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The foolish things of the world God has chosen that He may confound
the wise, and the weak things of the world God has chosen that He may
confound the strong, and the base things of the world and the things that
are contemptible God has chosen and things that are not, that He might
reduce to nothing things that are, so that no flesh should glory in his sight.
(1 Corinthians 1:27-29)

Preface

In God's house "there are many mansions"; and there is no condition of
life to which His grace does not reach, none so low but He can make it
worthy of Himself.

Beside the actual consciousness of sin, and the sense of weakness that
comes of it, there is also a kindred consciousness of failure, and ineffect-
ualness, and other hard things in the spiritual life which makes us realize
our utter nothingness, and compels us sometimes to wonder whether we
are not ourselves their cause. When these hard things oppress us, and
tempt us to despair or resent, it is well to bear in mind that they were the
lot of all the saints, that "virtue is made perfect in infirmity" (2 Cor 12: 9),
and that the life of the Cross is an ideal above every other, however human
nature may stumble or be scandalized. For this reason [in this brief sketch
the human element has been more considered than the sanctity that has
been built upon it; the latter rises in proportion to the depth of the foundation.

St. Margaret Of Cortona: The Second Magdalene (1247-1297)

They were stirring times in Tuscany when Margaret was born. They were
the days of Manfred and Conradin, of the Guelphs and Ghibellines in Italy,
when passions of every kind ran high, and men lived at great extremes.
They were times of great sinners, but also of great saints; Margaret lived
to hear of the crowning and resignation of St. Celestine V, whose life and
death are a vivid commentary on the spirits that raged throughout that
generation. It was the age of St. Thomas in Paris, of Dante in Florence;



of Cimabue and Giotto; of the great cathedrals and universities. In
Tuscany itself, apart from the coming and going of soldiers, now of the
Emperor, now of the Pope, keeping the countryside in a constant state
of turmoil, and teaching the country-folk their ways, there were forever
rising little wars among the little cities themselves, which were exciting
and disturbing enough. For instance, when Margaret was a child, the
diocese in which she lived, Chiusi, owned a precious relic, the ring of
the Blessed Virgin Mary. An Augustinian friar got possession of this
relic, and carried it off to Perugia. This caused a war, Chiusi and
Perugia fought for the treasure and Perugia won. Such was the spirit
of her time, and of the people among whom she was brought up.

It was also a time of the great revival; when the new religious orders had
begun to make their mark, and the old ones had renewed their strength.
Franciscans and Dominicians had reached down to the people, and every
town and village in the country had responded to their call to better things.
St. Francis of Assisi had received the stigmata on Mount Alverno twenty
years before, quite close to where Margaret was born; St. Clare died not
far away, when Margaret was four years old. And there was the opposite
extreme, the enthusiasts whose devotion degenerated into heresy. When
Margaret was ten there arose in her own district the Flagellants, whose
processions of men, women, and children, stripped to the waist and
scourging themselves to blood, must have been a not uncommon sight to
her and her young companions.

Margaret was born in Laviano, a little town in the diocese of Chiusi. Her
parents were working people of the place; their child was very beautiful,
and in their devotion, for she was the only one, they could scarcely help
but spoil her. Thus from the first Margaret, as we would say, had much
against her; she grew up very willful and, like most spoiled children, very
restless and dissatisfied. Very soon her father's cottage was too small
for her; she needed companions; she found more life and excitement in
the streets of the town. Next, in course of time the little town itself grew too
small; there was a big world beyond about which she came to know, and
Margaret longed to have a part in it. Moreover she soon learned that she
could have a part in it if she chose. For men took notice of her, not only
men of her own station and surroundings, whom she could bend to her
will as she pleased; but great and wealthy men from outside, who would
sometimes ride through the village, and notice her, and flatter her for her
beautiful face. They would come again; they were glad to make her
acquaintance, and sought to win her favor. Margaret quickly learned that
she had only to command, and there were many ready to obey.

While she was yet very young her mother died; an event which seemed to
deprive her of the only influence that had hitherto held her in check.



Margaret records that she was taught by her mother a prayer she never
forgot: "O Lord Jesus, | beseech you, grant salvation to all those for whom
you would have me pray." To make matters worse her father married
again. He was a man of moods, at one time weak and indulgent, at another
violent to excess, and yet with much in him that was lovable, as we shall
have reason to see. But with the step-mother there was open and continued
conflict. She was shocked at Margaret's willfulness and independence, and
from her first coming to the house was determined to deal with them
severely. Such treatment was fatal to Margaret. As a modern student has
written of her: "Margaret's surroundings were such as to force to the
surface the weaknesses of her character. As is clear from her own
confessions, she was by nature one of those women who thirst for
affection, in whom to be loved is the imperative need of their lives. She
needed to be loved that her soul might be free, and in her home she found
not what she wanted. Had she been of the weaker sort, either morally or
physically, she would have accepted her lot, vegetated in spiritual
barrenness, married eventually a husband of her father's choice, and lived
an uneventful life with a measure of peace."

As it was she became only the more willful and reckless. If there was not
happiness for her, either at home or elsewhere, there was pleasure and,
with a little yielding on her part, as much of it as she wanted. In no long
time her reputation in the town was one not to be envied; before she was
seventeen years of age she had given herself up to a life of indulgence,
let the consequences be what they might.

Living such a life it soon became evident that Margaret could not stay in
Laviano. The circumstances which took her away are not very clear; we
choose those which seem the most satisfactory. A certain nobleman, living
out beyond Montepulciano, which in those days was far away, was in need
of a servant in his castle. Margaret got the situation, there at least she

was free from her step-mother and, within limits, could live as she pleased.
But her master was young, and a sporting man, and no better than

others of his kind. He could not fail to take notice of the handsome girl

who went about his mansion, holding her head high as if she scorned the
opinions of men, with an air of independence that seemed to belong to one
above her station. He paid her attention; he made her nice presents, he
would do her kindnesses even while she served him. And on her side,
Margaret was skilled in her art; she was quick to discover that her master
was as susceptible to her influence as were the other less distinguished
men with whom she had done as she liked in Laviano. Moreover this time
she was herself attracted; she knew that this man loved her, and she re-
turned it in her way. There were no other competitors in the field to distract
her; there was no mother to warn her, no step-mother to abuse her. Soon
Margaret found herself installed in the castle, not as her master's wife,

for convention would never allow that, but as his mistress, which was more



easily condoned. Some day, he had promised her, they would be married,
but the day never came. A child was born, and with that Margaret settled
down to the situation.

For some years she accepted her lot, though every day what she had done
grew upon her more and more. Apart from the evil life she was living, her
liberty loving nature soon found that instead of freedom she had secured
only slavery. The restless early days in Laviano seemed, in her present
perspective, less unhappy than she had thought; the poverty and restraint
of her father's cottage seemed preferable to the wealth and chains of gold
she now endured. In her lonely hours, and they were many, the memory of
her mother came up before her, and she could not look her shadow in the
face. And with that revived the consciousness of sin, which of late she

had defied, and had crushed down by sheer reckless living, but which now
loomed up before her like a haunting ghost. She saw it all, she hated it

all, she hated herself because of it, but there was no escape. It was all
misery, but she must endure it; she had made her own bed, and must
henceforth lie upon it. In her solitary moments she would wander into the
gloom of the forest, and there would dream of the life that might have
been, a life of virtue and of the love of God. At her castle gate she

would be bountiful; if she could not be happy herself, at least she could

do something to help others. But for the rest she was defiant. She went
about her castle with the airs of an unbeaten queen. None should know,
not even the man who owned her, the agony that gnawed at her heart.
From time to time there would come across her path those who had pity
for her. They would try to speak to her, they would warn her of the risk she
was running; but Margaret, with her every ready wit, would laugh at their
warnings and tell them that some day she would be a saint.

So things went on for nine years, till Margaret was twenty-seven. All of a
sudden there came an awakening. It chanced that her lord had to go away
on a distant journey; in a few days, when the time arrived for his return, he
did not appear. Instead there turned up at the castle gate his favorite
hound, which he had taken with him. As soon as it had been given
admittance it ran straight to Margaret's room, and there began to whine
about her, and to tug at her dress as if it would drag her out of the

room. Margaret saw that something was wrong.

Anxious, not daring to express to herself her own suspicions, she rose and
followed the hound wherever it might lead; it drew her away down to a
forest a little distance from the castle walls. At a point where a heap of
branches had been piled, apparently by wood-cutters, the hound stood still,
whining more than ever, and poking beneath the branches with its nose.
Margaret, all trembling, set to work to pull the heaps away; in a hole
beneath lay the corpse of her lord, evidently some days dead, for the
maggots and worms had already begun their work upon it.



How he had come to his death was never known; after all, in those days of
high passions, and family feuds, such murders were not uncommon. The
careful way the body had been buried suggested foul play; that was all.

But for Margaret the sight she saw was of something more than death. The
old faith within her still lived, as we have already seen, and now insisted

on asking questions. The body of the man she had loved and served

was lying there before her, but what had become of his soul? If it had

been condemned, and was now in hell, who was, in great part at least,
responsible for its condemnation? Others might have murdered his body, but
she had done infinitely worse. Moreover there was herself to consider. She
had known how, in the days past, she had stirred the rivalry and mutual
hatred of men on her account and had gloried in it - who knew but that this
deed had been done by some rival because of her? Or again, her body might
have been lying there where his now lay, her fatal beauty being eaten by
worms, and in that case where would her soul then have been? Of that she
could have no sort of doubt. Her whole life came up before her, crying out
now against her as she had never before permitted it to cry. Margaret
rushed from the spot, beside herself in this double misery, back to her

room, turned in an instant to a torture-chamber.

What should she do next? She was not long undecided. Though the castle
might still be her home, she would not stay in it a moment longer. But where
could she go? There was only one place of refuge that she knew, only

one person in the world who was likely to have pity on her. Though her
father's house had been disgraced in the eyes of all the village by what

she had done, though the old man all these years had been bent beneath
the shame she had brought upon him, still there was the memory of past
kindness and love which he had always shown her. It was true sometimes he
had been angry, especially when others had roused him against her and her
ways; but always in the end, when she had gone to him, he had forgiven her
and taken her back. She would arise and go to her father, and would ask
him to forgive her once more; this time in her heart she knew she was in
earnest—even if he failed her she would not turn back. Clothed as she was,
holding her child in her arms, taking no heed of the spectacle she made,
she left the castle, tramped over the ridge and down the valley to

Laviano, came to her father's cottage, found him within alone and fell at

his feet, confessing her guilt, imploring him with tears to give her

shelter once again.

The old man easily recognized his daughter. The years of absence, the fine
clothes she wore, the length of years which in some ways had only deepened
the striking lines of her handsome face, could not take from his heart the
picture of the child of whom once he had been so proud. To forgive was
easy; it was easy to find reasons in abundance. Had he not indulged her in
the early days, perhaps she would never have fallen. Had he made home a



more satisfying place for a child of so yearning a nature, perhaps she

would never have gone away. Had he been a more careful guardian, had

he protected her from those who had lured her into evil ways long ago, she
would never have wandered so far, would never have brought this shame
upon him and upon herself. She was repentant, she wished to make amends,
she had proved it by this renunciation, she showed she loved and trusted
him; he must give her a chance to recover. If he did not give it to her,

who would?

So the old man argued with himself, and for a time his counsel prevailed.
Margaret with her child was taken back; if she would live quietly at home
the past might be lived down. But such was not according to Margaret's
nature. She did not wish the past to be forgotten, it must be atoned. She
had done great evil, she had given great scandal; she must prove to God
and man that she had broken with the past, and that she meant to make
amends. The spirit of fighting sin by public penance was in the air; the
Dominican and Franciscan missionaries preached it, there were some in
her neighborhood who were carrying it to a dangerous extreme. Margaret
would let all the neighbors see that she did not shirk the shame that was her
due. Every time she appeared in the church it was with a rope of penance
round her waist; she would kneel at the church door that all might pass
her by and despise her; since this did not win for her the scorn she
desired, one day, when the people were gathered for mass, she stood up
before the whole congregation and made public confession of the
wickedness of her life.

But this did not please her old father. He had hoped she would lie quiet

and let the scandal die; instead she kept the memory of it always alive.

He had expected that soon all would be forgotten; instead she made of
herself a public show. In a very short time his mind towards her changed.
Indulgence turned to resentment, resentment to bitterness, bitterness to
something like hatred. Besides, there was another in the house to be
reckoned with; the step-mother, who from her first coming there had never
been a friend of Margaret. She had endured her return because, for the
moment, the old man would not be contradicted, but she had bided her time.
Now when he wavered she brought her guns to bear; to the old man in
secret, to Margaret before her face, she did not hesitate to use every
argument she knew. This hussy who had shamed them all in the sight of the
whole village had dared to cross her spotless threshold, and that with a
baggage of a child in her arms. How often when she was a girl had she been
warned where her reckless life would lead her! When she had gone away, in
spite of every appeal, she had been told clearly enough what would be her
end. All these years she had continued, never once relenting, never giving
them a sign of recognition, knowing very well the disgrace she had brought
upon them, while she enjoyed herself in luxury and ease. Let her look to

it; let her take the consequences. That house had been shamed enough; it



should not be shamed any more, by keeping such a creature under its roof.
One day when things had reached a climax, without a word of pity Margaret
and her child were driven out of the door. If she wished to do penance,

let her go and join the fanatical Flagellants, who were making such a show

of themselves not far away.

Margaret stood in the street, homeless, condemned by her own, an outcast.
Those in the town looked on and did nothing; she was not one of the kind
to whom it was either wise or safe to show pity, much less to take her

into their own homes. And Margaret knew it; since her own father had
rejected her she could appeal to no one else; she could only hide her head
in shame, and find refuge in loneliness in the open lane. But what should
she do next? For she had not only herself to care for; there was also the
child in her arms. As she sat beneath a tree looking away from Laviano,
her eyes wandered up the ridge on which stood Montepulciano. Over that
ridge was the bright, gay world she had left, the world without a care,
where she had been able to trample scandal underfoot and to live as a
queen. There she had friends who loved her; rich friends who had condoned
her situation, poor friends who had been beholden to her for the alms she
had given them. Up in the castle there were still wealth and luxury

waiting for her, and even peace of a kind, if only she would go back to
them. Besides, from the castle what good she could do! She was now free;
she could repent in silence and apart; with the wealth at her disposal she
could help the poor yet more. Since she had determined to change her life,
could she not best accomplish it up there, far away from the sight of men?
On the other hand, what was she doing here? She had tried to repent, and
all her efforts had only come to this; she was a homeless outcast on the
road, with all the world to glare at her as it passed her by. Among her

own people, even if in the end she were forgiven and taken back, she could
never be the same again. Then came a further thought. She knew herself
well by this time. Did she wish that things should be the same again? In
Laviano, among the old surroundings which she had long outgrown, among
peasants and laborers whom she had long left behind, was it not likely that
the old boredom would return, more burdensome now that she had known
the delights of freedom? Would not the old temptations return, had they
not returned already, had they not been with her all the time, and with

all her good intentions was it not certain that she would never be able to
resist? Then would her last state be worse than her first. How much better
to be prudent, to take the opportunity as it was offered, perhaps to use

for good the means and the gifts she had till then used only for evil?

Thus, resting under a tree in her misery, a great longing came over
Margaret, to have done with the penitence which had all gone wrong, to

go back to the old life where all had gone well, and would henceforth go
better, to solve her problems once and for all by the only way that seemed
open to her. That lonely hour beneath the tree was the critical hour of

her life.



Happily for her, and for many who have come after her, Margaret survived
it: "I have put you as a burning light," Our Lord said to her later, "to
enlighten those who sit in the darkness.—I have set you as an example to
sinners, that in you they may behold how my mercy awaits the sinner who
is willing to repent; for as | have been merciful to you, so will | be merciful
to them." She had made up her mind long ago, and she would not go
back now. She shook herself and rose to go; but where? The road down
which she went led to Cortona; a voice within her seemed to tell her to go
there. She remembered that at Cortona was a monastery of Franciscans.
It was famous all over the countryside; Brother Elias had built it, and had
lived and died there; the friars, she knew, were everywhere described as
the friends of sinners. She might go to them; perhaps they would have pity
on her and find her shelter. But she was not sure. They would know her
only too well, for she had long been the talk of the district, even as far

as Cortona; was it not too much to expect that the Franciscan friars would
so easily believe in so sudden and complete a conversion? Still she could
only try; at the worst she could but again be turned into the street, and
that would be more endurable from them than the treatment she had just
received in Laviano.

Her fears were mistaken. Margaret knocked at the door of the monastery,
and the friars did not turn her away. They took pity on her; they accepted
her tale though, as was but to be expected, with caution. She made a
general confession, with such a flood of tears that those who witnessed it
were moved. It was decided that Margaret was, so far at least, sincere and
harmless, and they found her a home. They put her under the charge of two
good matrons of the town, who spent their slender means in helping hard
cases and who undertook to provide for her. Under their roof she began in
earnest her life of penance. Margaret could not do things by halves; when
she had chosen to sin she had defied the world in her sinning, now that

she willed to do penance she was equally defiant of what men might think
or say. She had reveled in rich clothing and jewels; henceforth, so far as
her friends would permit her, she would clothe herself literally in rags.

She had slept on luxurious couches; henceforth she would lie only on the
hard ground. Her beauty, which had been her ruin, and the ruin of many
others besides, and which even now, at twenty-seven, won for her many a
glance of admiration as she passed down the street, she was determined

to destroy. She cut her face, she injured it with bruises, till men would no
longer care to look upon her. Nay, she would go abroad, and where she had
sinned most she would make most amends. She would go to Montepulciano;
there she would hire a woman to lead her like a beast with a rope round

her neck, and cry: "Look at Margaret, the sinner." It needed a strong and
wise confessor to keep her within bounds.

Nor was this done only to atone for the past. For years the old cravings



were upon her; they had taken deep root and could not at once be rooted
out; even to the end of her life she had reason to fear them. Sometimes
she would ask herself how long she could continue the fight; sometimes it
would be that there was no need, that she should live her life like
ordinary mortals.

Sometimes again, and this would often come from those about her, it would
be suggested to her that all her efforts were only a proof of sheer pride.

In many ways we are given to see that with all the sanctity and close union
with God which she afterwards attained, Margaret to the end was very
human; she was the same Margaret, however chastened, that she had been
at the beginning. "My father," she said to her confessor one day, "do not ask
me to give in to this body of mine. | cannot afford it. Between me and my
body there must needs be a struggle until death."

The rest of Margaret's life is a wonderful record of the way God deals
with his penitents. There were her child and herself to be kept, and the
fathers wisely bade her earn her own bread. She began by nursing; soon
she confined her nursing to the poor, herself living on alms. She retired to
a cottage of her own; here, like St. Francis before her, she made it her
rule to give her labor to whoever sought it, and to receive in return
whatever they chose to give. In return there grew in her a new under-
standing of that craving for love which had led her into danger. She

saw that it never would be satisfied here on earth; she must have more
than this world could give her or none at all. And here God was good to
her. He gave her an intimate knowledge of Himself; we might say He hum-
ored her by letting her realize His love, His care, His watchfulness over
her. With all her fear of herself, which was never far away, she grew in
confidence because she knew that now she was loved by one who would
not fail her. This became the character of her sanctity, founded on that
natural trait which was at once her strength and her weakness.

And it is on this account, more than on account of the mere fact that she
was a penitent, that she deserves the title of the Second Magdalene. Of
the first Magdalene we know this, that she was an intense human being,
seeking her own fulfillment at extremes, now in sin, now in repentance
regardless of what men might think, uniting love and sorrow so closely
that she is forgiven, not for her sorrow so much as for her love. We know
that ever afterwards it was the same; the thought of her sin never kept
her from her Lord, the knowledge of His love drew her ever closer to Him,
till, after Calvary, she is honored the first among those to whom He would
show Himself alone. And in that memorable scene we have the two traits
which sum her up; He reveals Himself by calling her by her name: "Mary,"
and yet, when she would cling about His feet, as she had done long before,
He bids her not to touch Him. In Margaret of Cortona the character, and



the treatment, are parallel. She did not forget what she had been; but from
the first the thought of this never for a moment kept her from Our Lord.

She gave herself to penance, but the motive of her penance, as her revel-
ations show, was love more than atonement. In her extremes of penance
she had no regard for the opinions of men; she would brave any obstacle
that she might draw the nearer to Him. At first He humored her; He drew
her by revealing to her His appreciation of her love; He even condescended
so far as to call her "Child," when she had grown tired of being called
"Poverella." But later, when the time for the greatest graces came, then

He took her higher by seeming to draw more apart; it was the scene of
“Noli me tangere" repeated. [Jn 20:17 - "Do not touch me": Jesus to Mary
Magdalene after the resurrection]

This must suffice for an account of the wonderful graces and revelations
that were poured out on Margaret during the last twenty-three years of her
life. She came to Cortona as a penitent when she was twenty-seven. For
three years the Franciscan fathers kept her on her trial, before they

would admit her to the Third Order of St. Francis. She submitted to the
condition; during that time she earned her bread, entirely in the service

of others. Then she declined to earn it; while she labored in service no
less, she would take in return only what was given to her in alms. Soon
even this did not satisfy her; she was not content till the half of what was
given her in charity was shared with others who seemed to her more
needy. Then out of this there grew other things, for Margaret had a
practical and organizing mind. She founded institutions of charity, she
established an institution of ladies who would spend themselves in the
service of the poor and suffering. She took a large part in the keeping of
order in that turbulent countryside; even her warlike bishop was compelled
to listen to her, and to surrender much of his plunder at her bidding.

Like St. Catherine of Siena after her, Margaret is a wonderful instance,
not only of the mystic combined with the soul of action, but more of the
soul made one of action because it was a mystic, and by means of its
mystical insight.

Margaret died in 1297, being just fifty years of age. Her confessor and
first biographer tells us that one day, shortly before her death, she had

a vision of St. Mary Magdalene, "most faithful of Christ's apostles,
clothed in a robe as it were of silver, and crowned with a crown of
precious gems, and surrounded by the holy angels." And while she was
in this ecstasy Christ spoke to Margaret, saying: "My Eternal Father

said of Me to the Baptist: This is My beloved Son; so do | say to you of
Magdalene: This is my beloved daughter." On another occasion we are told
that "she was taken in spirit to the feet of Christ, which she washed with
her tears as did Magdalene of old; and as she wiped His feet she desired
greatly to behold His face, and prayed to the Lord to grant her this



favor." Thus to the end we see she was the same; and yet the difference!

They buried her in the church of St. Basil in Cortona. Around her body,

and later at her tomb, her confessor tells us that so many miracles,
physical and spiritual, were worked that he could fill a volume with the
record of those which he personally knew alone. And today Cortona boasts
of nothing more sacred or more treasured than that same body, which lies
there still incorrupt, after more than six centuries, for everyone to see.



