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ON SAINT ANTHONY 
 
Everyone shall be perfect, if he be as his master [Lk 6:40 DRB]. In 

this text the Saviour praises blessed Anthony, our father and brother. 
Because praise of a disciple redounds on the master and praise of the 
master is shown in the disciple, the Saviour here is commending 
equally blessed Francis. The Saviour commends with a perfect 
commendation since it is praise of perfection. A person is 
commendable when moving towards perfection, but blameworthy 
when moving away from perfection. But the perfection of a master is 
one thing, that of a disciple another: the perfection of a master is a 
perfection of example, the perfection of a disciple is a perfection of 
conformity. Blessed Francis is commended here as a doctor of 
perfection when the text says: master; blessed Anthony is 
commended as a main imitator of perfection when it says: Everyone 
shall be perfect, if he be as his master. 

   The text says: Everyone shall be perfect, if he be as his master. 
Leaving aside the perfection of the master, that is, blessed Francis for 
which there is not time, we may say something on the perfection of 
blessed Anthony, his disciple.  

There is a triple overall perfection to which all perfection can be 
reduced, namely, a perfection of virtue, of truth, of love or charity. 
The perfection of a rational creature consists in conformity and 
assimilation into the most blessed Trinity, since, as Anselm1 says, 
one is more excellent and noble in so far as one is more similar to 
what is the highest, the most great and what exists in the most 
excellent way. By virtue one is conformed to the Father, by truth to 
the Son, by love to the Holy Spirit, in accord with the triple power of 
our mind in which the image of the Trinity has been sealed and 
impressed.2  

 
I. Firstly, blessed Anthony was perfect in the perfection of his 

virtue. Perfection in virtue consists in two things, namely, in facing   
what is difficult and in preferring what is annoying and burdensome,3 
so that a person of perfect virtue does great things and bears great 
things.  



 1. The first perfection of virtue consists in a virtuous pursuit of 
what is difficult and arduous, because as the Philosopher4 says: 
‘Virtue has to do with what is good and difficult’. What is difficult 
and arduous in itself is easy to the virtuous and to one practised in 
virtue, for, as Augustine5 says, a habit is that by which one works 
more easily. A virtuous work is to be faced and begun quickly and 
promptly, without delay or waiting, because it is good to bear the 
yoke of the Lord from youth [Lam 3:27]. The quotation refers to what 
is truly good because it matters not a little to accustom oneself from 
youth. ‘A jar will retain for a very long time the scent of what is first 
poured in it when it is new.’6 The task must be done strongly without 
laziness and giving up: Accursed is the one who is slack in doing the 
work of the Lord [Jer 48:10]. The task must be done eagerly without 
sadness and upsetting the mind for delight is a sign of virtue.7 
Worship the Lord with gladness [Ps 100:2]. The task must be done    
simply with a true and right intention: Do everything for the glory of 
God [1 Cor 10:31]; Let your light shine before others, so that they may 
see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven [Mt 
5:16]. The task must be continued with perseverance, not stopping 
because the work will be praised when finished: But the one who 
endures to the end will be saved [Mt 10:22; 24:13]. No one who puts a 
hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God [Lk 
9:62].  

Blessed Anthony was perfect in these points for he began 
quickly, continued strongly, finished eagerly, acted simply and 
persevered finally in this perfection: Noah was a righteous man, 
blameless in his generation; Noah walked with God and did all that 
the Lord commanded him [Gen 9:6 and 22]. Noah, blessed Anthony, 
quiet in his tranquillity of mind;8 a man in his strength of virtue, for 
the word man9 comes from virtue, according to Augustine, De 
sententia Iacobi;10 righteous in the evenness of his uprightness; 
walked with God in the simplicity of his intention; and did all that 
the Lord commanded him in the integrity of his obedience.  

2. The second perfection of virtue consists in a virtuous 
endurance of afflictions and troubles. This is properly an act of 
fortitude, as Augustine says in The Trinity,11 to prefer what is 
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annoying. Of this perfection we read: Let endurance have its full 
effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing 
[Jas 1:4]. Endurance is said to have its full effect because the 
perfection of virtue comes through patience: To Levi also he said, 
your protection and your doctrine be to your holy man, whom you 
have proved in the temptation and judged at the waters of 
contradiction [Deut 33:8 DRB], that is, perfection of life, truth of 
doctrine and fortitude in both is proven in patience during tribulation. 
So Augustine says in his Confessions,12 that a soul does not know 
itself until its strength has been tested in temptation. A soul is 
purified by patience that, like a file, cuts away every stain of sin or, 
like fire, burns up all that is unclean: Everything that can withstand 
fire, shall be passed through fire [Num 31:23]. In Christian 
Instruction13 Augustine says that Christ purges his body, the Church, 
with the medicine of certain annoyances so that cleansed from this 
world he may join to himself the Church as a bride for eternity, 
without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind [Eph 5:27]. A soul is 
also developed by patience; the purer a person so much the stronger 
is that person: power is made perfect in weakness [2 Cor 12:9]. A soul 
is also perfected in patience and for this reason the Saviour said 
patience is held in the soul: In your patience you shall possess your 
soul [Lk 21:19 DRB]. Also, patience is crowned and merits a kingdom: 
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven [Mt 5:10]. For this reason troubles are 
to be borne with great joy: Whenever you face trials of any kind, 
consider it nothing but joy [Jas 1:2]; As they left the council, they 
rejoiced that they were considered worthy to suffer dishonour for the 
sake of the name of Jesus [Acts 5:41]. 

In this blessed Anthony was perfect for when he heard that 
Brothers had shed their blood for the faith of Christ in Morocco, like 
an elephant ready for battle at the sight of blood, he entered the 
Order with the intention of suffering death for the name of Christ.14 
Although his action did not bring him martyrdom, he was a martyr 
by vow and desire so that what is said of Martin15 can be said of him: 
‘O most holy soul, although you did not receive the sword of 
persecution, you did not lose the palm of a martyr’. 



 
II. Secondly, blessed Anthony was perfect in truth. The 

perfection of truth consists in two things, namely, in wisdom and in 
doctrine: in wisdom from a contemplation of truth itself, in doctrine 
from his knowledge of truth itself. He was perfect in wisdom 
because he understood truth; he was perfect in doctrine because he 
taught truth. 

1. Firstly, the perfection of truth consists in wisdom from a 
contemplation of truth itself. Do you know the balancing of the 
clouds, the wondrous works of the one whose knowledge is perfect 
[Job 37:16]?  The clouds are contemplatives,16 clouds I say, active 
above by raising the mind. Who are these that fly like a cloud [Isa 
60:8], radiant from the radiance of truth, full of rain and dew from 
devotion? In these clouds there appears that most noble sight called 
the rainbow or the heavenly ark; it has three colours because it 
reveals to them the mystery of the Trinity, namely, how three 
persons are in one nature, and the mystery of the incarnation, 
namely, how three natures are in one person.17 So the text adds: 
whose knowledge is perfect; perfect from the dignity of the matter 
and the authority of certitude. 

Blessed Anthony was perfect in wisdom from his skill derived 
from reading Sacred Scripture, from investigating hidden mysteries, 
from meditation on creatures while contemplating in all of them 
evidences of wisdom, from frequent prayer by asking for and 
requesting the light of wisdom. It is written of this: Therefore I 
prayed, and understanding was given me, I called on God, and the 
spirit of wisdom came to me [Wis 7:7]. While still young and not yet 
skilled in secular learning, he reached such knowledge of the divine 
Scriptures that he could use his memory as a library.18 Pope Gregory 
IX called him an ark of the Testament.19 This was correct because in 
him was found knowledge of both Testaments and the manna of 
wisdom. 

2. Secondly, the perfection of truth consists in doctrine coming 
from the knowledge of truth itself. The treasure of wisdom is not to 
be hidden, but spread about and communicated: Should your springs 
be scattered abroad, streams of water in the streets [Prov 5:16]?  The 
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worst avarice is avarice for knowledge since knowledge diminishes 
when hidden but increases when communicated. Augustine20 says:  

 
But it must needs be, and God will grant that I myself shall also 
derive profit by serving them with what they read, and in my 
eagerness to answer those who are seeking, I, too, shall discover 
what I was seeking. 
 

 Of this perfection we read: And the clouds when God commands 
them to go over the whole world, do that which is commanded them 
[Bar 6:61 DRB; Let Jer 6:61 NRSV]. Clouds, that is, preachers spreading 
doctrine: When clouds are full, they empty rain on the earth [Eccl 
11:3]. The command comes from the office imposed on them; One 
does not presume to take this honour [Heb 5:4]. How are they to 
proclaim him unless they are sent [Rom 10:15]? They went over the 
whole world by the spread of their preaching like the Apostle who 
from Jerusalem as far around as Illyricum fully proclaimed the good 
news of Christ [Rom 15:19]; and Christ went about all the cities and 
villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of 
God [Mt 9:35; Lk 8:3]. They completed what was commanded them as 
they carefully fulfilled their office.  

Blessed Anthony was perfect in doctrine because he preached 
everywhere in an effective way so that when he spoke to great and 
small he struck with darts of truth.21 So in his canonisation Gregory 
IX began with the words: ‘O wonderful Doctor’.22 And because his 
tongue was a tongue of truth, when his whole body was corrupted, 
his tongue did not corrupt and indeed remains incorrupt until today.23  

 
III. Thirdly, blessed Anthony was perfect in love or charity. 

There is a double perfection of love, namely, a love searching above 
and a love spreading itself.  

Firstly, the perfection of love consists in love searching above,24 
so that it might be a love raised up and lifted towards God, so that a 
soul might love God with all its heart, soul and might [Deut 6:5; Mt 
22:37; Mk 12:30; Lk 10:27], love all things for the sake of God, and love 
nothing with God that is not loved for the sake of God. A person is 
cut off from heavenly love the more a person delights in what is 



below.25 God is rightly loved in this way since nothing is loved other 
than as something true and beautiful. But God is essentially good, the 
highest good, perfect good; created goods are only a kind of image, a 
shadow of this highest good and truth. So one must not pretend or 
strive for an affect but be totally directed towards God, otherwise the 
love is the love of a harlot: Indeed, those who are far from you will 
perish; you put an end to those who are false26 to you. But for me it 
is good to be near God [Ps 73:27-28]. Augustine27 says:  

 
Woe to those who forsake your guidance and grope about among 
your shadowy imitations and, more enamoured of your signs than 
of you, are forgetful of what you wish to intimate. 
 

But a soul maintaining a united and simple love must necessarily 
have perfect love: My dove, my perfect one, is the only one [Song 6:9]. 
The only one, unique and loving in a singular way; dove, simple and 
loving for the sake of the other; this is the perfection of love, this is 
perfect charity, that casts out fear [1 Jn 4:18]. Augustine28 says:  

 
Whoever loves only what cannot be taken from the person loving, 
is found to be rich and is not tortured with envy. Whoever loves 
what should be seen and loved, when more things come, the more 
fully does this person rejoice.  
 
But such perfect love is impossible without poverty for, as 

Augustine29 says, greed is the poison of love; an increase in love is a 
lessening of greed; perfect love, no greed. So we read: If you wish to 
be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor 
[Mt 19:21].  

Blessed Anthony was perfect in this love because to be free to 
love God he entered the Order of Canons Regular as a youth; later to 
love God more perfectly and unhindered he entered the Order of 
Lesser Brothers.30  

Secondly, the perfection of love consists in spreading love, a 
love so reaching out to the neighbour that a person loves every other 
person as one loves oneself, be the others friend or foe. Gregory31 
says: ‘A person who loves both friend and foe for the sake of God 
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loves truly’. A friend is to be loved either because the friend is good 
or might be good so that the better a friend is the more the friend 
might be loved. All are to be equally loved as persons and 
Augustine32 gives a proof of this. A neighbour is to be loved as we 
love ourselves; we love ourselves as persons not as beasts of burden 
or things to be washed. We do not love ourselves for what we can 
see of ourselves nor should we do this to a neighbour. If, therefore, 
we love a neighbour because he or she is a person and everyone is 
equally a person, then everyone is to be equally loved. But if a 
person is loved more not as a person but, for example, for being able 
to sing well because he or she gives an impression of being a fine 
singer, then, if I love a singer not because he or she is a person but 
because he or she is a fine singer, then all people who are equally 
fine singers are to be equally loved. People are not to be loved more 
for their bodies because we are more than our bodies. Of the 
perfection of love we read: Above all, clothe ourselves with love, 
which binds everything together in perfect harmony [Col 3:14]. Above 
all, that is, strive to have love more than anything else; or to have 
love which is above all because the greatest of these is love [1 Cor 
3:13]; it binds everything together because the other virtues make one 
perfect but love binds them all together; or perfect harmony because 
love perfectly binds and connects lovers together. This is represented 
in the seamless tunic of the Lord [Jn 19:23]; whoever divides love, 
tears the tunic of the Lord.33 If we love one another, God lives in us, 
and his love is perfected in us [1 Jn 4:12]. How sweet is mutual love: 
How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity 
[Ps 133:1].   

Blessed Anthony had this perfection and so was ready to lay 
down his life for his brothers [Jn 15:13]. Anthony imitated the 
wonderful preacher who said: I will most gladly spend and be spent 
for you [2 Cor 12:15].Therefore, let us ask etc. 

 
NOTES 
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