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Alexandra Lembert

WHAT TO DO WITH A SAINT? 
REFLECTIONS UPON CHESTERTON'S 

ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI

The act of reading, for me, is similar to the process of getting to know 
a person. In both circumstances curiosity, which is intrinsic to us, 
recommendations of friends, or simply the look of the other 
person/book evokes a desire in us. It is the desire, I would like to 
think, to encounter the other person or book which is presented to us 
as a written text. My notion of ’writing’ and ’text’ is derived from the 
French philosopher and literary critic Jacques Derrida. In his view, 
writing is not limited to letters scratched and scribbled on paper. As 
Gayatri Spivak, the translator of Derrida's Of Grammatology puts it, 
writing is "something that carries within itself the trace of a perennial 
alterity: the structure of the psyche, the structure of the sign" (Spivak 
xxxix). Furthermore, for Derrida "all writing is textual" (Derrida, Of 
Grammatology 158). This is to say, a text consists of different traces 
which always already refer to other traces of texts. It is a living 
network open to be challenged. So when we read or become 
acquainted with another person, texts meet. Of course, there can be 
many different ways of meeting. Being open, standing "naked" in front 
of the text is the ideal. However, more often than not we only like to 
show parts of ourselves while holding back others. Constantly, I catch 
myself hiding my face behind prejudices, assumptions and the ideas I 
have about the world. But when my aim is to listen to the voices of a 
text, finding moments of revelations and being prepared for 
challenges, I have to be suspicious of my intentions. This is certainly 
not an easy task and reading, like living, means a constant struggle 
with clashing notions and concepts. But if I do not wish to be 
irresponsible to myself and to others, joyful and painful conflicts are
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unavoidable. In this sense, by being involved, by making judgements 
and decisions, reading becomes an ethical act.

Ethics as "the sphere of transactions between 'self and 'Other'" 
(Wyschograd xv) does not only impose the question of how to live but 
also of how to live responsibly, or should I say morally. This becomes 
especially important in the 20th century which is marked by a highly 
developed 'death and destruction industry' and the intensified 
experience of violence. Living in a mass society and its dictate of 
success has led to what Hannah Arendt referred to as the isolation of 
the individual, feeling the weakness of its being and consequently 
turning mainly towards private interests (cf. Arendt 499-528). 
Cynicism is an adopted strategy which enables us to overlook the 
needs of the Other and helps us to come to terms with the violence we 
experience. It is a tactic which privileges the victimiser while leaving 
the victim unnoticed and un-read. Throughout religious faiths, the 
saint has been the person who has responded compassionately to the 
calamity, injustice and suffering of the Other. As Edith Wyschograd 
states in Saints and Postmodernism, a book I am very much indebted 
to, a saint recognises "the primacy of the other person and the 
dissolution of self-interest" (Wyschograd xiv). The included renuncia­
tion of power can pose the question of the relationship between victim 
and victimiser anew. Inherent in this idea is for me the possibility of 
setting a positive alternative against despair and nihilism. With these 
conscious intentions in mind I will now turn to my reading of St. 
Francis of Assisi by G. K. Chesterton.

Francis Bernadone, the son of Pietro Bernadone, was born at the end 
of the 12th century. Petro Bernadone was a rich cloth merchant in 
Assisi. Because of this circumstance, Francis' life was quite 
comfortable. He was an ordinary young man of his time who dreamt of 
becoming a poet or a soldier. Eventually, Francis became famous as a 
poet of "The Canticle of the Sun" but for the time being he decided to 
try his luck with the latter. As a soldier he had two dreams which he 
could not interpret until he saw a leper. He embraced the leper which 
not only challenged his courage but also his life.

While praying Francis received the order to rebuild the Church of 
St. Damain. In order to get money for necessary purchases he sold
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bales of his father's cloth without his permission. The incident was 
taken to the Bishop's court. Francis had to return the money and after 
that he denounced his father. He found his new purpose in rebuilding 
the Churches of St. Damian, St. Peter and St. Mary of the Angels. 
Inspired by Francis' life style, two men, Bernard Quintavalle and Peter 
Cathanii, gave away their possessions and joined him. Their hut was 
sited near a leper hospital where they lived in extreme poverty. When 
the community gained nine more members, Francis decided to travel 
to Rome to get an approval to form a new order. At first, Pope 
Innocent III was not convinced by Francis' pleading and sent him 
away. But after having a dream, where he saw St. Francis holding up 
the ancient temple of St. Lateran which was about to fall, he gave his 
verbal permission. Two other orders became established later on; the 
female order founded by Clara of Assisi and the lay order which was 
joined, for example, by king St. Louis, Dante or Galvani.

On the occasion of the first assemblance of the whole order which is 
known as The Assembly of the Straw Huts, St. Francis and St. 
Dominic met. Shortly after this event St. Francis set out to the East 
hoping to convert the Saracens and, as a result of that, to bring the 
Crusades to an end. Even though he visited the Sultan, ultimately the 
project failed. Returning to Italy, Francis discovered that friars in 
Bologna had misused their vow of poverty by building an imposing 
mission house. Disappointed, he withdrew to the mountain Alvemo, 
which he had received as a present from an aristocrat, for praying and 
fasting. On Mount Alverno his striving for the 'imitatio Christi' was 
accomplished by the reception of the stigmata. Until he died his life 
was marked by disease and suffering.

My short summary of the life of St. Francis is based on the facts 
presented by Chesterton in what he considers to be a "sketch'' 
(Chesterton 25) of the saint's life. A biography or hagiography (I will 
come to the distinction later) depends on the condition of factuality. 
The author has to have a "will to historicity" (Wyschograd 28) in order 
to seem plausible to the addressee as well as to enable her/him to 
follow the track of the other person's life. However, historical facts can 
only reveal their significance by being embedded in a narrative chain.
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What is reported by the narrator is believed to have significance for 
the narrator her/himself as well as for the addressee. A textual web 
does not only consist of the threads taken in but also by those which 
are left out. Integrated in this text is most of the conventional 
knowledge about St. Francis' life. It depicts him as a convert who 
changes his life for the wretched people of the earth, loving God in 
what is referred to as the mystical way, founding an order... But what 
is mainly kept from us are the conflicts and crises, the suffering and 
pain. We never hear of Francis' wrestling with the demands of God 
and we never hear more than veiled hints about his problems within 
the Church or the Franciscan order.

It also is quite surprising that facts which are given to us in 
Chesterton's book are inaccurate, to give a few examples, "that the 
author is wrong about the etymology of the word 'courage'; or that the 
Canticle of Creation was composed in a hut a year before the Saint's 
death and not 'in the meadows in the sunnier season of his career'; or 
that the Saint did not in fact intercede with the Emperor for the birds; 
or that Joachim of Flora, and not a Franciscan, talked about harps" 
(Rutler 16). This gives the impression that Chesterton moulds facts in 
order to fit them into his preconceived structure. I take a remark from 
the second chapter as symptomatic of his historical descriptions: "The 
thirteenth century was certainly a progressive period; perhaps the only 
really progressive period in human history. But it can truly be called 
progressive precisely because its progress was very orderly" 
(Chesterton 64). Chesterton's sense for order and positive 
exemplification induces his picture of the historical figure St. Francis 
in his time. In the end it makes the main part of the story read like a 
defence and praise of the Catholic Church.

Chesterton is concerned with claiming veracity for some of his 
statements: "the truth of St. Francis" (Chesterton 69) or "the symbol of 
inversion is true in another way" (Chesterton 72). But statements, like 
facts, are highly subjective. My own world and time in my mind 
determine what I see and how I perceive my environment. 
Furthermore, my intentions and my changing perspectives play an 
important role. Every piece of writing reflects aspects of the author. A 
biography will therefore always also be an autobiography, a
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construction of different selves. But why did Chesterton write this 
biography? In the preface to St. Francis of Assisi Chesterton reveals 
his reason for introducing St. Francis to the "sympathetic outsider" 
(Chesterton 27). He writes:

His figure stands on a sort of bridge connecting my boyhood with my 
conversion to many other things; for the romance of his religion had 
penetrated even the rationalism of that vague Victorian time. In so far as 
I have had this experience, I may be able to lead others a little further 
along that road; but only a very little further. (Chesterton 31)

Disappointed by the rationalism of his time and its political and social 
problems, he mentions for instance the treatment of the Irish by the 
English (Chesterton 34), the situation of the poor in the 20th century 
(Chesterton 98) or the materialistic theories of Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche (Chesterton 79), he sets his hopes in religion. It is important 
to note that Chesterton regards himself as a convert. In the words of T. 
R. Wright, "'conversion' [is] that key moment in any Christian life 
when his or her personal story is found to have significance as part of 
a wider historical plot" (Wright 85). Chesterton puts his story into the 
tradition of the Catholic Church, becoming part of a continuity and 
therefore gaining the stability he so much desires. For him St. Francis 
becomes an example of the ability of the Catholic Church to absorb, to 
fit a life into a larger narrative. For me this is in connection with the 
urge to appropriate a story which potentially deeply disturbs an 
authority. As Wyschograd points out, "the life [of a Saint] itself is the 
quest for rules. Like the post-modern writer, the 'saint is working 
without rules in order to formulate the rules of what will have been' 
"(Wyschograd 13-14). However, Chesterton does not only follow the 
orthodox line of the Church by his selection of facts, as shown above. 
Language and narrativity are pushed into the realm of orthodoxy too. 
It is a language which does not scar but consequently lacks 
controversial liveliness. From Chesterton's account I find it hard to 
imagine that St. Francis was ever an animate being. He has turned into 
a mere icon which is surrounded by the air of perfection. Chesterton 
creates this picture through two strategies. On the one hand, he 
constantly accompanies the reader with his authoritative suggestions of
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explanations and interpretation: "we shall come very near to the point 
of it" (Chesterton 70); "The whole point of him was" (Chesterton 70) 
or "but here the word is really the key" (Chesterton 76). On the other 
hand, he uses conventional religious images: "There was so much 
about him of the spirit of the morning, so much that was curiously 
young and clean, that even what was bad in him was good [...]. Evil 
itself could not come to him save in the form of a forbidden good; and 
he could only be tempted by a sacrament" (Chesterton 102).

But, it is intrinsic to the nature of a saint to subvert the attempts to 
be adjusted: "Not only do saints contest the practices and beliefs of 
institutions, but in a more subtle way they contest the order of 
narrativity itself' (Wyschograd xxiii). Chesterton must have felt this 
threat immensely. It explains to me his yearning to be always present 
in the narrative in order to control the transition of what he believes to 
be the meaning. However, even though his attempt to be the master of 
the text is strong, language can slip away from his intentions. Let me 
turn to a particular moment of subversion in Chesterton's writing, 
where he looses himself in the text, revealing that his reading of St. 
Francis is shaped by his own anxiety and fragility. After a questionable 
passage about the Crusades where he makes St. Francis agree with St. 
Dominic "that war for the truth was right in the last resort" (Chesterton 
110), Chesterton prepares to remark on St. Francis's voyage to Syria: 
"He simply saw a boat and threw himself into it, as he threw himself 
into everything else. It has all the air of running a race which makes 
his whole life read like an escapade or even literally an escape" 
(Chesterton 110). Chesterton intends to remark on a specific trait 
which constitutes the saint's character. But his avowal is too hasty and 
unexpected. What happened to the St. Francis who was longing for a 
life like Christ, who laid his life in the hands and responsibility of his 
chosen heavenly father accepting with felicity and patience his fate? 
Why should he suddenly be running a race and with whom and why is 
this an escape? To me it is not plausible that this could be a 
description of St. Francis. Therefore, I turn to another interpretation 
suggesting that Chesterton writes about himself and his relationship 
with St. Francis. The saint had taken his own life to fundamental 
extremes, responding to the claims of the Other with extreme poverty,
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compassion and self-degradation. He took responsibility for his life 
and refused to stay within the realm of safe borders. Chesterton is 
afraid of the demand to pass over self-given limitations in search for 
his own life and religious responsibility. That's why he is on the run, 
fleeing from St. Francis. But even though he may find temporal 
sanctuary within the Catholic Church, he always keeps the notion of 
taking part in a race.

Let me now return to a question I posed in the beginning: whether 
Chesterton's account of St. Francis' life can be understood in terms of a 
biography or hagiography. Once again I will refer to Edith 
Wyschograd and her examination of saintly narratives and propose 
that St. Francis of Assisi carries he marks of an idealised biography or 
even autobiography.

Firstly, a quote from Wyschograd: "Hagiographic discourse purports 
to disclose a life" (Wyschograd 28). The insertion of facts into a 
narrative chain was necessary to establish a sketch of the historical St. 
Francis and his period. However, the usage of factuality revealed that 
the construction of the saint's life was one-sided. It aimed to give a 
positive impression of the Catholic Church and a rather conformist 
picture of St. Francis, by trying to veil existing time-tied dilemmas. 
With regard to some "facts", Chesterton dealt freely with their 
veracity.

Secondly, the actual figure of Saint Francis is concealed by the 
authority of the Catholic Church which accommodated him in its 
narrative tradition. Chesterton's conversion, his wish to become part of 
the Catholic community and his longing for solidity, channels his 
perception of St. Francis' saintliness. It is reflected in the employment 
of orthodox language and religious images. Furthermore, because a 
saint overturns conventional concepts and life strategies, Chesterton 
tried to take away its narrative ambiguities. His escape of 
responsibility is enhanced, as I tried to argue, by a profound fear of the 
saint's claims from which, however, he could not free himself.

Thirdly, hagiography has to expose life in such a manner that the 
addressee can experience its force. It aims to invite the reader to 
become drawn into the saint's life story and to encounter its moral 
values. The saint is not primarily to be seen as an example of
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perfection but as a stimulation for the reader's own life. Chesterton did 
not give the saint, nor the reader, the chance to open up to each other. 
He saw the main peril in misinterpretations and tried to protect the 
reader by guiding him constantly. But didactic hints and offered 
conclusions do not help me in my process of learning about myself and 
life. In the conception of freedom and religion Chesterton reminds me 
of the figure of the Grand Inquisitor in Dostoevsky's The Brothers 
Karamazov. During the time of the Inquisition in Spain, Jesus appears 
in Seville as a human being of flesh and blood. The people recognised 
him immediately as does the Inquisitor who gives the order to his 
guards to take Jesus away. In prison the Inquisitor visits Jesus and 
accuses him of trying to destroy the happiness of humanity by offering 
them the freedom of self-determination. In his opinion people are too 
weak to be confronted with the knowledge of good and evil. 
Convinced, the people thankfully handed over the burden of choice to 
the authority of the Church who simplified Christ and his teaching for 
their own good. Thus the Church maintains its position of having 
privileged access to religious meaning. Its message, like Chesterton's, 
is: Believe and you will be untroubled. Believe and you will be saved.

My interpretation of St. Francis of Assisi by G. K. Chesterton 
reflects a strong feeling of disappointment. I started off reading the 
saint's biography in the hope of being drawn into his life story, being 
involved, especially in regard to the relationship between victim and 
victimiser. Unfortunately, my position remained that of an outsider. I 
could not relate to St. Francis' life because it never unfolded in the 
narrative. His character was passive, his voice silenced by the master 
plot. He became a victim of Chesterton's restrictive and dominating 
authority. The surprising discovery of St. Francis' unjustified 
mistreatment brings me back to the theme of violence and its ethical 
dimension, though from a different angle. In order to respond to the 
act of violation I myself had to violently misread the text to break the 
silence of St. Francis. In Derrida's understanding this violence is 
necessary, "in order to repress the worst violence, the violence of 
primitive and prelogical silence" (Derrida, “Violence” 130).

However, if we have to except violence, is it not foolish to publicise 
saintliness? But first of all, can we accept the idea that there is such a
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thing as a saint, acting on behalf of the other? Let me start with the last 
question and propose that the only way of perceiving a saint is through 
the practice of 'deconstruction', whose leading figure is Jacques 
Derrida. A saint can be taken to function like a sign. While agreeing 
with the Saussurian model of signifier and signified and their 
arbitrariness, Derrida denies their binary opposition. They are 
interchangeable and self-referential. A sign for Derrida is "already 
inhabited by the trace of another sign which appears as such" (Spivak 
xxxix). The sign can be described as being marked by an absence of 
animating presence and the structural possibility of being repeated. 
This repetition takes place in different contexts but does not lead to a 
self-presence. Meaning is conveyed by, and depends upon, the 
differences between signs. This notion of differences is reflected in 
what Derrida calls 'difference'. It combines the meanings of (in 
English) two words, 'difference' and 'deferment'. It is a process of 
perennial postponement. Whenever we think we are able to catch a 
moment of presence, it is always already deferred. It never constitutes 
presence as such. Like the sign, the saint is a play of presence-in­
absence. We cannot know for sure who she/he is or what her/his 
intentions are. Therefore, we need to be suspicious of institutions, and 
in our case Chesterton, when he presents St. Francis as a fixed concept 
of absolute truth and meaning. However, in respect to violence, I think 
a saint can show us that we as human beings have the ability to act 
against injustice and the suffering of another person. It is our ethical 
choice and responsibility to decide when to be a victim and when to be 
a victimiser. "To lead a moral life one does not need a theory about 
how one should live, but a flesh and blood existent" (Wyschograd 3).
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Zusammenfassung

WAS FÄNGT MAN MIT EINEM HEILIGEN
AN?

ÜBERLEGUNGEN ZU CHESTERTONS 
ST: FRANCIS OF ASSISI

Ein Grundproblem menschlichen Daseins ist die Frage, wie man 
verantwortungsvoll gegenüber sich selbst und anderen in dieser Welt 
leben kann. Dabei soll das Wort 'verantwortungsvoll' in diesem 
Zusammenhang hauptsächlich durch den Themenkreis 'Gewalt' sowie 
'Opfer- und Täterbeziehung' eingegrenzt sein. Eine Möglichkeit, in 
diese ethische Fragestellung einzudringen, bietet das Lesen, d.h. sich 
Texten bewußt zu öffnen, sich mit verschiedenen Vorstellungen, 
Meinungen und Konzepten auseinanderzusetzen sowie den eigenen 
Standpunkt zu suchen bzw. zu verschieben. Die Hinwendung zu 
hagiographischen Texten ist hierbei von besonderem Interesse, da sich 
vor allem der Heilige auf die Seite der Unterdrückten und Namenlosen 
gestellt hat. Seine Vita kann ein Anstoß für den Leser sein, die 
Thematik der Macht neu zu überdenken.

Meine Lesart von Chestertons St. Francis of Assisi orientiert sich an 
den dargelegten Leitgedanken und versucht, die Beziehung zwischen 
Autobiographie, Biographie und Hagiographie zu bestimmen. Ich 
glaube feststellen zu können, daß das Werk St. Francis of Assisi durch 
Chestertons Verlangen nach Sicherheit und Geborgenheit 
gekennzeichnet ist, welches den Heiligen in eine passive und stumme 
Rolle drängt. Der Heilige Franziskus ist zu einem Opfer der Autorität 
Chestertons geworden.


