
 

 

M                              Meditation – Franciscan Theology and the Incarnation 
 

 Bl. John Duns Scotus 

Dear Brothers and Sisters,  
 

This morning, after several Catecheses on various great theologians, I would like to present to 

you another important figure in the history of theology. He is Blessed John Duns Scotus, who 

lived at the end of the 13th century. An ancient epitaph on his tombstone sums up the 

geographical coordinates of his biography:  "Scotland bore me, England received me, France 

taught me, Cologne in Germany holds me". We cannot disregard this information, partly because 

we know very little about the life of Duns Scotus. He was probably born in 1266 in a village 

called, precisely, "Duns", near Edinburgh.  

 

Attracted by the charism of St Francis of Assisi, he entered the Family of the Friars Minor and was 

ordained a priest in 1291. He was endowed with a brilliant mind and a tendency for speculation 

which earned him the traditional title of Doctor subtilis, "Subtle Doctor". Duns Scotus was 

oriented to the study of philosophy and theology at the famous Universities of Oxford and of 

Paris. Having successfully completed his training, he embarked on teaching theology at the 

Universities of Oxford and Cambridge and then of Paris, beginning by commenting, like all the 

bachelors of theology of his time, on the Sentences of Peter Lombard…..  Duns Scotus distanced 

himself from Paris, after a serious dispute broke out between King Philip IV the Fair and Pope 

Boniface VIII, rather than sign a document hostile to the Supreme Pontiff as the King requested of 

all religious, preferring voluntary exile. Thus he left the country, together with the Franciscan 

Friars, out of love for the See of Peter.  
 

… However, friendly relations between the King of France and the Successor of Boniface VIII 

were soon restored and in 1305 Duns Scotus was able to return to Paris to lecture on theology 

with the title of Magister regens [regent master], now we would say "Professor". Later his 

Superiors sent him to Cologne as Professor of the Franciscan Studium of Theology, but he died on 

8 November 1308 when he was only 43 years old, leaving nevertheless a consistent opus.  
 

Because of the fame of his holiness, his cult soon became widespread in the Franciscan Order and 

Venerable Pope John Paul II, wishing to confirm it, solemnly beatified him on 20 March 1993, 

describing him as the "minstrel of the Incarnate Word and defender of Mary's Immaculate 

Conception" (Solemn Vespers, St Peter's Basilica; L'Osservatore Romano [ore] English edition, n.3, 

24 March 1993, p. 1). These words sum up the important contribution that Duns Scotus made to 

the history of theology.  
 

First of all he meditated on the Mystery of the Incarnation and, unlike many Christian thinkers of 

the time, held that the Son of God would have been made man even if humanity had not sinned. 
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He says in his "Reportatio Parisiensis":  "To think that God would have given up such a task had 

Adam not sinned would be quite unreasonable! I say, therefore, that the fall was not the cause of 

Christ's predestination and that if no one had fallen, neither the angel nor man in this hypothesis 

Christ would still have been predestined in the same way" (in III Sent., d. 7, 4). This perhaps 

somewhat surprising thought crystallized because, in the opinion of Duns Scotus the Incarnation 

of the Son of God, planned from all eternity by God the Father at the level of love is the fulfilment 

of creation and enables every creature, in Christ and through Christ, to be filled with grace and to 

praise and glorify God in eternity. Although Duns Scotus was aware that in fact, because of 

original sin, Christ redeemed us with his Passion, Death and Resurrection, he reaffirmed that the 

Incarnation is the greatest and most beautiful work of the entire history of salvation, that it is not 

conditioned by any contingent fact but is God's original idea of ultimately uniting with himself the 

whole of creation, in the Person and Flesh of the Son.    
 

As a faithful disciple of St Francis, Duns Scotus liked to contemplate and preach the Mystery of 

the saving Passion of Christ, as the expression of the loving will, of the immense love of God who 

reaches out with the greatest generosity, irradiating his goodness and love (cf. Tractatus de primo 

principio, c. 4). Moreover this love was not only revealed on Calvary but also in the Most Blessed 

Eucharist, for which Duns Scotus had a very deep devotion and which he saw as the Sacrament of 

the Real Presence of Jesus and as the Sacrament of unity and communion that induces us to love 

each other and to love God, as the Supreme Good we have in common (cf. Reportatio Parisiensis, 

in IV Sent., d. 8, q. 1, n. 3). As I wrote in my Letter for the International Congress in Cologne 

marking the seventh centenary of the death of Blessed Duns Scotus, citing the thought of our 

author: “just as this love, this charity, was at the origin of all things, so too our eternal happiness 

will be in love and charity alone: ‘willing, or the loving will, is simply eternal life, blessed and 

perfect’” (AAS 101 [2009], 5).   
 

Dear brothers and sisters, this strongly "Christocentric" theological vision opens us to 

contemplation, wonder and gratitude:  Christ is the centre of history and of the cosmos, it is he 

who gives meaning, dignity and value to our lives! As Pope Paul vi proclaimed in Manila, I too 

would like to cry out to the world:  [Christ] "reveals the invisible God, he is the firstborn of all 

creation, the foundation of everything created. He is the Teacher of mankind, and its Redeemer. 

He was born, he died and he rose again for us. He is the centre of history and of the world; he is 

the one who knows us and who loves us; he is the companion and the friend of our life.... I could 

never finish speaking about him" (Homily, Mass at Quezon Circle, Manila; 29 November 1970)….  
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