1

A Grammar of Gratitude: 
A Defense of History in G. K. Chesterton’s St. Francis of Assisi (1923)

“Athleticism in England is an asceticism, as much as the monastic rules. Men have overstrained themselves and killed themselves through English athleticism. There is one difference and one only: we do feel the love of sport; we do not feel the love of religious offices. We see only the price in the one case and only the purchase in the other. The only question that remains is what was the joy of the old Christian ascetics of which their asceticism was merely the purchasing price? . . . It does not occur to us that the mere assertion that this raging and confounding universe is governed by justice and mercy is a piece of staggering optimism fit to set all men capering. The detail over which these monks went mad with joy was the universe itself; the only thing really worthy of enjoyment. The white daylight shone over all the world, the endless forests stood up in their order. The lightning awake and the tree fell and the sea gathered into mountains and the ship went done, and all these disconnected and meaningless and terrible objects were all part of one dark and fearful conspiracy of goodness, one merciless scheme of mercy. . . . We insist that the ascetics were pessimists because they gave up three-score years and ten for an eternity of happiness. We forget that the bare proposition of an eternity of happiness is by its very nature ten thousand times more optimistic than ten thousand pagan saturnalias.”—“St. Francis” (1902)

G. K. Chesterton’s St. Francis of Assisi is the first important work of his Roman Catholic period—he was received into the Church July 30, 1922, yet in many ways the biography does not constitute any sort of radical break with the customary themes and approaches of Chesterton. True to form, he offers us a picture of the popular saint that is romantic, adventurous, and full of zest and pomp. At the same time, he also is working to undercut a number of popular versions of Francis that he felt reduced the saint to something less than the “tumbler of God.” 

St. Francis of Assisi does represent a return of Chesterton to the genre of the popular biography and prepares the way not only for his other two important medieval biographies, Chaucer (1932) and St. Thomas Aquinas (1933), but also of two of his personal heroes, the political writer and activist, William Cobbett (1925) and the adventure writer, Robert Louis Stevenson (1927). Indeed, it stands between the four works. It acts as the first pane in his medieval triptych, yet is also along with Cobbett and Stevenson stands as a portrait of a man who would oppose the madness of his age with something others might judge (and quite wrongly) as insanity.
To offer this portrait, Chesterton must not only seek to set the record straight about Francis, but also about the Middle Ages, and this includes for him putting things such as the Spanish Inquisition, the Crusades, or the Gregorian Reform in a proper narrative with motives, characters, as well as beginnings and endings:
[T]he majority of doubts are made out of details. In the course of random reading a man comes across a pagan custom that strikes him as picturesque or a Christian action that strikes him as cruel; but he does not enlarge his mind sufficiently to see the main truth about pagan custom or the Christian reaction against it. Until we understand, not necessarily in detail, but in their big bulk and proportion that pagan progress and that Christian reaction, we cannot really understand the point of history at which St. Francis appears or what his great popular mission was all about. (2.36)
Overall Structure
I. Putting Francis in His Proper Context
Chapter1 “The Problem of St. Francis”—Some would wish to treat Francis as the first great democrat, as a foreshadow of Whig history, while others in response would rather see him in devotional terms entirely opposed to the secular. Chesterton seeks to find a middle way that is sympathetic with the popular legends because they understand him better than skeptics such as Ernest Renan or Matthew Arnold can. Francis must be understood as a lover and troubadour is we are to make sense of his life.
Chapter 2 “The World St. Francis Found”—A sympathetic portrait of Francis’ milieu would not be a Protestant half-history; instead, it would seek to make sense of why crusades and heresies were taken seriously. The Dark Ages were a kind of historical penance for paganism, preparing Europe to receive a new, pure wind of revival. 
II. The Character (Types) of Francis
Chapter 3 “Francis the Fighter”—We discover that in the youth of Francis certain qualities of courtesy, candor, and largesse were already present and not self-consciously. Francis fights in a local war only to return ill and listless and to discover his calling in embracing a leper.
Chapter 4 “Francis the Builder”—Next, Francis must make a decisive break with his father and his old life. He begins work on rebuilding three churches and gathers two companions in his work, Bernard and Peter. Chesterton challenges us to see the strange madness of what he is up to first from the outside. They exist as the lowest of beggars. 
Chapter 5 “Le Jongleur de Dieu”—In becoming a tumbler (jester, troubadour) of God, Francis finds freedom, “the vigil of asceticism which ends in the vision of a natural world made new” (2.70). He finds holiness in accepting complete humiliation and a well of gratitude in utter dependence. Happiness comes to him in giving himself over to the love of Lady Poverty.
Chapter 6 “The Little Poor Man”—Chesterton attempts to finish out his portrait of a character: eccentricity; dramatic nature; a lover of what lies behind nature; a realist (not a nominalist); a herald of humility; his own life a poem; the maker of a new mythology; a practitioner of camaraderie , ever seeing the image of God in others.
III. Francis as a Lesson in History
Chapter 7 “The Three Orders”—The logic behind Franciscan life was to be beholding to no one so as to go anywhere unfettered. The three orders each fulfilled that in their own ways. The second order headed by Claire should remind us that there can be a spiritual love which exceeds any physical romance. The third order’s success can be seen in figures as diverse as Louis IX and Dante.
Chapter 8 ”The Mirror of Christ”—Francis’ life and language are meant to mirror Christ, yet many of the doubts that higher criticism have about the historicity of Christ or of his words recoded in the gospels are shown to be meaningless if we consider Christ a figure not unlike Francis, in the sense of his historical influence and cultural impact. The meetings of Francis with Dominic and the Sultan each have their own ring of historical accuracy. The gift of Mount Alverno and the stigmata are also examined for their historicity.
Chapter 9 “Miracles and Death”—Chesterton critiques the Enlightenment insistence that the cosmos precludes miracles. One does need some principles of credulity when dealing with historical accounts, but should one rule out all the supernatural ahead of time?  Equally, the various schools of mythology and folklore cannot do justice to the accounts of Francis’ life. The stigmata make an important test case. Many of the stories that surround Francis do have the character of legends, but not the stigmata. In turn, Francis’ death says something about the singularity of his life.
IV. Assessing the Aftermath
Chapter 10 “The Testament of St. Francis”—Chesterton argues for the wisdom of the papal decision as to Franciscan life; the need for a broader vision of Christianity, such as one with education and books; and the dangers that became apparent with the Fraticelli. Yet he concludes praising Francis’ “grammar of gratitude” and greatness of his life.
Discussion Questions
1. Do you find the stigmata “a stumbling block” to appreciating Francis? Why and/or why not? Why does Chesterton insist on their importance?
2. Do you find Chesterton’s portrait of classical paganism and the medieval period convincing? Moving? Need these be the same thing?
3. How does Chesterton put his narrative gifts to work in setting out Francis’ character?
4. What are we to make of Francis’ driving ideal: “a new supernatural light on natural things, which meant the ultimate recovery not the ultimate refusal of natural things” (2.59)?

5. Must one turn upside-down to receive the kind of understanding that Francis received?
6. How important is it that the accounts of Francis are historically accurate?
7. Why do you think some of Francis’ followers fell into heresy?
