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Little Flowers Of St Francis

Introduction: A Timeless Treasure of Franciscan
Spirituality

For centuries, readers around the world have been captivated by the charm, simplicity, and
profound spirituality found within the pages of the Little Flowers of St Francis. Known in
Italian as the Fioretti di San Francesco, this classic collection of stories and legends offers a
unique window into the life and teachings of one of Christianity’s most beloved saints.
Written in the late 14th century, the Fioretti is not a strict historical biography but rather a
series of vignettes that capture the essence of Franciscan joy, humility, and devotion to God.
In this article, we will explore the origins, major themes, key stories, and lasting influence of
the Little Flowers of St Francis, revealing why this text continues to inspire people of all
faiths today.



The Origins and Historical Context of the Little Flowers
of St Francis

The Little Flowers of St Francis was compiled by an unknown Tuscan author around the
year 1370, more than a century after the death of Saint Francis of Assisi (1181–1226). The
text is based on earlier Latin works, particularly the Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius
(The Deeds of Blessed Francis and His Companions), which was written in the early 1300s by
a  Franciscan  friar  named  Ugolino  da  Montegiorgio.  The  Italian  vernacular  version,  the
Fioretti, made these stories accessible to a broader audience and quickly became one of the
most popular devotional books of the late Middle Ages.

The historical backdrop of the Little Flowers of St Francis is important for understanding
its content. The 14th century was a time of great upheaval in the Church and society: the
Black Death, the Avignon Papacy, and growing tension between the Spiritual and Conventual
branches  of  the  Franciscan  Order.  The  Fioretti  can  be  seen  as  a  response  to  these
challenges,  offering  an  idealized  portrait  of  the  early  Franciscan  community—a community
marked by radical poverty, joyful simplicity, and profound mystical experiences. By focusing
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on the "flowers" (that is, the virtuous deeds and miraculous events) of Francis and his first
companions, the author sought to remind readers of the original spirit of the Franciscan
movement.

Structure and Content of the Little Flowers of St
Francis

The Little Flowers of St Francis is organized into 53 chapters (sometimes 55 in modern
editions), along with several additional sections that recount the miracles of Saint Anthony of
Padua and the sayings of Brother Giles. The main body of the work is a collection of short
narratives,  each typically focusing on a single event or teaching. The chapters are not
arranged  chronologically  but  thematically,  allowing  the  reader  to  meditate  on  different
aspects  of  Franciscan  spirituality.

Among the most famous stories in the Little Flowers of St Francis are:

The Perfect Joy (Chapter 8): Francis explains to Brother Leo that true joy is not found



in worldly success or even in miracles, but in patiently enduring suffering for the love
of Christ.
The Sermon to the Birds (Chapter 21): Francis preaches to a flock of birds, who
listen attentively. This story exemplifies his deep connection with all creation.
The Taming of the Wolf of Gubbio (Chapter 21 in some versions): Francis makes a
peace pact between the wolf and the townspeople of Gubbio, showing his ability to
reconcile even the most hostile forces.
The Stigmata of Saint Francis (Chapters 51–53): A moving account of Francis
receiving the wounds of Christ on Mount Alverna, a pivotal event in his spiritual
journey.
The Vision of Brother Pacifico (Chapter 35): A story illustrating the humility and
ecstatic prayer of Francis and his followers.

Each chapter of the Little Flowers of St Francis serves as a spiritual lesson, often ending
with a brief moral or exhortation. The language is simple and evocative, making it accessible
to readers of all backgrounds.



Little Flowers Of St Francis

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Rachael & Huffman • The journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single page. • Page 5

The Spiritual and Theological Themes of the Fioretti

At the heart of the Little Flowers of St Francis lies a radical vision of the Gospel life.
Several key themes recur throughout the work:

Poverty and Simplicity: Francis and his brothers own nothing and depend entirely
on God’s providence. The stories celebrate their joy in having no material possessions.
Humility: The friars constantly seek the lowest place, obeying their superiors and
serving even the most despised members of society.
Contemplation and Prayer: Many chapters describe Francis and his companions
spending entire nights in prayer, often experiencing visions or ecstasies.
Love for All Creation: The Little Flowers of St Francis is filled with accounts of
Francis interacting with animals, plants, and even natural elements, treating them as
brothers and sisters.
Miracles and Divine Intervention: The book abounds with miraculous healings,
prophecies, and supernatural events, all intended to show God’s presence in the lives
of the saints.
Brotherhood and Community: The relationship between Francis and his early



companions—especially Brother Leo, Brother Masseo, and Brother Juniper—is
portrayed as a model of loving fellowship.

The Role of the Little Flowers of St Francis in Franciscan Tradition

The Little Flowers of St Francis has had an enormous impact on the Franciscan Order and
on  Christian  spirituality  as  a  whole.  Although  the  text  was  never  officially  approved  as  a
historical  document,  it  has been a source of  inspiration for  countless  friars,  nuns,  and
laypeople.  During the Counter-Reformation,  the Fioretti  was used to  promote a  gentle,
accessible image of Francis that contrasted with more austere reform movements. In the
19th and 20th centuries, the book was rediscovered by writers and artists who admired its
poetic simplicity.

Today,  the Little Flowers of St Francis  is  often recommended as an introduction to
Franciscan  spirituality.  Its  short  chapters  make  it  ideal  for  daily  meditation  or  group
discussion. Many Franciscan communities around the world continue to read from the Fioretti
during meals or prayer times, keeping the original spirit alive.
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Literary and Cultural Influence of the Little Flowers of
St Francis

Beyond its religious significance, the Little Flowers of St Francis holds an important place
in Italian literature and world culture. The Fioretti is considered a masterpiece of early Italian
prose, written in a beautifully simple Tuscan dialect. Its influence can be seen in later works
of hagiography and in the development of the short story as a literary form.

Artists and filmmakers have also drawn inspiration from the Little Flowers of St Francis.
Roberto Rossellini’s  1950 film Francesco,  giullare di  Dio  (Francis,  God’s Jester)  was directly
based on several stories from the Fioretti. More recently, the popular 2016 film The Star and
various animated adaptations have introduced the stories to new generations. Even outside
Christianity,  the  figure  of  Francis  as  depicted  in  the  Little  Flowers  has  been  embraced  by
environmentalists and peace activists, who see in his love for animals and his nonviolent
approach a model for contemporary living.



How to Read the Little Flowers of St Francis Today

For  modern  readers  approaching  the  Little  Flowers of  St  Francis  for  the  first  time,  it  is
helpful to keep a few points in mind. First, the stories are not meant to be taken as literal
historical facts but as spiritual parables. The author’s goal was to edify and inspire, not to
write a critical  biography. Second, the text contains medieval elements that may seem
strange to  contemporary  readers,  such as  accounts  of  demons,  miracles,  and extreme
ascetic practices. These should be understood within their cultural context.

That said, the core messages of the Little Flowers of St Francis are remarkably relevant:
the  call  to  live  simply,  to  love  all  creatures,  to  find  joy  in  suffering,  and  to  trust  in  God’s
providence.  Many  readers  find  that  a  single  story  from  the  book  can  provide  comfort  and
guidance in difficult times.

Conclusion: The Enduring Bloom of the Fioretti

More  than  six  hundred  years  after  it  was  written,  the  Little  Flowers  of  St  Francis
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continues to bloom with spiritual fragrance. Its stories of a humble saint who spoke to birds,
tamed wolves, and embraced poverty have lost none of their power to move the human
heart. Whether one reads the Fioretti as a work of devotion, as a piece of literature, or as a
historical artifact, it remains a testament to the transformative power of love and faith. In a
world often marked by complexity and conflict, the Little Flowers of St Francis invites us
to return to the simple, joyful, and radical gospel that Francis and his first brothers lived. It is
a small book with an enormous heart—a true garden of spiritual flowers that can enrich the
soul of any reader willing to pause and smell them.


