
The TAU
From the time of Ezekiel the sign of the TAU, 

marked on the forehead of those turning 
to God in faith and repentance has long 

represented faithfulness and wholehearted 
love. It was used for healing and victory.

Pope Innocent III, envoked the sign of the 
TAU from Ezekiel when opening the Fourth 

Lateran Council in 1216 calling for the 
renewal of the Church, “Mercy will be granted 

to those to bear the TAU, a mark of a life of 
penance and renewal in Christ.”

And so Francis, who was present at the 
Council, wanted to sign himself with the TAU, 

and his brothers along with him. The TAU 
became the sign of the little Band’s mission: 

the preaching of faith and repentance  
(Rule of 1221:23).

Thomas of Celano, writing in 1252, notes, 
“The TAU symbol had, above all others,  

his preference. Francis used it as a signature 
for his letters, and he painted a drawing  

of it on the walls of all the cells.” One of these 
paintings, believed to be created by Francis,  

is found in the little chapel of Mary Magdalen 
at Fonte Columbo in the Rieti Valley  

where Francis wrote his Rule.

Another very precious document, housed 
in the Basilica of St. Francis, is Francis’ own 

handwritten blessing for Brother Leo — 
signed with the TAU.

Above all else, the TAU meant mission  
for Francis: a mission to proclaim the 

Goodness of God by a wholehearted 
following in the footsteps of Jesus Christ 

because of whom all life is sacred.
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“The Letter to All The Faithful - Recensio prior”
from A Biblical-Theological View of Penance 

and Its Present Day Expression

Roland J. Faley, T.O.R.

Recent publication of an earlier recension of the Letter to the Faithful 
gives ample evidence that it was directed by Francis to the Penitents of 
his time. Whether or not this was seen by Francis as a Rule of Life for the 
Penitents remains a matter of dispute; there can be no doubt however that the 
document presents features of the penitential life which were important in 
Francis’ eyes.

  There can be no doubt about the importance of the Recensio prior in 
understanding the beginnings of the Franciscan penitential tradition 

It was for this reason that it was included as a prologue to the new (1978) 
Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order (and later in 1982, of the Rule of the 
Third Order Regular).

Of particular note is the document’s strong evangelical tone. This is one 
of the characteristic features of the authentic writings of Francis, who 
wanted the ideas he set forth to be those of the Scriptures and not his own. 
This clearly distinguishes, for example, the Rule of the Minors, so heavily 
accented with Scriptural references, from the Memoriale Propositi of the 
Penitents, which contains little which is distinctive of Francis, with its 
uninspiring juridical norms.

Of particular interest for us is the extent to which the Recensio prior 
reflects the biblical concepts of conversion.Verses 2-5 give a description of 
“those who do penance.” Both the terminus a quo and the terminus ad quem 
are present. The penitents are those who “hate their bodies with their vices 
and sins.” The expression is starkly medieval, but it expresses the reality of 
recognition of sinfulness and the need for divine mercy, the starting point for 
conversion. In terms of new direction taken, we are on open-ended Gospel 
terms.

Converts or real penitents are those who “love the Lord with their whole 
heart, with their whole soul and mind, with all their strength, and love their 
neighbor as themselves.” In producing “worthy fruits of penance,” the 
internal character of conversion is given its external expression. But notice, 
Francis begins with the theological reality and only then speaks of its visible 
manifestation.
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This TAU Series . . . TOR #7 can be downloaded for free from The International Franciscan Conference, TOR Rome, Italy, www.ifc-tor.org
For additional information, contact Kathleen Moffatt OSF, General Editor, moffatt.kathleen@comcast.net
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