
 
What does St. Bonaventure teach us today?  
St. Bonaventure taught a very important lesson during his life, which must 
continue to be taught. He proposed that theology can only be done rightly 
with a strong love of God and a deep desire for union with Him. 
 
Bonaventure so united holiness and theological knowledge that he rose to the 
heights of mysticism while remaining a very active preacher and teacher, one 
beloved by all who met him. To know him was to love him; to read him is 
still for us today to meet a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ, a true Franciscan, 
and a humble pastoral leader.  
 
Bonaventure wrote many prayers as well; the following is one is directed to 
Mary, the Mother of God, under her title of Our Lady of Sorrows.   
 
O most holy Virgin, Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
by the overwhelming grief you experienced when you witnessed the 
martyrdom, the crucifixion, and the death of your divine Son, 
look upon me with eyes of compassion, and awaken in my heart a tender 
commiseration for those sufferings, as well as a sincere detestation 
of my sins, in order that, being disengaged from all undue affection 
for the passing joys of this earth, I may sigh after the eternal Jerusalem, 
and that henceforward all my thoughts and all my actions may be directed 
towards this one most desirable object:   Honor, glory, and love to our divine 
Lord Jesus, and to the holy and immaculate Mother of God. Amen. 

 
St. Bonaventure, pray for us! 

 
For Reflection 

• What struck you most about Bonaventure’s life? 
• How does his strong and humble faith inspire you to  

live your daily life? 
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St. Bonaventure                        

Doctor of the Church 
 
Born: 1217, near Rome 
Died:  1274 
Feast: July 11 
 
Bonaventure is often recognized 
as the greatest theologian in 
Franciscan history, and has also 
been awarded an tribute that has 
been granted to fewer than three 
dozen people in the totality of 

ecclesiastical history: “Doctor of the Church.” Bonaventure has been granted 
the title of “Seraphic Doctor.” 
 
Perhaps not a household name for most people, Saint Bonaventure 
nevertheless played an important role in both the medieval Church and the 
history of the Franciscan Order. A senior faculty member at the University of 
Paris, he certainly captured the hearts of his students through his academic 
skills and insights. But more importantly, he captured their hearts through his 
Franciscan love for Jesus and the Church. Like his model, Saint Francis, 
Jesus was the center of everything—his teaching, his administration, his 
writing, and his life.  
 
Bonaventure was born “John” in a city north of Rome in 1217. When he was 
a child, he was cured of a life-threatening illness through the intercession of 
St. Francis of Assisi. 
 
When he went to the University of Paris to study at the age of 18 – he 
encountered Franciscans who had a House of Study. He was so attracted to 
their simple way of life, deep faith in God and their joy. He entered the 
Franciscan Order eight years later. His religious name Bonaventure means 
good event – Bona – good, and venture – event.  He studied theology with 
renowned Franciscan Masters.  
 
Bonaventure taught in Paris until he was 40 years old, because he was 
elected to be the Minister General of the Franciscan Order. Even in this 
position with all its responsibilities, Bonaventure was able to write his 
mystical masterpiece titled The Soul’s Journey into God, and two versions of 
the life of St. Francis which became the official biographies of the Franciscan 



Order for Francis. This writing presents Francis as a model of the spiritual 
journey that takes the follower of Christ through the stages of purification, 
enlightenment, and union with God. 
 
Bonaventure, like St. Francis, had a love of nature and went on to say that all 
created reality is stamped with God's presence, and that it is through created 
things that God speaks to us and gives us a glimpse of himself. Bonaventure 
wrote:  
Just as you see that a ray of light entering through a stained-glass window is 
colored in different ways according to the different colors of the various 
parts, so the divine rays shine forth in every creature in different ways and in 
different properties. 
  
Did Bonaventure meet St. Francis of Assisi? Bonaventure was born in 1217 
and St. Francis died in the year 1226, so most likely the two did not meet, 
since Bonaventure would have only been nine years old at the time of 
Francis’ death. However, we can say Bonaventure met Francis through his 
followers’ way of life. (In a way, like we do through Socials with the Saints!)  
  
Bonaventure wrote something for almost everyone. Scholars of medieval 
philosophy and theology will most often discuss Bonaventure’s writings 
from his academic days at the University of Paris. Church historians most 
often look to him as authentically Christ-centered and biblically based. Of 
particular interest is Bonaventure’s view on the “theology of history,” which 
was the topic of Pope Benedict XVI’s doctoral dissertation. 
 
Among the writings most often looked to by his Franciscan brothers are his 
spiritual works, his exhortations on how to live a Franciscan life, and his 
major biography of the life of St. Francis. His masterpiece, Journey of the 
Soul to God, was written while Bonaventure was at La Verna, Italy; the place 
where St. Francis received the Stigmata of Christ.  
 
One of his spiritual works, The Tree of Life, represented a new, vibrant way 
of writing about the life of Christ, and stressing living in imitation of Christ. 
This spiritual work became a template for spreading Franciscan devotional 
practices throughout Europe.  
 
Here is a section of the Tree of Life describing the mercy of manifested by 
his tears: To manifest the sweetness of supreme devotedness, the Fountain of 
all mercy, the good Jesus, wept for us in our misery not only once but many 
times. First over Lazarus, then over the city [of Jerusalem] and finally on the 

cross, a flood of tears streamed from those loving eyes for the expiation of all 
sins.  
The breadth and scope of his writings were used, in part, in the Church’s 
response to the Protestant Reformation by the Council of Trent. 
 
When he was 56 years old, Bonaventure was appointed by Pope Gregory X 
as Cardinal and Bishop of the Diocese of Albano, which is near Rome. The 
Pope also asked him to help prepare the Second Ecumenical Council of 
Lyons in France, which was an event aimed at re-establishing communion 
between the Latin and Greek Churches. 

St. Bonaventure worked to prepare the Ecumenical Council, but never saw its 
completion. He died on July 15, 1274 at the age of 57, while the council was 
still in session.  

Pope Sixtus IV canonized him as a saint in 1482. He wrote, “Bonaventure 
was great in learning, but no less great in humility and holiness.”  In 1588, 
Bonaventure was proclaimed a Doctor of the Church because of his great 
depth of insight into spiritual things, which he left as his legacy. 
 
To be declared a Doctor of the Church does not imply that all of a person’s 
writings are free from error, but rather that the whole body of their work, 
taken together, serves to advance the cause of Christ and his Church. The 
title was first given in the Middle Ages, and originally, there were four great 
Doctors of the Church: St. Ambrose, a fourth century bishop of Milan, St. 
Augustine, a fifth century African bishop, St. Gregory the Great, who was 
pope at the start of the seventh century, and St. Jerome, the fifth century 
biblical scholar.  Over the years the Church has given about 30 additional 
saints the title “Doctor of the Church,” including St. Bonaventure.  
 
All of these Doctors of the Church advanced the knowledge of God through 
their writing on theology, spirituality, mysticism, or through their defense of 
the faith in the face of heresy and schism. We can benefit from their 
knowledge and writings today. Praised be God for their lives, their service 
and gifts. 
 
Saint Bonaventure is depicted in statues and drawings with a Cardinal’s hat 
and the bishop’s crosier (shepherd’s staff), and sometimes with a crucifix.    
The Church celebrates his feast day on July 15.  
 


