The Originality of San Damiano
Some Reflections on the Institutional Origins
of the Order of the Poor Sisters

The Sisters of the Protomonastery of Assisi
Towards the centenary of 2012

The year 2009, commemorating the Eighth Centeofitite foundation of the Order of
Friars Minor, inaugurates also the itinerary of gamation for 2012, the anniversary of the
foundation of the Order of the Poor Sisters of3arée'. This appointment of grace was noted
and outlined in the course of the First Internagio@ongress of Federal Presidents, held at Our
Lady of the Angels from January g6February 6, 2008. In tHénal Messagef the Presidents,
a three year itinerary of preparation was propdsexted on the various reflections on three of the
fundamental aspects of our charism.

2009: Vocation- content: identity and relationship with the Fi@gder;
means: the rediscovery of the primary sources.
2010: Contemplationr content: spiritual life, life in Christ;
means: listening, silence and conversion.
2011: In most high povertycontent: give more importance to the choiceaxepty;
minority, expropriation and restitution [to the pho
means: concrete choices of solidarity.
2012: In holy unity— The year of the celebratién.

We note in passing that, if it is taken for gratieat 2012 be recognized as a jubilee year
for the daughters of St. Clare, as occurred alréady12, the manner of defining the historical
motivation for this celebration is not uniform. time Minister General’s address to the abbesses
at the International Congress there was mentiotihef Eighth Centenary of the birth of your
Order,”® while the final message limits the description 2612 as the “anniversary of the
beginning of the life of St. Clare at San Damiah&r. Carballo, in hi.etter on the Occasion of
the Feast of St. Clare 200fhdicates more explicitly the “anniversary of #weindation of the
Order of the Poor Sisters of St. Clare” in 2012hiBd this multiplicity of definitions, there lies a
real problem in that one notes a certain dissiityldretween the centenary of the foundation of
the Order of Friars Minor that we are celebratihig tyear and that of the Order of the Poor
Sisters, which is yet to come. It is correct taérghe birth of the Order of Friars Minor back to
1209, since the meeting of Francis and his firshganions with Pope Innocent Il was a
decisive moment for the establishment of the rfeernitasin the bosom of the Church. Fr.
Andrea Boni writes: “It was a matter of acceptinghew project of Gospel living (on the

! ¢f. J.R. Carballo, Letter of the Minister Genesalthe Occasion of the Feast of St. Clare 2009.

2 Messaggio(February 6th, 2008), iffranciscus et Clara, memoria et prophetia. Acta\@mtus Praesidium
sororum Clarissarum in singulis Foederationibus sociatarum in S. Maria Angelorum - Assisi a diei@6uarius
usque ad diem 6 februaris 2008 celehrRibmae 2008, 201.

® J.R. CarballoThe Relationship between the Order of Friars Miaad the Order of St. Clarén Franciscus et
Clara, memoria et prophetia. Actal.
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community level) into the context of the juridicaiganization of the Church, and of conferring
juridical autonomy on the Order of Friars Minorgfits and obligations) as a new ecclesial
reality. [...] In that instance, Francis promised dibace to the Pope and the friars promised
obedience to Francis. These two elements are diasie of the ecclesial existence of the Order
of the Friars Minor.® But to speak of the foundation of the Order of Glare in 1212 seems
rather anachronistic.

The event which we will commemorate in 2012, anithwitting emphasis, is the
conversioof St. Clare, the beginning of her “doing penanfd’ RCI 6,1; TestCl. 24), visibly
expressed in the outward signs of the tonsure lamdhabit of penitents received from the hands
of Francis at the Portiuncula. While the meetingSef Francis and his companions with Pope
Innocent Il had actual juridical - ecclesiastiedfects on the little fraternity (it is enough to
remember the conferment of the tonsure and the atartd preach penance), the event of the
night of Palm Sunday, 1212 was personal to thedif&t. Clare. She passed from the secular
state to the religious state in the broad sensat @vent, like the gathering of the first sisters i
San Damiano, can be recognized in retrospect astioal“seed” of the foundation of the Order
of the Poor Sisters.

Aside from these distinctions, the upcoming jubilef 2012 is, for us Poor Clares, a
providential date to be lived with intense gratéudh order to “be newly visited by the grace of
[our] origins, to be able to draw from their memamg evangelical freshness, and to be in
history... a credible witness to a God who seekshomtanity with an impassioned lov&The
Minister General never tires of exhorting us touass “with courage and creativity” the
responsibility of guarding the clarian charism tirese delicate and difficult times, but times also
so full of possibilities.” Certainly, the celebration of 2012 will be a fifi occasion to continue
deepening our knowledge of our identity as Pootes as were the jubilee celebrations of the
Eighth Centenary of the birth of St. Clare (19934 and the 750 anniversary of her death
(2003-2004).

The relationship between the First and Second Order: a facet to be deepened.

One aspect of our charismatic identity which wéteive special attention is certainly
that of the relationship between the Order of thars Minor and the Order of the Poor Sisters.
This was the theme of Fr. Jose Rodriguez Carbadidtress at the First International Congress
of Federal Presidentsin it, he proposed some pathways for our reflectidich should not be
dropped. He said: “...no one branch of the Franoideamily exists independently from the
others, that none exclusively possesses the gtfieotharism in order to have others participate
in it, but all live it fully, are called to commuate it in fraternal and spiritual exchangee
must, therefore, question ourselves on how wethige complementarity, ask ourselves if this is
growing within that reciprocity, in which our cham subsists. We must checkhe ways in
which we make our ‘holy unity’ visible today areulyy a mutual help to live according to the
form of the Holy Gospel.” And again... “This charismatic bond which, eventhe specific
differences, unites Francis and Clare, has comendbvough the ages and is very much alive

> A. Boni, Tres Ordines hic ordingiCollectio Assisiensis, 26), Santa Maria degli Aihd899, 43-44.
® J.R. Carballol etter of the Minister General for the feast ofGitare 2009
7 . .
ibid.
8 J.R. CarballoThe relationship between the Order of Friars Mirotd the Order of St. Clarén Franciscus et
Clara, memoria et prophetia, Actal-31
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even today between the Poor Clares and the FriamerMalthough it is not defined by specific
juridical ties between the two Orders... | think tlgaéat progress has been made in this sense
since the Il Vatican Council, but there is stillod to be done in some cases. Too often, indeed,
the assistance promised by Francis to Clare has raderstood by the Friars Minor as a kind of
tutelage and, on the part of some Poor Claresnasfective dependence giving rise to a real
interference ofthe former (friars) in the life of the latter (®s$) . At other times, the just
autonomy has led to almost total isolation and peaelent journeys, reducing the reciprocity
between the First and Second Orders to giving eeér some servicés.

In the more recent clarian studies, the importapic€lare as the first woman in the
Church to write a Rule for other women was rigtglyphasized, but perhaps her charismatic
role of initiator, next to Francis, of an autonormoi@male Order has not been sufficiently
insisted upon. The Centenary of 2012 could be twasion to let shine in all its clarity the
proper nature of the Order of Poor Sisters, whiab ifts own precise charismatic - institutional
identity within the great Franciscan family. Whiag tMinister General said about the personality
of St. Clare can also be said about our Order: “Mitle plant of St. Francis, in fact, though
always remaining at the school of the Saint of gissxpressed an absolute originality and
irreducibility of her ownwhich guarantees and preserves its identity inprecity.”° Only by
reclaiming our identity, even from the institutiémpeint of view as well, can we develop in all
its beauty that relationship of charismatic recgigowith the other members of the Franciscan
family, particularly with our brothers of the Fir€irder. In human experience, the depth of a
relationship grows in the measure in which one dgkessession of ones own identity and is
grateful for it. To blur or dilute our diversity iitme name of communion would be to deprive the
Franciscan family and the Church of that richnedsclv the Spirit raised up through the
evangelical experience of Francis and of Clare, whith the eight centuries of the history of
our Order have transmitted to us.

The I ntentions of the Founders or the betrayal of our origins?

“Tres Ordines hic ordinat.” Already in the Rhythmic Officecomposed by Julian of
Speyr it is stated that the charismatic inspiration oérfeis gave rise to three quite distinct
institutional realities, but which were profoundiyited by the common aspiration to “live
according to the form of the Holy Gospel” (Test.14)s not our intention here to examine St.
Francis’ contribution to the foundation of the threrders, which would be quite complex and
require much space. Instead, we wish to dwell @nidentity of the “Second Order.” As our
premise we pose a question: Is the present jutida#iguration of our two Orders (of the Friars
Minor and of the Poor Sisters), that which wasytmwilled by our Founders, or is it the fruit of a
process of historical degeneration, a betrayalunfasigins which should be remedied today? In
other words, was the original intention of Franamgl Clare to form a single fraternity within
which both brothers and sisters would live the g@edinal sequeleof the Poor Christ in different
but complimentary ways?

° ibid., 24, 27, 24-25.

% ibid., 27

1 Julian of SpeyrQfficium Rhythmicum Sancti Francisén Analecta Franciscana, 383. The testimonies of
Thomas of Celano and of St. Bonaventure, togetlithr ather later Franciscan historians, are cited.ifBoni, Tres
Ordines 23-26, and in th&eneral Constitutions of the Order of Saint Claat. 120.1
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Besides the lack of explicit data supporting thissis, it seems that to frame the question
in this way does not respect a correct theologghafrism. The charism of the Founders, insofar
as it is an experience of the Spirit, is a dynareality, subject to a process of maturation and
development at times very complex, “in conjunctieith the perennial growth of the Body of
Christ.”? The gift of the Spirit made to the Church throtigé founder often goes far beyond the
understanding of the one receiving the inspiratibthe time of its reception. In the beginning
there is only the seed of that which the Spiritsnid bring about through a new form of religious
life, which incarnates in the Church of its day soaspect of the mystery of Christ. For this
reason it is indispensable to continually returht initial inspirations of the founders to draw
from them the life giving sap that never runs dife must never forget that other factors have
also contributed to the development of that seedewhteracting with the founders actions.
These factors are many: perhaps the inspiratiosttedr companions, counsels and decisions of
hierarchical authorities, contingent factors whicdve contributed (even against the will of the
founders) to give new direction to the work ané kExperience which has led to assuming more
adequate ways of expressing the charism, and tshtbeding of others. It is a historical constant
that when an institution passes from its charistnatiuition to its juridical expression, which
guarantees its subsistentigere is a phase of experimentation consistindgpénsiearch for ways
and means to express thevitas [originality] of the charisnt? It is an encounter which, by
integrating Word and events, Spirit and historyardm and institutions, gives flesh to the
perennial newness of the Gospel. The beauty ofCiestian perspective lies in just such an
encounter

In the case of our Order, therefore, we must mbt mquire into the initial experience at
San Damiano, but we must also turn to that documiesingular value which is tHéorma vitae
of the Order of Poor Sisters, in which St. Clard &er sisters expressed their understanding of
the charism. It matured and was tested througly f@ars of community history. And even if the
juridical make up of the Order, codified by the &ahd approved by the Apostolic See, was not
entirely in conformity with the original idea (ihére ever was such an original idea!) what
matters is that Clare recognized herself in it simel made it her own.

Thefirst years at San Damiano: towards an institutional differentiation

What exactly Clare had in her heart in those finsinths of following the Lord Jesus at
San Angelo in Panzo and then at San Damiano isuifto say. Perhaps nothing other than the
joy of experiencing the freedom of serving the Lord'poverty, hard work, trial or shame and
contempt of the world” (RCI 6,2). Certainly theatbnship with Francis and the friars was very
intense, as we can infer from the beautiful autgtaiphical text of the Testament: “When the
blessed Francis saw, however, that, although we pleysically weak and frail, we did not shirk
deprivation, poverty, hard work, trial, or the slemnd contempt of the world - rather, we
considered them as great delights, as he had indguexamined us according to the example of
the saints and of his brothers - he greatly regbicethe Lord” (TestC, 28). Through the promise
of obedience, Clare and her sisters bound thensébdvErancis and to hisaternitasto lead a
penitential life. But there is no valid evidencept@ve that the first sisters lived the same lge a
the friars. From the very beginning, St. Clare’perkence appears as bound to some very precise

12 Mutuae relationegMay 14, 1978), 11.
13 ¢f. S. BurgalassiFondazione di un Ordine religiosi Dizionari degli Istituti di PerfezionéV, Rome 1977,
114.
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places, as she herself reminds us in her Testa(88r22). What characterized the life of the
sisters right from the outset was the living of @espel in poverty and fraternity in a fixed place
rather than going out on the streets to preachrmenand serve the lowly as the friars did. That
the fascination of the example of St. Francis argd finst companions was decisive in the
evangelical aspiration of St. Clare is patenthyacldt cannot be excluded, however, that she was
also influenced by the female penitential movemtnan very widespread in central Italy, one of
the expressions of which was the phenomenon dfisixi. Her choice of Sant’Angelo in Panzo,
as a temporary dwelling place after the short ateyan Paolo delle Abbadesse, as well as some
elements present in her definitive Rule of 1253can be seen as indicative of this latter
influence.

The bestowal of the forma vivendi

In that attentive gaze which observes the sistiershey take their first steps in their
evangelical experience, and in that examinationeunchich he places them to see if they are
capable of taking on such a hard life, we see adisavho is extremely cautious and conscious
before God of his role to discern their future. rféia asks himself what God wants of these
young women and what he and his companions are tordthem. From the sources it seems
that it was Francis himself who directed the pathtlee sisters towards an institutional
differentiation from his owriraternitas Let us look again at the Testament of St. ClAfeer
recalling St. Francis’ promise to care for the &istas he did for the friars (TestCl, 29), which
was his implicit acceptance of the sisters’ buauiith the fraternity of the Friars Minor since they
were moved by the same evangelical inspiration, regdlling the definitive transferal to San
Damiano, St. Clare harkens back to a decisive mgnaereal milestone in their history: “He
then wrote for us a form of lifeppstea scripsit nobis formam vivejid(TestCl, 33). As the
spiritual guide of the sisters of San Damiano,Fancis also makes himself their legislator by
giving them written instructions which St. ClarellMater incorporate into her Rule. She quotes
to the letter a key passage regarding the pronfiieedriars to have care and solicitude for the
sisters™® Francis does not ask the sisters to follow theestomm of life as the friars, theptoto-
reguld’ orally approved by Pope Innocent lll, but he esitfor them their owforma vivendi
adapted to their own “marian” way of “living accard to the perfection of the Holy Gospel.”
This was to be as “daughters and handmaids of tbst Migh King, the heavenly Father and
spouses of the Holy Spirit,” in holy unity and mbggh poverty. With these lines of Francis, the
long legislative journey of the Order of the Pooist&s begins, which will develop
autonomously with respect to that of the Friars din

“who almost forced her”: Clare takes up the government of the Sisters

Another incident which was still more decisive amas again apparently the fruit of St.
Francis’ discernment is recorded in the Procegsapbnization. It is Sr. Pacifica who tells us that

4 The recitation of the Divine Officsine canty the perpetual fast, certain elements of enclosoramon to

female reclusoriums, and the figure of the sistens serve outside the monastery all point to tlisctusion. See
Federazione Santa Chiara di Assisi delle Clariss¢ntbria-Sardegnd] Vangelo come forma di vita. In ascolto di
Chiara nella sua Regola (Secundum perfectionemtsavangelii La forma di vita dell’Ordine delle Sorelle
povere, 3), Padova 2007, 168-169; 179; 250-252:3%95

15 ¢f. RCI 6, 2-5. See Federazione Santa Chiarasdishdelle Clarisse di Umbria-Sardeghia/angelo come forma
di vita, 276-294.



“three years after St. Clare had been in Religatthe prayers and insistence of St. Francis, who
almost forced her, she accepted the direction avergment of the sister$®This event which

is also referred to in theegendis thus commented upon in ther Storicoof the Federation of
Umbria-Sardegna: “Theegendtakes up the episode from tReocess citing it as an example of
the humility of St. Clare. Yet, it is interesting hote that this incident is introduced precisely
with a reference to the promise of obedience mad&dncis. ...There is like a sign of a break
that takes place: Clare is solicited by Francigsgssume the government of the community, of
which until then he had been the director. Thisspge does not seem to be motivated by the
Council’s regulations nor by the will of Clare, bby the will of Francis and from his
discernment in regard to a charism which was eughand being defined little by littld* From
then on, the sisters promised obedience to Clatenarionger to Francis. With tlierma vivendi
given by Francis, and the assumption by Clare efgtbvernance of the community with the title
of abbess as stated in thegend®, we find the first traces of the little communiybwn
physiognomy. It will progressively assume the cheastics of a real Order, while tenaciously
remaining in the religious family of St. Franci$n the monastic context, beginning in the tenth
century,ordo came to mean ‘an entire organism observing the sagime of monastic life in
external discipline and in the liturgy.’ ...Even tagiinto account the oscillations of meanings
where the termmlo is concerned, which in every case characterizegrugture with its own
norms and organizational structure, the appelldtiamer of the Poor Sisters” can be attributed
both to the singular monastery of San Damiano dsase€o a group of monasteries, juridically
autonomous, yet associated to San Damiano by the shservance'®

A farsighted discernment

To us it seems reductive to explain the institulatifferences between the Friars Minor
and the Poor Sisters as a necessity due to hst@ilcumstances, as for example, Fr. Andrea
Boni asserts: “In the communitarian organizatiorth@r life fegulare propositumjhe sorores
minoreswere not able to be incorporated into the instiutof apostolic religious life, since at
that time a female apostolic Order was unacceptaleleause of the responsibility of the Church
to safeguard the fidelity proper to the pact ofefity contracted with Christ [at profession]
(invalidity of an eventual subsequent marriage)th& time of St. Clare, it was still the common
practice for women to live either in the family ior the cloister gut murum aut maritujnin
order to safeguard their honor. The society of gpatch was not prepared to receive the decision
of a woman to dedicate herself to the apostolatevahgelization or to the apostolate of works
of charity.”?® What is surprising, rather, is the farsighted eisment of Francis in regard to the
sisters. The Saint understood that to help theersidulfill their marian vocation of fruitful
guardians of the living Word that the friars spredmut the world’ it was necessary to have
recourse to juridical structures adapted to thielstmrm of life of the sisters. The structure of a
institution of apostolic religious life could noffer this stability. For this reason he agreedn® t

16 Process of Canonizatiomh 6.

" Federazione di Santa Chiara di Asslsha vita prende forma. lter storico (Secundum pei@®mem sancti
evangelii La forma di vita dell‘Ordine delle Sorelle poved, Padova 2005, 28.

18 |egend of St. Clarel 2.

19 Federazione di S. Chiara di Asslslyangelo come forma di vif&8.

20 A. Boni, Tres Ordines88.

2L ¢f. H. Shaluck, irCTC 24 (1997) 263, quoted by Fr. J.R. Carballbge relationship between the OFM and the
0OSG 27.



structuring of the little fraternity of San Damiamato a “monastery”, belonging from the
canonical point of view to the institution of motiasreligious life?> Some years later, not
without suffering, he even accepted that they m®faeforma vivendif Cardinal Hugoling?

Francis supported the “Poor Ladies” of San Damiandhe process of institutional
differentiation, on the condition that this did ramtrrupt the radicality of their “living according
to the perfection of the holy Gospel,” the novelfythat living sine proprioin common which
was defended by tHerivilege of PovertyThere was a great risk that San Damiano miglat itss
own “Franciscan” physiognomy along the way, whilgrtg to fit into the traditional structures
of female monastic life. Up to his last breath, Btancis never tired of exhorting the sisters to
remain firm in the form of religious poverty thegdhpromised: “I, little brother Francis, wish to
follow the life and poverty of our most high Lordsiis Christ and of His most holy Mother and
to persevere in this until the end; and | ask amahsel you, my ladies, to live always in this
most holy life and poverty. And keep most carefatel that you never depart from this by
reason of the teaching or advice of anyoffeThe events following the death of the Saint
certainly confirm his fears and we know how muchr€lhad to suffer to keep her community
faithful to the evangelical inspiration of St. Fcamn

Thefinish line: the Forma vitae of 1253

The complex historical journey of structuring detOrder of Poor Sisters reached its
climax in the Forma vitae, which Pope Innocent IV confirmed for the monastefy San
Damiano in 1253, after the first approval of CaatliRinaldo. The clariafrorma vitaewas
primarily inspired by the approved Rule of St. Fianbut it is an oversimplification to say that
it is the “female version” of the Franciscan Rufes proven in theSinossi cromaticd® the
Forma vitaeis the matured articulation of the identity of Saamiano. It found its expressive
means in multiple preceding and contemporary ssuntech were then adapted to the particular
experience of life at San Damiano over the coufderty years. Therefore, in the text, we find
passages from the Rule of St. Benedict, the Huigmoliand Innocentian Rules, the first Rule of
Francis and his Testament, the Rule for Hermitatlpes 1239 Constitutions of the Friars minor,
and even the Second life of Thomas of Celano ##riwined with the original parts written by
Clare and ample quotations from the Rule of Stnéimawhich act as the main thread. There are
also implicit references and brief quotations frdne Rule of Grandmont, the Rule of the
Trinitarians, that of the Order of the Holy SpintSaxia and many others. “Like the wise scribe
of the Gospel who draws both old and new from tosetiouse (cf. Mt 13:52), Clare borrows

% The process of institutional differentiation betm the Order of Poor Clares and that of the Fhiinor cannot
be understood outside of the juridical context afdieval religious life. There were three canonicapproved
forms of religious institutions: the eremiticaletmonastic, and the canonical to which was adde@piostolic after
the IV Lateran Council. And there were three Rulpsn which every new rule was to be based accordirige
type of religious institute: the Basilian Rule, tBenedictine Rule, and the Augustinian Rule, tochivas added
the Rule of St. Francis of 1223 for apostolic itgés. Evidently, the direction of the communitySsn Damiano,
with its own particular physiognomy, was moving toe the monastic religious life and not the apastaligious
life. Cf. A. Boni, Tres Ordines17-21; Federazione S. Chiara di Asdis{angelo come forma di vif&3.

% Pope Gregory IX’s lettekngelis gaudiunto Agnes of Bohemia on May 11, 1238 gives witrtesthis (text with
Italian translation in Federazione di S. Chara skidi,Una vita prende formal45-148).

>4 RCI 6, 7-9.

% Federazione S. Chiara di Assi€hiara di Assisi e le sue fonti legislative. Sinosmatica (Secundum
perfectionem sancti evangeliia Forma di vita dell'‘Ordine delle Sorelle povetg Padova 2003.
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from others all that can furnish her with the jical, spiritual and expressive instruments that
serve to codify her experience of the followingGifrist. This is the safeguard of fidelity and of
a life lived in the furrow of ecclesial traditiolVhenever these instruments fall short or do not
prove to be adequate expressions of the peculzarcigcan identity of the Order of Poor Sisters
and of the new charismatic experience which theeOlgralds, Clare, without any hesitation
modifies, transforms, omits, distances herself,ritee and invents with an evangelical liberty
which is a gift of the Holy Spirit®

This shows how the Rule of St. Clare reflectshim highest degree the singular direction
which the legislation of San Damiano took as wallits autonomous physiognomy as an
“Order” quite distinct from that of the Friars MindVith theForma vitaeof the Poor Sisters the
framework of a new reality is defined, which, whileeserving some elements of the established
monastic tradition, rereads them in the tones efdhiangelical - penitential climate of those
decades and situates itself with its own juridigatonomy within the specifically Franciscan
movement.

An original juridical solution

In the Forma vitag the two poles, which were already present dutiregfirst years at
San Damiano - the charismatic membership infthternitas of Francis and the institutional
differentiation —recall one anotherareevidentfrom start to finish. St. Clare’s solemn promise
is emblematic of this: “Clare, the unworthy servahtChrist and the little plant of the most
blessed Francis, promises obedience and reverancthet Lord Pope Innocent and his
canonically elected successors, and to the Romamnc@hAnd, just as at the beginning of her
conversion, together with her sisters she promidestlience to the Blessed Francis, so now she
promises his successors to observe the same obediaviolably, and the other sisters shall
always be obliged to obey the successors of Blefsadcis and Sister Clare and the other
canonically elected abbesses who succeed her.’; (RG15).

On the one hand there is Clare’s awareness ofgb&irnthe head of an autonomous
institution (with quite a different maturity andcseity than that initial fear she had in assuming
the government of the sisters!): “Promising obededirectly to the Pope, Clare recognizes in
herself the same authority as Francis had. She dateplace herself on the same level as the
other friars, but as the head of an Order juridijcdlstinct from that of the Friars Minor, an
autonomous institutional entity which is well defthand which has its own legislatio. The
sisters are bound to obey her and the abbessewilllsnicceed her, insofar as they have the full
canonical authority over the life of the monastery.

On the other hand, Clare passionately confirmsgha is the “little plant” of St. Francis
and the bond between San Damiano and the OrderiafsAMinor inviolable. “If, in the
introduction of thd=orma vitag Clare solemnly confirms her obedience to the Mari General,
it is to reaffirm [...] the identity of San Damians a monastery founded by Francis himself and
recognized from the very beginning by the Saintpast of his own institution from the
charismatic point of view. What Clare is gettingsathat the sisters have been bound to the friars
from the beginning and they will always want to Ibéere it is not a matter of wanting
incorporation into the male Order, as explicit adbade to a male superior would seem to
suggest. The physiognomy of the “Order” of Poorteé3s excludes this as it had its own

%% ipid., 11.
%" Federazione S. Chiara di Assisiyangelo come forma di vitd 00.
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legislation from the beginning, and the text of Be itself belies such a stance. The ties with
the male Order are to be understood more as asomaic belonging than a juridical
incorporation. Yet they are morally binding becabased on a history of numerous decades (“as
we have always mercifully had from that same Oaddfriars Minor”) and the explicit promise
of our common founder, St. Francis. Only by reaffirg this peculiar identity of her Order with
respect to the other female monasteries, can @tkde gratiafor the help of a little community
of friars: two clerics for their spiritual assistanand two lay brothers for their material needs.
The Forma vitaeof St. Clare thus reunifies the two elements whiglbughout the entire history
of the Order of San Damiano were pursued with dbfie results: strict poverty and the
assistance of the Friars Minor. It is not by chatied the only two times that Clare uses the
adverbinviolabiliter, “inviolably”, is in reference to her desire fan unconditional attachment
to two inseparable realities: it is not possibldéoPoor Sisters without being bound to the Order
of Friars Minor. On this point, Clare, woman ofatistion that she was, is uncompromisifi).”

The juridical solution which we find in the 1253uIR is unique and well pondered. It
combines the monastery of San Damiano’s direct ntgrece on the Holy See through the
Cardinal Protector, the internal autonomy under dhéhority of the abbess and the ties of
obedience of a spiritual rather than a juridicarelcter with the Order of Friars Minor. In fact, in
the text of theForma vitae we find certain tasks of the Cardinal Protecimecsfied which are
obviously juridical in character, while the figuod the Minister General appears only on the
occasion of the election of the abbess with a raitmprecise physiognonty. Whether this
solution was or was not the consequence of thosatewhich tested the relationship between
the female monasteries and the male Gfdsmot the issue here. What comes to the foreas t
Clare was able to find that it safeguarded therggdeclements of her form of life. First, the
direct dependence on the Pope kept San Damiandeinongstanding tradition of exempt
monasteries’ Secondly, obedience to the Minister General $griwbund the community to the
male Order, guaranteeing the charismatic unity with Friars Minor and the “special care and
solicitude” promised by Francis, which was assuretionly by the fraternity that resided near
San Damiano, but also by the noteworthy figure hef visitator, whom Clare wanted to be
“always of the Order of the Friars Minor” (RCI 12,1And finally, the monastic autonomy
ensured the contemplative physiognomy of the coniyiloy protecting it from undue external
interferences. The characteristic of combining anding apparently irreconcilable elements is
one that is present throughout the entire Ruleto€Ctre. Clare knew well that only in this way,
“always submissive and subject at the feet of tit@dy Church, and steadfast in the Catholic
faith,” (RCI 12,13) and in the bosom of the Franars Order, the life of the sisters would be able
to always continue in the authenticity of its evaligal charism.

*% ibid., 108-109.

%9 ipid., 199-200

30 On other aspects of the juridical relationshipaeen the monasteries, the Order of Friars mindrthe Papacy
between the end of the 1240’'s to the beginninchef1250’s, see Federazione di S. Chiara di Adsisfangelo
come forma di vital05-108. In thdter Storicothe authors highlighted that the failure of the &kaf Innocent of
1247 was not due to the permission to accept psisses- this had already been rejected by San Dwraad other
monasteries closely bound to her - but to the gitean the part of the Pope to entrust the jurigalicof the Order
of San Damiano to the Ministers General of the n@alger. The monasteries complained of the intenisgeon the
part of the friars, even in the temporal order,chhthe juridical entrustment brought about and teeyiested of the
Pope to be returned to the jurisdiction of the @wldProtector. Cf Federazione di S. Chiara di siséina vita
prende forma99-100;ll Vangelo come forma di vitd,07.

31 According to the witness of the above cited lettmgelis gaudiumthe monastery of San Damiano obtained the
privilege of exemption during the pontificate of htwius 11l (1216-1227).
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Some challenges for the future

Let us return to our original theme, the celebratof the Centenary of 2012. It seems
perhaps that the challenge in store for us as Bisters is that of reclaiming our identity in al o
its richness and perennial freshness, even fromirtbigutional point of view. Rather than
looking to the praxis of other religious Orders,iethhave clearly had a different historical
journey than ours, or thinking of introducing juddl elements that were never part of our
legislation, why not try to plumb the depths of thrégginal potential of our history and of our
Forma vita&

For us sisters, the memory of thenversioof St. Clare and of the beginning of her
evangelical adventure, will require a serious eatdun of the quality of our living “according to
the perfection of the Holy Gospel” in poverty, miityp and holy unity today. We must examine
ourselves on the authenticity of our belonging toi§€ and to the Church in the form of “living
bodily enclosed.” We have to ask ourselves if wéytgive God the absolute priority in our daily
lives; if the Word of God is welcomed and kept ur dearts after the example if Mary; if it
really transforms our lives and permeates our conities, imbuing us with the wisdom of the
Gospel. It will also mean asking ourselves with twhavareness we live our charismatic
membership in the Franciscan family, what is thalitysand significance of our relationships
with the Order of Friars Minor and with individu&iiars, and how we can grow in these
relationships.

For the friars, the Jubilee of 2012 could be anasmn to come to know better the
identity of the Poor Sisters within the Francisdamily and to stand before them with that
respectful gaze full of amazement that Francisliefdre the holy way of working of the Spirit
of the Lord in Clare and her companions. What doasan for the friars today to be faithful to
that promise to have always that “special care soiditude” for the sisters on both a spiritual
and material level? What are the most appropriatgswo respond to what Clare asked of the
successor of Francis and the entire Order in hetafeent, “that they may always help us to
progress in serving God more perfectly and, abdieta observe more perfectly most holy
poverty” (TestCl 51)? What means are to be prechdd foster growth in communion between
the sisters themselves and with the friars, witltmmpromising the demands of the stability and
the interior unity of the contemplative life?

All of us, Poor Sisters and Friars Minor, are edlto renew our fidelity to the gift of
grace with which the Father of Mercies illuminati heart of Clare through Francis eight
hundred years ago. And this will happen by keepiogether, as Francis and Clare did,
communion and diversity.

Translation by the Poor Clares of Rockford

This is a translation of the original texta novita di San Damiano. Alcune riflessioni sulle
origini istituzionali dell’Ordine delle Sorelle peve, by the Sorelle del Protomonastero di
Assisi, which was published Frorma SororumAnno 47, n. 1-2; Gennaio-Febbraio 2010, pp. 3-
20.
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