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A Steep Climb 
 

During a pilgrimage in 2000 I made to all the locations in Italy where St. Francis spent time, I 

visited the small, remote village of Poggio Bustone, which is located about 16 kilometers from the 

city of Rieti. Just outside the village is the Convento di San Giacomo, which is believed to have 

been founded by St. Francis in 1217. It sits in a high, rugged and remote area which provided St. 

Francis ample solitude. Francis first came to Poggio Bustone in 1209. Down a flight of stairs from 

the friary is a small hermitage where Francis planted a cross to remind him of his redemption. 

After a liturgy in the simple, little Church of St. James the Great, built near the end of the 15th 

century, I climbed the mountain and soak in the spirit of solitude which permeates the shrine. 

The steep climb to the peak took me past six tiny chapels. The exhaustion I felt upon reaching the 

summit was a small price to pay for the chance to sit in the Grotto of Revelation, which is built of 

stone right into the side of the mountain. As an added bonus, the summit offers a spectacular 

view of the valley below. On this mountain, Francis tasted the mercy of God. 
 

Poggio Bustone was a place of pardon for Saint Francis of Assisi. One day, Francis found a place 

for solitary prayer and stayed there for a long time. He was concerned about the future of his little 

band of friars, and was praying for some sense of direction. While praying his mind became 

preoccupied with the sins of his past. Francis’ compunction over his sins was not a simple matter 

of feeling sorrow about wrong actions. It was a sincere attempt to separate himself from those 

things within him which were harmful to his relationship with God. He no longer wanted any 

behavior from his past to have any power over his present, which was consumed by a love of 

God and a desire to grow closer to God. He began to repeat over and over again the words, “O 

Lord, have mercy on me a sinner.” Eventually the repetition of his plea gave way to a great joy. 

The depths of his heart were washed in a soothing sweetness. And then his spirit danced in the 

certainty that all his sins had been forgiven and his soul was filled with an abundance of fresh 

grace. 
 

When you give God your heart, 

God gives you new eyes 

so you may begin to see things 

the way God sees them— 

through the eyes of love, mercy and compassion. 
 

For me, Poggio Bustone symbolized the need we all have to taste the mercy of God? To feel mercy, 

you need to be merciful. The more merciful you are, the more mercy you will feel. But to truly 

feel God’s unlimited mercy, you need to incorporate into your day moments of stillness, moments 

where you can climb to the inner summit of your life and see the vast horizon of God’s love. In 

Haiti, I too easily get stuck in the mud of problems and the muck of negativity from some of the 

staff who traffic in gossip and complaining. Often it is the face of a child that I see the face of God 

and a smile crosses my face and my heart is encouraged. 
 



“It was because the saints were absorbed in God that they were truly capable of seeing and 

appreciating created things and it was because they loved Him alone that they alone loved 

everybody.” 

-Thomas Merton 

New Seeds of Contemplation 
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We need a sense of balance between our intimate relationship with God, which is nurtured in 

contemplation, and our communal relationships with our families or communities and our co-

workers. But our drive for usefulness, for action, seems to far outweigh our desire to be still. We 

want to just plunge immediately into deep contemplation, but it doesn’t happen. It takes a lot of 

time to still the restless movement within us. We are doers, performers who always have an itch 

to be acting. It is hard for us to simply sit before God and listen. But, how can we speak about 

God, or share God’s love, when we haven’t fully experienced it ourselves? 
 

 

 
 

 


