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beginning of all four Franciscan Rules: of the Friars Minor (Rule of 1223), of
the Poor Ladies (Rule of Clare 1253), of the Secular Franciscan Order (1978)
and of the Third Order Regular (1982). All specify that our rule and/or form
of life is this: to observe the Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ.

This Gospel life originates from one’s own personal experience of God; it
flows from a continuous contemplation of Jesus Christ; it is expressed in a life of
penance, which means ongoing conversion; and it aims towards a loving and
transforming #nion in and with God. It is a life of Jove—love of God, of Jesus,
of the brothers and sisters, and of all creation. It is a life that is highly rela-
tional: one cannot be a Franciscan if he or she is not part of some sort of
intimate and often quite complex network of relationships. “Loving one an-
other is the heart of the gospel project as Francis and Clare understood jt.”

As we are searching for our feminine Franciscan way of governance, there
are some elements in Clare which can inform our search: a) authority rooted
in love of Christ; b) bhalance between strength and tenderness; ¢) exemplarism
as an expression of authority; d) three feminine images of authority.

An Authority Rooted in Love of Christ

“The form of life of the Order of the Poor Sisters that Blessed Francis
established is this: to observe the Holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, by
living in obedience, without anything of one’s own, and in chastity” (RCI 1: 1-
2). Clare had one single motivation for her life: to observe the Holy Gospel of
our Lord Jesus Christ. From the day she was received by Francis at the
Portiuncola in 1212 to the day of her death at San Damiano in 125 3, that was
her Jeitmotif; her dynamism, her determination from which no one, even a
pope, would ever be able to distract her. “Strong and passionate love of Christ
animated her entire being. This profound and fundamental motive was basic
to the whole of Clare’s life.” This focus is the source of her authority, an inner
power that has no need of any external use of force to lead others, Having
Christ as her own focus, Clare followed his example, and like him became
other-centered rather than self-centered. Relationship was so important for
Clare that it made her reluctant to give commands to her sisters—she would
rather do something herself than command another to do it Proc 1:10).

Clare’s loving relationship with Christ is best expressed in her Letters to
Agnes of Prague. Although the entire passages should be taken into consider-
ation, the following excerpts illustrate this love:

You took a spouse of a more noble lineage, the Lord Jesus Christ. Iz
Whose embrace You are already caught up (1LAg 7:10).
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As a poor virgin, embrace the poor Christ. Look upon Him . . . , and
follow Him, who became the lowest of men, despised, struck, amid
the sufferings of the Cross. . . 2LAg 18-20).

So that you too may feel what His friends feel as they taste the hidden
sweetness that God Himself has reserved from the beginning for those
who.Jove Him. And, after all . . . have been completely sent away, you
may totally love Him Who gave Himself totally for your love. . . (3LAg
14-15). .

Happy, indeed, is she to whom it is given to share in this sacred ban-
quet so that she might cling with all her heart to Him. . . . Asyou
further contemplate His ineffable delights, eternal riches and honors,
and sigh for them in the great desire and love of your heart, may you
cry out: Draw me after you, we will run in the fragrance of your per-
fumes, O heavenly Spouse! I will run and not tire, until You bring me
into the wine-cellar, until Your left hand is under my head and Your
right hand will embrace me happily, and You will kiss me with the
happiest kiss of Your mouth (4LAg 9:30-32).

“Embrace the poor Christ and love Him totally” sums up Clare’s lifelong
motivation. It was a fire consuming her. She was “burning with love of God”
(Proc 11:5), and she first taught her sisters “to love God above all else and
always have the Lord’s passion in their memory” (Proc 11:2). The heart of
Clare’s life is this loving embrace of the poor and suffering Christ. She says to
Agnes in her third Letter: if you are to be united to Christ, this is the pathway,
going deeper and deeper into woundedness, staying at the foot of the cross

* like another Mary and sharing in the fruit of salvation. “All her powers of

affection were absorbed in this love. She loved Christ with her whole heart. It
is this integration of her affectivity that made her so ardent in serving and
imitating her Beloved, This passion entirely devonred her.” This passion drew
sisters after her, and they were enabled to obey out of that same love. “Moved
by her [the abbess’s] example, the sisters may obey her more out of love than
out of fear” (RCl 4: 9). ‘

A Balanced Authority: Tenderness and Strength

Jean-Frangois Godet gives us an excellent insight into the balance be-
tween tenderness and strength. He demonstrates how any human being is wm. :
trinsically both male and female in the image of God, according to Genesis
1:27, and that such a reality God sees as VERY good. Therefore, says Godet,
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Reluctant in becoming Abbess, Clare never despised the most menial and
even risky tasks of service. She was eager to clean the mattresses of the sick
sisters (Proc 2:1; 6:7). By so doing she possibly exposed herself to the fleas that
transmitted plague, thus performing an act of laying down her life for her
sisters, risking her own safety and health, ready to lay down her life as did the
Suffering Servant, Jesus.?? Clare’s humble service to her sisters, in its various
expressions, flowed from the focus of her life: the imitation of her Beloved,
Jesus Christ. :

Foot-washing is another service performed by Clare to which many of the
witnesses at the Process of Canonization refer. It was a gesture invested with
symbolic meaning. For Clare, as for Jesus, it anticipated the ultimate service of
the passion and death. It set a pattern of relationships far from a hierarchical
one, abolishing ranks and inequality. Foot-washing is a call to a life of service
and of self-giving for another’s good.? This gesture also calls others to do the
same; thus the one performing it is an example. Jesus said: “I have given you an
example so that you may copy what I have done to you” (Jn. 13: 15). Foot-
washing as a model of servanthood calls for many other aspects, as can also be
seen in the writings of Francis, especially Adm 13 (patience) and Adm 19 (hu-
mility).

The Sister

Clare fulfilled the duties of the Abbess, but devoted her life to being a
Sister. Writing about the Abbess’ role in the community, she insists that she
be one among equals, a sister rather than a superior. She is compelled to pre-
serve common life with the others (RCI 4:13) and in all decisions to consult
the sisters: “I, together with my sisters” (RCI 6:10) or “the Abbess and the
sisters” (RCI 1:9; 4:20; 6:11; 9:5) or “the Abbess #nd the Vicaress” (RC1 § :8), or
“the Abbess or her Vicaress with the discreets” (RCl 7:5; 8:11; 9:18). We shall
return to this in the next section of this paper when we look at mutual respon-
sibility.

Clare views herself and any succeeding Abbess as on the same level as the
rest of the community,* and the image of the Sister conveys this horizontal
structure of relationships between the members of the community. The image
includes ideas of equality, calls forth mutual sharing and support, requires rev-
erence for the other, and finally aims towards harmony and unity.

The Mother

Instead of calling herself “abbess,” Clare uses the term “mother,” and it is
an image she applies to the Abbess in her Rule. The image is very Franciscan.
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s

It conveys the idea of security, understanding, and loving care that Francis
himself expresses in his writings (e.g. the Letter to Brother Leo and the Rule
for Hermitages). The image has two main dimensions: motherhood and nur-
turing care.

Motherhood is a powerful and recurrent theme in early Franciscan think-
ing about the spiritual life. It refers to the ongoing and painful process of
giving life. It is nothing like a “wishy-washy” ideal of mothering, nor does it
encourage a leader to become a target for the brothers and sisters’ hang-ups
about their birth mothers. The birthing Francis has in mind is described in
Bonaventure’s Legenda Maior:

While her servant Francis was living in the church of the Virgin Mother
of God, he prayed to her who had conceived the Word full of grace
and truth, imploring her with continuous sighs to become his advo-
cate. Through the merits of the Mother of Mercy, ke conceived and
brought to birth the spirit of the truth of the Gospel (LM 3:1).

The Birthing Dimension

There is indeed a birthing dimension in Franciscan spirituality. In our
tradition, bringing to birth is a process of giving life to the Gospel and thus to
Jesus who is the Word incarnate expressed in the text of the Gospel. Franciscans,
like Mary, are to bear this Word in their flesh, to embody it, and to bring it
forth to the world, to bring it to life. They are to do this in themselves and to
encourage it in others: “We are mothers, when we carry Him in our heart and
body through divine love and a pure and sincere conscience and when we give
birth to bim through His holy manner of working, which should shine before

* others as an example” (1EpFid 1:10). This “Holy manner of working shining as

an example” is the life of the Gospel, the evangelical way of life professed by
the Franciscans of all branches. Its principle is the Holy Spirit, the One who
came upon Mary, so that she conceived the Word from her own flesh (Lk.
1:35), and the One whom all the brothers and sisters should desire above all
things (cf. RegB 10:8; RCI 10:9; Rule of TOR 32). Its Way is the imitation of
Christ, especially through his Passion, for the Crucified is the only way to
enter into life, as Bonaventure says at the beginning of The Tree of Life:

The true worshiper of God and disciple of Christ, who desires to
conform perfectly to the Savior of all men crucified for him, should,
above all, strive with an earnest endeavor of soul to carry about con-
tinnously, both in bis soul and in bis flesh, the cross of Christ (Prologue 1). .
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one was personally called to follow in the footsteps of Our Lord Jesus Christ
in a very personal and unique manner in the midst of the community. In this
regard, Clare is definitely speaking to the best in each person.

It is the responsibility of the Abbess to preserve the unity of mutual love
and peace (RCI 4:22). This unity in mutual charity is the expression of each
sister’s union with God. Any sister can claim to be in union with God only
insofar as she is acting charitably with her sisters Jm. 2:14-17; 3:13-16; 1Jn.
4:20-21). Mutual charity is to love the other as Christ loves her. External deeds
are the measure of the love within the heart; however there are some deeds
that can destroy charity.? Clare warns against the anger and disturbance that
one may feel at the sin of a sister (RCI 9:5) and calls for reconciliation among
the sisters whenever a word or 2 gesture causes one to be troubled by another
(RCI 9: 6-10).

Clare seems to be well aware of difficulties that, like field mines, endanger
common life in the enclosure. She writes her Rule out of a long experience: “I
admonish and exhort the sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ to beware of all pride,
vainglory, envy, avarice, care and anxiety about this world, detraction and
murmuring, dissension and division” (RCI 10:6). All of these situations must
have occurred in the monastery of San Damiano for Clare to feel a need to
write about them in her Rule, because all her words are weighed when she
writes. She is clearly attempting to uproot all sources of discord that cloud the
unity of the sisters’ life of mutual love. .

Mautual wm.?s&&m@. among Mature Women

‘The basis of the common ideal provides the foundation for mutnality iri
the community. It is because each sister is totally dedicated to the love of Christ
as the very core dimension of her life that all of them and together are respon-
sible for the welfare of the group. Each sister stands before God, having sur-
rendered her own will and freedom for the love of God (RCI 10:2). In their
obedience the sisters seek to fulfill God’s will.

Each sister is bound to the others in affection and tenderness (RCI 8:16).
Clare provides many openings for respect, trust, openness, creating a climate
of mutual listening through dialogue, calling for an obedience that is far from
passive. Thesisters are to inquire about the needs of the sick (RCI 8:14), share
confidently their needs with one another (RCI 8:15), and meet together weekly
(RCl 4:15-18) to make any decisions that pertain to the good of their common
commitment to the Gospel form of life, which they have professed and which
they daily live.

Clare expresses mutual and caring solicitude by using a metaphor in her
Testament—the sisters are like mirrors for one another, revealing in reciproc-
ity the image to which the Lord has called them to be in fullness of life.

194

For the Lord Himself has placed us not only as a form for others in’®  ~
being an example and mirror, but even for our sisters whom the Lord

has called to our way of life as well, that they in turn might be a mirror

and example to those living in the world. Since the Lord has called us

to such great things that those who are tv be 2 mirror and example to
others may be reflected in us, we are greatly bound to bless and praise
God and be all the more strengthened to do good in the Lord (TestCl
19-22).

The weekly chapter emphasizes the shared responsibility in the
community’s life for growth and development. The Abbess consults with all
her sisters concerning whatever pertains to the welfare and good of the mon-
astery, for the Lord frequently reveals what is best to the least among them
(RCI 4: 17-18). It is the sisters’ shared responsibility to elect an Abbess. It is
their responsibility, as well, to replace an Abbess who is not competent for
their service and common welfare or any other official in the community if it
seems necessary (RCI 4:7,24). All who hold offices in the monastery are cho-
sen by the common consent of all the sisters to preserve the unity of mutual
love and peace (RCI 4: 22). The Abbess is helped in her office by eight sisters
elected by all (RCI 4:23).

Decision-making in collegiality and consultation requires a good deal of
discernment and maturity. Each sister’s intelligence, will, and heart have a part
in the process of reflection, critical judgment, decision-making, and common
action.”! The Rule of Clare provides inner space for judgment and discern-
ment. It requires trust in the individual good will and prudence of the sisters.
Clare acts as a facilitator and active listener in the midst of her sisters. She
believes that the Spirit may speak through any of the sisters, even the least

.(RC] 4:18). Listening to the Spirit speaking to each one and to the group is a

process that needs time. It is counter-cultural in our society of immediacy.
Our experience of communal decision-making shows that it is a process in
which we often have disagreements. To listen to the Spirit is to allow disagree-
ments to be expressed and heard: the Spirit may be saying something to us in
the very midst of our disagreements. We must therefore pay attention to them,
continuing to ask ourselves: What is the Spirit trying to say to us now?

Some Elements of Feminine Franciscan Governance

. Clare’s goal was to achieve an evangelical fraternity like that of the friars,Z
but in a totally different context—that of an enclosed group comprised of many
women (sometimes as many as fifty). Her principles need to be enfleshed in
our Third Order Regular way of life. From this study of Clare’s authority and
leadership, we are now able to draw some principles for a feminine Franciscan

leadership.
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