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Conclusion  

The Glass as Monstrance 

 

Chiara (Clare) Offreduccio (1194—1253) was born to a wealthy family in Assisi.  

When she was eighteen years old she heard Francis preaching in the street and decided 

that she must follow him.  Soon after, on the evening of Palm Sunday, Clare ran away 

from her family and asked to join Francis and his brothers.  Francis arranged for Clare to 

go to a nearby Benedictine church and eventually relocate to the church of San Damiano.  

She was soon joined by her sister Agnes (not to be confused with her future friend, Agnes 

of Prague) and slowly, Clare gathered around her a group that came to be known during 

her lifetime as the Order of San Damiano.  Ten years after her death, the order was 

renamed the Order of St. Clare, often nicknamed the “Poor Clares” or “Little Sisters of 

the Poor.”   

One of the most popular legends about Clare of Assisi has to do with the power of 

her prayer.  In 1240 Muslim invaders were about to attack the walls of her monastery on 

their way toward Assisi.  Clare prayed before the Blessed Sacrament and the invading 

army retreated.  Because of her belief in Christ’s Real Presence to save, Clare is often 

portrayed holding a monstrance, as a light that leads even as it protects.   

A monstrance (from the Latin monstrare, “to show”) is a vessel in which the 

consecrated Eucharistic Host can be seen and from which it is shown.  In the devotion of 

Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, a priest makes the sign of the cross over the 

people with the monstrance, to extend a blessing from Christ.  In veneration of the 

Blessed Sacrament, the faithful pray and meditate before a monstrance, believing that 

they are in the presence of Christ’s Body.  Because of her closeness with Christ through 
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the Sacrament of his body, Clare was able to rely on the full power of God’s grace to 

protect her and her sisters from the invading army.  Her faith was contagious. 

 Though a monstrance is to be looked at, regarded, and peered into, the glass 

covering of the host—the oculus—also reflects the viewer like a mirror.  The monstrance 

is a good symbol of what happens as one regards the beauty of Christ over time. One 

begins to reflect that beauty to others. When looking at a monstrance, one sees Christ, but 

one also sees oneself, reflected in Christ.  Franciscan iconography often portrays Clare 

showing Christ with the monstrance, but at the same time, she shows Christ through her 

own actions.  Having gazed long and lovingly into the monstrance, Clare has taken in the 

beauty of Christ in such a way that she is then able to reflect that beauty to the world.  

With the invaders, she reflects peace.  With Agnes of Prague and those she meets and 

corresponds with, Clare reflects wisdom and insight.  With her sisters, she reflects mercy 

and with the poor she encounters, she reflects generosity.   

By reflecting Christ, Clare simply lives out a second generation Franciscan faith.  

Francis received Christ’s wounds in the stigmata at Mt. Alverna and through those 

wounds was able to reflect Christ to all he met.  Clare continues this reflecting of Christ, 

Bonaventure “takes up the monstrance” of Clare and reflects his experience of Christ, and 

so the handing on of Christ’s Franciscan reflection continues today.  

At the beginning of this paper, I included the frequently quoted phrase from 

Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, wondering with the character Ipolit and many others, “What kind 

of beauty saves?” The Year with St. Francis has helped us see some of the ways in 

which beauty saves.  Beauty can save through worship, through education, and through 
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presence.  But perhaps more than anything else, beauty saves through our actions, 

whenever and wherever we can reflect Christ.  Cardinal Martini of Milan, the Jesuit 

intellectual who died in 2012, asserted in his pastoral letter of 1999, “The beauty that will 

save the world is the love that shares the pain.”  Martini points out the way Prince 

Myshkin answers Ipolit’s question with silence, not words.  Like Jesus before Pilate, 

Myshkin just stands there, with what Martini calls the “infinite compassion of love,” as 

the Prince offers the comfort of his presence to a young man who is dying of 

consumption.  Prince Myshkin becomes a monstrance of sacrificial love, a showing forth 

and a reflection of a beauty that saves.  

In her “Fourth Letter to Agnes of Prague” Clare encourages her spiritual friend to 

cling to Christ who “is the brightness of eternal light and the mirror without blemish.”  

She goes on to urge Agnes to gaze upon the mirror and in it see “blessed poverty, holy 

humility, and inexpressible charity.”
118

 Having spent the last year moving with Francis 

and being moved by Franciscan theology and spirituality, we have gone a long way in 

looking at ourselves and the world in which we are placed, and have learned new ways to 

reflect Christ.  As we continue to follow Francis into the world, we do so better equipped 

to embrace the poverty that is wealth, the humility that raises up all, and the charity that 

knows no limit.   
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