gin th pIa e of a 
man .. vho has faded away becaus of, in. says in lh psalm: I 
stickfast ill th' mire (If the deep and there is 110 sure ·ta1-1dilt~ [68:2]. 
Again, th' prophet prays tha he may not wa t way through 
pUl isltment: Let lIot the tempest o.f water drown me, /lor the deep 
swallow me up [68:16]. 

The Master searches out this deep mystery in the second 
boole Th · imp rrnanen f cr · ated bing lies in two factors: 
the change [rom non-being to b'ing, and the r v r aJ once 
more to non-being. Now, although no cre~~tLlre of ilS nature 
tends 0 non-being; nevertheless, as Augustin ay , lh inn r 
tend t ward non-being becaus of sin. TIlcse two factors form 
th wbjt t m' tter or he e and bool. In the fir t part h 
treats of t h issuing forth of aJJ things, anti in Lh e ond part 
h deals with ti1C fall, the temptation byth d vii , riginaJ and 
actual sin, and so we reach tile end of the book. 

T he de p mystery of lh incarnation i' th valu or Christ' 
human i y, which was so great that it can truly b de. ' i d a 
de p, as having no limit, as inexhaus ihle. A lext [ronl Jonah 
may be appli d t this deep mystery: You did cast nu into tile 
deep. into the heart of the ea, miff a Jlood cJlcompasS'cd me [2:4]. T his 
can be und rsto d of luist, for he was so humbl cI tila he an 
truly be said to have been cast into the deep and degraded. W ~ 
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read in l 'a:iah: We Juwe seen him, and tlierl' is I/O ightli/l/!ss that lVi' 

should he dcirous cif hi)lI. Dcspi cd (.I}ld the most abject oimell, a man 
Of,OI7'OWS, cl1ld c!cquainteri with il!firJ1lity [53:2-3]. He des Tib S 
him elf accuratel , therefor , as ca t forth. But wh're i I e 
cast? Into the depths of the sea and the depths of a river. The 
passion of Christ may be likened to the sea because of the bit­
terness of his sufferings, and likened to a river hecause of the 
sweetness of his love. For the heart of Jesus was so affected to­
ward us by the tenderness of love, that it did not seem too 
much to him to undergo the worst and most bitter death for 
our sake. 

Th Mastel' search· , ut lh is d ep mystery il,1 lll · third 
book. The valu f hrist ollSists ll1 tw lhing : nam Iy, h' 
uff rjng , b whi 11 11 · r leemed us; and his actions, by which 

he fomled us and which consist in the ork. of Lh virtu , t h 
gifts, and the commandments. These form the subject matter 
of the third book. The first part treats of the incarnation and 
passion in which is found our salvation; and the second part 
treats of the virtues, the gifts, and the commandments, in 
which is contained our formation. 

The de p mystery of the sacramental sy't m i th pow r of 
perfect healing. 0 great in fact is the effica r acramen al 
healing that it is b y nd the human mind t omprehend it, 
and it rna right! b d cribed a ad p mystery. f this 
Isaiah ays: You made the depths if the sea n wayfoJ' the redeemed to 
pass over [51: 1 0]. This depth in whidl lh -gyptiam w r \.1-

merged and which the children oflsrael, d livered from Egypt 
passed over, is the efficacy of th · s<tcramen " in which the 
w rk of darkness are destroyed and the armor of light and the 
gifts of grace conferred, through which we pass from the power 
of duri01 s· intotl1e kingdom of the children of God's love. 
The efficacy of the sacraments is compared to the depth of the 
sea and the depth of a river. Of the sea, because it first delivers 
us from sin and leads us to the bitterness of penance; of a river, 
because it delivers us from wretchedness and leads us to the 
delights of glory. This was graphically prefigured in the chil­
dren of Israel, for whom, as they left Egypt, the sea dried up 
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and they went across on dly ground in the midst of the sea, as Exo­
dus tells us [15: 19]. When they entered the Promised Land, 
the river dried up and they passed over the Jordan, as is written 
in Joshua [4:22-23]. 

The Master searches out this deep mystery in the fourth 
book. The power of perfect healing has two components: the 
curing of the diverse weaknesses that assail us, and liberation 
from all the miseries that plague us. These two components 
form the subject matter of the whole of the fourth book. The 
first part treats of the various kinds of healing which the seven 
sacraments bring about. The second part deals with that per­
fect healing: the glory of the risen life to which they come who 
truly and faithfully received the sacraments of the Church; 
and, on the other hand, it deals with the punishments of the 
wicked who despised the sacraments of the Church. 

The Final Cause 

After searching out the four deep mysteries in the four 
books, there emerges the purpose or final cause, that is, the 
revelation of four hidden mysteries. 

The first is the mystery of the divine nature of which Isaiah 
says: Tru?J;, you are a hidden God, the God of Israel, the Savior 
[45: 15]. The majesty of the divine nature is indeed hidden for 
us, as it is written in the Book of Job: How small a whisper do we 
hear of him! But the thunder of his power who can understand? 
[26: 14]. For certain no one can understand this, except him 
with whom the wisdom of God dwells. This is the reason why 
that lover of wisdom, the author of the Book of Wisdom , made 
this prayer: Send her forth from your ho?J; heavens and from the 
throne of your glory send her [9: 10]. 

The Master, filled with wisdom from on high, brings this 
hidden mystery to light in the course of his investigations in 
the first book. He examines and unfolds the most 
awe-inspiring emanations and the most nohle qualities of th~ 
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Godhead, and so he reveals to us, as far as it is possible while 
we are in this world, the majesty of the divine nature. 

The second hidden mystery is the order of divine wisdom, 
of which Job speaks: But where is wisdom to be found? And where is 
the place of understanding? It is hid from the eyes of all living [28: 12, 
20-21]. Indeed wisdom is hidden, for as Job also says: But wis­
dom is drawn out of secret places [28:18]. To know wisdom it is 
necessary to search out its depths, not in itself, but in its works 
in which it shines forth. So it says in the Book of Sirach: There 
is one most high Creator, and he poured her out upon all his works 
[1 :8-10]. 

The Master reveals this hidden mystery in his analyses in 
the second book. He examines the order of good and evil and 
makes known to us how the wisdom of God was set up from all 
eternity and of old before the earth was made [pry 8:23]. 

The third hidden mystery is the strength of divine power of 
which Habakuk says: Horns are in his hands: there is his strength 
hid [3:4]. He is speaking there about Christ hanging on the 
cross where the strength of his power was hidden und r the 
veil of weakness. This is the plan of the 11!Jlstel]7 hidden for t:tges of 
which Ephesians speaks: To me, grace was gi lJ/m to prcrrdlto the 
Gentiles the unsearchable riches oj Christ and to make all men see 
what is the plan of the mystery hiddenfor ages in God [3:8-9]. This is 
the hidden mystery, the sacred secret, that the mighty God 
was clothed with the protection of our weakness in order to 
overcome the enemy. This is unheard of since the world began. 

The investigations of the third book made known the 
strength of the divine power. It shows how Christ in his weak­
ness overcomes the opposing power. If he was victorious by 
weakness, what would have happened if he had entered the 
fight with his power? If the weakness of God is stronger than men [1 
Cor 1 :25], who shall turn back [Is 14:27] the arm of God? It is 
abundantly clear that his power is indescribable whose weak­
ness is so strong. 

The fourth hidden mystery is the sweetness of the divine 
mercy of which the psalmist says: How great is the abundance of 
your sweetness, 0 Lord, which you have hidden for those who fear you 
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[30:20 J. Indeed the sweetness of m rey is hidden <mel star d 
up f r th se who fea.r God because. as the psa lmist sa s: The 
mere 1 cif tIll: Lord i .~fl'lJlI1l!l}erlasting to fJuertasting upon those who fear 
him [102: J 7] Clnd VII tho e who hop ' in llis /11£:1'0' 1'l 46: I 1]. 

T his sweetness i r v aJed in the anaJyses CQn ain d ill the 
fourth book. He unfolds how God forgives our sins in the pres­
ent, what cures he applies to our wounds, and what gifts he will 
grant us in the future. In this way the Master makes known to 
us the sweetness of divine mercy. 

The Efficient Cause 

The unveiling of these hidden mysteries is the aim of the 
four books as a whole. With this intention in mind for himself 
and for his readers, the Master of Sentences searched out the 
depths oj rivers under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The Holy 
Spirit himself is the chief searcher of secret things and of the 
depths, as Paul tells us: For the Spirit searches all things, even the 
depths ojGod [1 Cor 2: 10]. Inflamed with the love of this Spirit 
and enlightened by his radiance and splendor, the Master 
composed this work and searched out the depths of rivers. By the 
aid of this same Spirit he became a revealer of hidden myster­
ies . It is he of whom Daniel says: He reveals deep and hidden 
things and knows what is in darkness [2:22]. 

This was the Master's aim and intention, as he himself ex­
plains in the Prologue: "Wishing to place the light of truth on 
the candle stand, we composed this volume with God's help 
and much work and effort from the witnesses to truth who are 
established in eternity." A short while before that, he had out­
lined his purpose as follows: "To unfold the hidden truths of 
theological investigations." 

So, from the foregoing reflections, it is evident what are the 
material, formal, final, and efficient causes of the Book oj Sen­
tences. 
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Prologue to the Second Book of Sentences 

OnlY this have I found: that God made the human person up­
right, and he has entangled himself in an infinity of questions 
[Eccl 7 :30]. 

The words just quoted from the wise man in Ecclesiastes 
provide. a response to tho. anxious to on ider th principal 
intention and entire ont nts of Lh se ond Book of Senttfl1ccs. 
Wh on eon has attempted t follow wisdom in all rna teTs, 
and failed mol' often than suce eded, it is nec ssa lY t ac­
knowlt-dge what has been discovered : t/f(lt God //lade the hUl/lal/ 

person upright, and he has cnttntglcd himself in an jnjlniO' o/ques­
tions. This statement en ompasse two realitie : upright for­
mation and rectitude come. from God, since God made the 
human person upright, and the miserable deformation of hu­
mankind originates in the human person, since he has entangled 
himself in an infinity of questions. These two statements encom­
pass the goal of all human understanding: to recognize the ori­
gin of good, to seek it out, reach it, and rest in it; and to know 
the source and origin of evil, so as to avoid it and guard against 
it. These matters include the whole intention of this book, 
namely two things: the original condition of humankind and 
the subsequent fall from that state. 

The Original State of Humankind 

God made the 11ll1l1 C1. n per on upright tells us of the original hu­
man stat . . he lllanner in wh ich rod made humankind UI ri ' h 
is explained by irach: God created tlte /tumall p(Jrsrm from the 
emth re.f; rst lh b dy; muJ made him after his aWIIllllrrgtf r fers to 
nalur f Lh soul; and he tUI'I'II:d him il'lto it again refers to the .1d­
dition of grac [ l7: 1-2] . This grace tum the s nil toward od 
by mean of habits, called virt u s' t herefor , it , tat unci 
clothed him with strength according to himself. These words demon-
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strate that God not only made rectitude possible for men and 
won ,en b on~ ITin his image upon Lhem. but a tually made 
th m upright hy turning lhem toward him . A per 11 is pright 
when millen;tanding is in accord wi ]) th · 11 ighe l truth ill I.h 
act of kn owing, thewUl i con [onned to the highest good in the 
a ' I. of loving. and :trength i join 'd WiLh he high t lOw ' r in 
op raling. T hi s () UI'S when om one urns omplel Iyaway 
from self and toward God. 

Apr on is upright. first rail . vvh n lind · rstandlng is in ac­
cordwiththe hig lpsttrULh.Wh nI sa "in a' ord," h vev ' r,I 
do no ' mean cornplct Iy, ruth 'r a Lype of imitation. If, as 
Anselm says, ' blJLh i ' rectitud p rccivable to the mind 

Ion ," and no hing e \uals lIprigh n . ' Iil thaL which i ul ­
right, then when our intellect is in accord with the truth, it is 
necessarily rectified. The intellect is brought into accord when 
it actually turns toward the truth. Actual truth is defined as 
"the accord between perception and reality." When om un­
derstanding is turned toward truth it is made true and thus in 
accord with truth, just as it is made upright when it is in accord 
with rectitude. Augustine's book, The True Religion, states: 
"Without truth, no one judges rightly." But the one who looks 
to the truth judges rightly, as the Lord said to Simon: You have 
judged rightly [Lk 7:43]; that is, "you have decided properly." 

Likewise, a person is "rectified" as the will is conformed to 
the highest good. The highest good is the highest equity or jus­
tice; for one becomes better as one becomes more just. Anselm, 
however, says: "Justice is the rectitude of the will." Nothing, 
however, conforms to uprightness as that which is upright; 
111 pror ,a long as the will is shaped in harmony with the 
highest good and equity, it is certainly rectified. The will is 
con form d when it turns, in love, toward the good. As Hugh of 
Sa int Vi t r says: "I know, soul of mine. that when you love 
'omething, you ar trans~ rm d into its til ·ne s." The one 
who loves guodn 5S i. upright. This i what t he ong of 0ngs 

tat : The upright lOl/e)lOU [ I :3]; that is to say, "the upright tum 
t 'Ward yow' oodn ss whil y ur goodn's5 inclines toward 
lh 'm." TIle soul Iial. ha expr ri nc d this ries out ~md says: 
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I-low g(wd God is to Israel, to those II'JIl1 arr OI {//I IIprigllt hw rt! lPs 
72: I J. And since it is only the upright who are experienced in 
this regard , it is said: Pmist isfittillgfor the II/JI'ight [Ps 32: I j . 

A person is no less rectifi ed when h is o r her power is joined 
with the highest power. ~Somcthing is upright, whose mean 
docs no t ex tend beyond {'xu-ellles." The extremes arc theflrst 
IIm{ /l1st. a/plllllll lli omegll , begill ll illg fl/lff wd [Rv 22: i 3]. The ac­
tion by wllich an agent reaches the goal is found in the middle. 
That power is therefo re "upright" whose ope ration is from the 
first pri nciple to the last end. Since divine power is operative in 
all things and works on God 's account, il is the most upright of 
a ll operatio ns. Noth ing joins with what is upright except the 
upright; and so , when power joins with the highest power it 
undoubtedly becomes upright.. As a result, a human being is 
not only made upright but is also made I1Iler and killg as sug­
gested in Deuteronomy: I-/e will be king lI'ilh tlte I1I(}St Il/'right: til !' 
prillces cif thi' people bdllg IIssemble(/ with the tribes f!f Ismrll33:5 ]. 
This will happen in glo ry, when our power will be joined to the 
divine pov'ier. W e will have complete power then over our 
will s, just as God has over his. Consequently all are kings and 
pro mised the ki ngdom of heaven. 

Cod , therefore, made men and women upriglll when he 
turned them toward himself. In their turning toward C od, 
t.h ey became upright. not only in rdation to things above them 
but. also in relation to things beneath them. Men :\nd women 
stand in t.he middle. Wh iJe. t.hey are turned in lhe direction of 
God and subject to him , everyth ing else is subject to them. 
This is so because God subjected every crented truth to their 
intell ect fo r discern ment, eve lY good to their affecLions fo r 
usc, every force to their power for governance. 

Indeed it follows that hurnnn unders tanding, o nce it cn­
coumers div ine tnlth , lays claim to the wisdom by which all 
things ilre discerned . Fo r according to the Book of Wisdom: I-Ie 
gf/Jli~ me the kl/OJv/cflga of all thillgs till/t 1 migh t kll(lw: the rlisposil iOIl t!f 
the whole world, (/ 1/(/ the power tif the dell/cllts; tlli' bq!,illllillg, (11/(1 Cllr/­
illg, miff i ll -bct lweI/ of the timcs, the a/tertll iolls oj their CJJllrses. fIIlff 

tIle ch(f l/gel' f!f the Sl'flSOIlS; the t:YcI(~ of tIl l' ) 'Cfl r, (f1U1 the order of the 



62 Theology, Life, and God's Word 
--------------------

stars; the nature of living creatures, and the rage of wild animals, the 
force of the winds, and reasoning ofhumankind, the diversity of plants, 
and the power of roots; such things hidden and unforeseen [7: 1 7 -21]. 
And so Adam gave names to all things. 

God subjected, nonetheless, all things to human will for 
their use so that they might utilize everything to their advan­
tage. As the psalm says: He has put all things under hisfeet [8:8]. 
Likewise in the First Letter to the Corinthians, the apostle, 
when speaking to those already turned toward God, states: Ev­
erything is for you [3:22]. According to Genesis, God also sub­
jected everything to the power of humankind for governance: 
Subdue it, and rule over the fishes of the sea and the birds of the air 
[1:28]. 

The upright condition of the human person in relation to 
things above and below is touched upon in the passage: Let us 
make the human person to our image and likeness; and let him have do­
minion, etc. [Gn 1 :26]. God made men and women upright, 
therefore, when he turned toward them and made them simi­
lar to himself, thus placing them over everything. This clearly 
reveals that upright condition of humankind. 

The Poverty of Humankind 

What follows brings to mind the miserable deviation of the 
human person: he has entangled himself in an infinity of questions. 
Here we note the way humankind fell as well as the state into 
which it fell. The manner of the fall is indicated by three as­
pects of sin and three points in the text. Sin entails a turning 

from, a turning toward, and a loss of goods or stripping. In the text 
"entangling" refers to the turning toward, "infinity" to the turning 

from, and "questions" to a stripping. The act of turning toward 
renders men and women impure, the turningfrom leaves them 
weak, and a stripping reduces them to poverty. All this is con­
tained in the words: he has entangled himself in an infinity of ques­
tions. 
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W also not the stat into which humanity fell. Although 
men and women fell ,fr m uprightness to the extent of losing 
uprightness itself, lhey did not lose th apLitud for it. Th"y 
lost the habit of uprightne. without losing the inclination to 
it. The simi litude was lost, n vertheles ,lte per ses like al1 image 
lP 38:71- Men and wom n becam anxious sear her, b cause 
the inclination remained without the habit. No created object 
could compensate for the good lost, since it was infinite, and 
so the human person desires, seeks, but never rests. Thus by 
turning away from uprightness he entangled himself in an infinity 
of questions. 

The understanding, b turning away from the highest truth , 
becom -s ignorant; it enmeshes its If in endless questions 
through curiosity. Ec 1 sia te says: There 6crC those who da JI 
and night take no lccp with tlteil' t!Ycs.ll1l1d '1' tcll1d that II/C/n em find 
no reclson oJall those words of Cod [8: 16-.I7J, which , n ntight 
add, auld put an nd to hi desires and inquiries. Inde d, one 
question leads to another, provokes a new d bate, and tho e 
asking the qu stion are ntangl d in in :t.ri able d ub '. That 
is why 1 roverb states: It i. an !tollor/or a mal1 to epnrate him elf 

fr01ll quarrels; but Cllljools are m,eddling Ivith n~proaches [20:3] . Mi -
erabl are they wiLo, according to the irst L tter to Tim hy, 
pay attention tofables tlnl'i endless f(ellca logies that prompt questto/ls 
[1 :4]. Th ond tt r l.a T imothy n.otes that tll se peopl,e, 
by Lheirv ry natur , pro okeabuse, be aus theY[lrecverlcam­
illg and IICI7er attainiNg to the f.:now/edge (if th ' truth 1.3: 7]. 

The will, by opposing the highest good, becomes destitute 
as con upisc n and greed entangle it in an infini te nllmb r 
of que. t ions. As I rove.rbs say: Tile fire IIwer say., It i enough 
[30: 16] and Ecclesiastes adds: A cOJIetous man II>,il/ Not be stttiifierl 
IVith mong; [5:9]. 0 t h hUl1'lan p rson is ndle sl asking and 
begging. ovetousnes, til wise, is never satisfjed. Instead, it 
is ent\·vin d in endless qu stiol'lS dealing with th d sir r r 
pleasure. Wisdom ta cs: All thing al" mixed tog,'thcr, Mood, mur­
der, theft and gllilt:, corruption alld IIl1ja. itlifuIIlC5' ,tumult and per­
jury, distzllVillg tlu: good, forgcifulness oj God, d~fi.ling of souls, 
cllnngrng ojlln.ture, di ordt:r in mal7'iage, alld the irregulnri t;y qladul-
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telJl und U1'Iclcalll1t'SS [14:25-26]. These are the countless ques­
tions, all mingled together, in which humanldnd involves 
it elf, n e lh will is no longer conformed to the highest good. 

Human p wer, by br al ing awa from th highest power, 
becomes w a:~ . Enlan led in eneII 5S qu lions through its in­
stability , it constantly . eel s rest but never finds it. The Lora 
mi1lgled iii lhe midst of Egypt the spirit of dizziJless [J 9: 141 ac ord­
ing to Isaiah. This is th spiril oj' insta ility, and ev 'lything is 
off baLanc b cause or il. ' 0 the sinI'ul pel's n is Like dust, which 
the wind drivesfrom tlll:./ace flj:the earth LPs 1 :4J. hi. i why lh · 
psalm says: If you turn (l1V{!y . IOIlT face, t"~ I . hnll be trouhlcd; )I()U 

shall take away theirbrc?ftlth [103:29].111> sinful person j.'> IiI. -
wise similar to the dust wh ieh Lhe wind drives from the fac ~ of 
the earth. Just as dust cannot settle in a whirlwind, neither can 
our power remain steady. This is why it seeks out and moves 
on from innumerable places as it begs for support. 

Humanldnd, then, entangled itself in an infinity of ques­
tiuns through curiosity, Ca llin from twth in 0 ibTllorance; 
thTOugh ovetou n ~ss, falling fr m goodness inL evi l; Lhrough 
instability, -ailing from power into ul'lpolen e. he origina l 
stat of hL1Jnank:iJ1d and subsequent fa ll are inti,mated , in this 
mann r. by lh te L ' it d a l the I eginning. I hay found th is to 
be the sole matter treated in this se ond Book of entrmccs. 

Prologue to the Third Book of Sentences 

But God, who is rich in mercy, by reason rifhis very great love, 
with which he has loved us, even when we were dead by reason 
rif our sins, brought us to life together with Christ, by whose 
grace you have been saved. [Eph 2:4-5] 

This passage is written in the Letter to the Ephesians 
[2 :4-5]. Here the mystery of our redemption is made known to 
us. Here too the subject matter of the Book l!!Senlences is clearly 
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shown to us, especially that of its third part in which the sacra­
ment of our redemption achieved through Christ is explained. 
There are four points pertinent to the restoration of the hu­
man race that can be noted in this passage: the first of which is 
the author of the restoration; the second, the restorable fall; 
the third, the person of the Restorer; the fourth and last, the 
salvation of the restored person. 

The Restoration of Humankind 

The author of the restoration is indicated when it is said: 
But od, who is rich in mercy. . . . In his verflowi I g 11 ere , 
and not by om ·' other movi ng fore , 11 arranged t restore the 
human. ra eas it is wrirten in the third chnp erofJohn: God 0 

lo vcd the world that hI' galle his 011 [v-begotten SOI1, that those whO' bc­
lielle ill hilll may lIot l)crish L 3: 16]. 

The restorable fall is indicated because it is said: Ellen when 
Jill! were dead bjl reasoll of our sins. For tl1 in of our first p<:l.r II t:l 
was the cause of our death , through whi h t he ntire hwnan 
race fell C1' m the h1.te of i.nnocen • a cording to what ha, 
I een 'Nritt n to the Rorrwll S: As through olle 1'/lQ./1 sin entered illta 
the world and through sin, death. and tlms dMth lUIS passed to (If' mel/ 
bcca.u ,~e (~1I hal I' inncd [5: 12 J, Becau, they inned in 'mot] er 
all I thr ugh an th r, tha fall was, th'refor , r torable. 

The P ' rson of the R storer is i nd i at d tl1 rough he follow­
ing passage: Ne ha.' hrought us to lije together IVitlt Christ. It was 
Christ in wh In that re oration h.a. b en achieved, as has 
been written in Colossians: It has pleased God the Father that in 
him all his fullness should dwell, and that through him he should rec­
oncile to himself all things, whether on the earth or in the heaJlens, mak­
ing peace through the blood of his cross [1: 19-20]. 

The salvali n of th rest >red per. on is toud d 011 by ""hal 
is sa id: By who, e grace vou IJcl/le beell smfed. For efficacy was giv n 
lO the sacram nts througl1 lh merit of th passion of C hdst, 
o that h aling gnc is given to th sick through it , a Ol'ding 

to Titus: But accordillg to hi mcrqy, he sCllled lis through the /)flth qf 



66 Theology, Life, and God's Word 

regeneration and renewal by the HolY Spirit; whom he has abundantlY 
poured out upon us through Jesus Christ our Savior [3 :5-6]. 

These four points are considered together in Romans in a 
passage where it says: But God commends his charity toward 
us-behold the author of the restoration-because when as yet we 
were sinners-behold the restorable fall-Christ died for us-in 
which the person of the Restorer is indicated-Much more now 
that we are justified by his blood, shall we be saved through him from 
the wrath-behold the salvation of the restored person [5: 8-9] . 

According to these four points, provided by the aforemen­
tioned passage, there are four books of "Sentences." In the 
first book, the author of the restoration is treated, that is, the 
blessed Trinity. In the second, the restorable one, that is, the 
person falling from the state of integrity and innocence. In the 
third, the person of the Restorer is considered, that is Christ, 
God and man. In the fourth, the salvation of the restored per­
son, which certainly consists in the expiation of the fault and 
the removal of all misery. 

Christ as the Mediator of Life 

Thus, it is evident how this entire book treats the explana­
tion of the mystery of our restoration. Nevertheless, in a more 
special manner, it looks to the third book in which it is shown 
how we have been brought to life through Christ. The apostle 
makes this known in that aforementioned passage when he 
says: He has brought us to life together with Christ. The apostle says 
this because God brings us to life in Christ, with Christ, through 
Christ, and according to Christ. 

In the first place, God has brought us to life in Christ, be­
cause he has shared our mortality of life in his person, accord­
ing to that passage in John: As the Father has life in himself, even so 
he has given to the Son to have life in himself [5:26]. Therefore, if 
the Son has life in himself, while he has taken to himself our 
mortality, he has joined us to the true and immortal life, and 
through this he has brought us to life in himself. 



Theology, Life, and God's Word 67 
-----------------

He has brought us to life with Christ, while Christ himself, 
who was life, lived among mortal men, according to that pas­
sage in the beginning of the First Epistle of John: Whatwasfrom 
the beginning, what we have seen with our ryes, what we have looked 
upon and our hands have handled: We speak of the Word of Life; and 
the Life was made known and we have seen, and now testifY and an­
nounce to you life eternal [1: 1-2]. So while he was seen on earth and 
lived among men [Bar 3:38], God brought us to life with Christ, 
when he made us live with him. 

He also brought us to life through Christ, when he snatched 
us from death through his death, according to that passage of 
the First Epistle of Peter: Christ also died once for sins, the just for 
the unjust, that he might bring us to God. Put to death indeed in the 
flesh, he was brought to life in the spirit [3: 18]. When Christ laid 
down his life for us, God brought the dead human race to life 
through him. 

Finally, he brought us to life according to Christ when he 
guided us through the path oflife according to his example, ac­
cording to that passage of the psalmist: You have made known to 
me the paths of life [15: 10]. He made known to us the paths of 
life when he gave us faith , hope, charity, and the gifts of grace. 
To these he added the commands according to which Christ 
himself walked and in which the path of life consists. It is ac­
cording to these that Christ has taught us to walk. God has 
brought us to life according to Christ because he guides his imi­
tators to life. 

The four of these points are found together in the second 
chapter of the Letter to the Philippians: He emptied himself, tak­
ing the form of a slave-behold the first, namely, that he united 
our mortality to his life-was made in the likeness of men-behold 
the second, namely, that he lived with humankind as a 
man-he humbled himself even to death-behold the third, 
namely, that he freed us from death through his death-be­
cause of this God exalted him-behold the fourth, namely, that af­
ter death he had many followers and imitators who believed in 
him [2 :7]. 
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Prologue to the Fourth Book of Sentences 

The druggist will make sweet confections and will make up 
ointments of health. [Sir 38:7] 

Those words are written in Sirach and, if thought of care­
fully, explain and setoff the subject matter of the fourth Book of 
Sentences in furtherance of our education and training. The ex­
planation comes through a twofold metaphor or figure of 
speech: namely, sweet corifections and ointments of health . By these 
we are given to understand that the medicine, which the sacra­
ments are, is pleasant as well as wholesome. Here we have a 
first-rate estimation of both the physician and his remedy. All 
a patient looks for in a medicine is that it be pleasant to take 
and effective as a cure. The ideal physician's medicine has 
both of these traits; as the poet said: "That man took every 
score there was who mixed the useful with the sweet." The sac­
raments as medicine, therefore, are sweet confections and 
ointments of health. As ointments of health, they relate to the 
cure of the patient; as sweet confections, they are concerned 
with pleasing God. As such they are opposed to the two as­
pects of wrongdoing: namely, offending God and damaging 
nature. It is by offending God that the human person is 
stripped of grace, and by damaging nature that wounds are in­
flicted on his humanity. The sacraments are, therefore, ideal 
remedies. They have the sweet quality that finds acceptance 
with God, thereby making reparation and petitioning for 
grace. They also clothe persons in their nakedness, possess the 
power to look after them in their sickness, and thus restore 
their humanity. 

The Fragrance of the Sacraments 

It is like the man going down from Jerusalem to Jericho and 
being stripped and left wounded but dressed again and healed 
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by the Samaritan. That Samaritan is Christ the Lord. In his 
person is this statement made: The druggist shall make sweet con­
fections, that is to say, he will institute fragrant sacraments 
which would be agreeable to the divine majesty. He shall make, 
it says, in the future tense since this was spoken at the time of 
the Mosiac Law in reference to the age of the law of grace. Even 
if you say confections and sacrifices fragrant to God were of­
fered in times past, still it was not due to their inherent worth 
that they were acceptable to God. The Lord commanded Mo­
ses, in the Book of Exodus, to make incense compounded by 
the work of the perfumer: You shall make incense, etc. [30:35]. 
He commanded Aaron to offer incense: You shall set the altar 
over against the veil [30:6]; and after that, he said: And Aaron shall 
burn incense upon it in the morning . .. in the evening he shall burn an 
everlasting incense [30: 7, 8]. In Leviticus, the phrase for a most 
sweet savor to the Lord recurs in regard to almost all oblations [cf. 
Lv 1:13; 2:2; 6:21; 23:18]. This was a perfume, however, 
which did not find acceptance with the Lord because of the in­
sufficiencies in the sacrifices of the Law, that had, as the apos­
tle points out, merely a shadow of the good things to come [Heb 
10: 1]. They were not pleasing, because of the uncleanness of 
the offerers as Isaiah says: Offer sacrifice no more in vain: incense is 
an abomination to me [1: 13]. The reason he gives is: Your hands 
are full of blood [1: 15]. 

If anybody is going to make sweet-smelling confections, he 
had better be free from all uncleanness and be filled with a 
scent that has true fragrance in it. Such was not to be had by, 
nor could it be produced by, men and women, because they 
would be unclean producers. So the Lord by his own power 
had to fit them with bodies, as we read in psalm 39, which the 
apostle applies to Christ: As he comes into the world, he says, No 
sacrifice, no offering was your demand; you have fitted me, instead, 
with a body. You have not found any pleasure in burnt sacrifices, in 
sacrifice for sin. See then, I said, I am coming [Heb 10:5-7] . Fitted is 
well said, for that all-clean Lord, as he made the Virgin clean 
"with a purity greater than which, under God, is unthinkable," 
fitted him with a body. He was to be a vessel of cleanliness con-
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taining every fragrance . The patriarch Jacob, in Genesis, with a 
presentiment of this, pronounced: The smell of my son is as the 
smell of a plentiful field which the Lord has blessed [27:27]. No, 
Christ was the perfect dealer in unguents; he did not go beg­
ging his scent elsewhere, but was himself redolent of the Fa­
ther. Filled as he was with that scent, to pass it on to others he 
offered himself for us all to God the Father, according to Ephe­
sians: He loved us and gave himself on our behalf, a sacrifice breathing 
out fragrance as he qffered it to God [5 :2]. It was then that the ala­
baster box was broken and the whole house was scented with 
the ointment. It was then that we all received something out of 
this abundance since God propitiated, not only by the passion 
itself, but even by what constitutes "memorials" of the pas­
sion. It is not alone the passion that is a "sweet confection," 
but so are also those things that call it to mind: namely, the 
sacraments. This is in line with what we read in Sirach: The 
memory of J osias is like the composition of a sweet smell made by the a1t 
of a peifumer [49: 1]. J osias here standing for the suffering 
Christ, for the name Josias means "where the Lord's incense 
is" or "to whom belongs the Lord's sacrifice". The sacraments 
are memorial signs of the passion that was accomplished in the 
past. The house of the Church militant is filled to overflowing 
with these memorials. So it is filled with the odor of the oint­
ment in accordance with what the Holy Spirit says in the Song 
of Songs: The sweet smell of your ointments is above all aromatic 
spices [4:40]. The druggist, therefore, shall make sweet confections, 
ones, that is, that are pleasing to God. 

The Curative Power of the Sacraments 

In no less a fashion shall he make up ointments of health: 
namely, sacraments which cure disease. In the Law, you did 
certainly have anointings which were symbolic, though they 
were not curative; the anointing was superficial, while the dis­
ease was lethal. On this point, the apostle tells the Hebrews 
that the legal remedies have no power where conscience is con-
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cern ed, to bring the worshiper to his full growth; they are but outward 
observances, connected with food and drink and ceremonial washings 
on this occasion or that [Heb 9:9]. It was because their anointings 
were on the flesh, whereas the lethal wound was in the soul, 
that they were powerless as remedies. That sins should be taken 
away by the blood of bulls and goats is impossible [Heb 10:4]. You 
have Isaiah, too, crying out in his first chapter: Wounds and 
bruises and swelling sores are not bound up, nor dressed norfomented 
with oil [1: 6]. He is referring to the three kinds of sin constitut­
ing man's illness: wounds are original sin, bruises are venial sin, 
and swelling sores are mortal sin. This is why just before that, he 
said: The whole head is sick, and the whole heart is sad [1:5]. 

With regard to this, then, if anybody is going to make 
health-giving ointments, he had better produce an anointing 
that is spiritual and one that has vital efficacy in it. Christ the 
Lord was the one to do it; he was the true "Christus," the 
anointed one, as in Isaiah: The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,jor he 
has anointed me. He has sent me to preach to the meek, etc. [61: 1] . 
That this is to be interpreted as referring to Christ he himself is 
the witness in the fourth chapter of Luke, where, after reading 
out that text, he said: This scripture which I have read in your hear­
ing is today fulfzlled [4:21]. He is the one who had power to 
make up a healing ointment, according to what Saint Peter 
says of him in Acts: God anointed him with the Holy Spirit and 
with power, so that he went about doing good, and curing all those who 
were under the devi/'s ryranny, for God was in him [10:38]. He 
anointed him with the Holy Spirit, so he produced that spiritual 
ointment; he anointed him with power, hence its vital efficacy. 
Through his anointing, God was in him; he himself being God 
and thus having life in himself: As the Father has within him the 
gift of life, so he has granted to the Son that he too should have within 
him the gift of life [In 5:26]. 

Because he had life within himself, he had power to revive 
those who were dead. So he made ointments which were cures 
for lethal disease. It was when he united our mortal nature 
with life, that he, who was life, died. Then was that confection 
made, in which and by means of which he who was dead finds 
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life again. It is from his death that the sacraments derive their 
life-giving efficacy. In connection with the text in Ephesians, 
This is a great sacrament, and I am applying it here to Christ and his 
Church [5:32], Augustine's words are these: "Adam sleeps that 
Eve may appear; Christ dies, that the Church may appear. Eve 
was made out of the side of the sleeping Adam; the Church was 
formed by the mysteries that flowed from the lance-pierced 
side of the dead Christ." It is more fitting to speak of the sacra­
ments as emanating from the "side" than from the feet or 
hands-blood flowed from these-because a more suitable 
sign is implied, in that blood and water came forth together. 
Moreover, they flowed out of one who was already dead. This 
offers a rather fitting description of the constitution and insti­
tution of the sacraments. The vital blood flowed forth with wa­
ter: This means the sacraments acquire their efficacy when 
death is joined to life. The sacraments are instituted with 
"word" and" element" together; so we speak of them as being 
not only "made" but "made up" for healing. 

These sacraments, therefore, are perfect cures. Our druggist 
made these sweet confections to be agreeable to God. He made 
them, these ointments of health, to cure the sickness of human­
kind. They are healing anointings, because they both confer 
health and make us ready for health. They confer the basic 
health we need, the health that comes with grace, of which the 
psalm speaks: He heals the broken-hearted, and binds up all their 
wounds [146:3]. They make us ready to receive perfect health, 
the health that comes with glory, of which another psalm 
speaks: It is he who forgives allyour guilt, who heals every one of your 
ills [102:3]. He does this in the life of glory. 



The Cultivation of God's Word 

As an expression of evangelical spirituality, the Franciscan way oflife 
embraced by Bonaventure considered preaching to be an essential di­
mens ion of ministry. The origin of the Franciscan community 
arOW1d t he year 1209, ac ording LO the early biographers of Francis 
uf Assisi, was li nked :i ns parabJy with the gospel mandate to an­
nounc -h kingdom or GoLl lhr(lughout the world. Francis and his 
friars earned a deserved reputation for a simple, direct style of 
preaching that moved r ople everywhere to dedicate themselves to 
fu ll owing llrist, the Wo rd of God. The formal Rule of Life for the 
Franciscan community, composed in 1221 and revised in 1223, fol­
lowed the prescriptions of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 and 
urged friars to proclaim the word of God in conformity with the 
guidelines of the Roman Catholic Church. This ministerial injunc­
tion necessitated a formal theological education and opened the door 
to numerous, learned Franciscans, beginning with the noted theolo­
gian and evangelist, Anthony of Padua, to undertake the instruction 
of the friars . Bonaventure's CommentaJY on the Gospel of Luke under­
scores his commitment to the formation of educated preachers, while 
his numerous sermons testify to his passion for preaching. 
The three sermons of Bonaventure presented in this chapter employ 
metaphors linked with the planting, cultivation, and harvest of 
God's word. These agrarian images are grounded in Bonaventure's 
conception of preaching as sowing the divine seed. The first sermon 
speaks of the seed of God's word scattered throughout the fields of 
human conscience. This seed bears the fruit of grace when heard with 
reverence and put into practice. The second sermon compares the 
word of God to sunlight. Just as the rays of the sun encourage a tree to 
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bring forth;\ harvest of good fruit , di vine speech enli1-\hl c llS the soul 
and fosters an abl1 11Cl:mce of good works. God's word illuminates the 
soul through the understandi ng of truth , inn:'lmcs t he soul with love, 
and strengthens lhe soul with hope. Receptivity is a ma jor theme of 
lhe third scrm OI I . The seed of God 's word is unable 1.0 germinate in 
the human heart if the tangled weeds of sin remain . Corurilion be­
gins the necessary task of rOOling oul sin and is Followed by mortiOca­
tion and the desire (or God . Only th en m:.y God's word be Ilcard with 
reverence, embraced wi th fidelity. and pract iced in good deeds. TILl: 
harvest is ev ident. Bon:lVenlurc say~, in Ihe purity. undcrst,lIlding 
<l1 ld in timacy with Christ , the Word o rGod , enjoyed by Ihose whose 
hearts have provided gl.XXl soil ror the !'>i .. "Cd or God 's word, 
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Sermon for the Fifth Sunday 
after the Epiphany 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed 
good seed in his field. [Mt 13:24] 

Then Elijah arose, a prophet burning like fire, and his word blazed 
like a torch [Sir 48:1]. This passage from the Book of Sirach 
aptly describes the prophet Elijah, who would harshly reprove 
erring sinners, but at the same time would set before them the 
word of truth. It also lets us understand several things about 
the task of preaching. First, it tells us that the preacher must 
rise above all carnal-mindedness, so that he might delight the 
angelic hosts; this is indicated by the words: then Elijah arose. 
He must also be inflamed with charity, so that he might burn 
within for the salvation of all people, as we see when it says: 
burning like fire. Finally, he must be resplendent through a holy 
manner of life, so that he might outwardly shed light on the 
minds of his neighbors, as we see in the following phrase: and 
his word blazed like a torch. 

My dear friends, I am neither free from carnal desires, nor 
am I wholly inflamed with the fire of love, and my life is cer­
tainly far from being resplendent in holiness. Therefore, be­
fore I say anything else, let us implore our tender and 
compassionate God, so that according to his mercy he might 
sever me from worldly desires, enkindle me with love, and be­
stow on me the light of his holiness. Thus, forgetting my 
earthly passions, inflamed with divine love and shining with 
the splendor of holiness, I might speak with you a while for the 
glory of God and the salvation of our souls. 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good 
seed in his field. According to the blessed Dionysius, "the divine 
ray can enlighten us only by being concealed in a variety of sa­
cred veils." So our Lord Jesus Christ, knowing that it would be 
more beneficial for our sight-impaired race, chose in today's 
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text to explain the marvelous work of the creation of human­
kind through the apt metaphor of a man sowing good seed in 
his field. Indeed the Lord sowed good seed in his field when, in the 
field which is the fabric of the world, he made humankind ac­
cording to his own image and likeness [Gn I :26]. This excellent 
metaphor captures several dimensions of this creation: its op­
erative principle, through the image of the man; its receptive 
subject, through the symbol of the field; and the intermediate 
act, through the sowing of good seed. First of all, the operative 
principle of creation is expressed when our Lord says: The king­
dom o/heaven may be compared to a man. That "man," metaphori­
cally speaking, is God. Second, the receptive subject of the 
creation of humankind is indicated when the passage contin­
ues with in his field. The field is the fabric of this world. Finally, 
the intermediate creative act is inferred in the words: sowed 
good seed, inasmuch as God created humankind according to 
his own image and likeness. 

The Operative Principle of Creation: 
the Origin, Means, and End 

Let us turn to the first point. It says: The kingdom 0/ heaven 
mqy be compared to a man: This metaphor of "a man" indicates 
the operative principle of creation. Now, anything is under­
stood truly and perfectly when one knows its origin, its means, 
and its end. And so, if we wish to comprehend perfectly the 
creation of humankind, at least insofar as the limitations of 
our minds permit, we must come to an understanding of our 
origin, our means, and our end. As we have seen, it is only then 
that one can arrive at a truly complete knowledge of a thing. 
Now the source of creation-not simply of humankind but of 
the whole universe-is the operation of a power making all 
things supernaturally; its means is the guidance of a wisdom 
ordering all things harmoniously; and its end is the consum­
mation of a mercy and a justice rendering to all things accord­
ing to lheir merils. Therefore, we will firsl examiIle lhe 
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creation of humankind as the act of a power which serves as its 
operative principle by means of the story of the man sowing 
good seed in his field; second we will examine the governance 
of wisdom as its directive intends through the story of the head 
of the household who brings laborers into his vineyard; and 
third, the consummation of mercy and justice, as creation's fi­
nal end, through the story of the king settling accounts with 
his servants. 

First of all, let us look at the creation of humanldnd insofar 
as it is the product of a power serving as its operative principle 
by means of the story of the man sowing good seed in his field. 
Thus Matthew tells us: The kingdom ifheaven may be compared to 
someone who sowed good seed in his field, but while people were asleep, 
an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat [13 :24-25]. The 
Lord sowed good seed in his field; namely, in the fabric of the 
world, when he created humanldnd in his own image and like­
ness; but an enemy, namely the devil, while people were 
asleep-now this refers to Adam and Eve, who were neglectful 
in observing the commands of God-sowed weeds, that is, vices 
and sins, from which were born children ofwrath [Eph 2:3]. This 
exposition is based on the words of the Lord himself, for the 
passage continues: And his disciples approached him, saying, "Ex­
plain to us the parable if the weeds of the field. " He answered, "The one 
who sows the good seed is the Son of Man, the field is the world, and the 
good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children if 
the evil one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil" [Mt 
13:36-39]. 

The second aspect, the governance of wisdom serving as cre­
ation 's directive means, may be illustrated through the story of 
the head of the household who brings laborers into his vine­
yard. In Matthew we read: For the kingdom ofheaven is like a land­
owner who went out earry in the morning to hire laborers for his 
Vineyard, and so on [20: 1-16]. This parable describes the reign 
of God from its beginning until its end, for it tells us that he in­
vited workers into his vineyard at five different times; namely 
earry in the morning . . . at the third hour. . . the sixth hour. . . the 
ninth hour . .. and at the eleventh hour. He sent workers earry in the 
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morning when he gave the natural law; at the third hour when he 
gave the written Law; at the sixth hour, when he sent prophets to 
teach the people; at the ninth hour when he gave the New Law, 
sending his apostles to preach it to every creature [Mk 16: 15]; 
and at the eleventh hour when, following the apostles, he sent 
preachers and teachers, and indeed keeps sending them, until 
the very end. 

The third aspect, the consummation of mercy and justice, 
which represents creation's final end, may be seen in the story 
of the ruler who wished to tally his servants' accounts. Again, 
Matthew tells us: The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king 
who wished to settle accounts with his servants, and so on 
[18:23-35]. Now in this parable, the operation of divine mercy 
is illustrated in the forgiveness of the debt, the work of divine 
justice in the condemnation of the wicked servant. Thus, even if 
all the paths of the Lord are merry and truth [Ps 25: 10], this is espe­
cially evident at the end when mercy is manifest in the reward 
of the good and justice in the punishment of the wicked. It is 
for this reason that the prophet David sings: Two things have I 
heard-namely mercy and justice: that you repay to each one ac­
cording to his works [Ps 62: 11-12]. To the good, who possess the 
merit of grace, he will give the reward of glory, but to the 
wicked who possess the demerit of sin, the divine justice will 
render the torment of Gehenna. 

The Receptive Subject of Creation: 
the World, Inner Conscience, and Heaven 

Let us now turn to the phrase: in his field. This brings us to 
my second point: the creation of humankind in terms of its re­
ceptive subject, designated here by the word "field." As the 
Lord explains it, in this instance the field signifies the world 
from which man was formed in regard to his body of clay [Gn 
2:7]; in regard to his soul, however, he was formed out of noth­
ing. Now in the scripture we find that the word "field" is used 
to signify the fabric of the world, the inner conscience, and our 
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heavenly homeland. So we have the field of the fabric of the 
world, the inner conscience, and the heavenly homeland. The 
field which is the fabric of the world should be disdained as an 
occasion of wandering and deviancy. The field which is the in­
ner conscience should be cultivated, for it can receive the word 
of God, but the field which is the heavenly homeland should 
be desired for the fragrance and the beauty of its divine flower. 

First, let us consider why the field of the fabric of this world 
should be disdained as being a source of wandering and devi­
ancy. Job alludes to this in the passage: For it-namely, Behe­
moth-the mountains yield food, where all the beasts of the field play 
[40:20]. It is because of their inordinate attachment to this 
mundane field that sinners turn away from God; therefore, 
their hearts yield the prickly fruits of vice, which Behemoth, 
that is, the devil, feeds on and delights in. All the beasts of the 
field, namely, the devils lurking in this world, play there. They 
applaud, when through their devious tricks they manage to en­
tice human souls made in the image of God into earthly affec­
tions, deterring them from the love of penance with the 
distraction of vain ideas, alluring them instead with the charm 
of worldly pleasures. Thus, in the book of Genesis it is said of 
Joseph: A manfound him wandering in thefield [37:15]. Joseph 
wandering in the field, whose name is interpreted here as "at­
tachment," stands for the person who attaches his heart to the 
fleeting delights of the field of the world for love of them, he 
has wandered away from the path of seeking the ldngdom of 
God, even though it is gratuitous, free of cost, and available to 
all. The heart of the greedy person strays in this manner, for 
what is gratuitous, he would make cheap; what is free of cost, 
something base, and what is available to all, he would appro­
priate to himself. Because of this deviant error, this worldly 
field should be disdained, even if we must make use of it to 
take care of our bodily needs. 

Now the second field, that of the inner conscience, should 
be cultivated so that it might receive the word of God. Prov­
erbs admonishes us: Diligently till your field [24:27]. The Wise 
One goes on to relate in the same passage: I passed by the field of 
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one who was la0', by the vineyard of a stupid person; and see, it was all 
overgrown with thorns; the ground was covered with nettles, and its 
stone wall was broken down [24:30-31]. Having observed this, let 
it serve as an example. Thefield stands for the body; the vine-

yard, the soul. These will become overgrown with the thorns of 
vices and the nettles of wanton desires unless cultivated 
through holy discipline and good training. The stone wall is bro­
ken down when the bulwark of virtue is abandoned. So when 
wise persons see all this, they learn from this example to rid the 
field of their conscience, indeed of their entire body, from the 
thorns of vices through the good exercise of virtuous conduct 
and the nettles of wanton desires through the discipline of con­
stant mortification. What is written in the prophet Zechariah 
is thus fulfilled: The Lord will give to each year grass in the field 
[10:1]. 

The third field, that of the heavenly homeland, should be 
desired for the fragrance and beauty of the divine flower. In­
deed, one reads in the psalm: I know all the birds of the air, and 
with me is the beauty oj the field [50: 11]. This beauty of heavenly 
glory, which one finds in God the Father, is nothing else than 
the beauty of all things, sensible and insensible, rational and 
irrational, of the humanity of Christ and of God one and tri­
une. These are given to the contemplation of the glorified 
spirit, symbolized by the birds oj the air, because the wings of 
contemplation are raised even to union with the heaven where 
the Trinity resides. From the beauty oJthatfteld such a fragrance 
emanates that it reaches one's inmost being and intoxicates 
the whole heavenly court. It was this perfume that the holy 
Isaac sensed in Jacob when he exclaimed in the spirit of proph­
ecy: Ah, the smell oj my son is like the smell of a field that the Lord has 
blessed [Gn 27:27]. Indeed, Christ too was like a field filled 
with the flowers of virtue, namely with the roses of grace and 
the lilies of the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the fruits of sweet 
consolations. It is their fragrance which the contemplative 
soul experiences when it utters the cry of the Song of Songs: 
Come, my beloved, let us go Jorth into the field [7: 11]. 
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The Intermediate Act of Creation: 
Material, Spiritual, and Heavenly Influences 

We now have reached our third point: the creation of hu­
mankind from the viewpoint of the intermediate act, ex­
pressed in the sowing of good seed, for the parable tells us: he 
sowed good seed. Properly speaking, the Creative Power first 
sowed both spiritual and material substances into the field of 
the fabric of the world, giving the substratum of natural exis­
tence. The Wisdom governing the inner field of the conscience 
and the soul then sowed heavenly influences, granting the per­
fected existence of grace. The Goodness drawing all things to 
their completion finally sowed in the field of the heavenly 
homeland the everlasting splendors which bestow the fulfilled 
existence of glory. 

First of all, the Creative Power sowed in the field of the fab­
ric of the world both spiritual and material substances, giving 
the substratum of natural existence. As Jeremiah says: I planted 
you as my choice Vineyard, all true seed [2:21]. This Vineyard planted 
by almighty God is the world. His true seed is humankind, for 
being fashioned according to the image and likeness of God, it 
was intended to be seed disposed to the moisture of heavenly 
rain, sprouting up into the vigor of grace and growing until the 
mature harvest of glory. An enenry, that is, the devil, sowed the 
false seed of vices and sins in order to suffocate the true seed, 
so that it might not sprout into the bud of grace. This is what 
Matthew tells us: "Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? 
Where, then, did these weeds come from?" He answered, "An enemy 
has done this" [3:27-28]. 

Then the Wisdom governing the inner field of the con­
science, or soul, has sown heavenly influences, granting the 
perfected existence of grace. Thus Hosea prophesied: I will sow 
her for myself in the earth; and I will have mercy on her that was with­
out mercy [2:23]. God had compassion on erring souls when 
from them he weeded out all the thorns of vice, sowing in­
stead, as in choice earth, the seed of the word of God, which 
could sprout into grace and grow until the full harvest of glory. 
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This is why the Lord also says in Matthew: But as for what was 
sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands 
it, who indeed bearsfruit [13:23]. The word of God is sown on good 
soil when it is heard with reverence and understood by being 
put into practice; for it is then that the devout soul, like good 
soil, bears the fruit of grace when it carries into action what it 
has grasped. 

Finally, the Goodness which draws creatures to the heav­
enly field has sown the everlasting splendors which bestow the 
fulfilled existence of glory. Thus, Isaiah says: These are the seed 
whom the Lord has blessed. I will greatry rejoice in the Lord, my soul 
shall exult in my God;for he has clothed me with the garments of salva­
tion [61 :9-10]. These are the seed: namely, the everlasting splen­
dors shining in the presence of the divine beauty. These the 
Lord has blessed with the beatitude of glory. With this immedi­
ate vision of the face of God, the glorified soul is seized with 
such an overwhelming desire to greatry rejoice with supreme 
gladness, both exteriorly, at the sight of the humanity of 
Christ, and interiorly, in God, at the sight of the Godhead. 
These truly have been clothed with the garments of salvation. May 
the Lord grant that we may be worthy to enter there .. 
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Sermon for Passion Sunday 

If someone keeps my word, he will not taste eternal death. [J n 
8:52] 

83 

Since it is the duty of a good gardener to uproot a tree that 
does not produce fruit and throw it out, so that it does not take 
up space in the garden to no avail, Our Lord Jesus Christ 
speaks the aforementioned words If someone, etc. In this regard 
he wishes, just like a good gardener, for each tree in his garden, 
namely, the Church on earth, to bear fruit, so that it would not 
be cut down by the axe of eternal damnation. Just as there is a 
certain order in cultivating a tree-first, the tree receives the 
influence of the sun's rays, then the tree produces a bountiful 
harvest of fruit, and, thereafter, great care must be taken to en­
sure that the tree does not perish-so, too, in the manner of its 
expression there is a certain order in the aforementioned say­
ing of our Lord. First, the saying notes the emanation of the di­
vine ray of goodness in the phrase my word; second, the saying 
notes the bountiful harvest of good work when it joins the for­
mer to the phrase If someone keeps; third, the saying notes the es­
cape from eternal damnation when it concludes he will not taste 
eternal death. 

The Influence of the Word of God on the Soul 

First, the emanation of the divine ray is expressed when Je­
sus says my word. Just as a physical tree is disposed through the 
sun's influence to bring forth good fruits, so too the spiritual 
tree, that is, the human soul, is disposed through the emana­
tion of the divine and good speech to multiply works of justice 
and holiness in all of its various powers. Indeed, the divine 
speech first illuminates the rational power of the soul through 
the understanding of the truth of the faith, then enkindles the 
desiring power of the soul through the good will of Christ's 
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love, and finally strengthens the spirited part of the soul 
through the persevering endurance of hope. When the soul 
has these three things, namely, faith, hope, and charity, then 
the soul is well disposed in all of its powers to acting well. 

The divine speech first illuminates the rational power of the 
soul through the understanding of the truth of the faith. This 
is the reason for what is said in the Psalms: The expression of your 
speech brings enlightenment and gives understanding to the little ones. 
I drew up my spirit and opened my mouth, because I was earnestry 
seeking to fulftll your commands [118: 130-131]. For if someone 
wishes to be enlightened by the ray of the divine speech, one 
must prepare and dispose oneself after the manner of David 
when he says: I have opened my mouth; that is, one should ready 
oneself, calling upon the divine name in prayer with the ear­
nest desire to pay heed to the divine precepts. There is no 
better preparation for coming to know the truth than calling 
upon the divine name in prayer together with steadfast obedi­
ence to the divine precepts. And I drew up my spirit, says David, 
through gathering together and returning both the senses and 
exterior acts to inward things, since one who lessens his outward 
a tiJ1i~y ,,.,,ilI perceilll: tnw wiulmn. T hen will the expression vf.your 
speech through its own words giving a 1 aT explanat ion of th ' 
divin c1oqu · nc wilhin, enligltt n allYOl e hearing lh · s· 
words without. Th understanding of how to put into pm tic 
lhoro-ughly what is heard r spe tfully is given to the little ones, 
not to the proud since the swollen pride of the mind is a stum­
bling block to understanding the truth. "Pride may build up 
our spirit, but it also casts a shadow over our minds," as Greg­
ory says in his Moral Lessons. John also speaks of the need for 
preparing the mind to receive the illumination of truth when 
he says: If you keep my word,you will trury be my diSCiples [8:31]. 
You will come to know the truth and the truth will set you free, that is 
to say, free from the shadows of ignorance and spiritual blind­
ness. This is why John also says: Make yourselves hory in the truth 
since your speech is truth [1 7: 1 7]. 

Secondly, the divine speech enkindles the concupiscible ap­
petite with the goodwill of Christ. Hence, it is said in Proverbs 
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that the speech of God is a fiery shield for all of those who hope in the 
dipine merry [30:5]. The divine speech is, accordingly, a fiery 
shield in the manner of fire, so that it may not grow lukewarm 
within us by the weakness of fear, and it shields the whole 
body after the manner of a shield and a breastplate, so that it 
may not be injured or attacked by any temptation of the deviL 
Likewise, this same feature of the divine speech is discussed in 
Hebrews: Living is the speech of God and poweiful and more cutting 
than a two-headed sword, reaching, indeed, to the division of spirit and 
body [4: 12]. 

Thirdly, the divine speech strengthens the irascible appetite 
with persevering endurance of hope. It is said in the Gospel of 
Luke: I shall show you what every person is like who comes to me, hears 
nry words, and does what thry say. He is like a man building a house 
who dug deep into the ground and placed its foundation upon rock. 
When a flood came, its waters rushed upon the house but could not 
move it at all; for the house had been founded upon rock [6:47-48]. 
Every person who comes to me through faith and hears my 
words with devout attention and does what thry say through the 
performance of good works is like a man, that is, Christ the Me­
diator, building a house, the Church. The interlinear explana­
tion regards the next words who dug deep into the ground and 
places its foundation upon rock as referring to the basis of the 
Church not being the changeable character of earthly things 
but the everlastingness of eternal things. The "Gloss" on this 
text therefore states: "He dug deep into the ground indicates 
someone who, instructed by the precepts of humility, alto­
gether uproots all earthly things from his heart, so that he may 
not serve God on account of any changing thing and have a 
lasting home merely in earthly things." When the flood came, 
that is, when persecution arose, its waters rushed, that is, the 
lust of the flesh, the delights of the world, and the attack of 
devils; upon that house, that is, "the building of the virtues" and 
could not move it, that is, destroy it. The cause of this failure to 
destroy the Church is that it was built upon a rock, that is, Christ: 
"What falls away is not built upon Christ." A similar state­
ment is made in the Second Book of Maccabees: He armed each 
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one of them not with the strength of shield and spear, but with his best 
words [15: 11]. 

The Harvest of Good Works 

There follows after this the words if someone keeps where we 
find some indication of the fruit of good works. To the extent 
that the soul is enlightened by the influence of the divine 
speech, enkindled by the charity of Christ, and strengthened 
by the persevering endurance of hope, it is very well disposed 
to heeding the divine word. It is from heeding this word that it 
produces fruit of good works in great abundance. For this rea­
son the soul, acting in accordance with the aforementioned 
threefold disposition grounded in the influence of the divine 
word, ought to be fruitful or heed the divine speech, which is 
tantamount to being fruitful through good works. First, inso­
far as it is enlightened by the truth of the faith, the soul ought 
to keep the divine word in the purity of its conscience by 
scorning the world. Second, insofar as it is enkindled by the 
goodwill of Christ's charity, it ought to keep the divine speech 
with the full breadth of goodwill by loving God. Third, if it is 
strengthened by the persevering endurance of hope, it should 
keep the divine speech with the strength of patience byendur­
ing evil. 

Turning to the first of these points, we may say that the soul 
should, inasmuch as it is enlightened by the truth of the faith, 
keep the divine word with a pure conscience by despising the 
world. This is why we read in John: I declared your name to those 
persons whom you galle me from the world; thry were yours but you galle 
them to me and thry halle kept your word [1 7: 6]. This saying is in 
the person of Christ speaking to the Father: I declared your name 
to those persons, that is, to simple and humble ordinary men the 
truth that you hid from the wise and astute; whom you galle me from 
the world [Mt 11 :25] because of the need to keep them pure 
and clean, which cannot be accomplished in the world. Every­
thing in the world is either the concupiscence of the flesh, 
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which makes people pleasure-seeking and licentious, or the 
concupiscence of the eyes, which makes them desirous and 
greedy, or the pride of life, which makes them powerful and 
seekers of power. They were yours through the grace of adoption 
but you gave them to me as my disciples to make them knowledge­
able in the way of salvation. This is why God first adopts each 
person like a son and then hands him over to Christ, or to his 
representative, as his disciple so that he may learn to scorn 
earthly things and seek heavenly ones. This is also why the 
apostles, being cleansed and rendered faultless through their 
scorning of earthly things and their desire for divine things, 
kept the divine word in the purity of their consciences, which 
is needed to keep the divine word. 

Second, the soul enkindled by the love of Christ ought to 
keep the divine word in its love of God with the breadth of 
good-will. It is said in John: If someone loves me, he will keep my 
word and my Father will love him; and we shall come to him and make 
our dwelling in him [14:23]. Since the proof of divine love con­
sists in the display of good works, the Lord says: If someone loves 
me, he will keep my word; as ifhe should say "my love is proved by 
good works" insofar as "the love of God does great things, if it 
is truly present; if someone's love refuses to perform great and 
good things, it is not really the love of God." Our Lord adds: 
and my Father will love him, on account of the keeping of his 
word; for the fruit of the human obedience or good works is 
the condescending bestowal of the divine love and tenderness. 
And we shall come to him, this is through the sevenfold gift of di­
vine grace, and we shall make our dwelling in him, that is, through 
the broadcasting and fulfillment of good works. This is why we 
read in the Book of Wisdom: Desire then my words and hold them 
dear, and you shall have diSCipline [6: 12], this is discipline of fa­
therly correction, not the sentence of eternal damnation. 

Third, strengthened by the persevering endurance of hope, 
the soul ought to keep the divine speech in enduring evil with 
the firmness of long suffering. In Revelation it says: Because you 
have kept the word oj my long suffering, I shall preserve you from the 
hour oj temptation [3: 10]. Someone keeps the word of long suf-
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fering who through the model of patience never ceases to heed 
the divine speech, no matter how many the enticements, con­
demnations, or insults encountered, which encourage to give 
up. To such a person, Christ says: I shall saveyoufrom the hour if 
temptation; and particularly in the case of death, wherein the 
devil always tries to tempt human beings in such a way that he 
may ultimately undermine their salvation. Wherefore Greg­
ory writes in his Moral Lessons: "Unless our merciful Lord 
slightened the trials before us in such a way as to make them 
proportionate to human powers, no one would be able to 
avoid the snares of the evil ones." 

Freedom From Eternal Death 

To return to the main text of John, let us follow closely the 
meaning of the final phrase he will not taste eternal death [8:52]. 
In this saying we see an indication that if we are faithful we 
shall experience an escape, or freedom, from eternal death. Yet 
because no one can be free from the death of the eternal calam­
ity unless he is preserved or freed from the death of his own 
sinfulness, and likewise it is impossible for someone to be free 
from that same death unless he first is free from the death of 
original sin, each mature member of the Church heeding the 
divine speech undergoes a series of liberations throughout 
their lives. First, they are freed from the death of original sin 
through the grace of baptism. Next, they are freed or preserved 
from the death of their own sinfulness through the grace of 
penance. Finally, they are freed from the death of eternal pun­
ishment through glory which makes them like unto God. 

First, then, a member of the Church is freed from the death 
of original sin through the grace of baptism. We read in Paul's 
Letter to the Romans: For as by the Sinfulness if one man death en­
tered into human life, all the more will those who receive the abundance 
if grace, gifts, and justice reign in the eternal life through the one Christ 
Jesus [5: I 7]. For if by the Sinfulness of one man, our first parent, 
death has ruled in the lives of all others who have descended 
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from that source through the means oflust and sensual desire, 
all the more those who receive the abundance oj grace in the kind­
heartedness of adoption and gift in the fullness of the charisms 
of the Holy Spirit and justice in the promotion of good works 
will reign in the eternal life of grace through baptism as heirs and 
kings of the kingdom of heaven through the one Christ Jesus. Here 
the apostle argues by topical inferential rule" a minori," in that 
the grace of Christ is much more strong in its goodness than 
the fault of our first parent was in its evil. This is why, too, we 
read in the First Letter to the Corinthians: Just as all die inAdam 
by the demerit of his lie, so too all will live in Christ through the 
sacrament of baptism by the merit of his passion [15:22]. 

Second, a member of the Church is freed from the death of 
his own sinfulness through the grace of penance. We read in 
Ephesians: Those who sleep wake up and rise from the dead, and 
Christ will enlighten you [5: 14]. Those who sleep should wake up 
through despising their own evildoing, rise through abandon­
ing their sinful ways from the dead, that is, from the deadly 
deeds committed in mortal sin outside the bounds of charity. 
Nothing done outside the bounds of charity is worthy of eter­
nal reward. And Christ will enlighten you through the pouring 
forth of the illuminating grace through which we come to 
know the true difference and distance of good from evil. Our 
souls know they have wandered from the path of righteous­
ness when they remain steadfast and delight in evil and have 
scorned the Unchanging Good. We read about this in the 
Psalms: Who is the man who will live and will not see death? How 
will he rescue his soulfrom the hand ojhell? [88:49]. The answer is: 
The one who will live by the life of grace, and he will not see the 
death of his own failings who saves his soul from the hand of 
hell by practicing the works of penance. 

Third, a member of the Church is freed from the death of 
eternal punishment through the glory which makes him like 
unto God. We read in the First Letter to the Corinthians: For it 
is necessary that this corruptible flesh put on incorruptibiliry and this 
mortal nature dons immortality. When moreover this mortal nature 
has donned immortaliry, then the saying will be fulfilled which states 
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"death has been swallowed up in victory" [15:53-54]. It is necessary 
moreover that this corruptible mortal flesh put on incorruptibility 
and immortality through conformity to the purity of Christ's 
body, Christ who is our head. Otherwise something unfitting 
would occur: The head would be beautiful and immortal, 
while the other members of the body would be corruptible and 
deformed. Once we are conformed to Christ, death will be swal­
lowed up in the victory of the resurrection of Christ. 

Sermon for the Second Sunday before Lent 

But that on the good ground are those who, when they hear the 
word, hold it fast in a good and honest heart and bringforth 
frUit with patience. [Lk 8: 15] 

Give an occasion to the wise, and they will become wiser still. In the 
words of this second passage taken from the Book of Proverbs 
[9:9], three things are described which are required of anyone 
who wishes to propound the word of God. These are a spirit of 
generosity, brevity in speech, and the prospect of usefulness. A 
generous spirit is indicated when it says: Give. That is, do not 
sell it for a price or barter it, for the Lord says: Freery you have re­
ceived, freery give [Mt 10:8]. Brevity in speech is alluded to in 
what follows: an occasion. Such an occasion is offered to listen­
ers when, in the words of the Rule of the Friars Minor "a brief 
discourse, vices and virtues" are proclaimed to them "because a 
short word the Lord made upon the earth." The prospect of useful­
ness is noted when it concludes: and they will become wiser still. 
So, dear friends, let us beseech the Lord at the beginning of 
this sermon that he might give me a generous spirit and brevity 
in speech, so that something useful for you might result. 
Amen. 
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But that on the good ground are those who, when thry hear the word, 
hold it fast in a good and honest heart and bringforth fruit with pa­
tience. According to Saint Gregory in his Moral Lessons, "humil­
ity discloses to us the light of understanding, pride conceals 
it." So our Lord Jesus Christ, aware that it was well-pleasing to 
God the Father, proclaimed the reign of God to proud, 
haughty, human beings only through parables, so that he 
might humble the conceited minds of those who heard but did 
not understand. To his disciples, to whom it was given to know 
the mystery of the kingdom of God [Mt 13: 11], he laid open the 
meaning of the parable in today's gospel when he told them in 
this passage which concludes his exposition of this parable: 
But that on the good ground are those, etc. Notice that in this para­
ble he proceeds in a very orderly fashion. As we all know, if 
earthly soil is to yield fruit, first of all it must be prepared, then 
sown; only afterwards may fruit be gathered from it. So in this 
passage, we are informed first about the necessary preparation 
of our hearts; secondly, about the steadfast reception of the di­
vine seed; and thirdly, once the seed has been received, about 
the fruit which is produced in due season. It alludes to the nec­
essary preparation of the heart in the words: that on the good 
ground, for this goodness of the ground is nothing else than the 
proper preparation of our heart. Next, it refers to the steadfast 
reception of the divine seed when it says: those who, when thry 
hear the word, hold it fast in a good and honest heart. Finally, it 
speaks of the received seed bearing fruit in its season when it 
concludes: and bringforth fruit with patience. This refers to those 
who endure persecution patiently on account of the word of 
God, and all other kinds of afflictions as well, whether these be 
caused by others or come from within. 

Preparation of the Heart for the Word of God 

Let us first examine, then, the necessary preparation of our 
heart in the passage: that on the good ground. We should ready 
our heart, which Christ here describes through the metaphor 
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of "the good ground," in the same way as material soil. Notice 
the way in which the earth is well prepared and thus readied to 
bear fruit: first, it is totally cleared of noxious roots; next, it is 
irrigated by streams of water; finally, it is exposed to the heat 
of the sun. Only insofar as it is warmed by the sun's life-giving 
rays can the sown seed germinate. So we too must proceed in a 
similar fashion, if indeed we want our heart to be well prepared 
and readied to produce the fruit of good works: first, we must 
uproot all the thorny growth of sin; then, we must water it 
through the tears of contrition; finally, we must be inflamed 
with holy desires, for only with this life-giving warmth can the 
received and retained word of God germinate and bear the 
fruit of good works. 

First of all, the noxious roots of sin must be cleared from the 
soil of our heart. As the Book of Proverbs says: The one who tills 
his land shall be satiified with bread, but the one who follows idleness is 
very foolish [12: 11]. The one who tills the land of his own con­
science, rooting out the brambles of vice with the sharp spade 
of contrition, pulling up the thorn bushes of sin by means of a 
sincere confession, and clearing away the nettles of evil desires 
through the practice of discipline and mortification, will be sat­
iified with the bread of good works. But the one who follows idleness, 
letting his land be overgrown with the brambl~s of vice, the 
thorns of sin, and the nettles of evil desires, is very foolish. This 
is why it is good to till your land: that you might bringforth bread 
from the earth and wine to cheer the human heart, as the psalmist 
says [104: 14] . Yes, this is the way for you to bringforth the bread 
of good works for your nourishmentfrom the earth of your own 
conscience and the wine of inner devotion to cheer it. 

Next, the soil of our heart must be irrigated by the water of 
our repentant tears. As it is said in the Book of Judges: Give me 
a blessing,jor you have given me arid land; give me also basins of water 
[1: 15]. The devout soul knows from its own experience that an 
abundant flow of tears and deep contrition of the heart do not 
come from itself but from God. It is for that reason that it seeks 
its own healing: Give me a blessing, and then I will water the arid 
land of my conscience with the water of the tears of compunc-
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tion. The psalmist also cries: My soul thirsts for you like a parched 
land. Answer me quickly, my spirit fails [143: 6-7]. Zealous David 
was well aware that his soul, like a parched land, could not pro­
duce the yield of good works without being watered by tears of 
contrition and irrigated by inner devotion. So he begged the 
Lord, imploring fervently: Answer me quickly, sending the mois­
ture of interior devotion and external weeping,jor my spirit fails 
parched by the lack of inward feeling and by the heat of 
worldly affections. 

Finally, the soil of our heart must be inflamed by a desire for 
the things of God. As Sirach tells us: The sun, when it appears, 
proclaims as it rises, what a marvelous instrument it is, the work of the 
Most High. At noon it burns up the land [43:2]. The sun of justice, 
that is, Christ our God is radiant in his divinity when he ap­
pears within, just as he was outwardly in his humanity. He is a 
marvelous instrument indeed, containing the incomprehensible 
Godhead, for in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily [Col 
2:9]. He is called the work of the Most High, for even though the 
Most High Lord forms all things in nature, he has, nonethe­
less, fashioned Christ in a marvelous way that transcends na­
ture. He truly at noon burns up the land, that is, when he sets our 
heart on fire with a burning love for himself. 

The Reception of the Word of God 

After this, the passage continues: these are the ones who, when 
thry hear the word, hold it fast in a good and honest heart. This refers 
to the steadfast reception of the divine seed. That we might 
hear in a way as will bear fruit, today's gospel teaches that we 
must first receive the word, listening to it reverently with inner 
tranquillity; second, that we must hold it fast, firmly believing 
it with total fidelity; and third, that having understood it we 
must lovingly put it into practice through our deeds. 

First of all, we must receive the word of God reverently, lis­
tening to it with tranquillity of spirit. Our Lord warns us in to­
day's gospel: As for what fell among the thorns, these are the ones who 
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hear; but as thry go on their way, thry are choked by the cares and 
riches and pleasures oflife, and their fruit does not mature [Lk 8: 14]. 
Gregory tells us in his Moral Lessons: "The troubled minds of 
the worldly cry out by the mere circumstance of their not being 
quiet, that they are widely separated from true Wisdom." In a 
similar vein, he says: "We do not learn the secret things of God 
unless virtuous desires flourish within us; ... it is then that the 
mind penetrates, in a more lively manner, the words of God, 
when it refuses to admit within the tumults of worldly cares." 
For the words of the wise are heard in quiet [Eccl9: 17]. Mary Mag­
dalene recognized this; as Luke tells us, she sat at the Lord'sfeet 
and listened to his word [10:39]. She sat in tranquillity of spirit, 
not running to and fro with an unsettled heart. As Gregory 
teaches us in the Moral Lessons, the one who seeks wisdom 
should withdraw from cares and distractions; onry the one who 
has little business can become wise [Sir 38:24]. Instead, she sat at 
Jesus'jeet with a humble heart, "for the swollen mind is an im­
pediment in the way of truth, because while it puffs us up it ob­
scures our view." Instead, she listened to his word, inclining her 
ear,forgetting her Jewish people, and her father's house, that is, the 
devil's, whose child she was by performing his works. 

Next, we must hold the word fast, firmly believing it with 
total fidelity. Thus, the Lord refers to those who do not retain 
it well: The ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, 
receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe onry for a while 
and in a time of testingfall away [Lk 8: 13]. Concerning those who 
firmly believe it, holding it fast, he continues: But as for that in 
the good ground, these are the ones who, when thry hear the word, hold 
it fast in a good and honest heart and bear fruit with patience [Lk 
8: 15], that is, when they patiently endure persecutions and all 
other types of evil on account of the word of God. 

Finally, having understood the word, we must put it into 
practice by our deeds, for the Lord warns us about those who 
listen but fail to do anything about it, saying in Matthew: 
When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand 
it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this 
is what was sown on the palh [13: 19]. I Ie continues, referring to 
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those who put into practice what they have understood: But as 
jor what was sown on good ground, this the one who hears the word and 
understands it, who indeed bears fruit, yielding in one case a hun­
dredjold, in another sixry, and in another thirry [13:23], The word 
is sown on good soil when what is understood is put into prac­
tice; then the word bears fruit thirryjold in married folk, 
sixryjold in the continent, but a hundredjold in virgins. The 
merit of married folk is designated by the number thirty, which 
is the multiple of 3 and 10; this signifies that married people 
possess faith in the Trinity and adhere to the ten command­
ments of the Law. Likewise, the number sixty, which is the mul­
tiple of 6 and 10, denotes the merit of the continent, inasmuch 
as they too observe the ten commandments of the Law but also 
devote themselves to the six works of mercy as expressed in the 
following verse: 

I visit, give drink, feed, redeem, clothe, shelter, bury. 

The continent should visit the sick, feed and give drink to 
the starving, redeem the captive, clothe the naked, house the 
stranger, and bury the dead. The merit of virgins, because of its 
perfection, is designated however by the number a hundred. 
Now this hundred and the reason for its perfection may be laid 
out on your right hand. To explain this statement better, and 
why the Lord expressed the merits of the third state with this 
number and not with another, we should not forget what ex­
perts in the art of calculating tell us. In this way, we might ap­
preciate just how ingenious and appropriate his assigning 
these numbers to the various merits is. The number of digits 
comes from the five fingers of the hand, which those skilled in 
the art call: the thumb, the index, the middle, the curative 
[ring], and the ear [little] finger. Now, why they are named in 
this order I will omit for the sake of brevity. So bend back your 
ear or little finger and place it on your palm; this signifies 1. 
When you bend back your ring finger on the palm next to the 
little finger, together they signify 2. When the finger which is 
in the middle of the others is positioned in the same way with 
the other two, this signifies 3. The calculation does not con-
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tinue in this manner. Instead, when you stand up your little 
finger, while the ring and middle finger are bent down [on the 
palm], this stands for 4. When both the little and ring finger 
are erect, while the middle finger is bent down on the palm, 
this stands for 5. When the ring finger is bent down, and the 
middle and little finger are standing up, this denotes 6. Now, 
when you extend your little finger above the palm, this signi­
fies 7; when you extend your ring finger in the same manner, 
this stands for 8; the middle finger, 9. Now, when you place 
the index finger on the middle of your thumb, this signifies 10. 
When the index finger is placed straight against the thumb, 
this stands for 20. If you bend it over in such a way that the tip 
of the index finger touches the tip of the thumb, this signifies 
30; fittingly, the Lord chose to express the merit of married 
folk with this number, as their touching signifies carnal union. 
Now, when you tightly move the index finger over the thumb 
to form a cross, this stands for the number 60. It is fitting that 
this number designates the merit of continent folk, because 
their life is bent away from carnal pleasures by imposing rea­
son upon their sensuality through the voluntary imposition of 
the cross. The number 100, which as the perfect number is 
designated with the full right hand, most appropriately indi­
cates the merit of the virginal state because of its perfection; 
for virgins lead, insofar as possible, an angelic and heavenly 
life. 

The fruits of the Word of God 

The third thing to note in the text I have selected is that the 
seed, once received, bears fruit in due season: and thry hring 
forth .fruit with patience. First, those who have cleared all the bri­
ars of sin from their heart and received the word reverently in 
tranquillity of spirit bear the gorgeous fruit of the purity of 
beautifying cleanliness. Second, those who have filled their 
heart with the water of tears of compunction and who have re­
ceived the woru, sleaufaslly believing it, bear the useful fruit of 
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the clarity which illuminates the understanding. Third, those 
who have set their heart on fire for the things of God and dili­
gently understood the word by putting it into practice bear the 
delicious fruit of the beatifying divine companionship. In­
deed, is not the best fruit that which is beautiful in appear­
ance, useful in purpose, and delicious to the taste? 

First of all, those who have cleared their heart of all the bri­
ars of sin, receiving the word reverently with tranquillity of 
spirit, bear the gorgeous fruit of the purity of beautifying 
cleanliness. As Proverbs says: For the purchasing of it is better than 
the merchandise of silver and gold, and her fruit is the purest [3: 14]. 
For in their eager desire to gain gold and silver, lustful and 
greedy people become corrupted, abominable in the sight of 
God and his angels and even to the demons, whom they resem­
ble in the filthiness of their sin. With the acquisition of the 
beauty of cleanliness, which consists in the unity of grace and 
the trinity of the theological virtues-namely faith, hope, and 
charity-the soul becomes beloved in the sight of God, pleas­
ing to the angels, but terrible to demons. This is why the pur­
chasing of purity and of cleanliness is better than the merchandise of 
silver and gold. When through purity of heart the soul begins to 
produce unblemished fruits acceptable to God, these are said 
to be "first" or the purest. In fact, divine Wisdom so loves the 
souls which possess this purity and cleanliness, that all their 
works may be appropriated to it and thus may be called "di­
vine" fruits, as Sirach tells us: Listen to me, divine frUits, and bud 
forth like roses planted beside brooks of water [39: 1 7]. Those who 
possess this purity and cleanliness of thought, affections, and 
speech are totally transformed by God into the very form of 
God with the beauty of grace, being divinized in their desiring, 
thinking, and speaking. They are called divine fruits. Like roses, 
they neither produce the beauty of purity and cleanliness nor 
yield the fragrant fruit of inner chastity in their heart or exte­
rior in their body, except with the thorns of the sharp disci­
pline of penance. This is why it tells us: like roses planted beside 
the brooks of water, namely, of the gifts which flow from God, bud 
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forth the fruit of light and uprightness in all goodness and 
truth. 

Second, those who have filled their heart with the water of 
tears of compunction and who have received the word, firmly 
believing it, bear the useful fruit of that clarity which illumines 
the understanding. Whence the psalmist says: His delight is in 
the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night. And he 
shall be like a tree planted by streams ofwater, whichyields itsfruit in 
its season [1 :2-3]. This is why the preacher must apply his will 
first to the divine law, so that he might practice what he under­
stands; then he can meditate on his law day and night in order to 
instruct others. In this way he shall be like a tree planted by 
streams of water; namely, of divine graces, which yields its fruit in 
its season. Many who bear an alien fruit, not their own, wish to 
put on the shoulders of others healY burdens, hard to bear, but 
they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them [Mt 23:4]. 
Still others bear fruit not in its season but before its time, be­
cause on their own authority they would first teach others be­
fore they themselves learn; therefore, their words, because of 
their scandal or ignorance or evil behavior, often end up profit­
ing their audience nothing and even bring them into disre­
pute, "for when one's life is contemptible, his preaching also is 
despised." 

Finally, those who have set their heart on fire with desire for 
the things of God, and who have diligently understood the 
word by putting it into practice, bear the delicious fruit of 
sweet divine companionship. The Song of Songs says: I sat in 
his shadow, whom I desired, and his fruit was sweet to my taste [2:3]: 
that is, in the shadow of his grace, which cools us from the tor­
rid heat of carnal concupiscence and the ardor of pernicious 
greed; his, namely Christ, whom I desired. I have earnestly 
yearned to sit there with my soul at rest, not running about 
with a capricious spirit,jor he that is less in action shall receive wis­
dom [Sir 38:25]. Then, on account of the delight of his wis­
dom, his fruit shall be sweet to my taste. 
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The Minor Life of Saint Francis of Assisi, presented in this chapter, is a 
testim 'ny LO th my telY r ,od's Word Illilde flesh in a privUeged 
herald of the divin . This hagiographical text was not the first at­
tempt to draw l1'leanjng from a recounting of th · major venl of 
Francis' life. Bonaventure's Ie tion as Mini ·ter ,encral in 1257 by 
the friars gathered in Rom for Jeneral Chapter coincided with their 
request for a new bi0S,'Tarlry of Fran Is of Assisi. Several versions of 
his life were already in circulation; most prominently those of 
Thomas of Celano. Commissioned by Pope Gregory IX, Thomas 
completed The First Life of Saint Francis in 1229, The Second Life of 
Saint Francis between 1246-47, and The Treatise on Miracles around 
1252-53. Another friar, Julian of Speyer, compiled a short biography 
in verse in 1231 or 1232. This rhythmic rendering of Francis' life, to­
gether with an abbreviated version of The Firsl Lift if 5((ill l Frallcis, 
was intended for liturgical prayer. At the General Chap er of 
Narbonne in 1260 Bonaventure received mandale fr0111 t he friars 
to compile a new biography uniting the earlier recounts of Francis' 
life into a single text destined for universal distribution. 
The result of Bonaventure's work, The Major Life of Saint Francis of 
Assisi, was presented to the General Chapter of Pis a in 1263 and soon 
supplanted all earlier biographies of the saint. A condensed version 
for liturgical prayer, entitled The Minor Life of Saint Francis of Assisi, 
was also offered to the friars. Although based primarily on the exist­
ing efforts of previous biographers, both The Major Life of Saint Francis 
and] 11C M 'inor Life ojSaintFrancis provide a per OMl I im rpretation l 
the evenls surroundi ng the saint's life. The MinorLifc rif511illl Fmllcisof 
A.I'sisi, wlws suc in t lessons lend themselves L I rsonal .. en lion, 
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provides an insight into how Francis' experience of the divine served 
as a 'nnstanl resource for Bonaventure's spiri unl development. T he 
follow ing t.h ' 11)C$ exempliried lltl.'OughoLlt fnnds' life Hnd a unique 
vui 'e in TIl/! MillorLift of (f ilii Frrwcis : U,e cell,lTality of Christ. God as 
g~lod lind most high , lhe divine prcsen e ill the wurld, the importan.ce 
u tltc~cJ'ipUll'c .. th mbraceofpov rty , d voliol1t pray r.andlhe 
power of love. The investigat ion and articulation f thes themes in 
word and deed gave purpose and direction to Bonaventure's life and 
became the abiding hallmarks of his spirituality. 
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The Minor Life of Saint Francis 

His Conversion 

First Lesson 

The grace if Cod, our Sell/ior Itas sJ/OJlejorth in thes' h,tter dUJ/s in 
his ervant Fran i '. The Father 0fllu:rt:v nn" light came to his assi -
tan e with such an abundance of delightful blessings tllaL, a il 
clearly appears in tlle Ollrse of ran is ' life, ad not nly led. 
him out from the la.rkn s of Lh w· rl l into Light, I ulalso made 
himr llowl1ed rorhi m. ritsandthe ' ellenc of hi virtues. He 
also showed that he was notably illustrious for the remarkable 
m stene ' of th cross dlsplayed in hint. Francis wa born in th 
i1.yofAssisi in th region ofthe Spoleto va ll y. Fir t al1ed J hn 

by bjs mow r, and th 11 Franci by hi . father, he h Id on Lo the 
name his father ave hi.rn, but did nOl aband n the meaning of 
th name 'v 11. by hi. mother. In his youthful years he was 
rear d in vain pursuits among the idJ sons of men and aft r 
some knowledge of the liberal arts was destined for the lucrative 
business of dealer in wares; yet with the heavenly host presiding 
over and assisting him, neither did he turn aside to follow the 
yearnings of the flesh among amoral youth, nor did he put his 
trust in monry or in treasures among greedy merchants. 

Second Lesson 

For God p laced a noble-minded COll1pas 'i n r r th ·' poor to­
gether 'with kindn ss and g ntJeness in lh heart of Lh youthful 
Francis. Increa 'ing in him from arl childh 0 L, it had fill ed his 
heart wit.h 'uch kindn 55 th~ t , as an attentive listener the g -
pel ven then, h proposed to giv an alms to evelyone .. vho 
asked hi.m, e I cially if' tl. petiti 11. l" m ntioned lhe love of 

od. In be FuUn '5 f llis 011t.11 h b und hi,mselfto the Lord by 
a firm promise that, if i l wer po sible h wuuld never d · ny 
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those who made their petition for the love of God. Since he did 
not cease to fulfill so noble a promise until death, he attained for­
evermore abundant increases in grace and in his love for God. 
Even though a small flame of the fire of the love of God flour­
ished constantly in his heart, as a young man involved with 
worldly concerns, he was unacquainted with the mystery of the 
heavenly calling, When the hand of God touched him, he was 
chastened exteriorly by a long and severe illness and enlightened 
interiorly by the anointing of the Holy Spirit. 

Third Lesson 

After Francis' bodily strength was somehow renewed and his 
mental attitude changed for the better, he had an unexpected 
meeting with a soldier who was of noble birth but poor in posses­
sions. He was reminded of Christ, the poor and noble king. He 
was moved toward this man with such compassion that he re­
moved Ul fine gannen which he had just a quir cl for 1 jm elf 
and imrn >diately dressed the soldier leaving himself without 
loth s. Whil h was sic -ping the follOwing rughL, hrist, for 

tlle love ofwhotn h h"dassistedth 1;1 - -dysoldi ',showed him 
in a worthy revelt.ttion a larg and spacious pala with milHary 
'W a ons mark d w·tll th sign of t he cross. He promised with 
earnest ertitud Lha everything Francis s-aw would b long to 
him and to hi s ldier , ifhe onstantly bor tll stancLardofLhe 
cross of Christ. From that time on he withdrew from the bustle 
of public business and sought places suitable for penance in 
which he would tum his attention unceasingly to indescribable 
groanings. After a long period of prayer during which he begged 
the Lord that the way to perfection be shown to him, he merited 
that his prayer be heard. 

Fourth Lesson 

One clay while he was pra ing in solitude, Chrj t r Sll • af­
fixed to his cross, appeared to him and repeated for him so ffi.· 
cad()usly th is pa sage of the Tospel: Iftln 'one wishes to come after 
me, let hiJII deJ!Y himself. a/ld ta.kc up hi$ cross, (mdfo llow me [Mt 
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16:24]. Inwardly, this both kindled his heart with the fire of 
love and filled it with the painfulness of compassion. His soul 
melted away at the sight of this vision, and the memory of 
Christ was impressed so deeply on the innermost parts of his 
heart that with the eyes of his mind he continually, as it were, 
discerned interiorly the wounds of his crucified Lord and exte­
riorly was hardly able to repress his tearful laments. When 
now for the love of Christ Jesus he despised all the goods of his 
house by considering them as nothing, he felt that he had found 
the hidden treasure and the brilliant pearl of great price. Moved 
by the desire to possess it, he arranged to leave all his posses­
sions, and by a divine method of commerce he exchanged the 
business of the world for the business of the gospel. 

Fifth Lesson 

One day when he went out to meditate in a field, he passed by 
the church of San Damiano, which because of its great age was 
on the verge of falling into ruins. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, he 
entered this church to pray. Prostrate before the image of the 
Crucified, he was filled in his prayer with a good measure of 
pleasing consolation. When his tearful eyes were intent on the 
cross of his Lord he heard in a marvelous way with his bodily ears 
a voice from the cross, saying to him three times: "Francis, go, re­
pair my church which, as you see, is being totally destroyed!" At 
the wonderful suggestion of this astonishing voice the man of 
God first was indeed thoroughly terrified, then filled with joy 
and admiration. He arose immediately and committed himself 
totally to the carrying out of the command about repairing the 
material church; however, the principal intention of the voice re­
ferred to that Church which Christ acquired by the precious bar­
ter of his own blood, just as the Holy Spirit instructed him, and 
as he revealed later to his close companions. 

Sixth Lesson 

Soon afterwards Francis, for the love of Christ, put aside all 
the things he could and offered money to the poor priest of 
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that church for the repair of his church and for the use of the 
poor. He humbly asked the priest to permit him to live there 
for a short time. The priest agreed to let him stay, but for fear 
of Francis par nts he refus c1 the money , But Fra il i ,no a 
Lru d spiser o[ mane I cast a I. rg numb r 01' coins thrOllgh a 
window, d -rnonstrating by this acLion that he valued a dust 
what h " threw awa . I I aringth<1 this had enraged his fath er, 
he waited for th anger to pass and hid himse1ff r me tlays 
ill a dark av where h fasted , prayed anel w pt. Finally, filled 
with C\ sp iritua l joy and clothed with power/hull Oil high , he onfi­
d nLly ~~me forlh fr m LI ~ av and r11mly entered the city. 
When lh' yOW"1g P ople saw his dirty fa e and chang d atti­
tLid , they Lhought hat he had taken leave of his senses. Th y 
onsidered him a foo l. Th y un w mud from the street and 

shout ·d insulting word ' ~Il him. But this servanl f 01 was 
certainly neithe.r broken nor changed by this affronl. He 
p'l 'S t1 through it all as th ugh he were deaf. 

Seventh Lesson 

His father, raging and fuming because of all this, seemed as 
if he were forgetful of natural compassion. He began to tor­
ment with beatings and chains the son who had been dragged 
home. By wearing down Francis' body with physical abuse, he 
hoped to turn his mind to the attractions of the world. Finally 
Francis' father learned by experience that this servant of God 
was most willing to bear any harsh treatment for Christ and 
that he could not restrain him. He began to insist vehemently 
that Francis go with him to the bishop of the city and renounce 
into the bishop'S hands his hereditary right to all his father's 
property. The servant of the Lord was determined to carry this 
out further, and as soon as he came before the bishop he did 
not delay or hesitate or speak or listen to a word. He took off 
all his clothing instead and, in the presence of those standing 
around him, discarded even his undergarments. Intoxicated in 
spirit, he was not afraid to stand naked out of love for him who 
for us hung naked on the cross. 
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Eighth Lesson 

Now that this despiser of the world was set loose from the 
bonds of earthly desires, he left the city. While free and without 
a care, he was singing praises to the Lord in French in the middle 
of woods when robbers came upon him. As the herald of the 
great King he wa n t afraid nor did he top inging, .inasmuch as 
a half-nud and penni! sswa farer he, like the apol'tlel' , re joiced 
in tJibulation. Then a a lover of t ta l humilityl h gav himself 
to tll. l'vice of lepers, 0 th·:1.t whil he wa sub} cting hims lr to 
rnis rable and outcast people und r th yoke of servit ucL , he 
could first learn perfect contempt of himself and of the world be­
fore he would teach it to others. Surely, since he used to fear lep­
ers more than any other group of people, grace was given to him 
in more abundance. He gave himself up to their service with 
such a humble heart that he washed their feet, bound up their 
sores, drew out the festering, and washed off the bloody matter. 
In an excess of unheard of fervor, he would fall down to kiss their 
ulcerous sores, putting his mouth to the dust, so that,filled with 
reproaches, he might efficaciously subject the pride of the flesh to 
the law of the spirit and, once the enemy within him was subdued, 
possess peaceful dominion over himself. 

Ninth Lesson 

Thereafter, Francis was confirmed in the humility of Christ 
and made rich in his poverty. Even though he possessed abso­
lutely nothing, he, nevertheless, began to turn his careful atten­
tion to repairing the church a 'cording to the command given to 
him from the cross. Although bie; body was weakened by fasting 
and bore the bmdens or the s 'on , he did not shrink from ear­
nestly begging the help of alms even from those among whom he 
had been accustomed to live as a rich man. With the devoted 
help of the faithful, who now began to realize the remarkable vir­
tue this man of God possessed, he restored not only the church 
of San Damiano, but also the abandoned and ruined churches of 
the Prince of the Apostles and of the glorious Virgin. He mysteri­
ously foreshadowed, by an exteriorly perceptible work, what the 
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Lord disposed to do spiritually through him in the future. For ac­
cording to the likeness of the threefold buildings repaired under 
the guidance of the holy man himself, the Church was to be re­
newed in three ways according to the form, regulation, and 
teaching of Christ. The voice from the cross, which repeated 
three times the command concerning the repairing of the house 
of God, stands out as a prophetic sign. We recognize now that it 
is fulfilled in the three Orders instituted by Francis. 

The Institution of His Order 
and the Efficacy of His Preaching 

First Lesson 

After the work on the three churches was finished, Francis 
stayed a the church d dicat.ed to the Vil'brin. By th melits and 
prayel ofherwh gave birth to th pri of ur , alvation. he 111 :­

ited to fiud th way of perfection through th spiril of evangelical 
truLh i.nfu eel into him by od. ne day dUling the solemnity or 
tJle mass. that part f lh gospeJ was r ad in which the evangelical 
n0l111 for living was pres dbcd for til d isejples who were sent to 
preach- n~U11ely do nat kt-ep gold. or jll1(:r, ar 1I1(111(!)I ill your girdles, nO 

,,,,Jallet forJ1OUI'jOlJ1'/10'. 1101' two tullics nor sandals, !lor st'!ff[Mt 10:9-1 OJ. 
Frands, b 'aring such words, was soon anointed and adomed by 
the Spiril of luist with such pow r Lhal it tnU1sfonned him into 
th I~ crib d mann r ofliving, not 001 , in mind and heart., but also 
in life and dress. He immediately took off his shoes, threw away his 
staff, and discarded his purse and its money. He was content with 
one little tunic; he rejected his leather belt and took a piece of rope 
for his belt. He applied all the concern of his heart to how he could 
accomplish what he had heard and adjust himself in all things to 
the apostolic rule of righteousness. 

Second Lesson 

Inflamed totally by the fiery vigor of the Spirit of Christ, he 
began, as another Elias, to be a zealous emulator of truth. He 
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also began to lead some to perfect righteousness and still oth­
ers to penance. His words were neither empty nor ridiculous; 
they were, instead, full of the power of the Holy Spirit, and 
they penetrated to the bottom of the heart. They filled his lis­
teners with great amazement, and their powerful efficacy soft­
ened the minds of the obstinate. As his holy and sublime 
purpose became known among the multitude through the re­
ality of his simple teaching and of his life , some began to be 
moved to penitence by his example. After they left all things, 
they joined him in dress and in way of life. That humble man, 
Francis, decided that they should be called "Friars Minor." 

Third Lesson 

When at the calling of God the number of friars reached six, 
their devoted father and shepherd found a place for solitude where, 
in bitterness of heart, he deplored his life as youth, which he had 
not lived without sin. He also begged for pardon and grace for him­
self and for his offspring, which he had begotten in Christ. When 
an excessive joy filled his being, he became certain concerning the 
full remission to the last penny of all his debt. Then, caught up in ec­
stasy and absorbed totally in a vivifying light, he saw clearly what 
the future held for him and his friars. He disclosed this later in con­
fidence for the encouragement of his little fiocl" when he foretold 
the Order would soon expand and grow through the clemency of 
God. After a very few days had passed, certain others joined him, 
and their number increased to twelve. This servant of the Lord ar­
ranged, therefore, to approach the presence of the Apostolic See. 
Together with that band of simple men, he wished to beg earnestly 
and humbly that the way of life, shown to him by the Lord and 
written down by him in a few words, be confirmed by the full au­
thority of that same most Holy See. 

Fourth Lesson 

Francis, according to his decision, hurried with his compan­
ions to come before the presence of the Supreme Pontiff, Lord 
Innocent III. Christ, the power and wisdom of God, arrived in 
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his clemency before Francis. By means of a vision, it was com­
municated to the Vicar that he should agree to listen calmly to 
this poor little suppliant and give him a favorable assent. For 
in a dream the Roman Pontiff himself saw that the Lateran ba­
silica was at the point of collapsing, and a poor little ordinary 
man was holding it up by pressing his back against it lest it fall. 
While the wise bishop was contemplating the purity of the 
simple mind in this servant of God, his contempt of the world, 
his love of poverty, the constancy of his perfect proposal, his 
zeal for souls, and the enkindled fervor of his will, he said: 
"Truly, this is he who will uphold the Church of Christ by his 
work and teaching." As a result, the pope from that time on 
held a special devotion toward this man. Favorably disposed 
to his petition in all things, the pope approved the Rule, gave 
him the mandate to preach penance, conceded everything he 
asked for then, and promised generously to concede more in 
the future. 

Fifth Lesson 

Supported then by grace from on high and by the authority 
of the Supreme Pontiff, Francis with great confidence took the 
road toward the valley of Spoleto. He wanted to teach by word 
and carry out by deed the reality of the evangelical perfection 
which he had conceived in his mind and solemnly vowed to 
profess. When the question was raised with his companions 
whether they ought to live among people or seek out solitary 
places, he sought the will of God through constancy in prayer. 
Illuminated by a divine revelation, he understood that he was 
sent by God for the purpose of gaining the souls for Christ 
which the devil was trying to snatch away. Realizing, there­
fore, that he was chosen to live more for others than for him­
self alone, he went to an abandoned hut near Assisi to live with 
his friars according to the norm of holy poverty in every hard­
ship of religious life, and preach the word of God to the people 
whenever and wherever possible. Having been made a herald 
of the gospel, he traveled around the cities and towns an­
nouncing the ldngdom of God not in such words as human wis-
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dom teaches, but in the power of the Spirit with the Lord directing 
him by revelations as he spoke and confirming the preaching by the 
signs that followed. 

Sixth Lesson 

Once, as was his custom, he was spending the night in prayer 
apart from his sons. Around midnight, while some of them were 
sleeping and others were praying, a fiery chariot of remarkable 
splendor came through the little door of the friars' dwelling. 
Over this chariot, which turned here and there three times 
throughout the room, there rested a bright ball oflight, which re­
sembled the sun. Those who were awake were stunned at this re­
markable brilliant sight. Those who were asleep were aroused 
and terrified. They experienced a brightness of heart as well as 
body since, in virtue of this remarkable light, their hearts were 
laid bare to one another. With one accord, they all understood, 
since in the hearts of each one they saw each other, that it was 
their Holy Father Francis who had been transfigured in such an 
image. Shown to them by the Lord as one coming in the spirit and 
power of Elias, and as Israel's chariot and charioteer, he had been 
made leader of his spiritual army. When the holy man rejoined 
his friars, he began to comfort them concerning the vision they 
had been shown from heaven, explore the secrets of their con­
sciences, predict the future, and radiate with miracles. In this 
manner, he revealed that the twofold spirit of Elias rested upon 
him in such plenitude that it was perfectly safe for all to follow 
his life and teaching. 

Seventh Lesson 

At that time a Religious of the Order of the Cruciferi, whose 
name was Moricus, was suffering from an illness so serious and 
so prolonged in a hospital near Assisi that it was believed that 
he was very close to death. Through a messenger he solicited 
the man of God, earnestly asking Francis to be willing to inter­
cede for him with God. The holy man kindly assented to his re­
quest. After first praying, Francis took crumbs of bread and 
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then mixed them with oil from a lamp which was burning be­
fore the altar of the Virgin. He then sent this so-called pastry 
to the sick man through the hands of his friars as he said: 
"Take this medicine to our brother Moricus. By means of it the 
power of Christ will not only restore him to full health, but 
also will join him forever to our company as a mighty warrior." 
As soon as the sick man tasted that remedy which had been 
prepared through the ingenuity of the Holy Spirit, Moricus 
arose healthy. He had received from God such strength of 
mind and body that shortly afterwards he entered the Order of 
the holy man. For a long period of time, he wore a corset of 
thongs next to his skin, and was content with only raw food. 
He neither drank wine nor tasted anything that was cooked. 

Eighth Lesson 

At that time there was a priest from Assisi, whose name was 
Silvester, who was certainly a man of an honest way of life and 
possessed dovelike simplicity. In a dream he saw that whole re­
gion encompassed by a huge dragon whose loathsome and 
frightful image, it seemed, threatened imminent destruction 
to different areas of the world. Mter this, he saw a glittering 
cross of gold issuing from Francis' mouth. The top of the cross 
reached the heavens. Its arms, stretched wide, seemed to ex­
tend to the ends of the earth, and the glittering sight of it put 
that loathsome and frightful dragon to flight forever. While 
this vision was being shown to Silvester for the third time, this 
pious man, who was devoted to God, understood that Francis 
was destined by the Lord to take up the standard of the glori­
ous cross, to shatter the power of the evil dragon, and to en­
lighten the minds of the faithful with the glorious and splendid 
truths of both life and teaching. Not long after he gave an ac­
count of all this to Francis and his friars, Silvester left the 
world. In accord with the example of his blessed father, he fol­
lowed in the footsteps of Christ so perserveringly that his life 
in the Order proved that the vision which he had while in the 
world was authentic. 
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Ninth Lesson 

When he was still living the secular life, a certain friar whose 
name was Pacificus found the servant of God at San Severino, 
where he was preaching in a monastery. The hand of the Lord 
came upon him, and he saw Francis marked after the manner 
of the cross with, as it were, two glittering crossed swords, one 
of which extended from his head to his feet, and the other 
across his chest from hand to hand. He did not recognize the 
man from his appearance, but the miracle revealed who it was. 
He was exceedingly amazed, frightened, and goaded by the 
power of Francis' words. Transfixed as it were by a spiritual 
sword coming from his mouth, he completely despised worldly 
vanity and joined himself to his blessed father by profession. 
Afterwards, Pacificus made progress in every moral aspect of 
religious life. Before he became minister in France, as indeed 
he was the first to exercise the office of minister there, he mer­
ited to see a large Tau on the forehead of Francis which, deco­
rated with a variety of colors, gave a remarkable beauty to his 
features. Indeed it was with great affection that the man of 
God venerated this sign of the cross. He frequently recom­
mended it in his speech and used it at the beginning of any ac­
tion. In those letters which out of charity he sent, he made this 
mark at the bottom with his own hand. It was as if his whole 
desire was to conform to the prophetic dictum by making the 
Tau upon the foreheads of the men that sign and mourn, who have 
been truly converted to Christ Jesus. 

The Sure Sign of Virtue 

First Lesson 

As a loyal follower of the crucified Jesus, Francis, that man 
of God, crucified his flesh with its passions and desires from 
the very beginning of his conversion with such rigid diScipline, 
and checked his sensual impulses according to such a strict law 
of moderation, that he would scarcely partake of the things 
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necessary to sustain life. When he was in good health he 
hardly and rarely would allow himself cooked food. When he 
did, however, he made the food bitter by either mixing ashes 
with it or made it as tasteless as possible by pouring water over 
it. Withdrawing his flesh from wine in order to turn his mind 
to the light of wisdom, he preserved such strict control over 
drinking that when he was suffering from a burning thirst, he 
hardly would dare to drink enough cold water to satisfy him­
self. He often used the bare ground as a bed for his wearied 
body, a stone or a piece of wood for his pillow. The clothes cov­
ering him were simple, wrinkled, and rough. Established expe­
rience had taught him that malignant spirits are put to flight 
by using things difficult and harsh, but they are more strongly 
animated to tempting by things luxurious and delicate. 

Second Lesson 

Rigid in his discipline, Francis kept an exceedingly attentive 
watch over himself. He took particular care in guarding the 
priceless treasure in a vessel of clay, that is, chastity, which he 
strove to possess in holiness and honor through the virtuous 
purity of body and spirit. For this reason, around the begin­
ning of his conversion during the winter cold, he would plunge 
himself many times, strong and fervid in spirit, into a ditch 
filled with ice or snow. He did this to gain perfect control over 
the enemy within and to preserve the white robe of purity 
from the heat of sensual pleasure. Practices such as these en­
abled him to use his bodily senses in an appealing, modest 
manner. His mastery over the flesh was now so complete that 
he seemed to have made a covenant with his ryes; he would not 
only flee far away from carnal sights, but also totally avoid 
even the curious glance at anything vain. 

Third Lesson 

Truly, even though Francis had attained purity of heart and 
body, and in some manner was approaching the height of sanc­
tification, he did not cease to purify the eyes of his spirit with 
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tears. He longed for the sheer brilliance of the heavenly light 
and !iisregarded the loss of his bodily eyes. After he incurred a 
very serious weakness of the eyes due to his continual weeping, 
a doctor advised him to abstain from tears if he wished to es­
cape the loss of corporeal vision. Francis, however, would not 
assent to this. He asserted that he preferred to lose the light of 
bodily vision than repress the devotion of the spirit and im­
pede the tears by which the inner eyes are cleansed in order to 
see God. He was a man devoted to God, who, drenched in spir­
itual tears, displayed a serenity in both mind and face. The 
luster of a pure conscience anointed him with such joy that his 
mind was forever caught up in God, and he rejoiced at all times 
in the works of his hands. 

Fourth Lesson 

Humility, that guard and ornament of all virtues, had by 
right so influenced the man of God that, although a manifold 
privilege of virtues was reflected in him, nevertheless, it sought 
its special domain in him as though in the least of the lesser 
ones. In his own estimation, by which he accounted himself 
the greatest of sinners, he was really nothing more than some 
dirty earthen vessel, while in reality he was an elect vessel of 
sanctification, set apart by sanctity and glittering with the 
adornment of many kinds of virtue and grace. Moreover, he 
strove to be worthless in his own eyes and in those of others, to 
reveal by public confession his hidden faults, and to keep the 
Giver's gifts hidden in the secrecy of his heart. He did this so 
that he would in no way be subject to praise , which could be an 
occasion for his downfall . Certainly, in order that he might ful­
fill all justice regarding perfect humility, he so strove to subject 
himself not only to superiors but even to inferiors that he was 
accustomed to promise obedience even to his companion on a 
journey, no matter how simple he was. As a result, he did not 
give orders as a prelate with authority. In his humility, he 
would rather obey those subject to him as their minister and 
servant. 
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Fifth Lesson 

This perfect follower of Christ strove with such undying 
love to espouse poverty, the companion of humility, to himself 
that he not only left his father and mother for her but also gave 
away everything that he was able to possess. No one was so de­
sirous of gold as he was of poverty; nor was anyone more solici­
tous in guarding of a treasure than he was of the treasure of the 
gospel pearl. Since from the beginning of his religious life to 
his death he was rich only in a tunic, a cord, and a pair of un­
dergarments, it would seem that he gloried in want and re­
joiced in need. If at any time he saw anyone whose outer 
garments were poorer than his, he would admonish himself 
immediately and urge himself to be like him. It seemed as if he 
were contending with a rival and feared that he would be con­
quered by the spiritual nobility of that man. Since the pledge 
of his eternal inheritance, he had preferred poverty to every­
thing perishable, counting as nothing deceptive riches, which 
are granted to us as a loan for a short time. He loved poverty 
more than great wealth, and he, who had been taught by pov­
erty to consider himself inferior to everyone, hoped to surpass 
all in its practice. 

Sixth Lesson 

Through the love of the most sublime poverty, the man of 
God prospered and grew rich in holy simplicity. Although he 
certainly possessed nothing of his own in this world, he 
seemed to possess all good things in the very Author of this 
world. With the steady gaze of a dove, that is, the simple appli­
cation and pure consideration of the mind, he referred all 
things to the supreme Artisan and recognized, loved, and 
praised their Maker in all things. It came to pass, by a heavenly 
gift of kindness, that Francis possessed all things in God and 
God in all things. In consideration of the primal origin of all 
things, Francis would call all creatures, however insignificant, 
by the names of brother and sister, since they come forth with 
him from the one source. He embraced those, however, more 
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tenderly and passionately, who portray by a natural likeness 
the gracious gentleness of Christ and exemplify it in the scrip­
tures. It came to pass by a supernatural influx of power that 
the nature of brute animals was moved in some gracious man­
ner toward him. Even inanimate things obeyed his command, 
as if this same holy man, so simple and upright, had already re­
turned to the state of innocence. 

Seventh Lesson 

The source of mercy pervaded the servant of the Lord with 
such fullness and abundance that he seemed to possess a 
mother's heart for relieving the misery of suffering people. He 
possessed an innate kindness which the piety of Christ, 
poured out upon him, intensified. His soul would melt away at 
the sight of the sick and the poor, and he would offer his affec­
tion to those to whom he was unable to offer a helping hand. 
With the tenderness of a pious heart, he referred to Christ any­
one he saw in need or deprivation. Since he saw the likeness of 
Christ in all the poor, if any of the necessities of life were given 
to him, he would not only give them freely to the poor, but he 
would also think that they should be returned to the poor as if 
these necessities were their property. He would spare nothing; 
neither mantles, tunics, books, nor altar cloths. When he 
could, he gave away all these things to the needy, since he 
wished to fulfill the duty of perfect love, even to the utter priva­
tion of himself. 

Eighth Lesson 

His zeal for fraternal salvation, which emerged from the fur­
nace of love, pierced the inmost parts of this man like a sharp 
and flaming sword. Aflame with the ardor of imitation and 
stricken with the sorrow of compassion, this man seemed to be 
completely consumed. Whenever he became aware that souls 
redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus Christ were tainted 
by any stain of sin, he would be pierced by a remarkable sting 
of sorrow. He would deplore it with such a tender compassion 
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that, like a mother, he would give birth to them daily in Christ. 
For this reason, he struggled to pray, was active in preaching, 
and outstanding in giving good example. He did not think that 
he was a friend of Christ unless he cherished the souls which 
Christ redeemed. Although his innocent flesh subjected itself 
freely to his spirit, it had no need of the lash due to offenses. 
Nevertheless, for the sake of example, he kept on subjecting it 
to pain and burdens, keeping the difficult ways because of others, 
so that he perfectly followed the footsteps of him who in death 
handed over his life for the salvation of others. 

Ninth Lesson 

Given the fervor of the perfect love which carried the friend 
of the Spouse into God, one is able to perceive that he thor­
oughly desired to offer himself to his Lord as a living sacrifice 
through the sufferings of martyrdom. It was for this reason 
that he attempted on three occasions to journey to the terri­
tory of the infidel. Twice he was restrained by the will of God. 
On the third attempt, after much abuse, many chains, 
floggings, and innumerable hardships, he was led with the help 
of God into the presence of the Sultan of Babylon. He 
preached Jesus with such an efficacious demonstration of spirit 
and of power that the Sultan was astonished and became docile 
by the will of God and granted Francis a kind audience. Recog­
nizing in Francis a fervor of spirit, a constancy of mind, a con­
tempt for this present life, and the efficacy of God's word, the 
Sultan conceived such a devotion toward him that he deemed 
him worthy of great honor. He offered him costly gifts and ear­
nestly invited Francis to prolong his stay with him. This true 
despiser of himself and of the world spurned as dirt all that was 
offered to him. When he realized that he was not able to ac­
complish his goal after he had truly done all that he could to 
obtain it, he made his way back to Christian lands as a revela­
tion had suggested. So it was that this friend of Christ with all 
his strength sought death for his sake and yet by no means 
found it. Francis did not lack the merit of his desired martyr-
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dom, and he was preserved to be marked in the future with a 
unique privilege. 

His Zeal for Prayer and His Spirit of Prophecy 

First Lesson 

Thi 'ervant of hri st f IL c.xiZed in bodyfto711 the Lord. Whil ~ 
his love fo r C hris had made him totally insensibl.e to all 
earLh ly esire , h trove to make his spirit present to God by 
constan t prayer les t he sh uld b , d prived of t he on olation 
of h is Belov d. Wheth r walking r ittill , wheth r in id or 
outside, whether worl ing or at r st , h wa b the power of his 
mind so intent on prayer that he seem ed to have dedicated to 
God what vel' W:lS in him , no t only of heart and body, but also 
of work and tim ', Hewas susp nded often by uch an ·xcess of 
d voti n that rart ab ve hims Ir and experi nc.ingsom thing 
b yond human f eling, he did 110t know at aU wha was going 
on around b im. 

Second Lesson 

That he might receive the infusion of spiritual consolations 
more quietly, he went at night to pray in solitary places or 
abandoned churches. However, even there he experienced the 
horrible assaults of demons who, fighting as it were hand to 
hand with him, tried to turn him away from his pursuit of 
prayer. After these demons fled from the unrelenting power of 
his prayers, the man of God, remaining alone and at peace, 
filled the groves with his sighs, sprinlded the locality with his 
tears, and beat his breast with his hand. As if having found a 
more secret place, he would now respond to his Judge, now im­
plore his Father, now play with his Spouse, now speak with his 
Friend. There he was seen praying at night with his hands and 
arms extended in the form of a cross , his whole body lifted up 
from the ground and surrounded by a glowing little cloud. 
This extraordinary purification of his body, together with its 
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elevation, was the witness to a marvelous representation and 
elevation within his soul. 

Third Lesson 

By the supernatural power of such ecstatic experiences, as 
has been established by particular evidence, the uncertain and 
hidden things oj divine Wisdom were open to him. He did not 
make them known to others except inasmuch as his zeal for 
fraternal welfare urged him and the impulse of heavenly inspi­
ration forced him. His tireless zeal for prayer together with his 
continual practice of the virtues had in fact led the man of God 
to a great clarity of mind. Although he did not possess the 
larned know! dg of lh sacr d riptures which omes 
lhrough study. n verlheless, ill wnjnat ed by the splendor of 
eternal light/ he explored lhe profou nd thing of s -iptur wi th 
a clear/intellectual a 'umen. T he manifold spirit of the proph­
ets also rested upon him with a plenitude of various graces. By 
its wonderful power, the man of God was present to others 
who were absent, had certain knowledge of those far distant, 
saw the secrets of hearts, and also foretold future events, as the 
evidence of many examples prove, some of which are included 
below. 

Fourth Lesson 

At one time the holy man, Anthony, then an eminent 
pr adl r but now a famous con~ 'sor 0 Chri t, was preaching 
eloquently to th friars at a Provincial Chapt r alArles on the 
title o ' the cross: Jesus oj Nazareth , king lif the lews . The man of 
God, Francis, who at that time was busy faraway, appeared ele­
vated in the air at the door of the Chapter. With his hands ex­
tended as if in the form of the cross blessing the friars, he filled 
their spirits with such manifold consolation that their interior 
spirits testified with certainty that this wonderful apparition 
had been endowed by the power of heaven. Furthermore, that 
this did not lie hidden from the blessed Father is evidently 
clear in how open his spirit would have lJeeIl Lo Lhe light of 
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eternal Wisdom, which is more active than all active things, and 
reaches everywhere by reason of her purity. She makes her way into 
ho!y souls and forms the friends of God and prophets. 

Fifth Lesson 

At one time when the friars were entering the Chapter ac­
cording to custom at Saint Mary of the Portiuncula, one of 
them, covered with the cloak of an excuse, was not submitting 
himself to discipline. The holy man of God, who was then 
praying in his cell as a mediator between those same friars and 
God, sawall this in spirit. He had one of the friars called to him 
and said: "Brother, on the back of that disobedient friar, I saw 
the devil who was holding and squeezing his neck. Con­
strained by such a rider and having spurned the reins of obedi­
ence, the friar was being impelled to follow the devil's reins. 
Go, therefore, and tell this friar to submit without delay to the 
yoke of obedience, because he, at whose earnestness in prayer 
this demon left in confusion, suggests that this be done." The 
friar, warned by the messenger, perceived the light of truth and 
conceived the spirit of compunction. He fell forward on his 
face before the vicar of the holy man, recognized that he was 
culpable, sought pardon, accepted and bore the discipline, and 
from then on humbly obeyed in all things. 

Sixth Lesson 

When Francis was living alone in a cell on Mount La Verna, 
one of his companions had a great desire to have some brief 
writing with the words of the Lord from Francis' own hand. 
This companion was being plagued by a serious temptation, 
not of the flesh but of the spirit, and he believed that from this 
writing he would either avoid the temptation or certainly bear 
it more easily. Wearied by this desire, he was made interiorly 
uneasy, because since he was humble, modest, and simple, he 
was overcome by shame and did not dare to disclose all this to 
his revered Father. The Holy Spirit, however, revealed to Fran­
cis what a person did not tell him. He ordered this friar to bring 
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ink and paper to him and, writing the praises of the Lord to­
gether with his own blessing in his own hand according to the 
friar's desire, he graciously gave the friar what he had written, 
and the entire temptation vanished immediately. This little 
note, preserved for posterity, brought healing to a great num­
ber of people. This made it clear to all how much merit before 
God this writer had, whose writing left such efficacious power 
in a small leaf of paper. 

Seventh Lesson 

At another time, a noble woman, devoted to God, went confi­
dently to the holy man and implored him with all her strength to 
intercede with the Lord on behalf of her husband, so that his 
hard heart might be softened by a plentiful infusion of grace. 
The husband was very cruel to her and opposed her service of 
Christ. After listening to her, the holy and pious man confirmed 
her in her good intention with holy words, assured her that con­
solation would shortly be hers, and finally ordered her to declare 
to her husband on behalf of God and of himself that now is the 
time for clemency; later it will be the time for justice. The 
woman put her trust in the words which the servant of the Lord 
had spoken to her, accepted his blessing, and in haste returned 
home. There she met her husband and told him about the con­
versation she had with Francis, and without any doubt, she 
waited for the hoped-for promise to be fulfilled. Without any de­
lay, as soon as Francis' words reached his ears, the spirit of grace 
fell upon him and softened his heart in such a way that from that 
time on he permitted his devoted wife to serve God freely and of­
fered himself to serve the Lord with her. At the urging of the holy 
wife, they lived a celibate life for many years and then departed 
to the Lord on the same day; she in the morning as a morning sac­
rifice, and he in the evening as an evening sacrifice. 

Eighth Lesson 

At the time when the servant of the Lord was lying ill at Rieti, 
a certain canon named Gedeon, who was deceitful and worldly, 
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was seized with a serious illness. Lying on a stretcher he was 
brought to Francis, and with tears in his eyes he, together with 
the bystanders, asked that Francis bless him with the sign of the 
cross. Francis said to him: "Since you once lived according to the 
desires of the flesh and not in fear of the judgment of God, I will 
sign you with the sign of the cross. This is not for your own sake 
but because of the devout petitions of those interceding for you. 
I do this with the provision that I let you know, from this mo­
ment on, that certainly you will suffer more serious things if, 
when you are free, you return to your vomit." After the sign of 
the cross was made from his head to his feet, the bones of his 
loins resounded and it sounded to all as though dry wood was 
being broken by hand. Immediately, he who had been lying 
there constricted arose cured and, bursting forth in praise of 
God, said: "I have been freed." Then a short time elapsed when, 
forgetful of God, he returned his body to impurity, and on a cer­
tain evening dined in the lodging of a canon and slept there that 
night. The roof of the house collapsed suddenly on all but killed 
only him, while all the others escaped death. In this one event it 
was made manifest how strict is God's zeal for justice with un­
grateful people, and howtme and certain was the spirit of proph­
ecy which had filled Francis. 

Ninth Lesson 

At that time after his return from overseas, Francis went to 
Celano to preach. A soldier with humble devotion invited him to 
dinner and with great persistence forced him, as it were, to come. 
Before they began to eat, the devout Francis, who according to 
his custom offered praise and prayers to God, saw in spirit that 
this man's judgment was imminent. Francis stood there, lifted 
up in spirit, with his eyes raised to heaven. Finally, when he com­
pleted his prayer, he drew his kind host aside, predicted that his 
death was near, admonished him to confess his sins, and encour­
aged him to do as much good as he could. The soldier agreed to 
what blessed Francis had said, and in confession he revealed all 
his sins to Francis' associate, put his household in order, com­
mitted himself to the mercy of God, and prepared as much as he 
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could to accept death. While the others were taking refreshment 
for their bodies, the soldier, who seemed strong and healthy, 
suddenly breathed out his spirit according to the word of the 
man of God. Even though this soldier was carried off by a sudden 
death, nevertheless he was so fortified by the weapons of repen­
tance through Francis' spirit of prophecy that he escaped eternal 
damnation, and according to the promise of the gospel entered 
into everlasting dwellings. 

The Obedience of Creatures and Divine Condescension 

First Lesson 

Surely, the Spirit of God who had anointed him, as well as 
Christ the power and the wisdom of God was with his servant, Fran­
cis. It was this grace and power that brought it about that not 
only did uncertain and hidden things become evident to him, 
but even the elements of this world obeyed him. At one time 
doctors advised him, and the friars earnestly exhorted him, to 
allow his eye affliction to be healed by cauterization. The man 
of God humbly assented, because this would not only be a 
remedy for a bodily weakness but also a means for practicing 
virtue. Given the sensitivity of the flesh, he cringed with an in­
stinctive horror at the sight of the still-glowing iron. The man 
of God addressed the fire as a brother, admonishing it in the 
name and in the power of its Creator to temper its heat that he 
might be strong enough to bear its gentle burning. When the 
crackling iron was placed on his tender flesh and the burning 
brand was drawn from his ear to his eyelash, the man filled 
with God exulted in spirit and said to his friars: "Praise the 
Most High, because I confess what is true; neither the heat of 
the fire troubled me, nor did pain in the flesh afflict me." 

Second Lesson 

While the servant of God was laboring under a very serious 
illness al lhe hennilage of Sainl Urban, he fell a nalmal weak-
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ness. He asked for a drink of wine but was told that there was 
no wine there to give him. He then ordered water to be 
brought to him, and, with the sign of the cross, he blessed it. 
What had been pure water immediately became the best of 
wine, and what the poverty of this deserted place could not 
produce, the purity of this holy man attained. At the taste of it, 
he became well with such ease that it became evidently clear 
that the desired "drink" was given to him by a bountiful Giver 
not as much to please his sense of taste as to be efficacious for 
his health. 

Third Lesson 

At another time, the man of God wished to go to a certain 
hermitage that he might occupy his time more freely in con­
templation. He was carried on an ass belonging to a poor man, 
because he was in a weakened condition. While this man fol­
lowed the servant of God and climbed into mountainous 
country on a hot day, he became very tired from the journey 
over a rather rough and long road. When he became faint from 
an exceedingly burning thirst, he began to shout insistently 
and say that unless he had a little something to drink, he 
would die immediately. The man of God dismounted from the 
ass without delay, knelt on the ground, raised his hands to 
heaven, and did not cease praying until he felt his prayer was 
heard. When he finally finished his prayer, he said to the man: 
"Hurry to that rock, and there you will find running water, 
which Christ in his mercy has produced from a rock for you to 
drink at this time." The thirsty man ran to the place pointed 
out to him and drank the water produced from the rock by the 
power of a praying man, and he consumed the drink furnished 
for him by God from solid rock. 

Fourth Lesson 

At one time, when the servant of God was preaching near 
the sea at Gaeta, he wished to escape the adulation of the 
crowd, which in its devotion was rushing toward him. He 
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jumped alone into a small boat, which was close to the shore. 
The boat, as though it were guided by an internal source of 
power, moved itself rather far from land without an oarsman. 
All who were present saw this and marveled. After the boat 
moved a moderate distance over the sea into the deep, it 
stopped immobile among the waves until, with the crowd 
waiting on the shore, it pleased the man of God to preach. Af­
ter they listened to the sermon, witnessed the miracle and re­
ceived the blessing they asked for, the crowd moved away. By 
the influence of no other command but a heavenly one, the 
boat reached the shore; it subjugated itself without rebellion, 
as if it were a creature zealously serving its Maker, to the perfect 
worshipper of the Creator and obeyed him without hesitation. 

Fifth Lesson 

At one time when Francis was staying in the hermitage of 
Greccio, the inhabitants of that place were burdened by many 
calamities. Every year a hailstorm devastated the annual har­
vest and the vineyards, while a large number of ravenous 
wolves devoured not only animals but people as well. The ser­
vant of the all powerful Lord was filled with a benevolent com­
passion for those sorely afflicted people. In a public sermon, he 
personally promised and guaranteed them that the entire pes­
tilence would vanish if they would confess their sins and be 
willing to produce worthy fruits of penance. From the very 
time that the people began doing penance at Francis' exhorta­
tion the devastation ceased, the dangers disappeared, and nei­
ther the wolves nor the hail caused any trouble. What is 
greater still, in fact, is that if a hailstorm ever passed through 
the cultivated fields of neighboring areas and approached the 
boundaries of these people, it would either end there or be di­
verted to another area. 

Sixth Lesson 

At another time the man of God was journeying around the 
valley of Spoleto in order to preach. As he was approaching 
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Bevagna, he came to a place where a very large flock of birds of 
different kinds had congregated. Looking at them with affec­
tion, the Spirit of the Lord came upon him, and he hurriedly 
ran to the place, eagerly greeted them, and commanded them 
to be silent, so that they might attentively listen to the word of 
God. While he recounted many things about the benefits of 
God to these creatures, who were gathered together, and about 
the praises that should be returned to him by them, they began 
to gesture in a remarkable manner; they extended their necks, 
stretched out their wings, opened their beaks, and looked at­
tentively at him, as if they were trying to experience the mar­
velous power of his words . It was only proper that this man, 
full of the spirit of God, was led by a humane and tender affec­
tion to such irrational creatures. For their part, those birds 
were drawn to Francis so remarkably that they listened to him 
when he was instructing them, obeyed him when he com­
manded them, flocked to him without fear when he bid them 
welcome, and, without distress, remained with him. 

Seventh Lesson 

When Francis had tried to go overseas to pursue the palm of 
martyrdom, he was impeded by storms at sea from accom­
plishing his purpose. The Director of all things remained with 
him to such an extent that his providence snatched him, to­
gether with many others, from the dangers of death and 
showed forth his wonderful works on his behalf in the depths 
of the sea. When he was proposing to return from Dalmatia to 
Italy and had boarded a ship without any provisions at all, a 
man sent from God came, as Francis stepped aboard, with nec­
essary provisions for Christ's little poor man. Then this man 
gave the provisions to a God-fearing man whom he called from 
the ship, that he might administer them at the proper time to 
those who had absolutely nothing. Since the sailors were never 
able to bring the ship to shore due to the force of the wind, all 
their food was consumed. All that remained was a small por­
tion of the alms which had been given from above to the 
blessed man. Because of his prayers, merits and the power of 
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heaven, these alms increased so much that for many days, as 
the storm at sea continued, they took complete care of every­
one's needs until the ship reached the desired port of Ancona. 

Eighth Lesson 

At another time when the man of God was on a preaching 
journey with a friar companion between Lombardy and the 
Marches of Treviso, the darkness of night overtook them near 
the Po river. Since the road would be exposed to many great 
dangers because of the river, the marshes, and the darkness, 
his companion insisted that in this necessity Francis should 
implore divine assistance. The man of God replied with great 
confidence: "God is powerful. If it is agreeable with him, he 
will make light for us by putting the darkness of night to 
flight." What followed was marvelous! He had hardly finished 
speaking when, behold, by the power of God such a great light 
began to radiate around them that, while the darkness of night 
remained in other places, they saw in clear light not only the 
road but also many other things on the other side of the river. 

Ninth Lesson 

The brightness of heavenly splendor went before them amid 
the der..se darkness of the night in a fitting manner indeed. 
This proved that those who follow the light of life on a straight 
path are not able to be overwhelmed by the shadow of death. 
Guided in body and comforted in spirit by the remarkable 
splendor of such a light, they arrived at a hospice singing 
hymns and praises to the Lord after traveling a good distance 
along the road. He was a truly outstanding and admirable 
man, for whom fire tempers its burning heat, water changes its 
taste, a rock provides abundant drink, inanimate things obey, 
wild animals become tame, and to whom irrational creatures 
direct their attention eagerly. In his benevolence the Lord of 
all things listens to his prayer, as in his liberality he provides 
food, gives guidance by the brightness of light, so that every 
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creature is subservient to him as a man of extraordinary sanc­
tity, and even the Creator himself condescends to him. 

The Sacred Stigmata 

First Lesson 

The truly faithful servant and minister of Christ, Francis, 
twoyear before h - would give up his sp irit to heaven, began a 
forty day fast in h norofth Arcnan el Mi hael in al isolat d , 
eJevat d I( ation 'all d MOUJ"lt La V rna. Steeped In re than 
usual in the sw tne s of heavenly ' ol'ttemplatioll and in­
flamed b a mor ardenL fire of heavenly desires, he began to 
exp rience a grealer abund::1.l1 e of the gifts s nt to him from 
God. Th erapl"li ardor of de .ire raised him illto God, a, h 
was transformed by the compassionate tenderness of affec­
tions into hjm who was pleas d with a lov beyond measure, 
to b Crtl ified. While h wa praying one morning on the side 
of the mountain around-th fea ·toftheExalta ion ofth )oly 

ross, h e saw the Iii eness of a S 'raph, which had sj , fiery and 
glj ·t ring wings, de cend ing fr m the h.eights of the heavens. 
He cam in swift flight to a place in the air lose to t he man of 
God. The Seraph not only a] p ar d to have wings but a ls to 
be crucified. Hi hm1ds and feet w r xtend d and fast n d to 
a cross, and his wings were arranged on both sides in such a re­
markable manner that he elevated two above his head, ex­
tended two for flying, and with the two others he encompassed 
and covered his whole body. 

Second Lesson 

Wh n he saw this, 1:;'rallos was tJ10roughly and deeply a -
tonished . His mind was 6J1ed with a rus h of joy mixed with . or­
row. He experi nced an jnco:mparable joy in th pI asing 
vi ion of Christ, which appeared to him 0 wonderful and inti­
mate, while the deplorable sight of being affixed to a cross 
pierced his soul with the sword of compassionate sorrow. He 



128 Francis, H erald of God's Word 
------- --------

understood, as the one whom he saw exteriorly taught him in­
terior'ly, t hat the weakn. s of $uf~ ring by no man befi ts the 
immortalit of a raphic spirit · n v rthe! ss, sLlch a v isioll had 
been pres -nted to hj sight, so that this friend of Christ might 
I. now beforehand Lllal he had LO b ' trans formed L tally, not b 
a martyrdom of the flesh but by the fervor of his spirit, into the 
manifest likeness of Christ Jesus crucified. The vision, which 
cli '~lPl (i r d nfter n s eret and intimate cony rsa Uol.l , inflamed 
him 11 lelio)'ly wi th a seraphi ardoT and marked his flesh exte­
riorly w i 'h a liken .S onformed to the ruifi d; i1. 'NUS as if 
the liqu fying I' ow -r or are prece I I tll iml r sion of t1 
seal. 

Third Lesson 

Nail marks began to appear irnl11 dialely in hi bands and 
feet. Their heads appeared on th in ide [th hands 'md on 
the top of the feet and the pointco I: a rts on the opposite sides. 
The heads of the nails in his hand ;md fee w r row,d, and 
their points, which were hammered and bent back, emerged 
and stood out from the flesh. The bent part of the nails on the 
bottom of his feet were so prominent and extended so far out 
hat t11 y did not all w Lh s I of his f t to touch the ground. 

I n fact., th ring r of a han I cou ld be I. ttL asily into th ~urv d 
loop of th e pOints, a. r heard fr01'n tl1 0se who saw Lh -m with 
their own eyes. H is right sid a1 appeared as Lhough it w re 
1 ier d with a lance. It was covered ""vith n red scar, which of­
ten shed his holy blood. His tunic and undergarments were 
soaked with such a quantity of blood that his 
friar-companjon • when Ll W3, hed these clothes, undoubt­
edly observed that th,c s fvant f th Lord had the impressed 
likeness of thc 'ru uied in his side .1S well as in his hands and 
feet. 

Fourth Lesson 

The man, filled with God, realized that the stigmata, which 
was impressed so splenrlirlly on his flesh, could not be hidden 
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from his intimate companions; nevertheless, he feared making 
this secret of the Lord public. He was put into a great agony of 
doubt as to whether he should tell what he had seen or keep si­
lent. Forced by the sting of conscience, he finally related with 
great fear the sequence of the vision to some of the friars who 
were closer to him. He added that he who appeared to him told 
him other things, which he would never reveal to any person as 
long as he lived. After the true love of Christ transJonned the 
lover into the image of the beloved, Francis' forty days on that 
mountain of solitude were completed and the solemnity of the 
Archangel Michael was at hand. The angelic man, Francis, 
came down from the mountain bearing the likeness of the Cru­
cified, not sketched by the hand of an artist on tablets of stone 
or wood, but etched on his fleshy limbs by the finger of the living 
God. 

Fifth Lesson 

This holy and humble man tried afterwards with all dili­
gence to conceal these sacred marks; nevertheless, it pleased 
the Lord to display through them certain marvelous things for 
his glory. Their hidden power, therefore, could be made mani­
fest by clear signs and irradiate like a bright star amid the 
dense darkness of a darkened age. Before the holy man spent 
time around Mount La Verna, for example, a dark cloud would 
arise from the mountain and a violent hail storm regularly dev­
astated the fruits of the earth. After that providential vision, 
the customary hail ceased to the admiration and joy of the in­
habitants. The very aspect of the sky, tranquil beyond usual, 
proclaimed the supreme worth of that vision from heaven and 
the power of the stigmata impressed there. 

Sixth Lesson 

At that time a very serious disease swept through the province 
of Rieti and began to afflict the sheep and the oxen to such an ex­
tent that almost all of them seemed to languish under an incur­
able illness. A God-fearing man was admonished by a vision one 
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night to hurry to the friars' hermitage where the blessed Father 
was then staying and request from his companions the water he 
used to wash his hands and feet. He was then to sprinlde this wa­
ter on the suffering animals and thereby put the pestilence to an 
end. After the man diligently completed this task, God gave 
great power to the water which had touched the sacred wounds. 
Even a little of the water completely drove out the plague from 
the suffering animals it touched. Once they recovered their pris­
tine vigor, they ran to their fodder as though they had experi­
enced no previous misfortune. 

Seventh Lesson 

Finally, from that time on, those hands attained such mar­
velous power that their saving touch returned both robust 
health to the sick and living sensation to limbs now dry and 
paralytic. What is greater, they restored unimpaired life to 
those who had been mortally wounded. I will anticipate and 
recall briefly to mind for you two of Francis' many miracles. 
Once at Lerida, a man, whose name was John and who was de­
voted to blessed Francis, was so cut and savagely wounded one 
night that one could hardly believe that he would survive until 
the next day. Our holy Father appeared marvelously to him 
and with his sacred hands touched those wounds. At the very 
same hour John was so restored to full health that all the region 
proclaimed that this wonderful standard bearer of the cross 
was most worthy of all veneration. Who would not be sur­
prised to look upon a person he knew well who, at almost the 
same moment of time, was mangled by the most cruel wounds 
and then rejoiced in unimpaired health? Who would be able to 
recall this without giving thanks? Finally, who could ponder in 
a spirit of faith such a tender, virtuous, and remarkable miracle 
without experiencing devotion? 

Eighth Lesson 

At Potenza, a city of Apulia, a cleric named Roger was think­
ing foolish things about the sacred stigmata of our blessed Fa-
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ther. He received a blow to his left hand under his glove, as 
though from an arrow shot from a bow. His glove, however, re­
mained untouched. He was subject to the sting of excruciating 
pain for tIlr ' days. F cling remol's ru l, he called upon and e.n­
treated b l ssed Fran i earnes l.ly to h lp b,im by means or 
thos glorious stigmata. He re eivecL suc.h perfe t h a1th that 
all the pain disa p ar d and not a Lrace of a blow ren ain d. 
From this it se ms per~ tI cI ar that tho e sao-ed marks of 
his wer impress db, a p w r and PI' lvio d \;vitl [he strength 
of him whose characteristi ,it i 0 int1i t wound, t) provid 
remedies, to strike the obstinate, and to heal the contrite. 

Ninth Lesson 

T his blessed man certainly appeare I worthy Lo b marl d 
with tl)is Singu lar pri il ge, since rus whol.c endeavor, b til 
public and privat , enter · d around the cross of the Lord. 
Whal else lhan hi s \; ondcl"fu l gentlenes , the austeri y of his 
li fe, h is profound humility, his prompt obeclien 'C, h i eA'tr me 
p verty, his unimpaired chastity; what else than lh bitterness 

fhi ompun ion , his flo'w ftears his heartfeltcompassjon, 
hi. zc' J for mulation, his de. ire fOT martyrd '111, his Olltstand­
ing charity, and finally the privilege of the many virtues that 
made him Christ-like: What else stood out in him than these 
similarities to Christ, these preparations for the sacred stig­
mata? For this reason, the whole course of his life, from the 
time of his conversion, was adorned with the remarkable mys­
teries of the el'O S of Chri '1. Finall y, at U, ~ sigh of th 'ubllrnc , , 
Seraph and the humble ruciried, h wa t:ranSf0n11 d total ly 
by a fiery, divine pow r into the likeness of th foml which. he 
saw. Those who saw t hem, tO ll hed th 111 , kissed lhem testi­
fied to this; and after having touched these most sacred 
wounds, they confirmed them with greater certitude by swear­
ing that they saw them and that they were exactly as reported. 
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Francis' Death 

First Lesson 

The man of God was now nailed with Christ, in both body 
and spirit, to the cross. Just as he was being raised up into God 
by the fire of seraphic love, he was also being transfixed by a 
fervid zeal for souls. He thirsted with his crucified Lord for the 
deliverance of all those in need of salvation. Since he was not 
able to walk due to the nails growing out on his feet, he had his 
dried up body carried around the towns and villages, so that 
like another angel ascendingfrom the rising of the sun, he might kin­
dle the hearts of the servants of God with a divine flame of fire, 
direct their feet into the way of peace, and seal their foreheads 
with the sign of the living God. He also was burning with a 
great desire to return to the beginnings of his humility, so that 
he might, just as he did in the beginning, minister to lepers and 
recall his body, now failing due to hardships, to its original ser­
vitude. 

Second Lesson 

With Christ as his leader, he proposed to do great things, 
and though his limbs were becoming weak, he was strong and 
fervid in spirit, and he hoped for a victory over his enemy in a 
new encounter. Surely, in order that there might be an in­
crease in the sum total of merits, which truly makes everything 
perfect by patience, the little one of Christ began to be bur­
dened seriously by various infirmities. The painful agony of 
suffering was diffused throughout his limbs, his flesh was be­
ing consumed, and it seemed that only skin was clinging to his 
bones. While he was being tormented by unyielding pains, he 
said that those punishing conditions were not pains but his sis­
ters. He gave such praise and thanks to the Lord in the joyful 
bearing of them, that it seemed to the friars taking care of him 
that they were looldng upon Paul in his joyful and humble glo­
rying, and that they were seeing another Job in the vigor of his 
imperturbable spirit. 
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Third Lesson 

Francis knew the time of his passing long before his death. 
As this day was approaching, he told his friars that the tent of 
his body had to be laid aside very soon, as it had been pointed 
out to him by Christ. Two years after the impression of the sa­
cred stigmata and in the twentieth year of his conversion, he 
begged to be brought to Saint Mary of the Portiuncula. He 
wished to pay his debt to death and arrive at the prize of eter­
nal recompense there where he had conceived the spirit of per­
fection and grace through the Virgin Mother of God. After he 
was brought to the Portiuncula, he demonstrated by a true ex­
ample that there was nothing in common between him and the 
world. During that illness which was so serious that it ended 
every weakness, he placed himself in total nudity on the 
ground, so that in his last hour when he still could be angry, he 
might wrestle naked with his naked enemy. Lying thus on the 
ground and in the dust, this nude athlete covered with his left 
hand the wound in his right side, lest it be seen. With his se­
rene face raised in the customary manner toward heaven and 
his attention directed entirely toward that glory, he began to 
praise the Most High because, released from all things, he was 
now free to go to him. 

Fourth Lesson 

Finally, with the hour of his passing now imminent, he had 
all the friars living in the area called to him. Consoling them in 
preparation for his death with comforting words, he exhorted 
them with fatherly affection to the love of God. Then leaving 
them their rightful inheritance, the possession of poverty and 
peace, he charged them to strive toward things eternal and for­
tify themselves against the dangers of this world. He carefully 
admonished them and persuaded them with all the efficacy of 
speech he could muster to follow perfectly the footsteps of Je­
sus crucified. As his sons were sitting around him, the patri­
arch of the poor, whose eyes had been dimmed not by age but 
by tears, the holy man, blind and now near death, crossed his 
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arms and extended his hands over them in the form of the 
cross, because he always loved this sign. He then blessed all the 
friars, both present and absent, in the name and in power of 
the Crucified. 

Fifth Lesson 

After this, Francis begged that the Gospel according to John 
be read to him beginning with the words: Before the feast if the 
Passover. He wished to hear the voice of the Beloved knocking, 
from whom only the wall of flesh now separated him. Finally, 
when all the mysteries were completed in him, the blessed 
man, praying and singing psalms, fell asleep in the Lord. His 
most holy soul, free from the flesh, was absorbed in the abyss 
of eternal splendor. At that very hour one of his friars and dis­
ciples, a man certainly famous for his sanctity, saw that fortu­
nate soul in the likeness of a brilliant star, borne up by a little 
cloud over many waters straight into heaven. This soul, glitter­
ing with the clear luster of his conscience and glistening with 
the sure sign of his merits, was being raised on high so effectu­
ally by an abundance of graces and divine virtues that nothing 
would be able to detain it at all from its vision of heavenly light 
and glory. 

Sixth Lesson 

The minister of the friars at that time in Terra di Lavoro was 
Augustine, a man who was certainly dear to God and close to 
death. For a long time he had been without the power of 
speech, but now he called out to those listening who were 
standing by and said: "Wait for me, Father, wait! Look, I am 
coming with you!" To the friars who wondered and asked to 
whom he was spealdng, he asserted that he saw blessed Francis 
going into heaven. As soon as he said this, he also happily went 
to his rest. At the same time the bishop of Assisi had gone to 
the Oratory of Saint Michael at Monte Gargano. Blessed Fran­
cis, filled with delight, appeared to him in the hour of his pass­
ing, and said that he was leaving the world and passing 
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exultantly into heaven. Arising in the morning, the bishop told 
his companions what he saw. Then, after returning to Assisi 
and making careful inquiries, he found out for certain that the 
blessed Father had departed from this life at the same hour in 
which it was made known to him in a vision. 

Seventh Lesson 

The immensity of celestial goodness deigned to show, by 
many prodigies and miracles after his death, just how remark­
able this man was for his outstanding sanctity. Because of his 
merits and at his intercession the power of almighty God re­
stored sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, speech to the 
mute, walking to the lame, and feeling and movement to the 
paralyzed; he gave robust health, moreover, to those who were 
withered, shriveled or ruptured, and effectually snatched away 
those who were in prison; he brought the shipwrecked to the 
safety of port, granted an easy delivery to those in danger dur­
ing childbirth, and put demons to flight from those possessed. 
Finally, he restored those hemorrhaging and lepers to whole­
some cleanliness, those mortally wounded to a perfectly sound 
condition, and, what is greater than all these, he restored the 
dead to life. 

Eighth Lesson 

Because of him innumerable benefits from God do not cease 
to abound in different parts of the world, as even I myself who 
wrote the above have experienced in my own life. When I was 
just a child and very seriously ill, my mother made a vow on 
my behalf to the blessed Father Francis. I was snatched from 
the very jaws of death and restored to the vigor of a healthy 
life. Since I hold this vividly in my memory, I now publicly 
proclaim it as true, lest keeping silent about such a benefit I 
would be accused of being ungrateful. Accept, therefore, 
blessed Father, my thanks however meager and unequal to 
your merits and benefits. As you accept our desires, excuse too 
our faults through prayer, so that you may both rescue those 
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faithfully devoted to you from present evils and lead them to 
everlasting blessings. 

Ninth Lesson 

It is fitting, therefore, that these words be concluded with a 
brief recapitulation of everything that has been written. Who­
ever has read thoroughly the things above should ponder care­
fully these final considerations: the conversion of the blessed 
Father Francis which took place in a marvelous way; his effi­
cacy in preaching the word of God; his privilege of exalted vir­
tues; his spirit of prophecy together with his understanding of 
the scriptures; the obedience shown to him by irrational crea­
tures; the impression of the sacred stigmata; and his celebrated 
passage from this world to heaven. These seven testimonies 
clearly attest and show to the whole world that he, the herald 
of Christ, having the seal of the living God, should be venerated by 
reason of his accomplishments, and for the fact that he was au­
thentic in his teaching and admirable in his sanctity. So let 
those who are leaving Egypt feel secure in following him. With 
the sea divided by the staff of the cross of Christ, they will traverse 
the desert and crossing the Jordan of mortality they will enter, 
by the wonderful power of that cross, into the promised land of the 
living. Through the prayers of our blessed Father may they, 
there, be conducted to that glorious Savior and leader Christ 
to whom with the Father and the Holy Spirit in perfect Trinity 
be all praise, honor, and glory forever. Amen. 



1 
I 

I 

Christ, God's Incarnate and Eternal 
Word 

Bonaventure lived during a period of intense renewal manifested in 
the widespread attempts of lay and religious men and women to pat­
tern their lives on the portrait of Christ depicted in the gospels. 
While some wandered beyond the then acceptable bounds of 
ecclesial teaching and tradition, others like Francis and Clare of 
Assisi managed to receive papal approbation without sacrificing their 
original dynamism. Regardless of their status in the medieval 
Church, these men and women were united in the desire for evangeli­
cal authenticity as they interpreted the world through the prism of 
Christ's life. In his writings, Francis looks repeatedly to the life of 
Christ mirrored in the gospels and speaks of him as the Word of God. 
He offers a broad vision of Christ, which focuses on his humanity 
without losing sight of his eternal divinity. In the paradoxical lan­
guage of poverty and power, Christ is perceived as divine in the indi­
gence of birth, the privation of begging, the pain of crucifixion and 
the humility of the eucharistic encounter. Francis' efforts to enter 
into the mystery of Christ, evidenced in the example of his life as well 
as writings, encouraged Bonaventure to articulate the centrality of 
Christ's life in the spiritual journey. 
Bonaventure often drew insights from gospel events to illustrate how 
the careful consideration of Christ's life is key to understanding the 
fundamentals of spiritual discernment and growth. The first work in 
this chapter, The Five Feasts of the Child Jesus, is an example of what 
was to become a popular genre of spiritual writing in the Middle 
Ages. Bonaventure outlines in heartfelt language how prayerful re-
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flection on the birth and childhood of the divine infant is an ideal 
way to conceive the Word of God within the recesses of the soul. The 
second work in this chapter, Christ, The One Teacher oj All, does not 
highlight anyone event in Christ's life as much as the importance of 
being united with him whose humanity and divinity reveals the Way, 
the Truth, and the Life. The centrality of Christ in the spiritual jour­
ney is expressed in Bonaventure's belief in him as the only teacher 
who, as the incarnate and eternal Word, stands as mediator between 
humanity and God. 
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The Five Feasts of the Child Jesus 

In God's Church there are holy men and women who have 
been enlightened more profoundly than others by divine radi­
ance and inflamed more ardently by inspiration from on high. 
It is their conviction and teaching that through meditation 
upon Jesus and reverent contemplation of the incarnate 
Word, a faithfu l suul can experience ad . light far sweeter, a 
pleasur more lhrilling, Hnd a consolation more perfect than 
hom honey and fragrant p Lfwlles. 

I had the opportunity to withdraw for a short while from the 
turmoil of distracting thoughts. In my innermost self I asked 
which aspect of the Lord's incarnation should be the object of 
my reflection during this time. My purpose was to obtain some 
spiritual consolation in which I might savor the divine sweet­
ness reflected, as in a mirror, in this vale of tears [Ps 83:7], and, 
having savored it, however fleetingly, to keep myself more res­
olutely from passing any illusory consolations. 

As I considered these things, it arose mysteriously in my 
mind that by the grace of the Holy Spirit and the power of the 
Most High, a soul dedicated to God could spiritually conceive 
the holy Word of God and only-begotten Son of the Father, 
give birth to him, name him, seek and adore him with the 
Magi, and finally, according to the law of Moses, joyfully pres­
ent him in the Temple to God the Father. In this way, as a true 
disciple of the Christian faith, a soul would be able to celebrate 
with all prayerfulness and piety the five feasts of the Child Je­
sus, which the Church has instituted. 

Because I thought out this little work with humility, I have 
written it in simple words, and for brevity'S sake, I have omit­
ted references to authorities confirming what I have said. 

Should anyone grow but a little in devotion toward our 
most sweet Jesus, from reading or meditating on this short and 
modest work, then let him praise, glorify, and bless the Au­
thor, Fount, and Origin of all goodness. If no such growth 



140 Christ, God 's Incarnate and Etemal Word 

takes place, then let the reader either blame me for not having 
written it well or worthily enough or perhaps, for lack of devo­
tion and humility on his part, blame himself. 

The First Feast 
How Christ Jesus, the Son of God, May Be Conceived 

Spiritually by a Devout Soul 

Our understanding has to be purified by the waters of sor­
row, our heart inflamed and raised on high by the gentle fire of 
love. Then by fervent meditation and prayerful thought, we 
can undertake our first consideration: How it is that the 
blessed Son of God, Christ Jesus, may be conceived spiritually 
in a devout soul. 

Once a devout soul has been touched or moved by the hope 
fh(:~av ' n l hli s., th fearo eternal punishmellt, or lhe wearj­

ness of living J ng in this Iw it! f?i'tcars lPs 83:7J, it is visited J y 
r sh inspintions, s t alighl 'With holy desir s, and taken up 

with godJy thought ·, When at lengtb it ha. r j led and cI -
sp is d previous i mper~ ' lions and f rmer desire for world ly 
thing,. and has r solv d Lo lead a n w lir by the grn ious kind­
ness of the Father aflights from whom is If llel)' good ellclowlTIlmt mu( 
/:11/N] 1 pL'1fect g[.ft [Jas I : J T j, i t conceive. mystical! by L1 > gi f-t r 
grace. 

W hat i happening here? It is nothing oth r thaI lh h av­
en ly Pat.h r impregnat ingth soul, as it were ~U1d making it 
liuitful b 1 a djvin . d . Tlte Jlowrrclj·tJlIJ Mo.,t High COlll fJS upon 
the , oul and oJI(.!rs!tru/ows i rLk I : 51 wiLh a beav Il ly ooln 5S, 

which tempers the desires of the flesh and gives help and 
strength to the eyes of the spirit. 

It is a joyous conception which leads to such contempt of 
the world and to such longing for heavenly works and the 
things of God. No matter how fleetingly up to this point, even 
in the midst of distress, the things of the spirit have been 
tasted, the things of the flesh lose their savor. 
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Now, with Mar, tJle JUl b gins to climb the hill COUl'l t1J, ILk 
1 :391 , be auSe after thi ' 'onception arthly lhing, 10 e lllir 
attra' i n, and the. oul long ' f r heav vly and et mal t 11ings. 
Th oul begin 0 11 th c mpany ofthos ~ with minas set on 
l'(.trthlJl thing. [Ph iI 3: J 91 and desires lhe f"ri endsh i p of lhosc 
with hear s ton h av nly things. It begins to take care of 
Elizab t h, that i , to look to thos vvh ar nlight nco by di-
vine ~ isdom and ardently infLnm d lov ". 

There is an important point to keep in mind because it ap­
plies to many people: The further one withdraws from the 
world, the 10 er becon e one' friendship with good pc pIe. 
r fo llows that t h m. re lh ompan of IIngodly p oplc 10 e 
its attraction, the more the company f sai ntl and pirituaJ 
p ople inspiTes th heart w itb raliant delight. a.i nl Gregory 
says: "Anyon wh I eep close to a boly man discovers that by 
eeing hirn oft n, listening to his words and witnessin hi s ex­

emplary beh avior, h i et on fire wit h I ve ofthe truth, I eep 
away from the darkne s of in , a nd is inflamed by he 1 ve 0 ' 

divine light." Saintlsjdore writes:"S el the company of good 
p op]e. If you share th -ir om.1 any, you will als shar· th ir 
vir u ." 

The fait.hful S L1 1 should c nsid r we ll ho\, pur , holy and 
devout was th onversation ( f Lh saint , how godly and salu­
tary lheir OlUl el, how adnurable t11eir bol ines , and all th y 
achieved to tl1 if rou ual benefil, asthey in pired n an ther 
by word and exampl towal'd great r virtu. 

D vout sou l thai.. j also what Y LI hould do ,,\Ill· n you reaJ.­
iz that you h ave, hy the H ly Spirit, cone ived a new longing 
for 1.h · life r gra . Av id the company of t he wicked, g up 
inlo the hill country v,dth Mary, s ek the advi e of spiritual 
peopl striv to ~ II W iJ) th foots eJ of th saints, l' fleet 
upon the Leaching of holy p ople and also upon their a tions 
and xample. K ep lear of the 1 oi50nou tOLins l. or Lhe 
wicked , wh ahvay try La distort n w d ires inspir d by th 
HoI Spirit 'lnd wanl to hinder t.hem and never ceas · to tear 
them to shreds. 
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Often und .r the guis · of be hn . ss they in f ' t the soul w ith 
the ntagion of an insi.dious cowardi 'e , Th -yay such Lhings 
. : "WhaL you have begull j b yond you; what you ar Laking 

n is far too diffi ult; "vhat you are doing i!i too much of a bur­
d n. Your trel1glh is not LIp to it , YOLI do nothav " llle abilityto 
do it. Your mind will g t con[-used, your -yesight will b d >-
0'0 led, you will develop all kinds of .illn s 'ts: on umption. 

paralysis 5t n s in lh kidn ys, li z7jness in tile head, dulling 
of the s · nses, "Iaudillg r the mind , and loss of faculti s. All 
the. terribl Lhillgs will happell t.o you if YOLI do nOl abandon 
what you have start cl and tak gr'atel' care of yom health. 

u h pra tice do not become your positi n , th y harm your 
honor and good name." 

You notice then how someone can masquerade as a master 
of discipline and a medical doctor who does not even know 
how to keep his own life in order or cure the sickness of his own 
mind! How sad it is that the cursed advice of the 
worldly-minded has frequently ruined so many people and 
killed the Son of God conceived in them by the Holy Spirit. 
This is that damnabl and deadly m eli . ne, the devil's coun­
sel, which hinder spiritual on. eption in s man sOllls and 
kills and destroys in many other what had bee l~ of'\ceiv · d by 
a firm decision or a vow. 

There are others who seem to be good, religious people, and 
perhaps they are, but who, I say it with r 81 ct, ar far to 
timid. They neither remember that the hand ajthc Lord is not-yet 
shortened that itcannot save [Is 59: 1], nor do they r member that 
the kin ]ness of til Most 1:-ligh ha ' n t yel run ouL, Lhal he 
wants to h Ip us ami has (he pow rt do s( . Th~JII/CI'J/t' n ztJalfor 
Got! but It is Ilot clIliglitened [Rom 10:2] . Out of compossion for 
physi a l surf ring or perhaps from f ar of natural weakness. 
th y lissuad · others from the pLlrsu'it of p ,of cti(m. That i ' 
their reaction when they see tilers a hi ving .. u c -s fu lly that 
whi -h Lhey themselves had judg d t b good and hol , bUL 
lp n whi.ch they did not hav the courage to em harl . Th y 

di cOLIJ'age other fron anyt.hing tha'l goes b r nd the om­
mon :lVerag • and t hey d troy the sa l ft.:!!"y r,()11,nll .Ill which 
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come from God's inspiration. The more authentic these coun­
sels are in the light of their experience, the more dangerous 
they find them to be. 

Sometimes through the cunning of the ancient enemy, they 
slyly suggest: "If you take on such and such practices of piety, 
people will say you are holy, good, devout, and religious. Be­
cause you have not yet acquired the virtues which others think 
you have, you will be judged guilty in the sight of the Supreme 
Judge, who knows in all their horror your great and terrible 
sins. You will forfeit the merits of your good works, and you 
wfll be judged a liar and a hypocrite." Such practices of piety, 
th y maintain, ar nly for tho who hav not sinned gravely 
and have ~ pt LO a cha te and holy lif ,who gave up everything 
for J d and hav r mained faithful to hirn aD th ir live. 

Beloved soul dedicated to God, keep clear of people like 
that. Go up into the hill country [Lk 1 :39] with Mary. Paul did 
not live a sinless life, yet he had not been in God's service for 
any length of time when he was taken up into the third heaven 
and contemplated God face to face. Mary Magdalene had 
been full of pride and ambition, totally intent on worldly vani­
ties and ensnared by the pleasures of the flesh. Not long after 
her conversion, however, she sat among the holy apostles at 
the feet of Jesus and listened attentively to the saving doctrine 
of perfection. She was found worthy to be the first to see the 
Lord shortly after his resurrection, and she proclaimed stead­
fastly to the others that he was risen from the dead. 

God shows no partiality [Acts 10:34]. He does not take ac­
count of nobility of birth, length of time in his service, or the 
number of our good works. What counts with God is a devout 
soul's increased fervor and more ardent love. He does not con­
sider how you once behaved, but what you hav now begun to 
be. You see, therefore, how gravely blameworthy th. advic of 
such would be, did ignorance not excuse it , though itcannot be 
condoned. 

If then you cannot be saved through innocence, strive for 
salvation by penance. If you cannot be a Catherine or a Ce­
cilia, do not be ashamed to be a Mary Magdalene or a Mary of 
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Egypt. If you r cognize tlla't YOll hay conceiv d God's .most 
dear ' on by a . ac )' d resolv to . triv for I r~ tion, then keep 
~lway from th d adl polson I have ju t m n i ned. and iU<e a 
woman in labor, hast ·n with uesir 3 and longing toward a 
happy delivery. 

The Second Feast 
How the Son of God Is Born 
Spiritually in a Devout Soul 

Secondly. let us consi.d r und marl< well h w he ble s d , n 
or od, a lready COli eived spiJ.-ituaJ]y, is born spiritually in th 
soul. H' i bom wh n, aft r good advice. due thought and 
pra er ror Got.!' pro ctian, w put into pra tice our resolu­
tion to lea 1 a mor perf ct life. Thal ilito ay, he i born when 
th soul begins to do that which it I ng had iJ1 min but wa 
afraid to und e.rtal c through fear of its own weakness. T he an­
gels rei i at this mo, t bt ssed birth . th y glorify God and an­
noun ' e peace. 

T he announ e p. ace because peace i restored to the soul 
by th rra tice oft-he v irtues w.h i h h long had in mjnd. od's 
pea annOL be stablish d firInly in the suul while the sruit 
an J ne h ar aLW'll'with n an ther;wh nthe piJillongsfor 
solitude and the flesh craves to be with the crowd; when the 
spirit d lights in Christ and the fle h 'is allul' d by tl1 ,. 0Tld ; 
wh n h spiJit'e ksthcs renityofcont ·mplation inGod and 
Lh fl esh d' ire poSitions of han r in the world . 

On the lh r hand. when 1 h flesh is subje t d to the spirit, 
that is, n g od works' r put into pt'a li e- which for so 
I ng th flesh had hinder d-inner pea an I joy ar rest r d 
t the QUI. How happy a birth which brings s·Llch rejol ing to 

hLll an I eings and angels! How lovely and delightful i t would 
be if we ;,u ways did what wa be t for us. But oLlr foolishn.ess 
prevents it . On we rid ours ·)ve r 0 U' fo()\i hnes • hU1l1Hn 

natur · recognizes what is mtive to il. In this birth we peri­
en e th truth or thal gospel saying: Take TJ!J')lOke UPONJ,I(Il/, fll1d 
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learn from me, for I am gentle and lowlY in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is eary and my burden is light [Mt 
11 :29-30]. 

Devout s ul, jf thi happy birtl1 brings you delight, you 
houiu rememb r thal you have to be like Mary. The nam 

"M U (lib ' It it J .1' h Ull ary mean ltter sea, n W10 erulg t 11 an one 
who rule ." First, you must be a ubi ter S a" through ars of 
sorrow, "veeping bitterly for the sins you have committed, la­
menting d pI th e good you I ft undon , 'md reproaching 
ours If une asingly for th t im you let slip by and los. ec­

and, you must b . on who en lightens" by peakingwords f 
. dification, pracctidng virtu e and teaching OU1 1'S untiringly to 
L good. Third, you mll, t be "one who rul ," lhatis, b rna. t r 
f OUT en es, arnaJ pas. ion s, and all our action . In this 

way a ll our a ,ions will be in c nf rmity with right reason, 
and in a ll that all do you will seek and I ng for rod'. praj 
and glory, your neigh h r" dification, and y r own salva­
tion. 

How blessed is such a "Mary" who weeps over sins commit­
ted, shines resplendently with virtue and has complete mas­
tery over all carnal desires. Jesus Christ does not disdain to be 
born spiritually and joyfully, without pain and sorrow, from a 
"Mary" like this. 

Once this birth has taken place, the devout soul knows and 
tastes how good the Lord [Ps 34:9] Jesus is. In truth we find 
how go d h i when" e nourisl1 him with 1Il" pra ers, balh 
him in the waters of our warm and loving tears wrap him in 
the 'pod 5S . waddling clothes of our desires, cany h:im in an 
embrace of holy love, loss him over and ov r again witb h art­
felt longin gs and c.herish him in tll > boo om of our inm t hart. 

That is how this Child is born spiritually in a devout soul. 
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The Third Feast 
How the Infant Jesus Is Named 

Spiritually by a Devout Soul 

Thirdly, we come to consider how this holy Infant, now 
born spiritually, shall be named. I think there is no name more 
fitting for him than Jesus, for scripture says: He was called Jesus 
[Lk 2:21]. This is the most sacred of all names, It was foretold 
by the prophets, announced by an angel, proclaimed by the 
apostles, and desfred by all the saints. 0 powerful name! 0 
grace-filled and joyous name! 0 delightful and glorious name! 

This name is poweiful, because it brings down our enemies, 
restores our strength, and renews our mind. It is grace-filled, be­
cause in it is contained the foundation of faith, the ground of 
hope, and the fulfillment of holiness. It is joyous, because it is 
gladness to the heart, music to the ear, honey to the tongue, 
and splendor to the mind. It is delightful, because it nourishes 
when it is recalled, soothes when it is uttered, anoints when it 
is invoked, refreshes when it is written, and instructs when it is 
read. It is a truly gloriOUS name, because it gives Sight to the 
blind, makes the lame walk, brings hearing to the deaf, speech 
to the dumb, and life to the dead. 0 blest name endowed with 
such powers! 

Devout soul, whether you are writing, reading, or teaching 
or whatever you are dOing-may nothing have taste for you, 
nothing please you, apart from Jesus. To the little Infant be­
gotten in you spiritually, give the name Jesus, which means: 
Savior, amidst the miseries of this life. May he save you from 
the vanities of the world which entice you, from the deceits of 
the devil which surround you, and from the weakness of the 
flesh which torments you. 

Devout soul, amidst the many scourges of this life cry out: 

Jesus, Savior of the world, save us 
whom you have redeemed by your cross 
and blood. 

Help us, 0 Lord our God. 
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Save us, sweet Jesus, our Savior. 
Strengthen the weak, comfort those who mourn, 
help the frail and give constancy to the 

faint-hearted. 
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After this holy name had been given to the Child, the Virgin 
Mary, fruitful mother in the flesh and true mother in the spirit, 
often felt a sense of sweetness when through this name she wit­
nessed that devils were cast out, miracles were performed, the 
blind received their sight, the sick were restored to health and 
the dead were brought back to life. 

Undoubtedly you also, devout soul, as spiritual mother of 
this Child, have every right to rejoice and give praise, as you 
witness in yourself and in others that your holy Son, Jesus, 
casts out devils in the remission of sins; gives Sight to the blind by 
infusing true knowledge into the mind; raises the dead through 
the gift of grace; cures the sick, heals the lame and restores the para­
lYzed and crippled by giving strength to the spirit. In all these 
ways those who before were sick and weak on account of their 
sins, now become healthy and strong by grace . 0 glorious and 
holy name, found worthy to have such power and strength! 

The Fourth Feast 
How the Son of God Is Sought and Adored 
Spiritually with the Magi by the Devout Soul 

We come now to the fourth feast, the Adoration of the 
Magi. After the soul by God's grace has spiritually conceived, 
brought forth and named this dear Child, the three kings, un­
derstood here as the three powers of the soul, resolve to go in 
search of the Child already revealed to them in the royal city, 
that is, in the structure of the created universe. 

The powers ofthe soul are rightly described as "kings," be­
cause now they rule the flesh, have dominion over the senses, 
and are taken up entirely, as is fitting, with the pursuit of di­
vine things. 
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They seek the Child through meditation, go in search of 
him in heartfelt longings and inquire about him in prayerful 
reflections: Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? We have 
seen his star in the East [Mt 2:2]. We have seen his splendor 
shining in the devout mind, we have seen his radiance lighting 
up the inner recesses of the soul. We have heard his voice and 
it is soft and tender; we have tasted his sweetness and it is de­
lightful; we have caught his fragrance and it is alluring; we have 
felt his embrace and it is irresistible. 

Now, Herod, give us the answer, tell us where the Beloved is 
to be found, show us the little Child we are yearning to see. He 
is the one we seek and long for. 

o most tender, most loving, eternal Child, you were a Babe 
from before the world began. When will we see you, when will 
we find you, when will we stand before your face? Without 
you, to rejoice is weariness; with you, to rejoice or weep is sheer 
delight. What is contrary to your will, we loathe; your good 
pleasure is our unending happiness. If it is such delight to weep 
over you, what must it be to find joy in you? 

Where are you? We are looking for you. Where are you? 
Weare searching for you in all things and above all else. 
Where are you who have been born king of the Jews, law of believ­
ers, light of the blind, leader of the poor, life of the dead, eter­
nal salvation of all who live forever? 

Scripture gives us the true answer: In Bethlehem of Juda [Mt 
2:5]. Bethlehem means "house of bread" and Juda "one who 
praises. " 

Christ is found when we have confessed our sins and lis­
tened attentively to the teaching of the gospel, the bread of ev­
erlasting life, meditated upon it and rooted it firmly in our 
hearts, so that we may fulfill it by good works and proclaim it 
to others that they may observe it also. 

We find the Child Jesus with Mary his mother when we 
taste the sweetness of divine contemplation, sometimes ac­
companied by abundant tears of consolation, after we have 
shed tears of sorrow and made fruitful confession of our sins. 
We find the Child when prayer, which at the outset saw us al-
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most despairing, leaves us rejoicing and assured of forgiveness. 
How happy such a "Mary" by whom Jesus is conceived, from 
whom he is born, and with whom he is found in tenderness 
and delight. 

You also, native powers of the soul, whom I have called 
kings, must go in search of the Child Jesus as did the three 
Magi, to worship him and offer him your gifts. Worship him 
with reverence, for he is the Creator, the Redeemer, and the 
Rewarder of all. Worship him as the Creator, for he fashioned 
our very being; as the Redeemer, for he restored life to our 
spirit; as the Rewarder, for he grants us eternal life. 

Adore him with reverence, you kings, for he is the most 
powerful king; adore him with veneration, for he is the most 
wise teacher; adore him with gladness, for he is the most gener­
ous prince. Do not be content to adore him, offer him gifts as 
well. Offer him the gold of ardent love, the frankincense of de­
vout contemplation, the myrrh of bitter sorrow. Offer him the 
gold of love for the graces he has bestowed on you, the frankin­
cense of devotion, for the joys he has prepared for you, and the 
myrrh of sorrow for the sins you have committed. Offer gold in 
honor of Christ's eternal godhead, frankincense in honor of 
the holiness of his soul, and myrrh in honor of his bodily suf­
ferings. 

Devout soul, in this way seek the Child Jesus, adore him and 
offer him your gifts. 

The Fifth Feast 
How the Son of God Is Spiritually 

Presented in the Temple by a Devout Soul 

In the fifth and last place, the devout soul turns to consider 
how this little Child is to be presented in the Temple and of­
fered to the Lord. He came to birth in the soul by the fulfill­
ment of divinely inspired works, he was given his name when 
the soul tasted heavenly sweetness, he was sought for and 
found, then worshipped and adored, when it offered him spiri-



150 Christ, God's Incarnate and Eternal Word 

tual gifts. He is now presented in the Temple by offering him, 
fervently and humbly, the thanks which are his due. 

This blest "Mary," the spiritual mother of Jesus, was 
cleansed through penance in conceiving her holy Son; she was 
strengthened in a number of ways by giving birth to him; she 
was consoled in her deepest heart by assigning him his holy 
name, and she was filled with the divine life by adoring him 
with the Icings. 

What then remains to be done? Only this-to carry the Son 
of God and Son of the Virgin Mary to the heavenly Jerusalem 
and into the Temple of the godhead and there present him to 
the Father. 

Go up, then, spiritual "Mary," not now into the hill coun­
try, but to the dwelling place which is the heavenly Jerusalem, 
to the palace of that city which is above. There, before the 
throne of the eternal Trinity and undivided Unity, kneel down 
humbly in spirit and present your Son to God the Father, as 
you praise, glorify and bless the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

With rejoicing praise God the Father, by whose inspiration 
you conceived your resolve to lead a life of holiness. With rev­
erence, glorify God the Son, by whose grace you put into effect 
the resolve you conceived. Bless and adore God the Holy 
Spirit, by whose strength you have so far remained steadfast in 
good works. 

Devout soul, glorify God the Father for all his gifts and for 
all the good you do. By his mysterious inspirations, he called 
you away from the world, saying: Return, return 0 Shulammite 
[S g 6: 12]. The meaning of those words will be found in the 
first meditation of another little work I have written. 

Magnify God the Son in all his saints. By his mysterious 
grace he delivered you from the devil's slavery, saying: Take nry 
yoke uponyou [Mt 11 :29] and cast off the yoke of the devil. His 
yoke is bitter, mine is sweet. His will lead you to eternal tor­
ment and pain; mine will bring you to everlasting joy and quiet 
resting places [Is 32: 18]. Should the devil's yoke by chance 
bring you some delight, it is false and passing. My yoke brings 
true joy and leads to eternal salvation. Sometimes the devil ex-
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alts his servants for a little while, only to put them to shame for 
all eternity. Everyone who honors me may suffer humiliations 
for a time, only to reign and be glorified forever. 

This is the teaching God's Son gave you, sometimes directly 
himself, other times through his friends and the teachers he 
appointed. By that teaching, he delivered you from the wiles of 
the devil and the seductions of the world and the flesh. 

Devout soul, always bless and honor God the Holy Spirit 
who strengthened you in all goodness by his gracious consola­
tions, saying: Come to me all who labor and are heaJry laden and I 
will give you rest [Mt 11 :28]. 

Devout soul, consider how inexperienced and easily allured, 
how frail and weak you were. You were so much at home in 
worldly pleasures, besotted with earthly delights as by the 
dregs of wine, like pigs wallowing in filth. You were sur­
rounded by so many and such terrible snares of the ancient en­
emy. On all sides you were faced by so much false advice and 
all kinds of obstacles and countless weapons used by relatives, 
friends, and others close to you to keep you from the path of 
love and do you harm. 

How could you have persevered in doing good, shackled as 
you were by the chains of sin? How could you have advanced 
in virtue, had not the grace of the Holy Spirit mercifully come 
to your aid and so often graciously strengthened and refreshed 
you? Refer then all the good you do to him, ascribe none of it 
to yourself. 

Utter these words with an upright and faithful intention: 0 
Lord, you have wroughtfor me all my works [cf. Is 26:1]. In your 
sight I am nothing and I can do nothing. By your gift I con­
tinue to exist, and without you I am good for nothing. 

To you, most compassionate Father of mercies [2 Cor 1:3], I 
offer what is yours. I commend and commit my unworthy self 
to you. I humbly acknowledge my ingratitude for all the gifts 
you have showered upon me. 

To you, most blessed Father, eternal Majesty, be praise, 
glory, and thanksgiving. By your infinite power, you created 
me out of nothing. 
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I praise, glorify and give you thanks, most blessed Son, radi­
ance ofthe Father's glory [Heb 1:3]. By your eternal wisdom 
you saved me from death. 

I bless, sanctify, and adore you, most holy, life-giving Spirit. 
In your love and mercy you called me from sin to grace, from 
the world to a life of holiness, from exile to the fatherland, 
from labor to rest, and from grief to the joys of heavenly and 
sublime happiness. 

May this be granted to us all by Jesus Christ, the Son of the 
Virgin Mary, who lives and reigns with the Father and the 
Holy Spirit forever and ever. Amen. 

Christ, The One Teacher of All 

OnlY one isyour teacher, Christ. [Mt 23:10] 

This text states that there is but one fontal principle of cog­
nitive illumination; namely, Christ, who, since he is the splendor of 
the Father's glory and the representation of his being, sustains all 
things by the word ofhis power, as we read in Hebrews [1 :3]. He it 
is who is the source of all wisdom according to Sirach: The fount 
of wisdom is the Word of God on high [1: 1]. Christ himself is the 
fount of all true knowledge. Indeed, according to John: He is 
the Way, and the Truth, and the Life [14:6]. 

There are three degrees of true and certain knowledge ac­
cording to what Hugh of Saint Victor writes in On the Sacra­
ments: "There are three levels in the development of faith by 
which faith tends and proceeds to perfection as it increases. 
The first is to choose through piety; the second to approve by 
reason; and the third to apprehend by truth." Accordingly, it 
appears that there are three ways of knowing. The first is 
through the faith of pious assent; the second is through the ap-
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proval of right reason; and the third is through the clarity of 
pure contemplation. The first is related to the habit of that vir­
tue which is faith; the second to the habit of that gift which is 
understanding; and the third to that habit of blessedness 
which is purity of heart. Since there are three modes of knowl­
edge, namely, that of faith, that of rational discourse, and that 
of contemplation, Christ is the principle and the cause of all of 
these. He is the principle of the first in as far as he is the Way; 
of the second in as far as he is the Truth; and of the third in as 
far as he is the Life. 

Christ as Teacher of the Way 

As the Way, Christ is the master and principle of that 
knowledge which is had by faith. This knowledge is twofold; 
namely through revelation and through authority. As Augus­
tine writes in On the Utility of Beliif: "What we understand, we 
owe to reason; what we believe, we owe to authority." There 
would be no authority unless it were preceded by revelation, as 
we read in the Second Letter of Peter: We possess the prophetic 
message as something altogether reliable. Keep your attention fixed 
close?y on it as you would on a lamp shining in a dark place [2: 19]. 
The authority of the prophetic word is implied in this, and 
then the reason is added: Prophecy has never been forward by 
man's willing it. It is rather that men who were impelled by the Ho?y 
Spirit have spoken under God's influence [1 :21]. Since it is in these 
two ways that we are to come to the knowledge of faith, it is 
impossible to do so except through Christ, the Giver, who is 
the principle of all revelation by his coming into the mind, and 
the foundation of all authority by his coming into the flesh. 

He comes into the mind as the revelatory light of all pro­
phetic vision according to Daniel: He reveals deep and hidden 
things and knows things determined in darkness, and the light is with 
him [2:22], that is, the light of divine wisdom which is Christ. 
According to John: I am the Light of the world, he who comes after 
me will not walk in darkness [8: 12]. John says: Believe in the light 
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while you have the light, that you may become children of the light 
[12:36], because it is written: To those who believe in his name, he 
gave the power to become sons of God [1:12]. Without this light, 
which is Christ, no one can penetrate the mysteries of faith. 
For this reason, it is written in Wisdom: Send her, that is, Wis­
dom, from your hory heaven and from the throne of your majesty, that 
she may be with me and work with me, that I may know what is ac­
cepted in your sight. For what man can know the counsel of God, and 
who can think what God wills? [9: 10,13]. From this we are given 
to understand that it is impossible to arrive at the certain reve­
lation of faith except through the coming of Christ into the 
mind. 

He also came into the flesh as the word of approbation for 
all prophetic utterances. We read in Hebrews: In many and di­
verse wtrys God spoke to our fathers through the prophets in times past; 
in this, the.final age, he has spoken to us through his Son [1:1-2]. 
While Christ himself is the word of the Father, full of 
power-according to Ecclesiastes: His word is .filled with power; 
and no one could say to him; Why do you act in this way? [8:4]. He is 
also the word full of truth. Indeed, he is truth itself, as we read 
in John: Sanctify them in truth. Your word is truth [17: 7]. The 
"Gloss" comments on this in the following way: "In truth 
means 'in me' who am truth. This is clear from the fact that 
John adds Your word is truth; that is, 'I am the truth'; in Greek, 
logos, and in Latin, verbum." Since authority accrues to that 
word which is powerful and true, and Christ as the word of the 
Father is the power and wisdom of God, it follows that the 
firmness of all authority is founded, stabilized, and brought to 
completion in him. 

All authentic scripture and all the preachers of scripture, 
therefore, are related to Christ who comes into the flesh, for he 
is the foundation of the entire Christian faith according to the 
First Letter to the Corinthians: According to the grace given to me, 
that I might lay the foundation as a wise architect. No one can lay any 
other foundation than that which has been laid, which is Christ Jesus 
[3: 10-11]. He is the foundation of all authentic doctrine, 
whether apostolic or prophetic according to both Laws, the 
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Old and the New. This is the meaning of Ephesians: You have 
been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets; Jesus 
Christ himself is the supreme cornerstone [2:20]. It is clear, there­
fore, that it is Christ who teaches the knowledge of faith in as 
far as he is the Way, and in terms of his twofold coming; 
namely, into the mind and into the flesh. 

Christ as Teacher of the Truth 

It is he who teaches rational knowledge in as far as he is the 
Truth. Scientific knowledge necessarily requires immutable 
truth on the part of the thing known and infallible certitude on 
the part of the knower. Whatever is known, indeed, is neces­
sary in itself and certain to the knower. We know as Aristotle 
says, "when we judge the reason why a thing is, and we know 
that it is impossible for it to be otherwise." 

On the part of that which can be known, immutable truth is 
required. Such a truth cannot be a created truth simply and ab­
solutely, since every creature is capable of motion and change. 
It is, rather, the truth which creates that is fully immutable. 
Thus it is written in the Psalms: In the beginning, 0 Lord, you es­
tablished the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. Thry 
shall perish, but you will remain though all of them grow old like a gar­
ment. You change them like clothing, and thry are changed. But you 
are the same, and your years have no end [102:26-28]. The apostle 
writes in Hebrews, this is addressed to the Son of God, who is 
the word, the art, and the reason of the all-powerful God [cf. 
I: 10]. He is, therefore, the sempiternal truth according to the 
psalm: Your word remains forever, 0 Lord, and your truth for eter­
nity [119:89]. While things have being in themselves, they 
also have being in the mind and in the eternal reason as well. 
They are not entirely immutable in the first and second modes 
of being, but only in the third; namely, in as far as they are in 
the eternal Word. It follows, therefore, that nothing can ren­
der things perfectly knowable unless Christ is present, the Son 
of God, and the Teacher. 
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Augustine writes in On Free Will: "Do not deny in any way 
that there is unchangeable truth, containing those things 
which are immutably true, which I cannot say is yours or mine 
or any man's, but which presents itself commonly to all who 
perceive the eternal truths." The same thing is said in On the 
Trinity. When impious people see the rules according to which 
each ought to live, "where do they see them? Not, indeed, in 
their own nature, since without doubt these things are to be 
seen by the mind, and their minds are admittedly mutable. 
But these rules are seen as unchangeable by anyone who can 
see them at all. Nor can the answer be found in the state of 
their own mind, since these rules are rules of righteousness, 
and their minds are admittedly unrighteous. Where, then, are 
those rules written wherein even the unrighteous man knows 
and recognizes what is righteous, and wherein he knows that 
he should possess something that he does not possess? Where 
are they written except in that book of light which is called 
Truth, wherein every just law is transcribed, and from which 
justice is transferred to the heart of man not by migrating to it, 
but by being impressed upon it?" This is stated also in On True 
Religion, Concerning Music, and in The Retractions. 

Secondly, on the part of the knower, this kind of knowledge 
requires certitude. Certitude can be had neither from a princi­
ple that can be deceived nor from a light that can be obscured. 
The necessary light is not that of the created intelligence but 
that of uncreated Wisdom which is Christ. It is written in Wis­
dom: God gave me true knowledge of existing things, that I might know 
the organization of the uniJlerse and the power of its elements, the be­
ginning and the end, and the mid-point of times [7: 17 -18]. And later 
it says: Wisdom, the artificer of all, taught me [7:22]. Then the 
writer adds the reason for this: She is an aura of the might of God 
and a pure iffusion of the glory of the Almighty; therifore nothing that 
is sullied enters into her. For she is the refulgence of eternal light, the 
spotless mirror of the power of God . ... For she is fairer than the sun 
and surpasses every constellation of the stars. Compared to light, she 
takes precedence . ... She reaches from end to end mighti{y and governs 
all things well [7:25-26; 8: I]. Because of this, John writes: He 



Christ, God's lncamate alld Eternal Word 157 

was the true light that enlightens every one [1 :9], and the "Gloss" 
comments: "That light is not the true one which gives light 
from another source and not from itself" 

Of itself the light of the created intellect is not sufficient for 
the certain comprehension of anything without the light of the 
eternal Word. For this reason, Augustine writes in the Solilo­
quies: "In this sun three things may be discerned: that it is; that 
it shines; and that it illumines. There are also three things in 
the most secret depth of God: that he is; that he knows; and 
that he makes it possible for other things to be known." A little 
before this he says that "as the earth cannot be seen except by 
means of a light that illumines it, likewise, those things which 
are taught in the various disciplines are of such a sort that, 
without doubt, anyone can concede that they can be under­
stood as most true, even though we must believe that they are 
intelligible only if they are illumined by something else as by 
their own sun." Again, in On the Trini0', Augustine tells us of 
the boy who, without benefit of a teacher, responded correctly 
to certain questions about geometry, and he rejects the posi­
tion of Plato, who held that souls were infused with knowledge 
prior to their existence in the body. According to Augustine, 
this is not true. "Rather," he says, "we ought to believe that the 
nature of the intellectual mind is formed in such a way that, by 
being naturally subject to intelligible realities according to the 
arrangement of the Creator, it sees these truths in a certain in­
corporeal light of a unique kind, just as the eye of the body sees 
things all around it in this corporeal light. It is created with a 
capacity for this light and is adapted to it." What this light 
might be is described in On Free Will: "That beauty of truth 
and wisdom which does not pass with time nor move from 
place to place. It is neither interrupted by night nor shut off by 
shadows, nor is it subject to the bodily senses. To all those 
from the entire world who love it and turn to it, it is near, ever­
lasting for all. It is in no place yet is absent nowhere. It admon­
ishes from without and teaches within. No one judges it, and 
without it no one can judge well. Thus, it is manifest to our 
minds as something that is without doubt greater than our 
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minds, since by it alone each mind is made wise and judges not 
concerning it, but through it concerning other things." We 
find the same things in On True Religion, On the Trini0' as well 
as in On the Teacher, where throughout the entire work, he 
proves the conclusion that our teacher is one: namely, Christ. 

Christ as Teacher of the Life 

Finally, in as far as Christ is the Life, he is the master of con­
templative knowledge. With this the soul is concerned in two 
ways that correspond to two types of nourishment; namely, 
the inner nourishment in the Godhead, and the external nour­
ishment in the humanity. There are, therefore, two modes of 
contemplation; namely, a going-in and a going-out. No one 
can arrive at this except through Christ. He himself says in 
John: I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will 
go in and out and find pasture [10:9]. 

The going-in is to go to Christ as the uncreated Word and 
the food of angels, of whom it is said in John: In the beginning 
was the Word [1: 1]. Concerning this going-in it is written in an­
other translation of the psalm: I will go in to the place of the won­
deiful tabernacle, up to the dwelling place of God, with a cry ofjoy and 
praise and festive sound [42 :5]. This refers to the heavenly J eru­
salem. No one can enter into the contemplation of it unless led 
in through the uncreated Word which is Christ. Therefore 
Dionysius writes in On the Angelic Hierarchy: "By calling on Je­
sus, the light of the Father, who is the true light that enlightens 
every man coming into the world, we have access to the princi­
pal light: namely, the Father. In as far as possible, we look to 
the illumination of the most sacred words given by the Father. 
In as far as we are able, we will consider the hierarchies of the 
heavenly spirits manifest in them for us symbolically and ana­
gogically, looking to the principal and super-principal divine 
clarity of the Father by means of the immaterial and steadfast 
eyes of the mind." 
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The going-out is to the incarnate Word, the milk of infants 
about whom we read in John: The Word was madejlesh and dwelt 
among us [I: 14]. The Song of Songs speaks of this gOing-out: 
Come forth, daughter of Sion, and see King Solomon in the crown with 
which his mother crowned him on the day of his marriage, and on the 
day of the joy of his heart [3: II]. The crown with which the true 
peacemaker, Solomon, was crowned by his mother is the im­
maculate flesh, which he assumed of the Virgin Mary. It is 
called the marriage crown because through it he espoused to 
himself the holy Mother Church, which was formed from his 
side as Eve was formed from the side of the man. Through that 
flesh the entire ecclesiastical hierarchy is purged, illuminated, 
and perfected. It is to be looked upon as the life-giving nour­
ishment of the entire Church according to John: J.1yjlesh isfood 
indeed; and my blood is drink indeed. For this reason, the text con­
tinues, He who eats my jlesh and drinks my blood has eternal life 
[6:56-58]. 

In the book On the Soul and Spirit we read: "The life of the 
soul is twofold; one life by which it lives in the flesh, and an­
other by which it lives in God. Indeed, a person has two senses; 
the one interior and the other exterior. Each of these has its 
own good in which it delights; the interior sense in the contem­
plation of the divinity and the exterior sense in the contempla­
tion of the humanity. For this reason, God became flesh in 
order to beatify the whole person in himself, so that whether 
' he goes in' or 'goes out' he will 'find pasture' in his maker; 
pasture without in the flesh of the Savior, and pasture within 
in the divinity of the Creator." This going-in to the divinity 
and going-out to the humanity is nothing other than the "as­
cent to heaven" and the "descent to earth," which is accom­
plished through Christ as through the ladder mentioned in 
Genesis: In his dream Jacob saw a ladder standing on the earth, with 
its top touching heaven; and he saw angels ascending and descending 
on it [28: 12]. The ladder symbolized Christ; the ascending and 
descending of the angels symbolizes the illumination of con­
templatives, who are ascending and descending, thus indicat­
ing the two modes of contemplation carried out by the interior 



160 Christ, God's Incarnate and Eternal Word 

and exterior reading of the book written within and without. 
This is the book mentioned in the Book of Revelations: In the 
right hand of the one sitting on the throne I saw a book written within 
and without, and sealed with seven seals. It goes on to say that no 
one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the book or ex­
amine its contents [5 :3]. To this it adds that, the Lion of the tribe of 
Judah, by his victory, has won the right to open the book and to break 
its seven seals [5:5]. 

If, therefore, the person who opened the book and broke its 
seals deserves to be called Teacher, then the title certainly be­
longs to Christ; for he is the "lion that rose up" and the "lamb 
that was slain." It is then apparent that in all the different 
kinds of knowledge "our Teacher is one," namely, Christ, be­
cause he is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. 

From the foregoing, it is clear by what order and by which 
author we are to arrive at wisdom. The order is this: that we be­
gin with the firmness of faith and proceed through the serenity 
of reason so as to arrive at the sweetness of contemplation. 
This is the order implied by Christ when he said: I am the Way, 
the Truth, and the Life [In 14:6]. In this way we can see the ful­
fillment of what is written in Proverbs: The path of the just is like 
a shining light and it increases in brilliance until the peJject day 
[4: 18]. The Saints held to this order, listening to Isaiah, ac­
cording to another translation: "Unless you believe, you will 
not understand." Philosophers who neglected faith and based 
their thought totally on reason were ignorant of this order and 
could in no way arrive at contemplation. Augustine says in On 
the Trinity: "The eye of the human mind, since it is weak, is 
dazzled in the presence of such excellent light unless it is 
purged through the justice of faith." 

Exemplarism and Knowledge 

It is clear who the model and teacher is. For Christ, who di­
rects and aids our understanding, does so not only in a general 
sense, as is true with all the works of nature, and not only in a 
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special sense, as in the works of grace and meritorious virtue, 
but he directs and aids us in a certain middle way between 
these two. To understand this, we must note that in creatures 
there are three levels of conformity to God. Some things are 
conformed to God as vestige, some as image, and some as si­
militude. A vestige is related to God as to the creative princi­
ple. An image is related to God not only as to a principle but 
also as to its motivating object, as Augustine writes in On the 
Trinity: "The soul is an image of God in that it is capable of 
God and of participation in the divine life," namely, through 
knowledge and love. The similitude is related to God not only 
as to principle and object, but also as to a gift infused into it. 

In those creaturely operations which proceed from the crea­
ture itself, in as far as it is a vestige-and this is universally the 
case with natural actions-God cooperates as principle and 
cause. In those actions which proceed from the creature as an 
image-and such are the intellectual actions by which the soul 
sees immutable truth itself-God cooperates as object and as 
motivating reason. In those actions which proceed from a crea­
ture, in as far as it is a similitude-and such are meritorious ac­
tions-God cooperates as a gift infused through grace. 
Augustine says in On the City of God: "God is the cause of all be­
ing, the principle of all knowing, and the order of all living. " 

The meaning of the term "principle of knowledge" must be 
understood in a sound way. It does not mean that God is the 
only, or bare, or total means of knowledge. If he were the only 
ground of knowledge, there would be no difference between 
the knowledge of science and that of wisdom; nor would there 
be any difference between knowledge in the Word and knowl­
edge of a thing in its own right. Furthermore, if he were the 
bare and open ground of knowledge, there would be no differ­
ence between our knowledge in this life and our knowledge in 
heaven. But this is clearly false, since in heaven our knowledge 
will be face-to-face while on earth we see dark!Jl and through a 
mirror [1 Cor 13: 12], because in this life our knowledge de­
pends on the sense phantasms. Finally, if he were the total 
ground, we would have no need of species and reception to 
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know things. This we see to be manifestly false, because when 
we lose one of our senses, we necessarily lose one type of 
knowledge. Even though Augustine considers the soul to be in 
contact with the eternal laws, because in some way it attains to 
that light at the apex of the agent intellect and the superior 
part of reason, yet what the philosopher says is true beyond 
doubt, namely, that knowledge is generated in us by way of 
sense, memory, and experience from which the universal is 
formed in us. The universal is the principle of art and science. 
Because Plato related all certain knowledge to the intelligible 
or ideal world, he was justly criticized by Aristotle. Not be­
cause he was wrong in affirming the ideas and the eternal rea­
sons, since Augustine praises him for this, but 
because-despising the sensible world-he wishes to reduce 
all certain knowledge to the ideas. In doing this, he would 
seem to provide a firm basis for the way of wisdom which pro­
ceeds according to the eternal reasons, but he destroyed the 
way of science which proceeds according to created reasons. 
On the other hand, Aristotle provided a firm foundation for 
the way of science while neglecting the way of wisdom. It 
seems, therefore, that among the philosophers, the word of 
wisdom is to be granted to Plato and the word of science to Ar­
istotle. For the former looked above all at the higher realities, 
while the latter looked principally to the lower things. 

Both the word of science and that of wisdom were given by 
the Holy Spirit to Augustine as an outstanding expositor of 
the whole of scripture, and it is clear from his writings that he 
carried this out in a pre-eminent way. To an even greater de­
gree, this is true of Paul and Moses; in the one as in a minister 
of the law of figures, in the other as in a minister of the law of 
grace . Acts says of Moses that he was educated in all the wisdom of 
the Egyptians [7 :22], and again it was said to him on the moun­
tain , See that you make them according to the pattern shown to you on 
the mountain [Ex 25:40]. In the case of Paul, he himself said 
that among the simple he would not show himself as knowing 
anything but Christ Jesus and him crucified. According to the 
First Letter to the Corinthians, however, he spoke wisdom 
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among the perfect; a wisdom he himself had learned when he 
was taken up to the third heaven according to the Second Let­
ter to the Corinthians. This was realized in the highest degree 
in our Lord Jesus Christ, who was the principal Law-giver. At 
one and the same time, he was perfectly a man in history and 
yet in possession of the goal. He alone, therefore, is the princi­
pal teacher. 

Respectful Dialogue with Christ, the Teacher 

As principal teacher, therefore, it is he above all who is to be 
honored, listened to, and questioned. He is to be honored 
above all others, since he attributes the dignity of master to 
himself. According to Matthew: Do not be called Rabbi,jor one is 

your Master, andyou are all brothers [23:8]. He wished to reserve 
the dignity of master to himself according to John: You call me 
Lord and Master; and you do well, for so I am [13: 13]. He is to be 
honored not only by word of mouth but also in reality through 
imitation. For this reason the text adds: If I have washed your 
feet, I who am Teacher and Lord, then you must wash each others 'jeet 
[13: 14], because we read in Luke: He who does not follow me can­
not be my diSCiple [14:27]. 

We must listen to him above all others through the humility 
of faith, according to Isaiah: The Lord has given me a well-trained 
tongue that I might know how to sustain the weary with my word. 
Morning after morning he opens my ear that I might hear him as my 
master [50:4]. Twice it says he opens, because it is not sufficient 
that our ear be opened to understand unless it is opened also 
to obey. We read, therefore, in Matthew: He who has ears to 
hear, let him hear [13:43]. Christ teaches us not only in word 
but also in example. Therefore, he who hears does not hear 
perfectly unless he brings understanding to the words and obe­
dience to the deeds. This is the meaning of Luke: Everyone will 
be peifect if he becomes like his master [6:40]. 

Finally, we must ask him questions out of the desire to learn 
and not in order to test him as do curious and unbelieving peo-
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pIe. We read about this in Matthew: Some of the scribes answered 
saying, "Master, we wish to see a signfromyou" [12:38]. They had 
seen signs over and over again, and yet they ask for stilI an­
other. This shows that human curiosity has no limit and does 
not deserve to be led to truth. This explains why he answered 
them that no sign would be given them except the sign of 
Jonas, the prophet. Jesus is not to be interrogated in this way 
but rather with desire as Nicodemus inquired of him. John 
tells us that: He came to Jesus by night and said to him: Rabbi, we 
know that you have come from God as our Master, etc. [3:2]. The 
text then goes on to say that Jesus opened to him the mysteries 
of faith, because he did not ask for signs of power but for exam­
ples of truth. 

We are to ask this teacher about those matters that pertain 
to science, discipline, and goodness. A psalm says: Teach me 
goodness and discipline and science [119:66]. Science consists in 
the knowledge of truth; discipline consists in avoiding evil; 
goodness consists in choosing the good. The first concerns 
truth; the second holiness; the third charity. We ought to ask 
him about those matters that pertain to the truth of science, 
but not with the desire to test him as the disciples of the Phari­
sees tested him. It is written in Matthew: Master, we know that 

_you are truthful, etc. r22: 16]. Since their question arose from an 
evil intention, he replied, Why do you tempt me, you hypocrites? 
[Mt 22: 18]. But because the question itself was good, he gave 
a true answer: Render therifore to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar's and to God the things that are God's [Mt 22:21]. 

Secondly, we should ask him about those things that per­
tain to the discipline of sanctity as did the young man in Marie 
Good Master, what shall I do that I might possess eternal life? 
[10: I 7]. He answered that he should keep the command­
ments, and that if he wished to be perfect he should observe 
the counsels, for in these is found the perfect discipline of mor­
als and an aid against those things that incline us to sin. We 
should ask him also about those things that pertain to the 
kindness of love, following the example of the doctor of the 
Law in Matthew: Master, which is the greatest commandment l!f the 
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Law? He said to him: You shall love the Lord your God with your 
whole heart and mind and soul. This is the greatest and first com­
mandment. And the second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself [22:36-39]. In this we see that the fullness of the law is 
love [Rom 13:10]. 

It is about these three things that we should question 
Christ, our teacher; for the entire law of Christ is related to 
them. All the teaching of the ministerial doctor should be con­
cerned with these three matters, so that the office of teaching 
might be carried out in a fitting manner under the supreme 
Master. Every master who carries out the office of teaching 
should seek to understand the truth of faith according to the 
First Letter to Timothy: I speak the truth and I do not lie, the 
teacher of the nations in faith and truth [2: 7]. It is written in the 
Second Letter to Peter: It was not by way of cleverlY concocted 
myths that we taught you about the coming in power of our Lord Jesus 

II Christ, for we are eyewitnesses of his power [1 : 16]. 
He should also seek the discipline of sanctity of soul accord­

ing to the Second Letter to Timothy: I, Paul, have been appOinted 
preacher and apostle in the service of the gospel, and for this reason I 
suffer these things [1: 11-12], because, according to Proverbs: 
Learning comes to man through patience [19: 11]. As it is not fitting 
that the foolish should teach wisdom, neither is it fitting that 
the impatient should teach patience, nor that the undisci­
plined should teach discipline. In matters of moral behavior, 
examples move more strongly than words. 

He should seek the ldndness of the love of God and neigh­
bor. Ecclesiastes writes: The sayings of the wise are like goads, like 
spikes fixed on high, which through the advice of teachers are given out 
by one pastor [12: 11]. I tell you, these words are the words of di­
vine love, and they penetrate to the depths of the heart. These 
words are said to be given through the counsel of teachers by 
one pastor. While divine love is praised and recommended in 
many words in the writings of both the Testaments, yet it is 
but one Word alone that inspires, and he indeed is both pas­
ture and pastor of all. All those words came from the same one 
and tend toward the same one. For this reason, they are ex-
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pressly said to be given through the counsel of teachers, all of 
whom mean the same thing. Since all the doctors of the Chris­
tian law ought to seek the bond of charity, they ought also to 
agree in their thinking. It is written in James: Not many of you, 
brothers, should wish to become teachers [3: 1]. This is said not to 
prohibit us from communicating the gift of knowledge, since 
Moses says in Numbers: Would that he would grant that all the 
people were prophets, and that the Lord would grant them his Spirit 
[11 :29]. And the First Letter of Peter says: Put your gifts at the 
service of one another, each one as he has received grace [4: 10]. This 
means that they should not have diverse and deceptive opin­
ions, but all should teach the same thing as we read in the First 
Letter to the Corinthians: I begyou, brothers, in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, to agree in what you sqy; let there be no factions 
amongyou; rather be united in one mind and one judgment [1:10]. 

For dissenting opinions arise from presumption according to 
Proverbs: Among the proud there is always discord [13:10] and it be­
gets confusion according to the First Letter to Timothy: Whoever 
teaches in any other way not holding to the sound doctrine 0/ our Lord Je­
sus Christ and the teaching proper to true religion is proud and ignorant, 
and is a man sick in his passion for polemics and controver~. From these 
come enry, dissensions, blasphemy, evil suspicions, and conflicts 0/ men 
with twisted minds who haJ7e lost the sense of truth [6:3-5]. 

These three are the things that impede the perception of 
truth, namely, presumption on the part of the senses, dissent 
of opinions, and the despair of finding truth. In opposition to 
these Christ says: "Only one is your teacher, Christ." Christ 
says that he is our teacher, so that we might not be presumptu­
ous about our knowledge. He says that our teacher is one with 
whom we might not fall into disagreement. He says that he is 
your teacher, because he is ready to assist us lest we give in to 
despair. Above all, he has the desire to help us. He has the 
knowledge necessary, and he can teach us by sending that 
Spirit of whom he speaks in John 16:13: When he comes, the 
Spirit o/truth, he will teach you all truth [16:13]. 

May Jesus Christ, the Son of the most blessed Mary, deign 
to come to our aid. Amen. 



Christ, God's Word and Mediator of 
the Holy Spirit 

Prayer directed to the Holy Spirit was a rarity in the Middle Ages. 
Theologians such as Bonaventure echoed the ancient tradition, 
which considered the Holy Spirit a gift to be requested in prayer. The 
seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, fear, piety, knowledge, fortitude, coun­
sel, knowledge and wisdom, were contained in the one unique gift of 
the Holy Spirit given by the Father and the Son. The following prayer 
for the gifts of the Holy Spirit serves as the conclusion to The Tree of 
Life. Similar to The Five Feasts of the Child Jesus, The Tree of Life is a med­
itation on gospel events intended to foster a profound spiritual trans­
formation in Christ, the Word of God. It is fitting that Bonaventure 
invites readers to turn to Christ in prayer after encouraging them to 
consider his life, death, and resurrection. As the Word made flesh 
and eternally present with the Father and the Holy Spirit, Christ me­
diates the Holy Spirit to those who call out to him in prayer. 
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Prayer for the Gifts of the Holy Spirit 

We pray, therefore, to the most clement Father through 
you, his only-begotten Son, who became man for us, was cruci­
fied and glorified, so that from his treasures he may send into 
us the Spirit of sevenfold grace, who rested upon you in all full­
ness: the spirit, I say, of wisdom so we may taste the life-giving 
flavors of the fruit of the tree of life, which truly you are; also 
the gift of understanding, whereby the con tuitions of our mind 
may be illuminated; the gift of counsel, whereby we may follow 
your footsteps along the correct paths; the gift of fortitude, 
whereby we may be able to weaken the violence of the attack­
ing enemies; the gift of knowledge, whereby we may be filled 
with the lights of your sacred doctrine to distinguish good and 
evil; the gift of piety, where by we may receive a merciful heart; 
the gift ofjear, whereby, drawing back from every evil, we may 
be calmed by reverential consideration of your eternal Maj­
esty. You wished that we ask for these things in that sacred 
prayer which you taught us; and now we ask to obtain these 
things to the praise of your most holy name, to which with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit, he all honor and glory, 
thanksgiving, splendor, and authority for ever and ever. 
Amen. 



Glossary of Terms 

Contuftfon 

The greatest knowledge of God, albeit indirect, which the 
intellect can acquire. In the systematic consideration of divine 
truth, the gift of understanding purifies the heart, thereby pre­
paring the intellect for the contuition of God. As the intellect 
considers the vestiges of material creatures and the images and 
similitudes of rational creatures, it ascends to the knowledge 
of the Trinity. When the intellect arrives at this point in con­
templation, it can go no further; instead, it is called to rest 
from all speculative labor and entrust itself to God. A deeper 
knowledge of the divine is possible only through the gift of 
charity by which the soul is united with the Trinity. 

Emanation 

A fundamental principle of reality whereby all that exists 
comes from God and ultimately returns to God. The natural 
world mirrors this truth when rain falls from the clouds only to 
return through evaporation. Salvation history reveals a similar 
dynamic when the Christ, the Son of God, comes forth from 
the Father in the incarnation and returns to the Father in the 
ascension. The inner life of the Trinity is the model of every ex­
pression of emanation, since it is the Son and Spirit who come 
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forth from the Father and return to the Father in the eternal, 
impenetrable mystery of the Godhead. 

Exemplarity 

A fundamental principle of reality whereby all that exists is 
patterned after the divine and exemplifies a degree of similar­
itywith the divine. The eternal exemplar is the Son who, as the 
Uncreated Word, is the perfect expression of the Father. Crea­
tures derive their perfection from the eternal exemplar accord­
ing to their participation in the goodness of God. The Son is 
the exemplar of creation, because all things were created 
through him and, together with him, are called to return to the 
Father. As the Incarnate Word, the Son is the temporal exem­
plar and mirror of all graces, virtues, and merits. The perfec­
tion of the incarnate Word is seen in the Church in accord 
with the state and the respective gifts of the individual mem­
bers. Just as creatures do not reflect the total perfection of the 
eternal exemplar, members of the Church do not reflect the to­
tal perfection of the temporal exemplar. The members reflect, 
however, the perfection of the incarnate Word according to 
the degree they imitate his example of holiness. 

Gloss 

An authoritative compilation of patristic and medieval in­
terpretations of selected scriptural terms and texts. 

Literal, Allegorical, Moral, Anagogical Meaning 

Different levels of meaning which are uncovered in the sa­
cred scripture in the process of interpretation. The literal 
meaning or sense is usually readily apparent and serves as the 
basis for further study. Scriptural language often evokes im­
ages related to faith, hence an allegorical sense is embedded in 
the t.ext.. The moral or tropological sense is apparent in the eth-
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ical imperatives derived from scriptural passages. The anagogi­
calor mystical meaning refers to the hope for eternal life that 
the sacred scriptures engender. 

Macrocosm and Microcosm 

A system of classification and comparison in which the cos­
mos or universe is the macrocosm while the human being is the 
microcosm. The macrocosm was created for the sake of the mi­
crocosm, and the two correspond to each other. The ages of 
the world have a direct counterpart to the ages of human his­
tory, and the elements of the cosmos have a direct counterpart 
in the elements which constitute the human being. 

Material. Formal, Final, Efficient Cause 

The Aristotelian theory of causality used to highlight the 
various components of a literary work. The material cause re­
fers to the material or literary sources used by the author. The 
formal cause is the structure or pattern given by the author to 
the material. The purpose behind the decision to write is the fi­
nal cause, while the efficient cause is the author responsible for 
writing the literary text. 

Powers of the Soul 

The rational part of the soul is understood in terms of the 
rational, concupiscible, and irascible powers . The rational 
power has the capacity to discern truth and is linked with the 
theological virtue of faith. The concupiscible power has the ca­
pacity to enkindle the desire for the good and is linked to the 
theological virtue of charity. The irascible power has the ca­
pacity to endure evil and is linked to the theological virtue of 
hope. 
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Principle of Knowledge 

Theory of knowledge, based on Augustine's teaching on il­
lumination, describing how human beings come to know sense 
objects with certainty. Knowledge is dependent upon the in­
fused light of God, which works together with the innate light 
of human reason. Certain apprehension and judgment of 
sense objects, which are mutable and transitory by nature, 
would be impossible without the assurance of universal and 
eternal standards afforded by divine illumination. 

Topical Inferential Rule 

A rule of logic used in dialectical arguments to deduce con­
clusions from inference. 

Vestige, Image, Similitude 

Analogical relationship of creatures to the trinitarian God. 
Vestiges of the divine are those creatures who in a distant yet 
distinct fashion mirror the power, wisdom, and goodness of 
the triune God. Angels and human being are images of the di­
vine, because they possess the trinitarian powers of memory, 
intelligence, and will. As images of God, these rational crea­
tures reflect the divine in a close and distinct manner. Simili­
tudes are rational creatures who reveal the closest similarity to 
God. This highest degree of trinitarian likeness is manifested 
in souls transformed by the theological virtues of faith, hope 
and love. 



Chronology 

This chronology is based on the "Chronologia sancti bonaventurae" in 
De vita, mente,jontibus et operibus s. bonaventurae. Vol. 2 of S. Bonaventura 
1274-1974, Assisi, Tipografia portiuncula, 1973, 11-14; Jacques 
Bougerol, Introduction to the Works of Bonaventure, trans . Jose de VincI<:, 
Paterson, N.J., Saint Anthony's Guild Press, 1964, 171-177; and Jacques 
Bougerol, Introduzione generale a san bonaventura , 9-14, Roma, Citta 
Nuova Editrice, 1990. 

1217 Bonaventure is born, the son of Giovanni of Fidanza and 
Maria di Ritello, in the small city of Bagnoregio, not far 
from Orvietto in central Italy. 

1225-35 As a young child, he is given over to the friars minor to be 
educated in their convent in Bagnoregio. 

1226 Miraculously healed after his mother prays to Saint Fran­
cis of Assisi for his intercession. 

1235-43 Studies with the Faculty of Arts at the University of Paris 
and concludes with the Master of Arts title. 

1243 Enters into the Franciscan Order and is affiliated with the 
Roman province of friars . 

1243-48 Studies theology under the guidance of the Franciscan 
masters Alexander of Hales, John of La Rochelle, Odo 
Rigaldi, and William of Middleton. 

. I 1248-50 As a Bachelor of Sacred Scripture works on The Commen-
tary on John, The Commentary on Ecclesiastes, and The Com­
mentaJY on Luke . 
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1250-52 As a Bachelor of Sentences, undertakes an exposition of 
the Sentences of Peter Lombard, which eventually forms a 
four-volume Commentary on the Sentences. 

1252-53 Preaches and participates in theological disputations at 
the University of Paris. As a full Bachelor of Theology, he 
produces The Disputed Questions on the Knowledge if Christ, 
The Disputed Questions on the Trinity, and The Disputed 
Questions on Evangelical Peifection. 

1253-54 Passes examination and is recognized by the chancellor of 
the University of Paris as a Master of Theology with the li­
cense to teach theology. 

1254-57 Holds the position of Master of Theology in the School of 
the Friars Minor at the University of Paris. Comments on 
the sacred scriptures, preaches, and determines disputed 
questions of theology. 

1257 Elected Minister General of the Order of Friars Minor in 
the presence of Pope Alexander IV at the General Chapter 
held in Rome on February 2. Marks his acceptance as a 
Master of Theology by the faculty at the University of 
Paris with the sermon Christ, the One Teacher. 

1257-73 Travels extensively throughout Europe as Minister Gen­
eral. Numerous sermons and writings, including The Jour­
my if the Soul into God, The Major and Minor Lives of Saint 
Francis, The Triple Way, The Tree if Life, and The Five Feasts 
if the Child Jesus, originate in this period of intense pastoral 
activity. 

1273 Named as Bishop of Albano by Pope Gregory X on May 
28. Consecrated as Bishop of Albano on November II or 
12. 

1274 Attends the Council of Lyon where he works to reconcile 
the Greek and Latin Churches. Dies on July 15 and is bur­
ied in the church of the friars minor in Lyon. 

1482 Canonized by Pope Sixtus IV on April 14. 

1587 Declared Doctor of the Church by Pope Sixtus V on 
March 14. 
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