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It seems almost every year sees the publication of a new biography of St. Francis. Just 
since 2000, we have greeted the works of Adrian House, Donald Spoto, Lawrence 
Cunningham, and Paul Moses (on Francis’s journey to the Sultan), to name the most 
important. This year, however, was somewhat of a banner year in that two new 
biographies appeared: one by an American Dominican scholar, Augustine Thompson, the 
other by the eminent French medievalist, André Vauchez, professor emeritus at the 
University of Paris. I would like to share a few words about Vauchez’s work, as I have 
done at several regional friar gatherings over the past two months, since I believe it offers 
the most authoritative contemporary portrait of the Poverello.  

Originally published in France in 2009 and translated elegantly by Michael Cusato, OFM, 
Vauchez’s study offers a remarkable synthesis of the significant developments in 
Franciscan scholarship over the past four decades. Its title is telling: “Francis of Assisi: 
The Life and Afterlife of a Medieval Saint.” Vauchez first lays out what we actually 
know about Francis’s life in a brief 130 pages – a lean but engaging sketch of a layman 
formed within the Catholic faith experience of medieval Italy who mapped out a 
distinctive Gospel way of life. He then turns to Francis’ “afterlife,” showing in about 100 
pages how various authors over the subsequent centuries highlighted different aspects of 
his life, using those elements to construct a portrait of “Saint Francis” relevant to their 
own concerns. The final third of the book opens up Francis’ own writings, developing 
key themes such as Francis’ experience of God, nature and the world, and the Church.  

Although this book is not “popular,” in the sense that it demands time and effort, I 
heartily recommend it as a tool for ongoing Franciscan formation for friars and others 
who wish to learn more about our founder, his heritage… and his challenge to us, so well 
expressed in the closing lines of the book. There Vauchez says we must distinguish 
between Francis of Assisi and institutionalized Franciscanism. “This does not mean that 
the Friars Minor have in their collectivity, abandoned or betrayed his message … No 
religious order has maintained such a strong affective bond with its founder … But we 
must recognize that the spiritual families that have claimed him have sometimes been 
content to repeat formulas that have lost all concrete meaning, whereas authentic fidelity 
consists in creating a now.” The insights this study provides may help us better 
understand the historical Francis to assist us in fashioning a dynamic Franciscan life in 
our time and place. So, if someone asks you what you might like as a Christmas gift, 
perhaps suggest “Francis of Assisi” by André Vauchez. 


