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Canon Paul Polycarp Cerruti (1)180

Presentation

August 2, 1741

May the Passion of our Lord Jesus Christ
be always in our hearts. Amen.

Most Reverend Canon,
I place in the pure Heart of Jesus the consolation I felt this morning when I received your venerated letter, in which I see the great 
zeal your piety has preserved for this least, newborn Congregation, which after many storms has been blessed by our Great God 
by having it approved by his reigning Vicar. However, since there is only this one Retreat and six priests and two lay brothers, 
all true servants of the Most High except the unworthy one who is writing, His Holiness thought it best to approve us for now 
with an ample rescript inserted at the end of the Rules and then wait to give solemn approval when the number of members has 
increased and there are more Houses. Right now we are waiting the opportunity to open two more Retreats. Benefactors have 
come forward to take care of the expenses to establish these Houses.
So in order to reverently obey you as I ought, I am giving you a brief account of our Rules, which are the ones inspired by the 
Great Father of Lights and which you looked over and examined. Only a few things were added or taken out for the firmer estab-
lishment of the work, in accord with the lights which the Merciful God saw fit to communicate to me in the course of the years 
and during which experience taught me much. Be patient with the verbosity of the account of the Institute, which I am giving 
you in testimony of the obedience and changeless servitude which I profess to you.
The primary end of the Institute is to attend to one’s own perfection by total detachment from all created goods by living in rig-
orous poverty, in prayer, and in fasting. The secondary end, but primary for the glory of God and salvation of souls, is to dedicate 
oneself to the holy apostolic labors for the conversion of souls and the promotion in the hearts of the faithful of devotion to the 
most Holy Passion of Jesus, both during missions and other exercises of piety, by giving a meditation to the people after the 
mission sermon, as I have said repeatedly. And we take a fourth vow for that purpose.
Our clothing consists of a clerical tunic of black, rough cloth with a mantle to the knees, without linens under the tunic, but only 
woolen undergarments. Over the tunic comes a mantle. On the left side of the breast we wear the admirable sign of the Holy Pas-
sion, consisting of a white cross above a heart in which is written in white letters the name of Jesus with title of the Holy Passion, 
in accord with the clear light I had some twenty-three years ago, as Your Reverence well knows. I can better explain with God’s 
help the information on the title. That title is written entirely in white letters, Jesu Christi Passio, and it inspires much devotion. 
We wear sandals on our feet in accord with ancient custom and a hat on our head when going on journeys. In the Retreat we go 
barefoot.
In the Retreat the fast is perpetual, but very prudent. It can be endured by both strong and weak, as was carefully examined in 
Rome. Outside the Retreat we eat what is provided for us. We live in rigorous poverty, without income and without questing from 
door to door. We live from what comes from the spontaneous charity of benefactors. Thanks be to God, we have not wanted for 
anything.
The spiritual exercises consist in rising at midnight to recite Matins, followed by an hour of mental prayer. There is also an hour 
after Prime, a half-hour at Sext and an hour after Compline. He who is engaged in study for the neighbor may celebrate Mass a 
half-hour after Prime. He is also dispensed from the half-hour at Sext on the judgment of the one who is studying. The rest of the 
day is employed in study, no one is exempt from that, in spiritual reading, examen, besides conferences as scheduled. Recreation 
takes place after the noon meal and after the slight collation in the evening. Outside the recreation times, silence is observed 
except for cases of necessity. All the time is so well distributed that the days pass like minutes. As a matter of fact, I am robbing 
the silent rest before Vespers today to write this letter so that I may be prompt at the exercises of the community.
We have discreet exercises of penance, like sleeping on straw ticks, covered with a small blanket for winter, and straw pillows. 
If sickness occurs, we use a mattress but not sheets, always wearing our poor tunic in which we ought to die. Dry disciplines are 
taken four times a week. During Advent and Lent there is discipline every night as well as during novenas. If one has a greater 
spirit of penance, he must seek permission of the rector and spiritual director, but it chiefly depends on the rector.
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Information about the vows is well explained in the chapters of the Rule, which contain forty chapters. The vow to promote de-
votion to the Passion is well explained. It consists in preaching, that is, meditating aloud for about a half-hour after the mission 
sermon, but without leaving the platform or pulpit. It is done immediately so as to instruct the people in holy meditation. This can 
also be done in catechisms, in the confessional, in conferences, etc. One who is not able to hear confessions or preach, in addition 
to the common prayer, makes a half-hour meditation on the Passion, praying His Divine Majesty to spread the devotion across 
the whole world and to give his spirit to those who do the preaching, etc. The lay brothers and clerics must do this as well. In 
this everything is explained and takes away all scruples. All this underwent rigorous examination for six months in Rome. Even 
the Sovereign Pontiff read the Rules.
The Retreats are to be founded in solitude so that the workers, worn out by their apostolic work, can rest their spirit at the foot of 
the Crucified in prayer and fasting, apart from all the noise of the world. While under the vow of poverty, it is allowed that when 
lacking food, questing is permitted out of pure necessity for the day. But so far this has never happened, and I hope it never will, 
for that Great God, who opens his hand and fills every animal with blessings, will provide always for his poor servants so that 
they will not be forced to distract themselves and go questing.
Furthermore, we can found one House in each diocese so that we may attend to the needs of souls there. The Houses should 
be founded on islands, the salt marshes and other abandoned places. But we are not excluded from going wherever we may be 
called by the Ordinary of any diocese whatever. The superior has the title of rector and the superior over all the houses is called 
head superior.181

The men here, in addition to the three brothers, are three priests, great servants of God, two Tuscans and the other from the King-
dom of Naples, a well-learned man, pious and a Doctor of Sacred Theology. He was vicar general of the great priory of Barletta, 
a Knight of Malta, etc. He came from outside, notwithstanding his fifty-three years of age, and he is the first in choir, assiduous 
for all the exercises, indefatigable, etc. All seems sweet to him, not only the fast, but also the poor sleeping, etc. For now there are 
no further men for the work is newborn and fresh, and my grave sins, I fear, will not allow us to go forward. The two lay brothers 
are very good sons, especially the youth, who is a man of high prayer and great virtue, etc. We need holy workers, dearest and 
most reverend Canon. If they were present, we could quickly found many Houses, etc.
You were the first up there to know the mercies that God imparted to poor Paul and the first to cooperate closely with our dear 
rector. Now there remains for you the labor of working as hard as you can for the greater glory of God, in addition to pouring out 
fervent prayers to the Most High to see to the sending of good young priests and young clerics or lay men who, even if they are 
not gifted to preach right now, at least have passable fundamental studies and a strong resolve to serve God. They can acquire 
more skills here since they will be under the direction of that learned and pious servant of God. I can inform you of the best way 
to come here with ease.
After receiving the approval, the urge to come to Lombardy to conduct missions came back to me strongly. I would like to believe 
they would be blessed by God, as were the missions in many of the dioceses of Tuscany, Umbria and other States of the Church, 
whether in the countryside or in cities. The great God of Majesty, who uses the weak and ignorant of this world, has deigned to 
give me the gifts of some ability, I speak to your heart for your planning, giving me the light to adjust my preaching and instruc-
tions as well as for the moral theology needed for confessions, and I am occupied with further study, which I have managed to 
continue as much as possible.
So if God inspires you to open the way for me to come into your diocese to conduct holy missions, and in that way open the 
way for others, you could deign to speak to the bishop and his vicar. If I were able to make an autumn campaign, I would come 
willingly, all the more so since I would hope to take back with me a good worker to increase our newly born Congregation.
With regard to royal assent, it would be enough to write to the archbishop from whom I have received a most cordial letter in this 
post, which you may soon have. I believe it may not be necessary since I am a subject of His Majesty, our King.
I leave the task with you; it seems to redound to the greater glory of God. I said I would gladly come in autumn, for I have other 
engagements for spring and am busy with other affairs in the service of God. As for other missions that I would be giving in 
these parts next autumn, I could hold off on those until carnival since down here snow does not bother us because it does not last.
I have not written the bishop of Alessandria because of my many occupations, especially at this beginning of things, and because 
of a trip I made to the island of Elba to negotiate the foundation of a Retreat there. All hell has armed itself against us there. In 
testimony of my reverence and obedience I am writing him, however, in this post and am giving him brief information of the 
approval we received. I have written about this only to the archbishop of Turin, as well as about some other matters of great 
importance.
I can give you news, too, that we have an apostolic indult to conduct missions for all of Italy with consent of the Ordinaries, along 
with the power to grant the apostolic blessing and plenary indulgence.
I am overcome with stupor at seeing myself occupied in such sublime duties. Such a thing never entered my mind. Ah! I confess 
to the truth, all that I am is buried beneath my horrible nothingness, and I stand in fear and trembling for the heavy account I will 
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have to give in being the dispenser of the treasures of the Most High. Through holy obedience God has willed to entrust to me not 
only missions in many dioceses, but also convents of holy virgins, where I have conducted retreats and served as extraordinary 
confessor with great blessings from God in the bounteous fruit His Majesty willed to bring from it. Moreover, he has entrusted to 
me the holy direction of some souls who are enriched with stupendous gifts of God at highest prayer. I tell you this because the 
experience of their heroic virtue and their walking in pure faith makes me believe they are not deceived, all the more so because 
they have remained faithful. Oh, great God! who could ever have believed this smelly sinner could walk in these paths? The 
height of the riches   how incomprehensible are his judgments, beyond investigation are his ways! Dear Canon, I do not know 
what more to say because so many are the ways I have traveled, so many temptations, sicknesses, tribulations, persecutions, 
calumnies, etc., that I know not how to express them. I have endured, for God has always freed me, but they are not yet over. In 
the midst of so many mercies, I am always worse, always more imperfect. Oh, who will give my eyes fountains of tears, and I 
will weep day and night. Help me with your holy prayers and do what you can for our needs. If there is any decision, please let 
me know by post. Address the letter: Viterbo for Orbetello. Greet your vicar general and all your reverent household.
Prostrate at your feet with all in the Retreat, I ask your blessing and with profound respect sign myself,
Your humble servant and unworthy son,
Paul of the Cross, Least Discalced Cleric Regular
I enclosed a copy of the approval inserted in the Rule and sealed, etc.

__________________________________________________________________
180.
This is the first of seven letters Paul wrote to Canon Cerruti, now the penitentiary of Alessandria, formerly one of Paul’s spiritual 
directors when Paul was a young man in Castellazzo. This is the longest letter Paul wrote during this time of spiritual exaltation 
on the papal approval. Notice that Paul understands that this approval, although ample, as he wrote, would become a solemn 
approval when there were more members and two more Retreats. Paul mentions that he wrote to the archbishop of Turin, Bishop 
Francis M. Arborio Di Gattinara, who as the bishop of Alessandria was Paul’s director and had clothed him in the habit in 1720.
181.
“Head superior” is preposito (first position) in Italian.


