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 In the year 1211 Francis of Assisi had been spending time with friends during the period 

of Carnival (or Mardi Gras or Fat Tuesday). Obviously the holy man, relatively fresh in his new 

life of religion wanted to do something outrageously serious for Lent.  He asked his friend to take 

him to Lago Trasimeno, a 50 square mile lake west of Perugia. Assisi is 27 kilometers east of 

Perugia, so it was a good distance.  Once at the lake Francis asked his friend to row him out to one 

of the three islands in Trasimeno and leave him there with just two small loaves of bread until 

Holy Thursday. Just that for some 37 days? No one can survive a month on that. Or can one?  

Francis did not die on the island. But does it really matter if he lived that long on two small loaves 

of bread?  Maybe he went fishing? Berry picking? Who knows?  It doesn’t matter. 

 See the three islands in the lake? The largest on the left has about 40 inhabitants and a 

former friary on it that has been restored for concerts and other events. Trasimeno is the fourth 

largest inland lake in Italy, not fed by a river or spring, so the water level varies. It lies between 

the Po and the Tiber rivers, surrounded by tiny villages and Etruscan ruins. I’ve come to love this 

lake because of this story of Francis and the severity of his fasting. The details are lost in history 

and theologized biographies, but we clearly get an idea from the hagiography that our founder took 

Lent seriously. And medieval religious (and laity) had other periods of fasting throughout the year, 

most of which focused on certain feast days or patrons.  

 The Gospel of Matthew on Ash Wednesday sets the tone for the Period of Purification and 

Enlightenment for both baptized members of the Church and all catechumens preparing for Easter 

Sacraments.  In Chapter 6 Jesus encourages his followers to give alms, pray and fast with humility.  

Rewards will be ours because “our Father, who sees in secret, will repay you.” …Do not let your 

left hand know what your right hand is doing….go to your inner room, close the door and 

pray…anoint your head and wash your face so it doesn’t appear that you’re fasting.”  I believe 

Francis heard those words and took them to heart. Alone on an island for Lent 1211. 



 Lent 2022. Will you be alone in your 

home? Will you try to find time alone in a 

church or park or even your car? Some people 

I serve as spiritual director who pray during 

their commute to work in the Loop or 

elsewhere. You don’t need a cavernous Gothic 

cathedral to let God touch your heart in 

silence. Silence can be found in a bedroom, a 

kitchen with coffee, a cave in New Mexico or 

Preston-Bradley Hall in the Cultural Center. 

Place is not important; it’s the inner 

willingness to contemplate the Mystery of 

God that brings calm in silence. 

 Clare of Assisi: “Place your mind 

before the Mirror of Eternity and 

transform your entire being into an image 

of God through contemplation.”  This has 

been one of my favorite passages of hers for 

years now. Many medieval writers used that 

image of a mirror to expound or even explain 

the Mystery of God.  Creation, for example, is 

a mirror of the beauty and goodness of God. 

Dante wrote about it in Paradiso of his Divine 

Comedy: “I see it in the True Mirror, Itself the 

perfect reflector of all things in Its creation, 

which nothing in creation can reflect.” God’s 

light dispels all ignorance, obscurity and 

darkness.  Clare believed that if you gaze at 

that mirror in prayer, you will find God, the 

God living within each of us who are images 

of the Creator. 

 C.S. Lewis subtly suggested in his 

novel, The Great Divorce, that we, as unique 

and unrepeatable images of God, not only 

contribute to the Beatific Vision, but that there 

is a sense in which our contributions are 

necessary for the fulness of that vision.  It is 

the image of the mirror in which we can come 

to understand medieval writers and Lewis’ 

theology. The Four Loves, Mere Christianity 

and other writings overflow with this mirror 

image. The poetic heart of Lewis’ theological 

vision is the noble winged Seraphim, “the 

highest of the angelic hierarchies, singing 

sweetly to one another their contrapuntal 

song: as the highest hierarchy communicate to 

the lower ranks their unique vision of the God 

whose dazzling radiance they in flame and in 

love encircle, whose dazzling darkness they 

pass on to the faint fires further down the 

line.” [C.S. Lewis and His Medieval Mirror by 

Erik Eklund] 

 The six-winged Seraphim appear in 

Isaiah’s vision of God [Is. 6:2], the only 

mention of them in the Bible. Below you see 

one of Giotto’s depictions of Francis and his 

experience with a Seraphim on Mt. La Verna 

in 1224.  This firey messenger answered his 

prayer that Christ would allow Francis to 

know the pain he suffered in his Passion. The 

description Eklund uses for the Seraphim is 

beyond beautiful and we must remember that 

mere words fail to fully describe most 

experiences of God.  But these stunning 

images and words of mystical experiences 

arise out of human hearts just like ours. So can 

we, the ordinary believers, share in these 

moments with God? Yes. Why else would 

Clare, Francis, Lewis, Dante and hundreds of 

others encourage their readers and followers 

to enter the contemplative dimension? 

 There are times when we friars give 

ourselves that gift.  During primary seasons of 

Advent/Christmas and Lent/Easter we 

incorporate longer periods of silence into our 

daily prayer after hearing the Scripture 

reading. Why? Because a major, often lost part 

of our Franciscan life is this contemplative 

dimension.  Francis and the earliest friars 

would spend days, weeks, even months in the 

mountain caves of Mount Subasio above 

Assisi.  They entered the silence to encounter 

the Silent, Holy One. “When you pray, go into 

your room and shut the door and pray to your 



Father who is in secret.” (Matthew 6:6) A few 

weeks ago I invited parishioners where I assist 

to stay for a half hour of silence after the 

weekday Mass. At least 20 stayed – and loved 

every minute! We were all taken up into the 

morning silence and 30 minutes seemed like 

no time at all into with just an occasional bird 

or car passing by the church. God visited us in 

sacred silence. 

I don’t need to delineate the hectic 

pace of our daily lives, do I?  We can do more 

in one hour electronically than in what may 

have taken months years ago.  Texts, email, 

entire encyclopedias fly through cyber space 

in nano-seconds. I can bring the most 

renowned libraries in Europe to my desk here 

in the Loop in less than 5 seconds.  

And yet all this instant gratification in 

our world has taken a toll.  A terrible toll. One 

of my nieces is a teacher and she explained 

that often her students “have the attention span 

of a gnat!” People are very uncomfortable 

with silence, can’t sit still for more than two 

minutes. We demand that our minds be 

constantly bombarded with data. Constantly! I 

sometimes pause after Communion at Sunday 

Masses and I can sense when those feet shuffle 

that that one minute of quiet has surpassed 

some adults’ limits.  Yet this is exactly what 

the Roman Rite calls for after the Lord comes 

to us in the Eucharist – sit still and let this 

encounter with God enter the reality of your 

life! We have become spiritually blind. To 

contemplate the Mystery, we must open our 

hearts to the silent God and surrender our 

focus to the Other.  It takes work and constant 

attention but billions have achieved the point 

of contact with God for centuries. And this is 

not exclusively Christian. Witness billions of 

people in the Eastern religions that cherish 

meditation and contemplation.  

 Concretely ~ we cannot retrace the 

footsteps of Francis to Lago Trasimeno 

without great expense, time and multiple PCR 

tests these days. However, even in the frigid 

days of winter we can sit at the kitchen 

window and watch for winter birds in the yard. 

City dwellers have many places to be silent. 

One of mine is the south garden of the Art 

Institute; in a grove of hawthorn trees the city 

disappears under a lacey canopy and even taxi 

horns are muffled. A nook in a library, a coffee 

shop at odd times of day, parks, the lakefront 

and oh! St. Peter’s Church in the Loop. We are 

now open from 7:00 a.m. until 4:30 p.m. with 

only three Masses so there are hours when you 

can have the whole church practically all to 

yourself! And it is extraordinarily quiet! 

 Lent is the primary season for being 

reconciled with God and ourselves. You know 

too well we hear confessions here from 10:30 

a.m. until 3:00 p.m. every day. Our gift shop 

has great books to guide your through the 40 

days of Lent and 50 days of Easter. This year 

create a period of silence as part of your 

Lenten routine. Begin with just a few minutes 

and let yourself get used to no external stimuli 

like tv, music, etc. You don’t need a formula, 

words or anything – just give yourself to quiet 

and let God do the work. I’d love to hear from 

you about your journey into Silence. And may 

Lent 2022 be just as rewarding for all of us as 

I’m sure Lent 2011 was for Francesco.  

 Thank you for everything you do to 

support our ministry here at St. Peter’s and our 

common Franciscan life. You’re all in our 

daily prayers of gratitude. May God fill you 

with peace and everything that is good! 

Fr. Bob Hutmacher, ofm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FRIDAY, JUNE 3, 7:30 p.m. 

SATURDAY, JUNE 4, 7:30 p.m. 

175th Anniversary Concerts 

The Chicago Sinfonettia  
Mozart: Violin Concerto in G Major, 

Paolo Castellani, violin  

Robert Hutmacher, ofm: The Nature Suite 

[world premiere] 

Tickets available soon 


