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But in these days there are many among us who want to win honor and praise from men by merely proclaiming and reciting the deeds of Saints.
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Introduction

When San Francesco lay dying, he asked to be moved from the bishop’s residence in Assisi to the chapel at the Portiuncula, a distance of about two miles outside the city walls. As they passed the city gates, he bid the friars carrying him to set him down on the road so that he might say farewell to the place of his birth. “This town,” he began, “has the worst reputation in the whole region as the home of every kind of rogue and scoundrel.” Then he begged God to bless the place and to make it the home of all who sincerely honored his name.

According to the brochure put out by the Commune’s busy tourist agency, Assisi is a city that cannot just be “seen,” it must be “experienced,” a place, perhaps the place, where “the spirit of St. Francis pervades all.” Every year hundreds of thousands of visitors, art lovers, tourists, and pilgrims from all over the world flock to see the famous basilica where the saint is buried. The narrow streets in which Francesco begged for bread are lined with hundreds of shops selling all manner of atrocious trinkets and some of the worst food to be found in Italy, at prices as breathtaking as the view from the Rocca Maggiore, the late-medieval fortress that glowers over the prosperous town. The spirit that pervades these streets is the same one that whistled down the stone staircases and across the Piazza del Commune in Francesco’s lifetime, the same spirit that drove him straight into the outspread arms of Christ: the cold, relentless, insatiable, furious spirit of commerce.

Francesco di Pietro Bernardone was born in Assisi toward the end of 1181, the son of a wealthy cloth merchant, Pietro Bernardone, and his wife, Pica, who may or may not have been French. Francesco had an ordinary childhood, helping with his father’s  business and attending the church school near their house, where he was an unremarkable student. He grew to be a lively young man, fond of music and parties, given to romantic tales, dreams of knighthood, fantastic treasure quests, and prayer in solitary chapels. During one such occasion, at the dilapidated Church of San Damiano, God spoke to him from a crucifix, bidding him to repair the church. Francesco took some bolts of cloth from his father’s warehouse, sold them, and delivered the profit to the resident priest to pay for the repair of the chapel. Pietro, enraged by his son’s extravagance, brought a complaint against him, which was resolved in the public square of Assisi. When the bishop advised Francesco to return the money to his father, he declared, “My Lord Bishop, not only will I gladly give back the money which is my father’s but also my clothes.” He stripped off his clothes, placed the money on them, and, standing naked before the bishop, his father, and all present, announced, “Listen, all of you, and mark my words. Hitherto I have called Pietro Bernardone my father; but because I am resolved to serve God I return to him the money on account of which he was so perturbed, and also the clothes I wore which are his; and from now on I will say, ‘Our father who art in heaven,’ and not Father Pietro Bernardone.” The crowd wept in sympathy, and the bishop covered the youth with his own cloak.

Francesco then took refuge in the poor church, where he devoted himself to making repairs, begging for food, oil, and stones on the streets of Assisi. His former neighbors mocked him and drove him away, but one rich young man, Bernardo of Quintavalle, impressed by Francesco’s sincerity and evident contentment in his new life, decided to join him. Together the two men gave away all of Bernardo’s money and possessions to the poor.

After that, there were more followers. In 1209, when they numbered eleven, the group walked to Rome to ask the pope to approve a Rule by which they might live as liegemen to the Church. After a dream in which he saw the Lateran Basilica  collapsing and Francesco holding it up, the pope, Innocent III, gave them a verbal and very conditional approval.

Francesco’s brotherhood, the Fratres Minores, grew rapidly. Within a few years, the original twelve had grown to five thousand (by contrast, the Dominican order, the Friars Preachers, as they were known, founded at roughly the same time, had fewer than fifty friars by 1220), and they gathered each year during the feast of Pentecost for chapter meetings at the Portiuncula, a wooded area owned by local Benedictine monks and leased to the friars for one basket of fish per year. At these meetings, Francesco delivered various admonitions, the friars were assigned to different regions, the custos and ministers were appointed, and problems of administration were addressed. Between these meetings, the mission of the fratres was to wander homeless over the world, preaching repentance, begging for their food, offering themselves as servants to all. This was the way, they believed, the early apostles had lived, the way Christ had adjured all his followers to live, giving the world an example of virtue, loving poverty, making no preparations for the next meal, the next bed, but leaving everything to God.

San Francesco’s ministry lasted nearly twenty years. His health was never good. In Egypt, where he went to attempt the conversion of the sultan, he contracted an eye disease that made his eyes weep continuously, gave him such terrific headaches that he could not stand any light, and eventually left him blind. He gave up the stewardship of the order and retired to Mount La Verna with three of his closest friends for a period of fasting and prayer. When he came down from this mountain, he had two features that distinguished him from all previous saints: his hands and feet were pierced by nails and there was an open wound in his side, as from a lance.

With the possible exception of St. Paul, who wrote in his Epistle to the Galatians (6:17), “I bear in my body the marks of the  Lord Jesus,” San Francesco’s was the first recorded occurrence of the stigmata. It is not an exaggeration to say that the stigmata, as a religious phenomenon, was his idea. How such a thing could happen is, naturally, a great mystery, and before that mystery, many of his biographers come to a grinding halt, as if, rounding a bend in their pursuit of the humble saint, they suddenly encountered a raging elephant. Some see this event as the crowning achievement of Francesco’s life, signaling his complete identification, hence, union, with his beloved Christ. Others suggest that there was an element of despair in the miracle; that Francesco saw himself as one crucified by the unrest and infighting in the great movement he had founded. His contemporaries, though they had never heard of such a thing, seem to have accepted it and found it in keeping with what they understood to be the nature of God’s continual interference in the world of men. In their view, Francesco had been singled out and marked by Christ as his own. The stigmata proved what everyone already suspected, that he was a living saint. Two years later, in October 1226, Francesco died peacefully at Assisi, revered by all, his devoted friars gathered around him. He was forty-five years old.

This is the story one can follow in the fresco cycles painted by some of the greatest artists of the Italian Renaissance—Cimabue, Giotto, Sassetta, Bellini, Gozzoli—in colors and compositions that, after hundreds of years, retain an astonishing freshness and a heady exuberance, as if the artists were excited about the story they were telling. Unconcerned with meaning, they throw their energy into a personal vision, concentrating on atmosphere. Each sees the saint differently (Gozzoli, for example, contrary to several descriptions given by people who saw Francesco, paints him as a handsome, healthy young man with curling golden locks), and each brings the considerable force of his artistry to bear on “the life.” They know the stories, are of the environment that produced the saint, speak the language he spoke, and believe, more or  less, what he believed. The humble friar wandering silently through the landscape of the frescoes, his head encircled by light, is thus both a construct and a memory.

San Francesco is the patron saint of Italy, and nearly every town has a church in his name, decorated with scenes from his life; but the first cycle I saw was in the National Gallery of London nearly fifteen years ago. It was painted by a Sienese artist known as Il Sassetta sometime in the fifteenth century. I had seen prints of it, and had for many years a framed detail of the panel entitled The Mystical Marriage of St. Francis over my desk; it shows St. Francis exchanging wedding rings with Lady Poverty, a pretty barefoot girl with a wooden yoke over her shoulders. (I thought, as a young writer, I might profit by a daily colloquy with this lady.) But prints did not prepare me for the strangeness, the avidity, of the actual paintings. Fortunately, there was a bench in front of them, and I sat there for some time, admiring the other-worldly view.

When I moved to Italy in 1994, I made it a practice to visit any church or monastery that was reputed to have good frescoes of San Francesco. I was particularly drawn to the cycle painted by Benozzo Gozzoli in Montefalco, which depicts the saint as the new Christ, even reworking the nativity so that he takes his first breath amid cattle (though we know San Francesco was not born in a stable). In these paintings, as in the Sassetta cycle, the saint moves through a world that is both ordinary and magical. He lies comfortably on his bed while an angel enters the room from the ceiling, and outside his window, his dream—a castle with flying pennants—rises into the middle air. In another panel, he rushes down the street before his house, a well-dressed youth in a hurry, about to be waylaid by a poor man who prophesies that he will be a great saint. From the doorway, Francesco’s mother looks on with an expression of mild foreboding.

The various frescoes drew my attention to the character of San Francesco; a lifelong interest in hagiography did the rest. I began  to pick up biographies, randomly at first, and then with more direction, finding myself returning to the earliest sources, the accounts collected by the saint’s three closest friends: Brother Leone, who served as his secretary for the last years of his life, and Brothers Rufino and Angelo, who were with him in the early days of the order.

Because saints were presumed to have certain agreed-upon powers and peculiarities, medieval hagiography has a tendency to emphasize the sameness of its subjects. Saints, for example, routinely possessed the ability to communicate with and tame wild animals. (St. Columban, an Irish saint who died within two hundred miles of Assisi, was known for his preaching to birds.) The oft-illustrated, well-loved stories of Francesco taming the wolf of Gubbio and preaching to the birds are probably apocryphal, intended to place him among a select company. Edward Armstrong points out one variant of the bird sermon story that strikes me as quite plausible, however. In this one, Francesco’s preaching is ignored by the birds, who fly away, and he then chastises himself for being so vain as to imagine they would listen to him. This version has the ring of truth both because of the way Francesco chooses to reprimand himself—he calls himself “You stupid son of Pietro di Bernardone”—and the likelihood that he might want to try his hand at something saints were generally expected to do, for there can be no doubt that Francesco had every intention of becoming a saint.

But, in spite of their fidelity to the form of the inspirational text, the early hagiographies of San Francesco differ from accounts of other medieval saints. They contain surprising, small personal details (the saint’s fondness for sweets, or the fact that his eyebrows met over the bridge of his nose), and represent a concerted effort to write down the exact manner and tone of his speech. The authors, who were with the saint for years on end, keep track of his moods and lament over his illnesses, complaining of the doctors’ inability to do anything but make him worse. One  has a sense of their urgency to get down for posterity this remarkable personality which was unlike any they had ever known. They quote Francesco confidently, not reverentially, and with an ear to the incisive wit and irony that surprised all those who knew him.

A second difference in these accounts is more difficult to describe, because it is more a matter of tone than content, an insistence that borders on stridency—as if the saint needed defending, as if there was an accusation to answer, as if San Francesco was on trial. This defensiveness on the part of his biographers persists to the present and can be explained in part by the events just preceding and following his death, for, though he died peacefully, in the odor of sanctity, the steely charge of controversy was in the air as well.

Before he died, the order San Francesco founded had begun to self-destruct—a fact that poisoned the last years of his life. As soon as he was gone, the Fratres Minores split into two factions that viewed each other with distrust and contempt. The crucial issue was Francesco’s insistence, repeated in the various Rules he composed during his lifetime and with much force in his final testament, dictated on his deathbed, that the friars were to own no property, either personal or communal, excepting “one habit, quilted inside and out if they wished, with a cord and breeches.”

In 1228, barely two years after his death, San Francesco was canonized by Pope Gregory IX (formerly Cardinal Ugolino of Segni, Francesco’s old friend and patron of the order). The cornerstone was laid at Assisi, and Brother Elia, then minister general of the order, began the excavation for the great basilica in which the saint was to be buried. To this end, Brother Elia solicited and received in abundance that which Francesco had forbidden the friars even to touch: money.

Two years later, in September 1230, in the bull Quo elongati,  Pope Gregory decreed that the testament, because it had been written without the consent of the minister general, had no binding power over the order. The friars could not own property, but  they could have use of property owned by someone else—for example, the pope. They could, then, establish houses; have the use of books and furniture; rely on a supply of food; and attend the universities in Bologna and Paris. So fearful was the reaction to this decree in the widespread brotherhood (by this time some twenty thousand strong) that Francesco’s earliest companions, Rufino, Angelo, and Egidio, were forced to go into hiding to escape persecution.

From the start, Francesco’s biographers have been forced to address this controversy, to take sides, defending either the Church, which acted to preserve peace inside the order and to guarantee its continuance and governability, or Francesco, ignored and traduced by weak-minded followers who refused the rigor of his rule and betrayed his most treasured principle, the vow of total poverty. The fact that Francesco was also adamantly submissive to the Church, and especially to the pope, adds a certain piquancy to the struggle to settle the question of whether the founder actually intended to create anything resembling the order that bears his name. Evidently, he saw no conflict between his determination to respect Church authority and his need to follow the dictates of his own conscience, which he believed was in direct communication with God. He saw no contradiction even when these two were at loggerheads. Like a soldier who understands the chain of command, he took his orders from anyone who was over him, but when the battle raged and the general appeared on the field, he knew what to do.

The idea of poverty as essential to salvation was not original to Francesco. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the “poverty movement” was afoot, or more correctly barefoot, all over Europe. The Cathars, the Waldensians, the Reclusi, the Humiliati, the Beghards, the Apostolic Brethren, the Paterini—to name just a few—were all sects, perhaps today we would call them cults, dedicated in varying degrees and with various concomitant, often heretical, articles of faith (the Cathars, for example, held that the  material world was made by the devil and hence entirely evil) to the ideal of living as the early apostles of Jesus had lived—on the road. Presumably, this was a reaction against the increasingly flamboyant wealth and scandalous behavior of the clergy. It derived as well from an assumption that has lost ground over the centuries but was held as obvious in the medieval world, that the material and spiritual realms are intimately connected, and that we concentrate on one at the expense of the other. The accumulation of wealth created a spiritual obligation; thus the great medieval churches were largely financed by rich men who hoped to compensate God for their sins by creating more and more fabulous houses for his worship.

The connection between destitution and virtue is largely lost upon us now, especially, it seems to me, in America, where poverty is so clearly unconstitutional that we once declared war upon it. The notion that one must choose between spiritual and material “success” is in disfavor as well. In fact, all sorts of popular venues, from self-help books to TV evangelists, suggest that if you can only place yourself before the proper spiritual door, when you open it, money will pour in. It is surprising how often successful people, from jockeys to business executives, attribute their material success to some proper alliance with God, as if God really did take an interest in the stock market or bet the horses. Perhaps the assumption that God wants us to get rich is no more absurd than the one Francesco made, that he wants us poor, that he wants us to suffer, as he did, the contempt of the world. But there’s nothing heroic, in my view, about praying for a windfall, whereas there is something heroic, touching, and grand about Francesco’s famous gesture, stripping himself in the town square and throwing himself upon the charity of his neighbors. Like most of us, Francesco knew his neighbors.

Francesco’s apprehension of the zeitgeist was unusual in that it was direct and uncomplicated—there were no complex additions to his theology or divergence from the accepted practice of religion in his day—as well as profoundly personal and deeply felt. As a young man, he committed himself to a humiliating, onerous way of life, and until his death, though he was encouraged by the Church hierarchy (and even by his own brotherhood) to modify his radical devotion to “Holy Poverty,” he never wavered in that commitment. He was a great success because he was determined to be, in the world’s eye, a perfect failure.

Apart from the interest his history arouses in me, I do not have a special connection to San Francesco. I am not a believer in miracles; rather, I hold that the laws of nature apply even to those who know nothing about them. I am not a scholar of his period, not an Italian—nor can I read Italian or Latin with ease—not a Roman Catholic or particularly religious; I am not even a man.

I do believe, as he did, that the relationship between material prosperity and spiritual progress is nil, and I know that for those who are convinced the most salient fact of our existence is the certainty that we must leave it, spirituality, by which I mean the apprehension of another (not necessarily an after-) life, offers egress from a prison. Such an apprehension reveals that true liberation has nothing to do with physical comfort or the accumulation of wealth (for wealth, as we readily observe, can crush the spirit) but rather with a willingness to turn away from the mundane business of daily life, to abandon everything ordinary, seeking instead an extraordinary course that will result in a coherent and meaningful confrontation with one’s own death. Death then becomes not a trap set out somewhere in the obscure forest of the future, where we wander hopeless with uncertain steps, but the vanishing point of every day, which provides perspective, orders the chaos of experience, and is the proper object and goal of life.

As I rubbed my stiff neck, gazing up at the Gozzoli frescoes in Montefalco, I was touched by the artist’s ability to show that, though San Francesco had an extraordinary life, it was, after all, a life like any other, lived in the world among men and women, buildings, beasts, and trees. This vision suited its subject, for  though San Francesco was a great mystic, he was also entirely of this world. He was not so much a nature lover (he was certainly neither an environmentalist nor a vegetarian) as a man who saw no distinction between himself and the natural world. He preferred to live as an animal lives, rising with the sun, walking around all day looking for food, socializing with his own kind, sleeping on the ground with a stone for his pillow.

San Francesco’s life, I concluded, requires neither defense nor interpretation. It occurred to me that his story might be best presented in a series of scenes, beginning in the dark, final days, so full of physical suffering and the adulation of the mob, and concluding in the bright clear light of his conversion, when he was a young man with all his possibilities before him. By this method I hope to offer a somewhat personal, alternative exhibit of scenes from the life.

From what I have been able to learn about him, San Francesco viewed this world largely as a placement test for the next. Like any brilliant and willing student, he was entirely absorbed in the business of the test. He began by concentrating the enormous energy of his will upon his own salvation, but by the time he died, he intended to lead a multitude into heaven and to take the next world by storm. His great work, as much a work of art as the many paintings and statues that celebrate it, was his life.

Like most tourists, when I sought out the paintings illustrating the life of San Francesco, I just wanted to see the art; the story was incidental. But that story, so sorrowful and triumphant, seemed to reach out from the walls and ceilings and grasp me by the shoulders. At Assisi, Montefalco, Florence, Rome, Arezzo, the ragged, barefoot beggar cried out to me: This is what I made of my life! Now go out and change your own!




On His Death




Night in the Forest

And for morality life is a war, and the service of the highest is a sort of cosmic patriotism which also calls for volunteers. Even a sick man, unable to be militant outwardly, can carry on the moral warfare.

—WILLIAM JAMES  The Varieties of Religious Experience


Just before dawn, on a rough, unfrequented road east of Siena, a procession of barefoot friars makes a winding, difficult progress. Two lead the way, their cowls pushed back, their startled eyes shooting sparks of gold in the sputtering light of the torches they hold above their heads. Behind them, four of their brothers, each supporting a pole of a makeshift stretcher, stumble forward on the uneven stones. On the stretcher, wrapped in foul and bloody rags, lies a small, motionless body. No one speaks, but their labored breathing is audible in the still night air. As the road turns sharply uphill, the bearers shift their weight to accommodate the incline, and a low moan issues from the invalid. One of the torchbearers looks back, raising his hand to keep his beard from tangling in the folds of his cowl. He looks off to the side into the blackness that stretches against every bush, over every rock, like a tightly fitted stocking, and his eyes roll up momentarily, a reflex of fatigue and anxiety, for he has slept very little in the last few weeks and this is the most serious mission of his life.

They are to deliver the invalid, dead or alive, to Assisi, where Brother Elia waits impatiently, and all the citizens wait, too, in a great fever of anticipation and dread, lest their enemies steal their treasure away. The sick man must breathe his last inside the city walls, for wherever he expires is holy ground. A few nights ago it looked as if the proud city of Siena might claim this honor, for the dying man coughed blood, called on death, welcomed her, but she did not come. Toward morning the bleeding stopped, he closed his weary, sightless eyes and slept. A message went out to Assisi—he will not last much longer, and that was when Brother Elia sent the command: start at once, but stay clear of Perugia,  for his enemies there have hatched a plot to steal him if they can, by stealth or ambush, so that he may die among them in the place he once cursed, and all the triumph, as well as the pilgrims, will be theirs.

The sick man acquiesced to the command, indeed could not resist; this going home to die was his wish as well. For one last night, the Sienese doctors practiced upon him. In their fury at losing him, they pierced his ears with hot irons and bled him until his veins gave out. In the morning, the brothers gathered to wash and prepare him for the long journey. His body terrified them. His feet and legs, which had been swollen for days, were stained blue and purple with bruises, and the swelling had spread to his abdomen. The rest of him, his chest, arms, neck, face, all was emaciated. Though he did not complain, he flinched beneath the wet cloths they pressed against him. He would not allow them to remove the filthy hair shirt which was glued with dried blood to his side. The wounds on his hands and feet were open and oozing; the brothers wrapped them tenderly in woundwort and strips of wool and applied a bandage to his forehead. Then they dressed him again in the dirty rags he had gotten from some beggar; he would have none other.

When they were finished, he raised his arms to grasp their shoulders as they lifted him from the floor. “Is this Brother Rufino?” he said, resting his cheek momentarily against a shoulder. Yes, he was right. As they laid him down, he reached out, and his fingers found the smooth cheek of another brother. “Brother Angelo,” he said. His sightless eyes moved restlessly, unable to penetrate the shadows that hid the world from him.

They consulted over him, agreed upon their places, raised the litter, and carried him into the grand hall where the bishop waited to bid him a tearful farewell, then out through a low back door to a narrow passageway and down, down the winding stone stairs, past the shuttered, bolted housefronts, down to the city gate, where a band of beggars were quarreling in the dirt and soldiers stood  about, yawning and stretching. A few tradesmen occupied in lashing their goods to the backs of tired donkeys failed to notice the passing band of friars.

Now out onto the plain they carry him, walking briskly over stones and thorns as they have walked for the last twenty years at the bidding of their invalid, six barefoot men in shabby, much-patched tunics, the soles of their feet as thick and tough as leather, their faces weathered and creased as gnarled trees, their heads bowed against the heat of the sun.

The route they have chosen is an arduous one, and they carry no provisions, but in the evening they stop at a place where others of their brotherhood await them and where they find food and mats to spread out on the ground for a few hours of rest. The invalid does not sleep; nor does he eat. He lies on his litter in the darkness among the snoring brothers, unable to move while the fluids in his body back up steadily: he can feel his skin stretching and stretching to the bursting point, like an overripe fruit. He can raise his bandaged hand to his temple, caress with his fingertips the thick, hard scars left by the irons the doctors applied at Fonte Colombo to no avail; nothing ever eases for one moment the fury of the pain in his head. The hours pass; they are endless, though surely now each one may be the last. Of that hour he has no fear, that hour when everything and everyone will be forgiven and he will bless the brotherhood finally and forever and say farewell, farewell, Brother Body, farewell, beautiful world. He can hear the night birds in the bushes, the fevered scratching of tiny claws on the hard ground, mice or moles, working out the eternal problem of shelter. He knows what it is to scratch for a place to sleep. Overhead are the stars and a sliver of moon, but he can’t see them. A cloud lies against his eyes, or in his eyes. Sometimes there is a moment when he peers through it. It thins out, goes white like light, which hurts him, then an image appears in startling detail, like a shout in an otherwise silent room. Once he saw a section of pomegranate spilling its red seeds like glistening drops of blood  across the polished black surface of a wooden plate; Leone had brought it to him from the bishop’s table. Later, as they carried him along a forest path, a bright green leaf stabbed through the cloud so that he gasped as before an advancing sword-point; then, as suddenly as it had come, it was gone again. But in that instant he had recognized it: it was a mulberry leaf.

The long hours pass, the brothers snore and grumble in their sleep, then he hears them waking up around him one by one, muttering and coughing, greeting one another, chanting the office, though it is still the middle of the night and prayers are not strictly required. Leone brings him water and asks if he can eat anything. He hears the others laughing as they gather up their straw beds and share out the bread and turnips the resident brothers have brought them. More bounty, more than anyone could ask for, and all provided from the never-ending bounty of God. He cannot eat. He asks for cool cloths to bathe his eyes, which feel like twin flames in his head, and Masseo comes with a bowl of water to help Leone. He hears the whoosh and hiss and feels the hot sulfurous breath of fire as the torches go up, and then the salutations of his four bearers who take their places and lift him up for the last leg of his long journey back to the city of his birth.

Into the forest, into the darkness, anxious and vigilant, the procession moves like a glittering thread among the trees. They keep silence, the better to hear an ambush approaching. Birds screech overhead; they flush out a bevy of pheasants and a rabbit. A deer crashing through the underbrush never sees the wide eyes or hears the racing hearts of the frozen, nervous band. Dawn is nearing. The air grows damp, warm, and pellucid; their feet make a steady rhythm on the hard, dry ground. Downhill, now, the path grows wider, then pours them out onto a dusty plain. The torchbearers stop to extinguish their flames in the dirt of the roadbed. A murmur goes up among them as they turn their faces toward the distant towers and walls of Assisi and see, winding toward them over the farthest hill like a great, gleaming snake in the early morning  mist, a contingent of soldiers, the archers of the Commune of Assisi, coming out to meet them.

Someone tells the invalid, who cannot see the marvelous sight. They lay him down in the fragrant shade of a pine tree and gather to watch the approach of the escort, and to tell him how the shields glitter like jewels in the morning sun, how the banners stream out over the foot soldiers, how black and proud the horses are, tossing their heads and stamping their hooves, how white the saddles and colorful the embroidered mantles of the knights. Over the first hill they come, and then, for a little while, they disappear into a valley. The friars stand together, straining their eyes, craning their necks, swatting dully at the buzzing mosquitoes. Before the soldiers appear again, the brothers can hear them—a shout has gone up, followed by a raucous, unsuccessful attempt at song, which fades out amid more shouting and laughter.

As the soldiers top the last hill, they see the friars hovering like brooding gray birds over the exhausted invalid, who lies on the ground with his bandaged hands over his eyes because the light is agony for him. At a command from one of the glorious knights, the foot soldiers tuck in their bows close to their sides and break into a trot, raising a cloud of dust that rolls out ahead of the close-knit ranks like a dragon’s fiery breath.

Soon the two groups, friars and soldiers, mingle on the verge of the forest. Now there is nothing to fear; their enemies will not dare to attack them. The knights mill among their bowmen, giving orders. One speaks courteously to Brother Angelo, who was once a knight and has still a noble bearing. Excitement agitates the group, and they bump into one another as the procession is organized, knights to the front and back, archers between and flanking the friars, and in the center, the dying man. When they get to the Commune, they will have to defend him from the citizens, who will snatch whatever they can, a bit of his robe, hairs from his beard. It is said that a straw from the hay he touched at a crib in Greccio cured a child near death, as well as an entire herd of ailing cows. The archers re-form their lines; the horses step out, their eyes rolling wildly, their black lips dripping pale green foam; the brothers gather about the litter and lift it; the torchbearers take their places on either side.

The dying man has not spoken. One hand still covers his eyes. They carry him to the center of the group, an order is shouted and repeated, the banners go up, the archers, sweating and red-faced, fall into step, the procession begins. Anyone watching from the ruins of the castle that broods over the city can see the sun glancing off the shiny helmets, the knot of bright colors wrapped around the plain gray core of the friars, the whole assembly moving steadily along the dark ribbon of the road, hemmed in on one side by the gold of a grain field and on the other by the smoky green of an olive grove. A noble sight. Even the friars, who have vowed never to put themselves above any man, stride boldly, their shoulders back, their heads held high. One of them has moved to the front, where he exchanges a few words with the foremost bearer. Then he glances anxiously over his shoulder at the invalid, who, to his surprise, uncovers his eyes and raises his hand in a summons. The friar drops back, falls into step, and looks down upon his dying friend. How illness has ravaged this face; he is scarcely recognizable. The black eyes are embedded in red, swollen flesh; otherwise, he is as gray as his robe, and the bones of his skull protrude beneath his skin at his cheeks, above his mouth, and in a ridge that divides his forehead. Yet, to his astonishment, as the brother watches, this death’s head is suddenly, eerily animated. Francesco’s eyes move from side to side, his dry, cracked lips part, and then, as he grasps his disciple’s hand, he smiles. It is not the helpless grimace of a man in agony, which is surely his condition, but an open, lighthearted, youthful smile, confident, a touch sardonic, but full of camaraderie. “Ah, ah, Brother Leone,” he says, as his old friend bends over him.
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