
LIFE SKETCH OF SAINT ANTONY
By Marian Nesbitt

IT
IS extraordinarily difficult to de-

scribe in detail the character and
temperament, the gifts and graces

of mind and heart and soul that have
drawn us to one who has won not only

our profoundest reverence and warm-
est admiration, but also our truest and
wordless affection; for after all they

love little who can say how much they

love. We can not, with the best will

in the world, convey even the most in-

adequate impression of the face and
form of a friend—much less give any
idea of that mysterious charm of voice

and personality, which we ourselves

realize so vividly.

The task, therefore, of attempting to

sketch the character of a heavenly
friend, seems indeed beyond our powers.

Especially is this the case when deal-

ing with one so beloved as the world-

renowned Antony of Padua, that bright-

est gem in the Franciscan crown, the

"Jewel of Poverty," and the humblest
as well as the greatest son of his

Seraphic Father.

It must be remembered, moreover,
that though St. Antony is just as much
a real, living personality to the count-

less thousands who flock to his tomb in

this twentieth century as he was to the

Paduans of his own day; yet, of certi-

fied facts concerning him, there are
comparatively few. His life, crowned
though it was with celestial favors, and
crowded with work, penance, prayer,

teaching, preaching, healing the sick,

comforting the sad, protecting the poor
and the oppressed, was nevertheless a

short one—he died at the early age of

thirty-six—and we have little material
to draw upon. We know that he was
born at Lisbon on the Feast of the As-
sumption, August 15, 1191, and that he
was the child of young, noble, and
wealthy parents. Their palace stood
near the great cathedral of Our Lady, to

whom he was consecrated by his pious
mother, probably on the occasion of his

Baptism, which took place, according
to the custom of his country, when he
was eight days old, the name of Fer-
nando, or Ferdinand, being given him.
How unceasingly the care of this Im-

maculate Virgin—"the Queen who; is

exalted above the stars"—surrounded
him throughout his happy childhood,

pure-hearted, gracious youth, and saint-

ly, gifted manhood, is one of the most
striking facts in his career. His ser-

mons are filled with references to the

Blessed Mother of God. He loved to

dwell at length upon her singular priv-

ileges and high prerogatives; upon her

joys, and her marvelous power with her

divine Son. Yet this tender and ardent

devotion, running like an undercurrent

of exquisite melody through all his dis-

course, was not made manifest by words
alone—nor by exhortations, however
earnest—nor panegyrics, however elo-

quent; but rather by every act of his

lovely life, each single stage of

which seems, to have been a definite

preparation for the next, and a reflec-

tion of that love for her whom he so

poetically and appropriately calls "a

Rainbow."—Mary, the true promise of

happiness and of holy hope to all dwell-

ers in this valley of tears—was, in very
truth, "the light of his soul and his

heart's bliss."

To return, however, to the child Fer-

dinand. The fount at which he was
baptized is still preserved in the cathe-

dral at Lisbon ; and it was to the school

attached to the same cathedral that he
went daily from an early age until he

was fifteen to study Holy Scripture,

grammar, the elements of rhetoric, and'

probably plain chant, under the care of

the good Canons; for his parents, we
are told, were not only rich and noble,

but "just before the Lord, and scrupu-

lous observers of His Commandments."
As time went on, the attractive little

child grew into a charming, graceful

boy—clever as well as good; yet, de-

spite, or perchance because of, his sin-

gular stainlessness of soul, not, it would
seem without his temptations. A very

old legend describes how one day, when
Fernando was praying near the altar in

the cathedral, the devil suddenly ap-

peared before him; whereupon, the boy,

strong in . faith and in innocence of

heart, traced the sacred sign of our

Redemption on the step on which he was
kneeling; and tradition has it, that the

marble became as wax beneath his
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touch, so that the impression of the

Cross has remained indelible and plain-

ly visible to this day.

We can picture our Saint during the

happy period of his home life, beloved

by his parents, idolized by his young
companions, enjoying the pleasures and
amusements of his age and station. But
gifted minds are rarely content to do

things by halves. Neither are high and
earnest minds satisfied with easy meth-
ods. Though to one of his sensitive

affectionate temperament it must have
been acutely painful to leave all he held

most dear ; yet we know that Ferdinand
de Bouillon was inspired by that entire

devotion to objects not of this world,

which gives imperial power to its pos-

sessor.

Responding generously to the impulse

of divine grace, he determined to give

himself wholly to God, and thus, with

"the dew of his youth" upon him, "and
the beauty thereof as the Angels," he
joined the Canons Regular of St. Au-
gustine, receiving the white habit in the

monastery of St. Vincent—"a house of

strict observance"—at Lisbon.

Two years later, however, we read
that, "after mature reflection and much
prayer," he obtained leave from his Su-

perior to enter the mother house of

Holy Cross, at Coimbra, in order that

he might enjoy a more complete solitude

and separation from the world. Here,
for eight years, he devoted himself to

continual prayer and assiduous study;

nor can we doubt that during those long

hours spent in learning things divine,

his finely tempered mind and elevated

soul touched the most sublime heights of

contemplation.

His communion with God was not,

however, restricted to times like these.

It continued even when he was engaged
in such lowly tasks as sweeping the

cloister. Old chroniclers tell us that,

on one of these occasions, the elevation

bell rang. At once the young canon laid

down his brush and, falling upon his

knees, prayed for a moment in silent

adoration. As a reward of his piety,

the wall seemed to open before his eyes,

and he "saw the altar, and the priest
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standing with the sacred Host in his

hands."

It was at Coimbra that Ferdinand

heard of the glorious death of the first

martyrs of the Seraphic Order, the tid-

ings being brought to him by some sons

of St. Francis, who, from their tiny,

recently established friary not far dis-

tant, went to beg food at the door of

the stately monastery of Holy Cross,

where, his biographers say, our Saint at

that time held the office of Procurator,

and where he had endeared

himself to the whole com-

munity on account of his

great holiness of life and

sweetness of character.

The example of the heroic-

friars in Morocco, combined

with the extreme poverty,

humility and detachment of

the brethren, with whom he

had come in contact, so fired

his enthusiasm, that he too,

longed—with an irrepress-

ible longing—to obtain the

crown of martyrdom; or, if

that were denied him, to die

daily in the austere Order

of the Poverello, where pen-

ance and self-effacement

were practised with the ut-

most vigor.

After renewed mortifica-

tions and redoubled prayers

for light to know God's holy

will in this matter, Ferdin-

and, finding that the heav-

enly call rang ever more and

more insistently in his ears,

sought and at length ob-

tained permission to receive

the rough Habit of St. Fran-

cis, taking with it the name
of Antony as well as the

duties of the simplest and

most unlearned of the

brethren amongst whom his

lot was now cast.

We next learn that Fra
Antonio made his profession

soon after his admission into

the Franciscan Order. This

is not surprising, seeing

that, despite his youth, he
was already a highly edu-

cated and experienced re-

ligious; but notwithstanding these facts,

nor the sincere joy of his new compan-
ions at having him in their midst, they
were wholly unconscious of the priceless

pear they had secured.

It was not, as subsequent events

proved, according to the designs of Di-

vine Providence that our Saint should
lay down his life for his faith. That
dearest wish of his heart was not to

be realized. But never, perhaps, does

his sanctity stand forth in bolder relief

than when we see him, with that won-
derful correspondence to grace, accom-
panying his Provincial to Romagna and
occupying himself, in the small convent
to which he had been appointed, in

the most menial offices, "washing the
plates and kitchen utensils," and also,

adds one of his biographers "the feet

of the friars, which he then devoutly

kissed."

There, apparently ignored, he worked
and prayed. In truth, it might be said

that with him each thought and word
and act was a prayer, for contemplation
and meditation had become easy to him,
even when performing the humblest
tasks; and in his noble, selfless soul,

there was no room for ambition—no
longing for place or power. Wishing
only to lead a hidden life, he quietly

trod the steep upward path of penance
—never pausing to look back—never, in

his utter lowliness of mind, dwelling on
the tremendous renunciation which he,

"the scholar and student, born in a
palace and trained in a royal monas-
tery," had made when he passed from
the cloistered peace of Holy Cross to

join the ranks of the standard-bearer o£

Christ Crucified—never regretting "the
martyr's crown of light," which he had
once so ardently desired, and for which
he had so fervently prayed.

In the year 1222, when Antony was
still attadied to the same small com-
munity, near Forli, he accompanied his

Superior and some of the

brethren, when the latter

went to the bishop to re-

ceive Holy Orders. The prel-

ate, as was usual on such

occasions, requested the Fr,

Guardian of the Francis-

cans to address a few suit-

able words to those present;

but he, shrinking from the
ordeal, begged that one of

the sons of St. Dominic
would speak in his place.

They, however, all asked to

be excused—the duty being

a most unenviable one be-

fore such a probably crit-

ical audience.

The guardian then ap-

pealed to his own religious

with no better success

—

until a sudden impulse, or

rather inspiration, caused

him to turn to St. Antony,
though absolutely ignorant

of the latter's mental gifts

and qualifications. In fact,

says one biographer, "this

Superior did not think that

Fra Antonio knew a word
of Scripture save what is

to be found in the divine

office!"

Well indeed might our

Saint have implored to be

excused, but once again hu-

mility, the watchword of hia

Order, triumphed over nat-

ural reluctance. At the voice

of obedience, he instantly

threw himself with self-for-

getting grace at the feet of

his bishop, to receive his ben-

ediction, and then straight-

way began to preach.

His burning words, uttered so quietly

and simply at first, grew every moment
more impassioned till at length they

fell from his lips in a torrent of sub-

lime eloquence that completely amazed

his hearers. St. Francis, on being in-

formed of the incident, forthwith com-

manded Antony to preach God's word to

the people.

Thus began that glorious apostolate

whereby thousands of sinners were con-

verted. Even the largest churches were
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unable to contain the immense crowds Known not only as a Saint, but as the brought him down to us through the
that congregated on river banks, in the Saint, "Blessed Brother Antony"—the ages, holding in his arms the tiny iig^ure

center of vast plains, or on mountain perfect friar, famous preacher, and of his Incarnate God? Surely, even to

slopes, to see the young friar and listen ardent social reformer was equally re- our finite minds, it seems singularly fit-

to his soul-stirring discourses; while markable, as being one of the most ting that to one so pure, his Redeemer
his singular personal charm, combinea learned men in the Seraphic Order. It should have appeared, not in the humili-

with the holiness that shone in his dark was on this account that he took such ation and bitter suffering of His Pas-
eyes and sounded in every inflection of a prominent part in the foundation of sion, but in the fascinating form of a

his sympathetic voice, so wrought on the a Franciscan school of theology at Bo- child.

xmultitudes that even in his lifetime they logna, where St. Francis, in accordance n,„.;„„ fi,« ,„i,m„ ^f ,„!,„(. ,. i,„,.,,,. c^ ^ ^1. li. i. J. ii. • J. j; iL i JJuring the whole of what may be
hailed him as a Samt. with the request of the minister of that

^^^^^^ ^^^ jj^ g^_ Antony pur-
"All fire within," says one of has inti- province had consented to its establish-

^^^^ ^^^ ^J ^.^^^ ^;^^,^^^ energy, never
rnate friends, "he shed abroad the hght ment. Fra Antonio by a unanimous ^^^^. ^^^^ ^^^ iram^ns^ labors; nor
that was in him." Yet the dignity, pub- voice and at the strongly expressed

^j^ j^j^ ^i^^j ^^^^^ ^^^ '^ ^^
hcty, and responsibility of his new wish of Francis himself, was chosen to

„,anner ever desert him, though he con-
position-he was unquestionably the fill the lector s chair.

^^^^^ ^^^^^^^ ^^^^^^ j^^^jl j^ ^^^
first preacher of his day-mspired him The task was one for which his train- g^eat weariness. Preaching, giving
not with pride, but with a holy fear. It ing at Holy Cross, combined with his missions, spending long hours in the
must never be forgotten that he pre- devotion to prayer and study, rendered confessional, making incessant and
sented the same lowliness of spirit and him eminently fitted; and it immedi- most fatiguing journeys on foot, healing
earnestness of purpose when surround- ately became evident that the extraor- the sick, raising the dead, and perform-
ed by admiring crowds as he had shown dinary success which had attended his i^^ g^eh wonders that his name was on
when sweeping the cloisters or washmg preaching, would be equally marked in everv lip-thus his days were passed;
the dishes in his humble friary kitchen his method of instruction. Students of t ;„ the time he preserved" intact his

c-^J'^^'^wv^-^^""'-
^^' \'''^' ^ ^" nationalities and widely different „,arvelous recollection of mind and

Sicily heard his voice and saw his mira- professions gathered swiftly round him, heart, for we learn that, "though his

I'- ^, 'i . !J- r r /^^ *°' ^'^ outstanding ability, exceeded tody lived on earth with his brethren,
rekindling the faith in the hearts of only by his beautiful example and holy his soul dwelt in heaven"-that land
his hearers; he went about, traversing life, caused the school to rise rapidly towards which his blessed feet were so
countries and provinces, "in the most into fame. rapidly hasteninff
complete destitution, as a pilgrim and yery soon, however, Antony was ,,a stranger," everywhere combating called to more important work at Ver- " was towards evening on a golden

heresy so successful y that he won for ^.nj ^^ere he made the acquaintance
summer day (June 13, 1231) that he

himself the title of "Hammer of Here- „f ^^^^^^1 ^^^^^ distinguished profes-
^^s anointed, and having made his con-

t"^^- sors, who were far older than himself, ^^^^'°" ^""^ reze^wed Holy Communion.

Everywhere, too, gentle and tender but in whom the gifted young friar l^ ''^P" ^^\ '"*!!:',^^ ^^\<lV°" *^®

though he usually was, he opposed op- inspired the warmest feelings of admi- ^^I!}W^'^^ Y^7 ^ Glorxosa Vzrgmum.

pression and tyranny, aggression and ration and friendship. Z ]. \ always so dearly loved,

injustice with the most unflinching t,. „,^ t,„ „„,.„^ rZ.^ .i,,. „„^ q-. Half an hour later, when the sun was

courage and with all the strength of hi! taulhT^theoW at MontnP^^^^^^^
'""'''^ '" '^^'^"* 'P'''^'^°'" °^"'' ***"

personal influence. An idealS in the Souse as well as at Bo oZ and
-°\-d ^owers of the city of Padua,

highest sense vet at the same timp a
J-°"'°"se, ^s Weil as at Uologna and and the violet shadows were beginning

JrSttalsocl^l'r former he s r
™

b^ Slii; bewL*°namfTflrtr^^^ '^ ^'"^^^ --^ '^^ ^""^ friary fhere-!

every means in his power to mitigate ^ I
Reflecting on to which he had been carried by hisevery means in nis power to mitigaie, his career as preacher and teacher, we brethren—"like one anietlv fallinffas far as possible, the evils of the times mav well sav of him that "frracp was •^^f^'i""— "^^ one quietly tamng

in which he lived Strone in love he ^
j J 11^ °^,

. T' ,. t
Sjace was ggieep, his loving, holy soul quitted the

sLd firm at a period when law elsAess ^T^*^
^°''*^.°" his lips." In truth, we b^jy and, conducted by the good Jesus,Stood nrrn at a period when lawlessness

gtill, across the rolling sea of centuries, entered into the iov of his ford "
?nd infidelity, party politics and in- ^^^^ to catch the echo of his golden

^"*^'^^'' '"^^ ^^^ ^°^ °^ ^'' ^'"^'^

tngue were sweeping like a tidal wave ^ojce, crying, in the words of his own St. Antony, it must be added, was
across the world. exquisite prayer: "Make, O Lord, my canonized on the ftrst anniversary of

Such all-embracing love and kindness tongrue like a swift arrow to declare ^^^ death. On this occasion, the bells

was—it need hardly be said—particu- Thy marvelous works. Send forth, O °^ ^^^ native city rang mysteriously

—

larly evident in his dealing with his God, Thy Holy Spirit into my heart, y^* joyously—of their own accord; and
brethren. As a superior, his govern- that I may perceive ; into my mind, that i* was not until the glad tidings reached

ment was marked by very great sweet- I may remember; into my soul, that I Lisbon, two months later, that the cause

ress and rare prudence; indeed, we are may meditate. Inspire me to speak was explained.

emphatically told that he ruled with a piety, holiness, tenderness, and mercy. Nothing remains to be said. To those
charity, gentleness, good sense, and Teach, guide, and direct my thoughts who love St. Antony—and what true
firmness, that were the admiration of and sense from the beginning to the end. child of holy Church does not love him?
all. He was guardian of Limoges, May Thy grace ever help and correct —he is a real, living presence, guiding
Brionde, and Puy—also of the little me, and may I be strengthened now us and teaching us, as only a Saint can
friary to which he was first sent, near with wisdom from on high, for Thy in- guide and teach. But do we, who ask
Porli. Rigauld tells us that when there, finite mercy's sake. Amen!" him for so many things, implore him
he had, as has been said elsewhere, Can we wonder, when we read such to find for us our lost hopes, ideals, and
effectually concealed his learning, occu- sublime aspirations as these, that our enthusiasms—the fervor that was ours
pying himself in the most lowly tasks, Saint, who made it a rule of his stain- in the "wild freshness" of life's morn-
both in house and garden, and "hum- less life to pray to his heavenly Father ing, together with the energy, the de-
bling himself completely when in charge in secret, should have been rewarded votedness and the unquestioning faith
as Superior." by that glorious vision which has of youth?


