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Editorial

St. Francis in Stone: 
Celebrating the Gothic More 

what I believe to be a more ominous character of 
the Gothic cathedrals. Call this the Gothic More 
and the Gothic Less, a critically important distinc­
tion, I believe, for a Christian spirituality of nature 
today.

Consider these explorations to be a modest com­
plement and an enthusiastic compliment for the 
still-emerging theology of his holiness, Pope Fran­
cis, who thankfully has already—by his name, by 
his spirit, and by his encyclical Laudato Si’—done 
so much to revive the spirituality of the man from 
Assisi in our time.

Duby shows how Catholic theology in the thir­
teenth century rehabilitated matter. It rejected both 
the pantheism of an Amaury of Bene and the 
Gnosticism of the Albigensian movement. St. Fran­
cis’ “rapture over the earthly creatures,” says Duby, 
may well have been decisive in both these con­
texts. All creatures are, for St. Francis, creatures. 
They are not divine. But, for St. Francis, they are 
also sacral, not something to be taken for granted, 
surely not something to be despised, as Gnostics 
have done throughout the ages. This kind of vi­
sion of a creaturely but divinely charged material 
world, says Duby, “made reconciliation with the 
visible universe central to cathedral art.”* 1

Like countless other intrepid souls, I have been 
fascinated by cathedrals for many years, but from 
what is probably an uncommon perspective: I’m 
interested in what cathedrals tell us about nature. 
I wrote about “The Gothic Spirit” in my 2008 
book, Ritualizing Nature, whose cover showed one 
of John Constable’s grand paintings of the Salisbury 
Cathedral. My wife and I have recently completed 
a fiftieth-anniversary trip to France, our first visit 
to that country. As a matter of course, we sauntered 
through a number of stellar cathedrals—and abbey 
churches—among them Mont St. Michel, Notre 
Dame de Paris, Chartres, St. Denis, and Rouen.

In preparation for this journey, I re-read a num­
ber of works from my own shelves, beginning 
with Henry Adams’ celebrated Mont St. Michel 
and Chartres. Having now encountered those two 
churches for the first time, I have decided that 
Adams tells us much more about himself in his 
book than about the buildings themselves. In strik­
ing contrast, Georges Duby’s classic 1981 book, 
The Age of the Cathedrals: Art and Society 980—1420, 
takes us toward the heart of the matter.

I had read Duby’s book with some care in prepa­
ration for my 1985 study of historic Christian 
views of nature, The Travail of Nature. But this re­
reading in 2015 was much more exciting for me, 
since along the way I was able to immerse myself 
in some of the charged spaces that Duby discusses. 
Here I want to highlight his illuminating references 
to St. Francis (1181/82-1226), and then consider

Gone, then, were both the dark and conflicted 
view of nature sometimes given with the Ro­
manesque and the strident anti-material sensibilities 
of the Gnostic Albigensians. Gone, too, were any 
pantheistic tendencies. Nature was nature, not God, 
for the great Gothic designers and builders, even as 
nature was passionately affirmed and understood to 
be permeated by God. Thus, for example, as Duby 
notes, the transverse arches at Chartres “show God 
causing light and the stars to burst forth ... and 
[God] shaping the plants, animals, and, finally, [the 
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Editorial 11

human creature]. They in fact spread out an inven­
tory of creation for the faithful to gaze upon. ... 
Henceforth the successive stages of creation of the 
world became a clear and lucid vision, a sight for 
all to contemplate.”2

What was thus contemplated, Duby stresses, 
was the given world of nature—not Romanesque’s 
sometimes monstrous images of nature, nor any 
Gnostic degradations of nature. This meant that to 
engage nature “humans should look at and observe” 
rather than fantasize. “This new outlook made the 
fables, the fantastic beastiaries,” says Duby, “all 
the figments of the imagination, retreat into the 
background.”3

Post-Franciscan theologians like Albertus Magnus 
(c. 1200-1280) reinforced these trends, Duby ob­
serves. Albertus wrote, for example, a Compendium 
of Living Creatures, “in which he methodically 
described the features that characterized the fauna 
in the various regions of his native Germany.” 
This shift, from the fantasized—and sometimes 
horrific—visions of the Romanesque era to the 
more empirical, but still mystical visions of the 
Gothic world, is evident, Duby suggests, “in the 
shafts of the columns of Notre-Dame in Paris 
[where] its effects became visible in the style of 
the plants that decorated the capitals.”4

In the choir of Notre Dame, completed about 
1170, Duby explains, this botanical decoration was 
still a purely mental projection expressed with ge­
ometrical regularity. “Ten years later,” he observes, 
“when the first spans of the nave were built, the 
flora that adorned them was already closer to its 
living models; deliberate symmetry had vanished 
and the diversity of actual nature was visible, so 
that it is possible to identify a given leaf or distin­
guish a given species.” Thus “the ornamentation of 
a cathedral was not just a chain of samples. It was 
supposed to constitute, in itself, a compendium of 
living creatures,’ a full and detailed inventory, the 
faithful reflection of a sublime coherence.”5

I am grateful that Duby developed this reading 
of the Gothic and nature so suggestively, with par­
ticular reference to St. Francis. Hence my theme: 
St. Francis in stone. Look beyond, then, the count­
less statues of St. Francis in American gardens to­
day, most of them recalling images of the saint 

preaching to the birds. Those statues, notwith­
standing tendencies to sentimentalize, surely tell a 
certain truth, but by no means the whole truth. 
Look rather at the great historic cathedrals. Con­
template them through the lens of the spirituality 
and life-story of St. Francis. They display a capti­
vating Franciscan story, for whomever has eyes to 
see.

This is that message. The God whom the Gothic 
cathedrals announce and portray is the God who 
loves every creature, not just us humans, and more 
particularly, the God who loves every creature for 
itself, not merely as a blessing for us humans. For 
this God, every creature, however insignificant it 
may appear, has its own place and its own glory 
in the greater scheme of things. This, too, as a 
matter of course, for Francis, is the very God who 
is known to us in matter, above all in the Creche 
and the Cross of Christ and in the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist, which of course are at the cen­
ter of the cathedral experience. This is what those 
soaring cathedrals tell us, from altar to spires. A 
single Gothic cathedral, much more revealing than 
a thousand garden statues, is St. Francis in stone. 
This is the Gothic More, which brings a great spir­
itual promise to this, our age of ecological crisis. 
Matter matters.

But that, poignantly, is not the only way to read 
the testimony of the great cathedrals. It is possible 
to see them with other eyes: yes, they testify to the 
glories of the creation, but all the more so they 
testify to the heavenly destiny of angels and of hu­
mans who will be eternally saved. Read this way, 
the cathedrals point to a spiritual world above, and 
to the termination of the material creation here be­
low. According to this reading, the Franciscan love 
for all material things will be eternally abrogated. 
Call this the Gothic Less.

This theme comes into view when we consider 
the thought and influence of the fifth-century mas­
ter metaphysician and mystic, Pseudo-Dionysius. 
Duby strikingly tells us about the grand coherence 
of the Gothic vision of nature’s rich and vibrant 
complexities, with reference to Pseudo-Dionysius. 
Gothic art, says Duby, “embodied lucidity and re­
spected the hierarchies decreed by Dionysius, estab­
lishing each and every element of the cosmos ...
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h
in its rightful place. This was an art that ordained 
an indivisible whole ... ”6 What Duby does not tell 
us about, however, is the dark side of this vision of 
cosmic brilliance and coherence. That dark side, as 
I showed in The Travail of Nature, is eschatological.

The grand cosmic drama, for Pseudo-Dionysius, 
has two acts: the downward overflowing of the di­
vine goodness (creation) resulting in a resplendent 
hierarchy of being, adumbrated in both spiritual 
and material creatures, from angels, through hu­
mans, to birds and worms; then the return of 
all those creatures (salvation) to God above, but 
leaving the world of matter behind (except for res­
urrected human bodies). In this sense, for the vi­
sion of Dionysius, matter does not fully matter, 
ultimately.

This conclusion was given dramatic expression 
by the great Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), whom 
Duby cites in his discussion, but not in this respect. 
St. Thomas took the vision of Pseudo-Dionysius for 
granted. This is the question: Will this grand and 
glorious world of nature, so brilliantly apparent in 
the universal Gothic vision, ultimately be saved? St. 
Thomas answers: No. The human creature, for St. 
Thomas, will be saved at the very end (or, at least, 
many humans), as will all the angelic creatures— 
but not the whole world of visible nature (apart 
from humans), the world so beloved by St. Fran­
cis. Ultimately, for St. Thomas, the great orchestra 
of all God’s material creatures—except, again, for 
humans—will forever be silenced. The brilliance of 
the all-inclusive Gothic vision will have been, in 
this respect, eternally extinguished.

Soberingly, this Dionysian vision was self­
consciously celebrated by the very figure who, 
more than anyone else, can be thought of as the 
founder of the Gothic cathedrals: the statesman 
and visionary designer of St. Denis, Abbot Suger 
(1081-1151). He was a champion of the hierar­
chical metaphysics of light envisioned by Pseudo- 
Dionysius. Brilliant as it was, however, the vision 
that Suger claimed as his own let the material world 
fall into nothingness at the very end, even as it cel­
ebrated the beauties of that world in creation and 
embodied those beauties gloriously in the cathedrals 
themselves. In this respect, the animating vision of 
Suger was laced with ambiguity.

This is the Gothic Less, as far as the world 
of nature is concerned. This is the dark side of 
the great Gothic cathedrals, which their theological 
champions have not always realized. The world of 
the birds and the worms and the wolves, of the 
water and the fire, which St. Francis so fervently 
loved, ultimately is to be extinguished. Only the 
human and angelic worlds are to be saved eter­
nally, which, of course, has the effect of devaluing, 
if not totally desecrating, most material creatures. 
Ultimately they are not worth saving, according to 
this way of thinking, even though they may have 
functioned to glorify God and to enable and to 
bless human life along the way.

This is why I found it necessary to keep St. 
Francis ardently in mind whenever I stood in awe 
of those citadels of divine grandeur, especially St. 
Denis, but also Notre Dame de Paris, Chartres, and 
Rouen. The man of Assisi never forsook the world 
of God’s many-splendored creatures in nature. He 
never aspired to ascend alone, or just with other 
humans, to heaven, along with the angels. For him, 
matter didn’t just matter—it mattered ultimately.

Indeed, not only could he be remembered as one 
who preached to the birds and calmed the wolf of 
Gubbio, St. Francis was envisioned vividly, toward 
the end of his life, as one who dramatically in­
cluded animals in the outdoor Christmas Eucharist 
he organized at Greccio as a foretaste of the world 
to come, the Peaceable Kingdom. And more. Ac­
cording to his biographer, Thomas of Celano,- as 
Francis was dying, he asked to be laid naked on 
the bare ground. There he kept singing his signa­
ture hymn, the Canticle of Creatures. St. Francis’ 
life-long ministry was a celebration of the whole 
cosmos and all its creatures, especially his “sister 
earth, our mother.” This was the only world he 
ever knew or aspired to know.

So while it may make some spiritual sense to 
remember St. Francis by placing sculptures of him 
preaching to the birds in our gardens, it is finally 
much more important for us spiritually to celebrate 
his life sculpted in the stone of the great Gothic 
cathedrals, as they reflect the grandeur and the bril­
liance of all God’s creatures, both now and in the 
life to come. The cathedrals also are instructive be­
cause they disclose the ambiguity of the Christian
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theological and spiritual inheritance in a way that 
garden statues do not. Read rightly, the cathedrals 
warn us against a spirituality that wants to have 
it both ways, both celebrating and desecrating the 
world of nature, a spirituality that seeks to hold to­
gether both the Gothic More and the Gothic Less.

In our ecological age, however, we must affirm— 
using Pope Francis’ language—an “integral ecol­
ogy,” eschatologically as in every other way. Hence, 
we will be well-advised to claim the vision of St. 
Francis, with this conviction that not only does 
matter matter, matter matters ultimately. Contern-

15 plated as St. Francis in stone, those great and glori-
16 ous divinely inspired cathedrals can therefore always 

be for us the Gothic More, a magnificent promise
18 for the entire cosmos and every creature large and 
19
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small, now and forever—a promise that, thankfully, 
Pope Francis is now beginning to hold up for the 
whole world to see.
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