
Mendicant Orders of the Middle Ages 

The Monks and Monasteries of the early Middle Ages played a critical roal in the preservation 
and promotion of Christian culture. The accomplishments of the monks, especially during the 
'Dark Ages', are too numerous to list. They were the both missionaries and custodians of 
Catholic culture for generations, and the monastic reforms of the tenth century paved the way 
for the reforms of the secular clergy that followed. 

By the beginning of the 13th century, however, there was seen a need for a new type of 
religious community, and thus were born the Mendicant Orders. The word 'Mendicant' means 
beggar, and this was due to the fact that the Mendicant Friars, in contrast to the Benedictine 
Monks, lived primarily in towns, rather than on propertied estates. Since they did not own 
property, they were not beholden to secular rulers and were free to serve the poor, preach the 
gospel, and uphold Christian ideals without compromise. 

The Investiture Controversy of the previous century, and the underlying problems of having 
prelates appointed by and loyal to local princes, was one of the reasons for the formation of 
mendicant orders. Even though monks took a vow of personal poverty, they were frequently 
members of wealthy monasteries, which were alway prone to corruption and politics. The 
mendicant commitment to poverty, therefore, prohibited the holding of income producing 
property by the orders, as well as individuals. The poverty of the mendicant orders gave them 
great freedom, in the selection of their leaders, in the their mobility, and in their active pursuits. 
They were also exempt from having pay taxes or collect tithes, which was the cause of great 
jealousy between the mendicants and the secular clergy. 

Other factors that distinguished mendicant Friars from traditional Monks include. 

 Permanent location vs. Itinerant lifestyle — Most Monks were tied by a vow of 
stability to a particular monastery. Mendicant Friars, however, were free to move from 
town to town for education, preaching, or missionary work. 

 Work at a trade vs. Serve the poor — The rule of Benedict dictated that Monks 
should work at a trade and provide support for themselves and their brother monks. 
The Friars however, were dedicated to teaching, preaching, and serving the poor and 
supported themselves through alms rather than by a trade. 

 Rural communities vs. Urban communities — During the early Middle Ages most of 
the population of Europe was rural, and monasteries were often established in 
sparsely populated areas. By the 13th century the urban population greatly expanded 
so most Mendicant houses were based in towns and cities in order to serve the urban 
poor. 

 Contemplative orders vs. Active Orders — A primary goal of traditional monks was 
tending to their own spiritual growth by prayer, contemplation, and service. Most of the 
larger mendicant orders, however, sought to spread the word of Christ and save souls 
through active service and conversion of the laity. 

The Mendicant movement began in the thirteenth century, and first gained popularity in France 
and Italy. All seven of the best known (and still existing) orders were founded before 1272 when 
the Council of Lyon put restrictions on the formation of future orders, and encouraged all new 
religious congregations to follow an existing rule. These seven orders include: 

 



 Franciscans — founded in Italy, 1209 by St. Francis of Assisi 
 Dominicans — founded in France,1216 by St. Dominic 
 Carmelites — founded in Holy Lands, in late 1100s by St. Berthold 
 Augustines — union of Hermit communities, recognized in 1244. 
 Trinitarians — founded in France, 1193 by St. John of Matha 
 Mercedarians — founded in Spain, 1218 by St. Peter Nolasco 
 Servites — founded in Italy, 1233 the by Seven Holy Founders 

The Franciscans or 'Order of Friars Minor' (Grey Friars) 

The Franciscan Friars, founded between the years 1204 and 1226 by St. Francis of Assisi, were 
the "providence of the poor." Their characteristic traits were Christian humility and self-sacrifice. 

St. Francis was born at Assisi in 1182. In his youth he was a gay spendthrift, but a dangerous 
sickness made him take the resolution of renouncing the world and of devoting himself to God. 
This resolution was displeasing to his father, who in consequence disinherited him. Francis took 
refuge in a half-ruined church called "Our Lady of the Angels," which was given to him by a 
Benedictine abbot. This church he restored by means of alms, calling it Portiuncula (Little 
Legacy); here he built his first convent. Two years before his death, in 1226, St. Francis 
received the Stigmata, or the imprint of the Five Wounds. 

The Franciscan rule was approved by Pope Honorius in 1223, and at the death of the founder 
the order counted its members by thousands. The spiritual sons of St. Francis distinguished 
themselves by their learning and piety. Among these are: 

Franciscan Scholars and Theologians 
 Alexander of Hales (d. 1245) — English Franciscan, theologian and philosopher who 

taught and held a chair at the University of Paris. One of the leading developers of 
Scholasticism. 

 St. Anthony of Padua (d. 1231) — Franciscan Friar, acclaimed for his works of 
mercy, who ministered in the town of Padua Italy. 

 Bl. Duns Scotus (d. 1308) — Scottish Franciscan associated with Universities at both 
Oxford and Paris. Known as a theologian for his commentaries on Lombard's 
Sentences, and a well known proof of the existence of God. 

 St. Bonaventure (d. 1274) — Theologian, philosopher, and doctor of the Church. 
Contemporary of Roger Bacon and Thomas Aquinas. 

 Roger Bacon (d. 1294) — Franciscan scholar from Oxford who made significant 
contributions to mathematics and optics and has been described as a forerunner of 
modern scientific method. 

 William of Ockham (d. 1348) — Franciscan scholar who wrote significant works on 
logic, physics, and theology; known for Occam's razor principle, that a simple 
explanation should be preferred to a complicated one. 

 Robert Grosseteste (d. 1253) — English bishop who was one of the most 
knowledgeable men of the Middle Ages; Helped establish the scientific method by 
writing down a complete set of steps for performing a scientific experiment. 

Franciscan Popes 
 Nicholas IV (d. 1292) — First Franciscan elected Pope during 13th century reform and 

Crusading era. 
 Pope Clement XIV (d. 1774) — Late 18th century Pope best known for suppression of 

the Jesuit order. 



 Pope Sixtus IV (d. 1484) — Renaissance era Pope who was patron of the Arts. Best 
known for building the Sistine Chapel. 

 Pope Sixtus V (d. 1590) — Reformation era Pope who served during the reigns of 
Elizabeth I in England and Henry of Navarre in France. 

Reformation Era Martyrs 
 Martyrs of Gorkum (d. 1572) — Group of 9 Franciscan Friars who were hanged in the 

town of Brielle by Dutch Calvinists for refusing to renounce their faith. 
Franciscan Preachers and Missionaries 
 St. Bernardino of Siena (d. 1444) — Popular Italian Franciscan preacher and 

missionary, who spoke against usury wrote on economic theory. 
 St. John of Capistrano (d. 1456) — Italian Friar, theologian, and preacher. Best 

known for helping lead a crusade against the Ottomans, and the siege of Belgrade. 
 St. Didacus of Alcala (d. 1463) — Spanish Franciscan who served as an early 

missionary to the Canary Islands. Better known as "San Diego". 
 St. Francis Solanus (d. 1610) — Spanish Franciscan who was a missionary to the 

Indians of South America where he spent 20 years sharing the faith with thousands of 
natives. 

 St. Junípero Serra (d. 1784) — Franciscan monk who founded missions throughout 
California and worked tirelessly to evangelize the Indians. 

Franciscan Mystics and Mendicants 
 St. Roch (d. 1376) — Mendicant pilgrim who encountered and area infected with 

plague and stayed to minister to the sick. He worked many miracles and was accused 
of being a spy. 

 St. Peter of Alcantara (d. 1562) — Spanish Franciscan who was a supporter and 
spiritual advisor of St. Teresa of Avila . 

 St. Paschal Baylon (d. 1592) — Shepherd boy who became a Franciscan mystic, and 
gained renown for his prayers and visions. Preached against Calvinists in France. 

 St. Benedict the Moor (d. 1589) — Hermit of Sicily who joined the Franciscans. Born 
of African slaves, began serving in Franciscan convent as a cook, but renowned for his 
spirituality. 

 St. Joseph of Cupertino (d. 1663) — Franciscan mystic known for his frequent 
visions and ecstasies. Said to have the gift of levitation. 

The Dominicans or 'Order of Preachers' (Black Friars) 

The Dominicans were founded to keep alive the light of divine faith amid the darkness of error in 
the Middle Ages. St. Dominic, the instrument the Lord made use of to spread the gospel, was 
born in Old Castile, about the year 1170. His ardent piety and penetrating intellect made him 
renowned from his university days. Having received Holy Orders, Dominic was sent by Pope 
Innocent III to labor against the Albigensian heretics. Worthy and zealous men soon joined him, 
and the results of their preaching were marvelous. The devotion of the Holy Rosary, which St. 
Dominic always combined with his sermons, imparted efficacy to his words, and thus was 
established the Order of Preachers called after their founder Dominicans. St. Dominic founded 
sixty-five convents, grouped into eight provinces. He died August 4, 1221. 

 

 



The Dominican rule was approved by Pope Honorius simultaneously with the approval of the 
Franciscan Order. 

Dominican Preachers 
 St. Dominic (d. 1221) — Founder of the Order of Preachers, better known as the 

Dominicans. 
 St. Vincent Ferrer (d. 1419) — Dominican preacher who traveled throughout Europe, 

and made hundreds of converts including many Jews. 
 St. Louis de Montfort (d. 1716) — French Dominican priest and traveling preacher, 

and author who wrote books on devotion to Mary. 
 St. Hyacinth (d. 1257) — Polish priest who brought the Dominican order to the Slavs 

and evangelized throughout Scandinavia and Russia. 
Dominican Inquisitors 
 Tomas de Torquemada (d. 1498) — Castilian Friar who served as 'Grand Inquisitor' 

of the Spanish Inquisition and favored the expulsion of Jews. 
 Bernard Gui (d. 1331) — French theologian who helped establish the procedures and 

methods of the Medieval Inquisition. 
 St. Peter of Verona (d. 1252) — Dominican inquisitor who preached against the 

Albigensian heresy (a.k.a Cathar heresy) and converted many. Murdered by a band of 
Cathars. 

Dominican Scholars and Philosophers 
 St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) — Most influential philosopher and theologian in 

scholastic tradition. Proponent of natural law, doctor of the church, and founder of 
Thomistic philosophy. 

 St. Albert the Great (d. 1280) — Dominican Friar and doctor of the Church. One of 
the greatest philosophers of the Middle Ages. 

 St. Raymond of Penafort (d. 1275) — Eminent Dominican scholar and canon lawyer 
who was a supporter of Thomas Aquinas and helped found the Mercedarian order. 

Dominican Popes 
 Pope St. Pius V (d. 1572) — Sixteenth century pope noted for implementing the 

decrees of the council of Trent, and opposing the spread of Protestantism. 
 Blessed Pope Innocent V (d. 1276) — Scholar Pope who once held the Dominican 

chair at the University of Paris and was influential in Education policies. 
Franciscan Missionaries to America 
 St. Martin de Porres (d. 1639) — Mixed-race lay Dominican who showed great piety 

in his works for the poor. Thought to be a miracle worker. 
 St. John Macias (d. 1645) — Humble Spanish monk who served as doorkeeper for 

the Dominican monastery in Peru and raised money to help the poor in Lima. 
 St. Louis Bertrand (d. 1581) — Dominican monk who became an very effective 

missionary in South America. 
Artists 
 Blessed Fra Angelico (d. 1455) — Dominican Friar and one of the leading artists of 

Renaissance Italy, known for his piety and paintings on walls of chapels, cloisters, and 
Friary of San Marco. 

 

 



Other Mendicant Orders 

The union of diverse small religious communities into Mendicant orders occurred in the early 
13th century, shortly after Pope Innocent III prohibited the formation of new, completely 
independent communities. His goal was to encourage small religious communities to follow one 
of the existing rules (Benedict, Augustine, Francis, Latin, etc. . . ) and to submit to the discipline 
of a religious superior. These regulations inspired many geographically separated communities 
to join together and operate with some order and accountability, and at the same time attracted 
many new adherents. 

The Franciscan order (est. 1209) was recognized several years before the Fourth Lateran 
Council set out guidelines for Mendicant orders, and the Dominican order (est. 1216) was 
recognized immediately afterward. These two orders, were the largest and most important of the 
Mendicant orders, but there weres several others. The Trinitarians (est. 1198) and 
Mercedarians (est. 1218) were both formed for the purpose of Ransoming Christian captives 
held in Moslem lands, and are discussed on the Religious Orders Oppose Islam pages. Three 
other Mendicant orders that are still inexistance are listed below. Several other orders existed at 
the time, but have since been suppressed or merged into existing orders. 

 
Carmelites(Original) — Brothers of BVM of Mount Carmel 

The Carmelite Order was founded as a group of hermits living near Mt. Carmel in the Holy 
Lands. The community began migrating to England and France in the mid 13th century and 
eventually adapted a constitution that defined them as a mendicant order. Unlike the 
Franciscans and Dominicans, there was no particular leader for the group, and their spiritual 
focus was contemplation, rather than preaching or missionary work. Prayer and contemplation, 
were central to their identity, but as a mendicant order they were also involved in community 
service. The Carmelite habit is the brown scapular, presented by the Virgin Mary in a vision 
to St. Simon Stock, an early Prior of the English Carmelites. 
By the 16th century, St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila emerged as reformers and 
founded the 'Discalced' Carmelites, which played an important role in the Reformation. Most 
well known Carmelite Saints are assocated with these reformed orders. This development is 
discussed at greater length in the unit on the Catholic Reformation. 

 
Servites — Order of the Servants of Mary 

The Servite Order was founded in Florence, Italy by a group of seven cloth merchants who left 
the city to live a life of penance and prayer, with a special devotion to the Seven Sorrows of 
Mary. They are known as the Seven Holy Founders and they share a feast day of February 
17th. The order now includes Friars, priests, and both contemplative nuns and active sisters. 

Besides the Seven Holy Founders, other saint associated with the order include: 

 St. Philip Benizi (d. 1285) General superior who is credited with reviving the order 
after it was briefly suppressed. 

 St. Peregrine Laziosi (d. 1345) Italian nobleman who heckled Philip Benizi, a Servite 
superior, before joining the order and dedicating his life to care of the sick. He was 
credited with numerous miraculous cures and is patron saint of cancer patients. 

 St. Juliana Falconieri (d. 1341) Founder of the third order Servites, an order 
dedicated to nursing and care of the sick. Experienced a eucharistic miracle upon her 
death. 

http://catholic/ndex.php?c=fiatlux&s=study-info&f=/site/hclass/saints_heroes/islam/php/saints


 
Augustinians — Order of Hermits of Saint Augustine 

The Order of the Hermits of St. Augustine was formed by several small communities of hermits 
who followed the Rule of St. Augustine in the region of Tuscany in Italy. After the Fourth Lateran 
Council of 1215 issued a decree requesting that religious communities band together under the 
direction of a religious superior, several of these communities of hermits formed a union, and 
requested recognition from Pope Innocent IV. They agreed to elect a Prior and Cardinal 
Riccardo Annibaldi was elected as their first leader. Soon afterward, several other communities 
of Hermits from throughout southern Europe were integrated into the order. 

Many of the Augustine Friars were contemplative, but some were known for their missionary in 
Latin America and in Asia. They are also known for and scholarly work and for libraries. Some 
sainted Augustine Friars include: 

 St. Nicholas of Tolentino (d. 1305) Augustine Friar of Italy known for his preaching, 
his generosity towards the poor, and his prayers for souls in purgatory. Numerous 
miracles were attributed to him including raising children from the dead. 

 St. John of Sahagun (d. 1479) Augustine Friar of Salamanca known for his preachin, 
devotion to the Blessed Sacrament, and ability to discern sins in the confessional. His 
sermons agains sinful living and for the rights of the poor made him enemies as well 
as admirers. 

 St. Thomas Villanova (d. 1555) Augustine friar known for his writings, sermons, and 
oratory. He was a missionary in Mexico an the bishop of Valencia in Spain. 

 


