
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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Bringing out of our storehouse the flesh and blood of our  
tradition in such a way as to feed future generations . . .

 The Prophetic Heart (1994) — Joseph P. Chinnici OFM
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 The Evolution of the Rule of  
the Third Order Regular

“To do penance” is the genesis of the spiritual journey of Francis:  

“The Lord inspired me, Brother Francis, to embark on a life of penance.”  

(Testament 1) 

It is important to understand this expression in the Gospel as meaning 
conversion, a going away from the spirit of the world toward a total 
consecration of oneself to God. . . . It is altogether certain that the Poverello 
by his word and example raised up a penitential movement that was marked 
by his charism. . . . The Third Order, although it was founded for persons 
who were not able to abandon their obligations in the world, began to evolve 
towards regular community life about the end of the thirteenth century. This 
development was due in part to the social-political situation of women at this 
time and to the appearance of many religious societies and the desire for a 
more perfect way of life in caring for the poor and the sick.

Bearing Christ to the People. Pierre Peano OFM, translated by Aidan Mullaney TOR &  
Thomas Edwards TOR, Franciscan University Press, Steubenville, OH, 1996. p17, 21, 23



2



3



4

This TAU Series . . . TOR #5 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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