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OCTOBER XIX.

ST. PETER OF ALCANTARA, C.

[From his life written by F. John of St. Mary, in 1619
and again by F. Martin of St. Joseph, in 1644 ; also
from the edifying account St. Teresa has left us of
him io her own life, ¢. 27. F. Wadding’s Aunals of
the Franciscan Order, aud Helyot, Hist. des Ord.
Relig. t. vii. p. 137.]

A.D. 1562.

Carist declares the spirit and constant
practice of penance to be the foundation
of a Christian or spiritual life. This
great and most important maxim, which
in these latter ages is little understood,
even amongst the generality of those who
call themselves Christians, is set forth by
the example of this saint to confound our
sloth, and silence all our vain excuses.
St. Peter was born at Alcantara, a small
town in the province of Estramadura, in
Spain, in 1499. His father, Alphonso
Garavito, was a lawyer, and governor of
that town ; his mother was of good extrac-
tion, and both were persons eminent for
their piety and personal merit in the
world. TUpon the first dawn of reason
Peter discovered the most happy disposi-
tions to virtue, and seemed a miracle of
his age in fervour and unwearied con-
stancy in the great duty of prayer from
his childhood, and his very infancy. He
haud not finished his philosophy in his own
country, when his father died. Some time
after this loss he was sent to Salamanca to
study the canon law. During the two
years that he spent in that university, he
divided his whole time between the church,
the hospital, the school, and his closet,
In 1513 he was recalled to Alcantara,
" where he deliberated with himself about
the choice of a state of life. On one side
the devil represented to him the fortune
and career which were open to him in the
world; on the other side, listening to the
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suggestions of divine grace, he considered
the dangers of such a course, and the
* happiness and spiritual advantages of holy
retirement. These sunk deep into his
heart, and he felt in his soul a strong call
to a religious state of life, in which he
should have no other concern but that of
securing his own salvation. Resolving,
therofore, to embrace the holy Order of
St. Francis, in the sixteenth year of his
age he took the habit of that austere rule
in the solitary convent of Manjarez,
situated in the mountains which run
between Castile and Portugal. An ardent
spirit of penance determined his choice of
this rigorous institute in imitation of the
Baptist, and he was so much the more
solicitous after his engagement to cultivate
and’ improve the same with particular
cure, as he was sensible that the character-
istical virtues of each state ought to form
the peculiar spirit of their sanctity who
serve God in it.

During his novitiate he laboured to
subdue his domestic enemy by the greatest
humiliations, most rigorous fasts, incred-
ible watchings, and other severities. Such
was his fervour that the most painful
austerities had nothing frightful or diffi-
cult for him ; his disengagement from the
world, from the very moment he re-
nounced it, was so entire that he seemed
in his heart to be not only dead or insen-
gible, but even crucified to it, and to find
gll that a pain which flatters the senses
- and the vanity of men in it; and the
union of his soul with his Creator seemed
to suffer no interruption from any external
employments. He had first the care of
the vestry (which employment was most
agreeable to his devotion), then of the
gate, and afterwards of the cellar; all
which offices he discharged with uncom-
mon exactness, and without prejudice to
his recollection. That his eyesand other
senses might be more easily kept under
the government of reason, and that they
might not, by superfluous curiosity, break
in upon the interior recollection of his
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mind, such was the restraint he put upon
them that he had been a considerable time
a religious man without ever knowing
that the church of his convent was vaulted.
After having had the care of serving the
refectory for half a year, he was chid by
the superior for having never given the
friars any of ‘the fruit in his custody ;
to which the servant of God humbly
answered, he had never seen any. The
truth was he had never lifted up his eyes
to the ceiling, where the fruit was hanging
upon twigs, as is usual in countries where
grapes are dried and preserved. He lived
four years in a convent without tuking
notice of a tree that grew near the door.
He ate constantly for three years in the
ssme refectory without seeing any other
part of it than a part of the table where
he sat, and the ground on which he trod.
He told St. Teresa that he once lived in a
house three years without knowing any
of his religious brethren but by their
voices. From the time that he put on
the religious habit to his death he never
locked any woman in the face. These
were the maurks of a true religious man,
who studied perfectly to die to himself.
His food was for many years only bread
moistened in water, or unsavoury herbs,
of which, when he lived a hermit, he
boiled a considerable quantity together
that he might spend the less time in
serving his body,and ate themcold, taking
a little at once for his refection, which
for a considerable time he made only once
in three days. Besides these unsavoury
herbs he sometimes allowed himself a
porridge made with salt and vinegar ; but
this only on great feasts. For some time
his ordinary mess was a soup made of
beans ; his drink was a small quuntity of
water. He seemed, by long habits of
mortification, to have almost lost the
sense of taste in what he até; for whena
little vinegar and salt was thrown into a
porringer of warm water he took it for his
usual soup of beans. He had no other
bed than a rough skin laid on the floor, on
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which he knelt great part of the night,
leaning sometimes on his heels for a little
rest ; but he slept sitting, leaning his head
against a wall. His watchings were the
most difficult and the most incredible of
all the austerities which he practised ; to
which he inured himself gradually, that
they might not be prejudicial to his health ;
and which, being of a robust constitution
of body, he found himself able to bear.
He was assailed by violent temptations, and
cruel spiritual enemies ; but, by the succour

of divine grace, and the arms of humility |

and prayer, was always victorious,

A few months after his profession,
Peter was sent from Munjarez to a remote
retired convent near Belviso; where he
built himself a cell with mud and the
branches of trees, at some distance from
the rest, in which he practised extra-
ordinary mortifications without being
seen. About three years after, he was
sent by his provincial to Badajos, the
metropolis of Estramadura, to be superior
of a small friary lately established there,
though he was at that time but twenty
years old. The three years of his guar-
dianship, or wardenship, appeared to him
a grievous slavery. When they were
elapsed he received his provincial’s com-
mand to prepare himself for holy orders.
Though he earnestly begged for a longer
delay, he was obliged to acquiesce, and
was promoted to the priesthood in 1524,
and soon after employed in preaching.
The ensuing year he was made guardian
of Placentia. In all stations of superiority
he considered himself as a servant to his
whole community, and looked upon his
post only as a strict obligation of en-
couraging the rest in the practice of pen-
ance by his own example.

The love of retirement being always St.
Peter’s predominant inclination, he made
it his earnest petition to his superiors that
he might be placed in some remote solitary
convent, where he might give himself up
to the sweet commerce of divine contem-
plation. In compliance with his request
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he was sent to the convent of St. Onu-
phrius, at Lapa, near Soriana, situated in
a frightful solitude; but, at the same
time, he was commanded to take upon
him the charge of guardiun, or warden,
of that house. In that retirement he
composed his golden book on Mental
Prayer, at the request of a pious gentle-
man who bad often heard him speak on
that subject. This excellent little treatise
was justly esteemed a finished master-
piece on this important subject, by St.
Teresa, Lewis of Granada, St. Francis of
Sales, Pope Gregory XV., Queen Christina
of Sweden, and others. In it the great
advantages and necessity of mental prayer
are briefly set forth; all its parts and its
method are expluined, and exemplified in
affections of divine love, praise, and
thanksgiving, and especially of supplica-
tion or petition. Short meditations on the
last things, and on the passion of Christ,
are added as models. Upon the plan of
this book Lewis of Granada, and many
others, have endeavoured to render the use
of mental prayer easy and familiar among
Christians, in an age which owes all its
spiritual evils fo a supine neglect of this
necessary means of interior true virtue.
Our saint has left us another short treatise,
On the Peace of the Soul, or On an
Interior Life, no less excellent than the
former. St. Peter was himself an excellent
proficient in the school of divine love, and
in the exercises of heavenly contemplation.
His prayer and his union with God was
habitual. He said mass with a devotion
that astonished others, and often with
torrents of tears, or with raptures. He
was seen to remain in prayer a whole
hour, with his arms stretched out, and his
eyes lifted up without moving. His
ecstasies in prayer were frequent, and

. sometimes of long continuance. So great

was his devotion to the mystery of the
incarnation, and the holy sacrament of
the altar, that the very mention or thought
of them frequently sufficed to throw him
in a rapture. The excess of heavenly
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sweetness, and the great revelations which
he received in the frequent extraordinary
unions of his soul with God are not to be
expressed. In the jubilation of his soul,
through the impetuosity of the divine
love, he sometimes was not able to contain
himself from singing the divine praises
To do this
more freely he sometimes went into the
woods, where the peusants who heard him
sing took him for one who was beside
himself.

The reputation of St. Peter having
reached the ears of John III., King of
Portugal, that prince was desirous to con-
sult him upon certain difficulties of con-
science, and St. Peter received an order
from his provincial to repair to him at
Lisbon. He did not make use of the
curriages which the king had ordered to
be ready for him, but made the journey
barefoot, without sandals, according to
his custom. King John was so well
satisfied with his answers and advice, and
so much edified by his saintly comport-
ment, that he engaged him to return again
soon after. But though they had fitted
up apartments like a cell, with an oratory
for him, and allowed him liberty to give
himself up wholly to divine contemplation,
according to his desire, yet ke found the
conveniences too great, and the palace
not agreeable to-his purposes. A great
division having happened among the
townsmen of Alcantara, he took this
opportunity to leave the court, in order
to reconcile those that were at variance.
His presence and pathetic discourses easily
restored peace among the inhabitants of
Alcantara. This affair was scarcely
finished when, in 1538, he was chosen
provincial of the province of St. Gabriel,
or of Estramadura, which, though it was
of the conventuals, had adopted some time
before certain constitutions of a reform.
The age required for this office being
forty years, the saint warmly urged that
he was only thirty-nine; but all were
persuaded that his prudence and virtue
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were an overbalance. Whilst he dis-
charged this office he drew up several
severe rules of reformation, which he pre-
vailed on the whole province to accept
in a chapter which he held at Plucentia
for this purpose, in 1540.

In 1544, our saint was recalled by bis
own superiors into Spain, and received by
his brethren in the province of Estra-
madura with the greatest joy that can be
expressed. Heavenly contemplation being
always his favourite inclination, though,
by obedience, he often employed himself
in the service of several churches, and in
the direction of devout persons, he pro-
cured his superior’s leave to reside in the
most solitary convents, chiefly at St. Onu-
phrius’s, near Soriano. After four years
spent in this manner, he was ullowed, at
the request of Prince Lewis, the king’s
most pious brother, and of the Duke of
Aveiro, to return to Portugal. During
three yeurs that he stayed in that kingdom,
he raised his congregation of Arébida to
the most flourishing condition, and, in
1550, founded a new convent, near Lisbon,
This custody was erected into a province
of the Order, in 1560. His reputation for
sanctity drew so many eyes on him, and
gave so much interruption to his retire-
ment, that he hastened back to Spain,
hoping there to hide himself in some
solitude. Upon his arrival at Placentia,
in 1551, his brethren earnestly desired to
choose him proviuciul ; but the saint turned
himself into every shape to obtain the
liberty of living some time to himself, and
at length prevailed. In 1553 he was
appointed custos by a general chapter held
at Sulamanca. In 1554 he formed a design
of establishing a reformed congregation
of friars upon a stricter plan than before ;
for which he procured himself to be em-
powered by a brief obtzined of Pope
Julius ITI. His project was approved by
the provincial of Estrumadura, and by the
Bishop of Coria, in whose diocess the saint,
with one fervent companion, made an
essay of this manner of living in a small
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hermitage. A short time after, he went
to Rome, and obtained a second brief, by
which he was authorized to build a con-
vent according to this plan. At his return
a friend founded a convent for him, such
8 one as he desired, near Pedroso, in the
diocess of Pulentia, in 1555, which is the
date of this reformed institute of Fran-
ciscans, called The Barefooted, or of the
strictest observance of St. Peter of Alcan-
tara. This convent was but thirty-two
feet long and twenty-eight wide ; the cells
were exceeding small, and one-half of each
was filled with a bed consisting of three
boards: the saint’s cell was the smallest
and most inconveniént. The church was
comprised in the dimensions given above,
and of a piece with the rest. It was
impossible for persons to forget their en-
gagement in a penitential life, whilst their
habitations seemed rather to resemble
graves than chambers. The Count of
"Oropeza founded upon his estates two other
convents for the saint; and certain other
houses received his reformation, and others
were built by him. In 1561, he formed
them into a province, and drew up certain
statutes, in which he orders that each cell
should only be seven feet long, the in-
firmary thirteen, and the church twenty-
four; the whole circumference of a con-
vent forty or fifty feet; that the number
of friars in a convent should never exceed
eight; that they should always go bare-
foot, without socks or sandals; should lie
on the boards, or mats laid on the floor;
or, if the place was low and damp, on beds
raised one foot from the ground; that
none, except in sickness, should ever eat
any flesh, fish, or eggs, or drink wine;
that they should employ three hours every
day in mental prayer, and should never
receive any retribution for saying mass.
The general appointed St. Peter com-
missary of his Order in Spain in 1556,
and he was confirmed in that office by Pope
Paul IV, in 1559. In 1561, whilst he
was commissary, he was chosen provineial
of his reformed Order, and, going to Rome,
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begged a confirmation of this institute.
PiusIV., who then sat in St. Peter’s chair,
by a bull, dated in Feburary, 1562, ex-
empted this congregation from all juris-
diction of the conventual Franciscans
(under whom St. Peter had lived), and
subjected it to the minister-general of the
Observantins, with this clause, that it is
to be maintained in the perpetual observ-
ance of the rules and statutes prescribed
by St: Peter. {t is propagated into several
provinces in Spain, and is spread into
Ttaly, each province in this reform con-
sisting of about ten religious houses.
When the Emperor Charles V., after
resigning his dominions, retired to the
monastery of St. Justus, in Estramadura,
of the Order of Hieronymites, in 1555, he
made choice of St. Peter for his confessor,
to assist him in his preparation for death ;
but the saint, foreseeing that such a situa-
tion would be incompatible with the ex-
ercises of assiduous contemplation and
penance to which he had devoted himself,
declined that post with so much earnest-
ness, that the emperor was at length
obliged to admit his excuses. The saint,
whilst in quality of commissary he made
the visitation of several monasteries of his
Order, arrived at Avila in 1559. St.Teresa’
laboured at that time under the most
severe persecutions from her friends, and
her very confessors, and under interior
trials from scruples and anxiety, fearing
at certain intervals, as many told her, that
she might be deluded by an evil spiris.
A certain pious widow lady, named Gui-
omera d’Ulloa, an intimate friend of St.
Teresa, and privy to her troubles and
afflictions, got leave of the provincial of
the Carmelites that she might pass eight
days in her house, and contrived that this
great servant of God should there treat
with her at leisure. St. Peter, from his
own experience and knowledge in hea-
venly communications and raptures, easily
understood her, cleared all her perplex-
ities, gave her the strongest assurances
that her visions and prayer were from
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God, loudly confuted her calumniators,
and spoke to her confessor in her favour.!
He afterwards exceedingly encouraged
her in establishing her reformation of the
Carmelite Order, and especially in found-
ing it in the strictest poverty.? Out of
his great affection and compassion for her
under her sufferings, he told her in
confidence many things coucerning the
rigorous course of penance in which he
had lived for seven-and-forty vears. “He
told me,” says she, ‘that, to the best of
my remembrance, he had slept but one
hour and a half in twenty-four hours for
forty years together; and that, in the
beginning, it was the greatest and most
troublesome mortification of all to over-
" come himself in point of sleep; and that
in order for this, he was obliged to be
always either kneeling or standing on his
feet: only when he slept he sat with his
head leaning aside upon a little piece of
wood fastened for that purpose in the wall.
As to the extending his body at length in
his cell, it was impossible for him, his cell
not being above four feet and a half in
length. 1In all these years he never put
on his capouch or hood, how hot soever
the sun, or how violent soever the rain
might be; nor did he ever wear any thing
upon his feet, nor any other garment than
his habit of thick-coarse sackeloth (without
any other thing next his skin), and this
short and scanty, and as straight as pos-
sible, with a short mantle or cloak of the
same over it. He told me, that when the
weather was extreme cold, he was wont to
put off his mantle, and to leave the door
and the little window of his cell open, that
when he put his mantle on again and shut
his door, his body might be somewhat
refreshed with this additional warmth.
It was usual with him to eat but once in
three days; and he asked me why I won-
dered at it, for it was very possible to one
who had accustomed himself to it. One
of his companions told me that sometimes

(1) Her own li'e, ¢. 30. )
(2) Ib. c. 35; Foundat. c. 5.
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he ate nothing at all for eight days; but
that, perhaps, might be when he was in
prayer; for he used to have great rap-
tures, and vehement transports of diving
love, of which I was once an eye-witness.
His poverty was extreme, and so also was
his mortification, even from his youth.
He told me he had lived three years in a
house of his Order without knowing any
of the friars but by their speech; for he
never lifted up his eyes; so that he did
not know which way to go to many places
which he often frequented, if he did not
follow the other friars. This likewise hap-
pened to him in the roads. When I came
to know him he was very old, and his
body so extenuated and weak, that it
seemed not to be composed, but as it were
of the roots of trees, and was so parched
up that his skin resembled more the dried
bark of a tree than flesh. He was very
affable, but spoke little, unless some ques-
tions were asked him; and he answered
in few words, but in these he was agree-
able, for he had an excellent nnderstand-
ing.” St. Teresa observes, that though a
person cannot perform such severe penance
as this servant of God did, yet there are
many other ways whereby we may tread
the world under our feet; and our Lord
will teach us these ways when he finds a
mind that is fit. To deny the obligation
and necessity of some degree of exterior
penance and mortification (which some
now-a-days seem almost to cashier in
practice) would be an error in faith. The
extraordinary severities which the Baptist
and so many other saints exercised upon
themselves, ought to be to us sinners a
subject of humiliation and self-reproach.
‘We ought not to lose courage if we do not,
or cannot, watch and fast as they did; but
then we ought at least to be the more
diligent in bearinglabours, pains, humilia-
tions, and sickness with patience, and in
the practice of interior self-denials, hu-
mility, and meekness.

St. Peter was making the visitation of
his convents, and confirming his religious
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in that perfect spirit of penance with
which he had inspired them, when he fell
sick in the convent of Viciosa. The Count
of Oropeza, upon whose estate that house
was situated, caused him against his will
to be removed to his own house, and to
take medicines, and good nourishing food ;
but these instead of relieving aggravated
his distemper, his pain in his stomach
grew more violent, his fever redoubled,
and an ulcer was formed in one of his
legs.

The holy man, perceiving that his last
hour approached, would be carried to the
convent of Arenas, that he might die in
the arms of his brethren. He was no
sooner arrived there but he received the
holy sacraments. In his last moments he
exhorted his brethren to perseverance,
and to the constant love of holy poverty.
Seeing he wus come to the end of his
course, he repeated those words of the
Psalmist, “I have rejoiced in those things
which have been said to me. We shall
go into the house of the Lord.” Having
said these words, he rose upon his knees,
and stooping in that posture calmly ex-
pired on the 18th of October, in the year
1562, of his age sixty-three. St. Teresa,
after mentioning his happy death, says,
“Bince his departure our Lord has been
pleased to let me enjoy more of him than
I did when he was alive; he has given
me advice and counsel in many things
and I have frequently seen him in very
great glory. The first time that he ap-
peared to me, he said, ‘O happy penance,
which hath obtained me so great a re-
ward I’ with many other things. A year
before he died, he appeared to me when
we were at a distance from one another,
and I understood that he was to die, and
I advertised him of it. When he gave
up the ghost he appeared to me, and told
me that he was going to rest. Behold
here the severe penance of his life ending
in so much glory, that methinks he com-
forts me now much more than when he
was here. Our Lord told me once that
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men should ask nothing in his name
wherein he would not hear them. I have
recommended many things to him, that
he might beg them of our Lord, and I
have always found them granted.”- St.
Peter was beatified by Gregory XV. in
1622, and canonized by Clement IX. in
1669.

‘We admire in the saints the riches and
happiness of which they were possessed in
the inestimable treasure of the divine
love. They attained to, and continually
improved this grace in their souls by the
exercise of heavenly contemplation, and a
perfect spirit of prayer; and laid the
foundation of this spiritual tower by a
sincere spirit of humility and penance. It
costs nothing for a man to say that he
desires to love God ; but he lies to his
own soul unless he strive to die to him-
self. The senses must.be restrained and
tuught to obey, and the heart purged from
sensual and inordinate attachments before
it can be moulded snew, rendered spiritual,
and inflamed with the chaste affections of
pure and perfect love. This is the great
work of divine grace in weak impure
creatures; but the conditions are, that
perfect humility and penance prepare the
way, and be the constant attendants of
this love. How imperfect is it in .our
souls, if it is there at all! and how much
is it debased by a mixture of sensual
affections, and the poisonous stench of
self-love not sufficiently vanquished and
extinguished, because we neglect these
means of grace! A sensual man cannot
conceive those things which belong to
God.

(1) Her own life, ¢. 27.
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