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III. Spirit of Prayer

Everywhere and in all places, at all times and in all seasons the brothers and sisters 
are to have a true and humble faith. From the depths of their inner life let them 
love, honor, adore, serve, praise, bless and glorify the most high and sovereign  

God, eternal Father and Son and Holy Spirit (ER 23:11). With all that they are, let them 
adore God because we should pray always and not lose heart (Lk 18:1): this is what God 
desires (ER 22:29-30). In this same spirit let them also celebrate the Liturgy of the Hours  
in union with the universal Church.
  Those who the Lord has called to the life of contemplation (Mk 6:31), with a daily 
renewed joy should manifest their dedication to God and celebrate the love that God has for 
the world, when God created us, redeemed us, and will save us by mercy alone (ER 23:8).

10. With all creation the brothers and sisters should praise God Ruler of heaven and earth  
(cf Mt 11:25), and give thanks because, by the holy will and through the only Son with the 
Holy Spirit, God created all things spiritual and material, and created us in God’s image and 
likeness (ER 23:1; CtC 3; ER 23:1).

11. Since the brothers and sisters are to be totally conformed to the Holy Gospel, they should 
reflect upon and keep in their mind the words of our Lord Jesus Christ who is the word of the 
Father, as well as the words of the Holy Spirit which are spirit and life (Jn 6:63; 2LtF 3).

12. Let them participate in the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ and receive his Body and 
Blood with great humility and veneration remembering the words of the Lord: Those who  
eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life (Jn 6:54; ER 20:5). Moreover, they are  
to show the greatest possible reverence and honor for the most sacred name, written words  
and most holy Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom all things in heaven 
and on earth have been brought to peace and reconciliation with Almighty God (Col 1:20; 
LtOrd 12-13; 1LtCl 1; Test 12).

13. Whenever they commit sin the brothers and sisters, without delay, are to do penance 
interiorly by sincere sorrow and exteriorly by confession. They should also do worthy deeds 
that manifest their repentance (Adm 23:3; 2LtF 25). They should fast but always strive to be 
simple and humble (Adm 19:2; 2LtF 45). They should desire nothing else but our Savior, who 
offered himself in his own Blood as a sacrifice and victim on the altar of the Cross for our sins, 
giving us example so that we might follow in His footsteps (ER 23:9; 2LtF 11-14).
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Francis’ Volterra Letter:
A Gospel Spirituality

Bernard Tickerhoof TOR
June 1979

Francis of Assisi was in part a product of the medieval penitential movement. Upon recogniz-
ing the call of God to give over his life, Francis spent three years living as best he could around 
the neighborhood of Assisi, repairing churches and leading the life of a penitent hermit. On that 
eventful day in February of 1208 when Francis listened to the Gospel being read on the feast of 
St. Mathias, his penitential life took a decidedly different direction. He became a preacher of the 
gospel of conversion, and along with the men who soon gathered around him, he began to pro-
claim the need for repentance to all he met. The early biographers tell us that after some initial 
misunderstanding those who heard his words were deeply moved, and many men and women 
were led through Francis and his friars to embrace the penitential life.
 Thus not only was Francis a product of the penitential movement, but in time he became 
the spearhead of it. So great was his influence on this Order of Penance, as the movement was 
recognized within the Church, that it completely adopted his values and spirit. Soon after his 
death it began to be recognized as the Third Order of Saint Francis, and down to our present day 
it continues to form the largest part of the Franciscan family. It consists of the Third Order (Third 
Order Secular — now known as Secular Franciscans) and of the various priests, brothers, and 
sisters communities that comprise the Third Order Regular.
 In light of these times of renewal the Third Order, as much as any movement within the 
Church, recognizes the need to examine its roots. It looks for that elusive original charism that 
sparked its life and gave it a dynamism that so transformed society in the High Middle Ages. 
Those of us within the various branches of the Third Order have come to see that charism as the 
spirit of penance, that biblical metanoia that represents the process by which the Christian turns 
from a sinful state to an ever deeper life in Christ lived out in anticipation of God’s Reign. In 
searching for this charism we have sought to rediscover the pre-Franciscan penitential move-
ment and re-examine the conversion process of Francis. But part of this spirit of metanoia also lies 
in that early preaching of Francis that touched the depths of an already vibrant movement and 
gave it the strength to multiply its energies. In a general way that’s what this article is about.
 In 1975 Kajetan Esser published an article on a manuscript first published in 1900 by Paul 
Sabatier.1 As Esser’s title suggests, the Volterra manuscript appears to be an early edition of the 
Letter to the Faithful (Omnibus, p. 93). Until Esser’s recent work it was considered important 
only insofar as it offered certain “variations” on the more complete piece.
 Esser has theorized in his article, however, that the manuscript has significant value in its 
own right. “Vo is not only a copy of one of the oldest texts, but contains also a text which is 
independent in itself and at the same time older than the rest of the tradition of the ‘Epistola ad 

 1  Kajetan Esser, “A Forerunner of the ‘Epistola ad Fideles’ of St. Francis of Assisi,” first appeared in German in the Collectanea 
Franciscana. The English translation appeared in the Analecta T.O.R. 14 (n. 129). The article concerns itself with a Latin manu-
script (Cod. 225 of the Biblioteca Guarnacci of Volterra), which Sabatier published in 1900 — hence the name “Volterra Letter.”
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fideles’” (p. 33). As such the Volterra letter represents an early stratum of Francis’ writing. That it 
was added to and perhaps improved upon by Francis in later editions does not take away from 
its importance as an original work. Furthermore, as an independent text it offers a complete train 
of thought that, while not in conflict with the later Letter to the Faithful, presents us with a dif-
ferent intentionality that deserves to be studied.
 Esser also offers some conclusions as to whom the letter is addressed. “It is quite clear there-
fore that we have before us a written instruction directed toward persons who have joined the 
penance movement of the later Middle Ages, a movement to which Francis and his brotherhood 
were deeply attached and obligated” (p. 38). Here, then, we have preserved for us, if Esser’s the-
ories are correct, a simple and direct statement of Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance, 
the grass roots movement of his age which not only helped to produce the Franciscan Order, but 
which in turn was radically renewed by it. The letter concerns itself with those who have taken 
up the penitential life, and also with those who have for various reasons not yet embraced a life 
of conversion. Such a letter is bound to be of great importance in the quest for the charismatic 
roots of the Third Order’s existence.
 Thomas of Celano, in his First Life (n. 37), implies that in his early preaching Francis set forth 
some norms for penitential living for the many men and women who listened to him and were 
moved by his call to metanoia. There is, however, no way of determining in what these norms 
consisted. They have, like most of Francis’ preaching, been lost in antiquity. The Volterra manu-
script is not anything like a rule; it is, however, a spiritual statement of the greatest importance. 
While in the form of a letter, it has the enthusiastic and imaginative preaching of Francis as 
its core. While directed to penitents of the thirteenth century, its scriptural sense of spirituality 
reaches out to all Christians of every era.
 If we are to examine more closely the spirituality of the Volterra letter, we must of course 
make the text available. What follows is an English rendition offered, not as a critical translation, 
but as a means of bringing Francis’ letter into the proximity of the average reader.

Francis’ “Volterra Letter”
(written probably ca. 1215)

In the name of the Lord.
Chapter One: Concerning those who do penance.

 1.  All who love the Lord with their whole heart, with their whole soul and mind,  
with all their strength, and who love their neighbors as themselves,

 2. and have a hatred of their bodies with its faults and sins,
 3. and receive the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ,
 4. and produce fruits worthy of penance:
 5.  O how blessed and praiseworthy are those men and women as long as they do this  

and persevere in such things,
 6. because the Spirit of the Lord rests upon them and makes a dwelling place among them.
 7.  and they are children of their Father in heaven whose work they do, and they are the  

lovers, the brothers and the mothers of our Lord Jesus Christ.
 8.  We are lovers when our faithful soul is united with our Lord Jesus Christ by the  

Holy Spirit.
 9. We are brothers to him when we do the will of his Father who is in heaven.
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 10.  Mothers when we carry him in our hearts and our body through divine love and a pure 
and sincere conscience, and we give birth to him through holy actions which should shine 
as an example to others.

 11. O what a glorious, holy, and great thing it is to have a Father in heaven.
 12. O how holy, fair, beautious, and wonderful to have such a lover.
 13.  O how holy and beloved, gratifying and lowly, how peaceful, delightful, lovable, and 

above all desirable to have such a brother and son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave life  
for his sheep

 14.  and prayed to his Father saying: “Holy Father, in your name keep those whom you have 
given me in the world. They were yours and you gave them to me,

 15.  and the words you have given me, I have given to them. And they have received them 
and have truly believed that I have come forth from you and they know that you have 
sent me.

 16. I pray for them and not for the world.
 17. Bless and sanctify them and for them I sanctify myself.
 18.  Not for them do I pray, however, but for those who will believe in me through their word, 

that they may be sanctified in their unity as we are.
 19.  And I wish, Father, that where I am, they also may be with me, that they may see my  

splendor in your kingdom.” Amen.

Chapter Two: Concerning those who do not do penance.
 1. However, all those men and women who are not repentant
 2. and do not receive the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ
 3. and commit vice and sin, and who follow evil appetites and the evil desires of the flesh,
 4. and do not observe what they have promised the Lord,
 5.  and who bodily serve the world, the desires of the flesh, following the anxieties and cares 

of this life:
 6. detained by the devil, they are his children and do his work.
 7. They are blind, for they do not see the true light, our Lord Jesus Christ.
 8.  They have no spiritual wisdom for they do not have the Son of God, who is the true 

 wisdom of the Father;
 9.  it is said of them: “Their wisdom has been swallowed up;” and “they speak evil who  

turn away from your commands.”
 10.  They see and acknowledge, they know and yet they do evil, and they themselves 

 knowingly lose their lives.
 11.  Look, you blind, deceived by your enemies, by the flesh, the world, and the devil;  

for to the body it is sweet to commit sin and it is bitter to serve God;
 12.  because all vice and sin come forth and proceed from the human heart as the Lord says  

in the Gospel.
 13. And you have nothing to look forward to in this world nor in the next,
 14.  and you think you are going to keep possession of the vanities of this world. But you are 

deceived, because the day and the hour will come of which you neither think nor know 
and of which you are ignorant. One’s body becomes sick, then death approaches, and thus 
he dies a bitter death.
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 15.  And no matter where or when or how a person dies in guilt and sin without repentance  
or due satisfaction, if he can make satisfaction and does not do so, the devil snatches his 
life from his body amid such anguish and distress that no one could understand it if he 
has not experienced it.

 16.  And all the talent and power, all the knowledge and wisdom they believed they had will  
be taken from them.

 17.  And relatives and friends bear their property away and divide it among themselves,  
and afterwards they say: “Cursed be his soul, for he could have acquired more to give  
us but he did not.”

 18.  The worms consume the body and thus they lose body and soul in their short life,  
and go into Hell where they will be tormented without end.

 19.  All those to whom this letter might reach, we ask in that love which is God that they  
favorably receive with a divine love these great and precious words of our Lord Jesus 
Christ,

 20. and those who do not know how to read should have them read often,
 21. and keep them with them, practising what is holy to the last, for they are spirit and life.
 22.  And those who do not act in this way will be held to account for it on the day of judgment 

before the seat of our Lord Jesus Christ.
(Latin text: Analecta T.O.R., Vol. XIV, No. 129, pp. 42–45.)

 Modern biblical study has employed several tools by which to further our understanding of 
Scripture. It has been the genius of contemporary Franciscan research to apply these same tools 
to the body of the early Franciscan writings. Esser’s article on the Volterra Letter is an example 
of such a tool, textual criticism. Through an examination of the various texts available to us he 
has not only reached some important conclusions as to the origin and purpose of the letter, but 
has also concerned himself with providing for us a critical Latin text. Yet it still remains for other 
methods of research to be utilized so that the richness of the text may be explored still further. 
One such method is form criticism, which seeks to move behind the written text and examine 
the preliterary and oral composition of a work. Another method is literary criticism, which ex-
plores the content of a text from the aspects of language, composition, and origin. Much of the 
remainder of this article will be concerned with briefly applying these tools to the Volterra Letter 
in order to draw out the penitent spirituality contained within it. 
 Here is not the place to examine at length the differences between the Volterra Letter and the 
Letter to the Faithful. First of all, Esser has already done that in sufficient detail in his article (pp. 
34–37). But we pass over the Letter to the Faithful here more than simply to avoid redundance. 
An examination of the longer text would be imperative if we were attempting to trace the devel-
opment of Francis’ thought in regard to the Order of Penance. An analysis of the additions that 
made their way into the longer text would then be essential. Instead we are moving in the other 
directions. What concerns us now is not tracing Francis’ development, but rather discovering the 
roots of his spirituality. Only upon examination of the foundations of his penitent spirituality can 
we  be free to observe its movement as Francis became more self-conscious of the role he played 
in the popular spirituality of his day.
 We begin by asking the question, what do we have before us in the Volterra Letter? It is, as 
 Esser maintains, a letter; II;19 clearly indicates this is so. But Esser is quick to point out (p. 34) that 
its form predates Francis’ complete letter style. There is no real form of address, no admonition 
to make copies of the letter and circulate it, no exhortation that the letter be preserved. It is a let-
ter only in the barest of structures. Yet the body of the letter possesses a deliberate and polished 
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format. There are clearly two trains of thought, one an affirmative statement on those who do 
penance, the other a double negative which arrives at the same conclusion. Both statements are 
not only salted with scripture texts, but scripture is intricately woven into their very fabric. As-
suming Francis’ extensive and often intuitive use of Scripture, there is still a purposefulness to 
its presence here (as will shortly be demonstrated) that could lead us to the conclusion that the 
letter is in some way a spiritual statement on Scripture itself.
 This conclusion undoubtedly says something about the intention that lies beneath the letter. 
There is no direct addressee. There are no personal appeals or exhortations, as there would be if 
Francis were sure who would actually be the beneficiary of his letter. What we have instead is a 
didactic tool. The letter is the means Francis has chosen to reach a wider audience, to increase an 
original circulation. To commit to writing is an insurance 
measure. First of all, it insures that one’s thoughts and be-
liefs will be preserved. Second, if this writing is published 
or circulated, it furthers the spread of these beliefs. But 
such beliefs and thoughts here pre-exist the form. The let-
ter form has been imposed upon the material, which seems 
to have a more primitive oral form behind it.
 The oral nature of the Volterra Letter is not difficult to 
notice. It can in fact be seen in many of Francis’ writings. 
The letter does not seek to furnish rational proof. There 
are  no complex arguments that would have to be logically 
set down and extensively explained. Rather, the content 
is light and repetitious. It is meant to create an emotional 
effect. Its style purposely tries to recall familiar phrases 
that will touch off a spark in the hearer. And the letter con-
cludes with a story (II:14–18) designed to leave the hearer 
with something to remember long after the words have 
died away. An extensive use of Scripture makes sense here 
since it calls forth already existing phrases from the mem-
ory. In short there is present in the Volterra Letter sufficient 
evidence that the basic content of the piece existed first in 
oral form, and seems to have many of the characteristics of homiletic material. The bulk of the 
letter may well be a close example of Francis’ preaching, and perhaps the purest example of it 
that we possess.
 While a preacher’s style often appears to be light and simple, preaching is itself a complex art 
form. Several things are going on at once in a good homily. First of all, there is a train of thought 
which more or less directly leads to a particular theme or point. But the homily or sermon does 
not embody only this type of linear development. The preacher is also presenting a snapshot of a 
complete world view with every homily. In theory if we had enough homilies from one preacher, 
assuming of course a congruence to his life experiences, we should begin to understand his 
world, for that world lies at the bottom of every homily he gives. Even the simplest, most direct 
statements are important, for they serve to validate this world view in the preacher’s mind and 
clarify it for his congregation.
 If we look at the Volterra Letter as a homily we observe that it presents us with a very simple 
and straightforward statement on Francis’ part. In its purest form it runs something like this: It is 
highly beneficial for one to do penance, but on the other hand if one does not do penance he will 
not possess eternal life. But this statement is at the same time a snapshot of something deeper. It 
is, like all of Francis’ writings, a picture of this holy man as he attempts to respond to God and 
his brothers and sisters from within his own life situation. It is a representation of his world view. 
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Thus the letter can be a key for us. By examining the text we can bring to light many of the beliefs 
and values which motivated Francis.
 It should be no great surprise to us that Francis’ primary source for the letter is Scripture, 
or more specifically the Gospels. We are used to thinking of Francis as the Imitator of Christ, as 
the one who sought to follow the Gospels perfectly, as the one who hoped to renew the Church 
through a renovation of the gospel spirit. Yet we too often settle for the belief that Francis’ under-
standing of Scripture was by and large spontaneous, that it was for the most part undifferenti-
ated. Francis used Scripture because it was so much a part of him that he could not help using it. 
It was as natural to him as if it were his very own vocabulary.
 To an extent this is true and it speaks well of the holiness of Francis. But if we conclude from 
this that he “merely” used Scripture spontaneously, then any further examination of the text has 
little to offer us more than a testimony to one man’s holiness. In fact, however, that is not the 
case. Francis’ use of Scripture in the Volterra Letter is quite deliberate, and presents us with a 
coherent scriptural theology.2
 The letter is influenced from two directions within the Gospels. There is clearly evident both 
an influence from the Synoptic Gospels and an extensive use of Johannine material. I do not state 
this merely as a convenient way of dividing the body of the canonical Gospels, for the Volterra 
Letter uses the two in decidedly different ways. The Synoptic influence, while still important, is 
recognizably secondary, and appeals more to our understanding of Francis’ use of Scripture as 
spontaneous. There is, however, a primary use of Johannine material quite beyond mere Scrip-
ture quoting. Johannine theology has been intricately worked into the text itself, leaving us with 
the impression that the primitive oral form of the letter may well have been a sermon on some 
aspect of John’s Gospel. We will briefly analyze the Synoptic influence on the letter for it does 
offer us a picture of Francis’ world and thought patterns, but it is the influence of the Gospel of 
John which will most occupy our attention here.
 Synoptic material is recognizable in the letter in I:1,4, 7b, 9, 19b; and II: 12, 14b, 16. There is 
however no coherent pattern to it. It is used as the situation seems to dictate. The reference, for 
instance in I:1 (Mk. 12:30–31; Mt. 22:37–39)  sees those who do penance as being a part of (or 
really synonymous with) those who keep the two great commandments. This can be considered 
a more or less direct use of the Scripture. The same can be said for I:4 (Lk. 3:8 — the Baptist’s 
preaching), I:7b (Mk. 3:33–35 and parallels — the true family of Jesus), and II:12 (Mk. 7:21 — the 
source of impurity). Other Synoptic references, however, simply help to form Francis’ vocabu-
lary, as in I:9 and 19b, where he speaks with a decidedly Matthean flavor (cf. Mt. 12:50 and 
20:21).
 Of special note are the Synoptic references in II:14b and 16. They reveal something of the 
ongoing understanding of revelation for Francis as well as for the medieval Church in general. 
The texts refer to several eschatological passages from the Synoptics (II:14b — Mt. 24:42, 50;  
25:13; Lk. 12:46 and II:16 — Mt. 13:12; 25:29; Mk. 4:25; Lk. 8:18), but the eschatology present in 
the Gospels is quite different from that of Francis. In Scripture the passages are apocalyptic. They 
describe the final inbreaking of God, the definitive end of history, and the last judgment, whereas 
for Francis the judgment in question is specifically individual judgment. Francis does not expect 
an immediate cataclysmic end to creation. Rather the individual should first beware of his own 
end. Of course this does not mean that Francis would deny a final judgment (on the contrary, 
see II:22), but it simply implies that his eschatology is primarily salvational and not apocalyptic. 

 2  It might here be advisable to mention that we speak of Francis as the author of the letter, but do not thereby preclude the con-
tribution of others to its theology. Nor should this keep us from maintaining that the spirituality contained in it is indeed that 
of Francis. The same, in fact, can be said of much of the body of Francis’ writings. Authorship is here understood in that wider 
sense familiar to anyone who has made even a basic study of the New Testament.
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Francis has taken the Synoptics’ penchant for apocalyptic imagery and has removed it from its 
metahistorical time frame. He has not been alone in this. The process was already underway 
in the first century. In fact it had already begun in the Synoptics themselves. Luke deapocalyp-
ticizes much of his source material. What is of interest here is the extent to which Francis has 
taken this process for granted. Nor should we be too surprised if we did not pick up the change 
of sense in reading the letter; for the most part we automatically assume the process as well.
 When we turn to the Johannine influence on the text we see a marked difference in the letter’s 
use of Scripture. To begin with, over one third of the verses in the letter reflect Johannine vocabu-
lary. One complete section (I:14–19) is an extensive paraphrase of the priestly prayer of Jesus in 
John’s seventeenth chapter. When enumerated the Johannine references form an imposing list.
 I:6 — Jn. 1:32; 14:23
 I:7 — Jn. 8:41; 14:12
 I:14 — Jn. 10:15; 17:6, 11
 I:15 —  Jn. 17:8
 I:16 — Jn. 17:9
 I:17 — Jn. 17:17, 19a
 I:18 — Jn. 17:20, 23
 I:19 — Jn 17:24
 II:5 — Jn. 8:23, 34
 II:6 — Jn. 8:41, 44
 II:7 — Jn. 1:9; 8:12; 9:39; 12:46
 II:10 — Jn. 9:41
 II:11 — Jn. 9:39
 II:21 — Jn. 6:63
 But it is not enough to point out the extensiveness of the Johannine vocabulary. We must 
also note that there is a definite pattern to its use. In the letter’s first chapter the core of the John 
material is positive and is drawn from the seventeenth chapter of the Gospel. John here records 
a prayer of Jesus addressed to the Father summarizing Christ’s mission and praying on behalf of 
his disciples, the true believers, and for those who will come to believe through their preaching. 
Francis has chosen material from this chapter specifically bringing out the nature of discipleship 
in the lives of the penitents. For Francis the penitent has been given by the Father to Christ, and 
has been instructed through the words of the Son. The penitent has received this teaching and 
has come to believe. The life of penance is tied to belief. But not only that, for by their example 
and perhaps by their preaching they will also lead others to believe, and thereby to do penance.
 In the second chapter we see the flip side of the coin. The material is drawn extensively from 
the eighth and ninth chapters of John’s Gospel, and is decidedly negative. The references are 
now no longer to the disciples of Jesus but to the Jews, representing for John those who are not 
true believers. The thrust of the Gospel is that while claiming to be begotten of God these non-
believers are really children of the devil. Moreover they have gone beyond the point where they 
can truly see their own origin. They are spiritually blind, so that while claiming to have the light 
they show themselves to be unaffected by it. Francis has drawn from this image of the unbeliever 
and has applied it to those who refuse to take up the penitential life. While they claim to be 
Christians, their very actions show that they are self-deceived. They have lost true wisdom, and 
so they have created a bleak future for themselves.
 This concept of true wisdom is indeed of great importance to us, for it shows the depth to 
which Francis has plumbed Johannine spirituality. Crucial to our understanding of this are 
verses 8 and 9 of Chapter Two in the Volterra Letter. The plight of the impenitent is here shown 
in a double reversal. On the one hand they possess no true wisdom (vs. 8), and on the other the 
worldly wisdom they do possess proves itself to be ineffective (vs. 9). The latter verse, a compos-
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ite of psalmic material (Ps. 107:27; 119:21) shows a clear influence of Hebrew wisdom literature.  
The same is true of verse 8, but with a truly interesting twist. Jesus, the personified true wisdom 
of the Father, recalls the personification of Wisdom as it appears for instance in Proverbs 8 and 9 
and in Sirach 24. But here wisdom is feminine. She springs forth from Yahweh himself, united to 
him but distinct. She has creative attributes, and offers unending nourishment to humanity.
 The surprising element, however, is that the writer of John also developed a theology of Christ 
around personified Wisdom, transferring her qualities to the masculine Logos, the Word, and 
applying them to Jesus. Compare for instance the parallel thought patterns between Jn. 1:1–5 
and Prov. 8:22–31, and between Jn. 4:13–14; 6:35 and Prov. 9:1–6 and Sir. 24:19–22. Francis does 
not use any of these Johannine passages directly, and yet he has intuited the sense that John 
wished to present. Francis does not portray Christ as the Word, but in speaking of Jesus as the 
Father’s true wisdom, he has utilized a pre-Gospel Johannine thought pattern. Such a theo-
logical development is truly remarkable, given Francis’ limited formal education, and points out 
most effectively how much he had absorbed the Scripture into his being.
 It should here be noted in passing that Francis also uses the scriptural term “flesh” several 
times within the Volterra Letter (II:3, 5, 11). This term is likewise found in John’s Gospel (Jn. 3:6; 
6:63), but has not been cited by us as Johannine influence upon the letter, since the term is used 
quite differently by John. In the Fourth Gospel it is contrasted to the spirit, and represents the 
outward manifestation of human life, that which is mortal and passing. Francis’ use of flesh is 
closer to that found in Pauline theology. Paul uses the term flesh in a holistic sense. The flesh is 
the whole human person as inherently weak and cut off from divine help. The flesh is isolated 
from God and therefore open to sin. Francis speaks in this vein, but he also shows himself to be 
highly influenced by a strong Medieval renunciation theology that links the flesh with the world 
and the devil to form a threefold united front in combat with God’s truth and virtue.
 The whole thrust of John’s theology can be seen as faith-centered. Jesus is the eternal Word 
who comes that we may believe. He presents himself and the Father through a series of “signs” 
which call forth from within the observer a decision: Can you put your faith in the Son or not? 
This understanding of the Gospel is adequately stated in Jn. 3:17–18. “God did not send the Son 
into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through him. Whoever 
believes in him avoids condemnation, but whoever does not believe is already condemned for 
not believing in the name of God’s only Son.”
 The importance of the Volterra Letter lies in the direct link that Francis sees between this 
understanding of faith and the penitential life. For Francis following Christ is not simply a mat-
ter of degrees. The penitent is not just a little farther along the road. In a sense there is for Francis 
no middle way; the issue at stake is too important. And the issue, simply stated, is one’s belief 
in God. The penitent has shown himself willing to put his faith into practice by undergoing con-
version of life. The one who does not undertake conversion shows himself to be no better than 
the unbeliever. The penitent through his or her life style demonstrates true discipleship. But the 
one who is so proud and so avaricious as to feel no need for repentence has already been cut off 
from God. Such an understanding of the penitential life is indeed radical, but no more radical 
than John’s. “If you were blind there would be no sin in that. ‘But we see,’ you say, and your sin 
remains” (Jn. 9:41). No greater gift can be given to a person than the gift of faith, and for Francis 
it was the penitent who showed what it truly meant to believe.
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