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“Holding on to the words, the life, the teaching and the Holy Gospel” (ER 22:48). 
John’s Gospel as a Source for Franciscan Praxis 

  
 In fourth century Egypt, in the desert of Scetis, a renowned ascetic, 

Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph and said to him, ‘Abba, as far as I can I say my 
little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live in peace and as far as I can, I 
purify my thoughts. What else can I do?’ Then the old man stood up and 
stretched his hands towards heaven. His fingers became like ten lamps of fire 
and he said to him, ‘If you will, you can become all flame.’1 

Abba Joseph helped Lot imagine that the goal of monastic ascetics was to be become totally 
consumed in prayer, that is, to become single-minded and devoted to God alone. Fire is a 
polyvalent symbol. In this story it images love for God, a focused intentionality of the person on 
God alone, a single-hearted dedication of life on purity of heart. This ideal of the Egyptian 
desert was later translated into the monastic life of Benedict of Nursia and in the many reforms 
of Benedictine monasticism in the middle ages: Carthusian, Camaldolese, Cluniac, and 
Cistercian. Each form of monasticism had the same purpose, for the monk to become totally 
fire through practices of vocal and quiet prayer, fasting and mortification, reading and 
meditation, and some manual labor. Even though many medieval reforms of monasticism dealt 
with cenobitic or communitarian forms of monastic life, the focus remained on the monk or 
nun, the solitary one, in his or her quest to attain purity of heart. 
 Now, what does “becoming all fire” have to do with the Franciscan evangelical life, that 
is, with us brothers and sisters of Francis and Clare? As attractive as the monastic otium 
(leisure) might be, our life cannot be lived as a solitary search for God; our purpose is not to 
leave the world to seek God. Our form of life is not served well by isolation, individualism or 
even by forms of prayer that take hours out of our days which should rather be given over to 
encounter and service and exchange of the good news. So, then, how do we Franciscans 
become all fire? 
 I’m sure you remember the story from the Deeds of Blessed Francis and his Companions, 
about the meeting of Francis and Clare at the Portiuncola. Clare with her companions met 
Francis and his companions at the Portiuncola. As they sat down together on the ground, they 
began to converse among themselves, forgetting to eat because they “were enraptured by the 
abundance of the grace of the Most High which came over them.” As the people in Assisi 
looked down toward the Portiuncola at that moment, they saw the entire place engulfed in one 
huge consuming fire. To save the place, they ran down but having arrived there they saw that 
everything was unharmed, and “They found blessed Francis with blessed Clare and all those 
companions completely caught up to the Lord, all sitting at the very humble table, clothed in 
power from on high. Then they knew it was a divine fire which, because of the devotion of such 
holy men and holy women, inflamed that place with the abundant consolations of divine love.”2 
This story, recorded almost a hundred years after the death of Clare, reminds us that 
Franciscans become all fire through conversation, encounter, and simple sharing. Another 
Franciscan image of fire is that of the Seraph, associated with the stigmata of Francis. Seraphs 
are the highest choir of angels, burning with love for God and constantly in motion around the 
throne of God. This seraph’s fire reflects the presence of God to the Israelites in the cloud of 
fire that led them by night. This image of fire, the Seraph, images love in motion, and not 
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stillness or even silence as this is the kind of fire that you can definitely see, hear, and feel  – it 
roars and crackles with life. Bonaventure commented that “The unconquerable enkindling of 
love in [Francis] for the good Jesus had grown into lamps and flames of fire, that many waters 
could not quench so powerful a love (Song 8:6-7)” (LMj 13:2). Francis became fire with the 
Stigmata, after which, Thomas of Celano remarked, Francis “made of his whole body a tongue” 
(1C 97), as he came down from LaVerna to take up again his life of conversation, encounter, 
and simple sharing with his brothers and sisters. 
 My point very simply is that we Franciscans have the goal, like that of monks from ages 
past, of becoming all fire. Francis and Clare show us how that is to be accomplished differently 
than monks and nuns. And the Gospel of John is the text which describes this dimension of 
Franciscan life in the Writings of Francis and Clare. 

I. The Regula non bullata 22 and the Longer Redaction of the Letter to the Faithful 

In the testamentary exhortation of chapter 22 of the Regola non bullata, a pattern 
emerges that is quite similar to that found in the longer version of the Letter to the Faithful. 
Each text begins, after introductory comments, with a word – in ER 22: 2-24 you find the word 
of the synopsis of the parable of the sower, and in the 2LtF 4-13 you find the word that 
summarizes salvation history as focused on incarnation, eucharist and passion. After the 
proclamation of this word, there follow in each text exhortations to action that flow from the 
word – in the ER 22 (vv. 25-39) the action is presented in terms of serving, loving, honoring, and 
adoring God; in the 2Ltf (vv. 14-47) the action is presented in terms of the obligations of a life of 
penance. Finally, both texts (ER 22:41-55; 2LtF48-60), conclude with a collage of verses taken 
from the seventeenth chapter of John’s gospel which focus on relationships (the Father and 
Jesus; Jesus and the Disciples; the Disciples and the Father; and the Disciples and those who will 
respond). Thus, you have the pattern in these two texts of Word followed by Action culminating 
in an experience of intimacy which is described with Johannine texts. 

In both of these texts, the Johannine citations are arranged purposefully (i.e., 
rearranged by Francis) in order to take the reader (or listener) from hearing, to doing and 
ultimately into an experience within the Trinity. In the text of ER 22:41, the Johannine texts are 
introduced with this exhortation: 

Let us, therefore, hold onto the words, the life, the teaching and the Holy Gospel 
of Him Who humbled Himself to beg His Father for us and to manifest His name 
to us saying…. 

This statement paraphrases the first verse of the ER which defined the rule and the life of the 
lesser brothers as, “to follow the teaching and footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ who says…,” 
followed by a series of gospel texts, from the Synoptic (Mt 19:21; Mt 16:24; Lk 14:26; Mt 19:21 
and parallels), that describe some of the fundamental commitments of gospel living. Thus, the 
ER 1 and ER 22:41 parallel each other and suggest this pattern: 

ER 1:1:  teaching  - footprints - Jesus calls others to follow 
ER 22/2LtF: word     -     action     -     Jesus reveals God’s name 

A difference here can be found in the end point of each pattern which changes from “Jesus calls 
others to follow” to “Jesus reveals God’s name.” There is a development then between the ER 1 
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and the ER 22, which moves from practices, commitments and behaviors, to a more intimate 
revelation, or rather, to a movement from an external experience to an inner experience. 

The initial understanding of Franciscan life in terms of following footprints described in 
ER I (1209), gradually gave way to a deeper understanding, in the later years of Francis’ life 
(1224-1226), of a deeper and more interiorized meaning of following footprints. A similar 
development can be seen in Clare’s experience from her initial observance of “the Holy gospel 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (ClFl 1:1), to her transformation into a mirror of the cross through her 
own embodiment of the humility and poverty of the incarnation, the humility, poverty and 
labor of Jesus’ life, and the charity of the passion which she describes in the her Fourth Letter to 
Agnes (4LAg 19-23). 

Along the way for Francis and Clare - here I’m paraphrasing the Johannine texts in ER 22 
– the Father had made known his name to Francis and his brothers, and to Clare and her sisters 
as well, a knowledge we can find expressed in their writings in terms of Johannine images: God 
the foot-washer; God the Good Shepherd; God the lamb, God the Word, God the Light, God as 
Lord and Teacher, God, beloved Son, Brother, the Way, Truth and Life. Each of these Johannine 
images is both evocative of action, as well as intimacy. For example, Jesus the Good shepherd 
lays down his life for his sheep, and the good shepherd knows his sheep, “just as the Father 
knows me and I know the Father” (Jn 10:14-15). Jesus both gives himself to his sheep, but also 
invites them into the intimacy he shares with his Father, thus, action is related to intimacy. 
 What this overall pattern seems to suggest is that the Word (the footprint) gives rise to 
action (following footprints) from which flows a more intimate knowledge of God’s identity. 
This pattern that moves from hearing, to doing, to experiencing God’s name, moves at the 
same time from outer experience to inner experience, and Francis describes this inner 
experience primarily, though not exclusively, with the witness of John the Evangelist. 
Ultimately, what Francis and Clare learned, was that the brothers and sisters were sent to 
continue the incarnation, not just in terms of doing what Jesus did and said, but even more 
importantly, they were sent to experience interiorly at the same time, what Jesus experienced 
in his relationship with the Father and the Spirit. In citing John 17:13: “As You sent me into the 
world, so I sent them into the world” (ER 22:51), Francis makes this explicit. We are sent to 
follow and to do what Jesus did, but also to experience what Jesus experienced. 
II. Johannine citations in the Writings3 
 This point that I wish to make regarding the presence of the Johannine texts in the 
Writings of Francis and Clare is not simply a matter of the number of citations or allusions, 
though even this is interesting. As Norbert Nguyen-van-Khanh demonstrated more than 
twenty-five years ago, while at first glance it would seem that the Synoptics, and Matthew in 
particular, were the most cited scripture texts in Francis’ writings, this is not really the case.4 
Actually, the largest number of Synoptic citations and allusions found in Francis’ writings are 
contained in the Regula non bullata, which according to Jordan of Giano, was “adorned” with 
scripture by Cesar of Speyer at the request of Francis.5 Thus, if you set aside the ER 1-21 you 
can count 26 citations from the gospel of John (as opposed to 1 from Mark, 11 from Luke, and 
20 from Matthew), in addition to 11 citations from Revelation and 2 from 1 John in the 
remaining writings together, making John the most cited with 39 citations. Among these are the 
substantial citations from John 17 which appear in ER 22 and in the longer version of the LtF, 
which, given their extensive length and repetition, were especially significant to Francis. 
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 With the writings of Clare, the situation is very different. The gospels of Matthew and 
Luke predominate in her writings (totaling 58 citations) while the gospel of John is cited 8 times, 
and the book of Revelation 5 times. What is most interesting is that in Clare’s Forma vitae there 
are a total of 18 citations from Matthew and Luke, and none from John. The citations from John 
and Revelation appear only in Clare’s letters and Testament.6 Perhaps this is due to the sources 
Clare was using in the composition of her rule. Recently however, the Poor Clare sisters Chiara 
Acquadro and Chiara Mondonico have pointed out that in chapter 10 of Clare’s Forma vitae you 
can find a citation of John 13:34-35 and Jn 15:12 where she writes that the sisters’ should 
always be eager “to preserve among themselves the unity of mutual love which is the bond of 
perfection” (ClFl 10:7).7 However, even despite this infrequent material citing of John, Clare 
does share Francis’ Johannine vision of the life as I will try to demonstrate below.8 
 As we know, Francis placed the Scriptures on the same level of significance as the body 
and blood of the Lord in terms of providing the possibility of a concrete, tangible encounter 
with Christ in the world. He wrote to the clerics, 

….Consider the great sin and ignorance some have toward the most holy Body 
and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ and His most holy names and written words 
that consecrate His Body. We know It cannot be His Body and Blood without first 
being consecrated by word. For we have and see nothing bodily of the Most High 
in this world except His Body and Blood, His names and words through which we 
have been made and redeemed from death to life (1LtCler 1-3). 

For Francis and Clare, the materiality of the Word both in terms of sacred book as well as its 
performance and reception through speech and sound, served the purpose of encounter with 
Christ. While they heard the Word with their ears, and spoke it with their mouths, touched it 
with their hands and saw it with their eyes, more importantly they received the Word with and 
into their living, with their life experience, for the purpose of transforming that Word into flesh. 
Francis expressed this when he exhorted his brothers to beware of the malice of Satan who 
wants “to choke out the word and precepts of the Lord from our memory, and desiring a 
person’s heart he wants to blind it…” (ER 22:20). Notice how Francis insists here that it is the 
entire person who must be on guard: memory, affection and sight! As Francis’ continues he 
urges the brothers to make a “home and dwelling place there for Him who is the Lord God 
Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit” (ER 22:27). The place that “there” refers to is the human 
person, and he then cites John to insist that one must “adore [God] in spirit and truth” (ER 31; 
Jn 4:24), that is, with one’s entire being. Further on Francis exhorts: “Let us have recourse to 
Him as to the Shepherd and Guardian of our souls, Who says, ‘I am the Good Shepherd Who 
feeds My sheep and I lay down My life for my sheep” (ER: 22:32; Jn 10:-14-15). Notice here how 
Francis weaves these Johannine texts and images together to describe the process of the 
reception of the Word that goes well beyond following footsteps. Francis intends that our 
encounter with the Word take us, together with the actions and teaching of Jesus, into the 
experience of the love of the Father and the Spirit. He cites two more texts of John here to 
underline the nature of this encounter: “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and life. I am 
the Way, the Truth, and the Life” (ER 22:39-40), followed by the exhortation to “hold onto the 
words, the life, the teaching and Holy Gospel of Him who humbled Himself to the His Father for 
us and to make His name known to us….” (ER 22:41). Following this is the collage of texts from 
John 17, which we will reflect on in more depth shortly.    
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Francis and Clare were not interested in the intellectual exegesis of a text but rather in 
the transposition of the text into action and inner experience. This practice and intention 
continued throughout the entire life of Francis and Clare, leading them always to a deeper 
internalization of that Word of God.9 This process of the internalization of the Word is what ER 
22 and the longer version of the LtF describe, where the texts from John 17 are used to 
describe how the brothers and sisters can be taken up into the dynamic Trinitarian relationships 
of God, and with this experience they are sent again into the world to continue the incarnation. 
Here again it is a Johannine text that Francis repeats: “As You sent me into the world, so I sent 
them into the world” (ER 22:51; Jn 17:18).  

From this perspective, to say that the Franciscan Evangelical life is all about following 
the footprints of Jesus Christ is really inadequate. Following the Word is simply the means to 
the end. The end or purpose of the Franciscan evangelical life is to continue the Incarnation of 
Jesus by living a life that expresses in word and deed what it means to be taken up into an 
experience of the Trinitarian life of God.  

This goal or ultimate purpose of Franciscan living is what Francis’ presents with his 
collage of texts from John 17 in ER 22:42-55 which follows here.10 

Father, I have made Your name known to those whom You have given me (Jn 
17:6). The words You gave to me I have given to them, and they have accepted 
them and truly know that I came from You and they have believed that you sent 
me (Jn 17:8). I pray for them, not for the world, but for those You have given me, 
because they are Yours and everything of mine is Yours (Jn 17:9). Holy Father, 
preserve in Your name those You have given me that they may be one as We are 
(Jn 17:11b). I say this while in the world that they may have joy completely (Jn 
17:13b). I gave them your word, and the world hated them, because they do not 
belong to the world as I do not belong to the world (Jn 17:14). I do not ask you to 
take them out of the world but that you keep them from the evil one (Jn 17:15). 
Glorify11 them in truth. Your word is truth (Jn 17:P 17). 
As You sent me into the world, so I sent them into the world (Jn 17:18). And I 
sanctify myself for them that they also may be sanctified in truth (Jn 17:19). I ask 
not only for them but also for those who will believe in me through them (Jn 
17:20), that they may be brought to perfection as one, and the world may know 
that you have sent me and loved them as You loved me (Jn 17:23). I shall make 
known to them Your name, that the love with which You loved me may be in 
them and I in them (Jn 17:26b). Father, I wish that those whom You have given 
me may be where I am that they may see Your glory (Jn 17:24a) in Your kingdom 
(Mt 20:21). 

You can notice how Francis constructs this collage with a definite structure. He began by having 
Jesus speak to his Father in thanksgiving for having faithfully completed his mission – he has 
“made known *God’s+ name to those whom you have given me” (Jn 17:6), and who belong to 
God. Then, Jesus prays that his Father “keep in [His] name” and make his disciples one with 
them, the Father and the Son (Jn 17:11). This union with Father and Son will then become their 
source of joy in a world that hates them, and into which they are sent so that others can be 
brought into this intimate experience of God. The love of Father and Son will bring the disciples 
to the place where the Father and the son dwell. Thus, as Francis describes his experience by 
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using the voice of John, it is by living the Word who is Jesus, that one is given access to 
knowledge of God from inside the Trinity, because the Word is and leads one into the 
experience of the truth who is God.  
 It is a truism to state that the Incarnation is at the center of Franciscan life. At first 
glance, one might conclude that the gospel of John presents us with a very high Christology in 
contrast to the Synoptics which give us a low Christology. Francis and his early brothers 
discovered the Synoptic texts connected with the mission of the disciples, especially from the 
Gospel of Luke, as a description of what it means to follow in the footprints of Jesus.  Francis 
and Clare also describe the dynamics of Franciscan living with John’s gospel through the use of 
images such as Jesus the foot washer; Jesus the way, the truth and life; Jesus the shepherd who 
gives his life for his sheep; Jesus the sheepfold; Jesus who calls his disciples friends; Jesus the 
vine through whom we are grafted to God,  Jesus who in his humanity gives us access to God; 
Jesus who sends his disciples to continue the incarnation through their own life; Jesus the 
human who mirrors God. These Johannine images and the meanings they communicate are the 
link between Gospel and life for Francis and Clare; these images communicate the meanings 
and values embodied in Franciscan living and suggest a deeper more intimate knowledge of 
God. As suggested above, these images suggest a coincidence of action and intimacy. 

Both of Francis’ Rules and Clare’s Forma vitae describe Minorite life with the image of 
the footprints of the Incarnate Jesus as we have seen. In both Rules, texts of the synoptic 
gospels predominate to present the incarnate life of Jesus as a model for the practices and 
commitments of the life: selling all and giving to the poor as condition for entrance; wearing 
cheap poor clothes that reflect that of the poor Jesus; being pilgrims and strangers in the world; 
working with one’s hands; begging when necessary; not having anything that one can call their 
own; mission as determined by the sending of the disciples in Luke taking nothing for the 
journey; acting as agents of peace; becoming vulnerable like Jesus in terms of an acceptance of 
persecution and suffering; the patient acceptance of difficult experiences, etc. The emphasis of 
these practices accents the kenotic dimension of Christ’s incarnation, experienced as an 
emptying of oneself, as becoming always lesser which gives the brothers and sisters a concrete 
and distinct physical, social, and ecclesial shape.12 This kenotic shape of Franciscan life is spelled 
out in Francis’ word which summarizes salvation history in the longer redaction of the LtF 4-13 
that we spoke of above: the Word of the Father takes flesh and frailty in the womb of Mary and 
chooses poverty in the world; this frail, weak and vulnerable Jesus remains with us in his body 
and blood which is given and poured out for many; and this Jesus “whom *the Father+ gave to 
us and who was born for us” accomplishes the Father’s will by offering himself through his own 
blood as a sacrifice and oblation on the altar of the cross.”  
 Against the backdrop of this kenotic dimension of the incarnation, John’s gospel accents 
the Incarnation as a fullness: 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the 
glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. … From his fullness we 
have all received, grace upon grace. … No one has ever seen God. It is God the 
only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (Jn 1:14, 
16, 18). 
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These verses underline how the revelation of God in Jesus is to be understood – God is made 
known in the enfleshed life of the Word in the world, and that life is one of fullness and grace, 
and not primarily one of sacrifice and emptying. For John, the cross is the glorification of Jesus!  
 These two perspectives on the Incarnation – that of the Synoptics and that of John - are 
not contradictory. Rather, they are complementary in that both together reveal the full 
meaning of the Incarnation: the incarnation as emptying reveals at the same time the fullness 
of God’s love in the flesh of Jesus Christ. 

The Johannine incarnational perspective reaches its climax in the Gospel of John in 
chapter 17, where Jesus thanks God for having revealed God’s name to the disciples which is “I 
am” (8:28, 58; 13:12; 18:5-6). Throughout the gospel, John presented Jesus’ teaching and 
actions as the revelation of the name of God in a series of claims he makes about himself: “I am 
the Bread of Life” (6:35,48,51); “I am the Light of the World” (8:12; 1:4; 9:4); “I am the Gate, the 
Good Shepherd” (10:7,9,11,14); “I am the Resurrection and the Life” (11:25-26); I am the Way, 
the Truth and the Life” (14:5, 6-7); “I am the Vine” (15:1). These titles demonstrate that Jesus is 
the “I am”, the revelation and the mediator of God’s love and care for the world. John’s Jesus 
lived to make God’s love known: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (3:16). Emphasizing the 
incarnation as he does, John presents the cross as the completion of the revelation of God’s 
glofy in the human life of Jesus, because being human includes death. The scripture scholar Gail 
R. O’Day characterizes the incarnation in the gospel of John in this way: 

When the Word becomes flesh, flesh is at that moment redeemed. Jesus’ death 
is not necessary to redeem humanity; he redeems flesh by becoming flesh. Flesh 
is now the habitation of the holy. Human flesh is now the embodiment of God in 
the world. … God can be seen and known in a human life and in the fullness of 
that life. The Word becomes flesh and dwells among us. The intimacy of this 
theological moment cannot be overemphasized. God is known because the 
Word, who dwells near the Father’s heart, also dwells with human hearts. 
Indeed, the Word has a human heart. The incarnation places the most positive 
value on human life.”13 

For John, flesh becomes the dwelling place of God as the good shepherd, the servant 
who washes feet, the Lamb, the Word of the Father, Light, Lord and Teacher, beloved Son, 
Brother, the Way, the Truth and the Life. God is revealed, or better God is present in human 
actions that represent God in the world, and these actions provide the context for experiencing 
God while engaging in conversation, service, and simple sharing. These descriptive names of 
God taken from John’s gospel make up more than a half of the names and titles of Jesus that 
appear in the Writings of Francis and Clare.14 Looking now at just two of these can help see how 
the Johannine dynamic I have presented functions in Franciscan life. 
III. God the Foot-Washer, the Way the Truth and the Life 
John 13:1-17 – The Foot Washing 

John’s account of the washing of the feet (Jn 13:1-17), which replaces the Synoptic 
account of the institution of the Eucharist in his gospel, suggests that for his community Jesus’ 
was remembered and continued to be really present to the community in acts of service and 
care for one another. Peter’s initial refusal to allow Jesus to wash his feet was met with the 
strong reproach from Jesus that then Peter would “have no share with me.” It seems that Peter 
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was fine with a God who was Lord and Teacher, but he could not accept a God that washed 
feet. Peter could not accept that Jesus should reach so low – he could not accept the shape 
which God took in the incarnation, and as a result, he could have no real part in Jesus’ 
revelation of God. The washing of the feet challenged Peter, as it challenges us, to recognize 
that in the human the divine is to be encountered.  

In John’s gospel the washing of the feet is the prolegomena to the Passion and Death of 
Jesus, and it serves as a prophetic word which interprets the meaning of everything he has 
recorded about Jesus up to this point as well as what is about to follow in the glorification of 
Jesus, inviting the reader to experience the fullness of God in the humble human gesture of 
foot-washing and in the most common experience of human death. By refusing to allow Jesus 
to wash his feet, and by implication to refuse to wash the feet of others, the consequence of 
“having no share with Jesus” implied that Peter would not be able to share in the revelation of 
God’s name, nor be able to experience that relationship within the Trinity that Jesus was 
opening up for his disciples. 
 Celano tells us that Francis asked that the Gospel of John be read to him as he lay dying 
at the Portiuncola, beginning from chapter 13 (1C 110). While not explicitly stated by the 
hagiographer, it is assumed that the gospel of John was read from the washing of feet to the 
end of the text, including chapter 17. In addition, we know that the image of foot-washing was 
also employed by Francis to define the meaning of “Friar Minor” as, “Let the one wash the feet 
of the other” (ER VI:4).15 Clare was remembered by her sisters for “washing the feet of the 
serving sisters” (Process II:3; III:9, etc.). The sisters described this practice as characterizing her 
relationship with them in terms of humility, and they underline that Clare “kissed the sole of 
the foot of the servant.” The witnesses of the Process of Canonization described this gesture of 
washing and kissing the serving sisters’ feet as a contemplative gesture on the part of Clare: in 
her simple act of service, she encountered, recognized and reverenced the presence of God. 

Francis and Clare learned that in the washing of feet God was revealed as one who 
always becomes lower, lesser, smaller, and humbler, bending down in attentive care before the 
other. At the same time, it was more than a simple act of service, washing feet became the 
revelation of God’s name as described in John 17. 
John 14:6-7 “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life” 

For Francis, the Body and Blood of the Lord was the only the concrete material means 
available for the encounter of the human Jesus in this world, and Francis focuses our attention 
on how in the celebration of the Body and Blood of the Lord, we experience the incarnation of 
God with us! Francis explains this experience of God in Admonition 1, where he begins by 
quoting this text of John: “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me. If you know me you will know my Father also. From now on you do know 
him and have seen him” (Jn 14:6-7). Philip, who did not understand Jesus as the revelation of 
God, balked at this and asked Jesus to show them the Father. Francis then cites Jesus’ response 
to Nicodemus, “The Father dwells in inaccessible light and God is Spirit (Jn 4:24), and no one 
has ever seen God (Jn 1:18), except the Son, who revealed the Father in and through his human 
life – to see Jesus is to see the Father. 

Francis understood that in this passage Jesus was responding to Thomas and Philip’s 
discomfort with the fact that he would be leaving them his “life” as the “map or the way” to 
follow him into the truth. They seemed to prefer something more ethereal and transcendent 
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than the life of the human Jesus as the way that gave access to God – they did not want to 
follow a vulnerable, weak and limited human whose way to God was through suffering and 
death! Their reaction was the same as that of Peter to Christ the foot-washer.  

In Admonition 1, Francis goes on to argue that because God is spirit, it is only with, in 
and through, the Spirit Paraclete that one can see God, and then develops a parallel between 
the disciples’ historical experience of Jesus, and his own as well as our historical experience of 
the Body and Blood of the Lord. As the disciples only saw the human Jesus with their bodily 
eyes, so with our bodily eyes we only see bread and wine on the altar. Francis wrote, 

And as they saw only His flesh by an insight of their flesh, yet believed that He 
was God as they contemplated Him with their bodily eyes, let us, as we see 
bread and wine with our bodily eyes, see and firmly believe that they are His 
most holy Body and Blood living and true (Adm I:20-21). 

Francis’ thought developed here from the discomfort of Thomas and Philip with Jesus pointing 
to his own human experience as the true revelation and way to God, to the affirmation that the 
Body and Blood of the Lord is the sign that reveals and makes present the mystery of the 
Incarnation – God is revealed in and through his humanity. The action of breaking bread reveals 
God. This Admonition expresses the great desire of Francis to see God, and at the same time 
affirms his experience that Christ who leads him to God is the revelation of God, which is the 
basis for Francis’ understanding of the prayer of Christ in John 17, and reflects the description 
of Franciscan life which he articulates in ER 22 and the longer redaction the Letter to the 
Faithful. 
 Clare articulates a similar conviction in her Testament where she wrote: 
“The Son of God has become for us the Way that our blessed father Francis, His true lover and 
imitator, has shown and taught us by word and example” (ClTest 5). Clare affirms this with 
these significant words of introduction to the statement: “Therefore the Apostle [writes]: 
Recognize your vocation (1Tim 4:12)” (ClTest 4). Clare defines the vocation of the Poor Sisters as 
the Way of Christ. More than a simple flourish, Clare here affirms that ‘the Son of God become 
the way for them’ is their true identity. Jesus as the Way (because he is the truth and life) is 
more than an example to be followed. He is the Way to be followed, the footprint, because he 
reveals God and is the life of the Poor Sisters. Clare’s use of the mirror image in her letters to 
Agnes and her Testament is thus rooted in the mystery of personal identity and vocation. To 
follow the example of Christ becomes the means for experiencing oneself as taken up into the 
unity of the Trinity, to become a spouse of the Holy Spirit, as Clare describes this to Agnes of 
Prague in her letters. 

After describing Agnes as “the spouse and mother and the sister of my Lord Jesus 
Christ” (1LtAg 12) and encouraging her in her pursuit of poverty, Clare wrote to Agnes a few 
years later to describe the dynamics of espousal to the poor crucified Christ: 

Place your mind before the mirror of eternity! Place your soul in the brilliance of 
glory! Place your heart in the figure of the divine substance and through 
contemplation, transform your entire being into the image of the Godhead itself, 
so that you too may feel what friends feel in tasting the hidden sweetness that, 
from the beginning, God Himself has reserved for his lovers. …May you totally 
love him who gave himself totally for your love, at whose beauty the sun and 
moon marvel, whose reward and their uniqueness and grandeur have no limits. I 
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am speaking of him, the Son of the Most High, Whom the virgin brought to birth 
and remained a virgin after His birth (3LAg 12-17). 

The experience Clare describes here is not that of a Platonic relationship, but rather one that 
engages the entire person in a contemplative encounter with the human Jesus Christ which 
results in a transformation that is effected through love. This too reflects the meaning of John 
17, which Clare never cites in her writings, though no doubt she learned this from Francis, 
whom she cited in chapter six of her Forma vitae: 

Because by divine inspiration you have made yourselves daughters and 
handmaids of the most High, most Exalted King, the heavenly Father, and have 
taken the Holy Spirit as your spouse, choosing to live according to the perfection 
of the holy gospel, I resolve and promise for myself and for my brothers always 
to have the same loving care and special solicitude for you as for them (ClFL VI: 
3-4). 

Francis’ words here affirm that both he and his brothers and Clare and her sisters were on the 
same path and striving for the same goal, the goal that Francis articulated in chapter twenty-
two of the Regula non bullata, as I have attempted to explain. 
 There are certainly other images and texts that could be developed, but I hope that this 
suffices to suggest how significant the gospel of John was for Francis and Clare’s experience of 
the evangelical life. 

Conclusion 
While it is impossible to demonstrate a linear development in Francis’ deepening 

understanding of the implications of the Incarnation from his conversion until his death (many 
of his texts contain no indication as to the date of composition), one can however notice a 
growing understanding and experience of the Evangelical Life after 1221. The presence of the 
Johannine perspective on the Incarnation in the Writings after the completion of chapters 1-21 
of the Regula non bullata, which were finished by 1220/1221, is a sign of this development. 

Beginning early on in their fraternal experience of Franciscan living, the brothers 
privileged the footsteps of Christ, found largely in the Synoptic Gospels, as examples to be 
reproduced in their life and ministry (ER 1-21). Quite literally, the brothers began “doing” the 
gospel. Their activity and ministry, their way of “doing” the gospel, gradually led them to a 
deeper experience of the footprints of Christ which led them to an experience of what might be 
described as “Jesus the footprint of Trinitarian life.” Francis described this movement into God 
by using chapter 17 of John’s gospel. Thus, the Franciscan way of life which took the brothers 
and sisters into the world through engagement, conversation and simple sharing with others, 
especially with the poor, the sick and the beggars on the way, led them at the same time into 
an experience of shared life within the Trinity of Father, Son and Spirit. Thus the purpose or 
goal of the Evangelical life is service and care for each other and others in need, but at the same 
time it desires and facilitates an inner experience of God as Trinity. 

What the gospel of John held out as a possibility for Francis and Clare was not simply the 
pattern of a life of action punctuated by moments of contemplation off the road, but rather the 
experience of contemplation in action while on the road. While monks and nuns sought to 
become totally fire through their withdrawal from the world with practices of continuous 
prayer and asceticism, Franciscans seek to become totally fire in the world, while they are 
engaged in conversation and service of each other and those others they meet along the way. 



11 
 

Francis and Clare show us the way to a synthesis of contemplation and action, and as I have 
attempted to show, it is the Johannine perspective on the Incarnation as the revelation of God 
in human form and action that encourages them to seek this in their lives. The Writings of 
Francis and Clare show us a pattern for spiritual integration in our lives that overcomes the 
ecclesial schizophrenia (of both Francis and Clare’s and our own times) between the sacred and 
the secular, between ministry and social service, between prayer and ministry, and ultimately 
between man and woman.  

Francis and Clare remind us that as Jesus said, “Servants are not greater than their 
masters. If they persecuted me they will persecute you; if they keep my word, they will keep 
yours also” (John 15:20). Like Francis and Clare, Franciscans must make themselves vulnerable 
as Jesus made himself vulnerable. For the Word to become flesh in Jesus was God’s biggest risk 
in that God risked God’s very life because God is love. Being vulnerable, especially as we 
experience diminishment today, does not mean that we cannot or should not risk finding new 
ways to be God’s love in our world, as Francis and Clare did in their world. 

One of the most familiar Johannine images for Francis is found among his liturgical 
prayers in the Praises to be Said at all the Hours, which was prayed before each liturgical hour 
during the day. It is made up primarily of texts from the book of Revelation from which is 
derived this affirmation: “The lamb who was slain is worthy to receive power and divinity, 
wisdom and strength, honor and glory and praise” (Rev 5:12). The risen Lord, as this text makes 
clear, continues to carry the wounds of the passion in his glorified body, and to this wounded 
Lamb of God praise is due. Imagine the power of this image to shape one’s outlook on life! 
Francis placed himself before the Lamb who was slain seven times a day in preparation to join 
in the liturgical praise where earth is joined to heaven, where humans are joined to God in 
giving worship to the Risen Christ! The glory of God is revealed in Jesus’ wounds, in pain 
embraced and endured and lifted up in order to give oneself utterly and totally as gift, as love, 
as God’s very life.  

And, to each one of us is addressed the words of Jesus spoken to his Father in his prayer 
at the last meal with his disciples: these brothers and sisters are yours; keep them in your name 
that may be one as We are; as you sent me into the world, so I send them into the world; may 
the love with which you loved me be in them and I in them! And, may they become totally fire! 

 
Michael W. Blastic, OFM 

July 28, 2011 
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