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The idea of writing this book rose within me over a very long time, much as a forgotten fragrance rises from an old chest: at first scarcely perceptible, then steadily more insistent, until it became altogether impossible to ignore the memories. My life moved through its usual complexities—I grew, travelled, studied, practised the art of Magic—and all the while other layers of memory accompanied me: fragments, flashes, sudden shifts in the texture of the world that came without warning and left behind a long aftertaste.

The earliest recollection of this kind was connected with a road. I was still a small child, perhaps five years old, and often travelled by bus beyond the city. During those long journeys I would rest my hand on the window ledge and look at it absent-mindedly, in the way children often do when they have grown weary of the landscape beyond the glass and of the talk around them. More than once, in some passing instant, the hand seemed no longer my own. It appeared old, with thickened skin and a heavy ring upon the finger, its green stone strangely alive, as though it held within itself a portion of daylight. Above the wrist there was a wide black sleeve, and beneath it a white inner one, clean and austere. I would blink, trying to return to myself, yet together with that vision there would grow the sense of a road already long travelled. I saw that the man whose hand it was had journeyed often in horse-borne litters, where the swaying and the measured beat of hooves turn time itself into a prayerful recitation. Within that memory there was always a strange confidence, a sense of a life inwardly justified, and the memory itself seemed to demand that it be taken seriously.

Later such overlappings of perception began to come in other places, especially where the air and the contours of the land themselves seemed to remember former ages. In the mountains of Crimea, which I loved from childhood, I would sometimes catch sight of a landscape that almost coincided with the one before me, yet was subtly different: another inclination of the slopes, another severity in the light, other lines in the forest. At that time I did not yet know the appearance of northern Italy and could not consciously substitute one memory for another; yet the sense of recognition was so plain that it seemed I was looking upon paths I had known for a very long time. At times the sensation became physically distinct. I would glance downward and see my feet bare, yet shod in sandals, as though I had walked often and far in them, until both leather and skin had been worn by stone. On other occasions there were shoes made in the old turnshoe manner, soft and carefully cut, with the seam hidden for greater durability. Such details always came as tactile memory; perhaps this is how footwear is felt by those who depend upon it every day, for whom comfort matters on a long road.

Once, already an adult, I stood within the cathedral at Toulouse. The church was filled with that peculiar half-light in which narrow pointed windows seem to prolong the sun’s rays into the interior. I looked at the stone and the high vault above me, and suddenly saw myself clothed in a monastic habit: heavy fabric, a simple cut, a leather belt that supported more than the garment itself, sustaining also the inward discipline of the man who wore it. In that moment there was the sense of long familiarity, as though I had tightened that belt many times and knew well what it signified. Amid the cool stone and the warm scent of wax there came the understanding that the memory belonged to a life governed by discipline: the ability to hold oneself steady, to keep one’s vows, to pass through the day in such a way that the evening prayer might be spoken without shame.

There were memories of another kind as well—heavier ones, carrying scents that were difficult to cast off for many hours afterwards. At times scenes of a military campaign would rise before me, accompanied by the unmistakable sense of being inwardly present within it. I saw the white cloaks of crusaders, heard the creak of leather, felt the dense smell of horses and sweat such as gathers in a narrow column where every step is taken close to another man’s breathing. I remembered my place within that movement: there I was a priest, a chaplain, a man who travelled with the army and served among iron and fear. At times another scent would come, darker and more troubling—blood, earth, damp cloth—and with it the awareness that faith in such moments reveals itself through discipline and endurance: through a man’s ability to remain human where it is easiest to abandon that dignity, where it is simplest to become merely another cog in the machine.

Then one day, as though someone had at last placed a key in the lock, a name emerged: Augusto. It sounded so simple, so familiar, like a voice calling from childhood. Soon another word followed it—Ancona. I did then what a man must do when memory ceases to be a private curiosity and becomes an insistent demand: I travelled there.

Ancona received me with sea and stone, with narrow streets and stairways, with the shadow of old walls. As we walked through the ancient quarter of the city, I felt something that resists sober explanation. It was as though I had returned to a childhood that had once belonged to another, yet now recognised me as its own. I remembered the turnings, the small alleys where the wind changes its voice, the cathedral upon the hill and the old estate upon the slopes. I remembered them as spaces in which simple and familiar things had once taken place: the sound of my mother’s steps in the courtyard, quiet conversations, the morning walk to church. In certain places other houses seemed faintly to show through the present ones, buildings long vanished. For a moment the streets appeared narrower and darker, and I glimpsed the lost quarters destroyed when the city passed through its wars and reconstructions.

It was then that the intention to write this book took shape. I do not wish to present these memories as a cheap marvel, nor do I intend to reduce them to the dryness of a historical note. What matters more to me is something else: to follow this memory patiently until it acquires clarity, human proportion, and historical flesh; until fragments gather into a destiny; until the reader can see how an inner experience may become a path, a choice, a vocation, a duty.

And so I shall write what follows in the manner of a man who remembers too much to find comfort in silence, and who respects Tradition deeply enough not to treat it lightly.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The Cell by the High Altar (Naples, March 1328)

Found during restoration

On that day, the church of Sant’Agostino alla Zecca in Naples held the familiar chill of closed churches: the dust of lime, the dampness of old stone, the faint scent of incense lingering through the decades, as though the walls had once drawn it in and never breathed it out again. After the Irpinia earthquake of 23 November 1980, the church remained closed because of the severity of the damage, and for many years any entry into it resembled a visit to a wound that still ached.

The archaeologist followed the foreman who was inspecting the reinforcements near the presbytery. The beam of a portable floodlight caught on the Corinthian columns and ran on into the side chapels; somewhere above, the vast emptiness of the dome was lost in darkness. By its scale, this church has always seemed more like a great cathedral, and for that very reason its cracks appear different here, like lines from a letter written across an old man’s face. Such walls always possess a memory of other earthquakes and rebuildings, of the long history of the complex, begun under Charles I of Anjou and completed under Robert of Anjou, of the time when the Augustinians maintained here a studium generale.

The restoration work was being carried out beside the high altar. Then, beneath a slab that had been lifted, a small cavity was discovered, and within it a bundle wrapped in cloth darkened to the colour of dry earth. Inside lay a notebook—or rather, several folded sheets tied with cord—and a tiny piece of wax bearing the remnant of a seal. The paper was old and heavy, marked with watermarks, its edges hastily cut; it still held the smell of old glue and candle smoke.

At the top stood the date: March 1328. Then came a short line, written with assurance, though the hand, to judge by the curves of the letters, was already growing tired: “Memorandum.” It was as though the author were speaking to those who would be near him when he was gone: to the brethren, to the king, and above all to himself.

From the opening paragraphs it was clear that this letter had been written near royal and papal thrones, and that its author understood all too well the burden of rule. The church of Sant’Agostino stands beside the ancient zecca, the place where the city once struck its coin, and for that reason the very surroundings remind one that rule has always loved metal, loved commands and sentences, and has always claimed for itself the right to decide human destinies.

This is what was written in that note:

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. I, Augustine, an unworthy brother of the Order, write these words in the cell by the high altar, in the month of March, when my strength is no longer what it was, yet my duty remains unchanged. I write for myself, that my thought at the end of the road may not dissolve into empty complaints; I write for the brethren, that they may have some guidance in doubtful matters; I write for the sovereign, to whom much has been given, and from whom therefore much shall be required. Let the reader remember: my pen is guided by truth, and I fear crookedness more than the judgement of others.

The burdens of rule accompany me each day, like a shadow in sunlight. It comes in the form of commissions, seals, signatures, decisions, petitions for mercy, and pleas for punishment; it comes in the voices of those who hope for my counsel and of those who desire my sentence. I have seen how rule establishes order, and how it draws to itself hearts that delight in command. I have dwelt too long near the throne and near the altar, and therefore I know this: what is holy is easily turned into an instrument in the hands of a man once he grows accustomed to regarding rule as his portion and service as his right. Then the word spoken of God is turned into a seal, the seal is turned into a sword, and conscience falls silent.

Fear, however, is a counsellor far more deceitful, for it rarely calls itself by its proper name. It lives in haste, in the craving for swift decision, in that pursuit of faultlessness from which mercy has already departed; it reigns in the habit of seeking out the guilty, so that the world may once more appear simple and obedient. I have seen fear put on the garment of piety, speak in proper formulas, appeal to zeal and to order, while within it bears a trembling from which hardness is quickly born. A man led by fear asks for silence, and yet brings forth discord, for he desires peace without patience and obedience without humility.

Therefore I hold in my hands a third word—wisdom. I require it for myself above all rewards, and it is required likewise of any man who will continue the works I leave behind me. Discernment shows where service is nourished by purity of intention, and where it is supplanted by self-love; where severity strengthens the community, and where it breaks it; where zeal for the faith is born of love for truth, and where it becomes a desire to rule over hearts. I leave this word behind as a key to my own decisions, so that the brethren may learn to unlock within themselves that which so readily closes beneath the shelter of convenient justifications. Let the reader understand: this writing came into being in order to examine the inward course of the Fall, when a man draws too near to what is holy and begins to ascribe to himself what belongs to God alone.

The archaeologist raised his eyes from the sheets and once again saw the empty central nave, the darkness in the chapels, the traces of time upon the stones of floor and wall. The earthquake had left here its cracks and dislocations, and scholars describe such damage as part of the wider trauma of Naples, in which other great churches also suffered. Yet the deepest fracture had opened elsewhere—in human history. The note had outlived the centuries, outlived rebuilding and neglect, and had waited for restorers and the beam of a floodlight because its author had written of things that return again and again: of rule, forever seeking justification; of fear, forever demanding victims; and of wisdom, which gives a man the chance to remain human even when the world is sinking into madness. 

What follows is the story of his road, of his service, and of the way these three levers govern a life when fate—or God—sets a man for many years beside thrones, beside the gates of hell, and beside the altar.
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Part I. 
Ancona and Portonovo (1274–1290)

1. The Merchant’s House
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My name is Agostino Trionfi. I am a humble friar of the Order of Saint Augustine—a preacher, writer, and exorcist by the blessing of His Holiness Pope John XXII. I was born in Ancona, a city upon the Adriatic coast of north-eastern Italy, where the sea governs every human affair. Even when the shutters of the house are closed, the salt finds its way through some hidden crack and settles upon the tongue. Our city lies spread across the slopes like a flight of stone steps: the narrow streets lift you toward the wind and then suddenly cast you downward again to the harbour, where tar, wet hemp, and fish mingle into a sharp scent that lingers in the memory more firmly than prayer. From childhood I knew that here a man’s fate most often comes to him by water.

I was born in the year 1274, in the very height of the August heat, when the air above Ancona trembles with haze and the sea seems like molten lead. It was the feast day of the great Bishop of Hippo—the twenty-eighth of August. My mother would often say that my first cry sounded at the very moment when the bells were ringing for Vespers. Perhaps it was for that reason that the name Augustine became for me like a garment into which I gradually grew, into which my mind slowly grew through the years, until at last it seemed fitted to the measure of that great predecessor.

My family possessed neither great antiquity of title nor ancient nobility, yet we were known in the city and lived in comfort, having gathered our fortune through trade with lands beyond the sea. In later years my father was even granted the titles of a nobleman at the papal court. Our town house was one of those places where order stood firmer than the stone of the walls. The centre of the household was the Counting Room, which seemed to have a spirit of its own: heavy ledgers, a table where sand lay ready to dry the ink, narrow strips of parchment, wax seals, cords for tying letters, and that severe silence in which one can hear the pen scratching upon the page. I did not yet understand the meaning of all those numbers, yet even then I saw that numbers themselves could command men. They demand an answer with stern patience; they bind people across distance; by the same movement of the hand they can bring both joy and anxiety into a house.

My father, Benedetto Trionfi, a man well known in our region, was often away on matters of commerce and politics. He traded with the Venetians and also involved himself in the intrigues that surrounded the Papal States, negotiating—and at times purchasing—new allies. At home people spoke of him in the manner one speaks of a man who is present not in body but in action: in the instructions he left behind, in his letters, in the deadlines he fixed, in the expectation of a ship’s arrival. From time to time news would come, and the air in the house would change at once. Someone would begin to hurry; another would mutter a quiet curse; someone else would pray, though outwardly he might show nothing. I learned early that trade is a craft of hope—and that hope, when pressed too tightly, readily turns into fear.

My mother, Ginevra Bompiani, governed the household in such a manner that every waiting became bearable. She was attentive, yet her care was never restless. Each task had its appointed place and hour. Her steps through the house were even; her voice sounded gentle, yet within it one sensed the unyielding authority of a mistress responsible both for the people under her roof and for the honour of her name. It often seemed to me that she could turn order itself into a kind of prayer: to set the table, to lock the storeroom, to examine the candles and the oil in the lamp—and all of this carried out calmly, without unnecessary words, like a duty that has no need of witnesses.

I was the youngest of three brothers. The eldest, Giacomo, was being prepared to inherit my father’s affairs; even while I was still very small he assisted with the accounts, and later he began to sail with our father on his expeditions. The middle brother, Matteo, was always frail and often ill, and much attention was directed toward his care. That circumstance granted me a certain freedom.

I often slipped away from the house into the city together with other boys who, like myself, felt confined by both wealth and supervision. The harbour drew me most strongly. There, under the wind, men spoke in many tongues, and each carried its own story. I loved to stand beside the tall white Arch of Trajan at the water’s edge, beneath which those entering the port would pass. The marble there was always cool, and it seemed that the very stone preserved the memory of earlier times, when the world had been wider than the limits of a single life. From there I would climb higher to the harbour customs house and watch how the stone of the Podestà’s palace held within it a stern composure: men entered with the faces of merchants and came out with the faces of judges.

Higher still, upon the hill, rises the cathedral, and I would go there whenever my heart grew weary of the clamour of the quay. Beneath the vaults footsteps sound differently, and the air carries the scent of wax and incense. The light settles upon the stone as though the day itself were bowing in the glory of the Lord. I loved to look out over the sea from that height. From there the ships appear smaller, the noise grows faint, and it becomes easier for a man to remember that he was created for something greater than disputes over prices and cargo.

During those early years a priest was often near me—Father Giovanni. In many ways he stood in the place of Benedetto. He knew how to listen, how to wait, and how to speak at the proper moment a brief word that would remain in the memory for a long time. He taught me reading and prayer in such a way that I began to understand that piety rests not upon an emotional impulse but upon a habit of the heart. When childish pride stirred within me, he would restore me to order with a single glance, and that glance proved sterner than the rod.

In summer we spent much time at our family estate outside the city, from which a shaded stone path led toward Portonovo. Even now I see the white church of Santa Maria di Portonovo standing beside the sea, pressed against the slope as though nature itself had begged of men a prayer shaped in stone. The silence there differs entirely from the silence of the city. One hears the surf, and the ceaseless cry of cicadas, yet within that sound one also hears one’s own breathing. I wandered often among the coastal hills, watching the pines and the light that shifts with the wind, and I felt in all of this an order that requires no human record. In such hours a delicate gratitude would arise within me—almost painful in its clarity—and together with it a desire to be purer, nearer to God, than I had been the day before.

I speak of this now because my future path began there, where a boy from a prosperous house first learned to distinguish two kinds of governance. One is affirmed by seal and by number, and it is necessary if houses, cities, and kingdoms are to stand. The other dwells within the heart itself; it requires no loud signs. It strengthens a man when the wind shifts around him and when a letter from the sea arrives later than expected. Ancona gave me both: the noise of the harbour and the coolness of stone beneath the vaults; talk of distant shores and prayer that does not depend upon the weather.

My childhood in Ancona taught me to see the world as a harmony of stone and water, each demanding patience and responsibility. My father Benedetto gave the household its movement; Ginevra bestowed its steadiness; and Father Giovanni instilled in me that inner discipline without which piety soon grows thin. The city accustomed me to calculation and responsibility; Portonovo nurtured gratitude and a gathered heart. Thus my early religiosity came into being: it grew from contemplation and from discipline, from the sea and from the streets of the city.
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2. The Road to the White Stone
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In those years when the body begins to grow into maturity while the voice has not yet settled into strength, I found myself leaving our courtyard more often and venturing farther each time. The estate outside the city offered a simple kind of wealth: shade, water, the scent of the garden, and the firm reassurance of stone beneath the palm when one leans against a wall and looks toward the sea. From there began the path to Portonovo: first through shrubs and rows of vines, then among the pines, where the resin breathes thickly in the sun and where the wind carries the taste of salt long before the bay comes into view. I called that place “the White Stone,” because the church there seems carved from light itself. Its walls, whitened by time and by salt, stand against the slope as knights stand who have chosen their calling and hold to it until the end.

I went there alone, sometimes with Father Giovanni, and at times with people from the house, when my mother wished to know where I wandered and who might see me there. She did not restrain me by force, yet her attention bound me more gently than any command; her care knew how to watch without suspicion. In those years Benedetto was still often away, at sea or on the road, and so the road to Portonovo became for me also a road toward a certain masculine order—a way of life that stands quietly beside a boy and teaches him fidelity to himself and firmness of character.

At the abbey I was received without excessive courtesy. That proved more honest than any kindness: the Benedictines looked at me as one looks at a man who must learn to stand within his own word. Their life ran straight as a line drawn upon a well-stretched cord: bell, psalm, labour, meal, bell again. The stone beneath one’s feet in the church was always cool, even in summer, and that coolness made one aware of one’s own heat of spirit. The voice in the choir demanded restraint, and the habit of restraint entered the chest together with the breath. At first I watched them as craftsmen of prayer; later I began to see them as men who were free precisely because they had bound themselves to a rule.

In youth the word “rule” often appears to many as the wall of a prison. To me it began to sound like open space. Where the day is torn apart by whims and impulses, a man lives only in brief surges of energy and quickly exhausts himself. Where the day possesses its own order, strength is preserved within him. I saw how the brother who tended the garden went out to the beds without irritation and without laziness; how another, who copied manuscripts, guarded the light and the ink as though he were guarding his own conscience; how a third received the traveller at the door without agitation, because hospitality there had its own tradition and its proper form. Gradually I came to understand that freedom rarely arrives as a gift; more often it is forged as a discipline.

In those same years I wandered often among the hills of Conero. I loved to climb to the places where the pines grow at the very edge of the cliffs and the sea opens suddenly, without warning or delay. Even the wind is different there: it tests a man, challenges him, provokes him. I would watch the waves, the birds, the shifting light for hours, reflecting that the works of God speak of their Creator more loudly than any human speech. Leaves, stones, the foam of the sea, the play of light and shadow—each has its own character and its appointed place. When a young mind touches this order, empty talk soon grows wearisome, and one begins to search for meaning where ordinary men scarcely think to look.

Once, when I was about twelve years old, Father Giovanni brought me a newly published book by Egidio Romano—Giles of Rome—On the Government of Princes. He handed it to me quite calmly, almost as though it were nothing of consequence, saying only that the mind must learn to keep order among its thoughts with the same firmness with which the hand holds the pen. I read it with difficulty and with impatience, as boys often do: sometimes hurrying, sometimes returning to the same passage, sometimes growing angry with myself for not understanding. Yet within those pages there was something akin to the order of the monastery: thought must ascend step by step, and each step must bear the weight of the next. The book spoke of rule and of the way authority within a man must be gathered and disciplined, lest outward power turn into arbitrariness. Egidio composed that treatise at the request of King Philip III of France, the Bold, for his son—the future Philip IV the Fair. The work became a kind of mirror for princes, a guide by which that very monarch would later be educated—the same king who would one day enter into a bitter conflict with Pope Boniface VIII. At the time it seemed to me that the book concerned princes and cities; yet in truth it spoke of the human heart.

My first mystical experience—what I would later call the “vision of Light”—also occurred in the church of Portonovo. The evening service was drawing to its close. The candles burned with a slow, wavering motion, and the sea beyond the walls sounded as though it were part of the choir, answering the psalm. I stood in my place, weary from the walk and from those storms of youth that then seemed to me an unnecessary and unbearable burden. Suddenly everything around me became clearer, sharper, more piercing than before. The light was not like a ray of sun cutting through dust in the air; it resembled a Presence—something real that enters the soul without invitation and without knocking. In that moment I saw with an inward sight how the Powers called Heavenly stand in their sacred order, and how around them a dense darkness presses and circles, hungry for dispersion, for passion, and for fear. The experience was brief, yet its trace remained long within me. I understood that the struggle does not pass only through the soul; it stands beside man as closely as his breath, and it concerns above all the honesty of the heart.

After the light that once touched me in the cool stone of Portonovo, I began to understand the growth of the soul differently. It appeared to me not as a smooth stair by which one rises without hindrance, nor as the widening of breath that expands of itself. It appeared as a battle. Many find the word harsh, yet I saw that every transformation of power meets resistance; every movement that seeks to alter the structure of the world calls forth an opposing force. And so the path advances with strain, with shocks, with contention, as the sea itself moves against the wind.

And what takes place within the soul has its image as well in the great ordering of the world. The division upon which movement itself depends reveals itself to the living mind not as a dry speculation, but as a confrontation: one part of the Powers strives to condense, to clothe, to hold things within density; another strives to release, to free, to return all things to subtlety. In other words, I perceived a struggle between that which binds man to the earth and that which calls him above the earth.

The dense world in which we live stands at a turning point in the Flow. Here the descending current, which draws the spirit toward weight and embodiment, meets the first stirring of the ascending current, which calls toward purification and ascent. For that reason this lowest point is convenient to those who dwell outside the Flow and feed by taking: it is easy for them to take here, where all is vulnerable and where weary flesh yields more readily. Yet at the same time the attention of those who guard the integrity of the current is also fixed here, for this is the weak place where even a small wound may grow into great ruin.

This struggle unfolds everywhere—in every heart, in every grain of matter, in every breath. Within it stand Powers that seek to preserve consciousness and the world in which it may grow, and Powers that seek to consume, to weaken, to turn living things into prey. Some are called angels, because by their labour the order of the world is upheld and its bounds are preserved. Others are called demons, because through their work the world loses its capacity for growth, and living things are worn down towards emptiness.

A consciousness that has entered upon the path encounters them all. It touches the angelic ranks, because by its movement it disturbs what has been established; it attracts demons, because within it there is warmth and nourishment; it meets the spirits and genii of places, because every power is jealous of its own domain. And I came to understand that few among these forces truly desire our ascent. The angelic powers are concerned with order; the demons hunger to take and consume; the spirits guard their lesser sovereignties. Thus the man who believes that the world around him will arrange itself solely for the sake of his growth deceives himself.

The only true ally for such a consciousness is another consciousness moved by the same hunger for truth—a companion, a teacher, a guide. With such a one it becomes possible to preserve fidelity when the mind grows clouded, when the heart weakens, and when darkness offers the easier path. In solitude a man too easily mistakes his own pride for revelation, and his own fear for prudence.

I also came to understand that neutrality, for a growing soul, is an empty word. The very fact of movement creates difference, summons tension, demands participation. Withdrawal from the struggle remains participation; flight remains participation. Most often such departures end in concession and in a quiet change of allegiance, when a man no longer perceives whom he nourishes with his consent. The true way must be otherwise: to rise above the division, to gather what has been scattered, to pass through the double-horned sign, and to reach that wholeness in which opposition loses its power over the heart.

This, in essence, is the labour toward which the monk directs his life. He wages his own battles, because he sees that only thus can the war come to an end. Each act of steadfastness is an attempt to return peace to the world, beginning with something small: with one’s own fidelity, with one’s own light—the light that was once shown to me and which since then has demanded my participation.

After that event I began to linger more and more often at the abbey. The Benedictines did not question me about the vision, yet they taught me something stronger than any story: to bow when it was time to bow; to keep silence when silence was required; to carry out one’s work with concentration and with an ordered mind and body. Father Giovanni spoke with me carefully. He did not inflame my fervour; he guarded me from vanity, which loves to try on holiness as though it were a festive garment. Yet I knew that the road to the White Stone had become for me a road toward that which within me demanded a life both stricter and more pleasing to God.

Portonovo taught me to see in rules a kind of spaciousness granted through constancy. The hills and the sea made nature itself a book for me, in which every creature keeps its proper bounds and thereby praises the Creator. The reading of Giles of Rome trained my thought to move step by step in understanding and to bear responsibility for its conclusions. And the Vision of Light became an inner beacon: the world wages its invisible struggle, and man takes part in it through his deeds, his honesty, his righteousness, and the inward steadiness of his heart. For that reason I spent so much time among the Benedictines. Their life showed me a freedom that rests upon an inward discipline—neither imposed from without nor accepted blindly, but consciously embraced.
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3. Strange Memories
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From the time I began to withdraw more often to the white stone of Portonovo, an old unease within me grew stronger—one that had long hovered at the edge of awareness like an indistinct shadow upon a wall. It had first come to me in childhood, long before I learned my first Latin words or heard from Father Giovanni the ordered interpretation of Scripture. At times, amid ordinary household moments—while my mother oversaw the household and the rustling of account papers filled the room—I would suddenly feel myself touched by a foreign air. I stood there in Ancona, and yet at the same time I saw another place with a clarity as though it lay directly before my eyes.

The first of these visions always began in the same way: a dry heat, heavy and oppressive, and a great settlement rising in the midst of barren lands beside a mighty river. There stood stepped towers, broad and weighty, like mountains raised by human hands. Around them stretched canals where the water moved with a slow and patient force, feeding fields that lived only by virtue of that water. I saw markets where fruits were laid out such as we rarely see in our lands, and most often dates—dark and sticky, as though the sun itself had baked its fire into them. Within these scenes there was always a strange certainty, as though I knew the narrow paths between the canals and remembered well the mingled scent of dust, river water, and sweet fruit. When the vision receded, it left behind the taste of a memory that was not mine, lingering upon the tongue like a flavour that refuses to fade.

Yet there was also a second vision. It came more often at night, when only the small light of the lamp illumined the chamber and the footsteps in the house had grown still. I would wake, and the play of shadows around me would seem deeper than any room should contain. Then another desert opened before me, wholly different from the first—stone-bound and lifeless, where neither house nor tree nor road could be seen, and where a fierce wind seemed to cut the breath from my chest. I walked there for a long time, not knowing where I went, and throughout that wandering there was always the sense of pursuit. At times I glimpsed beings for whom our world has no name. Their forms drifted and altered like smoke, yet the fear they inspired was as solid as a blow. They seemed to know me, as though they counted me among their prey, and I fled while pressing to my breast an unseen cross, which in those days I did not yet possess.

Amid these dark visions two names appeared more often than any other. I had heard them from no one, and yet they seemed to engrave themselves upon memory of their own accord. One enemy came to me in the likeness of a beautiful angel: bright garments, a composed face, and a gentle voice within which there sounded a hidden cunning. He called himself Sidonai, though within my soul another name arose, one known to me from the Book of Tobit—Asmodeus, the destroyer of purity and peace within the heart. I saw how his beauty served as a snare, and how behind the smile there stood a will of cold resolve. Yet even more dangerous appeared the other presence—a woman whose aspect felt strangely familiar, bearing a name both majestic and dreadful: Lilith. Later I learned that the Jews speak of her as the spirit of nocturnal temptation. I always sensed her presence before I saw her, as though the air itself grew heavy around me and the darkness began to search for me, probing paths and crevices. In those visions I was always hiding, retreating, seeking shelter among stones and the folds of rocky slopes, while at the same time knowing that such flight would never end of its own accord.

I grew up in a house where faith was inseparable from the very breath of life, and thus the notion of the transmigration of souls seemed to me the language of Greeks and pagans who delight in disputing matters beyond their knowing. In our lands such talk was regarded as dangerous, for it turns a man away from repentance and from hope in the resurrection. Accordingly, I took these images to be visions, illusions, or the fantasies that come to a child who has gazed too long into the fire or upon the sea. Yet the heart was not deceived: within the first vision there was something calm and ancient, whereas within the second there moved a malignant will that knew how to wait.

I spoke of these things to Father Giovanni only after many days. For a long time I remained silent out of shame, for a boy fears above all to appear weak. I was also uncertain how to recount such matters without making them sound like fables. We spoke beside the wall where the sound of the sea could be heard, and I observed the manner in which he listened: without hasty judgement, yet without curiosity. He asked me to repeat the names, and when I spoke the name Asmodeus, his face grew more severe. He reminded me that a demon may appear in the form of light, for darkness often hides behind the semblance of piety and beauty. He told me to guard the heart in watchfulness, for the imagination can become a door through which temptations enter. Of Lilith he spoke cautiously, as though the very name carried within it a trace of poison. Such images, he said, often draw near to those who possess an inclination toward prayer and purity, for they have something that may be stolen.

Then he said something that remained with me more strongly than all the rest: if the Lord permits a man to see the shadow before the light, it is because He desires that the man should choose the light consciously. Custom must not guide a person in place of the heart. He promised me no swift peace. Instead he told me to hold fast to the Church as to a strong wall, and to learn discernment as a soldier learns to keep formation. He spoke of prayer, of fasting, of reading, and of confession, and in these holy means he saw a sure fortress, for protection against delusion always begins with obedience and patience.

From that time forward I regarded my nightly terrors differently. I ceased to see in them a secret sign of election, and I no longer flattered the imagination. I accepted them as a trial that demanded service, for service does not allow the soul to lose itself amid the temptations of the impure. And when once again I walked to the white stone of Portonovo, and when the light within the church fell upon the walls in quiet reflections, I understood that this light is given so that a man may learn firmness of heart when darkness comes clothed in beauty. Thus these visions became yet another reason why I began to think of my path as a service and a struggle for the light; the private dream of one small man ceased to be the measure of all things for me.
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4. Two Languages
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In those years, when I was fourteen and fifteen, Ancona became for me a school of two languages, and each demanded from a man a particular kind of fidelity. Our city lived by the sea as the body lives by breath: the harbour fed us, the harbour frightened us, the harbour brought rumours, tidings, profit, sickness, and burials. Morning began with the cries of gulls and the groaning of ropes. Barrels rolled over the paving stones, bundles were carried on men’s shoulders, fishermen stood by the water with their wet nets, and the fish, still raw and glistening, lay in baskets beside salt and seaweed. Passing nearby were the men of the cloth stalls, the money-changers, the porters, the scribes, the craftsmen who mended sails and caulked planks. The air smelt of tar, wet hemp, wine, garlic, kitchen smoke, and by that scent the city held one more firmly than any tie of lineage.

I was the son of a wealthy house, and so I did not carry bales upon my back. Yet from an early age I was taught to assess them as men of trade assess them: by weight, by value, by risk, by timing. The will of Benedetto was always present in the house, and even in his absence any word spoken of merchandise was uttered as though he stood nearby and listened. The steward showed me the letters that came in from the sea, and in them there was more fear than men generally cared to admit: fear of delay, fear of damage to the cargo, fear of ill report, which ruins credit more surely than a storm. I was learning to stand beside my elders in silence while they conferred, and that schooling in silence was a hard one. Within, I longed to run to the hills, to the shade of the pines and to the white stone of Portonovo; yet the house required that I understand the language of the port.

I began to observe how that language was built. It rests upon reckoning and naming; it loves precision and record-keeping; it does not tolerate the superfluous. Men of money speak briefly, yet every word they utter has its price. When they greet one another, the greeting often signifies an understanding; when they smile, the smile may conceal caution; when they promise, the promise is always accompanied by some thought of advantage. I looked upon all this and felt that it, too, possessed its own truth: the world is dense and weighty, and it demands order; and whoever underestimates that order will soon surrender his goods to the mercy of another man’s will.

Yet more and more I sought other forms of speech. These I found with Father Giovanni, on the road up the hill to the cathedral, on the path to Portonovo, in the stillness after the service, when the light of the candles trembles and does not allow outward sight to deceive the heart. Father Giovanni spoke to me as one speaks to a person who will one day be answerable for souls. He taught me Latin for the sake of true understanding, so that the word of Scripture might enter the mind without translation, as a blade enters its sheath, and so that meaning might not be lost through the habits of sloth. I remember how he made me repeat the phrases slowly until the tongue grew accustomed to their order, and until I began to hear within those lines the breathing of another power.

We read the Scriptures, and I found myself lingering more and more over those passages that speak of the struggle of the Powers. After what I had once experienced in Portonovo, that theme was no longer abstract to me. I saw much in the city that reminded me of it: how easily a man becomes prey to anger or fear; how swiftly greed justifies itself by means of reason; how envy clothes itself in the garments of justice. In the harbour this is seen with particular clarity: there a man always lives beside the edge, and so the inward passions quickly and readily rise to the surface, like salt upon a sea-worn stone. And I understood that the war beneath the heavens is not fought somewhere beyond the clouds; it passes through human deeds, through choices, through words spoken in the heat of bargaining or in the cold of resentment.

One day Father Giovanni began to explain the Book of Revelation to me. It is a canonical book of the New Testament, invested with high authority and received as inspired prophecy; yet within our Church its interpretation remains open, especially in those eschatological prophecies where one must seek a balance between the literal and the symbolic sense. The Church does not establish rigid dogmas concerning the millennial kingdom, but rather fixes its attention upon sanctification and upon the hope of Christ’s final victory. In the priest’s words I heard an account shaped by living images: the beast and the mark, the trumpet and the bowl, hail and flame, the sea made bitter, and the stars falling to the earth. He showed me that these images concern not only the end of time; they concern also the structure of the soul, for every man bears within himself his own little world, and within that world as well angelic trumpets sound, and within that world as well demonic marks are set. I listened, and I became at once afraid and filled with light: afraid because darkness may draw so near, filled with light because the light neither hides itself nor is ashamed of its strength.

In those months an inward promise was ripening within me. I did not yet call it by the name of a vow, nor would it even have occurred to me to claim monastic dignity for myself in advance. Yet I began to notice that certain things no longer came to me without inward struggle: empty boasting, coarse laughter at another man’s misfortune, the eagerness to dispute merely for the sake of victory. I caught myself seeking silence in order to test my heart, and finding it easier to preserve straightness within myself when I remembered prayer. In the port I saw how men grow accustomed to cunning, and how that habit little by little becomes one with their faces. It filled me with revulsion, and yet it also instructed me: spiritual warfare begins where a man ceases to justify himself.

I continued to live the life of a wealthy household. I wore clean clothes, ate better than many, had the chance to study and to hold books in my hands. Yet I thought more and more that wealth does not free a man from duty; it only enlarges it. The son of a merchant must understand men of money, otherwise he will remain the weak link. But a son to whom it has been given to hear Scripture in the Latin tongue must also understand men of prayer, otherwise he will turn faith into no more than an ornament upon his garments. And so between these two languages I began to seek a third—the language spoken by conscience.

The words of Revelation strengthened in me the thought of a path. It seemed to me that the Church is not only walls and services, nor even doctrine alone: she is the great army of God standing guard over the light, and within that host there are places for those who bear with them not a sword of iron, but a spiritual one. In Father Giovanni I saw an example of such steadfastness: he did not shout, he did not frighten, he always walked and stood upright, and for that very reason his word carried great weight. I began to desire such steadfastness for myself as well. And had anyone asked me then what I desired, I would have answered not of the sea and not of trade: I wished to be a man who does not surrender his soul to the mercy of darkness when the hour of trial comes.

Thus, while still young, I learned the languages of human societies, and both demanded truth. The language of trade taught me responsibility for one’s word and for price; the language of the monastery taught me responsibility for the heart and for the light. Life in the port showed me how near anger and avarice stand to man, and how easily they poison the soul, leading it toward eternal ruin. Latin and Scripture gave me depth of understanding, and Revelation strengthened within me the sense of an unseen warfare passing through every destiny. Thus my inward promise ripened, and little by little I began to recognise within myself an unquenchable desire to be a spiritual warrior in the bosom of the Church.
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5. Uncle Guglielmo
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Everyone in Ancona knew my uncle Guglielmo Bompiani, and for that very reason his name was spoken in our house with particular delicacy: it was at once a cause of tension and an object of pride, and pride in such matters swiftly turns to sin. He was my mother’s own brother, a man of noble family, yet his path had turned in a direction that my father’s kin found hard to accept. It seemed strange to them that the heir of a wealthy and distinguished house, a papal nobleman, should choose the life of a mendicant friar, as though in doing so he had rejected wealth itself, and with it the very order of the world. He was spoken of with respect mingled with suspicion, and that suspicion bore the mark of a family wound: men are fond of holiness, but only while it remains somewhere at a distance; when it suddenly appears close at hand, or worse still within one’s own family, it begins to impose its standards and becomes inconvenient, even dangerous.

In childhood I saw my uncle but seldom. The inner order of the family had set a firm barrier between us: my mother guarded his name, my father did not openly censure him, yet in the house of my father’s relatives, whenever he was mentioned, faces at once grew more severe and constrained. At that time I did not yet know how to reason about causes, but I heard in their voices something I would later learn to recognise in other matters as well: when a man chooses poverty for the sake of God, those around him begin to seek out some hidden pride in the choice, as though it were easier to accuse than to acknowledge another’s worth.

He lived in the upper part of the city, in Capodimonte, upon the hill that watches over the port like an eagle. There the wind is stronger and drier, and arrives sooner than it does below; the air seems cleaner, though the noise of the harbour still rises upward, only changed into a distant and almost foreign hum, as though the sea were speaking under its breath and the market had already lost its dominion. I remember the narrow climbs, the stone beneath one’s soles, the pale walls, the resinous scent of pines that seemed to hang above the cliffs. When I climbed there with my mother or with Father Giovanni, it seemed to me that the city below grew smaller, and with it the human passions which down there had appeared so important.

The monastery of the Hermits of Saint Augustine was then a very modest one. Men in our own day are fond of great façades and new portals, but at that time everything was marked by a severe simplicity: a small church, cramped living quarters, a courtyard where the stone grows hot by day and cool again by night. In that house they did not seek comfort; they sought God and His wisdom. It was said of my uncle that he had embraced a life of strict enclosure, and this inspired at once both reverence and fear. Even in his youth he had gained a reputation for sanctity. He spent almost all his time in his cell, coming forth only for the common prayers, and only from time to time appearing before others to preach, when the prior judged it necessary. His asceticism was so severe that he became an object of veneration even during his lifetime. The townspeople saw in him a living saint, an intercessor before God for the city, which suffered continually now from storms at sea, now from political disorder. For a boy this was almost beyond comprehension: one’s own kinsman lives nearby, and yet seems hidden behind a door that cannot be opened either by blood or by curiosity.

Once I saw him at very close quarters. It was in the church, at the hour when the candles were already burning for Vespers and the air stood motionless, steeped in the scent of wax and incense. He was thin; his face seemed cut from the same severity as the monastery stone, and there was no haste in his movements. Though he was still fairly young, there was in him the experience and seasoned wisdom of an old man. His gaze did not seek out other people; it was turned inward, and therefore when for a moment he raised his eyes, I felt ashamed, as though I had entered a place where it is shameful to go without permission. At that time I wanted him to smile as a kinsman might, to recognise in me his own blood and household. That did not happen. He passed by me, and in that perhaps there was neither coldness nor contempt, but there was another fidelity, another inward pull, in which the personal yields place to something greater.

My mother lived through these things in her own way. She spoke of her brother rarely, yet with such respect, almost with a reverence that requires no special words, but reveals itself in intonation alone. At times, when misfortunes befell the city or tidings came of storms and the dead, she would recall that in Capodimonte there was a man who stood day and night in prayer for Ancona, and at once her face would grow calmer. In such moments I saw how family memory itself could flow into prayer, and how prayer becomes a bulwark and a defence.

My father’s kin, by contrast, remained wary. It seemed to them that such examples tear apart the “proper” fabric of life: if one of noble station may renounce property and position, what then will keep the others obedient to custom? They would say that poverty is a matter for common folk, and that the noble ought to serve in some other fashion. These speeches sounded confident, yet within them one could sense a certain unease. I listened and learned to distinguish: in a city, men often fear not poverty, but freedom when it passes beyond the bounds of familiar order.

Later, when I was older, I understood why Uncle Guglielmo seemed to people a “hermit within the city”. His solitude was not hidden away from the world behind monastery walls; it lived directly beside the market square, the port, and the cries of fishermen and merchants. He showed Ancona that one may live in the very midst of human noise and yet keep within oneself a Desert where a man answers before God alone, without witnesses. That is why he was venerated even in his lifetime; and for the same reason he was feared by those who were accustomed to measuring dignity by coin and by birth.

When he died, after I had already left my native city, people spoke of grief and of the crowds that gathered. In Ancona such deaths are always deeply marked: the sea takes many, yet it takes bodies; the death of a righteous man takes away a voice that had sounded over the city, and for that reason seems a loss of a heavier kind. Almost at once, after his death, reports began to spread of miracles taking place at his tomb. In time his veneration was formally confirmed by Holy Church, and his cult was recognised ab immemorabili. I carried that news in my heart as both judgement and measure: if a man of our own blood could answer the call of God with such fidelity, then I too had no right to content myself with half measures.

For Ancona, Guglielmo Bompiani was the image of a “new saint”: educated, noble by birth, yet choosing a mendicant order and the service of God by way of self-renunciation. His life stood in sharp contrast to the wealth of Ancona as a maritime republic. And so, when the hour of my own choice came, the image of my uncle became one of the inner foundation stones of my path. I was not his close disciple. I did not hold his hand, nor did I hear long counsels from his lips. It was enough that he existed, that his life shone above the port like a sacred sign. He bound together for me blood and Order, city and solitude, rank and spiritual warfare. In that kinship I discerned a particular direction: my mother’s house was already linked to the Hermits of Saint Augustine, and that thread, gentle yet very strong, drew me in the same direction.

For Ancona, Guglielmo was at once a saint and a madman; for the family, a hidden ideal; for me, a guiding star—an ideal that does not require intimate acquaintance in order to shape the conscience. His enclosure in Capodimonte showed me a holiness standing close beside the noise of the city, and therefore all the sterner. The suspicion of my father’s kin taught me to understand how the world defends itself against examples that make a man free. Thus the memory of my uncle became one of the reasons why the Augustinian path entered my destiny even before I had learned to pronounce that decision aloud.
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6. The Path of a Novice
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In the Year of Our Lord 1290, when I was entering my sixteenth year, the sea off Ancona lay warm and heavy, and the wind brought to the house now the dampness of mist, now the dry taste of salt; yet more and more often I found within myself the sense that I was hearing another call than the call of the harbour. The house still lived in expectation of Benedetto’s letters, and my mother governed the household with diligence and severity, yet my heart had already grown accustomed to measuring the days by the ringing of the bells in Portonovo.

I remember that dawn when I entered the church by the white stone no longer as a guest, but as a novice—as one asking to be received. The stone beneath my feet was cool, the candles burned steadily, and the sea beyond the walls sounded as though it too were keeping its own rule of prayer. The abbot spoke few words; so it ought to be. At such an hour a man brings his will and lays it before the altar; the story he tells of himself remains outside the threshold. I pronounced my promises with fervour and with fear together, with a resolve still hot and not yet tested by despondency and the subtle workings of temptation. When they gave me the sign of the community, I felt the weight of belonging, which cannot be borne carelessly.

The life of the Benedictine house was known to me already. It moved according to the Rule as water moves within its channel: the night office, the daytime offices, labour, reading, and then prayer once more. There was much silence there, and the nearness of God; and that silence had a weight of its own, like a stone in the monastery wall. The brethren lived close to the sea and yet somewhat apart from the noise of the city; their portion was the land, the garden, the vine, books, the lamp, bread, and the rare guest. I saw the beauty of that life. It seemed as ancient as the Church herself, and as faithful as the threshold of a church, which receives footsteps a thousand times and keeps its strength.

Yet within me a restlessness was rising, and I was torn by doubts: had I chosen rightly, was I truly in the place appointed for me? Before me there rose again and again the images of city life: the harbour, where a poor man quarrels with a money-changer; the house where a woman hides her tears while her husband is at sea; the young man drawn toward vice because there is much strength in him and little direction; the old man who fears death and therefore clings to distraction. I recalled the words of Revelation as Father Giovanni had taught me to understand them, and I understood that the warfare of the Powers does not concern hermits alone. It passes through the squares, through the courts, through the marketplace, through houses where men quarrel over inheritance, and through shops where the name of God is invoked for the sake of profit. In Portonovo I could pray for the world as though standing upon the shore of its waves; in Ancona I saw the world face to face.

I remember the day when people in the house and at the harbour began to speak of our fellow countryman Girolamo Masci—how he had ascended to the Chair of Peter. In the speech of merchants it was news of power; in the speech of monks, news of a sign. I was still too young then to disentangle the political patterns, yet I was already old enough to feel the force of example: a man from the region around Ascoli, from our own land, had risen to that place where a word becomes law for the whole world. Nicholas IV was the first Franciscan pope in history. This created a particular atmosphere in the March of Ancona: our land had become the cradle of a new kind of ecclesiastical leadership—intellectual in character, drawn from the mendicant orders.

In those years I often found myself seized by a strange double feeling. On the one hand, Rome seemed distant, almost beyond comprehension, like a high altar glimpsed from afar and seldom approached. On the other hand, the news of Nicholas made that altar seem nearer, because between it and us there suddenly appeared a living path—the path of a mendicant order, the path of learning and obedience, a path along which one might walk without losing one’s dignity. I saw how the very air of our region was changing: the brothers spoke of how the mendicant orders no longer stood aside from the great affairs of the Church, how their rigorous schooling and discipline were becoming a new form of ecclesiastical strength. This entered the mind slowly, in the same way that salt enters bread: at first the taste is scarcely perceptible, and then one can no longer imagine that it might ever have been otherwise.

The talk surrounding the pontificate of Nicholas also included much about building, about craftsmen, about new stones raised up for the glory of God. Men spoke of the cathedral at Orvieto, which had begun to rise; they repeated the names of painters and sculptors, and spoke of great works, as though the Church in those years wished to show that faith could raise buildings with the same assurance with which it built theological strongholds. I had not yet seen those places, yet already I understood that the power of Rome lives not only in bulls and letters. It shows itself also in the fact that men begin to think more widely than the limits of their own city, and begin to measure time not by a single harvest, but by centuries.

Even more powerful were the accounts of the missions. News reached us of envoys whom the Pope was sending to lands where the Latin word sounded like a foreign music; men spoke of Giovanni of Montecorvino, who had been sent to the land of the Sinae, and of distant roads stretching toward the edge of the world. To merchants this was almost like a tale of an impossible journey; to a monk it was a reminder of scale: the Church thinks in terms of the whole earthly circle, and therefore asks of a man a different measure of responsibility. I caught myself realising that these tidings made my own life smaller and sterner: if Rome stretches out its hand so far, then my vow and my future service must be ordered to so wide a horizon.

Thus in the figure of Nicholas IV there came together two lines that rarely meet in a young mind without inward struggle: the simple, almost childlike pride in “our own”, and the severe understanding of the ladder of the Church, on which the man who missteps falls not into mud, but into scandal. I gave thanks to God for such an example, and at the same time kept watch against its shadow: an example may strengthen, but it may also awaken the desire for significance. And so, from my earliest youth, I began to learn one difficult discipline—to accept a sign as a call to service, while guarding the heart against a secret hunger for exaltation.

In those days I found myself recalling more and more often my uncle, living in his hermitage above the city. It seemed to me that Ancona roared below, disputing over profit and grievance, while somewhere above there stood a man who kept within himself another kind of silence, and prayed as though the very breathing of the whole port depended upon it. That thought worked more strongly upon my conscience than many words.

Father Giovanni came to me not long after my entrance into the abbey, and we spoke for a long time by the walls where the sound of the surf overcomes human voices. He stood silent, looking out at the sea, as though he were weighing my words together with the wind; then he said: “You have been received here by the mercy of God. Yet I see that your gift is of another kind.” And he reminded me of the brothers of Saint Augustine, of how, after the Great Union, their whole Order lived as my uncle lived—in cities, among the people, amid study and disputation—and how the Church sends them wherever minds require the word and hearts require consolation. He spoke of it as a heavy burden, borne in obedience: it rarely grants rest, and more often brings weariness and a stern reckoning of conscience. He reminded me too that the Benedictine Rule leaves a man in one place, whereas the Rule of the Augustinians requires an inward gatheredness, because the outward support often changes: today you are in choir, tomorrow at the bedside of the sick, then on the road, then over a book, then in conversation with men of power.

His words fell upon something already alive within me. At his urging I was reading Giles of Rome, and I saw how stern an order thought itself requires if it is to serve God rather than vanity. In the tumult of the city I heard the same warfare of which Revelation speaks, only clothed in other garments. And there was also at work within me the memory of my own blood: it showed me that among the Augustinians in the city there was room for a holiness that stands beside noise without dissolving into it.
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