Journeying with Francis and Clair of Assisi
Exploring, celebrating and walking in Italy
Easter, 10-20 April 2017

Sunset over the Umbrian hills, a little north of Assisi,
a vision of peace, open to wide horizons, yet frmly grounded in the soil.

We invite you to join a nine-day journey to sacred places in Umbria, Tuscany and Lazio, where you
will encounter the presence and power of Francis and Clair of Assisi and their message. Together,
yet in different ways, this man and woman chose a life radically dedicated to transcendent values.
Their message is of universal appeal, as captured by “The Spirit of Assisi,” the international project
of religious, ecumenical and cultural dialogue that celebrated its 30 th anniversary this year. Francis’
greeting Pace e bene, ‘peace and all that is good’, goes beyond divisions, confessions and institutions,
as it appeals to the foundations of human existence that we all share: we are called to establish peace
between body and spirit, between female and male, between present and eternity, and thus discover
all the goodness of life.
The journey brings you to places, texts and images that speak for themselves and will enrich your
life. You will spend time at places that possess their own spirit and depth and their own special gift
for you to quietly discover through meditation, drawing or painting, sharing with others, ritual
celebrations or simply by walking through some of Italy’s most beautiful landscapes.
First we explore the fgures of Francis and Clair, their historical setting, the message of their lives,
and their contemporary appeal. This we do in Assisi, where we visit the sites that marked the birth
and growth of the brotherhood and sisterhood both strove to realise.
We then continue our journey through larger spaces, guided by the oldest work of Italian literature,
Francis’ Canticle of the Creatures. We spend three full days at La Verna, where we celebrate the Easter
rituals of life and death and resurrected life. Finally, we visit the valley of Rieti, walking ancient trails
like Francis did and meditating in quiet convents like Clair.
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Your guides
The journey is guided by Catherine Ann Lombard, M.A., writer and psychosynthesis psychologist,
and her husband Dr. Kees den Biesen, scholar of Christian literature, philosophy and theology (see
www.poeticplaces.org). They live in Umbria and are intimately familiar with the places which you
will discover on this journey. The pilgrimage is explicitly small-scale and non-touristic, international
and ecumenical of character. You will also enjoy lots of free time and, of course, great Italian food.
Spaces are limited and registrations are due by 1 February 2017.
Costs
The cost of the journey is € 1350 of which a non-refundable deposit of € 150 has to be made at
registration.
Included:
- ten nights half-board at hotels in Assisi, La Verna and Greccio (single room)
- four picnics
- seven guided meditations and group sharing
- four guided walks
- art supplies, reader, maps and guide booklets to La Verna and the Valle Santa
- all transportation between Assisi, Chiusi della Verna, Greccio and Rieti
Not included:
- transportation to Assisi
- transportation from Rieti
- travel insurance
- two lunches in Assisi and three lunches in Chiusi della Verna
Registration
Please register by sending an email to loveandwill at live.com; after registration, your will receive
bank account information for the non-reimbursable deposit of € 150.
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Assisi stretched out on an outcrops of Mount Subasio, as described by Dante Alighieri:
“From a high peak hangs a fertile slope, and from this hillside, where it abates its rise,
a sun was born into the world – so let him who names this site not say Ascesi (‘I rose’),
which would be to say too little, but Orient (‘Sunrise’)” (Paradiso XI).

MONDAY 10 APRIL: ARRIVAL AT ASSISI
18:00 frst meeting and opening talk at hotel Casa Papa Giovanni, Via S. Paolo 32
20:00 dinner at hotel
Websites
A useful website is www.assisionline.com. Under the heading ‘Transport in town’ you will fnd
information about the best ways to travel to Assisi.
Under the heading ‘Transport out of town’ you will fnd information about the nearby Perugia
Airport and about transportation to Assisi.
You can fnd a rich variety of information about the town and its history at www.visit-assisi.it/en/.
A good website for pilgrims is http://assisiweb.com/index_en.html.
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Fresco in the Sacro Speco (‘sacred cave’) of St. Benedict in Subiaco,
possibly the oldest and most faithful image of Francis.

TUESDAY 11 APRIL: DAY 1 – ST. FRANCIS
10:00 talk about St. Francis
11:00 visit to the Basilica of St. Francis
13:00 lunch and afternoon free
optional: visit by car to S. Maria degli Angeli at Porziuncula (15:00-16:30)
18:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel Casa Papa Giovanni
This frst day of the journey is dedicated to Francis. The morning talk will frst introduce you to the
Umbrian landscape – and to the areas of Tuscany and Lazio that we will visit – and then to Assisi as
the setting for Francis’ youth and early spiritual journey. We will follow the astounding development
of the movement that Francis started and try to understand the challenges and problems it
confronted him with.
During the rest of the morning we will walk to the Basilica di San Francesco, where you can admire
Giotto’s frescos of the life of St. Francis in the Upper Basilica, visit the Lower Basilica with its many
other frescos, and fnally descend to the crypt to spend some quiet time at St. Francis’ tomb.
During the afternoon you may want to wander through the streets of Assisi and visit a few of the
sites that played a role in Francis’ life, like the Plateola di San Francesco with his parents’ house or
the old cathedral in front of which he confronted his father. Alternatively, you can visit the little
church of Porziuncula, around which Francis established the centre of his growing brotherhood.
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The famous fresco that Sienese painter Simone Martini
painted of Francis’ frst female follower and most authentic heir, Clair of Assisi.

WEDNESDAY 12 APRIL: DAY 2 – ST. CLAIR
9:30

walk and visit to San Damiano, with talk about St. Clair

13:00 lunch and afternoon free
optional: visit by car to Le Carceri hermitage on Mt. Subasio (15:00-16:30)
18:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel Casa Papa Giovanni
This day we dedicate to Clair, who was in many ways Francis’ spiritual twin and partner. Due to
cultural and religious dictates, it was impossible for her and her frst sisters to join the brothers in
their life of pilgrimage and preaching. Being forced to live their spiritual search within the confnes
of a cloister, Clair and her sisters made a virtue of necessity, and created their own independent way
of life that satisfed their longing for complete inner freedom.
Thanks to scholars like Chiara Frugoni, renowned specialist in medieval studies, our understanding
of Clair and Francis has moved beyond the standard, ideologically motivated biographies, that were
commisionned and sanctioned by church authorities. Drawing largely on depictions of Francis and
Clair in thirteenth century art, Frugoni has drawn Clair out of Francis’ shade – where she had been
put away by contemporaries and posterity – and shown her to be a woman of great independence
and exceptional spiritual stature.
After lunch you may want to visit the Basilica of St. Clair, where the original cross of San Damiano
and a number of important relics of hers and of Francis’ are preserved. Alternatively, there is the
possibility to make a short ride up Mt. Subasio and visit the hermitage of Le Carceri, built in a cleft
where Francis and his followers would withdraw for periods of quiet and prayer.
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The sanctuary of La Verna, built on the lonely mountain
given to Francis in 1213 by Orlando Catani, the Count of Chiusi.
La Verna is one of the places where Francis loved to pass long periods of quiet and prayer
and where he received the stigmata around the feast of the Cross, 14 September 1224.

HOLY THURSDAY 13 APRIL: DAY 3 – TRIP TO LA VERNA
10:00 departure from Assisi
12:00 check-in at hotel Bellavista at Chiusi della Verna
13:00 picnic and walk to the La Verna Sanctuary
15:00 meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars;
in the heavens You have made them bright, precious and beautiful.”

17:00 celebration of the Last Supper at the La Verna basilica
20:00 dinner at hotel Bellavista
Withdrawal in quiet places was crucial for Francis, not just to rest from his intense preaching tours
all over Italy and far abroad. Solitude was above all essential for his inner life, just as it was and is
for all “who climb the mountain of the Lord and seek the face of God” (Psalm 23). All over the
world, spiritual leaders and sages retreat to places on high in order to pass from the outer world of
the senses to an inner world that reaches beyond the limits of space and time. La Verna is one of
those special places (see www.laverna.it).
On our journey we follow Francis who, during his last retreat here in the summer and early autumn
of 1224, was struggling with what seemed to be the ultimate failure of all his life’s work. While he
was adamant that the Gospel itself was to be the sole rule from his brotherhood as it was for himself,
many of his followers rejected this as too extreme a principle. Moreover, the increasingly legal and
institutional mentality of the Church had forced him to renounce his leadership over the brotherhood and to accept a rule for it in which he had no hand.
It was here at La Verna that Francis was fully united with Christ, who passed through death to new
life. On this Holy Thursday, we enter into the night of the Last Supper, accompanied by “Sister
Moon and the stars,” just after the frst full moon of spring – a sign announcing the ultimate victory
of light over dark and of life over death.
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The Chapel of the Stigmata (‘marks’ or ‘signs’), built on the spot where Francis was signed
with fve physical marks of the wounds that were inficted on Christ during his passion.

GOOD FRIDAY 14 APRIL: DAY 4 – BODILY AND SPIRITUAL DEATH
10:00 meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through our Sister Bodily Death,
from whose embrace no living person can escape.
Woe to those who die in mortal sin!
Happy those she fnds doing Your most holy will.
The second death can do no harm to them.”

11:00 morning and lunch free
15:00 celebration of the Passion at the basilica
18:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel Bellavista
Good Friday is a day of paradox during which we meditate on “Sister Bodily Death,” through
which and because of which – according to Francis’ song – God himself should be praised. We all
will die, but this experience should be one of bodily, not spiritual death. For just like God brought
forth everything that exists ‘out of nothing’, so he also brings forth life out of bodily death.
This mystery of dying and passing through death to new life starts as a most painful experience,
because it requires the conscious embrace of the human mortal condition. The ritual celebration of
the passion and death of Christ, announced and symbolically enacted through the sacred meal of
the Eucharist, is meant to introduce mortal men and women into this mystery of transformation.
There are few places in the world so apt to celebrate this ritual as the sanctuary of La Verna, the
place where Francis of Assisi, as the frst in history, received in his own body the wounds which
Christ showed to his disciples after his resurrection as signs of a new and transcendent life.
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In the crevices of La Verna, where one seems to enter into the earth,
Francis liked to withdraw under this Sasso Spicco, ‘the rock that split’,
because it reminded him of the rocks that split in Jerusalem
at the moment of Christ’s death on the cross

HOLY SATURDAY 15 APRIL: DAY 5 – RETURNING TO THE EARTH FROM WHICH WE WERE TAKEN
10:00 Meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through our Sister Mother Earth,
who feeds us and rules us,
and produces various fruits with coloured fowers and herbs.”

11:00 silent day with morning, lunch and afternoon free
18:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel Bellavista
Holy Saturday is a day of silence – not the deadening silence of a tomb without hope, but a silence
full of hope. It is the silence of “Sister Mother Earth” herself, in whose dark and warm womb the
seed is quietly moving and growing. Talking about himself, Christ said: “Unless a grain of wheat
falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24). What
seems to die, actually does die, but only to re-emerge as new life.
During this day of silence we meditate upon earth as our sister and mother, whose infnite fertility is
the great source of life and nourishment, order and beauty. Francis of Assisi is patron saint of
ecologists and we may take him as our example, because he exemplifes many of the best attributes
of what it means to be an environmentalist today.
He is part of a age-old Italian tradition of hermits and monks, who lived in caves or huts in the
wilderness of the Apennines and deeply experienced nature as a gateway into the mystery of the
Creator and into the mystery of their own persons as his creatures.
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Glorious morning sunshine in the Casentino Valley, as seen from the La Verna precipice.

EASTER SUNDAY 16 APRIL. DAY 6 – THE RISING OF A NEW SUN
11:00 Eucharist at the basilica
13:00 lunch and afternoon free
18:00 meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through all Your creatures,
especially through my lord Brother Sun,
who brings the day; and You give light through him.
And he is beautiful and radiant in all his splendour!
Of You, Most High, he bears the likeness.”

19:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel Bellavista
Perhaps the most onmipresent symbol of the divine is the sun with its light and warmth. On this
Sunday of the Resurrection we leave the warm embrace of “Sister Mother Earth” to celebrate the
rising of “Brother Sun.” It is the moment of resurrection, of the bursting forth of new life, in which
spring returns and nature blossoms and promises a rich harvest of fruits.
This experience inspired Francis to write the following prayer that celebrates the cosmic dimensions
of the Easter mystery:
All you nations clap your hands,
shout to God with a voice of gladness.
For the Lord, the Most High,
the Awesome, is the Great King over all the earth.
For the Most Holy Father of heaven, our King before all ages,
sent His Beloved Son from on high
and has brought salvation in the midst of the earth.
Let the heavens rejoice and the earth exult,
let the sea and all that is in it be moved,
let the felds and all that is in them be glad.
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In 1223 Francis celebrated Christmas near the village of Greccio.
He had a manger with hay put into a cave in the nearby mountain,
had also an ox and a donkey brought up, “exactly as in Bethlehem.”
Finally he had a baby put into the manger.

MONDAY 17 APRIL: DAY 7 – BIRTH IN THE DARK: THE FIRST CHRISTMAS CRECHE
09:00 departure from Chiusi - La Verna
12:00 picnic at the lake of Piediluco
14:00 visit to the convent of Greccio
meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through Sister Water;
she is very useful, and humble, and precious, and pure.”

18:00 check-in at hotel La Fonte
19:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel
After the days of rituals and quiet meditation, it is time to do something else that Francis is often
associated with: walking through nature, in still recollection, en route from one place to another.
After traveling south through the Tiber Valley, the Valley of Spoleto and the Apennines, we stop for
a picnic at the scenic lake of Piediluco, where the San Francesco church was built in memory of
Francis’ visit to the village in 1208.
We then travel on to the village of Greccio, on a mountainside that looks out over the wide valley of
Rieti, where a great lake once existed. In 1223 Francis celebrated Christmas in Greccio and started
what was to become a worldwide tradition: the representation of the birth of Christ with a stable, a
crib, an ox and a donkey.
At the convent we visit an exhibitions of cribs from all over the world, meditating on ‘Sister Water’
from whose ‘humble and precious and pure’ womb we all were born.
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Sacro Speco, on the mountain side above the San Giacomo convent at Poggio Bustone,
marks the spot where young Francis in 1208 – traveling to Rome to ask for the pope’s
approval of his nascent fraternity – passes through a profound religious crisis
and is frmly launched towards the future.

TUESDAY 18 APRIL: DAY 8 – VISIT TO SAN GIACOMO
10:00 trip to the San Giacomo convent at Poggio Bustone
meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through Brothers Wind and Air,
and clouds and storms, and all the weather,
through which You give Your creatures sustenance.”

13:00 picnic and walk
17:00 return to Greccio
19:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel La Fonte
This is the frst of our two last days of journeying with Francis, which we will spend – weather
permitting – mostly outside in nature. “Brothers Wind and Air” will perhaps bring us “clouds and
storms,” but they will not discourage us from visiting the beautiful Friary with the hermitage or
Lower Shrine, which Francis and his frst six brothers found here.
We then climb the mountain, visiting six little chapels along a path that leads to the Upper Shrine
or Cave of the Revelations, in which Francis found inner peace and the courage to really embark on
the mission he had discovered for himself.
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The beautiful stillness of the La Foresta cloister.

WEDNESDAY 19 APRIL: DAY 9 – VISIT TO FONTE COLOMBO AND LA FORESTA
10:00 trip to the Fonte Colombo convent
meditation on

“Be praised, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
through whom You brighten the night.
He is beautiful and cheerful, and powerful and strong.”

12:00 trip to the La Foresta convent
13:00 picnic and walk
17:00 return to Greccio
19:00 group sharing and dinner at hotel La Fonte
On this last day of our journey, we again walk through nature and visit the other two convents of
the Valle Santa. Fonte Colombo marks a hilltop on which Francis found a Chapel of St. Mary
Magdalene to which he often returned. The convent derives its name from a spring, where Francis
saw doves drinking water and then named it fons colombarum, the ‘spring of the doves’. We end our
journey at the Foresta (‘forest’) convent, perhaps the quietest and sweetest of all the Franciscan
places we will visit.
The theme of ‘Brother Fire’ whose light brightens the night is apt for our sojourn here. A year
before before his death in 1226, Francis spent several months in the area while he was suffering
terribly from an eye disease. At Fonte Colombo he underwent a crude treatment with an
incandescent poker that caused him no pain, because he had frst prayed to ‘Brother Fire’ to be kind
to him. Later, at La Foresta, during a prayer, all the restless suffering and oppression the constant
pain caused him was taken away from him. From that moment on, till the end of his life, he
experienced a deep and lasting sense of inner peace.
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THURSDAY 20 APRIL: DEPARTURE
Departure from Greccio.
All participants are accompanied to the Rieti train station for their journey onward.
Timetables for the trains to Rome can be found at www.trenitalia.com. Catherine and Kees will be
more than happy to help participants organise their trip to Assisi and from Rieti.

Canticle of the Creatures
Most high, all powerful, all good Lord!
All praise is Yours, all glory, all honor, and all blessing.
To You, alone, Most High, do they belong.
No mortal lips are worthy to pronounce Your name.
Be praised, my Lord, through all Your creatures,
especially through my lord Brother Sun,
who brings the day; and You give light through him.
And he is beautiful and radiant in all his splendor!
Of You, Most High, he bears the likeness.
Be praised, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars;
in the heavens You have made them bright, precious and beautiful.
Be praised, my Lord, through Brothers Wind and Air,
and clouds and storms, and all the weather,
through which You give Your creatures sustenance.
Be praised, my Lord, through Sister Water;
she is very useful, and humble, and precious, and pure.
Be praised, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
through whom You brighten the night.
He is beautiful and cheerful, and powerful and strong.
Be praised, my Lord, through our sister Mother Earth,
who feeds us and rules us,
and produces various fruits with colored fowers and herbs.
Be praised, my Lord, through those who forgive for love of You;
through those who endure sickness and trial.
Happy those who endure in peace,
for by You, Most High, they will be crowned.
Be praised, my Lord, through our sister Bodily Death,
from whose embrace no living person can escape.
Woe to those who die in mortal sin!
Happy those she fnds doing Your most holy will.
The second death can do no harm to them.
Praise and bless my Lord, and give thanks,
and serve Him with great humility.

13

