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ST FRANCIS SOLANO, BROTHER AND MISSIONARY

Letter of the Minister General on the three hundredth anniversary of his canonisation (1726-2026)

To all the Friars Minor of the Order,

and in a particular way to the brothers and the fraternities of the Provinces of Spain, Peru,
Argentina, and of all the lands where the Apostle of South America passed, prayed, wept, and
sowed the Gospel:

May the Lord give you peace!

On the 27t December 2026 we will recall the three hundredth anniversary of the canonisation
of St Francis Solano, proclaimed a saint by Pope Benedict XIII in 1726, more than a century after
his death in Lima on 14 July 1610. It is a memory that, in some Churches of Peru, Argentina,
Bolivia, Paraguay and Chile, remains alive and popular; while in other parts of the Order it
seems to me a memory grown faint, which few among us would still know how to recount. With
this letter, I would like to help us reclaim it. Not as a devotional debt, but as a gift that reaches
us precisely in the year in which we celebrate the Eighth Centenary of the Pasch of Saint Francis
of Assisi.

I. Why remember St Francis Solano today

The reasons I feel the need to write to you about this brother are three, and they hold each
other together. The first is the threefold anniversary itself: three hundred years since his
canonisation (1726), three hundred and fifty since his beatification (1675), more than four
centuries since his death (1610). The second is the bond, in no way external, with the Pasch of
Francis of Assisi, which we celebrate in 2026: Solano is one of the fruits of that grain of wheat
fallen into Umbrian soil eight hundred years ago. The third is the surprising contemporaneity
of certain features of his life for a Franciscan mission that today, in many places, struggles to
find itself. Not in order to console ourselves with an example, but to let ourselves be questioned
by a life.

II. The face of a brother
The Andalusian roots

Francis was born in Montilla, Andalusia, in the diocese of Cordoba, on the 10th March 1549,
the third son of Mateo Sanchez Solano and Anna Jiménez. He attended the schools of the Jesuits
in Cordoba; but at twenty, in April 1569, he received the habit among the Friars Minor in the
Province of Granada. He made his formation in the friary of Santa Maria de Loreto, near



Espartinas, just outside Seville: a place of study and silence, where he lived — so the old
biographies tell us — in a poor cell beside the choir. There he celebrated his first Mass on the 4
October 1576, the feast of our Seraphic Father.

It was during those years at Loreto that an encounter took place which would mark the rest
of his life: the meeting with Friar Juan Bermudo, a Friar Minor and one of the foremost music
theorists of sixteenth-century Spain. From him, St Francis learned to play the violin, an
instrument he would carry with him to the ends of the earth. This is no decorative detail. Music
entered his Franciscan life as prayer entered it: as a way of standing before God and of standing
with his fellow human beings. There is, as yet, no missionary project here. There is the ordinary
life of a student friar who is learning to pray, to study, to sing.

The friar before the missionary

Returning to Montilla around 1580 to assist his mother, who had been left blind after his
father's death, Francis was assigned by his ministers to the convent of La Arruzafa, where he
was made Master of novices. In 1583, a serious outbreak of plague struck nearby Montoro: he
volunteered, went, tended the sick, and buried the dead. It was in those years that, around his
name, a reputation for holiness and miracles began to grow, which followed him wherever he
was sent — to the Sierra Morena, to San Luis de la Zubia near Granada, where he became a
respected preacher and an apostle to the sick and the imprisoned.

For a long time, the desire to go on a mission had been growing in him. He had asked more
than once: he wanted to go to North Africa, to the lands of the Maghreb. The ministers had not
granted it. This is a fact I would like to underline. Solano's mission did not arise as flight, nor as
the heroic project of a young man: it arose as a patient desire, kept hidden for years, submitted
to obedience, ripened through the plague, through the care of the sick, through nights of study
and prayer. When at last, in 1589, he was asked to set out — this time for the New World — he
was forty years old, with twenty years of religious life behind him. He was a friar fully formed.

The ocean and the shipwreck

St Francis Solano embarked on the 28th February 1589. He arrived at Cartagena de Indias, in
Colombia, in May of that same year. From there, he continued to Nombre de Dios and crossed
the isthmus of Panama on foot until he reached the Pacific. As the galleon on which he was
travelling made its way toward Peru, near the Gulf of Gorgona it was struck by a storm. The
Compendium of the Life of Blessed Francis Solano, printed in Rome in 1675, describes the
moment thus:

«As they were continuing their voyage from Panama toward Peru, behold, near the
Gulf of Gorgona they were assailed by so dreadful a tempest that, overcoming with the fury
of winds and rains every art of seamanship, in the depth of night the ship was driven toward
the shore, and being torn open on many sides threatened the passengers with certain peril
of death».

From that scene, one gesture remains imprinted. When the few lifeboats reserved for the
passengers of rank were being lowered into the sea, Francis refused to climb aboard. He chose
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to remain on the ship with the crew and with the slaves who were on board. It was a small and
immense gesture. It was already, before any words, a manifesto of all that he would be to stand
where the poorest stand, even when standing there has its cost. He was rescued nonetheless, but
in the meantime, he had decided whose side to be on.

Tucuman and the pampas

After a brief stay in Lima, Francis set out with eight other brothers on the journey to his
destination: Tucumaén, in the far north-west of present-day Argentina. Three thousand
kilometres across the Andes, on foot, with mules. He arrived in 1590. He had charge of the
Franciscan custody of San Jorge, founded twenty-five years earlier, and was tasked with visiting
its missions.

He would remain there for fifteen years. They were the years of the pampa and of the Gran
Chaco of Paraguay, of the Diaguita and Toconote peoples, of incalculable distances covered on
foot, of the founding of new missions in which he was at once parish priest, evangeliser,
peacemaker and — this must be said — defender of the indigenous peoples against the abuses
of the colonists. The old biographies insist on a fact which struck his contemporaries: Francis
quickly learned the languages of the indigenous peoples. It is told that he learned the Toconote
language in less than fifteen days. Tradition has seen in this a supernatural gift; more soberly,
we may say that he was a man with an extraordinary musical ear — not by chance a violinist —
and with a patience even more extraordinary.

It was in those years that he settled into the way of entering indigenous villages that would
become his signature. He would arrive with his brothers; they accompanied him on the drum
and the guitar; he played the violin. Music came before the word, dissolved hostility, and
opened a first space of encounter. So he is remembered, centuries later, by a seventeenth-century
scagliola decoration preserved in our former General Curia, in the Chapel of the Blessed
Sacrament of Santa Maria in Aracoeli: Francis Solano standing at the centre, the violin tucked
under his chin, the birds gathered around him. In that place, then the heart of the Order, an
anonymous hand of the seventeenth century left a visible trace of what the Spirit was doing, in
those very years, on the other side of the world.

Lima, the final years, the death

In 1595 obedience called him back to Peru. In 1602 he moved to Trujillo: there occurred the
well-known episode of the prediction of the earthquake, made in 1603 and tragically fulfilled in
1619. Returning to Lima, he was appointed Guardian of the convent of Nuestra Sefiora de los
Angeles. He refused every privilege of the office. In his cell, the sources tell us, there was only a
bed, a blanket, a cross, a chair, a table, a candlestick, the Bible, and a few other books. Like all
the friars.

In his last years, his body gave way. The penances, the journeys, the nights of prayer had
consumed him. From 1608 he had to be cared for in the convent infirmary. When, in 1609, an
earthquake struck Lima, Francis got up with difficulty to go out into the streets to comfort the
people. He died in a state of holiness on the 14t July 1610. He was sixty-one years old. He would
be beatified by Clement X in 1675 and canonised by Benedict XIII on 27 December 1726.

3 N ‘ ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM
MINISTER GENERALIS



III. Three traits that speak to us today

It is not a question, brothers, of flattening a man of the sixteenth century onto our present-
day questions. It is the opposite of letting his life put our own to the test. Three traits in particular
seem to me to have today a freshness we cannot afford to waste.

1. Missionary impulse arises from a life lived according to the form of the Gospel

In Francis Solano, mission is not a pastoral project, nor a heroic impulse. It is the ripe fruit of
a Franciscan life already lived to the full. When at forty he boarded the ship for Cartagena, he
had behind him twenty years of minoritic life: the studies at Loreto, the plague at Montoro, the
years at La Arruzafa, the preaching in the prisons of La Zubia. The missionary dream had grown
in him over many years and had even been frustrated — Africa had been denied him — before
finding its form. Solano had learned to carry his dream without forcing it, within obedience,
until call and occasion finally met.

It is a point that touches a raw nerve today. As we prepare for the General Chapter of 2027,
we are asking ourselves out of what quality of fraternal life our missions are born — or are not
born. Solano reminds us that mission ad gentes cannot be improvised, nor decreed: it grows, or
fails to grow, out of a Franciscan life that is already dense with the Gospel before ever setting
out. Not missionaries by way of replacement, not missionaries in order to «do something», not
missionaries because no one else wants to go as missionaries out of overflowing fullness. The
question, then, lies at the origin, not at the destination: is our fraternal life today of such a quality
as to give birth to missionaries? Do our houses of formation, our friaries, our daily rhythms
produce men who at forty years of age are ready to set out for new lands?

2. Life as a gift of self to the very end

The sheer scale of what Solano accomplished is almost unimaginable. Three continents
touched. The Atlantic crossing, the crossing of the Panama isthmus on foot, the shipwreck, the
three thousand kilometres across the Andes, the fifteen years in the pampa, the return to Lima,
the years at Trujillo, the final guardianship. But the key does not lie in the scale. The key is that
Solano consumed his own body. The penances, the nights spent standing before the Tabernacle
playing the violin — Antonio of Caprarola in his 1672 biography speaks of this explicitly — the
visits to the sick and the imprisoned, which he continued to make even when the infirmary at
Lima was already taking him in exhausted. Zeal, in him, is not efficiency. It is a heart that allows
itself to be consumed.

I am well aware that today we speak, and rightly so, of sustainability, of balance, of self-care,
of attention to the mental health of our brothers. These are the right concerns, born of real
wounds, and I would not wish these words to sound as an objection to that path. But Solano
reminds us — and this is a call we must receive without domesticating it — that evangelical life
asks for a more which no prudential reckoning will ever be able to justify. It is not an invitation
to harshness with oneself, nor to nostalgia for an unhealthy asceticism. It is an invitation not to
domesticate the Gospel. When everything we do leaves us untouched, the question to be asked
is a serious one: What are we holding back for ourselves that the Lord is asking us to give?
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3. Attention to the other in the mission

The «gift of tongues» attributed to Solano speaks, beyond its miraculous reading, of a
verifiable historical fact: his concrete, stubborn, patient attention to speaking the language of the
other. Not a lingua franca imposed from above: the language of that particular people, in that
particular valley. The old biographies relate that he learned the Toconote language in less than
tifteen days; that he preached to crowds of indigenous people of different tongues, finding the
way to make himself understood by all. More soberly, he allowed himself to be put in difficulty
by the language of the other until he had learned it. This is what the theology of mission,
centuries later, would call attention to: otherness and inculturation. St Francis Solano lived it in
an original way, and one which is still eloquent for us today.

And not only in language. In music: the violin as a bridge before words. In physical closeness:
the concrete defence of indigenous peoples against the abuses of the encomenderos, a stance never
merely rhetorical and often uncomfortable. In the way of inhabiting the villages: as a parish
priest, a doctrinero, a brother, and not as the official of a system.

Today, our mission, particularly in Latin America but not only there, is called to a new
inculturation. To recognise the indigenous peoples in their full dignity, not as recipients of a
message but as subjects of the Church. To listen to Afro-American cultures, to the urban
peripheries of the megacities, to the lands devastated by the extractive industries, to the women
whose voices in our own fraternities are still little heard. Presence is not enough: what is needed
is the patience of Solano, the patience of one who sits at the feet of the language of the other until
he has learned it. The question I leave open: where, today, is our mission at risk of speaking in
foreign tongues, while those we are addressing are speaking to us in another language, one we
may not be hearing?

IV. An extended Pasch: Solano and the Centenary of Francis

The year 2026 is also — and for us above all — the Eighth Centenary of the Pasch of Saint
Francis of Assisi. On 3 October 1226, on the bare earth at the Portiuncula, Francis passed from
this world to the Father. Eight hundred years on, we recall him not as a closed event but as a
seed that goes on bearing fruit. Francis Solano is one of those fruits.

Allow me to read his whole life as an extended Pasch. Leaving Spain was, for him, a dying
to himself. The shipwreck off the Gulf of Gorgona was a baptism into the waters of death. The
refusal of the lifeboat in order to remain with the sailors and the slaves was an act of kenosis. The
tifteen years in the pampas, amid hardships, languages to learn and peoples to love, were his
land of resurrection: there, in that piece of the world that from Assisi looked unimaginable, the
grain of wheat fallen at the Portiuncula was still bearing its fruit.

Art has brought Solano and Francis so close as almost to overlay them: the violin, the birds,
even the episode of the tame bull. It is not only a question of iconography. It is a spiritual
intuition: whoever lives the Pasch of Christ is configured to Francis, and Francis to Christ. The
saints of mission, in this sense, are the Canticle of the Creatures written in other languages — in
Quechua, in Toconote, in Guarani — under other skies.
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To celebrate in 2026 the canonisation of Solano means, then, to honour the Pasch of Francis
by showing its fruits there where Francis himself never came in body but came in the Spirit.

V. An invitation

I would like to conclude with a concrete invitation, especially to the brothers and the
fraternities of the Provinces of Peru, Argentina, and of the whole of Latin America. Let us not
celebrate his feast on the 14t July and on the 27" December 2026 as mere commemorative
anniversaries. Let us make of it an occasion of missionary renewal in the forms most fitting to
your territories: a study day on the figure of the saint, a pilgrimage to the places that remember
him, a community re-reading of his life in fraternity, a celebration shared with the indigenous
peoples of the lands that were his, a concrete gesture of renewed care for the poorest brothers
and sisters of our regions, and other forms besides.

May the memory of this true son and brother of Saint Francis go on bearing fruit, and may
his intercession help us to rekindle among us a passion for the evangelical life in mission in our
own time. May the protection of the Virgin Mary, Star of Evangelisation, and the Blessing of St
Francis accompany us in peace.

Yours fraternally,

B Mkoure MlnrmalR o
Br. Massimo Fusarelli, OFM
Minister General

Rome, from the General Curia, 29th June 2026
Solemnity of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul

Prot. 115302/ MG-076-2026
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