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The Tau

The Tau symbol has special significance for Franciscans because Francis adopted it as his personal sign and encouraged his companions to do the same. The early biographies of Francis tell us that he used the Tau very often as an expression of his devotion to the Cross of Jesus. He made the sign of the Tau in his own hand on some of his letters, for instance the Blessing to Brother Leo, which can be seen in Assisi today. On the wall of the little chapel of St Mary Magdalene at Fonte Colombo the usual design used by Francis drawn in red is to be found.
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The source of Francis’ devotion to this sign can be traced to the Bible, especially Ezechiel 9:4 “Go through the city, all through Jerusalem, and mark the Tau on the foreheads of all who deplore and disapprove of all filth practised in it”. The Tau was the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet used at the time and represented the fulfilment of the entire revealed Word of God. This letter was called the Tau (or Taw, pronounced “tav” in Hebrew. When the prophet Ezekiel uses the imagery of the last letter of the alphabet he is commending Israel to remain faithful to God until the last.  To be recognised as symbolically “sealed” with the mark of the Tau on their foreheads as God’s chosen people until the end of their lives. Those who remained faithful were called the remnant of Israel, often the poor and simple people.  
This passage was a familiar theme of medieval preaching and was well known to the faithful. When Pope Innocent III called for a great reform of the Church in his inaugural homily at opening of the IV Lateran Council on 11th November 1215, Francis would have heard him, use the same exhortation as Ezekiel; “We are called to reform our lives, to stand in the presence of God as righteous people. God will know us by the sign of the Tau marked on our foreheads”. This symbolic imagery used by the same Pope who verbally approved the rule of the friars five years earlier, was immediately taken to heart by Francis as his own call to reform.
Another connection of Francis with the Tau is his service to the lepers and the Brothers of St Anthony the Hermit who administered the lazzaretos. Their patron is often pictured as having a staff surmounted by a Tau and on their habit was sewn the emblem of the Tau. The Tau of the Antonians, the servants of the lepers, reminded Francis of that special moment in his conversion when he embraced the leper and he was devoted to that symbol of the “love of Christ, who willed to be considered a leper for our sake” (The Little Flowers of St Francis FLl 25).
St Bonaventure in his Major Legend of St Francis (LMj IV: 9) records “The holy man venerated this symbol with great affection, often spoke of it with eloquence, and signed it with his own hand in the letters he sent, as if his whole desire were, according to the prophetic text, to mark with a Tau the foreheads of those moaning and grieving, of those truly converted to Jesus Christ”. With arms outstretched, Francis often told his brother friars that their religious habit was the same shape as the Tau, meaning that they were called to be walking “crucifixes”, models of a compassionate God and examples of faithfulness until their dying day.
Today, followers of Francis, secular and religious, wear the Tau as an exterior sign, a “seal” of their own commitment, and a remembrance of the victory of Christ over evil through daily self-sacrificing love. The sign of contradiction has become the sign of hope, a witness of fidelity until the end of our lives. 
