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Introduction

Francis stood before the sultan of Egypt.

He had yearned for such an audience with a Muslim leader for at least seven years, embarking on dangerous journeys three times during that period. Now his moment had arrived, in the midst of a Crusade that was killing thousands of people in the sweltering heat on the banks of the Nile late in the summer of 1219. The leader of the Christian army—Cardinal Pelagius himself—had warned the friar from Assisi that it would be folly to traverse the battlefield between the two armies to seek out this Sultan Malik al-Kamil. Francis, no stranger to the cruelty of men at war, knew full well the torture and mutilation that both armies inflicted on suspected spies. He had been told that the sultan was a monster, a cruel tyrant likely to order his death. But Francis had traveled a long way to see the sultan and insisted to the cardinal that he must go.

God willed it.

The sultan looked over the odd duo in his tent, Francis and his traveling companion, Friar Illuminato, barefoot monks dressed in coarse, patched brown tunics. His soldiers had found the two wandering around the outskirts of the Muslim camp and seized them roughly. Francis and Illuminato had cried out, “Sultan! Sultan!” That these unarmed Christians had survived their initial encounter with the sultan’s troops was wonder enough. What could they want? The sultan thought that perhaps the Franks, as Muslims called all Crusaders, had sent them to his tent with a response to his latest peace proposal. The sultan, made weary by war, desperately wanted a deal that would end the Christians’ siege of Damietta, a city at the mouth of the Nile where his people were dying of disease and starvation.

“May the Lord give you peace.” Francis surprised the sultan with his words. It was the friar’s standard greeting—most unusual for Christians in his time, especially during war. It perplexed the sultan. Uncertain about his visitors’ intention, the sultan asked if they had come as representatives of the pope’s army.

“We are ambassadors of the Lord Jesus Christ,” Francis responded.

The sultan, a subtle, philosophical man who was schooled in the ways of Christians, could not have missed the distinction Francis drew in asserting that he was God’s ambassador, not the pope’s. This daring little man and his companion intrigued him—they even resembled the severely dressed Sufi holy men the sultan revered for their mystical insight into Islam.

“If you wish to believe us,” Francis continued, “we will hand over your soul to God.”

Sultan Malik al-Kamil gave this man permission to continue. Then he listened closely as Francis began to speak.

This is a story about peace, one that is nearly eight hundred years old but still resonates in an era when Christians and Muslims look at one another with suspicion.

In the midst of war Francis of Assisi and Sultan Malik al-Kamil found common ground in their encounter outside the besieged city of Damietta, Egypt, in 1219. By that time the Crusades had been fought for more than a century. Christians had seized Jerusalem from the Muslims in 1099 but suffered a devastating blow when the great warrior Saladin took it back eighty-eight years later. In the decades that followed, the popes launched one failed military venture after another to win back territory in the Holy Land. The interreligious warfare would continue for centuries as Christians fought Muslim armies in Europe.

This is the story of how one man tried, in his own way, to stop this cycle of violence. I have written it because the example of Francis and the sultan calls out from the past to be recovered as a glimmer of hope in our own time.

Sultan al-Kamil, Saladin’s nephew, clearly was taken by this charismatic monk who dared to cross into his encampment. Francis, one of the greatest Christian saints, was changed by the experience and came away deeply impressed with Islamic spirituality. In a revolutionary departure for his time, he urged his brothers to live peacefully among Muslims even as the Fifth Crusade clattered on to its deadly and fruitless conclusion. This encounter endures as a memorable forerunner of peaceful dialogue between Christians and Muslims. I’ve written this book with the hope that it will encourage others to build on the example of the saint and the sultan.

Spectacular as it was, Francis’s journey to Damietta plays little role in the timeworn portrayal of the saint as a pious, miracle-working mystic and a quaintly impoverished friend to animals and nature. As a journalist for some three decades, I’ll just say, in the language of the newsroom, that the truth about Francis and his relationship to Islam and the Crusades was covered up. The key early biographies of Francis were written under the influence of powerful medieval popes—the same men who organized the Crusades and used the battering ram of excommunication to force reluctant rulers to take part. With the medieval papacy at the zenith of its theocratic power in the thirteenth century, the early biographers could not say what really happened in Damietta—that Francis, opposed to the Crusade, was on a peace mission and hoped to end the warfare by converting the sultan to Christianity.

Journalistic training tells me to be skeptical about the tendency in our day to re-cast Francis as a medieval flower child, a carefree, peace-loving hippie adopted as the patron saint of the Left. Francis was far too devoted to suffering, penance, obedience, and religious orthodoxy to be cast as an ancestor to the hippies of the 1960s or the New Age movement. Yet a probing look at the early documents concerning Francis reveals that the quest for peace—a peace encompassing both the end of war and the larger spiritual transformation of society—was at the core of Francis’s ministry and thus at the heart of his mission to the sultan’s court.

The major problem faced in trying to recover the Francis of history is that these medieval documents, however detailed and informative, cannot be taken at face value. Their aim is to portray Francis’s saintliness, not to provide a true history of his life. For me, that has meant trying to approach the material on Francis as an investigative reporter would, looking for the agendas and “spin” in the accounts. In deciding which portions of the medieval documents to accept as historical and which to reject, I’ve kept in mind that the accounts of Francis’s life were written to fulfill various needs: to enhance his cult as a saint; to convince the church hierarchy of the Franciscan order’s orthodoxy; to appease competing factions within the order. I’ve relied mainly on accounts from the first half of the thirteenth century because the later ones tend to be much more embellished. I’ve also given heavy weight to clues in Francis’s own writings, which show that he favored a peaceful solution to the conflicts between Christian and Muslim.

The method used in this book to seek the true story of Francis and the sultan is a journalist’s version of the detective work Scripture scholars have done to find the historical Jesus in the gospels. In both cases, the accounts in question need to be viewed in the context of their own times: the audiences they were written for, the political pressures at hand, the writers’ theological goals in telling the story. By doing that, it’s possible to decode the early documents and uncover the story of Francis, the sultan, and what their encounter can mean today.

The Life of Saint Francis by the friar Thomas of Celano was the first in a long series of biographies, appearing two to three years after Francis’s death in 1226. It was written on commission from Pope Gregory IX, who wanted to memorialize the newly canonized saint’s great deeds. Celano wrote in this work that Francis preached to the sultan, who “was deeply moved by his words,” listening to him “very willingly.” Thomas’s second and more complex biography of Francis, The Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul, which appeared in 1247, was the work of a more assertive writer. It vividly described Francis’s opposition to what turned out to be one of the most disastrous attacks for the Crusaders during the Battle of Damietta. Having become convinced that an attack would end badly for the Christian forces, Francis decided to warn the Crusade’s leaders to cancel their plans: “The saint leapt to his feet, and rushed to the Christians crying out warnings to save them, forbidding war and threatening disaster.” Historians have long debated whether this ambiguous passage meant that he opposed doing battle only on that particular day, or whether he was “forbidding war” altogether. The answer can be found by piecing together other evidence from the saint’s early life: that Francis, an aspiring knight, turned away from the battlefield to adopt a life of peace and reconciliation. It is the contention of this book that Francis, having suffered terribly as a young man during a clash between Assisi and the city’s rival Perugia, had come to oppose war, not just a particular battle.

Francis’s attempt to intervene during the Fifth Crusade should be viewed in the context of his constant opposition to warfare and the pride and avarice that often caused it. He preferred not to argue. His message to the powers of the day was delivered largely, although not solely, by his countercultural example of a life of poverty, compassion, and nonviolence. His humility challenged the arrogance of the papal court, and his dedication to peace confronted the violent culture of his day. At a time when the wealthy indulged in falconry, he preached to the birds.

The truth about Francis’s devotion to peacemaking, which glimmered through a number of the early accounts of the saint’s life, was concealed in an influential biography that the great medieval theologian Saint Bonaventure wrote while minister general of the Franciscan order. Bonaventure was named leader of the order’s feuding friars at a time of crisis. The pope had forced out the previous minister general when some Franciscans fell into a heresy based on supposed biblical prophecies. These dissidents believed, among other things, that Francis was the harbinger of a new spiritual age in which Christians would unite with nonbelievers and the church hierarchy would no longer be needed. Bonaventure faced a difficult task in writing about Francis, needing to unite the feuding factions within the Franciscan order in a common vision of their founder and to purge dissent in an effort to win back the pope’s approval. In the process, the story of Francis as peacemaker was virtually eliminated from the pages of Bonaventure’s The Major Legend of Saint Francis and a much more confrontational version of the saint’s encounter with the sultan was added. Then in 1266 the General Chapter of the Franciscans voted to make The Major Legend the authorized history of Francis and to destroy all previous accounts. Bonaventure’s version, elevated above all others, would set the tone for centuries to come.

For Bonaventure, and indeed for Thomas of Celano, Francis sought the sultan out of his ardent desire to be martyred—not to seek peace. Too many people over the years have accepted this account as historical. It is not history, however, but hagiography—stories that idealize the lives of the saints. Joseph Ratzinger, the future Pope Benedict XVI, recognized this side to Bonaventure’s life of Francis in a doctoral thesis in theology he wrote in 1959 while a young priest in Germany: “It may well be that all the various Legenda of St. Francis depict a theologically interpreted ‘Francis of faith’ instead of the simple ‘Francis of history.’” Historians who believe Francis supported the Crusades seem to have set aside the evidence showing how deeply he despised war. Nor have they adequately considered that the early biographies were written at a time when the popes were pushing hard for the increasingly reluctant faithful to continue the faltering drive to recapture the Holy Land. It would not have done much good for Bonaventure, as head of a Franciscan order that had come under close scrutiny from Rome as a source of heresy, to portray the founder as a peacemaker who had found common ground with the enemy. The Inquisition, already in swing during the time of these writings, treated opposition to the Crusade as evidence of heresy.
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This book will put the meeting of Sultan al-Kamil and Francis in the larger context of their lives. To that end, I have included a good deal of biographical background and an account of the Fifth Crusade, with the aim of better illuminating what occurred between Francis and the sultan when they met. For Francis, that means starting with the story of how warfare traumatized him, and culminating with a look at how his encounter with the sultan changed and shaped him in the last years of his life.

The story begins with Francis’s participation in a vicious battle between his city, or commune, of Assisi and neighboring Perugia and his subsequent imprisonment. Francis’s jolting experience as a soldier and prisoner of war led to the wealthy young merchant’s famous conversion to a life of poverty—a change that transported him away from the greed underlying the war between Assisi and Perugia. His conversion began when, after being released from jail and convalescing, he rode off on horseback to join a new military campaign fought, most likely, on behalf of the pope. His decision to reject this knightly role marked the beginning of his commitment to a new life of radical poverty that made it impossible to go to war again. It also separated him from the values of a voracious, honor-bound culture in which competition for wealth and glory bred constant violence between classes, cities, and the forces of the pope and emperor. He took the words of Jesus to “turn the other cheek” in the face of violence quite literally. He even barred members of his Third Order—established for lay people who want to live holy lives without becoming friars or sisters—from possessing weapons.

Francis’s yearning for peace with Islam is especially apparent in his suggestion that his brothers live quietly among Muslims and “be subject” to them rather than engage in disputes, a provision that appears in an early version of the code of conduct for his order, its Rule. He wrote it shortly after returning in 1220 from his trip to Egypt—convincing evidence that the encounter with Sultan al-Kamil affected him deeply. All of this, and much more, needs to be considered to understand that Francis was trying to make peace in his historic encounter with Sultan al-Kamil.
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The sultan too was an intriguing personality, a statesman adept at both making war and seeking peace. The Western portrait of him was skewed by Crusader propaganda and the Christian writers’ basic lack of knowledge of the Muslim world. Any humanity emerging from what one thirteenth-century bishop called the “cruel beast” was presented as the result of Francis’s charismatic intercession. Yet Sultan al-Kamil was far from the Western Christian writers’ caricature of him. In Egypt he was known for his tolerance toward the Christian minority. He was a cultured man who loved learned conversation with scholars in his court. While fully capable of the ruthlessness his position required, he preferred to negotiate with enemies rather than engage them in combat. His father, Sultan Malik al-Adil, had similar qualities. Even his father’s brother Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, or Saladin, the conquering hero whose name flows so easily from the lips of radical Islamists today more than eight hundred years after his death, knew how to negotiate with Western powers for commercial and military purposes.

While Francis initiated their encounter, al-Kamil shaped its outcome. This is very much the story of two unique men, the saint and the sultan.
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I first became interested in the story of Francis and Sultan al-Kamil shortly after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, occurred in my hometown of New York City and in Washington, D.C. At the time I was just leaving a job as the religion writer for the New York newspaper Newsday to become a journalism professor. I had only recently written an article on the religious beliefs of al-Qaeda terrorists convicted in New York of killing hundreds of people by bombing two U.S. embassies in Africa in 1998. One of the defense lawyers at that trial had sought to spare his client the death penalty by arguing that the defendant’s Islamic beliefs mitigated his responsibility for the crime. In other words, in his religious zeal, the terrorist didn’t really understand he was doing evil. U.S. prosecutors countered by producing an imam to dispute that interpretation of Islam. The government lawyers praised the faith for its devotion to peace.

I spent September 11 writing the main story of the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Late in the afternoon a reporter in the paper’s Washington bureau called with a few paragraphs quoting a source as saying that al-Qaeda was the prime suspect in the attack. Given the magnitude of what happened that day, it was noted only briefly in a long story. I wasn’t sure at first whether to believe it. Early reports after the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995, had errantly identified an Arab taxi driver from my native Brooklyn as the suspect. Yet as I made my way home that night across the vacant streets of a spooked city, recalling the courtroom debate over the nature of Islam, the thought that religious belief was in some way responsible for the World Trade Center horror stayed with me. Sometime afterward, in search of some spiritual reading, I picked up The Little Flowers of Saint Francis, a still-popular account of Francis’s life dating to the century after the saint’s death. There I read a version of the story of Francis and the sultan and was struck at the added layer of meaning it took on in the wake of the so-called “clash of civilizations” between the West and radical Islam. My encounter with that book ultimately led to this book, which is both a journalist’s investigation into Francis, Malik al-Kamil, and the Crusades and a reflection on what the meeting of saint and sultan can mean today.

Of course, ever since the September 11 attacks, references to the Crusades have emerged time and again in the public square. Al-Qaeda leaders referred to their enemies as “Crusaders and Jews,” an odd pairing if ever there was one, since the Crusaders were a plague to the Jews. Osama bin Laden has called his jihadists “descendants of Saladin.” Lt. Gen. William Boykin, deputy U.S. undersecretary of defense, sounded as if he were preaching the Crusade when he gave speeches that cast the war on terrorists as a spiritual fight against Satan. “I knew that my God was bigger than his,” he said of a Muslim fighter in a widely quoted remark. “I knew that my God was a real God and his was an idol.” His comment (which he later said was misunderstood) paralleled the Crusader practice of depicting the monotheistic Muslims as pagans.
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Pope John Paul II felt the burden of the history of Christian-Muslim relations in the moments after learning that his emissary had been unable to persuade President George W. Bush against attacking Iraq in March 2003. His former personal secretary, Cardinal Stanislaw Dziwisz, later recalled that the pope feared the world was moving toward a “holy war.” In covering John Paul’s journey to Jerusalem in 2000, I wrote about another incident in which memories of the Crusades shadowed the pope. Standing before the thirteen-hundred-year-old Dome of the Rock with a group of Muslim clerics, John Paul was confronted by protesters, one of whom shouted to the pope’s Palestinian hosts: “Shame on you! Saladin took the keys; now you have handed them over to the pope.”

John Paul’s many efforts to build a bridge between Christians and Muslims offered no protection to his successor, Pope Benedict XVI, who immersed himself in hot water by quoting the views of the fourteenth-century Byzantine emperor Manuel II on Islam: “Show me just what Mohammed brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.” Benedict had always advocated a tougher approach to Catholic-Muslim relations than did John Paul, and although he prefaced his remark in a speech at Regensburg University in his native Bavaria by saying Manuel had spoken “with a startling brusqueness, a brusqueness that we find unacceptable,” it did nothing to quell Muslim outrage or avert outbreaks of protest and even violence in many places.

That furor spurred my plans to write this book because I am convinced that Francis and the sultan have something important to say to us today: we can find common ground despite our differences. Of course, there are efforts today to bridge the divide between Christians and Muslims that did not exist in medieval times. In November 2008 the Vatican hosted a meeting with leading Muslims that Benedict said opened the way to improved relations. Such high-minded, high-level encounters are crucial, but they don’t in and of themselves change the hearts and minds of the many Christians and Muslims who view one another with distrust. This is where the dramatic example of Francis and the sultan can help us. If the greatest Christian saint since the time of the apostles had opposed the Crusade and peacefully approached Muslims at a time when they were supposed to be mortal enemies, that action can inspire and instruct us today. So should the fact that al-Kamil, a great sultan of Egypt and a nephew of Saladin, was so tolerant of Christians that he allowed one of them to preach to him in the midst of a Crusade. The story of Francis of Assisi and Sultan Malik al-Kamil says there is a better way than resentment, suspicion, and warfare. It opens the door to respect, trust, and peace.

It needs to be told anew.





——————— Part one ———————
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THE
ROAD
TO
DAMUETTA




——————— 1 ———————
Outfitted to Kill

The young man who would one day be known as Saint Francis of Assisi was clad in armor and mounted on a warhorse. It is a difficult image to imagine. Artists have long shied away from putting a lance in hands better known for caressing birds. But as the extravagant son of one of his city’s wealthiest merchants, Francis would have bedecked himself for battle in the finest style of the day as Assisi prepared to war with Perugia, its hated neighbor to the west. The city’s increasingly powerful merchants had risen up against the local noblemen who often stood in their way, driving them to seek refuge in Perugia. It was now up to the merchants and their sons to defend the city against the belligerent Perugians, who were eager to use the dispute as an excuse to go to war with weaker Assisi.

On that day in November 1202 when Pietro di Bernardone’s son mounted his steed and bade farewell to the women of Assisi, there could be little trace of the poverty he would later embody. Francis would have worn the coat of chain mail known as a hauberk as well as the chain hood, gauntlets, and leggings. (The plated armor that would later symbolize the era of chivalry was not yet in use at the start of the thirteenth century.) Since Francis dealt in fine fabrics in his father’s business and was very fond of fashion and chivalry, it is sure that he was arrayed to be the very image of knighthood, wearing a striking tunic of the best fabric over his armor.

More to the point, he was outfitted to kill.

Shops were closed and bells rang out as the troops paraded through the center of Assisi and out beyond the fortified city walls. The soldiers’ procession led past their beloved Cathedral of San Rufino, where Francis and so many others in Assisi’s army had been baptized. The beautiful Romanesque facade of the cathedral was adorned with a vision of the Apocalypse in carved stone figures of a crowned God between star and moon; a Madonna on her throne; and assorted writhing dragons and hideous reptilian birds. The doorway was guarded on each side by stone lions: one was mauling a ram, and the other eating a peasant alive, starting with the head. Eight-year-old Chiara Offreduccio, the future Saint Clare, grew up in a house on the piazza in front of San Rufino but was not home that day. Her aristocratic family had fled town to be safe from the likes of Francis and other merchants who had risen up in anger against the noblemen in a civil war.

The cathedral held the remains of a martyr who was drowned in a river in 238 for refusing to sacrifice to pagan gods. The cult of Rufino, the first bishop of Assisi, had long inspired Assisians in their ancient rivalry with Perugia. One story Francis and his compatriots would have known concerned the cathedral’s construction during the twelfth century. It was said that the Perugians ambushed some workers and seized a prized oak beam. When the beam proved to be so heavy that even a team of oxen couldn’t budge it, the Perugians saw that the hand of God was against them and gave up.

In the war against Perugia, oxen pulled the carroccio, a rolling altar that symbolized the wedding of war and religion in the minds of the people. It was decked not in liturgical splendor but in the city colors of red and blue. It carried Assisi’s flag and a bell used to alert residents to be ready for battle. The carroccio epitomized the “God and commune” faith Francis was raised in, one that merged Christianity with political aims often contradictory to it—such as fighting a war for economic advantage.

The colorful altar followed an army of archers and foot soldiers, troops from the various craft guilds, and finally the cavaliers. Francis rode with the Compagnia dei Cavalieri, noblemen and merchants wealthy enough to afford horse and armor. History records no swoons, but at roughly age twenty-one, the rich, dark-eyed Francis was as eligible and dashing as a bachelor could be, a young man who sang poetic love songs from Provençal in a sonorous voice and who won friends not only with his natural charisma and leadership but also with his free-spending generosity. His parents scolded him, saying he spent so much money that he seemed to be the son of a prince. Francis, however, would not be deterred. He had bought into the enticing image of knighthood—literally—with his father’s money.

Francis was a devotee of chivalry; he loved the French troubadours’ songs and, from his birth, was steeped in their culture. His unusual name signaled that. He had been baptized Giovanni, after Saint John the Baptist. But his father, Pietro, on a business trip in France when his son was born, insisted on nicknaming the baby boy Francesco, or Francis. It was akin to calling a schoolboy “Frenchy,” as the British writer G. K. Chesterton put it. Pietro evidently was attached to the French.

As Papa’s little Frenchman grew, he became well acquainted with the Chanson de Roland, a gory French epic romance in which the hot-tempered knight Roland and his uncle Charlemagne fought the Muslims in Spain and tried to convert them through warfare. (Although taken as a factual encounter, the story was fiction; Charlemagne’s troops probably fought Christian Basques at Roncesvalles, not Muslims.) The French troubadours’ songs of King Arthur and his heroic band of knights also appealed to Francis’s imagination, to the point that he would later envision his fledgling order of scruffy friars as a new kind of nonviolent band of brothers. “These brothers of mine are my knights of the round table,” he once exclaimed, adding that this would be a brotherhood not of sword-play but of prayer. Francis loved the courtesy and chivalry knights aspired to, even in later years when he rejected their violence.

We should not assume, though, that Francis was acting out a childhood fantasy as he headed out to battle Perugia that autumn. He may simply have been under pressure from the culture in which he lived to satisfy an obligation. As former Assisi mayor Arnaldo Fortini wrote in 1959 in his comprehensive biography of Francis, La Nova Vita di San Francesco d’Assisi, every man in the commune was expected to present himself at the city gate on the way to battle. Those who failed to do so were severely punished. Men who were wealthy enough to afford serving in the cavalry were expected to saddle up. For upwardly mobile urban merchants, it provided the exciting, albeit dangerous, opportunity to adopt the regalia and values of chivalry, including the codes of honor and loyalty. So for Francis, going to war may have been something more than a romantic lark. He had to do it to maintain his family’s honor.

Since oaths of loyalty were the foundation of feudal society, it was difficult for young men of the day to avoid being dragged into the constant violence. The historian Lauro Martines observed: “Too often, in the thirteenth-century Italian city, doing the restrained or ‘peaceful’ thing would have required the renunciation of self-identity.” The historian was not referring to Francis, but that observation tells the story of his life. Without a radical change—such as a decision to imitate Jesus as closely as possible—it would have been difficult for Francis to avoid the mayhem. But from all indications, the young Francis was sucked in by the seductive fictions of his time: he longed to be a knight.

Larger historical forces also had conspired to put Francis on the road to battle. “Holy Roman” emperors from Germany had fought to seize control of fractious Italy, clashing with powerful medieval popes who wanted to expand or protect their landholdings. In 1174 merchants in Assisi tried to rid themselves of imperial rule. They failed, and Emperor Frederick assigned Conrad, a ruthless military commander, as Duke of Spoleto to clamp down on the unruly Italian cities. Conrad installed himself as the Count of Assisi in the Rocca Maggiore, a castle that loomed above Assisi. It soon served as a constant reminder of the emperor’s unwanted authority.

In the fading days of the twelfth century, the chessboard began to change. On September 28, 1197, Emperor Henry VI, crowned Holy Roman emperor by the elderly Pope Celestine III, died of malaria at the age of thirty-two in the Sicilian port city of Messina, while preparing to go on Crusade. Celestine III died the following January. With the empire suddenly vulnerable, the College of Cardinals saw an opportunity and voted to name a brilliant and shrewd young canon lawyer, Cardinal Lothar of Segni, to the papacy. Pope Innocent III was destined to be the most powerful of the medieval popes.

Educated in Rome, Paris, and Bologna, Innocent grew up in a noble Roman family. His uncle, who reigned as Pope Clement III from 1187 to 1191, had made him a cardinal at the age of twenty-nine. The speedy choice of the talented, energetic thirty-seven-year-old Innocent signaled that the empire was about to be struck.

Innocent moved quickly to assert control, assuming power over Italian cities and in particular Conrad’s Duchy of Spoleto, which included Assisi. He ordered the duke to submit forthwith, and Conrad, knowing that he was outpowered, didn’t have much choice. As negotiations continued, the duke went to bargain with papal legates in the city of Narni. That’s when the seething merchants of Assisi—tired of the years of abuse and angry that they still faced the prospect of having Conrad lord over them, even as he submitted to the pope—got their opportunity to attack.

They stormed Conrad’s hilltop fort, spurning papal representatives who tried to calm them, and battered it into a heap of stones. Most likely the teenaged Francis joined the assault.

More castles fell as the angry merchants attacked the noblemen in their bastions. Then a street war broke out all around Francis and his family in the narrow confines of Assisi. We don’t know for sure if Francis participated, but as the son of one of the wealthiest merchants, it is likely that he did. Merchants destroyed one fortified house after another, burning them down. The noblemen fled their palaces. Such economic conflict between imperious overlords and a newly assertive merchant class dragged city after city into chaos and, in an era noted for its violence, the tight quarters made this intracity fighting especially dangerous. Rooftop catapults, crossbows, fire, and chains stretched across streets to down horsemen were among the weapons of choice.

[image: ]

Angry merchants—and possibly the young Francis—destroyed the Rocca Maggiore, an imperial castle in Assisi. It was rebuilt in the fourteenth century. Copyright © 2007 by Paul Moses

Girardo di Gislerio, an Assisi aristocrat, sought protection from the rampaging merchants in powerful Perugia. This neighboring city, built on a fifteen-hundred-foot hilltop across the Tiber River, had been battling one community after another to expand its influence. With its easily secured site on the heights overlooking a broad valley, Perugia was becoming the regional powerhouse.

The Assisi nobleman presented himself to the Perugians on January 18, 1200. This act betrayed his city, but di Gislerio had little choice but to seek a new protector after his life in Assisi unraveled. He was lord of Sasso Rosso, one of the castles that the merchant-revolutionaries in Assisi had destroyed after dismantling Conrad’s fortress. He also happened to hold a key piece of property in an area called Collestrada. From their respective hilltops about thirteen miles apart, the communes of Perugia and Assisi both ruled over vast valleys with farms, orchards, rivers, and strategic roadways leading to Rome. The Tiber River divided their domains, with the exception of Collestrada, a disputed strip of land on Assisi’s side that Perugia claimed. Collestrada was a modest hill with a minor fortification at the top and a hospital for lepers below. The hill sloped gently down toward the Tiber, which could be crossed on the Ponte San Giovanni. Small as this hill was, Collestrada loomed like a mountain in the ancient rivalry between Perugia and Assisi.

The combative Perugians were quick to see that by offering protection to the aggrieved noblemen from Assisi, they had the opportunity to justify war against their neighboring city, which their people had hated from one generation to the next. Acting under the honor-bound codes of chivalry, Perugia, a city that symbolized itself as a griffin, a mythical animal part eagle and part lion, took di Gislerio under its wings and demanded that Assisi rebuild the castle that its rabble had trashed and pay damages.

Assisi’s honor was challenged, and amid fevered political speeches in the central piazza near the Bernardones’ home, its citizens refused to back down. The city walls were quickly built up—some historians have speculated this was when Francis learned the masonry skills he later used to rebuild derelict churches—and an army was organized. Perugian raiders fought skirmishes, chopped down fruit trees, and destroyed crops in the vulnerable hinterlands.

These were the historical forces that armored Francis and put him on horseback late in the fall of 1202. He and his fellow soldiers took their places a half mile from the Perugians, who gathered on the other side of the Tiber River near the Ponte San Giovanni. The Assisians occupied high ground, seizing a small castle at the top of the Collestrada hill. In a triumphalist history of Perugia written nearly a century after the battle, one can still sense the Perugians’ sneers at a foe that had driven its most experienced fighting men into the enemy camp. The author of the Eulistea, poet Bonifazio da Verona, likened the Assisians to chickens.

Bonifazio portrayed it as a long and intense battle that ended with the Perugians slaughtering the retreating Assisians. This is confirmed in the writings of Thomas of Celano. “There was a great massacre in a war between the citizens of Perugia and Assisi,” he wrote. The Perugians sent the blood-soaked Assisians fleeing for hiding places in the woods and in caves, then hunted them down like animals. The battlefield was covered with severed limbs, entrails, and mutilated heads, Bonifazio wrote.

There is no record of Francis’s exploits on the battlefield, but our modern-day knowledge of the psychology of warfare tells us that it had to be a frightening experience. Strip away any inclination to romanticize combat—especially hand-to-hand medieval warfare—and consider this data from The American Soldier, the U.S. Defense Department’s official review of the troops’ performance in World War II. One-quarter of all U.S. soldiers in the war admitted losing control of their bladders, and an eighth acknowledged defecating in their pants, according to a study cited in the survey.

Francis would likely have taken part in the gut-churning cavalry charge to open the battle. The terror that the young combatant felt in his first cavalry charge cannot be underestimated. Hand-to-hand combat is generally more traumatic than warfare fought from a distance, especially during retreats, when most of the killing is done as the pursuers pick off soldiers from behind. “Any way you cut it, it had to be a stunningly traumatic event, to be defeated, to see your friends killed, to see your city defeated,” said Lt. Col. David Grossman, a retired Army Ranger who became a professor of psychology and military science at West Point.

If we are going to understand Francis’s transition from warrior to peacemaker, we must consider the uncomfortable notion that Francis killed men on the battlefield. No one can say for sure if Francis slew the enemy, but it is likely he did. His eventual decision to begin a life of penance (which will be addressed in a later chapter) hints that he believed he had sinned seriously on the battlefield. There was a tradition in medieval times that demanded repentance from those who killed in combat. Penitential manuals, which advised confessors on the penance to impose for various sins, told priests to require forty days of atonement for knights who had slain an opponent at war—an indication that the conduct was considered sinful. Similarly, bishops issued a directive after the Battle of Hastings in 1066 that soldiers must do a year of penance for each man they killed and seven years for those who killed in a war they fought for economic gain.

This idea of repentance for the sins of war is reflected in the songs and writing of the day. The Four Sons of Aymon, an epic romance, told of how Aymon’s warrior son Rinaldo, having challenged Charlemagne and then later battled the Muslims in the East, returned home to do penance through an ascetic life. To atone for his sins on the battlefield, he labored on the cathedral of Cologne. Early in the thirteenth century the English chronicler Roger of Wendover created a fabulist scene in his work Flowers of History, about a soldier whose wanton killing had led to his eternal torture in hell. Every time the knight spurred his horse, devils rose up to tear him limb from limb. Then his limbs were reassembled to begin the torture anew.

In Francis’s era, an influential confessors’ guide written by the English theologian Thomas of Chobham generally permitted knights to fight on orders of their lords, but told priests to question soldiers closely about their deeds in battle, particularly in an unjust war. In that case, he allowed knights to follow their lord into battle but wanted them to avoid drawing blood except in self-defense.

Assisi’s cause hardly qualified as a just war, which at the time meant fighting to right a wrong. Assisians fought for commercial advantage, starting with their assault on a castle over the objections of papal legates who were trying to reach a peace treaty with a foe already in retreat. The Perugian demand for Assisi to make good on the damage its citizens caused was intended to provoke, but it didn’t have to. In short, this was a war fought because of greed, hardly the sort of chivalrous cause sung by the troubadours. This was the use of force to seek short-term economic gain, to humiliate class enemies, and to save face. Furthermore, the rebellious Assisians were on perilous moral ground because they had elected a podestà, or mayor, who had been excommunicated. The reason for his excommunication isn’t known, but possibly the mayor was a member of the Cathar sect, a heretic religious movement that attacked the church over its wealth and—much as Francis would someday—sought a return to the simplicity of apostolic times.

When the Assisians refused to throw out the mayor, Gerard of Filiberti, Pope Innocent III barred them from receiving the Eucharist and other sacraments. Consider the morality of this war as it appeared in Francis’s day: Assisians, deprived of the sacraments and led by an excommunicate, had begun the hostilities by destroying a castle over the objections of a papal envoy. Their enemy, closely aligned with the papacy, had stepped in to protect a respected citizen seeking help against a campaign of local street violence. Furthermore, it would have appeared obvious in that era that God had punished the Assisians by spurning their prayers and allowing their horrific defeat at Collestrada. For the soldier with a conscience, there was no glory in killing for such a cause, only sin.

For the rest of his life, Francis was thoroughly convinced of his own sinfulness, much to the amazement of those who admired his holiness. He had made a decision “to embark upon a life of penance,” he wrote in his last days. The reason could well be that he had killed in behalf of an unjust cause, and knew it.

While poorer men were hunted in the woods to be run through with swords and spears, Francis, who was left intact in that field of gore only because he was rich enough to be ransomed, was taken prisoner. He was dragged across the river and up to the commanding Perugian hilltop. His enemies deposited him in a damp dungeon, giving Francis plenty of time to reflect on the horrors he had seen—and on the consequences his own actions would have on his soul.


——————— 2 ———————
Shattered

Francis was shackled in a makeshift prison that was located on the edge of a steep hilltop beneath what is now a graceful Renaissance building, Il Palazzo del Capitano del Popolo. Today it has rounded archways over the doors and windows, a sword-wielding figure of Justice above the entrance, and a pair of crowned and clawed griffins on the thick, dark brown wooden door. The fifteenth-century building has served as a court.

On the day Francis was imprisoned on that site, no magistrate was present. Justice meted out during the Middles Ages was far less formal than it is today. Prisons as we know them were not built in Europe until the end of the thirteenth century; before that, they were usually crude improvisations. In this case, it appears that Francis and his fellow Assisians, after being hauled up the mountain and marched through the city center, presumably before a taunting mob, were dumped in an underground vault in the depths of Perugia’s Etruscan ruins. The broad square where it was located had a commanding view of the valley below, but not one Francis would have seen.

Early biographers give the impression that prison was easy for Francis. Yet prisoners taken in such vendetta-driven intercity warfare were tortured and humiliated to induce wealthy relatives to pay ransom. Many were chained to walls, languishing in near-darkness, forced to live in the stench of their own filth. Many died from disease. Francis may indeed have put up a false bravado at first in the belief that his father would quickly come up with the ransom money, but he soon learned that he was in for a brutal experience.

Even under these conditions Francis, although nowhere near his conversion, still gave an inkling of the peacemaker he would one day become. One of the knights from Assisi was so mean-tempered that the others quarreled with and then shunned him. Francis was the only one to befriend the embittered knight and urged the others to make peace with him.

Francis spent a year in prison before negotiations between Perugia and Assisi ransomed him and his fellow captives in November 1203. He left captivity a shattered man: he had fallen ill in prison, probably of malaria, and as a result would have suffered from fever, chills, possible blood and liver disorders, and a general weakness. He would suffer with malaria periodically for the rest of his life.

Beyond his physical ailments, Francis was inevitably shadowed by psychological disturbance. No lights brightened the subterranean cell where he was held; little if any sunlight would have reached him. The consequence of that sensory deprivation would have been devastating. Living with little or no light “would be enough to shatter any human being,” says Lt. Col. Grossman, who has written extensively on the psychology of warfare. “… Whatever he [Francis] went in there with, he would have left there fundamentally a changed human being.” In addition, he said, Francis would inevitably have felt abandoned as time passed and experienced a strong sense of survivor guilt. Francis had seen the enemy cavalry rip apart other men on the ground while he was permitted to survive because of his family’s wealth.

As the earliest account of Francis’s life attests, Francis returned home a physical and emotional wreck. He huddled in Assisi with his parents, too ill and depressed to do much of anything. After a while he was able to walk around the house with the support of a cane. Eventually he went outside and gazed at Assisi’s fields and vineyards, which had always raised his spirits. He took no delight in them now. He felt hollow and depressed. Francis wondered at this sudden change he was experiencing; the very thing that once moved him to poetry and song—his love of nature—no longer held any meaning for him. He was numb. Yet there was something stirring in him, moving him ever so slightly toward a radically new way of life.

So began his process of conversion. He soon started to “despise himself and to hold in contempt the things he had admired and loved before,” Thomas of Celano wrote. The notion that Francis laughed his way through a year of confinement is false. He left prison a hollow man. In time he learned to fill the empty space with God. Having been broken in a subterranean hellhole in Perugia, Francis gradually experienced a spiritual awakening.

Francis became generous to the poor. In one story, the young man takes the finely tailored clothes off his back and gives them to a destitute knight—much as Saint Martin of Tours, one of the most popular saints during the Middle Ages, was said to have done. Celano draws a close comparison between the two.

Born in 316, Martin revolted after his father, a pagan soldier, insisted he follow the emperor’s order to join the Roman military. Martin’s friend and biographer, Sulpicius Severus, wrote that the young man was forced at the age of fifteen to take the oath of military service. Once in the Roman army, he used most of his pay to feed and clothe the poor, giving away much of the fine clothing the emperor had issued to him. A turning point came when he tore his cloak in two and gave half of it to a freezing, scantily dressed beggar at the gates of Amiens on a dangerously cold winter day. The other soldiers laughed at Martin in his shredded cloak. That night, according to the story, Martin dreamed that he saw Jesus wearing the beggar’s half of the torn cloak.

Martin was baptized a Christian at age twenty-two, entering the faith at a time when the Roman authorities no longer considered it subversive. That didn’t stop Martin from standing up to Emperor Julian as he prepared a campaign in Worms against barbarians who were invading Gaul. “I am the soldier of Christ: it is not lawful for me to fight” he told the emperor, refusing to accept bonus pay handed out in anticipation of the coming battle. The emperor flew into a rage and accused Martin of cowardice. Martin offered to stand unarmed before the enemy in the next day’s battle, predicting that Jesus would protect him. Julian, who had no use for the Christian faith, decided to force Martin to make good on his word. That proved to be unnecessary; the enemy surrendered before battle. Sulpicius Severus saw the Lord’s hand in this outcome.

This is a clue to understanding the real story of Francis’s role in the Crusades. By drawing such a clear parallel between Martin and Francis (whether or not the incident with the poor knight is factual), Thomas of Celano may have signaled that Francis opposed war, just as Martin did. Likening Francis to one of the era’s favorite saints may have been a way Celano eased concerns about Francis’s countercultural nonviolence.

Like Saint Martin, Francis began moving away from material wealth, but he had yet to to renounce its close relative, warfare. Despite his prison experience, Francis decided to return to the battlefield. According to Thomas of Celano, a knight from Assisi persuaded Francis to take up arms again: “A certain nobleman of the city of Assisi was preparing himself in no mean way with military arms, and, puffed up by a gust of vainglory, vowed that he would go to Apulia to increase his wealth and fame.” This was not the glorious warfare of which the troubadours sang—it was a mercenary venture aimed at inflating wealth and ego. Francis was taken in.

To understand this event, it’s necessary to fill in historical background that Celano, writing under the pressure of a papal commission, could not. The battle being fought in Apulia early in 1205 was the latest in the ongoing war between imperial and papal forces. Pope Innocent III had dispatched an army headed by Count Walter of Brienne, an aristocrat from Champagne, to oust German forces from lands the papacy claimed in southern Italy. The medieval accounts do not say which army Francis hoped to fight for, but most historians believe Francis planned to join the papal force.

Innocent pulled out all the stops, granting those who fought the imperial force the Crusade privilege, which meant they could wear the holy cross and receive the same indulgence as soldiers who took the arduous journey to the East. Since the Crusade was a holy war fought with papal sanction, Innocent elevated the fight for his own landholdings to a sacred cause by granting the privilege. To justify this misuse of the Crusade privilege for his own political purposes, Innocent charged that Markward, the enemy leader, had aided the Muslim foe by delaying papal forces from joining the Crusade. The pope cleverly labeled Markward “another Saladin.” He even threatened to divert the Crusade army to Sicily.

Francis, still drawn by dreams of fame, threw himself once more into preparing for war
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