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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

The Rule and Life of the Brothers and Sisters
of the Third Order Regular of St. Francis

PROLOGUE

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.”

The words of St. Francis to his followers
Epistola ad fideles: RECENSIO PRIOR 1:1-19
Testimony of The Sources
Many of the people, both noble and simple, cleric and lay,
impelled by divine inspiration, began to come to St. Francis wanting to carry
on the battle (of conversion) constantly under his discipline and leadership . . .
To all he gave a norm of life and showed in truth the way of salvation
in every walk of life. (1 Celano 37)

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).

Carried away by the force of his preaching, great numbers of people adopted
the new rule of penance according to the form instituted by St. Francis which
he called the “Order of the Brothers of Penance.” The way of penance is
common to all those who are on the road to heaven and so this way of life
includes members of both sexes, clerics and lay-folk, married or single.

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.

(Legenda Major of St. Bonaventure 4:6)

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.

Francis preached so fervently that all of the men and women
of the village in their great devotion wanted to follow him and abandon
the village (near Rivo Torto). But St. Francis did not let them, saying to them:
“Do not be in a hurry and do not leave, for I will arrange what you should
do for the salvation of your souls.” And from that time he planned to organize
the Third Order of the Continent for the salvation of all people everywhere.”
(Fioretti #16)

HISTORICAL CONSIDERATIONS
1. The origin of the ancient Third Order was in the penitential movement
that predated St. Francis by six hundred years. God’s call to enter the “Order
of Penance” meant a public commitment to a life of continual conversion following in the footsteps of Jesus Christ, living gospel ideals often expressed
in care of the poor, fasting, vigils, almsgiving and pilgrimage.
2. By the 9th Century (Carolingian period) membership in the ancient Order
of Penance belonged to both penitent sinners as well as generous Christians
committed to holiness while remaining “in the world.”
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SOURCE: This resource was originally part of the Rebirth of the Charism Program sponsored by the Franciscan Federation TOR,
Washington, DC, 1997. It is in the Resource Manual for the Study of the Third Order Regular Rule. ED. Kathleen Moffatt OSF for
the International Franciscan Conference – TOR, Rome, Italy (2013) pp. 172-178.
AUTHOR: Kathleen Moffatt, Sister of St. Francis of Philadelphia, Aston, PA, served the Franciscan Federation TOR as both Executive
Director (1992 – 1995) and Program Director (1991 – 1998). With an M.A. in Franciscan Studies from the Franciscan
Institute, St. Bonaventure, NY, Kathleen’s experience includes congregational leadership, ongoing formation director
and coordinator/creator of Franciscan Forums, Seminars and Symposiums. She has edited seven Resource Manuals on
the study of the TOR Rule and Heritage, Christology and The Franciscan Intellectual Tradition in Higher Education.
Kathleen is the General Editor of the CUSTODIANS Series, a teaching resource on the FIT sponsored by the OFM/ESC
Secretariat of FIT. See www.franciscantradition.org
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