On this Feast of St. Clare (August 11), the Franciscan Action Network honors a beloved saint well known for her life of deep prayer, fidelity to the tradition established by St. Francis, and steadfast commitment to voluntary poverty. St. Clare was the first woman to write a rule for her own community and have it approved by the pope, just before her death in 1253.
Would Clare of Assisi be considered abnormal
Yes, Clare of Assisi would be considered highly abnormal by modern standards, and she was viewed as a radical outlier even during the Middle Ages. [1, 2]
Her life consisted of extreme physical deprivation, a total renunciation of immense wealth, and a rejection of traditional family structures. However, evaluating whether this behavior was "abnormal" requires looking at it through two distinct lenses: modern psychology and her own medieval religious context. [1, 2, 3, 4]
The Modern Psychological Lens
If a person mirrored Clare's lifestyle today, they would likely be diagnosed with severe psychological or physical conditions:
· "Holy Anorexia": Historians and psychologists often study Clare through the framework of anorexia mirabilis (miraculous hunger). She routinely went entirely without food three days a week and survived only on bread and water on others. This extreme behavior left her bedridden with illnesses for 27 years. [1, 2, 3, 4]
· Severe Self-Harm: By modern therapeutic metrics, her intense physical mortification would be classified as self-harm. She slept on bare vines and wore rough hair shirts made of wild boar skin to intentionally lacerate her flesh. [1, 2, 3, 4]
· Extreme Isolation: Choosing to spend 42 years confined to the same small monastery without ever leaving would today look like severe agoraphobia or pathological antisocial withdrawal. [1, 2]

The High Medieval Context
During the 13th century, Clare was not seen as mentally ill. Instead, she was viewed as a radical religious subversive and an elite counter-cultural leader. [1, 2]
· A Symbol of Status Defiance: Born into a wealthy noble family, her choice to run away at age 18, cut her hair, and dress in rags was a massive political and familial scandal. It was a deliberate strike against the rising materialist capitalism of her era. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]
· Fierce Institutional Autonomy: Far from being weak or passive, Clare possessed immense psychological resilience. She fiercely fought church hierarchy for decades. She ultimately became the first woman to write an officially approved monastic rule for women, demanding the "privilege of perfect poverty". [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]
· A Highly Respected Figure: Popes, bishops, and local citizens routinely sought her counsel and viewed her behavior not as madness, but as a direct channel to divine power. [1, 2, 4, 5]
Ultimately, what modern medicine might classify as a pathology was, in her time, viewed as a structured, intentional, and triumphant exercise of spiritual warfare and female agency. [1, 2]
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