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F O R E W O R D

The death of the founder of an institute or of an
ecclesiastical movement constitutes for the spiritual chil
dren something unique and unrepeatable. This in turn im
poses on the historian the grave responsibility of meti
culously in vestigatin g, documenting and interpreting the
facts and persons involved. (1)
The period (1775-1839) between the death of the
founder, Paul of the Cross Danei, and the great expan
sion directed by F r.Anthony Testa is certainly the least
homogenous and the most complicated with regard to the
preceding (1720-1775) and the following periods (18391862).
From the c iv il perspective it covers almost twenty
years of the ancient regime, another twenty years of re
volutions started by Republican and Napoleonic France,
and a further twenty years of the restoration, coinciding
with the first liberal revolutions.
From a Passionist viewpoint the period about which
we write includes the succession of six superiors general,
among whom the first two were companions of the founder,
(2) three were professed during his lifetim e, (3) and the
third generation was the first who had not known the
saint.
(2) It includes, above a ll, serious and decisive
events like those of the first twenty years after the foun
der ' s death
(1775-1796), the
political
revolutions
in
France and Ita ly , and the Napoleonic suppression (1798—
1799, 1808-1812), the restoration, and the preparation for
the great expansion (1815-1839) • Events which unfolded in
Ita ly and naturally linked with Europe justify the title
we give to this period: The Italian Era.
At a distance of almost two centuries from the
events and problems examined in the first part of this
work, we are greatly aware of the significance they as
sume for the Congregation of the Passion and for those
who study history, the twenty-year period which was de
cisive for the "succession", that is , the continuity and
v ita lity of the charism and work of Paul of the Cross. It

1

is precisely this period, this continuity, which conditions
two centuries of historical progression and explains not
only its strength, severity and evangelical fruitfulness,
but also is institutional rig id ity , predominance of struc
tures, and closed front to an open and organic culture.
We have understood th is, then, as a significant
period.
Thanks to chroniclers of the calibre of Frs. John
Mary Cioni and Philip Antonaroli toward the end of the
eighteenth century, . we have records of certain persons
and events in greater detail, and we have given more
space to these.
In their wake Passionist history lacks
chroniclers of such sensitivity and value, although it can
boast of dedicated historians in the first half of the new
century such as Frs. Felix Torquati and Joachim P e d re lli,
to whom, on the in itiative of the restorer general, F r.
P ig h i, we owe the building up of the general and local
archives, and in particular the documentation of the com
plicated period of the Napoleonic suppression.
Certainly the group of new chroniclers, Frs. Pe
d relli , Cajetan A n gelin i, Gabriel Abissati and Dennis Mattioli made an effort at historical reflection, (5) but
these, it is an inexplicable g a p , simply elaborated and
amplified particularly the Annali (Annals) of Fr. Cioni,
without continuing them, which should have been their
task. The history after the death of the founder required
they should do so without d ela y. This is a gap which
has been impossible to fill to our day, not even with re
search in certain areas and monographic studies useful
for the detailed study of particular persons or events
after the founder.
The exception is some biographical
material, always in praise of the Congregation. (6)
The recent publication of the Annali of F r. Cioni
(1967) and of the Catalogue of the Passionist religious
professed during the founder' s lifetime (1978J represent a'
very valuable acquisition.
They are invaluable tools,
subjected to exhaustive criticism and enriched by careful
documentation on the part of the respective authors, F rs.
Cajetan Raponi and Martin Bartoli.
These sources con
stitute the link with the history we have written, draw
ing , at the same time, our inspiration from the following
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fundamental c rite ria : the selection, distribution and c ritical analysis of the material collected by the historian
does have yalue, but there is also value in relating the
facts and placing before the reader the various human
attitudes. Likewise, there is Value in parading before us
humble and great persons as well as in presenting a rea
sonable development of the sequence of events, since his
tory should not only offer documents, interpretations, in
sufficiently justified syntheses, but should, in dealing
with religious history, take into account its theological
dimension. It should also enhance the undeniable thrust
of the example of the gospels and of holiness as part of
salvation history. (7)
The beginning of our research in the archives goes
back to the 1950s (8) and to date it is continuing ac
cording to our resources, especially research within the
Congregation.
Our monographic study of the Napoleonic
suppression (9) took us on a long ramble through c iv il
and ecclesiastical archives in various regions of Ita ly .
This present work is based mainly on material found in
the general archives and in the provincial and local ar
chives found in the old retreats
established by the holy
founder. We have been able to f i l l gaps thanks to access
to numerous and interesting pontifical, curial and episco
pal documents. This has afforded us the necessary scope
that is indispensable for a general history of solid and
reliable workmanship, apart from the fact that i f one had
wished to extend the investigation even more to other ar
chives we might perhaps have run the risk of projecting
the work beyond the year 2,000, naturally counting too
much on our longevity.
Instead, let us say sincerely and dutifully that it
belongs to other enthusiastic individuals, particularly the
young, to undertake specific investigations that w ill en
rich Passionist history in various fields, from the insti
tutional,
canonical, litu rgical,
communitarian, to the
spiritual, catechetical and pastoral-missionary.
A gener
al history by its very nature cannot say everyth ing.
However, it is sufficient if it succeeds in saying "a little
about everything." In fa c t, if it is to progress, history
needs above a ll, not massive works, but research and
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contributions that lift the
considered in sign ifican t,"
a "chorus" representing
coming thereby entitled to

ve il from individuals and facts
but which are actually part of
the people and community, be
the category of "g re a ts ."

We express the desire that among our readers we
may not lack young "recipients" of this noble and com
pelling message.
I f today we can believe something we
heard in times long past, it is precisely because of his
tory, that is, because of our capacity to receive and
build on its message, that we can call ourselves human
and can even speak as Christians,
"experts in human
ness ." .(10)
In fact, as we have already mentioned, we have not
been able to count on an accurate Passionist bibliography
referring to the period we are treatin g.
This is an im
mense lacuna for an historian. It seems incredible but it
is tru e: no investigation was carried out or encouraged
except in the Paulacrucian area, with the result that the
historian, in what refers to the post-founder period, is
forced to refer only and always to the sources of the ar
chives and constrained therefore to working out a general
synthesis of a great number of years, without a previous
specific analysis which has already been tested at least
with respect to the relevant facts and persons.
It might very well be that in order to compensate
for this profound gap we have preferred, when givin g
sources, to refer the reader whenever possible to publish
ed sources with the definite purpose of making them ac
cessible to those who might be more interested in using
them.
This seems to us a useful precaution for whomever
has to work on the subject of Passionist history at a
geographical distance from the primary historical archives
of the Congregation.
To overcome the practical difficulties created by
religious devotional names ( sometimes long and even pic
turesque)
which were added to baptismal names, we
thought it convenient to simplify everything by always
using the family name, and only indicating the devotional

name when we present a description or when introducing
particular religious for the first time.

In the general scheme of the twenty years we are
treating, we have not forgotten the background of the
events at the end of the eighteenth century, especially
that of the great Revolution.
In particular we have en
deavored to emphasize the deep links of the new, poor
and austere Congregation of the Passion with the society
of the time, whose social conditions and problems the
Congregation always shared through its commitment to the
concerns of the people.
And now a word on the litera ry style at the service
of the historical narrative.
We were deeply concerned
that the present history be read without excessive effo rt,
that it be written in good Italian , since we are con
vinced that a history that cannot be easily read is a
bad history. The reader mgy judge for himself whether
ours has been a vain presumption or a worthwhile at
tempt .
We have received help from numerous friends, be
ginning with Most Rev. Paul Michael Boyle, superior gen
eral, and F r . Fabiano Giorgini his first consultor, who is
responsible for the Historical Commission of the Congre
gation. (11)
We also sincerely
thank the Community at Saints
John and Paul, in which we live , in total integration of
evangelical and exemplary fraternity, the geographical
and spiritual heritage
of the founder, St. Paul of the
Cross. Here on the Celian H ill, one of the most pictur
esque locations of old Rome, writing in a quasi-eremitical
monastery, the motherhouse
of the
Passionist
family
spread throughout the world, the history of great souls
who were contemplative saints and apostles, is already
indicative of the fact that we feel interiorly a ll that is
written and is projected outside.
We follow again the
historic path of those numerous disciples of the cross who
found here a harbor of life itself, both for themselves
and for their "fellow human beings."
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In fa c t, this is a history of men who were poor but
radiating light at the same time, for whom the Holy
Spirit has regally prepared the "School of Paradise." (12)
Carmelo Amedeo Naselli C .P .
Rome, Saints John and Paul
April 6, 1980
Easter Sunday
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NOTES

1 . History often throws a great light on the more or less
serious crisis that takes place after the death of the found
er or foundress of many religious orders and institutes.
Among others there comes to mind the case of the discalced
Carmelites, which in its own way could well be called drama
tic and grandiose at the same time, as it is scrupulously do
cumented by Ildefonso Moriones in his basic work:
Ana de
jesús y la herencia teresiana. Humanismo cristiano o rigor
primitivo? (Rome, 1968). (Presented as a doctoral thesis in
the faculty of ecclesiastical history of the Pontifical Gre
gorian University, Rome.)
2. Fr. John Baptist Gorresio (1775-1784,
1790-1796),
clothed in the religious habit Nov. 19, 1755; Fr. John Mary
Cioni (1784-1790),
clothed in the religious habit Feb. 1,
1746.
3. Fr. Joseph Mary Claris (1796-1809), clothed in the re
ligious habit December 5, 1764; Fr. Thomas AIbesano (18091820), clothed in the religious habit Dec. 31, 1769; Fr . Paul
Louis Pighi (1821-1827), clothed in the religious habit March
4, 1772.
4. Fr. Anthony Colornbo (1827-1839), clothed in the reli
gious habit April 1, 1787.
5. "Annali della Congregazione dei Chierici Scalzi della
ss. Croce e Passione di N.S.G.C.," in 5 ms. volumes, in AGP:
Fr . Joachim of the Holy Spirit (left the Passionists 1830),
vols. I and II, 1720-1739, 1740-1745; Fr. Cajetan of the An
nunciation (+ 1846), vols. Ill and IV, 1746-1758; Fr. Gabriel
of the Presentation (+ 1886), vol. V, 1759-1764; also the
"Annali della Congregazione dei Passionisti ," Fr. Denis of
St. Ann (+ 1866), 2 volumes, 1694-1733.
6. It's sufficient to remember the life of the founder
written by Fr . Vincent Mary Strambi (1786) and by Fr. Philip
Antonaroli (1821) and the life of Bishop Strambi written by
Fr. Ignatius of the Sacred Side of Jesus, Carsidoni (1844).
7. See Hubert Jedin,
Chiesa della fede.
Chiesa della
Storia (Brescia 1972).
8. In the first four volumes edited in the excellent
series, Studi e Testi Passionisti of the Editrice ECO, San
Gabriel (Teramo) there appears in the flap of the cover the
forthcoming publication of the book "La Congregazione dei

- 7 -

Passionisti dopo la morte del fondatore: Saggio storico sul
sessantennio 1775-1839," which was not in fact published.
9.
Carmelo Amedeo Naselli, La supressione napoleonica,
delle corporazioni religiose:
11 caso dei Passionisti in
Italia (1808-1814) (Roma, 1970).
10. Paul VI, Discorso all1ONU, New York (October 4, 1965).
11. We are also indebted to the following scholars: Mons.
Terzo Natalini, vice-prefect of the Vatican secret archives;
Fr. Nivardo Buttarazzi, Abbot President of the Cistercians of
Casamari; Fr. Paulius Rabikauskas, professor, Gregorian Uni
versity, Rome; Fr. Henry Damian Wojtyska, C.P. professor, Ca
tholic University of Lublin (Poland); Fr. Paulinus Alonso
Blanco, C.P., Passionist Historical Commission; Fr. Enzo Annibali, C.P., Passionist general archivist; Fr. Carlos Lizarraga, C.P. for his fine translation of the present volume in
to Spanish. We thank Fathers Martin Bartoli, C .P ., Innocenzo
Cavaglia, C.P. and Sr. Ofelia Federico for patiently proof
reading the galley sheets.
12. A reference to the compendium of ascetical and mysti
cal theology for the oriental monks of St. John Climacus
(+649) and to the brief theology of the mystical life recent
ly published in 1940 by Anselm Stolz OSB., (+1942). Both
works have the same title.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
A. END OF A CENTURY. END OF A FOUNDER.

From the autumn of 1769, Father Paul of the Cross,
founder and superior general of the Congregation of the
Discalced Clerics of the Most Holy Cross and Passion of
Our Lord Jesus Christ, took up residence in Rome in ac
cord with the express wish of the new pope, Clement XIV,
who had granted solemn approval to the Institute by the
bull Supremi Apostolatus (November 15, 1769).
He had obediently renounced the much-loved solitude
of the retreat of St. Angelo at Vetralla, hidden among the
beeches and oaks of Mount Fogliano.
Yet he felt a keen
n ostalgia, to the point where he once confided in Brother
Francis, "Let us go back to solitude, to solitude !
We
were better off there under the oak and beech trees. " (1)
From then until his death, Father Paul did not
leave Rome again except for the journey made to visit the
communities of Tarquinia and Monte Argentario (MarchMay 1770), did not leave Rome again. He resided first in
the Hospice of the Most Holy Crucified, opened exactly two
years earlier in the Via San Giovanni (May 1769-December
1773 ), and later in the historic monastery of Saints John
and Paul on the Celian Hill (December 9, 1773-October 18,
1775), the generous grant of Pope Clement XIV.
Between the end of 1766 and May 1767 he had made
his fin al visit to the communities in the c iv il provinces
of the Marittina and Campagna, rousing among the r e li
gious, the clergy, the authorities and the people of those
regions extraordinary demonstrations of affection and ven
eration, which were repeated three years later at the
communities of Tarquinia and Monte Argentario.
By the express order of Pope Clement XIV he found
himself obliged to reside in Rome, thus becoming a Roman
by residence, as he already was at heart. Later in Sep
tember 1769, the Roman people gave their solemn public
seal of approval when Paul, weighed down by age and
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infirm ity (he was then 75 years o ld ), preached his last
mission in the Basilica of Santa Maria in Trastevere. The
Cardinal Vicar of Rome, Colonna, had requested this of
him in order to prepare the faithful for the extraordinary
jubilee granted by the new Franciscan pope.
Hard of hearing and needing to be supported and
almost lifted up onto the platform, he preached with an
almost youthful energy that was considered extraordinary,
announcing the Word of God and exhorting to conversion
the wealthy and the nobility in particular.
On the last
day, September 21, to the astonishment and excitement of
the cardinal, prelates and people alike, the crowd ex
ceeded all calculations. About two thousand people had to
be turned away from the packed basilica and square, (2)
obligin g the titu lar, Cardinal P a n fili, to summon a com
pany of soldiers to maintain public order.
F in a lly , at seventy-nine, Paul had fin a lly secured
a permanent place in Rome for the sons of the Passion.
He was half crippled by the different debilities which
afflicted his whole body. Nevertheless, he wanted to lead
the group of religious who .took possession of the basilica
and the annexed monastery of Sts. John and Paul on the
evening of December 9, 1773.
The cardinal titu lar, John
Charles Boschi, placed a coach and several servants at
his disposal. In the1 historic retinue were the elite of the
"spiritual nobility" of the little Congregation of the Pas
sion ; for example, the holy disciple of the founder, then
a young priest of twenty-eight years, F r . Vincent Mary
Strambi, later bishop of Macerata and Tolentino.
That evening in the mellow Roman autumn, which
saw the pious group crossing the threshold of the B asili
ca of the holy Roman Martyrs and later celebrating the
first litu rg ica l vespers of Our Lady of Loreto, presaged
the glorious death of the founder who would ascend to
heaven weighed with years and with a reputation for ho
liness which the Church herself would recognize later (on
June 29, 1867)»
Paul had passed through the great solitude of Argentario and Fogliano, not to mention the solitude which
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had characterized the foundation of the various retreats
of Upper
and Lower Lazio.
Hehad matured through long
experience as
a contemplative, as a mystic, as a mis
sionary and as a master and director of souls.
So the
solitude of the ancient monastery on the Celian Hill, a l
though tranquil and inspiring,
appeared to be very
slight incontrast to the model
he had always put forward and achieved from the year 1728, (the birth
of the
first community in the hermitage of St. Anthony
on Argen ta rio ), to the year 1769 (the foundation of the retreat
in the Bandita region near T a rqu in ia ). However, the sol
itude of
theCelian Hill seems to have been noticeably
difficu lt for some of the younger Vincentians (the Vincen
tians having occupied the monastery from the end of the
seventeenth century until 1773) who were happy to move
to center city.
Paul was drawn by a kind of solitude whose re
moteness and depth' give an impression of limitlessness, of
immeasurability, which in some way creates the "habitat"
of the Absolute, of the Supreme Mystery.
Although the
solitude of the Celian Hill did not satisfy him completely,
he was happy to have at his disposal a large area of
silence and of greenery within the walls of the city, only
a few steps away from the Metronian Gate, which was for
him a g ift and a p rivilege.
Indeed it seemed as if the
greenery dominated the surrounding country as far as the
eye could see with a view of palm trees, cypresses, holly
trees, pines and vines which stretched as far as the Col
osseum and the arch of Constantine.
The community comprised the general government of
.the Institute, the students of theology, an adequate num
ber of lay brothers responsible for domestic work and the.
quest, and fin a lly a compact group of fathers dedicated
to preaching popular missions and retreats for the cler
gy, the religious communities and the faithful of the
Marches, from the Roman and Pontine countryside to the
kingdom of Naples, and from Tuscany to the Marche.
It was a community of deep monastic contemplation
and of vigorous missionary dynamism, silent and solitary
on the Celian Hill, but not isolated or out of touch with
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the vicissitudes and conditions of the world.
The sp iri
tual antennae of these religious picked up with particular
sensitivity the events, works, tensions and ferment of
that society which, while livin g in the ancien regime,
was entering into a new perspective of ideas and values
implacably criticizin g the political, social and ideological
structure of the system and going to extremes never seen
from the time of the reformation until then.
The more discerning, like Pope Benedict XIV, had
foreseen
how the history of that era would evolve, and
holy men presented to society and to the Church of that
time a
"model" of evangelization, the popular mission,
which, starting from the solid base' of essential princi
ples , drew people towards the path of Christian conver
sion.
The religious history of eighteenth century Ita ly is
ample proof of th is. With Alphonsus d e' L igu ori, Paul of
the Cross shared the charism of founders of new congre
gations
born
specifically for the evangelization of the
people.
They
clearly revealed thesymptoms of the society
and Church of their day, which were urgently in need of
reform if the "sa lt" of the gospel were not to lose its
fla v o r .
(3) Not only that, but "gifted with prophetic
lig h t," they sounded the alarm in regard to what soon
followed in Europe at the end of the century.
In reality
they spoke of "disasters." (4)
P a u l’ s last years slightly scanned the worn-out
steps of a century drawing to its close. It was a century
bloodied
by many w ars, tortured by royal absolutism,
conquered only with great difficu lty, and thrown into cri
sis by the power of ideas, philosophy and the sciences.
It was a century totally opposed to a ll that was static
and suffocated by the "Establishment," as the French Re
volution was to demonstrate.
The advances in ideas and
in social and political institutions, the scientific and
technological progress, the world of symphonic and oper
atic music which would have unexpected influence on the
nineteenth century and also on our own, are indebted to
what was born and grew to early maturity in the last
quarter of the century when Paul of the Cross died.
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Paul had some contact with Cardinal Henry of York,
bishop of Frascati, with whom he had disputes about the
activity of the Passionist community at Monte Cavo.
His
immediate successor in the generalate, F r. John Baptist
Gorresio, had further disputes with the cardinal for the
same reason. The father of the cardinal, the Stuart k in g,
James 111, had died in Rome in 1766 at the age of se
venty-eight and when later his older brother, Charles•
Edward, died in 1788, the prelate claimed his right of
succession to the English throne,
assuming the name
Henry IX. (5)
In France in 1774, Louis XV died after a forty-one year
reign and was succeeded on the throne by his son, Louis
XVI, guillotined on January 21, 1793*
This news, which
crossed the Alps, had the same content as that which
came across the ocean from America the following y e a r,
1775.
The War of Independence by the British colonies
against England began on July 17th, in the Boston area.
Paul of the Cross could have heard about this event
shortly before his death. The following year the Declara
tion of Independence was drawn up by the three revolting
colonies who had given General George Washington com
mand of the federal forces. The United States of America
was born on July 4, 1776.
Five years after the death of Paul of the Cross,
Joseph I I , who fifteen years earlier had been a partner
in the empire of his mother, Maria Teresa of Austria,
succeeded her to the throne on her death in 1780. He in
augurated a system of government even more absolute and
more strongly oppressive of the liberty of the Church
than hers had been, a system which would pass into
history under the name "Josephism." The special prayers
of the Passionist Congregation accompained Pope Pius VI
on his apostolic journey two years later.
In the philosophic, litera ry and scientific fields,
European and world renown names appeared around the
time of P a u l' s death.
Emmanuel Kant (+1804), from 1770
professor of logic and metaphysics at Königsberg, who
published in 1781 his great work Critique of Pure Reason
in which God, excluding all reference to his real exis-
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tence, is presented as the highest ideal of pure reason.
D'Alembert, founder with Diderot of the Encyclopedia,
finished his work in those years, retired from his studies
of philosophy and a lgeb ra , and died in 1783. In 1778, at
a distance of only a few months from each other, Voltaire
and Rousseau died. In the last decades of the century,
the so-called scientific revolutionaries were making their
presence felt by their discoveries and genius, putting the
world on the great road to progress:
Alexander Volta
(+1827) in electricity;
Anthony Lawrence de Lavoisier in
chemisty
(guillotined
in 1794);
Lazarus Spallanzani
(+1799) in b iology; Caspar Monge (+1818) in mathematics,
especially applied geometry.
The same year in which the
founder of the Passionists died, the Swedish chemist, Torben Bergman, discovered a fundamental principle whereby
some elements in nature reciprocally repel and attract
each other, publishing his results in his De attractioni t us electivis. (6)
The
great
musicians, Wolfgang
Amodeus
Mozart
(+1791),
Dominic Cimarosa (+1801), John Paisiello '(+1816)
and Franz Haydn (+1809) were contemporaries of Paul of
the Cross. Mozart travelled to Ita ly several times between
1769 and 1772.
He was in Rome in 1770 while Paul was
making his last visits to the communities of Upper and
Lower Lazio and was busy with the preparations for the
first foundation of the cloistered nuns at Tarquinia.
However, there were also contemporaries in sanctity
who approach Paul of the Cross and the saints who lived
in Rome in his time by their own heroic evangelical wit
ness , such as F r . Leonard of Port Maurice (+1751) and
Canon John Baptist De Rossi (+1764), both highly esteemed
by Pope Benedict XIV, and the beggar, Benedict Joseph
Labre, a native of Amettes in A rtois, who first arrived »in
the Eternal City in 1770 and died unexpectedly on April
16, 1783 at the early age of th irty -fiv e.
"Four great
saintly fig u res," points out Guintella,
"dominated the
spiritual life of eighteenth century Rome, three of these
lived contemporaneously in Rome in the middle of the
century, exalting precisely those values of renunciation
and penance least esteemed by that a g e ." (7) A contem
porary and himself also a founder, Bishop Alphonsus d e'

- 14 -

L igu ori,
"an apostolic man" and a great shepherd of
souls; filled the southern kingdom with the light of his
teaching
and the strength of his zeal, infusing new ener
gy into
the spiritual
body of the
eighteenth century
Church,
He followed Father Paul to the grave, twelve
years later in 1787.
The persecution of the Jesuits by the Bourbons saw
the expulsion of the Spanish and Neopolitan religiou s,
who then found refuge in the Papal States (1767).
Among
these, the example of St. Joseph Pignatelli stands out.
There followed in 1773 the suppression of the Jesuits by
Clement XIV, whose election had been clearly forseen by
the founder, F r. Paul of the Cross (1769).
F r. Paul suf
fered much because of the persecution and suppression di
rected against the Jesuits, for which he always showed
great respect, as is shown in the famous letter addressed
to Fr. Louis Reali, a Jesuit. (8)
On September 22, 1774, his great friend and bene
factor , Pope Clement XIV, died.The founder had
himself
taken to the basilica on the top of the Celian Hill to
take part in the solemn Requiem Mass.
He was seen
praying and weeping copiously. The papacy remained va
cant for a long time (October 5, 1774-February 15, 1775).
When, however, Cardinal John Angelo Braschi of Cesena
(raised to the purple by Clement XIV* on April 26, 1773,
and general treasurer of the Apostolic Palace) was elected
pope, the founder was very pleased, for he thought of
the good of the Church and of his little Congregation.
The new pope took the name Pius VI and was ordained
bishop and crowned on February 22.
On the twenty-sixth
day of that month, he opened the Holy Door for the Jubi
lee Y ear, the last of the eighteenth century.
Poor Father
Paul of the Cross, confined to bed or to a ch air, remem
bered with mind and heart that fa r-o ff Jubilee of 1725
when he obtained permission from Pope Benedict X III to
gather companions; He could not then have imagined that
fifty years la te r, the recently elected successor to the
papacy would come to see him in his room at the retreat
of Sts. John and Paul.
It was Sunday, March 5, and the
saint was in bed.
Embarrassed by the presence of the
new pontiff and by his demonstration of affection, the in-
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v a lid wanted to kiss his feet saying to him, "Dear, dear,
Holy Father," with great joy and fe rv o r.
(9) The great
Roman benefactor, Anthony Frattini, a mutual friend of
the saint and the pontiff, who had made this gesture by
the supreme pontiff possible, assured the old man that
whatever difficulties or needs arose, he, F ra ttin i, would
act as mediator on whatever subject, and this indeed
happened in the fin al revision of the rule and the cor
responding papal bull.
Two outstanding prelates were elevated to the cardin alate: Leonard Antonelli (A pril 24, 1775) and William
Pallotta (June 23, 1777).
Their names recur often in the
early chronicles of the Congregation which presents them
more than mere benefactors, fathers and protectors of the
Passioinst family.
They were years which, even in Ita ly and precisely
in Piedmont the region of F r. Pau l’ s origin, saw the first
movements of Catholic insorgence against rationalism and
against the anti-Roman movement.
A pioneer in this was
the energetic ex^-Jesuit, F r. Nicholas Diessbach (+1798),
the founder of the famous Amicizia Cristiana which began
in 1780 after the appearance of the Manifesto to the la ity
(1776) for the defense of truth, and the Avviso (1779) in
vitin g Catholics to support the publication of orthodox
writings by the houses of thirty-one cities in Ita ly and
one in Vienna.
The spiritual heir of this action was the ven. Pius
Bruno Lanteri from Piedmont, as was the holy founder,
and about sixty years of age when Paul died.
Three
years later (1778) he met F r. Diessbach and journeyed to
make known and to stengthen the already fexisiting Amicizie at Vienna, in Switzerland and in Savoia. He was or
dained a priest in 1782 at Turin and received his doctor
ate in theology that same year. When the great revolution
broke out and napoleonic depotism followed, the Amicizie
waged a clandestine but effective defensive campaign in
support of Catholic doctrine and the Church. Their action
was thus the beginning of a coordinated commitment of
Catholic forces and the true and genuine movement of an
organized Catholic la ity . (11)
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The pontificate of Pius VI (1775-1799) occupied al
most the entire last quarter of the century that followed
the death of the founder and that saw, at the same time,
events that were good, medium and disastrous. His state
liness, moderation, am iability and in itia tive were limited
by his excessive magnificence, deplorable nepotism and
irresolute character causing him to temporize during the
crucial years of the French Republic ' s persecutory laws
( "c iv il constitution of clerics") and later the m ilitary oc
cupation and oppression the Directory ordered against the
Pontifical State. The public debt, which at the beginning
of his pontificate was forty-two million scudi, later
reached astronomical figu res, rendering not only the eco
nomical, but also the social-polticial situation extremely
precarious, so that at the end of his pontificate the Pon
tific a l State was almost bankrupt.
Equally contributing
causes were the enormous financial indemnity Bonaparte
imposed by the armistice of Bologna (1796) and later by
the Treaty of Tolentino (1797).
Thus, his actions, his
frivolous expenditures, the aulic style of / government by
which he thought to revive the Renaissance era serve
only to expose a profound and radical long coming crisis
within the State of the Church : that of a religious na
ture.
Thus Giuntella righ tly affirms : " It ' s the decay of
religious commitment that influences the break-up of the
State." (12)
Certainly one must recognize the positive aspects of
Pius VI ' s temporal and ecclesiastical government: his pi
ety and religious sensitiveness, his lib era lity and pa
tronage, his commitment to draining a vast area of the
pontine marshes, agricultural renewal, his sufferings and
humiliations endured during the revolutionary period that
ended in his exile (1798-1799).
With reason, then, in
imitation of their founder, w ill Passionists honor and es
teem him, having received from him particular encourage
ment and predilection. The bull Praeclara virtutum exempla of September 15, 1775, one month before the founder ' s
death, is the first act of such predilection.
This docu
ment solemnly approves the Institute, as well as the
rules and constitutions of the young Congregation of the
Passion. (14)
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B.

THE LONG "PASSOVER" OF FATHER PAUL OF THE CROSS

The last revision of the rules and constitutions, the
sixth general chapter (which re-elected him as superior
general) and the spiritual testament before his death can
justly be considered F r . Paul of the Cross' long "Passover" celebration.
They constitute three moments of his "passage to the
Father," three acts of a great adventure that cause the
founder to liv e through Jesus' last passover experience as
John describes: "Jesus knew that the hour had come for
him to pass from this world to the Father. He had always
loved those who were in the world, but now he showed
how perfect his love was" (Jn 13:1).
In fact, after the election of Pius VI, his sense of
responsibility and love for his Congregation moved the
saint to prepare a revision of the rules and constitutions
which Pope Clement XIV had already approved . six years
earlier.
Although confined to bed, he wished to prepare
this revision personally with the consultation of F r . Jo
seph Hyacinth Ruberi and the older members of the com
munity on the Celian H ill. His goal was to render the
rules more practicable, able to be lived "by weak and
robust," eliminating whatever could not be observed "in
every a g e ," in order to assure "a firm stability" to the
nature and v ita lity of the Passionist family,
present and
future.
F r . Paul declared this to the sixth general chapter
gathered at Sts. John and Paul, May 12-20, 1775, together
with the capitulars of the two provinces of Upper and
Lower Lazio. The capitulars, then, were not only those of
higher rank, but also the rectors and local superiors.
They were all commited to a serious and mipute work on
the rule under the watchful eye of the founder who was
weak in body but not in w ill. The work was completed in
five sessions (May 17-19) and then solemnly ratified by
the bull of Pius V I , Praeclara virtutum exempla of Sep
tember 15, thirty-three days before the Saint' s death.
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Despite his pleas of hum ility, the founder was
forced to accept his sixth election as superior general.
Carried to the chapter hall in a ch a ir, he appeared to
those present as a quasi-vision of a most lucid, venerable old man and holy penitient who had judged himself
incapable of governing the Congregation and "merited to
be expelled from the Congregation as one unworthy to
wear its sacred habit." (15)
The Congregation, on the other hand, had wanted
him as superior general uninterruptedly for twenty-seven
yea rs, and again unanimously confirmed him in o ffic e . It
recognized itself perfectly livin g his charism with devo
tion and unique fid elity , if we consider other founders
who were expelled from their institutes as his contempo
r a r y , Alphonsus de' Ligu ori.
The general chapter concluded on May 20. ( 16) It
had accomplished an enormous work, although two great
problems still remained unresolved : The Lenten absti
nence, and the definitive renunciation to "formal study."
Both problems were of primary importance to formation,
religious discipline and the very growth of the Congrega
tion. We shall treat these in their proper place.
While the
visitors to his
benefactors, as
Rose C alabresi,
of the M artyrs,
ued to the point

Holy Year in course brought numerous
room, among whom were old friends and
well as spiritual children,
particularly
his health deteriorated on the very feast
Sts. John and paul (June 26) and contin
where he asked for viaticum.

On the morning of August 30,
the Passionisi com
munity was at his bedside, praying
and emotionally
moved. At the solemn moment when F r . John Baptist Gorresio , the first consultor, appeared with the Blessed Sacra
ment , Paul began his profession of faith and gave his
religious his "last and principal memoirs, " almost as his
"passover testament," using Jesus ' same words when he
gave the "new commandment" to his apostles, who were
united in prayer in the upper room:
"By this love you
have for one another, everyone w ill know that you are
my disciples" (Jn 13:35).
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F r . Pau l' s "passover" scanned another historical
moment, expressing his last w ill above a ll for the future
of the work that God had accomplished in the Church
through him, the Passionist Congregation:
- the primary value of the Congregation is charity;
- The spirit of prayer, solitude, poverty is funda
mental for the Congregation, if it wishes to "shine as the
sun before God and the w orld ";
" filia l affection for Holy Mother Church" and
"complete submission to its visible head, the Roman Pon
t iff, for whom they w ill pray night and d a y ";
- obliges gratefulness to the reigning Pope, Pius
VI, to the outstanding benefactor, Anthony Frattini and
his medical doctor, Giuliani.
Turning to those present, the founder also wished to
address exp licitly all those who would enter the Congre
gation in the future as members of his spiritual family:
"My b eloved . brothers, with all the affection of my poor
heart, this is what I desire from you and from those who
presently wear ths habit of penance and mourning in
memory of the Passion and death of our loving divine Re
deemer and, at the same time, of all those who, by di
vine mercy,
will be called to this little flock of Jesus
C h ris t." At the conclusion of his testament he makes an
appointment with his religious:
"1 leave you but I w ill
be waiting for all
of you in paradise, where I w ill al
ways pray for oursupreme pontiff and Holy Father,
for
holy Church which
I so love, and for all you and the
entire Congregation, for its benefactors and .for all those
for whom I must pray.
I give you here present,
those
absent and future members, my blessing." (17) He then
receives Holy Communion.
The "future"
of the Congregation was not really a
preoccupation for the infirm founder, but a thought from
the heart (cogitatio c ord is ), love for a creature for which
he had given his l i f e , nostalgic for what F r. Breton has
poetically ca lled :
"the first phase of d eligh t," (18)
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namely, when the Congregation was
in the arms of the young Paul.

in

swaddling

bands

Such a "future" gives a precise meaning to several
of his last gestures :
- while the community left his room where he re
ceived viaticum, the elderly founder kept his general
council, local superiors and the older religious near him
to give them the pressing message of being vigila n t that
the retreats be founded in solitude,
without "being con
quered by human respect;" (19)
- the second time he received viaticum, September
29, the feast of St. Michael the Archangel, he called to
his bedside the first consul to r, the procurator general
and the rector of the house to tell them something he had
very much at heart:
"I die peacefully because I leave
the Congregation in your hands. However, 1 recommend:
love the Congregation and the observance. . . . " (20)
- several weeks before his death, he asked Fx. G.
Thomas M. Boxadors, Dominican master general,
"to pray
that St. Dominic, who was so protected by Our Blessed
Lady, would protect the Congregation;" (21)
- The "future," however, is in the Lord' s hands.
Therefore, he asks him to protect his Cognregation: "Yes,
my dear Jesus, . . . 1 recommend this poor Congregation, the
fruit of your Cross, Passion and death, to you now and
fo rever." (22) With these words he again acknowledged on
the threshold of eternity what he had always protested
that he was not the founder,
but Jesus Crucified was.
(23)
We are now at his sunset. On October 8, the feast
of Mary' s Divine Maternity,
the Passionist community is
again together in F r . Pau l' s room for the sacrmaent of
the sick, which was administered by F r. John Mary Cioni,
his confessor.
The infirmed still endures some days of
extreme suffering during which he feels as if his soul
would flee his body at any moment.
In such condition,
lucid, serene, full of ardor, he still has strength for
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visitors, among whom:
Bishop Francis Anthony Marcucci,
vicegerent of Rome,
Bishop Michael Tafuri of Scala e Ra
ve l lo (on the Amalfi coast),
and fin a lly Bishop Thomas
Struzzieri of Todi, one of Pau l' s first companions and
who in
his magisteriumof souls continued to be, as he
was in
the ministry of evangelization,
the testimonium
fulgens Ecclesiae catholicae.
The first Passionist bishop arrived just in time to
speak with the dying founder, because less than an hour
la te r , he began his last agony.
He was assisted by F r.
Cioni, his confessor, and Fr. Joseph Del Re, the rector of
the community who read the prayers of commendation. F r.
Gorresio imparted the papal blessing "at the moment of
death"
and F r. Joseph read the Passion from St. John' s
gospel.
At the words "Jesus looked up to heaven" (Jn
17:1), the "passover" of F r. Paul of the Cross was com
pleted:
"peacefu lly, without a sound, he exp ired ." (24)
The community which shortly before had sung Vespers for
the feast of St. Luke, was present in prayer and tears.
The time was 4:45 p .m .,
the afternoon of October 18,
1775.
Echoing the sentiments of all the religious of the
various retreats of Tuscany, Upper and Lower Lazio, F r.
Philip Antonaroli, the illustrious chronicler of the early
days, notes the founder' s "p assin g":
"The venerable Fa
ther peacefully ex p ired .. .lik e a torch burns out after
burning brightly in homage to the Most High." (25)
F r . Paul of the Cross' long "passover" was truly
highlighted in St. Luke' s gospel at the description of the
"evan gelical worker" (Lk 10:1-16).
He had been an au
thentic model of such a worker.
He had mirrored the ho
liness of the penitent St. Peter of Alcantara as F r. Gor
resio, the vice-general, pointed out in his letter inform
ing all the religious of the founder' s death. (26) Even if
it heralds the glorifyin g encounter with the Father, the
"passover" of Paul of the Cross, disciple of Jesus, does
not happen without passing through the mystery of death
that solicits mourning.
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An eye witness, F r. Joseph V ign a, expresses
it
well: "Hardly had the servant of God expired when each
Qf us present, eyes wet with tears, approached the bed to
kiss his hand and place our head on his chest, imploring
the Lord, through the Saint' s intercession, to grant us
his spirit. Others, myself included, took the sign off our
habit and placed it on the Saint' s chest, on his flesh, so
that the sign could be a r e lic , for it had touched Fr.
Paul's body." (27)
The dominant theological concept of "memorial",
which in a certain sense establishes a new mode of liv 
ing , is determinant in the "passover." This new mode of
life , that is to be perpetuated is historical and, at the
same time, beyond history, as are the Jewish and Chris
tian passover, and, in virtue of this, also the "passover"
of the great witnesses to Christ in history and in the life
of the Church as were the holy founders. What
Marcel
Legant says regarding "spiritual fatherhood and filia tio n "
can also be applied to them. (28)
By their spontaneous gestures of kissing their fa
ther ' s hand, or putting their head on his chest, or tak
ing the sign off their habit to touch his chest, the r e li
gious perform a quasi-liturgical act while expressing an
ardent supplication "imploring the Lord to grant them the
Saint' s spirit through his intercession." I t ' s an act,
therefore, that in a certain sense consecrates the begin
ning of a "memorial" precisely from and on that heart
which Paul of the Cross, as a young. man, had written
the name of Jesus with a branding iron. (29)
Truly illuminated by the S p irit, these Passionists
can call themselves "heirs of those who had been their
precursors" (the companions and first disciples of the
founder), since, "faithful to their
particular mission,
they secretly prepare the way for those they know w ill
follow ." (30) This is possible because, as has been said,
the "memorial" is consecrated once for all in that which
can be defined as "fam ily according to the s p ir it."
"Through the history of this spiritual dynasty, God' s
unthinkable, creative
expansion, one
and
multiple, is
glimpsed in his transcendent operation." (31)
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This "dynasty" framed by the passover "memorial"
of the Congregation finds its justification, among others,
in Bishop Struzzieri' s plea to the dying founder:
"Father
Paul, in heaven remember the poor Congregation for which
you have worked so hard, and all of us, your poor
sons!" (32) By this the prelate expresses the fu ll force of
this "memorial" that w ill guide and animate the continu
ity and tradition of Passionist history from October 18,
1775 to the present day.
In the experience of the past two centuries -there
pulsates an historical conscience which binds both ends
of the "spiritu al dynasty," soldering the present day with
St. Paul of the Cross and his disciples,
founders of the
"memorial," in the spirit of Siracides: "Happy shall they
be who see you, and those who have fallen asleep in
love; for we too w ill have life " (Sir 48:11).

C.

"A CONGREGATION WHICH WOULD ENDURE TO THE END OF
THE WORLD"

The Congregation which F r . Paul of the
perior general, wished on his deathbed to
Jesus as the "fru it of his Cross, Passion and
the same that he "hoped would endure to the
world to the advantage of the Church." (33)

Cross, su
entrust to
death" was
end of the

The meaning of "future" truly permeated the genius
and spirit of this founder.
He was at peace because "before dying he was
leaving the Congregation well founded and establsihed in
the Church." (34) The Congregation was "singu larly bles
sed by God," as he wrote to the bishop of Alessandria;
"we have twelve houses and very devout, able subjects,
and more continue to come." (35)
True.
At
twelve retreats,
gious, of which
brothers. Not a

the founder' s death the Institute counted
founded in . solitude, (36) and 174 r e li
112 priests and clerics and 62 professed
great number in itself, but it represents
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a considerable increase when compared to the fifteen
priests, four brothers and ten novices recored thirtyyears previous when the Institute had only three re
treats :
Monte Argentario, St. Angelo
and St. Eutizio
(1745) • One must also keep in mind the spirit of penance
and great austerity of the Passionist family at that time.
On October 18, 1775, F r. John Baptist Gorresio, the
vice-general, succeeded F r. Paul as general. F r . Candido
Costa was consul tor and F r. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi, pro
curator .
•
' The chapter of the two provinces, which took place
after the sixth general chapter that was held at Sts.
John and Paul, elected for the Province of the Patrimony,
today called the. Presentation of Mary Most Holy:
Frs.
John Mary Cioni, provincial, Joseph Andrew Ruspantini
and John Baptist Porta, consultors;
for the Province of
Marittima and Campagna, today called Our Mother of Sor
rows : F rs. Vincent Bertolotti, provincal (he was re-elect
ed) , Dominic Bartolotti and John B albis, consultors. These
religoius had been companions or disciples of the founder
and, thus, p rivileged to have received his spiritual and
apostolic formation. The same can be said of the rectors,
who were also elected in these provincial chapters for the
local communites. (38)
Bishop Thomas Mary Struzzieri occupies a high place
in the history of this period.
He was a renown superior
and missionary, apostolic visitator in Corsica (1760-1770),
then bishop of Amelia (1770-1775) and of Todi (1775-1780).
The founder waited for him during his last illness so
that the bishop could assist him at the moment of death.
It was he who asked the saint always to remember his
Congregatoin in paradise, as we have written.
It was
Bishop Struzzieri who celebrated the Mass for the founder
on the octave of his death. Also present when the founder
died was he who* would become the second Passionist bish
op at the beginning of the next century, F r. Vincent
Mary Strambi. From the room adjoining the founder' s , he
had secretly recorded the Saint's spiritual testament de*livered to the Celian Hill community as his "memoirs" on
August 30, 1775.
(39) Thus, one can say, that, through
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Struzzieri and Stambi, the long line of spiritual sons
whom God has called to serve the Church in the episcopa
cy are historically and spiritu ally linked to the founder.
The supporting beam of the Congregation' s charism
well expressed its strength in contemplation and evangeli
zation at the moment of the founder' s death. The two-fold
organic element, the foundation of Passionist "architec
ture, " presented its full vigor even with all its problems
and limitations inherent in the human element and with
the preoccupations dictated by the humility, holiness and
mystical ardor of the founder ‘ who accused himself many
times as "inept to govern the Congregation" and at fault
because he urged his sons towards a goal higher than
perfection. Rose C alabresi, his spiritual daughter, echoes
as much in her testimony at the processes. Referring
to
the vision they both had of Our Lady holding the baby
Jesus, which occurred in the
sacristy of Sts. John and
Paul, she testified: "Our Lady said to the servant of God
in a loud voice that I also clearly heard:
' Son, ask me
for some fa vo rs, ' to which Father Paul with his head
down quickly rep lied : ' The salvation of my soul. ' Our
Lady replied
in the same tone of vo ice: ’ Rest assured.
The grace is granted. ' She also added these words:
' Be
lieve what this servant of mine tells you; be assured
that the Congregation is very w ell, w ill spread widely,
and your work is very pleasing to God." (40) Our Lady' s
words are very significant, for they lead us to under
stand that the Saint, tormented by "great desolation and
internal abbandonment," greatly feared to offend God. Not
even Rose C alabresi' s reassuring words gave him peace,
since he thought that she was speaking more out of
charity than from evaluating the actual situation, so that
"he would not be more disheartened." (41)
Based more on facts than on heavenly voices, his
tory records the v ita lity expressed in the founder' s gov
ernment . He knew how to strengthen and develop the In
stitute ' s contemplative
and apostolic potential, wisely
balancing both in the scruplous respect of the spirit of
p ra yer, soltiude, and poverty, and resolutely combatting
when one of these was in danger.
The la s t, really clamorous, of these battles, that of the evangelical spirit of
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solitude, posed him against the cardinal bishop of Frascati, Henry of York (1768).
On that occasion the founder
was disposed to lose not only the retreat of Monte Cavo,
the center of the despute, but also all the retreats of the
Congregation in order not to fa il in his obligation of
guaranteeing the in viola b ility of one of the supporting
pillars of the Passionist edifice.
The great flowering of
holiness and the great work of evangelization during the
founder' s time are proofs.
Numerically it wasn't strik in g, but in zeal and ca
pacity for evangelical witness, yes. The founder had suc
ceeded in forging a work-force of authentic "evangelical
workers," which in number included more or less half of
the priests, and in activity covered the regions of cen
tral Ita ly by strenuous missionary campaigns.
After the
founder, Struzzieri, Gorresio and Strambi were the great
est animators of the missionaries in those days. Strambi
must be considered the true master of a school that would
continue with its disciples, themselves become masters,
through the entire nineteenth century.
Father Paul of the Cross had succeeded in founding
a Congregation which was deeply committed to contempla
tion and evangelization, and which had also considered
accepting a mission territory that, for various reasons,
did not materialize. Benedict XIV was pope and there was
some talk of a mission near Caucasius, then in Wallachia
and Moldavia (1758).
Despite the temporary failu re, the
Congregation fervently lived this missionary anxiety, de
sirous to realize what the rule expressed regarding the
duty to be available to the Holy Father and the Congre
gation of "Propaganda Fide" for the "conversion of in fi
dels and heretics." This was fin a lly realized under the
founder' s immediate successor, Fr. John Baptist Gorresio,
six years after the founder' s death in 1781.
In conclusion, it is well to remember that Paul of
the Cross laid the foundations so that "the Congregation
would endure to the end of the w orld." By his prudence,
firmness and holiness, he obtained the support and sym
pathy of many ecclesiastical and la y friends in Rome and
elsewhere, the offical
approval by
the church and,
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therefore, its stability
ries .

and perpetuity during

the centu

Harmonizing austerity with sweetness and human
ness, he knew how to make his Congregation one fu ll of
fa ith , spiritual enthusiasm, dedication and zeal which
were extraordinary for the Church and for souls, even as
he himself appeared to those of his day:
energetic and
gentle at the same time. (42)
In the bulls of Clement XIV (1769) and of Pius VI
(1775), which solemnly approved the Passionist Institute
and ru les, this stability and harmony ratifyin g Paul of
the Cross' great work are very clear.
Now, after his
death, it passes entirely into the hands of his spiritual
sons.
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PART I

THE SUCCESSION

Succession must be understood as continuity which,
in the process of becoming human history, both is and
makes tradition.
But in the perspective of theology it is
also the germination of a new life according to the Spirit. This holds in a way that is entirely distinct and im
possible to reproduce when it deals with the founder of a
"family according to the Spirit" (1 ) to which the Church
has applied a very high degree of discernment and to
which she has also granted ecclesiastical approval.
Succession to the founder is, therefore, something
unique and unrepeatable,
exposing the community he has
founded to a first risky and colossal confrontation with
history and with "the Spirit which gives life " (Jn. 6:64),
compelling the members who represent it in legisla tive
and elective assemblies to make decisions and assume
positions of grave rep on sib ility.
This is what happened after the death of Paul of
the Cross to members of general chapters ( V I I , V I I I , IX)
and to two superiors general, F r. John Baptist Gorresio
and Fr. John Mary Cioni, who were elected by these
chapters. Both men were companions of the founder. These
were the men who, at the head of the Institute, garnered
its heritage for a period of twenty-one years (1775-1796),
as the expression of the legacy of the first generations of
Passionists. The first named was twenty-one years profes
sed when elected and the second thirty-seven when elect
ed.
They, therefore, characterized the first period of the
epoch we are treatin g.
History must tell how F r. Gorresio and F r . Cioni,
as well as their "electors" interpreted and responsibly
translated into action and option for the benefit of the
Passionist community, the model and the work Father Paul
of the Cross left them.
als

It seems to us that when assessing these individu
and their deeds, the best attitude to take is that
-
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adopted by Charles Peguy towards Joanne Joinville, the
biographer of St. Louis IX, king of France, (2) and to
call the first spiritual heirs of the founder to account,
not so much for what they were, although that too is
very important, but for what they did with the model and
image of the founder. (3) This w ill give a genuine
meaning to the term "succession."
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C hapter I

SEVENTH GENERAL CHAPTER (1778)

A

IMAGE

OF

THE

FOUNDER

IN

THE

HEART

OF

THE

CONGREGATION

The founder ' s long direction of the Congregation as
its head ended barely five months after his last election
(May 15 - October 18, 1775).
By virtue of the constitu
tions, his first consultor, F r. Gorresio, succeeded to the
generalship as vice-general until the end of the first
period of three years.
Fr. Gorresio was forty-one years
o ld , and then at the height of his vigor as we shall soon
see.
He had been present at the long "passover" of the
founder, had received his spiritual testament on that
memorable August 30, 1775 when he solemnly administered
viaticum to him. Thus it was as witness and as successor
that he duly announced the sad news of the founder ' s
death in a circular letter to a ll the religiou s. It was a
careful and complete account of all the circumstances of
that passing, devoting the most space to his spiritual
testament, describing the participation of the community
in the agony of the saint, and mentioning the presence of
some ecclesiastics who were making their retreat in the
house and of the benefactor Anthony Frattini with his son
Vincent. He described the vast crowd of people which f i l l 
ed to overflowing the Basilica of Sts. John and Paul,
thronging around the holy remains to pray and trying to
touch the body of the saint indiscriminately with various
objects and a rticles. " It was indeed admirable to see that
devout multitude zealously vying with each other to la y a
hand on the sacred remains, the first and foremost being
the vicegerent (M arcucci).
It is notsurprising to
see
Bishop Marcucci present since he declared
in the pre
sence of many of those worthy people that the first time
he visited the invalid in the hospice (of the Most Holy
C ru cified ), the said Father when givin g him an exhorta

-
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tion, became totally absorbed in God and so remained un
able to utter a word for half a day, and when asked
what had happened to him he would only reply ' Leave me
in peace! ' He (Bishop Marcucci) said that something sim
ila r took place, although not to the same extent as the
first time, whenever he visited him;
and when he was
leaving many overheard him say: 'For me the consolations
and joys of Rome have come to an end. ' That,
b r ie fly ,
my brothers, is the account of all that happened at the
death of our beloved Father; now it is our duty to imi
tate his holy example.
Remember, then, I shall say with
the holy old man Mattathias, ' remember the deeds per
formed by our ancestors, each in his generation, and you
shall win great honor and everlasting renown.' So be i t .
Amen." (A)
Within two years of this holy death the vice-general
obtained the initiation of the process of beatification in
various dioceses with a surprising speed and efficiency.
(5) This meant that the image and spirit of the founder
were graven in the heart and life of the Congregation. In
the two years 1776-1778 its numbers had reached 191 r e li
gious (121 priests and clerics,
70 brothers), eight de
ceased and 10 dismissed (Ed. note: These updated figures
differ from the Italian text which gives 119 priests, 73
brothers, 8 deceased, 8 dismissed; c f . F. Giorgini, DR).

B. FIRST GENERAL CHAPTER AFTER THE FOUNDER'S DEATH

In the meantime an event of exceptional importance
had taken place, the seventh general chapter of the In
stitute.
"The fir s t ," the Acts specify, "since the blessed
departure to another life of the Most Reverend Father
Paul of the Cross, Founder of the Congregation, whose
memory is held in veneration." (6) In a circular letter of
February 12, 1778, F r. Gorresio convoked it for the fol
lowing May 16 at the house of Sts. John and Paul. He al
so requested the two provincials when sending out convocatory letters to their provincial chapters to advise that
these would be held after the general chapter at the same
retreat in Rome. (7) The same course would be followed
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aS that adopted in the preceding general chapter, adding
to this new assembly the capitular fathers for the provincia l chapters, namely, the local superiors, in order to
obtain a wider consensus in what pertained to various
clarifications of some points of ru le. This evoked some
"questions" from one of our historians, as we shall see
later.
The capitulars arrived in Rome and were pleasantly
surprised to see Bishop Struzzieri who was spending a
few days there while making a deposition as a witness in
the Roman process for the cause of the founder. No sooner
did they see him that it occurred to them to apply to the
pope for his appointment as president of the chapter.
"But they were too la te ," writes the chronicler, F r.
Philip Antonaroli, "because a few days earlier while the
same prelate was having an audience with the pope, his
holiness had spontaneously appointed him to attend the
chapter, and to preside at it in his name,. .thus antici
pating the general w ish." (&)
"The quality of the president," the chronicler notes,
"was matched by the signal gifts of the electors which
made this chapter forever worthy of the respect of all
who were to come.
A ll were disciples of the venerable
founder.
Some were distinguished for learning and doc
trine, and a ll, nine in number, as the office of procura
tor was fille d by the second general consul to r, were so
richly endowed spiritu ally that in the course of time the
virtuous life of each
without exception was written for
the edification and instruction of future generations. We
cannot say how many other chapters could claim such
high merit.
We have made this comment for the glory of
God and the honor of his servant (F r . John Baptist Gorresio) whom those holy men chose for this most important
election." (9)
When the capitular fathers had assembled in the
chapel with the religious community, in the presence of
the presiding bishop, the vice-general gave "a learned
and solid discourse on the principal qualities of a supe
rior" which consisted in the following points:
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- fid e lity in fu lfillin g the duties of his vocation;
- special fid elity to the "common observance";
- "the light of good example";
prudence in governing, particularly in givin g
counsel.
Undoubtedly Fr. Gorresio was deeply conscious, as
was the entire assembly gathered together that evening
(May 15, 1778),
that the little Congregation was making
history, two and h alf years from the saintly death of the
beloved and most worthy Father Paul of the Cross, supe
rior general and founder (October 18, 1775) • (10) Fr.
Gorresio enriched his discourse with exact texts from sa
cred scripture, the patristic writings, theology and the
example of the saints, (11) weaving them into his talk,
so much so that the presiding bishop was fille d with ad
miration and followed his example next day, May 16,
when givin g his own address at the formal opening of the
same chapter. (12) Indeed, Struzzieri "with a few well
chosen words deeply moved its sp irit, already sufficiently
prepared to make a holy choice." (13)
Predictably, the capitulars were turning their eyes
to F r . Gorresio.
F r. John Mary Cioni, provincial of the
Patrimony Province (Ed. note: the present day Presenta
tion Province;
hereafter the present day title w ill be
u sed ), had given him to understand this clearly. (12) His
three years as vice-general had won for him, in truth,
the consensus of the good opinion of the Congregation,
which naturally was feeling the loss of the founder, was
very apprehensive about the succession and deeply ex
periencing the need for security.
The man to whom they
entrusted the succession was to be its guide for the fo l
lowing six years (1778-1782). (15)
Indeed, the capitulars unanimously elected F r. Gor
resio as superior general in succession to the founder as
if they were shaking a heavy burden off their own
shoulders.
But the newly elected was far from pleased
about it.
F r. Philip gives us a liv e ly account of what
happened: "He began to protest that he did not want to
hear of such a thing, that his shoulders could not carry
such a burden, that he had learned from the experience
-
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of the past three years how hard and how heavy it was.
To his protests and entreaties he added tears, and to his
copious tears a written renunciation, which must be re
corded here as it was so resolute, vigorous, and energetic ." (16)
Nevertheless, the chapter was adamant, convinced
that this father, as humble and saintly as he was scrup
ulous and rigid, was the right man to succeed the found
er.
His renunciation was therefore not accepted, neither
was that presented by the second consultor, F r . Vincent,
also a man of profound humility and sanctity.
He was given the two provincial superiors, of the
Presentation, and of Marittima and Campagna (Ed.
note:
the latter is the present day Province of Our Mother of
Sorrows; hereafter the present day title w ill be u sed ), as
consul tors, F r . John Mary Cioni and F r . Vincent Bertolotti, and as procurator F r. John Baptist Porta.
The r e li
gious community having been assembled, "a ll joyously
rendered obedience to the new general who contined to
weep." His tears were genuine. (17)

C. SUPERABUNDANCE OF LAWS

The elections to the general government of the In
stitute o v er, there followed the chapters of the two pro
vinces in existence at that time, after which the capitu
lar fathers, general and provincial, together formed a
kind of general assembly. From May 23-25 inclusive, this
assembly ex amined and discussed "various matters con
cerning the general good of our whole Congregation." ( 18)
In other words, their task was to submit some arti
cles of the rules and constitutions to different cla rifica 
tions and practical applications, explaining and deter
mining in greater detail their meaning and value.
( 19)
The second session was entirely dedicated to this work,
from the afternoon of May 23 until the end of May 25,
and it formulated no fewer than twenty-seven decrees. To
this was added the "ra d ical" revision of the regulations
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of 1775, into which were inserted "long and minute pre
scriptions for carrying out functions in our churches, the
method of givin g missions and other forms
of ministry,
etc." (20) The same chapter made it obligatory for every
community to read the new text of the regulations once a
month instead of the spiritual reading which followed the
litu rgy of Vespers. (21 )
How shall this work of "declaration" of the rules
and revision of the regulations be judged, carried out as
it was scarcely three years after the last general chapter
at which the founder himself had presided? How can these
two events, which in a certain sense are contradictory,
be harmonized to answer the question posed by one of the
most authoritative historians regarding our origins : "Is
this not tantamount to confessing that the wish of the
founder had not been fu lfille d in the preceeding chapter?"
(22) Passing over the perhaps excessive tribute paid by
a certain Passionisi writer to the work of this chapter,
which he describes as "the authentic declaration and in
terpretation of the holy ru le ," (23) we shall attempt to
sift the reasons which are at the heart of the problem.
1.
A mentality began to form under the generalship of
F r. Gorresio, and immediately took root in the 1800s, that
the Passionist charism is preserved and transmitted in its
entirity only if it is expressed in and "defended" by a
most intricate network of law s, norms and customs which
with the passage of time become ever more minute and r i
gid, to the point of leaving little or no room for the ex
ercise of that prudence, maturity, and liberty which are
gifts poured out by the Spirit upon the members of those
communities united in His name.
Perhaps it is symptoma
tic , for example, that it was precisely the seventh (1778)
and the ninth (1790) chapters, those which elected F r.
Gorresio, which laid upon the Institute an enormous bur
den of decrees: twenty-seven in the first, as has already
been stated, thiry-four in the second, (24) while Chapter
VI (1775), at which the founder presided, produced only
thirteen, and V I I I , which elected F r . John Mary Cioni as
general, produced only eleven.
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2
Another factor was the ju ridical process itself, which
generally follows the charismatic, according to which the
first text of the rules
in our possession (1736), simple
and limpid in itspopular litera ry style
and saturated
with both ascetical and mystical ardor, was followed by
four others, each
more juridical in form than the pre
ceding one.
Similarly the first regulations of 1775, text
and fount of the purest spiritu ality, are followed, as we
have already said, by those of 1778 which are markedly
distinct in that they begin to take a certain disciplinary
tone and form.
The meaning of this type of legislation,
then, lies precisely in the prevailing style and demands
of discipline, in contrast to the spiritu ality and the first
charismatic w ellsprin g.
An eminent Passionist scholar
makes this observation:
"1 am inclined to follow
the
opinion of those who believe that in the course of time
our rule took the typical Roman ju rid ical pattern.
As an
ultimate response
we would feel tempted to oppose the
gospel to the Church,
as was done at the beginning of
the century.
Little by lit t le , with implacable lo g ic , the
original reign of fervor would have been replaced by the
bureaucratic rig id ity of administrative systems. This fate
has not been ours exclusively.
All orders have suffered
to some extent this law of the degradation of energy.
In
order to comment on the passages I have chosen in their
spiritual context, 1 have thought it necessary to place
them in their native atmosphere." (25)
F r . Gorresio' s system was well known in the Con
gregation. It attempted to legislate for a ll the exigencies
of the different offices and sectors of monastic life with
written orders, decrees and special regulations, especi
a lly during the time of canonical visitation of the com
munities . From the chapter had come a forest of decrees,
which he administered with rare s k ill, (26) except for
two cases, which we w ill now describe.
The first concerns Decree 160, (27) "which recog
nized the need to seek papal permission to reduce the
time for the night choral observance, in accordance with
the pope' s desire that more time be devoted to study; but
he did nothing about th is." (28) The reason for this was
F r. Gorresio' s adherence to his iron principle that the
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text of the rules and constitutions transmitted by the
founder was immutable and untouchable.
There were no
needs of the moral and spiritual body of the Congregation
which could justify the slightest change even if it is re
commended by the pope. This touches the understanding of
the problem of "succession." As we have said before, it
is very important to understand what the first spiritual
heirs did with the model and the image of the founder.
The second concerns Decree 164, under which the
blessing and exhortation imparted to the community at
night should
be given by the superior highest in rank
and dignity, not by the local
superior as had been the
custom during the life
of the founder.
More about this
matter la te r .
For the present it w ill suffice to indicate
that this decree would arouse long and stubborn opposi
tion, particularly from the local superiors, which would
last for almost fifty years, from 1780 to 1828, with re
peated interventions of the Holy See.
Our aim now, how
ever , is to get to know better the second superior general
of the Congregation as a man and as a superior.

NOTES

. Marcel Légaut, L'uomo alla ricerca della sua umanità,
pp. 205-207.
2. "Vita tertia (Sancti Ludovici Francorum regis) auctore
Jeanne Joinvillio regis familiari," in Acta SS.
Augusti, V
(Paris, 1868), pp. 672-758; in French, ed. E . Jarry (Angers,
1942).
3 . Charles Peguy, Oeuvres en prose 1909-1914 (Paris,
1957), p . 1023.
4. Boll CP , X (1929 ), pp. 105-116.
Scripture quote : 1
Mach. 2:51.
5. This will be the theme of Chapter XIX of this volume
(The power of an example).
6. As "Moses, of blessed memory" (Sir 45:1).
7. We quote from the "Acts" published in Boll CP, X
1929), pp. 167-183. For other details, CAdd II, pp. 94-98.
8. CAdd II, p . 95.
9. Bg. GB, p. 51-52.
10. Boll CP, (1929), p. 169.
11. Bg GB , p . 52. .
12. CAdd II, p. 96.
13. Ibid.
14. During the Chapter, Fr. John Baptist Gorresio said : "I
have finished now." But Fr. John Mary replied in a low voice,
"Perhaps we shall begin again at the beginning." Bg GB, p.
53.
15. The Congregation in the past three years had been
tried by the sad case of the flight and theft of the former
Minor Conventual Fr. Florian Curioni and by the resignation
1

o f the
7 6 r ).

e x - A u g u s t i n i a n F r . J o s e p h Dioräo.

An,

317-321

(f 7 5 v -

16.
17.

CAdd, p . 97.
Bg G B , p . 54. An, 3 2 3 - 3 2 4 ( f . 7 7 r ).
18.
(1929) p . 175; f o r t he 27 d e c r e e s w h i c h
B o l l CP,
c h a p t e r issued, i b i d p p . 175- 1 8 2 , a n d D R 17-20.
19.
20.

DR

(10).

21.
22.
23.

Ibid.
Boll CP, o p .c i t ., p . 182.
D R (10).
Bol l C P , X, (1929) p. 168.

24.

DR

23-31

9

43 -

this

25. Stanislaus Breton, "La Congregazione passionista ed il
suo carisma," in the series Ricerche di storia e spiritualità
passionista, n. 5, Curia Generale (Roma, 1978), pp. 7-8.
26. Among others, these decrees pertain to the use of "the
little tunic" in winter; some conditions for the admission of
novices; the obligation to take "the oath of perseverance" in
the act of profession; rules about letters to major
superiors;
money received from benefactors and its custody;
meals on feast days and the quality of the green vegetables
for table use;
the liturgy on feast days;
moral theology
texts and the doctrine of St. Thomas Aquinas being of
obligation in the schools of the Institute.
27. DR, 18.
28. DR, (10).

- 44

C hapter 11

THE SECOND SUPERIOR GENERAL
FATHER JOHN BAPTIST GORRESIO
( 1775-

1784; 1790- 1796)

A. THE MAN
1.

His b io g r a p h e r , Father P h ilip

We owe much of our knowledge about F r. Gorresio
(1) to F r. Philip Antonaroli, distinguished chronicler and
hagiographer of the Congregation.
He was a skillfu l
w riter, informed and conscious of the importance of his
task, who respected the truth even when inspired with
profound admiration for his subject.
When dealing with
subjects and facts that were, particularly controversial,
he tried to maintain serenity and balance,
but what he
refrained from saying was often more significant than
what he said.
Undoubtedly the fame of F r. Gorresio in
the Congregation was a real and incontestable fa c t, but
it is not easy to say how far his rigorous and meticulous
mentality, combined with his tendency to authoritarianism
in government, fitted him to undertake the task of inter
preting and guiding with correct balance and inspired
moderation the difficu lt "succession" to the founder. From
this point of view F r . Philip was perhaps not entirely
satisfactory, for example, when he attributed to "true
zeal" the excessive rig id ity of his government, and de
scribed it as "one of his greatest and most resplendent
virtues." (2) But with due respect to F r . Gorresio, who
was always a vigorous and estimable person, and to his
biographer, it must be recognized that excess cannot,
strictly speaking, be described as virtue.
Another detail
throws an interesting light on the "lim itations" of the
work of the biographer, and it is related to the famous
phrase which appeared in the first biography of 1811,
precisely in number thirty-six of Part I I I , which treats
"Love of the Congregation":
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" It was a common sayin g," it reads, "that if the
venerable founder gave the Congregation its body, F r.
John Baptist gave it its soul." (3) That phrase was later
eliminated from the text by the author himself in the se
cond biography of 1817.
And this is highly sign ifican t.
Was it due perhaps to the different atmosphere of 1811
(when the period of Napoleonic suppression was being ex
perienced) , or perhaps did he personally have second
thoughts about i t , o r , most probably, was he counselled
by someone of a more weighty opinion to omit the passage
in question from the new biography?
We do not know the
reason.
What is certain, however, is that in the twenty
years from the end of F r. Gorresio' s tenure of office as
superior general, with the experience of the suppression
and of changes coming from other generations in the In
stitute, he developed a more balanced judgment and re
cognized that it was the founder who gave the Congrega
tion not only its body but also its soul, which is • the
historic truth, and he suppressed what would have been
nothing less than an alteration of that truth. ( 4 )
2. His e a r ly c a reer as a P a ssio n ist

F r. John Baptist Gorresio was born on December 14,
1734, at Bagnasco, in the diocese of A lba, known today
as Mondovi. . He was the son of Joseph Mary, captain of
the King of Sardegna' s urban militia-, and of Mary Mag
dalen.
He showed extraordinary intelligence in his pri
mary and secondary studies. (5) In 1755 at the age of
twenty-one years he entered the novitiate of the Presen
tation at Monte Argentario. ( 6 ) His novice master was F r.
John Mary Cioni;
his vice master, F r. Louis Borell.
He
made his religious profession on November 30, 1756,
(7)
and studied philosophy and theology under the guidance
of good teachers. ( 8 ) He was ordained a priest by Bishop
Ubald Baldassini, of the Barnabites, on March 22, 1760.
His activity in government and in the preaching of
missions soon began and made him one of the most out
standing fathers - in the early days of the Institute.
In
1761, as vice-rector of the retreat at Monte Cavo, he was
most exemplary in community l i f e , kind and obliging to

Fr. John Baptist Gorresio, first successor to the founder as superior general
( 1775- 1784,

1790- 1796).

Mar> doni, third
SuPerior

Onerai (1784.

aU
He tookon the most menial tasks, even helping in
the quest for new wine;
he could be seen carrying the
barrels on his shoulders.
He was always available for
the confessions of the faithful who peopled the sides of
the mountain and he used to take the horseshoe path that
led to Rocca di Papa.
During these years the young F r . Gorresio was be
ing
formed as a future superior, orator and missionary.
( 9 ) The founder held him in high esteem and once, il
luminated by a spirit of prophecy, reassured him when he
-was
hastening to consult the doctor at Ronciglione about
certain symptoms of illness,
"F r . John Baptist, do not
w orry. Go without fe a r , for even if 1 knew that you were
in your agony with a candle in your hand, I would say
that you would not die because God has great things in
store for you." (10) Once in the same retreat of St. An
gelo at Vetralla he made a significant gesture by placing
his own cap on F r. John Baptist' s head as he was leav
ing.
"From which," concluded the witness, Bro. Paschal
De Martinis, "I deduced that he wished to foretell that he
( F r. John Baptist) would succeed him as superior general,
which indeed came to pass." ( 1 1 )
F r. John Baptist' s career as superior began in 1769
and ended with his death in 1801.
(12) His prolonged
period in government and his indefatigable work gave
testimony to his possession of human qualities common to
few :
intelligence, energy, tenacity, endurance, s e lf-g iv 
ing to the neighbor, and the excellent virtues of humili
ty, prayerfulness, a thirst for "the desert", outstanding
austerity, apostolic zeal and an authentic spirit of ser
vice.
But there also was in him "the other side of the
coin," placing clearly before our eyes the limitations in
his ideas and behavior of which we have already partly
observed: his scrupulous temperament which led to excess
in details and to a rigorous exacting of duty from the
religious, as well as the inexorable imposition of pen
ances on a l l . ( 1 3 )
Later we shall speak of his mens (mind) when con
fronting the great problems of the "observance," the rules
and constitutions, and their "irreform ab ility," institution
-
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al " f ix it y , " and historic dynamism.
At this point, how
ever, it w ill be well to know the person and his govern
ment , relyin g, though c ritic a lly , on F r. Philip as the
primary source, since it is through him that the fullest
history of the Congregation is filtered and transmitted to
us.
3. The P a ssio n ist im a ge: c le a n lin e ss and decorum

Fr. Gorresio was a lover of cleanliness and order
in the religious house, especially the rooms of the re li
gious, and punctilious about correcting the least sign of
carelessness shown by the religious and by superiors. He
wished that cleanliness should be the reflection of up
rightness and charity.
He sedulously avoided the petty
resentments that arise among religious and would care
fu lly choose the words best suited for the restoration of
peace to a ll.
"He used to in sist," writes his biographer,
"that the religious should be courteous in their treatment
of each other, and- used to say that good manners is the
guardian of ch a rity." He kept up the custom of "wishing
each, other a happy feast at Easter and Christmas," and
would reprehend those who occasionally might have ne
glected to do so.
He used to recommend also that each
one be treated with the respect due him, as p riest, cleric
or brother.
"Falsehood and insincerity are the most dan
gerous poisoners of ch a rity ," the biographer points out,
stressing F r. Gorresio's exactitude in all that pertained
to sincerity and simplicity, qualities which in him were
the result of temperament combined with great virtue.
Consequently, "he would always pursue and punish false
hood whenever he found it.
In spite of the fact that he
was so measured in speech, he once said when preaching
a retreat to the religious that he had more horror of a
lia r than of one who committed any other kind of fa u lt."
( 14)
He had at heart that the Passionist presence in the
world, especially among lay people, should edify and be
an authentic witness. It was his desire that the religious
should never delay when on journeys but should return
promptly to the retreat, and he never permitted them to
-
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use spurs when rid in g , as that savored of worldliness.
He forbade them when passing through the towns to dine
anywhere except at the house of a benefactor.
He recom
mended to a brother who was leaving Rome in a cart, for
example, that he should not satisfy his thirst during the
journey by drinking from the water jar on the public
highway as was the custom of the coach d rivers.
He also issued a decree forbidding the brothers who
were questing to drink wine in the taverns especially at
harvest time.
He detested the use of firearms and duly
formulated a decree forbidding the religious to use such
weapons. Reserved in his person and sober in his extern
al demeanor he disliked excessive gesticulation with the
hands when talking and rebuked the religious .who com
mitted this impropriety. (15) He could not tolerate people
fondling or playing with the cats. ( 16) Any lack of mod
eration in language or bad taste in the written corre
spondence of the religious displeaded him.
For him a
letter was a human and spiritual testimony of the conse
crated person. For example, a certain cleric who had re
cently arrived in Rome wrote a letter to his mother to
console her in some serious trouble and, in suggesting
motives for her comfort, he went too far and revealed his
ignorance.
He folded the letter and not finding the rec
tor ' s door open,
took it to F r. John Baptist ' s room and
left it on his desk.
The cautious superior read it, dis
covered a mistake, took his pen and corrected it, did
this a second and then a third time.
Finally on seeing
that there were endless mistakes he took the letter to the
rector saying,
"Look here!
Just look at the letter this
cleric has written, riddled with mistakes.
Tell him so."
( 1 7 ) Endowed with a high degree of good sense, he was
amazed to see a certain brother on the community list of
fathers and brothers at Sts. John and Paul with a
strange religious name.
The name was : Bro. Balthasar of
Most Holy Mary in Expectation of the Birth (M azzante).
F r . Gorresio ordered that the name be changed to Bal
thasar of Jesus and Mary, ( 18) thus combining devotion
with good taste.
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4.

L ib e r a lit y in spite o f r ig o r

Nevertheless, F r. Gorresio was lib eral and charit
able in his dealings with people. His biographer stresses
the fact th at, although he was well known for his rigor
ous government, "swift
to
correct
and
show sever
ity . . .when anyone went to him in his room for any spir
itual or temporal need, he was quite d ifferen t." He was
so very kind- and generous that the religious themselves
were astonished.
At times he seemed fu ll of affection and
tenderness. (19) A certain religious who knew him when
he was young w rites: "He was a priest who always loved
tenderly, deeply, and without exception all of us who
had the good fortune to be his subjects;
he grieved over
those who went astray;
stimulated the lukewarm to seek
perfection, strengthened the weak, encouraged and esteem
ed the virtuous." (20) Knowing by experience that he
possessed these virtues, the community of Sts. John and
Paul preferred him to the others,
(21) the more so be
cause, with a ll his inclination to severity, when he no
ticed that one of his sharp reprimands had hurt any re
ligious he went to great pains to ease the situation, pro
vidin g an opportunity for dialogue with the person in or
der to c la rify what had happened, or to give him some
little g i f t . One day he corrected a brother for a fault he
believed him to have committed, and the brother, deeply
perturbed, replied that the Blessed Virgin herself would
defend him. The general was greatly moved and he wept.
He investigated the matter and after some time wrote to
the brother at Rome saying how happy he was to ack
nowledge his innocence. ( 2 2 )
Another time he noticed that a young cleric had
been avoiding him, and he did not know the reason for
th is. A vailing himself of the opportunity provided by the
canonical visitation, he sent for the cleric.
Taking an
affectionate attitude towards him and talking to him
about other matters, he fin a lly asked him if he was at
peace with everyone, or if he had anything against any
one.
He replied that he was happy with everyone. "Why,
then," asked the good superior, "do you avoid me?" He
went on to assure the cleric that he had a good opinion
of him. He tried to find out from him whether he needed
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anything and as the young man replied that he did not,
he insisted that he should ask for something. At last he
said that he needed a sash. (23) He immediately took the
student to the tailor and ordered a new one for him with
so much affection that the young man dissolved into
tears. (24)
We must acknowledge that F r . Gorresio was very
much aware of his limitations and excessive severity and
that he suffered more on account of them than can be
imagined.
His biographer brings this out when he writes
that while making his first canonical visit to the Morrovale retreat, he made a pilgrim age to the shrine at Lor
eto and celebrated Mass there to obtain from the Blessed
Virgin "the grace to be more moderate in givin g correc
tions ." While making the visitation at St. Eutizio, which
began soon after that, he seemed to have had a genuine
change of temperament, and when exhorting the religious
to devotion to the Mother of God, he confessed; that he
had received that grace. (25)
5. Know how to obey in o rd er to know how to go vern

Deeply convinced of the value of religious obedi
ence, F r. Gorresio knew how to obey just as he knew how
to command.
The offices he had held and his advanced
age were not in his eyes sufficient reasons for relaxing
his observance of the fundamental gospel virtue of pen
ance.
Therefore he practiced simple and exact obedience to
his superior, ( 2 6 ) his spiritual directors ( 2 7 ) and to the
pope, whom he highly esteemed.
Preparations were being
made for the grand cavalcade which was to mark the new
p o n tiff' s (Pius V I) taking possession of the Lateran.
The
route was to follow the street of San Giovanni near Sts.
John and Paul.
Vice general Gorresio had shown ‘ a nega
tive attitude to this, thinking that such a manifestation
was alien to the spirit of Passionist reserve, and that
even when it was connected with the Vicar of Christ it
was in any case too noisy and ostentatious. But when the
pope got to know this and ordered the Passionist com
-
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munity to participate in it, F r. Gorresio
obeyed without a murmur. (28)

immediately

The other case was when he was in Terracina mak
ing the canonical visitation, which happened to coincide
with the pope ' s summer vacation in that city. Having be
gun the visitation, the general, perhaps out of respect
for the Holy Father, decided to wait until he should have
returned to Rome. But one day the pontiff asked his Pas
sionisi confessor if the general's visitation were o ver. On
hearing that it had not yet ended he showed great sur
prise and said "But what kind of visitation is this that
never ends? What is there to visit? Fifteen days have a l
ready passed.. . . " The confessor reported this to the su
perior general who concluded the visitation that same
day. ( 2 9 )
He was scrupulous also in the observance of c iv il
and ecclesiastical laws ( orders, papal bulls, decrees, de
cisions of diocesan synods, litu rgica l rubrics) provided
that these did not emanate from bishops in conflict with
the Holy See, as in the case of the Synod of Pistoia. He
was very punctilious about the norms and ceremonies of
the litu rgy because they were related to the public cult
of the Church, and he insisted firm ly that they should be
fu lly respected.
He took care that the manner of cele
brating the Eucharist should be checked and examined
annually in accordance with the regulations of 177 8 , and
he personally took part in that examination. On one occa
sion the father who was directing the review drew his
attention to the fact that his memento was a little too
long.
He humbly accepted the criticism and immediately
corrected i t . ( 30 )
6 . His thought on modesty

F r . Gorresio' s behavior and the measures he took in
preserving modesty and chastity are indicative, at least
p a rtia lly , of the mentality of that period of history.
For
example, the rule laid down for the fathers who went as
confessors to St. John' s Hospital obliged them to cover
their faces with a handkerchief when hearing the confes-
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sions of women patients.
(31) Another rule provided for
covering the jalousies in all the rooms for hearing Mass
in the Congregation' s churches with adhesive paper to
prevent the religious from seeing the peoplé. Worse still
was his custom of personally blotting out with ink the
incidental figures in books "which Were not in keeping
with all the rules of modesty.. . caring not at a ll that
the book be ruined in order to preserve the eyes and
minds of the readers from contamination. ( 3 2 )
Incomprehensible too was his action in the retreats
of St. Sosio, Monte Cavo and Rome, when he objected to
"a little nude angel" that appeared in pictures of St.
Joseph in those retreats.
"He ' could not rest until the
painter covered those figu res." The biographer ’ s emphasis
moves us toread between the lines his
personal
dis
agreement with what he has to narrate.
This same treat
ment of another picture in Rome, (33) gives us reason to
reflect on what might be called the pathological aspect of
the matter, since F r. Gorresio was a man of culture and
deep sp iritu ality. The only explanation for it is that his
tormenting scruples caused him to exaggerate in this
way, and it must be considered as personal to him rather
than an expression of the times. When referring to paint
ed angels or to the Child Jesus, painted in the nude as
was the
custom, the biographer observes shrewdly, "No
one until then had paid any attention to this nudity, but
the general, who let nothing pass, called a priest from
the retreat in Rome, ordered him to cover the angels (and
the Child Jesus).
The priest obeyed, and to someone who
was astonished to meet him wearing an apron, with
paints and a brush in his hands, he said, ’ Here I am
engaged in concealing t r iv ia lit ie s '. " (34) The biogra
pher' s way of expressing it is very effective:
"but the
general, who let nothing pass," indicated that he wished
to make it quite clear that the problem was a personal
one of Gorresio' s, since no one in the community had ever
given it a thought.
The "confession" of the priest, the
improvised painter, helps in the liv e ly account F r. Philip
gave of the incident to remove discreetly the sardonic
smile which might have been provoked by seeing works of
art subjected to this strange censure.
Doubtless it is
easier to understand F r. Gorresio' s strictures upon any
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one who might go too far when describing events and
tellin g anecdotes with -strong emphasis on rude popular
slang. (35) This is true also of those regulations that
were made concerning meetings and conversations with
women who used to gather about the doors of the retreats
and who would remain too long in the parlor or in the
sacristy.
He took special care to warn those who were
sent out of the retreats and the brothers who went on the
quest never to a va il themselves of the company or the
help of women.
In one community he even made a decree
about th is, threatening with severe punishment anyone
who might venture to contravene it. ( 3 6 )

B. HIS GOVERNMENT

Until now we have reflected on some aspects of the
second general of the Congregation as a man, a religious
and a superior, going beyond simple general statements
to almost tangible facts and situations which truly recon
struct the mentality and style of the life of that person
and of that time, thanks to the rich sources at our dis
posal.
True the space we have devoted to F r. Gorresio
and this period is excessive when compared with those
who are to follow.
However, it is worthwhile because we
are dealing with the great fact of the "succession" and
at the same time with that critica l period, or better,
with the transition from the origins to historical continu
ity , and therefore to the future expansion of the Institute
of St. Paul of the Cross.
We do not think that we are creating an imbalance
by highlighting this period.
Rather we are promoting
greater and more intimate knowledge of those persons and
events which probably exercised powerful influence on the
course of Passionist history.
1.

His se cretaries

Returning to F r . Gorresio, in our study we shall
develop more fu lly the plan and scope of his government

as a force which founded, fashioned and organized the
nascent Institute, without neglecting other aspects of the
man and the religious.
Two men of culture and of excellent religious spirit
collaborated with F r. Gorresio during his period as gen
eral: F r . Dominic Ferreri and Fr. Nicholas Serrelli, his
private secretaries. (37) The former had been the found
er ' s secretary from 1770 until his death and continued in
this office for his first successor and his second (F r . Cion i).
The latter was F r . John Baptist' s secretary in the
first six years ( 37 a) and probably in the early years of
the second period of his government.
He later resigned
from the post and retired to Terracina where he died a
few years la te r . Considering the volume of F r. Gorresio' s
duties, especially his visits to communities, the making
of new foundations and his frequent missions and re
treats, the work of his secretaries had to be particularly
efficie n t, not only the ordinary routine secretarial tasks,
but also other important duties entrusted to them by the
general himself. F r. Dominic, for example, was indefatig
able, (33) and it is thought that he collaborated, in
obedience to F r . Gorresio, in editing the Latin version of
the rules and constitutions approved by Pius VI in 1775,
a month before the founder' s death.
This work was pub
lished in a handsome pocket editon the following year.
(39) At the same time the Italian text was also published
for the use of the lay brothers according to the express
wish of the founder. ( 7 0 )
2. Community v is its

One of the most important duties of F r. Gorresio ' s
government was the "general visitation" of the two pro
vinces which he began in 1776 and carried out with that
scrupulousity which was perhaps excessive, but charac
teristic of his temperament and method of governing. This
visitation followed some nine years after the visitation of
Our Mother of Sorrows province, and six years after the
v is it of the Presentation province, the last visitation the
holy founder carried out before his death.
According to
the needs of different places, he drew up special rules
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and regulations for the care and conservation of the ad
ministrative books, the celebration of masses, and also
the organizational structures proper to an expanding In
stitute. (41) He repeated the visitation during the first
and second six years of his period as general superior,
and always with the same tenacity and energy, although
he suffered much from bouts of i ll health, (42) as in the
years 1794-1795.
During these visits . he attached great importance to
personal contact and dialogue, he listened to the re li
gious one by one "with great charity, kindness and - pati
ence, givin g to each one the loving, fraternal admoni
tions which the different cases w arranted... .He also in
spected the rooms of the religious, always showing great
pleasure when they gave evidence of true poverty, and he
always recommended cleanliness." (43) The "observant"
religious pleased him greatly and he would bring the
visitation to a close with a "fervent discourse," exhorting
everyone "with his usual energy, to more perfect obser
vance of the holy ru le." ( 4 4 )
3. Decrees an d Rights o f the Institute

We have described how he had recourse to decrees,
regulations and special directives for each community,
using them as an ordinary instrument of government,
particularly during the first nine years of his generalate.
( 4 5 ) But there was no scarcity either of circular
letters by which he communicated matters of concern to
the whole Congregation.
None of his letters was ' of a
doctrinal character.
All were written for practical rea
sons, beginning with the one we consider most important,
his first le tte r, givin g an account of the founder' s
death.
(46) Others followed: one about the new solemnity
of the Commemoration of the Passion of Jesus as titular
feast of the Congregation;
(47) the p rivilege of celebrat
ing a votive Mass of Our Lady of Sorrows on the Satur
days of the year which had no feast proper to them; ( 4 8 )
another asking prayers for the ailin g pontiff, Pius V I ,
( 4 9 ) and, years later, requesting prayers for his "apos
tolic journey" to Vienna.
(50) There were letters convok-
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ing general chapters; (51) norms for regulation of the
lodging provided for lay people at the retreats;
(52)
there was a letter about custody .of-the book of rules and
the constitutions;
( 5 3 ) and one about the organization
and care of the archives. This last letter was a decisive
intervention prescribing the manner of organizing the ar
chives from the origins of the Institute, and drew its in
spiration from Benedict X I I I ' s apostolic constitution,
Maxima V igila n tia , 1727, which was to remain the norm
for the functioning of the same archives until 1 8 8 6 .
(5 4 )
History acknowledges this source of strength and v ita lity .
Undoubtedly, the Congregation had need of other
ways and means of strengthening it as an institutional,
moral and spiritual organism.
Indeed the work of the
founder was developing in a way that demanded of whom
ever might be his successor great intellectual and sp iri
tual capacity for action.
Given his lim itations, known to
us, F r . Gorresio was the man providence supplied.
He
spared no pains in creating those structures which he
deemed to be the most adequate, even in matters of lesser
importance. (55) He worked particularly hard to ensure
the best possible methods of celebrating general and pro
vin cia l chapters, that they might have lasting and e ffi
cacious results. He knew also how to obtain special fa 
vors in temporal matters from the Holy See, "and he
maintained constant vigilance,
neglecting nothing that
might in the course of time become p reju d icia l." (56)
Therefore,
"he was most zealous in securing the rights
and justice for each retreat, and when any one of them
was threatened by legal proceedings he strove tenaciously
to defend i t ." (57) He took the greatest care also to pro
mote charitable communion and exchange of material goods
among the communities, himself leading the way in this
by his good example. ( 5 8 )
His great love for the Congregation was known to
¿lIT, "Nothing was more important to him than to see it
holy and irreproachable before God and the w orld ," (59)
so much so that more than a few religious wondered if it
could be possible to excel F r. Gorresio in this "passion
ate love" of the Institute. (60)
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4. Prim e c r e d e n tia ls : p overty an d common sense

Because his love was genuine, flowing from a strong
and active fa ith , it was closely allied to the fundamental
virtue of humility.
Indeed, he was sincerely convinced
that not only each religious but the entire Congregation
as a body should liv e and witness to hum ility, thus de
feating the proud institutional spirit created by external
prestige and false emulation which sometimes prevailed in
religious orders and institutes.
His inspiration was the
maxim of St. Vincent de Pau l: " It is not possible to have
a humble religious and a proud institute." ( 6 1 )
He desired that poverty and humility should char
acterize the Congregation of the
Passion, which the
founder with sincere humility always described as "little
and poor." His misgiving about the grandeur of the new
church of the Recanati retreat was well known, parti
cularly about the bell tower which, according to the ar
chitect ' s plans, should have reached a notable height. He
obliged Joseph Ramponi, the clerk of the works, to halt
the construction, in spite of all his protests.
Ramponi
had to obey and the bell tower has remained thus until
this day. ( 6 2 )
He had a sense of moderation and proportion.
He
had not the remotest thought that the little Congregation
of the Passion might aspire to ecclesiastical honors and
titles in imitation of the older religious orders, which at
that time were very numerous. ( 6 3 )
This inflexible rule admitted of no exceptions even
in the case of genuine sanctity.
F r. Philip brings this
out when he w rites, "He never revealed the sanctity of
another, because, although it might have seemed laudable
to do so, it could have become a motive of vainglory for
the Institute. Once during a conversation with him, Car
dinal Mark Anthony Marcolini began to speak of Fr. Candido of the Sacred Wounds (64) for whom he had great
esteem. The Cardinal asked about him and was interested
to know whether his reputation for sanctity was justified.
The general replied that he thought him a good priest.
"But I have heard it sa id ," replied the cardinal, "that
-
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he has worked miracles, that he has prophesied and done
other extraordinary things." F r. General changed the
subject saying, "1 know nothing about that," and the
conversation ended there. (65)
I don' t think he would deny the virtues and charism of his religiou s. But he did not want them to be mo
tives for vanity or boasting. preferring that humility
should be the foundation of a ll.
On one occaion he re
buked a religious who desired to receive undue marks of
esteem from the people.
He knew, for example, that a
brother had expressed regret that the people of Anguillara did not show respect, and when passing the Passionists did not uncover their heads. The general expres
sed displeasure at this and said that it showed great
pride.
"Of course," he said iro n ic a lly , "they should doff
their hats to your Eminence! Poor fe llo w !
Look, if we
wish to be respected, we must show respect to others."
( 66)

The virtue of humility caused the entire Congrega
tion and each one of its communities to feel united in
bonds of faith and prayer with the local population. This
explains why F r. Gorresio heard in the monastry bells a
voice which communicated to the Christian people the
daily chant of prayer and adoration which was at the
heart of Passionist cloistered contemplation. He attached
so much importance to the bells that he drew up regula
tions about them for the community. "He could not bear
that the signal for the canonical hours should be a few
short strokes of the bell; he insisted that they should be
rung at greater length.
Few lay people," he would say,
"know how much good we do in the retrea t. The only way
we can edify them is by the sound of our b ells.
I f we
neglect this we give scandal instead." (67) This is an
indication of that exquisite sensitivity which values what
we today call "popular relig io n ."
5- His heroic c a p a c ity to love God in a sea of scru p les

We are penetrating into the spirit of F r. Gorresio' s
government, trying to discern the elements which consti
-
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tuted it
aries .

as they appeared in the eyes of his contempor

The true spirit of his religious government was
born, above a ll, of his heroic capacity to love God, ac
cording to the testimony of a religious who live d with
him for many years:
"After our venerable Father, no
other worked as hard for the Congregation as h e." A sure
sign of this ardent love was that it expressed itself not
in words only but in deeds; "All speak well, but to work
tirelessly for all that was great and good, as F r. Gorresio did, was not common to a ll." ( 6 8 ) But
there
was
something admired even more by this religious and by a ll
his contemporaries in this first successor of the founder:
that extraordinary a b ility to change which sometimes led
him "from great kindness to extreme strictness towards
the same person," convinced as he was, that as a superi
or it was his duty to correct, impose penances and give
orders which would be taken seriously by his subjects.
(69) "There wasn't one of his subjects, young or old,
simple religious or men with high academic qualifications,
including even his confessors, who was exempt from his
orders and severity, or who had not at some time been
admonished by him." (70) His biographer underlines this
fact with great sincerity.
In all this the religious were convinced that he did
not act from passion or for human motives, but solely for
the glory of God, through love of good monastic discipline
and for the spiritual good of the communities.
That was
why, if the evidence is trustworthy, those concerned
never showed the least sign of dislike for or rebelling
against the good father general, and "even when being
reprimanded were silent, respectful and humble." ( 7 1 )
There is no doubt about the goodness of F r. Gorresio nor about the humility and obedience of those Passionists.
Nevertheless, as we have already observed, to
go to extremes is not virtue,
and the harshness and fre
quency of his interventions and recriminations, which
were often followed by the imposition of severe penances,
must surely have more than once aroused legitimate dis
approval and disagreement.
However, there must have
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been some deep, underlying cause to explain this behavior of his, and it is to this the biographer alludes with
the explicit statement, which might be called a "diagno
sis^' that "his excessive severity had as its source the
scruples which tormented him, and the horrible dread of
sin, even the most venial sin, which never left him dur
ing his whole lifetime and proved to be for him a contin
ual painful martyrdom.
Whenever he realized that he
would do anything against God's majesty, he would let
heaven fa ll
rather than do anything he considered
w r o n g (72) It is commonly known that scrupulosity is
psychic in nature and that spiritual writers have treated
it as a sickness permitted by God even in great souls,
but dangerous if it continues over a prolonged period.
(73) Thus we must seriously reason,
since it treats of
scruples which caused him a "continual and painful mar
tyrdom," that it influenced him throughout his long ca
reer as superior, as is shown in his biography.
An outstanding spiritual quality was his very great
"delicacy of conscience," more calculated to cause him
suffering than to help him to live in peace, precisely be
cause he was so very scrupulous.
"This conscience," as
his biographer emphasized, "resulted in the incredible
minuteness of detail with which he made his self-examin
ation and then accused himself to his confessor, concen
trating on everything about which he had a scruple, un
til not the least stain of sin remained, nothing which
could displease God.
I f he became aware that the infin
itely good God had been offended, or had not been served
w e ll, he would suffer the sharpest of pangs." (74) Here
indeed is an illuminating note, which reveals how a
spirit as troubled as h is, in spite of all his efforts to
achieve greater moderation in his conduct (we recall, for
example, how earnestly he prayed at the Loreto Shrine
for the grace of greater kindness), could suffer himself
and, unfortunately, make others
su ffer.
In spite of
everything, he comes down in history as a great soul be
cause he struggled in a great cause: fa ith , love of God,
truth and justice, as he himself confessed when engaged
in the dispute with the Cardinal of York, Bishop of Fra
scati, on behalf of the community of Monte Cavo. " I vene
rate and esteem the Lord Cardinal of York, but I vene
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rate and esteem God much more," he confided to a r e li
gious .
On another occasion he said very emphatically,
"No one should ever tell a lie, not even to avert the ruin
of the entire universe." ( 7 5 )
6 . A s tr a n g e r to w o rld ly w ays

Herein lies all that remains to be said about the
spirit of F r. Gorresio' s government.
His concept of life
and his vision of things human and religious made him
live as a stranger to worldly ways.
He attached no im
portance to the protection and favor of those in high
places no matter how kind and influential they were; nor
did he make any effort to win their good w ill unless he
could do so with a clear conscience.
All that mattered
to him was God, his love, his providence and fatherhood.
He used to beg special prayers of his religious whenever
he was
negotiating
any business, public, private, or
connected with the Congregation.
He would fervently ex
hort those present to pray for these intentions, while by
means of letters to the retreats of the two provinces he
kept the absent religious and those liv in g at a distance
informed about the matter in hand and stimulated them to
join in the prayer of intercession. (76)
He possessed also the very important virtue of pru
dence , first of the cardinal virtu es, which impelled him
to pray constantly to the Lord.
Because he sought only
the glory of God, the good of' souls, and the best inter
ests of the Congregation he used to ponder very carefully
his choice of ways and means. He was never hasty in
making decisions or in resolving a course of action.
He
would take time for calm reflection and would seek the
advice of his consultors and others whom he knew to be
spiritu ally gifted and well versed in doctrine, having re
course to them even when their views were contrary to
his own.
This took place whenever there was a question
of removing a superior from office or of sending away an
unworthy religious. (77) He was, as his biographer re
cords, like a tomb in preserving secrecy about matters
that demanded silence. (78) He was equally prudent when
dealing with proposals for new foundations. He never un-
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Bishop Vincent Mary Strambi, Bishop o f Macerata and Tolentino. Second
Passionisi Bishop.

dertook them unless he was sure that they could be carri ed to a successful conclusion, as is proved by those he
established. For this reason he kept aloof from a propos
al to found a monastery of Passionist nuns in Rome,
which was never realized. (79)
When the time came to solve concrete problems in
the various local communities he was slow to intervene
unless the local superior took no pains to make the right
decisions. He was, for example, slow to react to recourses
the religious made to him. Before deciding any action, he
used to consider the identity and the qualities of the
complainant, and he would say with a smile, "1 know my
sheep." I f justice and prudence revealed that the re
courses made were untrue or inconsistent he supported the
superior, and if not he would oblige him to remedy the
situation. (80) One effect of true prudence, not indeed
according to the flesh but according to the gospel, was
the cla rity and lim pidity of his thought; his ideas and
his words, which were
very different from those of
worldly men versed in the art of p o litics. He was guided
by the gospel precept "Let your speech be 'Yes, y es; No,
n o"' (Mt. 5:37). "And th is," concludes his biographer,
"greatly pleased his religious, who constantly praised
this quality in him even after his death." (81)
7- A man of in t e g r it y ; not p o litic a l

Although he was guided by prudence, F r . Gocresio
was every inch a man, a genuine person.
No human con
sideration could make him swerve from preferring the
honor of God and total fid elity to him rather than evad
ing the issue, or practicing anything that smacked of
politics in order to please others. His strength matched
his prudence. "From these principles," writes his biogra
pher , "nothing could move him, not the combined forces of
hell, much less the efforts of worldly men. His fid elity to
them and to the dictates of his conscience on occasion led
him to oppose and confront others within and outside the
Congregation without regard for their power or influence.
But he was not so ingenuous as to be unaware that this
constancy would not be to his temporal advantage. Indeed
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he foresaw that it would earn for him strong disapproval
and dislike, and . he experienced to the fu ll the suffering
it brought. But this mighty lion never faltered; this p il
lar of iron never bent. As someone said of him in admir
ation : ' He never shirked the disagreeable obligations con
science imposed on him, never allowed others to be in
volved, but always fu lfilled
such duties a lo n e,' and
courageously assumed full responsibilty." ( 8 2 )
This rock-like strength and the spirit of justice
which flowed from it gave his government credibility,
notwithstanding all the limitations we are aware of and
shall continue to point out.
His methods inspired confi
dence in the majority of the religiou s. When it was his
duty as superior general to assign duties and offices to
priests and brothers, and also when casting his vote at
general and provincial chapters for elections to higher
offices in the Congregation, he would ignore a ll other
considerations and take into account only the merit, the
talent, and above all the religious spirit of the candi
date . I f this were lacking he not only withheld his vote
but did everything in his power to prevent the election of
the candidate.
At one chapter, for example, unfavorable
opinions had been expressed about a religious at the time
of b a llo tin g . F r. Gorresio then discovered that the candi
date had been judged falsely and so appointed him to
another o ffic e , thus making amends for the lack of esteem
the capitulars had shown him.
Fr. Philip records the
case of a father who was removed from one retreat and
sent to another as a penance.
F r . Gorresio wished to
know why this had happened.
When he learned that the
religious was in no way blameworthy, he took pains to
have the chapter elect him as- rector, which it did. When
there were serious differences of opinion or sudden
disagreements he would inform himself fu lly of all that
was involved and give each man his due without any
human respect. The rector of the community in Rome mis
takenly imposed a fast on bread and water on a brother.
The religious, an exemplary man, obeyed; but the gener
al, suspecting something dubious about the matter, inves
tigated the facts personally and on discovering that the
brother was not at fault ordered that the food denied him
at midday should be supplied at his evening meal.
It
-
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appears that he also reprimanded the superior severely
and obliged him to ask pardon of the brother he had
unjustly punished. ( 8 3 )
3 . Rich in true hum ility

The virtue of hum ility, like the virtue of fortitude
and justice, was deeply ingrained in F r. Gorresio.
He
exacted it of the
Congregation as a body, as we have
already seen, but much more so of himself, especially
when he occupied the post of superior general. For exam
ple, it made him suffer to have to dismiss from the In
stitute certain members who were considered to be incor
rig ib le.
The common good made this necessary, but hu
mility and charity caused him to maintain the strictest
secrecy about the reasons for this action, so as not to
injure the reputation of those who were dismissed.
He
limited himself to the well known formula:
Te propter
causas nobis et tib i notas e nostra Congregations d im itti
mus. (84-) He adhered to the formula even when ecclesias
tical authorities sought information.
"This silence," the
biographer observes,
"gave rise to criticism about the
considerable number of those who left religious life dur
ing his period of government. He kept silence neverthe
less :
' The wonder would cease if charity permitted the
revelation of many things' ." (85) We shall say more
about this later on.
It is no hyperbole to state that the humility of F r.
Gorresio was truly g rea t. Twice he accepted election as
superior general (1778, 1790) in obedience to the firm
w ill of the capitu lars. Knowing clearly the qualities ne
cessary for such an office and convinced at the same time
of the danger to his own soul, he accepted the role of
successor after the founder' s death.
Humility made him
shun the use of too many words, especially about himelf,
so that it was said of him: "About himself he says noth
ing either good or bad." He always swept his own room
and when travellin g shunned all comforts and honors. For
example, in Terni, "he could be seen walking through
public streets, his knapsack on his back, to the house of
the benefactor." He was very conscious of his faults, in-
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eluding the most salient of them a ll:
governing, and his need for pardon.
documented.

excessive rigor in
( 8 6 ) Some facts are

The clash between F r . Gorresio, when he was vicegeneral, and F r. Joseph Del Re, rector of the community
of Sts. John and Paul, an eminent servant of God, is of
particular significance.
It arose from an intervention
made by the former, who ordered F r. Joseph to dismiss
some domestics ( 8 7 ) who had been guilty of certain "im
pertinences".
"To F r . Rector," writes F r . P h ilip , "this
drastic drder seemed harsh, and he tried in various ways
to make the vice-general change his mind until, realizing
that he was firm in his determination, he told him
bluntly that he should leave the task of dealing with the
domestics to him as rector.
This displeased F r. John
Baptist.
After that first outburst, the rector, sorry to
have spoken with so little restraint, to mend matters,
publicly confessed his fault in the refectory asking par
don and a punishment.
One who witnessed this episode
described how the religious were moved by such an exem
plary act, and also by the humitlity of the vice-general,
who,
instead of reprehending the rector, said to him,
"Let us both humble ourselves and ask pardon of God, I
for my imprudence and you for your fierceness." ( 8 8 )
When he realized that he had been excessive or
mistaken in the correction or punishment of the errin g ,
he would at once show his distress, and would cour
teously beg pardon either in words or by letter, even
going so far as to ask pardon on his knees. In one com
munity, having become aware that he had been mistaken
in correcting a religious, he made a public retraction in
choir in the presence of the religiou s, asking forgiveness
of the person concerned. (89) Before he was made general
he used to avoid the honor of presiding at litu rgical
functions on solemn feasts out of respect for the authority
of the local superior; ( 9 0 ) while on the other hand he
would devote himself with the greatest enthusiasm to
working in the garden at Sts. John and Paul, planting
different kinds of trees.
He would continue to cultivate
and water them personally until they firm ly took root.
Although the brother gardener, seeing him perspire freely

- 66 -

in the height of summer, did his best to prevail upon
him to give up this work, assuring him that he would
gladly do it himself, he continued energetically to carry
water and perform the task.
In the latter years of his
life his old fondness for the household chore of cleaning
increased, although he always tried to do it without at
tracting attention.
He used to be seen hastening almost
fu rtively along carrying a sweeping or scrubbing brush
wherever there was cleaning to be done. He did not know
that the students who saw him felt ashamed at the sight
of an old man - beset, we may add, with aches and
pains - so ready and w illin g for any task, even the
humblest and most hidden. (91) He wished to renounce the
p rivilege the general chapter of 1778 had granted to ex
superiors general, thus giving the whole Congregation an
example of profund humility. ( 9 2 )
This spirit of humility as well as of poverty made
him choose the humblest and most ordinary means of
transport, those used by the people.
We have this testi
mony:
"When he was a young man going from one retreat
to another or on missions, he used to walk just as the
poor d id . As he grew older and his health deteriorated it
became more difficult- to travel on foot, so he would con
tent himself by choosing some cheap old nag to ride.
He
never used coaches or carriages except on very long
journeys when it would be difficu lt to find horses to
ride, and when it would be less troublesome and costly
for the rector than to provide a horse and companion for
him and his fellow missionary. (93) In such cases the
behavior of the coach drivers used to mortify F r . Gorresio
exceedingly, but he had to put up with this unpleasant
situation to avoid worse e v ils . ( 9 4 )
9. Solitude and God o ver a l l

Interior solitude, constituting one of the fundamen
tal values of the teaching of St. Paul of the Cross and
leading also to detachment from people, even from one' s
own relatives, was a very refined expression of humility
in F r. Gorresio that was nourished by a high degree of
love of God and by mystical contemplation.
Perhaps some
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of his actions seem incomprehensible to us now, but they
must be seen and judged from the viewpoint of that total
consecration to the Absolute, which was characteristic of
the spiritu ality of the Desert Fathers of o ld . Other Passionists of that time were livin g in some degree this an
gelic sp iritu ality, the path to which had been traced for
them by the founder, St. Paul of the cross, and con
densed in his famous short treatise on Mystical Death.
(95) These goals may seem to be superhuman, and so in
deed they are.
But this does not in any way imply re
jection of, or lack of esteem for that asceticism which, in
the mysterious "fo lly of the Cross," represents the prima
cy of the divine and the highest aspiration of the human
spirit, in a world ever more ensnared by materialism and
torn apart by w ars.
F r . Gorresio loved all men in God, but he did not
seek the friendship of anyone.
His religious knew this
very well and considered his behavior in this respect as
"no different from that of a novice or of a young man
who had never gone outside the precincts of the retrea t,"
as his biographer tells us. "His demeanor in the Congre
gation was such that he never showed a preference or
special regard for any of the brethren; never was unduly
fam iliar w ith , nor closer to,
one religious more than an
other , but treated a ll with equal esteem.
All were the
same to him, whether they were young or old, brothers or
priests, simple religious or men of standing." ( 9 6 )
He strictly guarded against the spirit of nationalism
at that time when Ita ly was divided into so many small
states, and in consequence "unless one paid very close
attention to his speech it would have been impossible to
know that he was a native of Piedmont. He was so dead
to his nationality and his place of origin that he never
gave it a thought." (97) Indeed his attitude towards his
parents and relatives might even today give scandal to
those who do not take into account the gospel radicalism
of the first Christian ascetics. He (F r . Gorresio) was so
detached from his own father that "he lived as if he did
not ex ist." (98) The case of his Passionist nephew, whom
he kept strictly at a distance and in ob livion , could be
described as paradoxical unless seen in this context.
We
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refer to F r . Joseph Mary Gorresio.
He was a native of
Murialdo, (99) who spent many years in the retreat at
paliano.
Although constantly ill, he was novice master
for many yea rs. His uncle never wished him to come to
Rome.He agreed only to having
him sent to St. Eutizio
for a cure for hemoptysis, an ailment which was the be
ginning of tuberculosis. Forty days later the sick man
besought him for permission to return to his own retreat
but was persuaded to remain until the cure was complete.
Later, in order to keep him at a greater distance still,
he was assigned to the province of Our Mother of Sor
rows . The provincial himself, F r. Joseph Del Re, who from
time to time gave the superior general news of his ne
phew ' s state of health, was ordered not to mention him
any more.
The only way in which the kind-hearted pro
vin cial, true servant of God and of' the Congregation,
could
get round this obstacle was to refer to F r. Joseph
Mary,
when informing the superior general of other mat
ters, as "he whose name I may not mention." And this is
not the end of the incredible case of the unfortunate ne
phew .
When he reached the age for ordination to the
priesthood,
since his uncle, the superior general, "did
not allude to i t , his secretary brought the matter to his
notice, but found him completely against i t . F in a lly , the
servant of God was so importuned on his nephew' s behalf
that unw illingly and almost with annoyance, he gave
permission to do what he ( his secretary) thought best."
( 100 )

10. A d iffic u lt v ir t u e : V ig ila n c e over the flock

A spirit of vigilance was another quality of F r.
Gorresio' s government.
This is assuredly a duty which
inseparably belongs to the pastoral office of anyone who
governs a religious community. The biographer emphasizes
it and with his customary candor informs us that in the
matter of vigilance "the servant of God was so exact that
not one of our superiors equally him in its practice,
much less excelled him. Having been entrusted with the
guardianship of the observance and the spirit of the In
stitute, and placed by God in a postition from which he
could exercise vigilance, day and night, well or ill,
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whether in the retreat or away from it, he never relaxed
in his efforts to be a most faithful guardian of the flock
so that in him the words of St. Bernard might be fu lfill
ed: Rector omnia videat ( The rector sees ev ery th in g ). If
the slightest
rumor reached his ears about a possible
disorder in any of the retreats, or if any suspicion about
the lack of proper observance arose in
his mind, he
would go to incredible lengths to put things rig h t. On
one occasion,
speaking of this matter,
he said,
' The
truth is in the well and we have lost the p ail.
Let us
see if we can find i t .' He personally watched over
all
the religious present in his retreat, and
no one, nor
even a single thing, escaped his scrutiny. At the retreat
in Rome he would from time to time go up into the belltower , and from that vantage point observe the religious
who occasionally walked in the gardens or in the part of
the orchard which was visible from on h ig h ." (101) These
principles and this way of acting surprise us g re a tly ;
they resemble the conduct of a policeman rather than that
of a pastor and father. But the spirit and intention were
his zealous love of God, fid elity to his own vocation, and
the constant effort to live out day by day the spiritual
heritage of the founder through the practice of poverty,
solitude and prayer. His extreme vigilan ce was undoubt
edly animated by a pastoral spirit even though the judg
ment which prompted it was tainted by that excessive r i
gor born of, and nourished by, the scruples we know.
No one outdid him in exacting punctuality in re
sponding to the common signal which regulated community
life o r, as traditional terminology calls i t , "observance."
His biographer records that "he took great pains to re
gulate and adjust the clocks in the retreat, and never
failed to carry out this task although it was an onerous
one for him.
Immersed in a thousand other affairs as he
was, he gave the impression that throughout' the day his
only concern was the observance b e lls." (102) So vigila n t
was he about the time dedicated to prayer that he was
always very slow to grant dispensations from it.
If on
some rare occasion he did dispense someone, he obliged
him to fu lfill the obligation at another time.
During the
summer, for instance, the religious of the Celian Hill
community made their mental prayer in the basilica be
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caUse it was cooler, but this was a great source of worry
to F r . Gorresio since he could no longer keep them all
under his eye; each one chose the place which suited him
best for p ra y er, behind or near a p illa r , or under an
arch.
It was therefore difficult to see anyone who might
drop off to sleep or fa ll victim to fatigue. But this man,
like a patient novice master, was not to be discouraged.
"Leaving his place," writes F r. P h ilip , "he used to take
several turns through the church, passing up and down
from one nave to the other, observing all the religiou s,
and betraying in his countenance his worry and concern
lest anyone should be careless about p ra y er." ( 1 0 3 )
1 1 . No w a v e rin g or in d e c is io n : the common good above a l l

He was unable to countenance backsliding or la xity
on the part of major and local superiors when the time
came for them to fu lfil the various obligations and norms
incumbent on them.
So strict was he in this respect that
no infraction was allowed to go unpunished. He once re
primanded the rector of the Sts. John and Paul community
because when visitin g a house near the city hall with
a noth er priest he had, at the request of his companion,
entered the Church of the Gesu to venerate St. Ignatius
as it was the eve of his feast (July 30).
(104) Not even
the second general con suitor, F r . Vincent Strambi, es
caped his curt retorts, ( 1 0 5 ) while his first consultor,
F r . John Mary Cioni, on one occasion was given a very
severe correction for having inadvertently been late for
an appointment with F r. Gorresio. (106)
In fact F r. Gorresio demanded much of the superiors
whatever their rank.
For him vigilance was a cardinal
principle for the Passionist family.
I f this should be
weakened, particularly at the crucial phase of "succes
sion" to the founder the v ita lity of the local communities
and the entire Congregation could be seriously impaired.
He therefore increased vigilance and multiplied occasions
for exercising it in order to train the superiors to be v i
gilan t and never to slacken while guarding their sub
jects . He used exhortations, reprimands, corrections, and,
if need arose, punishments to this end, and he himself

- 71

went before a ll in the path of duty and good example. It
was natural that not all understood his motives nor did
they follow him as he would have wished.
According to
the local superiors he was not inclined to undue opti
mism, perhaps because he aspired to the highest possible
degree of perfection.
Once when calling a rector to order about his duty
to be vig ila n t, and about the cleanliness of the retreat,
he said, "The head is the cause of the disorder here."
" It used to distress him g r e a tly ," his biographer w rites,
"that apparently he was not supported in his aspirations
by a ll the superiors;
they were not unduly solicitous in
their care to be exacting and minute about everything as
he would have wished. For this reason when he was con
versing one day with a priest to whom he sometimes man
ifested his conscience,
he said in a sorrowful tone with
his hand on his heart,
' Believe me, beginning with my
self, we are very poor superiors' ." (107) Among other
things he insisted on the strict fulfilment of the norm,
accepted from the time of the founder, that no one should
absent himself from the greater feasts nor during times of
special devotion during the year.
He would have wished
that all should w illin g ly dedicate more time to their
spiritual needs during these times of devotion in the
peace and tranquility of solitude.
One year the rector of
the monastery of Our Lady of the Oak sent a brother
during Holy Week to Monte Argentario to buy fish.
As it
happened he met Father General, who was very displeased
to see him out and about during those days. He detained
the brother in the Presentation retreat so that he should
forget about the fish and attend to his soul, fu lfillin g
strictly at Monte Argentario what he should have been
doing in his own retrea t, and under obedience not to
think of leaving until Father General himself should give
permission to return. (108) The rector was waiting for the
fis h , but the general kept the brother there for Holy
Week and Easter before sending him back.
(109) He still
seemed to hear re-echoing in his ears the last recommen
dations of the founder about "the spirit of solitude,"
when he himself solemnly brought him the viaticum on the
morning of that memorable day, August 30, 1775.
There
fore, he felt restrained by the thought that "the rectors

- 72 -

be slow to leave the retreats, as far as possible
sending others out in case of necessity, dedicating themsel ves to the cultivation of solitude in order to guard
their own flocks and maintain the observance." ( 1 1 0 )

must

12. B alan ce and ju stice in government

When at the beginning of this section we quoted F r.
Philip's historic judgment about Fr. Gorresio's excessive
severity, we also pointed out that excess cannot properly
speaking be called virtue, since a ll the virtues must be
tempered by prudence, which is the first rule of thought
and action.
On the other hand it w ill help for a more
balanced assessment of the problem if we take into ac
count the fact that F r. John Baptist, as the same biogra
pher records, had to secure "the succession" to the
founder and that his rig id ity could for that reason be
interpreted as a feature of the goodness of God,
as a
preservative against that la xity in observance which is
always a p ossib lity, supposing that in the beginning the
government had been weak and too gentle. No matter what
anyone may say, the Congregation needed neither a rigid
authoritarian government, nor a weak and spineless one,
but a balanced system capable of maintaining intelligent
equilibriun and the necessary elements of strength and
firmness on the one hand, and, on the other, humanity
and discretion.
It is true that F r. Gorresio was not "in 
dulgent with himself and strict with others." His extraor
dinary severity began with his own person, as his bio
grapher makes clear.
Nevertheless, it is still a valid
principle of evangelical charity practiced by the saints
that always one should himself liv e out that which is
most rigorous, arduous and sa crificial without imposing
this lifestyle on others in a harsh, coercive manner.
It
was not possible to compel the members of the Congrega
tion, in order to be authentic Passionists, to burden
themselves with the rigors, minutiae, scruples, and above
all with F r . Gorresio' s "punitive" system. ( I l l )
A few facts confirm this and demonstrate how much
some of the more sensitive religious suffered from his ex
cessively harsh corrections and his punctilious searching
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out of information about the conduct of the religious.
It
is to the credit of the biographer that he has not passed
over this in silence.
A young student who went to the general's room was
interrogated pressingly about others who had passed com
ments on an order he had given.
The c le ric , fearing to
prejudice his companions, began to reply rather vaguely.
"But the general plied him more and more insistently with
questions, and the cleric continued to avoid the pressure.
The servant of God, very much offended, fin a lly obtained
from the cleric the information he wanted and let him
g o ." The next day he spoke to the director, F r . Paul Hy
acinth Heghli, (112) "expressing strong disapproval in
encountering a student so hard and disobedient, which
was a bad sign for his future development.
The director
let him talk.
Then in re p ly , but with the greatest re
spect , he said that he did not think the young cleric was
of so bad a disposition;
that he tended rather to be
scrupulous and that this could have been the cause of
his resistence. ' Besides, to be sincere, ' he added, ' when
Your Paternity wishes to know something,
you torture the
religious and for the merest trifles you reprimand then
and impose penances that are too severe. ’ The effect pro
duced by that admonition," F r. Philip concludes, "was
seen much later.
The cleric indeed said culpa and as a
penance had to fast on bread and w ater.
But from that
time onwards the general took great care not to be so in
sistent in his interrogation of the religiou s." (113) The
fact speaks for its e lf: the dialogue had been between twc
scrupulous persons.
The c le ric , although justified by his
director, had to submit to a hard penance, and the gene
ra l understood that he should be more moderate in his
investigation of the conduct of the religious.
Another similar case was that of F r. Marius Altob e lli, (114-) sacristan of the Basilica of Sts. John and
Paul.
"This man was an excellent p riest," writes F r.
P h ilip , "but he had not the head to attend to all the
details laid down by the general for the sacristy, especi
a lly about the book of Masses. So it was that hardly a
day passed without his being for one reason or another
showered with corrections and penances. Afflicted one day
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more than usual, he went to the church and, fa llin g on
his knees, he said audibly, 'My Jesus, help me for I
don't know what to do with this man. I think I shall go
out of my mind. ' He had not noticed that quite near him
was the general himself who heard everything.
Moved to
compassion, F r. Gorresio was from that time forward less
severe in his treatment of him while he was sacristan."
(115)
13. A fundam ental problem : ad ap tatio n o f the constitutions

A problem of a most serious and far-reaching nature
was that of the adaptation of the Congregation ' s consti
tutions to new conditions gradually evolving in the course
of history.
It has affected all religious orders from the
Benedictines to the regular clergy who had their origin
at the time of the Catholic reformation. A great difficu lty
for the Passionists lay in the fact that the rules and
constitutions were fused in one text, which did not suffi
ciently guard the unalter ability of the one while the
other was undergoing revision ,
as experience proved in
the four revisions carried out by the founder. ( 116) These
revisions, made necessary by the process of development
and maturation of the first Passionist communities, even
when they respected the substance of the original charism
contained in the rules and also the "organic p illa rs"
which secured its "incarnation,"so to speak,
as institu
tional and charismatic for the future, could not com
pletely safeguard that original substance by fid elity to
the text and its capacity to express the identity of the
Institute in a c le a r, autonomous way in the constitutions.
The rules and constitutions being fused, it was not pos
sible to guarantee that identity, as in the prim itive and
p rivileged text, each time a new revision became neces
sary during the founder ' s lifetime and afterwards. And it is important to recognize this - when some articles of
the constitutions were changed the rule inevitably had to
change as it was one text with the constitutions.
It is true that as a fundamental document enshrin
ing the charism and identity of the new Congregation, the
rules represented something perennial, in viola b le, and,
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one might say, "irreform able," but it is no less true that
adaptation of the constitutions is v ita lly necessary for an
ecclesiastic organism in order to respond to the "chal
lenges" presented by a society in constant evolution (and
perhaps radical change).
This was the precise problem which came to the fore
immediately after the death of the founder.
There were
those who reasoned in telligently as did the founder when
he proposed the different changes to the Holy See. Among
These were F r . John Mary Cioni and many others, old
companions and disciples of the founder, who approved of
famous reform in diet and in night choir observance, as
we shall see.
But there were also others who adhered to
the principle of the "in a ltera b ility" of the rules and be
lieved purely and simply that everything had to be pre
served, without considering the fact that this held good
only for the rules ( "irreform able"), but not for the con
stitutions , unless the Congregation of St. Paul of the
Cross was to be regarded not as a v ita l organism but as
a museum piece which once existed but no longer sur
vived. The most illustrious of the "conservatives" was F r.
Gorresio, and he was followed by many others, among
whom were some companions and disciples of the founder.
Notice that F r . Gorresio as well as F r . Cioni were considerd to be lik ely and worthy successors to Father Paul
of the Cross in governing the Congregation.
It is not
easy, however, to determine the strength of what were by
no means monolithic and static currents, from the moment
the "reformist current" of F r. Cioni won, the day in 1784,
to the time in 1790 when the "conservative current" of F r.
Gorresio reached its peak in the Institute.
The example of the founder who had undertaken the
revision and adaptation of the constitutions at various
times must have made F r. Gorresio reflect not only on the
value of the law of "dynamism" in history, but also on
the sensitivity of the founder himself, as head of the
Congregation, in bringing its institutional laws into har
mony with the changing and pressing needs of a devel
oping society as often as it became necessary to do so.
The Passionist family of the year 1736 was certainly not
that of 1746, neither was it that of 1769 nor of 1775; and
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that of 1775 could’ not be the one which followed 1862
(year of the death of F r . Anthony Testa) or 1920 (bicen
tenary of the Congregation).
In the mind, thought and
action of Fr. Gorresio, however, all this was interpreted
very differently. He saw the government of the founder as
something irreversible and uncommunicable, rather than
as the beginning of a process permitting no stop and no
interruptions.
There was an evident rupture between the
age of St. Paul of the Cross and that which one historian
of the Congregation has defined as the age of "institu
tional fixedness," that is to say that age which confront
ed the dynamism of the founder' s period with the "static
institutionalism" which sanctioned the principle of "in a l
tera b ility" and "irreform ability" of the book of rules and
constitutions.
This "irreform ability" was contary to the mind of
the supreme authority of the church, which in the b u ll:
Praeclara virtutum exempla (1775), envisaged the oppo
site, namely, the possibility of revising the constitutions.
" I f in the course of time," the bull states, "it should be
come necessary to change or suppress anything in the
constitutions, or to add something to them, it shall be
referred to the Apostolic See." ( 116a) This authoritative
statement is precisely what F r. Cioni quotes in the Annali, (Annals) as the basis for the decision taken by the
eighth general chapter (1782), when it resolved unani
mously to present a petition to the pope about the vexing
question of reform in food. (116 b ) The example of F r.
Cioni, the first person to demonstrate the value of the
"reform ability" of the constitutions, was an isolated one,
and was not taken by the Congregation as a whole. From
it originated the serious crisis of the years 1863-1878,
and it had a notable bearing on post-Vatican II action.
All this merited serious historical investigation and
research at a distance of two hundred years after the
events, since the Institute has suffered as much on this
account as i f it were a veritable "origin al sin ."
F r.
Gorresio canonized in practice the principle of the "sta
tic" and of his conservatism, and it is to this the bio
grapher refers when in defence of the person he so ad
mires he says: "His zeal in guarding the rules of our
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congregation is well known to all and he w ill have per
petual glory among generations to come because it can be
said that during his period of government not the slight
est change in the rules was introduced." (117)
It seems to us that the judgment of history w ill
differ from that pronounced by F r. P h ilip . The sole pro
cess of guarding and conserving something rather than
"trading with the talent" (Mt. 25:15-30) cannot be called
"perpetual g lo r y ." The election of F r. Cioni seems to us
to be more evangelical and fru itfu l, as we shall see
la te r .
14. "O b s e rv a n c e ": the strict in terp retatio n

We have already noted when speaking of the seventh
general chapter that F r. Gorresio arranged matters so as
to evade Decree 160, which recognized the need to reduce
the night choir observance in order to benefit study thus
obliging the superior general to present a petition to
Pope Pius V I . But neither the w ill of the chapter nor the
expicit intentions of the pontiff were put into effect.
The
explanation for this lack of compliance is obvious in the
light of the principle of the irreform ability of the con
stitutions which was for F r. Gorresio indisputable.
We do not have at our disposal at this moment any
work on the interdependence of the text of the rules and
constitutions and the so- called "observance." We think,
however, that in F r. Gorresio ' s estimation that relationship was something unique and fundamental, the former
constituting the binding instrument of a universal law
which established and legitimized the personal and com
munity life of asceticism expressed in the "observance"
which in the mendicant orders was used copiously in the
documents of that time and even la te r .
For F r. Gorresio, therefore, the "observance" was
everything.
The complex of laws regulating its outward
expression and the way it worked occupied a large part
of the norms and constitutions and conferred a visible
stamp of rigor on Passionist asceticism, already austere
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in itself.
To this rigor was added F r. Gorresio' s even
more rigorous interpretation, as for example in the matter
of the duration of evening meditation on solemn feasts
when it was customary to recite Compline la te r , thus
slightly reducing the time allotted to mental p ra yer.
"This concession displeased Fr. Gorresio," (118) according
to the biographer, "and he insisted on the complete hour
even though the community had taken part in the numer
ous litu rgica l functions of the morning and evening.
Those who were dispensed from the night observance in
choir had to make up for it by an hour' s prayer at an
other time, the ' lectors' included." (119) The same rule
applied to the special and very rare "recreations" of the
religious, granted during the lifetime of the founder but
not provided for by the constitutions, recreations which
F r.
Cioni afterwards allowed the novices when he was
provincial superior of the Presentation Province.
(120)
They were later annulled by the Visitor General, F r . Jo
seph Hyacinth Ruberi, by command of vice-general Gor
resio. (121)
Two things come to light in this brief investigation:
F r. Gorresio's natural tendency always to take the most
rigorous lin e , and to place "observance" on a pedestal as
the highest value in the institutional and ascetical life
of the Congregation.
There was here a real danger, in
the first case, of imbalance anti disregard of the physi
cal, psychic and spiritual limitations and potential of the
religious;
and, in the second, of presenting a false
image of the "observance" which in the rules and consti
tutions more happily designate "as the spiritual exercises
of the Congregation." To place "observance" on a pedestal
as the highest value in the institutional and ascetical
life of the Congregation causes a means to become an end
in itself.
Instead of providing a spiritual path of divine
praise and brotherly communion, it then becomes a heavy
grind, impossible for a ll to bear, even the most w illin g.

(122 )
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15- Adm ired and esteemed as a sain t

The religious knew F r. Gorresio w e ll, as man, as
Passionist, as superior.
He compelled submission and re
spect , but also admiration and esteem.
Whatever may
have been his defects and lim itations, he was. clearly an
exceptional person, and as the first successor of the
founder he was in the eyes of many the incarnate guar
antee of the future, the sign and seal of continuity.
Hence the majority in the Institute, represented at the
sixth , seventh and ninth general chapters, judged it v i
ta lly necessary that continuity be entrusted to him for its
protection and security, recognizing in him the father f i 
gure which they had lost.
Although certain judgments of the biographer might
cause us to have some reservations, (123) there were
many who considered F r . Gorresio a saint.
(124) Earlier
in this chapter we alluded to the esteem in which the
founder himself held him, expecting great things of him
for the future, (125) although he foretold his martyrdom,
because he knew his "vehement sp irit" and "his complete
intolerance in the face of anything contrary to the honor
of God." As his biographer w rites, "This happened at the
head of the stairs near the room being used at that time
as the lib ra ry in the retreat of St. Angelo." (126) F r.
Philip confirmed the exactness of that prophecy when he
stated that the life of F r. John Baptist was "a continual
martyrdom, not only because of his excruciating exactness
in regular observance," which St. Bernard describes as
martyrium horror e mitius, sed diuturnitate molestius ( a
martyrdom less grievous in its pain than in its dura
tion ), (127) "but also because he carried an overwhelming
burden of interior sufferings, disquiet, harassing wor
ries , and agitation from outside sources, which in the
long run ruined his health and shortened his l i f e , that
life he counted as nothing when conscience was at stake."
(128)
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l6. Esteem of Pope Pius VI
F r. Gorresio' s generalate coincided with the papacy
0f the Braschi Pope ( Pius V I ), who through their mutual
friend, Anthony F ra ttin i, heard all about the activities of
the energetic general to whom he was always very kind:
"He valued his talents and treated him with unusual
warmth and k i n d n e s s T h e pope always lent a favorable
ear to Gorresio' s petitions, and welcomed him with plea
sure whenever he sought an audience.
In conversation
with Gorresio he seemed to set aside the majestic bearing
he used towards others. Once on seeing him in Terracina
among others whom he had received in audience, he said
to him with easy informality, " F r . John Baptist, when are
you leaving?" (129) To this the servant of God replied,
"When your Holiness l e a v e s A n d the pope seemed well
pleased.
A number of gentlemen and other distinguished
people present at the time were astonished at the affec
tionate way the pope treated him." (130)
These signs of affection became more frequent as the
gen eral' s health deteriorated in 1794.
He was suffering
from severe gout and frequent attacks of stomach pain
which became more severe in the course of the illn ess.
Pius VI often asked for news of the invalid through the
usual channel, F ra ttin i. On one occasion he sent a mes
senger to see how he was and when he was assured that
Gorresio was improving he was delighted.
On various oc
casions he also sent him bottles of special wine for his
stomach.
The religious were edified anew by his virtues at
this time, especially by his piety, patience and obedi
ence, but he was besieged and tormented also by scruples
which led him to confess with greater frequency.
He
would accuse himself of faults he thought he had commit
ted in his office as superior declaring that i f God re
stored his health he desired to change his life . However,
anyone who might think that he was remorseful about his
excessive severity towards the religious would be mis
taken. On the contrary, as his biographer clearly states,
"This change of life , as far as one can understand from
his speech, was to be in the direction of imposing more
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rigorous observance on his subjects, and that is what
actually happened as soon as he recovered his health and
was strong enough to attend to the duties of his o ffic e ."
(131) This speaks more eloquently than any other com
mentary.
17. U n ch an gin g strength of w ill in spite of illn e s s

At this point we look ahead to F r. Gorresio' s last
yea rs. After his first term as superior general, F r . John
Mary Cioni was elected general and served six years
(1784-1790).
Then in 1790 the ninth general chapter re
turned F r. Gorresio to that office.
During the latter years of his second period as ge
neral F r. Gorresio suffered fresh bouts of il l health, es
pecially severe attacks of gout which made him practi
ca lly a chronic in valid .
In spite of a ll this, however,
his indomitable w ill and ceaseless a ctivity remained con
stant . This explains his desire to make his last pastoral
visits to the local communities, beginning in November
1794 and continuing throughout the winter of 1795, a l
though it was a particularly hard
winter.
This time,
however,
he took with him a priest from the Roman com
munity as companion, not so much to help him physically
as to carry out the more strictly spiritual ministry,
hearing the confessions of the religious, preaching the
community retreats, and givin g spiritual conferences to
the religiou s. Hence at the commencement of each visit all
the religious were obliged,
if they did not wish to con
fess ,
at least to present themselves to receive the bles
sing of the v is ita to r' s helper.
It is true to say that the
communities understood the spirit in which the general
carried out this last visitation, for 'the provincal supe
rior himself and the most distinguished fathers of the
Presentation Province each sought an interview with the
v is ita to r' s assistant.
Thus F r. Gorresio, almost paralyzed as he was,
travelled first to the Retreat of St. Francis at Anguillara
and then to that of Corneto (T a rq u in ia ). Here he had to
take to his bed while he sent his companion ahead to in-
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spect the community registers and to preach the retreat to
the religious at Argentario. When the pain lessened some
what he was able to travel to Argentaría, but again had
to remain in bed as the pain in his feet had extended to
his hands.
Nevertheless he carried out the duties of the
visitation very scrupulously and with great spiritual en
ergy»
Having received a request from Rome to send fa
thers on a mission to the prisons under papal supervison
in C ivitavech ia, he immediately arranged that ten should
undertake this duty, entrusting the matter to the first
consultor,
F r. John Mary Cioni, with the proviso that " if
any of the men chosen should be tempted to excuse him
self from the task he assigned him,
do not let him get
away with i t ."
(132) Then leaving the two retreats at
Monte Argentario, he undertook "with incredible suffering"
the journey to the retreat of St. Angelo where he fu lfilled
his obligations, "with his usual zeal and diligence" until
ti was almost the beginning of Lent when he returned to
Rome.
After Easter he resumed the visitation of the re
treats of the Marche with the same priest companion, on
whom he kept a watchful eye lest his fervor should grow
less and through lack of humility "he should destroy by
his deeds what he had built up by his preaching." To
prevent this he occasionally reprimanded him severely.
When this priest asked permission in Recanati to make a
pilgrimage to the neighboring shrine of Loreto to cele
brate Mass there, F r. John Baptist "was touched and
granted the permission very g la d ly ." The religious of the
Marche communities, like those everywhere else, and also
the benefactors he visited, testified to his unmistakable
qualities as a vigila n t superior, firm , charitable and
ready for any sacrifice. Upon finishing the circuit of the
Marche he returned to Rome in July, appointing a dele
gate to make the visit to the retreat of San Eutizio, and
his second consultor general, F r. Vincent Mary Strambi,
to visit the Province of Our Mother of Sorrows. (133)
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18. Death of a great man
F r . John Gorresio completed his second term as gen
eral in 1796.
In the last years of his life the various
ailments he had long suffered greatly increased, as well
as the spiritual anguish and disquiet, of which all the
religious, unknown to him, had noticed signs. He suffered
for three years without the least word of complaint and
without ceasing to celebrate the Holy Eucharist in the
so-called "Cardinal" chapel to which he very painfully
dragged himself.
At the end of the Christmas season in 1800 he be
came seriously ill when attempting to adjust the great
clock on the belltower of the basilica.
This had always
been a passion with him.
The effort had made him per
spire profusely and he allowed them to bleed him, which
according to the doctor who arrived a little later hasten
ed his death instead of helping him.
Thirteen days' confinement to bed proved the au
thenticity of his virtu es. "His bed was a school of sanc
t it y ," insists his biographer "and it proved beyond doubt
that as a man lives so he dies." He continues, " It was
wonderful to contemplate that man of God during his last
illn ess, detached from everyth ing, even from himeself. He
took a ll that was given him without uttering a word.
He
was strictly obedient to the doctor and to the infirma
rían, and so striking was his obedience that F r. Joseph
Mary C laris, the superior general, exclaimed one day to
the; religious present, "See how the man who knew how to
rulé also knows how to obey."
In addition to the suffering caused by gout, "he
also endured severe chest pain which caused him agoniz
ing spasms." He frequently invoked the Blessed Virgin,
and the religious, knowing his great devotion to h er,
placed an image of Mary at the foot of his bed, which
gave him great pleasure. When F r . Vincent Mary Strambi
repeated to him the name of Our Lady he broke down and
wept. On receiving the last sacraments, he asked pardon
of all with the greatest humility, saying he was not
worthy to wear the religious habit.
He gave up every-

thing, leaving to his superior the disposal
poor things he had for his private use."

of
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few

The end came at dawn on January 9, 1801.
The
whole community assembled at his deathbed, praying for
him.
For one moment "he slowly* raised one of his arms
and just as slowly lowered it and uttering a cry, he
gave up his holy soul,
rich in merit, into the hands of
his creator.
One of our first fathers, hearing this cry,
reflected that as he had loved and imitated Jesus
throughout his life , and like him had been crucified, he
wished to be like him in death, as it is written, "Then
Jesus, with a loud cry, expired" (Mk. 15:37). (134)
Five years after the death of F r . John Mary Cioni,
another great Passionist had passed away.
Passionist
history justly recognizes th is.
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N OT E S

1. The valuable biography entitled: "Vita del gran Servo
de Dio p. Giovanni Battista di san Vincenzo Ferreri preposito
generate della Congregazione della Passione ss. di Gesu Cristo nostro Signore, 1817," It's one volume signed by the au
thor , consisiting of 237 pages with an index (summary) and a
foreword. It is the second biography, revised and amplified,
containing new information,
following the first edition of
1811, pp. 193,
compiled during the Napoleonic suppression
(this last edition bound in one volume, with Vol. Ill of the
"Cronaca della Provincia dell1 Addolorata" by the same Fr.
Philip).
2. Fr. Philip Antonaroli, a writer of note, is well
aware of the historian's responsibility in the interpretation
and transmission of the life of a great man for posterity. It
is important, therefore, to quote a passage of his which re
veals his quality as a thinker and the value of his work on
Fr. Gorresio: "In persuing this work the reader will have
learned that Fr. John Baptist tended to severity and that in
exacting full observance and the maintanance of good order he
was excessively rigorous with everyone. We admit this openly
as we have given a sincere account of him until now, because
we are convinced that it is unpardonable in an historian to
represent a great man to posterity as being different from
the person his contemporaries knew him to be. It is certain
that his strictness never altered even slightly the esteem in
which he was held, as it is certain that this very quality,
which was the result of his zeal, was one of his greatest and
brightest virtues. Undoubtedly God in his goodness gave Fr.
John Baptist this trait of severity since after the death of
our Father and founder, a weak and slack government would
have endangered observance of the rule in those early days.
Moreover it would not have been easy, to change from a lax to
a strict regime; whereas excessive severity could easily be
moderated." Bg GB, pp. 159-160.
3. Fr. Philip Antonaroli, "Vita del Servo di Dio, P .
Giambattista di S . Vincenzo Ferreri," 1811, p . 1790, AGP.
4. An alteration which, as Fr. Giorgini remarks judi
ciously, would make the veracity of this assertion "incom
prehensible" to us. DR, 11.
5. Bg GB, pp. 1-2.
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6.
Clothed in religious habit November 19, 1755. For de
tails about those religious professed during the founder's
lifetime we used Fr. Martin Bartoli's book: Catalogo dei Religiosi Passionisti entrati in Congregazione durante la vita
"di San Paolo della Croce (1741-1775) (Rome, 1978).
Bg GB pp . 3-4.
8. They were Fr. Cosmas Monti, lector in philosophy in
St. Eutizio retreat (at this time he preached his first ser
mon to the people with unequalled success) and F r . Philip
Hyacinth Porta, lector in theology. Bg GB, p . 4.
9. We shall speak of his missionary activity in the
chapter dedicated to evangelization.
10. POV I, pp. 585-586 (f. 1291v - 1293r).
11. POV, I, p. 270 (f. 603r).
12. In 1769 he was provincial consultor of the Presenta
tion Province; in 1772 provincial superior there; in May 1775
first general consultor; in October 1775 vice-superior gene
ral ; in 1778 superior general; in 1784 second general consultor; in 1790 again superior general; in 1796 procurator gene
ral until death.
13. Enrico Zoffoli recognizes: "The austere temperament
of the man who adheres to the rules strictly down to the last
detail; some of the measures he took to ensure regularity in
the acts of common observance make us smile today." in San
Paolo dellla Croce: Storia critica, I , (Roma, 1963), p . 1496.
14. Bg GB, pp. 132-134.
15. Ibid, pp. 136-138.
16. The biographer's account is amusing:
"Becoming aware
that some of the religious in Rome were engaging in such fri
volity he ordered the rector to bring up the point at the
Friday chapter and rebuke the religious for their lack of
mortification. The rector obeyed and that same night the cul
prits publicly accused themselves of this fault in the refec
tory. The superior general heard them and gave each-; person a
severe correction...he imposed extraordinary penances. one
had to help in the stable, another had to clean some dirty
vase, another to ^eat off the floor outside the refectory, one
for eight days, another for ten days, and there were other
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Chapter I I I

EIGHTH GENERAL CHAPTER (1784)

A. A LIFE OR DEATH ELECTION

F r . John Baptist Gorresio ' s first six year term as
superior general was drawing to a close.
His work and
his tremendous energy were well known, exhibited in the
foundations he made in Morrovale (1779)? in Pievetorina
and in Anguillara (1782), and his dispatch of the first
group of missionaries to the diocese of Nicopolis in Bul
garia (1781), thus fu lfillin g the origin al desire of the
founder. There was a shadow over the scene, however, in
that the number of religious remained the same as in
1778, except for one member less (a total of 120 priests
and clerics plus 70 brothers ).
The number of deceased
religious,
twenty-seven, was more than three times the
number in 1778, (which was eight) and the number sent
away had increased by seven men in comparison with the
previous death toll. (1) (Ed. note: The preceding updated
figures differ from the Italian text which gives 117
priests, 75 brothers, 23 deceased,
18 dim issed). There
was then a decrease of forty-four religious through death
or dismissal, and for an Institute numbering only about
190 members this was no light matter. The whole situation
posed a series of problems and questions of great urgency
for the Congregation.
F r. Giorgini drew attention to the
fact that many of the religious were prematurely aged
when they' entered, or felt enfeebled by illnesses of one
kind or another or by toil, making them incapable of un
dertaking apostolic tasks or of active participation in
community life . (2)
F r. Gorresio convoked the eighth general chapter,
the second after the death of. the founder, in a cirular
dated January 3, 1784.
He thus anticipated its celebra
tion (3) by one month in order to hold the provincial
chapters in April, to facilitate the preaching of missions,
and, according to his biographer, enjoy the grace of l i 
-
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beration from the burdensome office of superior general,
"a charge which had always been an exceedingly heavy
one for him." (4) The letter closed with a fin al exhor
tation to all the religious to invoke the partronage of the
Blessed Virgin and to place "true confidecnce in the in
finite merits of the Passion of our most merciful divine
Redeemer, Jesus, who promised in fa llib ly that the prayers
made in His name would be heard" (Jn. 14:14). (5)
The chapter indeed assembled on the following April
1 in the house of Sts. John and Paul in Rome, with F r .
Gorresio as president, and eight participating capitulars,
Fr. Candido Mary Costa, procurator general, having re
signed because of "mental illn ess." (6) In addition to F r .
Cioni, first general consultor, other outstanding members
were F r . Vincent Mary of St. Paul (Stram bi), future bish
op and sa in t, at that time provincial superior of the Pre
sentation Province; F r. Valentine B istolli, first consultor,
F r . Dominic F erreri, once private secretary of the found
er , now first consultor of Our Mother of Sorrows Province,
with his namesake and colleague Fr. Dominic Bartolotti,
one of the founder' s first companions and the eldest mem
ber of the chapter who had a reputation for sanctity
throughout the Congregation, and fin a lly , F r . Joseph Hya
cinth Ruberi, all persons well known to us.
(7) It was,
then, an assembly of quality and we may truly describe
it as exceptional.
One of the first acts the capitulars carried out was
the penitential service, begun by the president, F r. Gor
resio, and fu lfilled by a l l . It must be stressed that this
was no empty form ality, part of a ceremony drawn up in
beautiful Latin , (8) but rather the expression of a deeply
felt genuine humility which sought pardon because of a
conviction of having offended God and the brethren.
(9)
It was a ritual suited to the mentality of the time. Dur
ing the founder' s lifetime it was carried out at community
exercises in choir and also in the refectory.
Paul of the
Cross had always led the way for his religious in these
acts of humility, so his spiritual family in passing on
this example to new generations was totally credible.
We
can be perfectly certain that the nine capitular fathers
who took part in that penitential act on April 1 were
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true servants of God, thoroughly conscientious and con
vinced that the serious problems confronting them in the
chapter could not be postponed t ill the last moment but
were matters of urgency needing immediate attention, ac
cording to the Spirit of God.

B. A DIFFERENT GENERAL FOR A NEW ROAD

I f it was true, as it was sa id , that "the situation
was one of life or death for the Congregation," (10) the
choice before it was, then, a difficu lt one:
to remain
fixed and static or to opt for the dynamism of renewal;
to choose the in alterab ility of the text of the constitu
tions or its reform ab ility as a means of expressing the
Passionist charism and not as an end in itself.
For the
first time the elite of the Congregation realized that it
was compelled to make an election of the utmost gra vity ,
for it was very obvious to a ll that to confirm F r. Gorresio in his office as superior general was to hasten the
decline of the Congregation;
while not to re-elect him
would be to exclude from the supreme government a man
of rare qualities and virtues to whom the Passionist fam
ily owed a great debt of gratitude.
F r . Gorresio was not
re-elected. Instead F r. John Mary Cioni of Lucca, who for
ten years had been the founder' s confessor and spiritual
director, now became his second successor. F r. John Bap
tist Porta and F r . John Baptist Gorresio were chosen as
councillors, and F r. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi as procurator
general.
All except the last named had held posts in the
previous curia.
The election of F r. Cioni was the new
element.
A fact is recorded here,
documented in the Annuli
but ignored in the Acts: the chapter agreed to the read
ing of a memorandum,
"addressed to the pope by one of
our religiou s, a good p riest, declaring the need for miti
gation of the severity of the rule particularly with re
gard to the quality of the Lenten fare of the brethren, in
order to prevent the ruin of the poor Congregation." (11)
The memorandum had been included in a letter to the
Very Rev.
Father General,
givin g him the option of
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sending it on or of proposing it to the chapter itself.
The person for whom this letter was intended was obvi
ously the new superior general,
Father Cioni, and there
is no reason to suppose that the author was not a father
of the same community on the Celian Hill.
Thus driven to the w all, the chapter had to deal
with that thorny problem about which the ex-superior
general had been so urgently importuned yet had always
resolutely opposed, namely, "to allow some relaxation of
the rule concerning the food of the relig io u s." (12) The
questioi\ was discussed seriously and the Annali continue:
" It was unanimously decided to present a statement of the
reasons in favor of mitigation to the Holy Father without
however formulating a petition and with total acceptance
of whatever resolution might be taken by the p o n tiff."
(13)
This seems to us a balanced and responsible deci
sion . While on the one hand the chapter unanimously de
cided to bring to the pope' s attention a problem which
weighed heavily on the whole Congregation, on the other
it showed the high respect for the constitutions so deeply
ingrained in all Passionists and an attitude of complete
docility to whatever the pope might decide.
The Congre
gation therefore asked nothing; it simply placed the mat
ter before the pope in its real significance and with the
dispositon to accept the decision of the Church. More of
this la te r .
Meanwhile the chapter dealt with other topics con
nected with the institutional aspect of the Institute, as,
for example, the suppression of the provinces, (14) the
interpretation of some points of the rules and constitu
tions , (15) and some special norms, among which were
those concerned with the admission of students to ordina
tion and to the taking of the oath of perseverance. ( 16)
Fin ally, by Decree 181, the chapter accepted F r. Gorresio ' s express renunciation of the p rivileges accorded to
ex-superiors general by Decree 166 of the seventh general
chapter. This renunciation was presented with great hu
m ility and urgency.
There was another, and more power
ful, reason for its acceptance : F r. Gorresio "not only had
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no influence in the making of the Decree bu t," declared
the chapter, "he felt positive repugnance towards the use
of those privileges granted six years e a r lie r . (17)
And so with this simple gesture of exemplary hu
mility the eighth general chapter came to an end. It had
opened with an act of penance reflecting the authenticity
of the evangelical life St. Paul of the Cross had breathed
into the Church like a current of fresh energy,
and
which his faithful companions and disciples -were now
continuing. (18)
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NOTES

1. DR (11-13).
2. Ibid. (11).
3. Acta CP, XIII (1936), pp. 16-18.
4. Bg GB, p. 81.
5. Acta CP, XIII (1936), p. 18.
6. A painful illness had stricken this renowned reli
gious,
so incapacitating him that he had only brief moments
of lucidity and could no longer celebrate Mass; Acta CP, XIII
(1936), p. 106-107.
7. The list of participants is in ibid., p. 106.
8. The president of the Chapter, Fr. Gorresio, asked all
the fathers assembled in the chapter room, this question: "We
ask you if this our general assembly has been legitimately
convened, so that we can proceed in peace to celebrate it?"
All responded in the affirmative. Ibid, p. 107.
9. Ibid.
10. DR, (11-12).
11. Unfortunately we do not possess this memorandum,
nor
have we been able to discover the name of the priest who
wrote it.
12. Bg GB, p. 112.
13. An 429 (II f. 16v).
14. Decree 175.
15. Decree 178 on chapter XIX of rules and constitutions:
the priests who celebrate Mass must always make half an
hour’s prayer before and after celebrating.
16. Decrees 183 and 185.
17. DR, 22; Bg GB, pp. 82-83.
18. The text of the decrees is to be found in the "Acti",
published in Acta CP, XIII (1936), pp. 148-154; and in DR,
21-23.
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Chapter IV

THE THIRD SUPERIOR GENERAL
FATHER JOHN MARY CIONI
( 1784- 1790)

A. PERSONALITY OF FATHER JOHN MARY CIONI
The second successor to the founder was elected to
govern the Congregation at the age of fifty-seven yea rs.
His health had suffered because of the intensity of his
work during youth, his incessant missionary activity, and
his service in government, especially during the latter
years of the founder' s life when he undertook the respon
sib ility of founding the Hospice of the Most Holy Cruci
fied, and the retreat of Sts. John and Paul in Rome,
as
well as the monastery for Passionist nuns in Tarquinia.
Nevertheless there still remained for him a task of great
importance to the Congregation. (1)
1.

A person fo r a change of ro ad

At the age of nineteen, (2) F r . Cioni had enterd
the young Passionist family in 1746 when it numbered
only twenty religious distributed among the retreats of
the Presentation of Monte Argentario, St. Angelo at Vetra lla and St. Eutizio of Soriano in Cimino. He was cloth
ed in the religious habit on February 1,
of that same
year by the founder himself, who had accepted him after
having heard his general confession. In this precise year
the novitiate had been opened canonically, with the
fourth member of the Congregation,
(3)
F r . Fulgentius
Pastorelli as novice master. After a few months, F r . Marcoaurelius Pastorelli replaced F r. Fulgentius who was
suffering from ill health. After making profession of vows
on March 4, 1747, F r. Cioni went to the retreat of St.
Angelo to study philosophy and theology.
He was accom
panied by F r. Marcoaurelius, the sixth member of the
Congregation, who was called upon to organize the first
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formal house of study.
sound spiritu ality soon
still only a deacon, he
that memorable mission
1750. U )

F r. Cioni' s keen intelligence and
became obvious;
thus, although
accompanied Fr. Marcoaurelius on
at Camerino in the Holy Year of

Soon after ordination as a p riest, February 26,
1752, he was entrusted with the spiritual direction of the
Terracina community, and a short time later was appoint
ed rector in 1753. He was only twenty-six years old. Was
he a young prodigy? Rather, he was a young man richly
endowed with human qualities and
religious virtues
blended with a remarkable g ift of prudence which showed
itself in everything he did.
The founder, a man of great
discernment, recognized this in him at an age when pru
dence is normally only budding, but at which also it is
sometimes already yielding fruit as was the case with the
young Cioni. At the second general chapter of the In stiitute,
celebrated in 1753, marked growth and development
had taken place. There were ninety-three religious as
compared with twenty at the beginning, an increase of
seventy-three members, and there were four new retreats,
(5) so that the total number of communities was seven.
The novices took their place in this singularly flourish
ing situation, and in October 1755, only a few months
after the death of F r. Fulgentius who had been novice
master for fourteen years, the task was given to F r.
Cioni.
It might have seemed an enormous risk to choose for
a key post in the infant Congregation ( so carefully cher
ished by the founder himself) a man of twenty-eight as
successor to one of such prestige who was considered by
all to be a saint. But it was not so.
For six years F r.
Cioni fu lfille d this mission with great diligence and care,
as is evident from the eighteen letters Paul of the Cross
wrote to him during this time. (6)
May 1761 marked the beginning a period of the
gravest responsibility for F r. Cioni. The task of partici
pating in the general government of the Institute before
and after the death of the founder occupied uninterrup
tedly the last th irty-five years of his life and ended
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only with his death. (7) He devoted almost all his ener
gies to this mission, becoming the right hand and confi
dant of the founder himself, especially in the last ten
years of his life , as has been said.
This explains the
deep unity between them which led even to their confiding
the spiritual direction of each to the other.
After the
death of the founder' s brother, F r . John Baptist, F r .
Cioni was chosen by the saint as his confessor and spirtual director. (8)
2. Man of God: esteemed b y the founder

F r. Philip wrote: "From 1764 until his death F r . Ci
oni held major offices and from that time as long as the
venerable F ather Paul lived he resided almost always
with him, was his confessor, and was worthy of sharing
the divine inspirations bestowed on the saint. He was
greatly esteemed and loved by the founder. This was a
lot which might well be envied, and it might be said of
him what the Holy Spirit said of those who knew and had
dealings with the holy prophet E lia s: "Beati sunt qui te
viderunt et in amicitia tua decorati sunt" (S ir . 48:11).
(9)
The chief reason for the founder' s appreciation of
F r . John Mary lay in the fact that he knew him to be a
man of deep spiritual life and of p ra yer, as he once
wrote to a bishop (10) and later repeated to F r . Thomas
Struzzieri, who was then engaged in the apostolic vis ita 
tion of Corsica. (11) Shortly before his death the founder
again testified to th is. When rejoicing at F r . Cioni' s re
turn from the mission at Caprarola, he said to the in firmarian, Brother Bartholomew,
"I have always loved him
very much, and he has loved me;
and now see how he
has come to assist me and to close my eyes." (12) But
F r . Cioni had to leave again for his last mission at
T o lfa , and the saint, "desiring only the glory of the
Lord,. .with great detachment even from spiritual counsel,
gave him a blessing" and, although it caused him agony
to speak,
"he made a great effo rt," F r. Cioni tells us,
"and in spite of his su ffering, earnestly recommended the
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Congregation to me, promising that he would
member me in paradise." (13)

always re

F r . John Mary was looked upon by the entire Passionist family as the image of the founder and his suc
cessor as father. Indeed, F r. Philip writes, " It was said
that no one had grasped the spirit of the venerable
founder as well as he.
Always holding aloof from friend
ships and correspondence with seculars, he was bent only
on working for souls and directing them in the ways of
God, a ministry for which he was specially talented.
When he spoke of God, he did so with such knowledge
and interior devotion that at times his face shone like an
a n g el." (14)
The amount of time assigned to prayer in the com
munity horarium was not sufficient for him, nor was the
whole day enough.
He used every available interval of
time to give himself to prayer.
When out of his room he
would at every step say some favourite prayer of h is,
and on the way to choir he would recite a litu rgica l
hymn from the solemn commemoration of the Passion.
Im
mersed in prayer in this way, he was sometimes not
aware that someone was addressing him.
A student from
the retreat of St. Angelo once repeated the same thing to
him four times, and fin a lly had to go away because
"when saying the rosary he seemed to be in a trance."
In times of special necessity he would pray with great
intensity, with invocations and sighs to obtain from the
Lord the grace he desired. (15) Like the founder and his
brother, the venerable John Baptist, he was diligent in
theological, biblical and patristic studies,
not as an in
tellectual pursuit so much as for the sake of wisdom and
contemplation.
The religious of Sts. John and Paul often
used to see him in the garden with books of theology or
of the Fathers of the Church.
These volumes, together
with another great book,
always open and always in vit
ing, i . e . , nature and livin g creatures which he called
"missionaries of God" (the sky, the sun, flowers, water,
animals), all uplifted him and impelled him towards God.
He used to exhort the religious to meditate and assimilate
the lessons received from these things as a means to at
tain intimate union with God. (16)
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Thus "no one ever saw him idle, or engaged in
-worldly conversation, and it was noticed that whenever
anyone introduced tr iv ia l topics of conversation he would
soon, with ease and s k ill, bring in some reflection on
God." (17) To talk for the sake of ta lk in g , or to associ
ate with people simply for company was not congenial to
him.
His mind and spirit turned to God immediately and
from Him to great mystical graces. One day he manifested
his feeling to one of our religious saying :
" I f seculars
realized how distasteful it is for me to associate with
them, I am sure they would out of compassion say to me,
' Leave us, Father, ' and they would themselves leave me
to free me from such annoyance." ( 18)
3.

C irc u la r of 1788:
revolution

Courageous re v is io n before the g re a t

Something of his rich spiritu ality is revealed in the
circular letter he addressed at the end of four years as
superior general to "my very dear sons in Christ who
form the Congregation of the Most Holy Passion of Jesus
Christ." (19)
It was a kind of examination of conscience which
F r. Cioni proposed to the 212 professed Passionists in
1788, precisely on the eve of the great revolution.
The
circular confronted their lives with what the venerable
founder had "sown and established" in
the Church
through a swift and ardent task force charged with the
Holy S p irit, which, at the request of the bishops, was
always available to go wherever they might be sent to
evangelize the people and to assist in reforming the cler
gy and religious communities. The purpose of this review
of life was to "maintain and augment" the spirit of self
conquest and the conquest of other souls who would fu lfill
the double aim of the Congregation, namely, the following
of Christ, ( evangelical perfection) and the proclaiming of
Christ ( apostolic preaching). In order to achieve this, end
the superior general accentuated the key points of the
Passionisi charism:

1. The Passionist vocation is a special call to deep con
templation, which according to the rules and constitu
tions, can be achieved only by means of a high -de
gree of detachment from created things and a decided
option for "holy prayer, vocal as well as mental, and
a love for holy solitude." ( 2 0 )
2.

Because of this marked contemplative dimension, the
Passionist must strive to attain a profound awareness
of liv in g "the sacred m ysteries," which he daily cele
brates , and to realize that he is particularly conse
crated "to act for men in their relations with God."
(21)
- The
celebration of the "divine unbloody
sacrifice"
must occupy first place; it demands careful observance
of the litu rgica l norms and above all the fe rv o r, se
renity, reverence and majesty fittin g for the celebra
tion of this great mystery, as well as a suitable time
devoted to preparation and thanksgiving. ( 2 2 )
- In the second place ranks "the other sacrifice of
divine
praise" which cannot be neglected
"for any
pretext
whatever
whether
business, confessions
or
anything else." (23) The chant must be
performed
slowly in a moderate tone, "in order to savor the food
of the
Divine Word." The entire psalmody should also
inspire the hearers with g ra v ity , devotion and e d ifi
cation. The invocation, In nomine Jesu omne genuflectatur, etc. prescribed by the rules and constitutions
at the beginning of each litu rgica l hour must be
prayed slowly. Its meaning is profound and admirable
at the same time because it is equivalent to a state
ment of the identity of the Congregation of the Pas
sion, which professes the mystery of the cross in the
glorification of Christ, the Risen Lord.
- But it is necessary to be on guard against "exces
sive desire for temporal things" which could be an
impediment to participation in the Liturgy of the
Hours, proving the truth of the excellent maxim of our
venerable father:
"Providence enters not through the
doors of the retreat but through the windows of the
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ch oir." The local superiors, therefore, are advised
that the "divine service" must be a priority in the
general interests of the community, and that the
strong warning of the rules and constitutions must al
ways be kept in mind : Insana cupiditas turbabit om
nia ( Excessive greed disturbs ev ery th in g ). (24)
3.

Relations with benefactors must be marked by discre
tion and humility;
care should be taken to avoid im
portunity in asking for alms.
Be lovers of silence,
prayer and solitude. ( 2 5 )

4.

In conclusion, Passionist witness consists in "keeping
the secret of the King" by means of a deep spirit of
p ra y er, silence and recollection, and "revealing his
works" for the salvaton of souls. To this end :
- when alms are asked at the turn in the monasteries
of nuns "never engage in conversation; " ( 2 6 )
- in hearing confessions, it is strictly forbidden to
undertake the spiritual direction of pious female
"busybodies,-" and preference shall be given to men
who shall be treated with much charity and patience;
- for the rest, "a ll shall take care to return to the
retreat as soon as possible so as to enjoy the immense
benefit of holy "solitude as well as silence which is
the guardian of heavenly treasures" and of p rayer,
the key of heaven." ( 2 7 )

4. Hum ility and sense of duty

This circular reveals not only that the writer was
far advanced in spiritu ality, but also that he was mature
and experienced in the school of the founder and, in his
own personal way, in mysticism, overcoming the limita
tions imposed by forms and disciplines.
Being a genuine
mystic, F r. d o n i was a humble man. He accepted the of
fice of general convinced that he had been chosen only
because he was a great sinner, as in the case of St. Au
gustine when he was elected bishop. ( 2 8 )
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This was exactly what the new superior general had
communicated to the religious of the Institute on Holy
Thursday 1784 in a circular sent to the fourteen commu
nities of Tuscany, Lazio and the Marche.
The little Con
gregation is described as "nascent," but as imposing a
"very heavy yoke" on the one who has to govern it be
cause it needs to be consolidated and strengthened. He
puts his trust in "that most loving God" who "gives us
grace to serve your blessed souls lo v in g ly ." There was no
hint of human enthusiasm in his acceptance of the elec
tion, seeing that "my age,
already advanced," ( 2 9 ) on
one hand, and on the other the "prospect of further work
in government" caused him to accept o ffic e , not with
closed eyes but with eyes wide open," as a "voluntary
sacrifice to God for the spiritual good of your souls."
(30)

These noble and evangelical sentiments show both
great realism and great a v a ila b ility , the result of true
humility. Indeed, he soon realized from the results of the
scrutinies that the votes were in his fa vo r, and that "the
time prophesied by the founder had come, when many
years before,
laying his hand on Cioni' s head he had
prayed that God would give, him strength to guide the
Congregation." That night he was unable to sleep. The
religious already knew him to be a most humble person,
and those who lived in the retreat of St. Angelo still re
called how at culpa one day in the refectory when he
was provincial superior, he had accused himself to the
visitor general of arrivin g late in choir, "and he carried
a blanket on his shoulders as is the custom of the no
vices ." He never allowed anyone to serve him, and on
winter nights he usually went downstairs to the kitchen
to wash the plates.
In matters of importance he used to
ask advice of others and he was often seen going the
rounds in the retreat explaining his doubts about this or
that until the matter became clear to him.
Humility also
made him reflect on the danger of attributing the fruits
of the apostolate to the words and labors of the mission
ary.
He used to say: "People are greatly mistaken when
they praise the missionary for the fruit they see. They
do not know that perhaps it is obtained through the
prayer of some old man while the missionary is laden
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with his own faults and defects." It was because of this
humility that he achieved great things as
superior and
as missionary, and his continually evident virtues were
like a rich garment.
These virtues, born of his humility
as from a baptismal font,
were patience,
gentleness,
charity, kindness and self-abnegation. ( 3 1 )
5 . The b le s s in g of gentleness and the v irtu e of strength

It is a fact that F r. John Mary Cioni was the per
sonification of kindness and gentleness.
His biographer
makes this significant statement: "He was elected superior
general because in governing he was so hard on himself
and yet gentle with others, so kind and prudent in his
treatment of
people, and so pleasant and
discreet with
his subjects, besides the other undeniable
merits that
distinguished him." (32) This judgment was well intentioned, but, expressed as it is, it is open to question.
In the 1784 general chapter F r. Gorresio' s personal se
verity and rigor were not the only obstacle;
another was
his conservative mentality, at a time when the Institute
was in need of renewal, "unless you desire to see the
ruin of the poor Congregation," as the memorandum pre
sented to the chapter had gravely stated, in the words of
"that religious, a good priest" whom we mentioned earlier
in this chapter.
It cannot be denied that F r. Cioni had an extraor
dinary ascendancy in the Congregation because his ba
lance and gentleness made his government an enlightened
and prudent one. His biographer puts it in these words:
"When using his influence to move the religious spiritu
a lly he was greatly opposed to invoking the law believ
ing that undue severity does more harm than good, and
that any good coming from it is short-lived, because en
forced. " (33) When correcting he preferred honey to a
bitter p ill,
as on the day he had to rebuke certain re li
gious who did not join in saying grace in the refectory.
"We have a ll eaten, but we have not a ll given thanks to
God, he said.
What ingratitude!" (34)
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He was not quick to make decrees, his maxim being
that "for the particular faults of some individuals one
must not make universal laws binding on a l l ." His method
was to direct and encourage each and all in the service
of God ccrde magno et animo volenti (35) as he loved to
say. For this reason he treated the religious with charity
and courtesy so that they might liv e with their brethren
in community in the joy of the Holy S p irit. "But," as F r.
Philip points out, "he was quick to distinguish between
the genuine and false virtues of his subjects, to discern
fiction from sincerity, to distinguish gold from tin se l."
(36) The training of the founder had formed him well in
this a rea . Few men felt the need to seek counsel from the
learned to the extent that he did. His biographer stresses
this fa c t. "He paid great attention to the opinions of the
learned men among his religiou s," ( 3 7 ) and he enjoyed
listening to these men no matter how old they might be.
He would have done anything in his power, would have
worked miracles if he could, to preserve the health and
well-being of those religious who by their piety and
sound doctrine had done so much good and brought such
credit to the Institute.
"Such men," he used to say,
"should be preserved in balm." (38) These words and
judgments reveal the character of one who, though gentle
and kind by nature, could, when the interests of truth
and right demanded i t , be firm and severe.
"He did not easily change his mind," the biographer
states, "once he had made a decision after mature reflec
tion; and in the matter of maintaining the observances he
would take a stand and was like a lio n ." He once repri
manded even the provincial of the Presentaion Province at
the common recreation because he had indulged some
harmless curiosity by going into the center of the city of
Rome.
This person was no less than the renowned F r.
Anthony Pucci, provincial from 1784 to 1790, (39) whom
we shall meet later in this narrative.
F r. Cioni was in
flexib le in his practice of poverty.
(40) "This severity ,"
F r . Philip comments, "because it was unusual in a man
so gentle,
impressed his religious a ll the more, as he
himself once said, 'Ab ira agni, Lord deliver u s ! '. " (41)
His zeal was all the more ardent because it sprang from
his great love of the Congregation; it is recorded that no
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one except the holy founder excelled him in this respect.
( 4 2 ) It can be also said that perhaps no one excelled
him in his love for the young.
6.

His v is io n of the fu tu r e :
the young and the m issionaries

F r. Cioni was master of novices for six yea rs,
having succeeded the first master in the Congregation,
Fr. Fulgentius Pastorelli, and he later fille d the post of
Lector or director of the philosophy and theology stu
dents.
Consequently he knew their health problems as
well as the state of their intellectual and spiritual for
mation and he continued to take a close interest in them
after he had been elected general.
He used to summon
them together for conferences, and often went to their re
creations and accompanied them on w alks, stimulating
their religious fervor by "holy conversation," and also
taking care that they developed into mature men with
"great lib erty of s p irit," withdrawn from the world, from
friends, relatives and everything that might weaken their
resolve, ( 43) because "the world as we know it is a pas
sing scene." (1 Cor. 7 : 31) He was aware to a far greater
degree than others that his efforts and hard work, like
those of the founder and other members, were for the con
solidation and expansion of the newborn Passionist fam
ily , and therefore he looked to the future more than to
the present.
His biographer stresses this when he w rites:
"He
was always careful to see that the health of the young
should be preserved and he used to be greatly distressed
when any of them fe ll into ill health because this was a
loss to the Institute.
Towards the end of 1785 ayoung
priest was finishing a long campaign of missions, an
ppostolate which he had just begun to exercise. He re
turned to .Rome and became so seriously ill that the best
doctors thought his life was in danger. The superior gen
eral was very anxious about him and said to the com
munity one night after matins: "Let us beg God to spare
our sick priest and not take him from us. The Congrega
tion has waited so long for this young man and has
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brought him to this stage,
and now when he begins to
work, if God takes him aw ay....B u t God did not take him
at that tim e," says F r . P h ilip , "thanks, we believe, to
the prayers of this holy man and of that whole religious
fa m ily ." ( 4 4 )
This concern for the health of the young members
was a cardinal point in his plan of action as superior
general.
The apostolic v ita lity of the Congregation was
more important to him than his own life .
Indeed, in obe
dience to the directions given by the eighth general
chapter his greatest energy was put into the task of
building up the structure, the strength and the mission
ary action of the Institute.
His biographer w rites: "He
desired that all the priests strive for the same end, and
he used to exhort the young especially to prepare and
dispose themselves . for this task." So much was he con
cerned in achieving this that he decided to be resolute
and decisive in his handling of the problem of Lenten
food and night choir, as we shall see later. ( 4 5 )
F r . Cioni was a great missionary himself. He was of
perfect balance: of witness as a man of God, of action as
an evangelical worker, of bib lical, theological and pa
tristic knowledge of the learned and contemplative, and
of the eloquence and art ofpreaching which touches
hearts and draws the masses.
We have noted how he began his active apostolate
while still a deacon by going on a mission in Camerino
in the Holy Year 1750.
Although in sincere obedience he
accepted the office of novice master and director of stu
dents laid upon him by the founder himself, he desired
and was even anxious to give it up in order to dedicate
himself to preaching. The founder' s reply to this was
that to form novices is to form future missionaries, and
he exhorted him to have patience until the time came
when he could be freed to devote himself to the missions.
(46)
It was wonderful to see
him, "fu ll of zeal and
fir e ," givin g missions to the people, "encouraging the
young to strive to become intimate with God, so as to be
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come true instruments of the Holy S p irit. " (47) In order
to preserve the fruit of the missions among the people,
with the permission of the founder he composed and pub
lished a little book in 1767, which was quite unique at
that time,
containing a series of short meditations "w rit
ten in a warm and simple style" for each day, a booklet
which Passionisi missionaries for a long time distributed
to the people as a "souvenir of the mission." (48)

B.

FIRST REVISION OF THE CONSTITUTIONS AFTER
THE FOUNDER'S TIME: DIET AND NIGHT OFFICE

We now come to the first reform of the constitutions
made ten years after the founder ' s death, a reform in
delibly stamping the generalship of the founder ' s second
successor as one of historic importance. The eighth gene
ral chapter, as we know, had decided to send a memo
randum to Pope Pius VI stating the difficu lty the Congre
gation had with regard to the health of the religious,
especially the young, because of the perpetual Lenten
fare. This was to be done however, "without importunity,
without making any kind of petition, and with complete
indifference as to the papal response." ( 4 9 )
1. Petition to the pope

When the chapter was over the new superior general
wished to proceed with much calm and reflection.
His
first step was to request the prayers of all the local
communities during the novena of the Assumption of Our
Lady (1784).
He then assembled in Rome the superiors of
the general council and of the two provincial councils to
discuss the problem in great secrecy, instructing a stu
dent to write in beautiful handwriting the petition which
would be sent to the pope.
The director of students, F r.
Bernardine Paolini Costa entered the student's room by
chance and saw the memorandum on the ta b le.
This gave
the secret away, and as Fr. Philip w rites, "was enough
to create a great commotion among some of the religious
of that community." ( 49 a)
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The advice of their friend, Cardinal William Pallo tta , pro-treasurer general, was very va lu a b le:
( 5 0 ) he
approved the petition, which took the form of a memoran
dum.
The points made were that the capitular fathers,
after mature reflection on the reasons why the Congrega
tion was not increasing and attracting suitable and edu
cated subjects,
and was therefore unable to meet the de
mand for new foundations because of scarcity of r e li
gious, recognized from experience that the only cause of
this was the perpetual Lenten fare.
The greater number
of the retreats were situated at a distance from the sea,
and even on the days permitted by the rules and consti
tutions they were unable to have eggs and milk products
because these were scarce (for several months in the
y e a r). The food therefore was very often reduced to salt
ed fis h , which gravely imperiled the health of the r e li
gious and cau sed the deaths of many young members.
Others at the age of fifty , just when they were well pre
pared for apostolic ministry, were so enfeebled that they
soon became unfit for missionary work.
The life of the
Congregation was an active life and obliged its members
to dedicate themselves to helping others in the confes
sional, in teaching catechism, in preaching missions and
retreats. The students suffered most from this bad situa
tion because they lost their health, and many of them,
unable to bear the scanty food and its wretched quality,
left the Institute they had chosen and returned to secular
life .
Others wishing to enter the Congregation, perhaps
men of excellent qualities, nevertheless lost their enthu
siasm and withdrew when they learned of the other hard
ships of community life (such as "observan ce"). ( 5 1 )
It was a c le a r, reasonable document, which did not
conceal the truth but presented the whole problem in a ll
its aspects to the consideration and authority of the so
vereign pontiff. In fact, in the following month, October,
it was in the hands of the pope through the agency of
the benefactor, Anthony F rattin i.
The pope immediately
signified his intention of granting the dispensation.
F irst, however, he wished to compare the memorandum
with the text of the rules and constitutions and hear the
opinion of a cardinal.
Then he had the text of the brief
prepared so that, again by means of F ra ttin i, it could be
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submitted, through his special kindness, for examination
by the Passionist superiors.
This was done in the fol
lowing December.
The superiors expressed their regret
thci-t the text suppressed the fast entirely, except on Fri
days, and granted the use of meat on all the days on
which it was permitted to the faithful in general.
They
corrected th is, leaving three fast days in each week and
fasting during the whole of Advent.
Thus amended, the
draft was returned, again by F ra ttin i, to his holiness,
who was pleased at
the moderation of the Passionists,
( 5 2 ) and also that they had in this way returned to the
thought of their
venerable Father Paul of the Cross. Paul
had proposed this change earlier in the general chapter
of 1775, "being
disposed to present this petition with
others which were later approved and included in the pa
pal bull previously mentioned.
( 5 3 ) But as one of the
capitulars objected and wished that everything should be
left as it was in the past, and a ll the others remained
silen t, no more was spoken about this point." (54)
The Holy F ather would have preferred "to exclude
the retreat of Monte Argentario," F r . Philip observes,
"and to maintain in them the origin al rule of abstinence
because it was
the first foundation, and because there
was an abundance
offish available there; but he was
dissuaded on this point so as to avoid introducing d iffer
ent
life styles in
the retreats and because in time it
would have created a difficu lty for religious going from
other retreats to live at Argentario.
(55) We must add
that the pope wished to rule that "as well as including
meat in their diet, they should wear shoes." F r. Cioni
records in the Annali "that the pope made this resolution
known to Bishop Carafa of Mileto and secretary of the Sa
cred Congregation of Bishops and Regulars, notifying the
Most Rev. F r . General of this on Holy Saturday when he
was received in audience." ( 5 6 )
2. O pposition of Father Thomas S a g n e ri

Pius VI continued to favor the Institute of the Ven
erable Paul of the Cross with great kindness, and the
Congregation in turn felt deeply grateful to the pope as
-
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head of the Church. An unhappy incident connected with
the
reform
of
the
Lenten
food
is
described
in the Annali.
(57) Some of the brethren came to know
about the reform, as we have said, and a certain Fr.
Thomas Sagneri, of the community of Sts. John and Paul,
( 5 8 ) a man as ingenuous as he was zealous, backed up
by another priest and a brother (the legendary sacristan
of the basilica on the Celian Hill, Br. Joseph Bonifazi)
( 5 9 ) rapidly drew up a counter memorandum and person
a lly took it to the Vatican (60) on December 20, 1784,
entrusting it to a secret chamberlain,
Stephan Brandi,
who was to deliver it to the pope.
Pius VI was greatly
disturbed.
The counter document stated that of the forty
religious who composed the Celian Hill community, thirty
were opposed to the concession about the use of meat,
and begged the pope to retract this concession. The supe
rior general learned by chance what had happened and
immediately tried to convince the religious of the fa lsity
of his representation and his duty to retract it.
It ap
peared that F r . Thomas was disposed to accept the rea
soning of the general.
He declared his intention of going
to the Vatican again to retract the statement, but in fact
what he did was to deliver to the papal ante-chamber a
second anti-memorandum. We can imagine the consternation
of the superiors and their efforts by means of the sp iri
tual fathers to make this priest see his mistake, but he
went a third time to the Vatican and delivered a third
document in opposition, piling on further reasons against
the concession and thanking the pope for having heard
his petition against the proposed indult of mitigation.
The situation was becoming more unusual and at the same
time ridiculous.
The man seemed in the grip of a r e li
gious obsession.
He was the victim of psychic depression
which prevented him from celebrating Mass, even on
Christmas and succeeding days until New Year's day.
It
was psychic depression, which the chronicler bluntly
calls obstinacy.
At last on January 1, poor F r . Thomas'
mind cleared and in a long letter to Brandi himself he
retracted
his
anti-memorandum, attributing
the whole
thing to "dense fog and blindness; to false zeal and fan
aticism which was a veritable temptation of the d e v il."
He acknowledged that he had acted blindly without seek
ing the help and counsel of the person who for him was
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God's representative.
He lamented that he had spoken i.ll
of Anthony F ra ttin i, whom he described as "a most devout
man, whose sole concern was the good of our Congrega
tion." He was sorry that in a most irresponsible way, he
had misrepresented as being lax in the observance the
most fervant sons of Father Paul, men who with all their
hearts loved exact observance of the holy rule, which our
good father at his death left to* us as a rich heritage.
He regretted having presented to the pope petitions which
were the product of his own "twisted and confused mind,"
and the result of gossip and conjecture about other re li
gious in their respective retreats, which he had heard
from time to time from a few of the brethren. He conclud
ed his le tte r: "My complaints were unfounded and insub
stantial and a pure figment of my disturbed fan tasy."
(6 1 )
This letter for "various prudent reasons," was not
delivered to Brandi, in order to leave the pope free to
reply spontaneously. Cardinal Pallotta spoke personally to
F r. Thomas after that "prodigious conversion" and found
him full of "sorrow, shame and repentance." He after
wards personally informed his holiness not to wait for a
formal petition from the superiors of the Congregation re
questing the debated mitigation of the rule about food; a
formal petition had been rejected by the capitu lars, as
we know, and would never be presented. At this his holi
ness exclaimed sorrowfully to the cardinal, "And why do
the Passionists not send me a few lines about th is, and
they w ill receive an immediate reply?" The cardinal ex
plained to the pope the reason why the Passionists acted
as they d id .
Thus when Candlemas day came around, F r . Gorresio, second consultor general, went as usual to present a
candle to his holiness and was assured that the Brief
would be issued.
The following March 11, the Brief was
promulgated and on March 14, it was delivered to the su
perior
general,Fr. Cioni, ( 62 )
who
lost
no time in
sending copies of it to all the communities with an ac
companying circular letter, which we shall later examine.
On March 27 , 1785, Easter Sunday, the Brief took effect
in a ll the retreats. At this point the author of the Annali
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makes an observation as gentle and refreshing as the
flowers when he w rites:
"On the holy festival of Eas
ter .. .began the observance of the Brief, and with the
Lord' s blessing, meat was eaten for the first time in the
refectory.
May this food assist us to serve His Divine
Majesty better and never be used to satisfy g reed ." (63)
3. How the reform w as received

It is worthwhile to pause here to see how the com
munities received this small measure of reform, decided
by the pope himself. Unfortunately, the sources of inform
ation are scarce and we owe what little information we
have to F r . Cioni himself and to F r. P h ilip .
The former
stressed that the pontifical Brief was received "in all the
retreats of the Congregation with due submission and re
verence." (64) In fa c t, we have no reason to doubt the
reverence accorded the Brief and the pope' s authority as
such, but it was otherwise with regard to perfect submis
sion to the reform because the Brief undeniably inflicted
"a wound" on the theory, so tenaciously held by the con
servatives , that the constitutions were untouchable, inal
terable. The Brief in itself proved the canonical principle
of the reform ability of the constitutions.
Why, therefore,
did F r. Cioni speak of submission in all the retreats
when we know with certainty that not all the religious
accepted the spirit and the letter of the reform?
F r. Jo
achim P e d re lli, for example, explained that "Some refused
to eat meat and preferred to take chicory, like Br. Aloysius,
for instance.. . . " " It made others sick." (65) F r.
Philip himself, more cautious and moderate, recognized
that even though the religious believed the new measure
was an expression of God's w ill for them, "nevertheless
their regret was great and almost universal, seeing food
until then prohibited now in use for the first time in our
refectories, and there were some who sighed and shed
tears about eating it ." ( 6 6 ) Reading between the lin es,
one can see clearly that there was resistance, but resis
tance from the few certainly who never wanted to taste
meat, while the majority accepted with dignity the papal
ruling and the measures adopted by superior general Ci
oni , although they suffered because of the change, and
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this is understandable. Did this measure risk diminishing
the level of austerity which characterized the origins of
the Passionist family? Would it destroy or harm the fervor
of Passionist consecration, whose visible sign was a great
degree of ascetical and mystical rigor? Sincerely, the an
swer is no, since the spirit of the Passionist community
continued to be as austere as e v er, and the v ita l devel
opment of the Congregation demanded this mitigation, in
the same way as the founder accepted others in the v a r i
ous revisions of the rules and constitutions made between
1741 and 1775.
In the face of the resistance of a small number of
religious, and the understandable regret of the majority
who in an exemplary way accepted the papal indult, the
optimistic statement of F r. Cioni about "the submission of
all the retreats" must be attributed to the charity and
magnanimity of his attitude to the rig id conservatives,
since he himself, in accordance with the mandate received
from the eighth general chapter, was an interested party.
Indeed, as superior general it was his duty to order and
see to it that the Brief was put into practice, although
in consequence he was the butt of opposition and recrimi
nations that were offensive to the integrity of his Pas
sionist s p irit. ( 6 7 )
4. A b a s ic document fo r the a p p lic a tio n of the reform

The circular letter of March 15, 1785, which the
new superior general sent out speedily to all the com
munities,
accompanied the pontifical Brief as we have
sa id . Its content is so rich and so well reasoned that it
must be considered as an example of religious catechesis:
1) The Roman Pontiffs, responsible for the govern
ment of the universal church, promote the good of r e li
gious orders and institutes in a special manner, watching
over their constant maintenance, conservation and devel
opment .
2) His Holiness Pius VI has shown himself to be the
special protector of the Congregation of the Passion since
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1775 when he solemnly confirmed the rules and constitu
tions in the b u ll, Praeclara virtutum exempla.
He now
continues this benevolence towards us with the new B rief:
Post Constitutionem nostram of March 11, 1785,. • estab
lishing :

- that meat may be taken on days that are not
fasting days, and on other days ( 6 8 ) eggs and milk
products are permitted;
- that night choir observance, shall at no time ex
ceed one and a half hours, including Matins, men
tal prayer and the other prayers.

3)
The object of the indult, is to prevent the gra
dual deterioration and extinction of the Congregation ow
ing to unsuitable and harmful food, frequent illness of
the fathers dedicated to the missions, and the difficu lty
of the young in adapting to the present food regimen
(with consequent loss of vocation ).

2)
"For the rest, with reference to the night choi
observance not exceeding one and a half hours:
it is
due, the Holy Father says, to the need for more time for
study." ( 6 9 )
Next F r . Cioni
form of dialogue:

uses

an

ingenius

and

5) But where w ill rigor stop?
Melior est obedientia quam victimae.
- What w ill the world say?
We profess to obey Jesus

Christ

efficacious

(70)
and

not

the

world.
- But,
it seems all the same, that we are aban
doning the spirit of our venerable father founder.
No, he himself, for his p a rt, was favorable to this
and wished to put it into effect, but he was dissuaded
by one of our own. In the general chapter of 1775 he did
nothing, because one of the capitulars said that the use
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of eggs would be su fficient, while a ll
lence.

the rest kept

si

- How shall we deal with the indiscreet comment of
seculars?
We can reply in these few words: "The Holy Father
has decreed this, so that the religious may enjoy better
health and work harder for the benefit of the neighbor."
(71)
6 ) All the religious, in a spirit of total obedience
and humility of heart, shall submit to the orders of the
pope and of superiors, accepting the new regulations
about food, (72) and taking good care not to oppose or
express disagreement with what has been decided upon by
the Supreme Pontiff.

7) The eldest fathers who have for many years pondus diei et aestus, ( 7 3 ) and "who are coming to the end
of their mortal career," shall be the first to "bow the
head," g ivin g everyone the example of most humble sub
mission to the divine w ill," for the greater glory of God.
F in a lly , the circular ( 7 4 ) expressed a wish fu lly in
keeping with F r . Cioni' s plan of government as superior
general and with the subsequent "historical development"
of the Congregation which he brought about, i . e ., its or
ganic revitalization with an open and dynamic mentality,
a wish that suggests the vision : "may all this serve for
the increase and growth of the Congregation in houses
and in subjects who by word and example may preach Je
sus Christ Crucified to the whole w orld ." (75)
5. Another document: p atient catechesis of the reform

The circular letter was accompanied by an appendix
destined for the rectors or local superiors, givin g in
synthesis the facts, the end and the reasons which had
led to the reform and enumerating other significant ele
ments :
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1)
The advantages of the reform of food regulation
w ill benefit the health of the religious, the economy of
the retreat and also common life , because "many disad
vantages w ill be elim inated."
- "much expense w ill be spared in the purchase of
oil and salted fish;
- "many ailments brought on by unhealthy food w ill
be avoided;
- "many singularities and exceptions and extras in
food w ill disappear;
- "it w ill prevent the itch some have to go out or
to remain away from the retreats longer than necessary;
- "it w ill remove from more than one a pretext for
leaving the Congregation, and fin a lly we w ill get more
candidates, and they ■ w ill be healthier than those we
have at present."
2)
But, take ca re: "The dispensation of the
F ather applies to the quality of the food, not to the
qu an tity." Therefore the number of courses served w ill be
according to what is established by the constitutions.
(76)

Holy

3)
The prohibition extending to refettorietti
w ill continue, singularity w ill disappear, as common life
w ill be organized in such a way that all can adapt to
i t . All, except the sick who are confined to bed, shall
always go to the common refectory. And if anyone, moved
by caprice or indiscreet zeal, should be unwilling to lead
the common life , 1 order and recommend that he shall be
given only what is provided for the community." ( 7 8 )

(77)

A month later another circular letter followed con
taining a code of regulations with practical norms min
utely prescribing the quality of food "in such a way that
charity is united to good order and common observance."
(79)
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The common observance, the reform of the constitu
tions in the matter of food, not only benefitted the health
of the religiou s,. especially the missionaries and the
young, but also the equality of all with regard to com
mon discipline, putting an end to the numerous special
exemptions, and above all to the r e fe tto rie tti. And, better
s t ill, it removed the pretext some had for going out and
staying longer than necessary outside the retreats.
But
F r . Cioni used an even more appropriate term, "the itch ,"
so expressive of the ambience of the time in which there
were many weaker spirits who tried in this way to escape
the rigor of Lenten fare and the poor diet of "unhealthy
and harmful food." And Fr. Cioni' s scalpel did not end
its work here. There were the sick; those confined to bed
would have special treatment.
The others, on the contra
ry, had to eat the common food.
To this
last category
perhaps one may assign the well known F r . Thomas Sag n e ri, author of the three famous anti-memoranda to Pius
VI against granting the papal indult.
Indeed the famous
archivist and historian, F r . Joachim P e d re lli, left some
notes, authentic revelations we might call them, destroy
ing the image of the zealous and "observant rigorist" till
then attributed to this religiou s.
Pedrelli tells us that
Sagneri was "a very good sort, a great confessor, who
was almost always ill and always ate meat." ( 8 0 ) It is
quite a clear statement compared with the previous one,
purposely veiled, given us by that keen diplomat F r.
P h ilip : " I f all the other religious should obey superiors
in th is, F r . Thomas should do so more than anyone, since
the use of oil and fast day fare, which until then had
been our chief d ie t, was very bad for him on account of
his state of health." (81) This attitude of a stout defend
er of perpetual Lenten food makes one smile: a man who
brought the matter to the Vatican and the general council
of the Congregation, who put F r. Cioni (82) through great
tria ls, but who "always ate meat," even though he did so
for health reasons.
It needed, therefore, all of F r . Cioni' s patience
and perseverance to bring about the double reform or
dained by Pius V I . He kept in touch with the superiors,
illuminating,
explaining precisely,
and in sistin g,
ac
cording to the case,
that communities and individuals

123 -

should act positively in accordance with the spirit of the
pontifical Brief and of the Congregation.
This task oc
cupied almost all his time as superior general.
It is in
this context that we place the important circular letter of
November 1, 1788, in which Fr. Cioni, with good reasons
aptly expressed, proposes a profound examination of l i 
turgy and contemplation, the heart of Passionist com
munity. ( 8 3 )
6.

The reform of n igh t choir observan ce

In addition to the reform in Lenten fare, that of
night choir obervance was made at the same time, and
the common observances of the day were simplified in or
der to give more time for study, especially to the young
students.
"Formal study" having been suppressed, there
was one common horarium for fathers and students be
cause this suited the community structure that was geared
to the life .
I f the old horarium could barely satisfy the
needs of the priests," as F r. Philip wisely points out, "it
was insufficient for the young who were taking the scho
lastic course." (84) The papal Brief limited night choir
observance to one hour and a half, ( 8 5 ) and the ruling
of the general council reduced some community acts to the
"spiritu al exercises" of the day, which, although they
were not prescribed by the constitutions, were well liked
by the companions and disciples of the founder. ( 8 6 ) It
can be said that altogether the time given to study was
increased by almost two hours, or 105 minutes more, in
comparison with the horarium of 1 7 8 5 .
In short, a minor revolution took place. The double
reform of the constitutions modified the community struc
ture considerably but it was only slight if we compare it
with that carried out with so much courage and in telli
gence by the founder in the thiry years between the first
(1741) and the last (1775) approbation of the rules and
constitutions . During the founder' s lifetime the Congrega
tion was born and developed like a livin g organism, free
and dynamic; it sought and found the structures and re
sources which were right and necessary for its interior
life and exterior action in the Church and in society.
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After the founder's death, however, it ran the risk of
becoming formalized and enclosed in the strait jacket of
"institutional fix ity " which could deliberately put an ob
stacle in the way of its ability and duty to grasp new
problems and adapt to new internal and external condi
tions , with the exception however of its fid elity to the
origin al charism which history and Providence impelled it
to interpret and determine freely and responsibly.
F r . Cioni' s government, though brief, did aim at
doing exactly this in the twenty years after the first
"succession" to the founder;
and it was undoubtedly a
most conscientious election, balanced and courageous at
the same time.
It is to his honor that he, together with
the more open and valiant Passionists, interpreted and
solved the difficu lt problems of the time, opening up new
paths for the development of the Congregation, the very
paths, in the long run, which the founder had always
trodden while he lived with his faithful co-worker, F r.
Cioni.
All were not of the same mind as F r. Cioni, how
ever.
Some of the more influential members of the Insti
tute did not forgive him, and refused to confirm him as
superior general in the ninth general chapter in 1 7 9 0 ,
(87) re-electing in his stead his predecessor Gorresio,
who had always resisted reform.
But the recogniton his
tory gave him is of much more va lu e, we believe, than
that immediate confirmation which he well deserved but
did not get.
F r. P h ilip ' s appraisal is worthy of note:
"We cannot t e ll, " he declares, "whether these measures
were as beneficial as had been hoped for the Congrega
tion, as far as producing more learned members and men
of sound doctrine is concerned. But it cannot be denied,
a ll the same, that there was a noticeable improvement in
the health of the religious as a result of the food reform,
since from that time onward one rarely saw in our re
treats men with chronic chest complaints, stomach pro
blems and other illnesses, nor were there any consump
tives, where previously there had been too many." ( 8 8 )
Two hundred years later history removed the perplexity of
the famous chronicler by recognizing the postitive value
of the election of Father John Mary Cioni.
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7. Founder of P a ssio n ist h istory
Another of Father Cioni' s great merits was that he
understood the enormous importance of the chronicles and
records of the origins of the Congregation, which no one
before his time had considered in their totality.
F r.
Philip himself records this and later follows his example,
excelling him indeed in the literary quality of his work,
if not as historian and valued witness of events.
"From his youth," he w rites, "F r . Cioni received
from God, like St. Anthony, a great interest in and curi
osity about the holy customs of the religiou s, which he
observed and recorded meticulously, and this was not
only a rich inexhaustible mine of sp iritu ality for him,
but a very special providence of God for the whole Con
gregation. The good Father reflected that in the course of
time no one had thought of keeping a record of the edi
fying events which took place in our retreats and, thor
oughly annoyed ( 8 9 ) at the loss of so many and such im
portant records, he began the work of collecting them
himself.
It seems that in 1777, as provincial, he com
menced the work in the retreat of St. Angelo and contin
ued it in Rome, compiling various volumes of the lives of
many servants of God, members of the Congregation.
He
also composed the Annali, recording year after year until
his own time, all that had happened in the Institute, a
record which was in due time to prove most illuminating
to the writer of its universal history. ( 9 0 )
In truth, in his unceasing task of observation,
re
search and compilation, F r. Cioni proved that he posses
sed the gifts and virtues of an historian of great breadth
of vision.
F r. Raponi, one of his best students, strongly
brought this out by acknowledging that he possessed the
necessary q u a lities:
love of truth, diligence in seeking
out the sources, respect for documents, a great memory, a
balanced mind, and sound lo g ic .
(91) Other historians
share this view and judgment. ( 9 2 )
It seems no exaggeration, therefore, to say that F r .
John Mary Cioni may be considered the "founder" of Pas
sionist history.
The sources he created are a most pre
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cious monument and we would say a monument of vita l
importance for the family of St. Paul of the Cross.
8. A life that conquered death

Fr. Cioni was superior general for a period of six
years and at the ninth general chapter ( 1 7 9 0 ) was elected
first consul tor to Fr. Gorresio who was re-elected gene
ra l.
He continued to edify the Passionist community by
his life of intense prayer which seemed to radiate from
him, by his contemplation and study in the profound si
lence and solitude of the
monastery on the Celian Hill,
and by devoting his remaining energies to the pastoral
ministry as far as possible.
He heard confessions, for
example, in the neighboring hospital of St. John Later an.
It was there that, while hearing the confession of a wo
man "suffering from incurable cancer," ( 9 3 ) he contracted
the disease that cut short his l i f e . During his lucid in
tervals he received the sacraments with great devotion,
preparing for death with gentle calmness and peace of
s p ir it. Thus, the man who had been confessor to the holy
founder and his second successor as superior general,
passed away on February 7 , 1 79 6 , two months before the
tenth general chapter began. According to his biographer,
F r . P h ilip , F r. Cioni had wished to die before the chap
ter , praying God to hear him, perhaps because he feared
to be re-electd as superior general, as had happened
before to F r . John Baptist Gorresio. (94)
This is the only allusion we have to this fact and
there seems to be no other explanation ( about the hypo
thetical re-election) except what we might call "orphan
psychology" which seeks a security that can only be pro
vided by those great oaks who were the last companions
of the founder. It seems that some religiou s, as F r . Gor
resio ' s term of office was ending, had considered the
possible re-election of F r. Cioni, evaluating afresh and
with greater serenity the character and scope of his peri
od as superior general which, although brief, was so de
cisive for the v ita lity of the Institute.
It may well have
been that someone gave him a hint of th is.
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We are led to make this explanation by Fr. P h ilip 's
noble and exquisite reflection on the austerity and the
"enchantment" of the prim itive Passionist life .
He refers
also to Fr. Cioni and the unusual length of life of the
few who succeeded, like the founder, in reaching sixty or
seventy
years of age or more. In other words, those Passionists
would have wished that none
of the first com
panions and disciples of the founder should disappear
from the scene.
The second generation would have liked
the early Passionists to be immortal while they themselves
thought
that their sojourn on earth
had been
long
enough, as F r. John Mary did.
Let us hear what Fr. Philip has to say: "Reflecting
that God had given him long life in spite of the fact that
in his earliest youth he had embraced a most rigorous
form of life and had spent the years of his greatest
strength in long fatiguing missions, in making visitations
of the retreats, and in difficult tasksof governing, a ll
of which should have shortened his life as had happened
to so many other Passionists, and seeing that very few of
them had reached old age, this holy man made this ob
servation:
'My life , at this stage, is a kind of gratu
ity. . . since I reached the full measure of my years long
ago. ' He died at the age of six ty -eig h t, having spent
fifty years in r e lig io n ."
The humility and "moderation of the pioneers who
led the way met with a touching’ response from the young
and the seasoned members of the Institute who sorrowfully
and regretfu lly witnessed the disappearance of the veter
ans.
No one expressed this better than F r . .P h ilip .
Speaking for the Passionist community at the time says:
"Their loss grieved those who reflected that the very pre
sence of these religious educated in the prim itive spirit
was a source of inspiration and comfort and that now,
when numbers were very few, God was gradually taking
these men away from them." ( 9 6 )
A reflection typical of great minds. The new gener
ation of Passionists was conscious of the debt they owed
the first companions and disciples of the founder and
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what their lives represented.
comparable to their loss.
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No sorrow nor

grief was
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Chapter V

THE NINTH GENERAL CHAPTER (1790)

A.

WHY THE GENERAL CHAPTER WAS HELD
AT CORNETO (TARQUINIA)

The ninth general chapter was the third after the
death of the founder, who fifteen years before had left
his spiritual sons on the tranquil Celian H ill.
F r. John Mary Cioni' s six short years as general
had been a valuable asset to the Institute, a most faith
ful reflection of the type of government which personified
the founder himself: gentleness and strength, moderation
and energy, defense of the charism and vita l tradition of
the Institute, combined with the capacity for change and
renewal, so that the means served the end, and not the
other way around.
The noticeable growth between 1785
and 1790 proved how great an asset it had been.
The
Congregation was composed of 226 religious (139 priests
and students and 87 lay
brothers), an increase of
th irty-six members compared with the total of 190 at the
beginning of 1785,
(E d . note : The preceding updated f i 
gures differ from those quoted in the Italian text which
give 129 priests and students and 87 lay brothers),
so
that while this last number represented one member less
than in the period 1776-1778, F r. C ioni' s period brought
to the Institute the addition of nineteen priests and stu
dents and seventeen brothers.
In this same period only
eight were sent away as compared with seventeen in the
six years of F r. Gorresio, that is to say, a decrease of
just less than half the number, while the death toll re
mained unchanged at twenty-seven. In 1786 the retreat of
Gubbio was founded at the shrine of St. Ubald which
dominated the ancient city.
On January 29, 1790, F r. Cioni, the superior gener
al, announced that the ninth general chapter would begin
on April 12 at the retreat of Our Lady of Sorrows at
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Corneto (present name is Tarquinia), and invited all the
religious "to pray fervently that the elections might be
pleasing to God, as only good leaders could procure the
spiritual well-being of all members of the mystical body
of the young Congregation." (1)
The reason for holding the chapter at Tarquinia
was explained in the same letter in more general terms:
"We have been somewhat uncertain about the right place
for the celebration of the chapter," wrote F r. Cioni, "but
the majority of the capitular fathers has put forward
very good reasons for celebrating it outside Rome in a
retreat where there is true solitude, so that the members
of the chapter might enjoy greater peace and recollection,
and thus be enabled to obtain from the Father of lights
the grace to make the best possible election of major su
periors ( since the Almighty speaks to the hearts of his
servants in solitu de). For this reason we have decided to
select the most suitable retreat in the Province of the
Presentation." (2)
But we must look more closely at the terms "so li
tude," "peace," "recollection," to find out what were the
real obstacles to the celebration of the chapter in its
usual place at Sts. John and Paul. In doing this we come
upon some valuable information from F r. Philip which
throws light on the real reason for the choice of Tarqui
nia . He w rites, "speaking of the forthcoming elections, a
benefactor said one day that he hoped there would be a
general confirmation of the existing Curia.
These words
created the fear that, if the chapter were celebrated in
Rome, the insistence of the sympathizers might interfere
with the liberty of the chapter.
For this reason the ma
jority of the voters petitioned the superior general to
convoke it in another retreat outside Rome." (3) Whether
these partisans ( 4 ) were seculars or ecclesiastics, it is
clear that they aroused great apprehension in the capi
tulars , especially among the general councillors, to such
an extent that Cioni, the general, informed the pope of
the matter and asked his approval, which was cordially
given at an audience.
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In this behavior we must surely, admire the stature
and the sensitivity of the outgoing general and servant
of God, who desired to safeguard the complete lib erty of
the capitular fathers, since he himself was an interested
party in the cause.
In fact, the indiscretion of those
"well-w ishing benefactors" clearly revealed their opinions
and preferences.
In such a situation F r. Cioni and his
consul tors could not have acted differently, to avoid any
possible difficu lty with those gentlemen or bishops. More
over , his integrity was so obvious that no one could sus
pect him of harboring any ambition or self-seeking.
This
was evident to the whole Congregation.
The city of Corneto, for its part always well dis
posed to the Passionists from the time of venerable F r.
Paul of the Cross, very joyfu lly welcomed the news that
its retreat situated on the h ill of St. Pantaleon "would be
the venue of such an important function as the general
chapter and host to the first Fathers of the Congrega
tion ," and considered itself greatly honored.
Tarquinia,
then, once more gave an open demonstration of its tra d i
tional generosity.
"Although," F r. Philip records, "the
rector of the retreat sought no alms to help with the ex
penses involved, the patricians and even the two monas
teries of nuns ( 5 ) were so eager to supply food and mon
ey that there was an abundance of everyth ing." ( 6 ) Such
a warm welcome from the Tarquinians partly compensated
for the hardships of the journey, especially for the fa
thers who had come from the most distant places. ( 7 )
The group was again composed of the most famous
members of the Congregation, including companions and
disciples of the founder.
In addition to the members of
the outgoing general council, already known to us, the
most prominent were the provincials themselves, F r. An
thony Pucci of the Presentation Province and F r . Simon
Borelli ( 8 ) of Our Mother of Sorrows Province, both men
of exceptional spiritual quality, who were involved in
formation and in government, and also the two consultors
of the Presentation Province, Vincent Mary Strambi, also
w ell known to us, and Joseph Mary C la ris, who in the
next general chapter (tenth) was to become the founder' s
third successsor as superior general. The procurator gen-
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eral, Fr. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi, because of "habitual
indisposition" (9) was unable to take part, as had hap
pened to his predecessor in the previous Chapter.
In a ll
there were nine capitu lars.

B.

REVERSE DIRECTION: FR. GORRESIO RE-ELECTED

During the days dedicated to a solemn eucharistic
triduum (A pril
12-14), the preparatory
work of the
chapter took place "in various meetings of the reverend
capitular fathers in a spirit of harmony and concord," to
draw up the agenda for the chapter.
"The matters to be
discussed and the system of government to be examined
were to be approached cautiously in order to conserve
and maintain the good spirit of the whole Congregation."
These measured but eloquent words indicate the mentality
and the "restrainin g" purpose which was to characterize
the assembly as a reaction against the "innovative" six
years of F r. Cioni' s government. What is more astonishing
is that this mentality would be reflected in a form of
government at general level at once "monarchic and aris
tocratic ," as is evident in Decree 186. It is symptomatic,
for example, that F r . John Baptist Gorresio was elected
president before the canonical sessions, and there was a
feeling in the air that he would be re-elected general.
F r . Vincent Strambi addressed these venerable fa 
thers and the religious of the community of Tarquinia in
a "devout, inspiring and well-reasoned discourse" in the
course of which he pointed out that integrity and humil
ity were essential qualities for one who was to hold the
office of superior because on these depended the spiritual
well-being of his subjects.
It was necessary, then, to
pray that the capitulars would be given the grace to
elect superiors who, "in imitation of Our Lord Jesus
Christ would be good shepherds, attentive to and vigilan t
over the conduct of their subjects, going before them with
the excellent example of their life and customs." He then
exhorted the members of the chapter to reflect and to
make suitable choices, "according to the w ill of God,"
"closing their eyes completely to anything that was not
-
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for the pure glory of God and the spiritual advantage of
our poor Congregation as a whole.
And in this w ay,"
conclude the Acts, "he encouraged the very reverend fa 
thers of the chapter to gird themselves for the task in a
spirit of genuine union, concord and fraternal ch arity,
which,
by the mercy of God, accompanied a ll the resolu
tions of the chapter." (10)
Before proceeding to the elections, the superior gen
eral, Cioni, addressed those present in a brief discourse,
after which he surrendered the seals and with all the
other capitulars performed the penitential act in the form
known to us. (11) After brief scrutinies "carried out in
total peace and quiet," F r. Gorresio was elected to the
office of superior general, having until then been second
consultor.
Themen elected as his consultors were
the
ex-general, F r . Cioni, and F r . Vincent Mary Strambi. F r.
John Baptist Porta, until then first consultor, replaced
F r . Ruberi as procurator.
The average age of the new
general council was bordering on fifty-fo u r years.
The
eldest member, F r . Cioni, was sixty-three;
the youngest,
Strambi, was fo rty -fiv e ;
while F r. Gorresio was fifty -s ix
and Porta fifty -fo u r .
The chapter had changed the roles except
in the
case of Strambi.
The new council was the same as the
previous one, but with the highly significant new feature
that F r. Gorresio had returned to the supreme post. The
transfer of the seat of the chapter to Tarquinia had not
served to provide a new "sta ff" for the general govern
ment . What brought about the change in the generalship
was undoubtedly the reaction against the "presumed" al
teration of the constitutions, which had been building up
during those years among various fathers of the chapter,
following the reform of the Lenten food and night choir
observance. We do not know whether there was any reason
in addition to this negative reaction.
The interference of
those Roman benefactors may have driven the capitulars
to demonstrate their complete freedom and independence.
What matters in the a ffa ir is that F r. Cioni' s re-election
was prevented, although in our opinion there was no
question of the esteem and gratitude felt towards him for
his fruitful period as general.
But all the same he was

-
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not forgiven for the wound inflicted on the dogma of the
"irreform ab ility" of the constitutions.
To understand this behavior one must remember that
these fathers were like people thunderstruck, shocked by
the reform, anchored as they were in a r ig id ly conserva
tive mentality which, unknown to them, blinded their eyes
to the alarmingly static condition of the Congregation as
F r. Gorresio had left it in April 1784. What is still sad
der , it prevented them from seeing the benefits brought to
the Institute by Fr. Cioni's moderate, open government,
the revitalization which had taken place, the internal
development, the numbers increased by th irty-six in less
than six y ea rs.
The fact that four times in the brief text of the
Acts certain phrases are repeated: the chapter had taken
place "in peace and concord," "true unity, concord and
fraternal ch a rity ," "total peace and quiet," "union of
heart and concord in ch a rity," (12) leads one to think
that the author of the text (13) harbored a doubt or fear
that others might not believe it so he went to great pains
to ju stify what happened.
The humility and sincerity of the re-elected F r.
Gorresio was beyond words:
"with tears in his eyes he
begged the venerable chapter to accept his verbal renun
ciation and seek a substitute for him," a renunciation
which the assembly refused to accept.
The integrity of
the man and his exacting spiritu ality are known to us.
What now claims our attention is the chapter' s work, di
rected, as the Acts record: "to establish what w ill more
efficaciously serve to conserve and increase among us the
prim itive spirit of observance and fervor which was im
planted and maintained with such efffort and suffering by
our venerable Father Paul of the Cross, founder of our
Congregation, and most affectionate and zealous first su
p erior." (14)
Thus, at a time particularly propitious for the In
stitute, which had witnessed a wise adaptation of some
norms of the constitutions to their true end and v ita lity ,
which had seen a rich growth in vocations, to insist so
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repeatedly on a return to "the prim itive sp irit" as if it
were endangered, meant that the discernment carried out
by the pope and by F r. Cioni was not acknowledged.
Of
F r. Cioni it had been written that no one had compre
hended the spirit of the founder as well as he.
This
makes us think th at, fundamentally, everything was di
rected towards a tacit condemnation engineered by his
opponents. (15)

C.

A "FOREST" OF DECREES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The "forest" of thiry-four decrees (16) and sixteen
"recommendations" or "memoranda" (17) which engaged
four long chapter sessions, April 16 - 19, were for the
most part a minute examination of the legislation of the
previous seventh and eighth chapters (18) with a view to
ve rify in g , confirming or modifying i t .
In any case they
reflected the tendency, born and bred in a rig id ly con
servative atmosphere, to multiply laws and regulations
designed "to maintain among us the exact observance of
the holy rules and the spirit of our particular Institute."
(19) This did not happen by chance in the chapters
which returned F r . Gorresio to the office of general (1778
and 1790).
Some of these decrees deserve careful consideration,
beginning for example, with Decree 186, which touched on
an important mechanism in the institutional machinery:
the function and efficiency of the general and provincial
councils, granting the consultors the faculty of meeting
on their own and even implementing their decisions,
should the superior general or the provincial superiors
should to be "notably remiss or n egligen t." This decree
was absurd in itself and also in its consequences, about
which we shall concern ourselves la te r . (20) Similarly,
the local chapters,
which used to be held on Fridays,
were restored to their proper function, which was no less
than that of watching over the community to serve its
particular interest and see to it that the "observance"
was carried out (Decree 187).
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Decree 189 established the practice, which was wel
comed and constantly maintained afterwards as a devotion
and family tradition until the thirty-ninth general chap
ter , of the annual renewal of vows on the Tuesday after
Sexagesima, which was the Solemnity of the Commemoration
of the Passion, and usually coincided with the end of the
retreat in the local communities. (21)
Three important decrees (190, 193, 194), carefully
drawn up and formulated,
aimed at making fittin g pro
vision for those obligations of charity which the Congre
gation owed to the sick and elderly who needed special
care and concern.
The office of infirmarian was funda
mental in this regard, as was the service rendered by
the Roman house of Sts. John and Paul in ministering to
the sick for whom adequate care and treatment could not
be provided in the retreats of greater solitude.
For the last time Passionist legislation intervened
with regard to oblates or tertia ries, who would never
from that time be admitted,
and would not be accepted
either as "insured" or "a ffilia ted domestics" who used to
be received for life and were a remnant of the oblates.
( 22 )
Decree 182 introduced an important new element.
It
had been rendered inoperative in the preceeding chapter,
which had fixed the exact terminology forming the gravity
of the vow when an order was given "in virtue of holy
obedience." The new Decree 213 added that superiors
should not give such a command "for triflin g reasons,"
but only in serious matters when prudence and necessity
demanded it. (23)
In response to the pressing needs of the three re
treats founded in the Marche after the founder' s death,
the chapter debated whether it was feasible to establish
them in an autonomous province, separating them from the
Presentation Province from which they were too far dis
tant. It was decided not to do so, but the reason for the
negative decision is not known. Decree 218 states that the
superior general or the father provincial could provide
adequately for their occasional needs. (24) A period of
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sixty-one years would pass before these retreats formed
the Third Province of Our Lady of the Pieta in 1851.
Decree 226 (25) causes some surprise; it authorized
the sale of the excess fruit of the orchard after the
needs of the religious had been supplied, on condition
that the income thus obtained should be used for the
cultivation of the same orchard. The constitutions of 1769
and 1775 had expressly forbidden this, (26) reflecting
thus the mind of the founder and of the first two general
chapters. (27) In spite of the fact that at the beginning
of chapter X III of the constitutions it is stated, as an
exception to the general rule, that property annexed to
the orchard, meadow and wood may be possessed,
it also
states ex p licitly: "But the excess fruit may never be
sold." (28) How can it be, therefore, that a crystal-clear
mandate of the constitutions is set aside by a chapter
which constantly refers to "the prim itive spirit of obser
vance and fe rv o r," while F r. Cioni is condemned for
having "altered" the text of the same Constitutions by the
reform of the Lenten fare granted by Pius VI? How could
this be justified, seeing that the task undertaken by this
chapter was to vindicate the absolute genuineness of the
letter and spirit of the rules and constitutions, of the
legislation of general chapters and the recommendations of
the founder, which are included* in and constitute the
formula of "the primitive spirit of observance and fer
vor ," implanted and maintained by the venerable F r.
Paul of the Cross, founder and first superior?
(29) It is
not easy to find the answer, but the wonder remains.
Finally, Decree 227 stipulated (30) that the practice
of taking the discipline (public fla gella tion ) should be
moderated during the missions,
reserving it to the
preachers only, and this was to be inserted in the regu
lations . Above a ll, the responsibility of the provincials
was stressed regarding those they sent on missions, "for
the good example the missionaries should give in eating
and drinking as in everything else," and for their be
havior when engaged in apostolic work.
For this reason
it was important that in each group of missionaries there
should be one older man, not only because of his experi
ence but also for edification. This decree or recommenda
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tion, in spite of its brevity, reveals the constant, fun
damental attitude in the Congregation regarding its o rig i
nal charism: evangelization.
In fa c t, from 1747, the
newsletter La Notizia spoke of "apostolic men" and of
"zealous evangelical workers." (31) They were the "back
bone" of the Institute. It is sufficient to recall the names
of the nine capitulars to discover in almost every one of
them (32) the personification of the "apostolic man and
the evangelical worker" which La Notizia had marked and
accredited so strongly in the Church of the mid-eighteenth
century.
In conclusion, even with its tensions, contradictions
and errors, which the critical historian has the obliga
tion to determine and evaluate as objectively as possible,
this ninth general chapter presented an assembly of il
lustrious men and servants of God who, for the most
p a rt, did not succeed well in reading "the signs of the
times." Thus they assumed before the tribunal of history
the grave responsibility of deciding in favor of "institu
tional f ix it y , " rather than projecting themselves into the
future which the Spirit promises and announces to those
who docilely liv e in his inspiration and freely follow i t .

NOTES

1. Circular letter convoking the chapter in Acta CP, XIII
(1937), pp.201-203.
2. Ibid., p. 202. See also An 471 (IT f. 28v-29r).
3. CAdd, II, p. 346.
4. F. Giorgini presents the hypothesis of:
"Influence of
bishops or members of the Roman curia of the Eighteenth Cen
tury"; in DR (13).
5. The Benedictine and Passionist nuns.
6. CAdd, II, pp. 346-347.
7. Acta CP, XIII (1937), p. 205.
8. Fr. Simon of St. Stanislaus, born in Cossano Belbo
(Cuneo), October 27, 1742, professed 1763, ordained 1769,
died April 20, 1814, at Recanati at the end of the suppres
sion.
9. Fr. Ruberi declared that the general was disposed to
sign a document to this effect: but "it was easy to persuade
all, conscious as they were of the serious indisposition he
suffered daily which prevented him from undertaking journeys
of any length." Acta CP. XIII, p . 207.
10. Ibid., p . 207.
11. This description is from the Acts: "The most reverend
Father General appeared, a rope around his neck, barefoot and
without his mantle, handed over the seals, prostrated himself
on the floor and with profound humility, accused himself be
fore the venerable chapter of the defects and faults he had
been guilty of during his period of government, asking pardon
for everything." Ibid., p . 208.
12. Ibid., pp. 205, 207, 209, 210.
13. The Chapter secretary, Fr. John Baptist Porta.
14. Acta, op.cit., pp. 204-205.
15. DR (13-14), cf. also An 419 (II f . 16r).
16. Decrees 186-219. DR, 23-30.
17. Decrees 220-233, ibid., 30-31.
18. Decree 192, DR, 25. Decrees submitted to examination
are nn. 149-185; DR, 17-23.
19. Acta, op.cit., p . 210.
20. We shall go into this subject more deeply in the chap
ter on institutional problems.
21. Decree 233.
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22. The "paid domestics" were engaged daily or for a whole
year; DR, 26, note 1.
23. Ibid., p . 29.
24. Ibid., p. 30.
25. Ibid., p. 31.
26. F . Giorgini, Regulae et Constitutiones, p . 49, lines
5-9: "What remains after the needs of the houses and churches
of the Congregation are met shall be given to the poor; this
applies principally to fruit from the orchard which if it
cannot be sold shall be distributed to the poor and our bene
factors ."
27. DR, 1, Decree 4; 3, decree 28.
28. F . Giorgini, op.cit., p . 43, lines 18-19. See also
"Annotazioni" to the decrees (probably due to Fr. Titus Cerroni, distinguished canonist and later superior general) in
Acta CP, XIII (1937), p. 269.
29. Acta, op.cit., pp. 204-205.
30. DR. 31.
31. S. Paolo della Croce, "La Congregazione della Passione
di Gesu, cos'e e cosa vuole" in the series Ricerche di Storia
e spiritualita passionista - No. 1 , compiled by F. Giorgini,
Curia Generale Passionista (Roma, 1978), pp. 11-13.
32. All were good missionaries, some renowned, like Frs.
Cioni, Gorresio, Pucci, Strambi, Ruspantini. Only two were
not active missionaries: Frs. Simon Borelli and Vincent Ghiglia.
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P A R T II

INSTITUTIONAL PROBLEMS

During the following yea rs, which we could label
"the decline of an era and of a founder," the unrest
which had simmered throughout European society in the
eighteenth century boiled over, affecting
philosophical
and scientific thought as well as the political and social
life , and exploded in the great revolution which still af
fects society today.
It was in that milieu of social turmoil in the first
years of
thecentury that the Institute was brought
to
life , and it had to face the end of the century with seri
ous problems.
Those years coincided with the approach,
growth and early effects of the revolution, and so the al
ready complex social problem affected the institutional
problems which arose after the founder' s death.
To understand the situation we must study it in the
historical and religious setting of the last quarter of the
eighteenth century.
It is impossible to explain some of
the decrees of the eighth, ninth and tenth general chap
ters and some of the drastic reactions, such as the group
resignations of the rectors of the local communities, i f we
do not bear in mind the ideas which were circulating in
Ita ly at
this time, coming mainly from the other side of
the A lps.
It is sufficient to study the headlines in the
periodicals of the day to get a grasp of the most impor
tant issues.
Rome was very proud of the old Cracas (1)
and other newspapers published during the end of the
pontificate of Clement XIV and the first years of Pope
Pius V I . (2) The Giornale Ecclesiastico di Roma was
founded in 1785 by Aloysius Cuccagni who resisted all
extremist ideas, but wished his journal to be "an instru
ment of renewal of Roman ecclesiastical culture, estab
lishing close links with religious views beyond the Alps."
(3 )

This Roman atmosphere offered a certain cultural
openness to what Giuntella rightly termed Europe des L u mieres. The light did not dazzle the eyes or the minds of
all Romans.
It led some of them to accept favorably the
-

149

-

new ideas which were compatible with Christian tradition,
while others chose to alienate themselves from these same
ideas. (A)

-
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Chapter VI
THE GENERAL GOVERNMENT OF THE CONGREGATION

The chief problem of the general government of the
Congregation,
insofar as we can reconstruct it from the
poor sources of the Chapter Acts, was that as yet there
was no set system.
From the eighth to the eleventh gen
eral chapters came conflicting decrees and statements
which served to establish a rigid structure of internal
regulations in the Institute. These decrees clearly reflect
ed the uneasiness and worry of the superiors; they also
indicated the real problem of how to break away from
such regulations and find the best solution possible for
general government, especially in regard to the roles of
the general and his cu ria.
The decrees also revealed a
certain misdirection of ideas and conflicting judgments
capable of stunting the growth of the Congregation.

A.

DECREE 175: CONFIRMS THE CONSTITUTIONAL STATE
OF THE PROVINCES

How far did the authority of the general extend in
the Congregation, and how did one define the "monarchia l" rule in relation to the general council, to the pro
vinces and to the local communities?
Some of the plans
were unreasonable and uncertain and the men responsible
found it very difficu lt to define a cle a r, direct set of
rules to follow .
There were many problems caused, for
example, by;
- the
bequeathed
- the
titutions ,
- the
- the

form and manner of governing practiced and
by the founder,
regulations laid down in the rules and ..cons
instability of membership in à new. Institute,
experience of other religious orders.
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The structuring of the provinces, for example, ap
peared for the first time in the fifth general chapter in
1769. (5) The Congregation was still small in number and
the general, without diminishing the authority of the pro
vin cials, exercised authority over the two provinces of
the Institute like any "father of a family, " thanks to his
special charism as founder and all the ordinary means at
his disposal as superior general:
canonical visitation,
circular letters and direct mediation.
The religious in
turn were sent from one province to the other at the dis
cretion of the founder to perform the tasks deemed neces
sary for the development of the Congregation, from the
most humble to the most exalted, from missionary activity
to years of service as superiors. This practice continued
after the death of the founder so that there arose a sub
tle impression of a division of the provinces which was
purely nominal or adm inistrative.
Given the historical situation as already outlined,
it would be difficult to say if the founder had in mind
the concept of a province subject to the contingencies
proper to its origins or to the principle of a centralized
"monarchial" government. The situation was so unsettled
that the proposition some of the capitulars put forward in
the eighth general chapter (1784) does not cause sur
prise.
They proposed setting up a general government of
the Congregation consisting of "the general and two consuitors, a vicar general to assist the general, a procu
rator general, and at the same time eliminating the office
of the provincials and their consultors." (6)
Several thought that such a reform would only
sanction a state of affairs already substantially existin g.
The proposal was discussed and then put to a secret
vote. It was rejected on the grounds that i t . was too dra
stically opposed to the spirit of the rule and constitu
tions as accepted and approved by the pope. (7)
F r . Philip adds his personal view point, which mer
its close examination."Those fathers were
strongly con
vinced that those who come later should not be easily de
ceived into thinking
that they themselves had received
lights ' from God not given to the founders, and that the
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deep esteem which they owed to the established rule
should be strengthened by prayer and mature reflection.
The good they presumed to achieve by changing the rules
would bring only serious i l l s ." (8)
For F r . P h ilip , to play around with this immutabil
ity was synonmous with death.
Quoting the authority of
Diego di Yepes, Bishop of Tarazona and St. Teresa' s bio
grapher , he made his own the principle that "change is a
warning of disastrous consequences," and quoted from the
same biographer, "one such result would be the disregard
shown by subjects, who would not accept these new rules
and would ignore the original rule, and so lead to a si
tuation of observing neither one nor the other."
I f this
were rea lly true, St. Teresa could not have reformed the
Carmelite Order, and the constitutional changes in the
Passionist' s daily d iet, in the meals and the night choir
observance which took place during F r. Cioni' s general
ship , although opposed by the conservatives, would have
marked the end of the Congregation, whereas history
shows that they assured its renewal.
Returning to the specific suggestion put forward at
the eighth general chapter to abolish the provinces, F r.
Philip calls it a "strange p la n ." We must investigate the
real reason underlying his attitude, namely, a purely
conservatist mentality, which was gradually becoming a
"dominant trait" in the Congregation. Yet, even in this
attitude he was not consistent.
For example, in relation
to the famous resignation of all the rectors of the two
provinces in 1780, he made a strong defense of the im
prudent changes which the seventh general chapter of
1778 put forward against the "obvious meaning of the rule
as understood and lived by the founder," and as they
were subsequently described in 1816 in the officia l word
ing of the general curia of which F r . Philip himself was
a member.
Really one can see no explanation for such
contradiction in judgment and behavior other than a de
sire to agree with every officia l directive of the chapters
and of the superiors.
With this in mind, we could put
forward the mere hypothesis that the general chapter of
1784 might have accepted the plan to abolish the pro
vinces , and ask: would F r. Philip have then put forward
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similar reasons, referring again to the Bishop of Tarazona? Moreover, why else was he so silent regarding the
strange Decree 186 approved by the ninth general chapter
(1790) regarding the convening the so-called congregazi
oni (council meetings) without the participation of the
general.
Would this decree not undermine even more the
entire system of government?
The proposal to abolish the provinces did not suc
ceed, but the strength of the proposal continued to hold
sway in form and practice until the mid-nineteenth cen
tury when the two new provinces of Our Lady of the Pietà
and of St. Joseph were founded.
The growth of the Con
gregation brought a vigorous dynamism, interest and in
volvement of the general which was dictated by the needs
of the time and its now universal dimension. As the tra
ditional Italian provinces grew, the general took on in
the fullest sense the role of a superior general of an In
stitute which was now universal, geographically and in
membership.

B.

MONARCHIAL OR ARISTOCRATIC GOVERNMENT?

A genuine undercurrent of fear and tension was be
hind the decree of the ninth general chapter (1790) in
which not only the "monarchial" but also the v,aristocractic" rule of the general government was affirmed.
This
decree stated that the general and the provincials should
meet three times a year with their council in order to as
sess the rule of the rectors,
their administration, their
observance of the chapter decrees and of the visitation,
and the right and freedom of the religious to approach
the higher superiors.
There was nothing exceptional in
any of this, as the government of any society is guided
by the collegial group of eminent persons elected from the
society, according to its rules, whose chief concern is the
development and v ita lity of the society itself.
This part
of the decree went into the ordinary legislation of the
Institute.
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The absurd
sions that:

aspect of the decree was in the provi

- in the most serious cases the consultors have the
right to ask either the provincial or the general to con
voke a meeting of the council;
- if these do not, the consultors themselves have
the right to come together as a group and make decisions
and order these decisions to be carried out as they deem
necessary;
- this applies both to sure cases and doubtful ones
as well. (9)
Setting aside the lega l aspect of this decree with
its related questions, let us try to establish the reasons
and the precedent which caused the capitulars of 1790 to
make such a serious yet contradictory decision.
In the
chapter of 1784 they had proposed to centralize the gov
ernment of the Congregation in the generalate, abolishing
provinces and provin cials. Here they went further than a
simple proposal and approved a law granting decisional
powers to the council in opposition to, or without, the
superior general.
A thorough study is difficu lt as there are so few
written records. (10) However, there are certain elements
which make it possible to reconstruct the fa cts. Without
limiting ourselves to the group of nine capitulars of whom
we have spoken as the most prestigious group in the Con
gregation at that time, (11) we believe that the decree in
question was not the result of an unanimous decision, but
of a majority perhaps more daring than able.
In fa c t, it
is impossible that all the capitulars would commit such a
grave error as to invoke explicitly the authority of the
papal b u ll, Supremi Apostolatus, of Clement XIV and of
the constitutions of the Congregation, (12) in order to
demolish principles and norms which were fundamental in
the general government.
L ater, in the tenth general
chapter, they had to revoke this decree so as not to in
fringe upon the constitutions.
There is another point which might shed some light
on the nucleus of the problem , which that in the leader-
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ship of the Congregation.
The clue may be in the words
which introduce the decree:
"To maintain within our
group the exact observance of the Rules and the spirit of
our particular Institute, having before our eyes the pa
pal bull
i "postolatus and the Rule." (13) L ater,
the decree speaks of the right given to the consultors to
"meet among themselves and to make decisions which they
judge opportune and necessary to rectify any serious dis
order and preserve the regular observance in its essence
and v ig o r ." ( 1L)
This should be sufficient evidence to back up all
that has been said regarding the ninth general chapter
(15) which had proposed "to deepen the origin al spirit of
the observance" as a reaction against the reform of the
Lenten fast sanctioned by Pius VI and implemented by the
general, F r . Cioni. It was, then, a definite stance taken
by the conservative members who at the end of the sixth
year of Fr. Cioni' s generalate imposed and supported a
decree which proved impossible to implement.
(16) Fur
thermore, it would be ridiculous to suppose that the de
cree aimed at calling into question an alleged authori
tarian centralization of government by the gentle F r. Cio
ni .
To explain the reference to the "aristocratic" gov
ernment of the Institute one cannot help but discern a
measure of rebellion against this priest whom the said
chapter did not wish to re-elect to the leadership of the
Passionist fam ily.
In order to guard itself against further eventual
"risks" like that experienced under F r. John Mary, un
precedented action was taken by subordinating the gen
eral to his own cu ria , and not just to the cu ria, but to
the entire Congregation.
In the last an alysis, while un
dermining the gen eral' s position, the whole Congregation
was weakened in that a government in opposition was set
up, thus eliminating the principle of an hierarchy.
Fi
nally there emerged a small "conciliarist" movement, so to
speak, which put co llegiality above the highest superior,
recognizing an executive authority that could be exercised
without or even against the same superior general of the
Congregation. (17)

-
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c.

THE PARIS MAXIMS

At this point we need to question whether or not
there was any sign in all this of what F r. P h ilip , F r.
Gorresio' s biographer, called the "revolutionary democra
tic ideas" brought in from France, as Blessed Dominic
Barberi came to believe. (18) Reports in the press of
events in France during these yearsgave
rise to much
discussion. There was a certain interest in these ideas in
the Roman scene where the Sicilian abbot, Nicholas Sped a lie r i, apologist and sociologist, andauthor of
the fa
mous work Dei Diritti d e ll' uomo, dominated the headlines.
(19)
At this time F r. Gorresio was in his second six-year
term as general.
It is certainly not difficu lt to see that
French ideas did not have much effect either on his tem
perament or his o ffic e , although he had to
intervene
many times to put in proper perspective certain clever
exegesis on equality and on the Paris maxims, which
were current in isolated Passionist retreats. (20)
Paris maxims apart, the general chapter had passed
a decree which set up, at least on paper, an autonomous
co lleg ia lity apart from the general.
We must ask what
effect did it have on the action and decisions of F r . Gor
resio ' s government? Did the energy, the dynamism and the
strict sense of duty encouraging at times even the great
est sa crifice, (21) which characterized his government,
hinder the realization of conditions for triggering the
operation of the autonomous collegium, thus reducing to
naught the vindication of the "aristocrats"?
In rea lity, we know almost nothing of the influence
of this "aristocratic presence" over the general govern
ment of the Institute during these six years apart from
that already cited of F ather Gorresio' s generalship.
Clearly the second part of the decree, concerning the
autonomy of the collegium, showed that it was prejudicial
to the constitutions of the Congregation, and thus un
workable.
The following tenth general chapter (1796) re
pealed it after deep reflection, but not without stating
that it wished to uphold above a ll "the good order and
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wise government necessary for the peace of the Congrega
tio n ." (22) This was a serious statement intended to jus
tify the annulment and, at the . same time, respectfully
v a il its forseeable falure.

D.

HARMONY BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT POWERS
IN THE CONGREGATION

We w ill defer treating the problem of the role of the
consultor and that of procurator general to a later sec
tion, because it includes matters considered by the tenth
general chapter.
Here we must anticipate a bit and deal
with a dual problem which arose in the eleventh general
chapter (1802).
The first problem refers to the relationship between
the ordinary authority of the general and provincials and
that of the local superiors in matters of local govern
ment. With Decree 242 the chapter formulated praiseworthy
principles of behavior, both ascetical and pastoral, re
calling the doctrines of the following great saints:
- St. Bernard, who exhorted Pope Eugene I I I th at,
as one who held power over a ll, he ' should resist the de
sire to take up particular issues or pursue minor details;
- St. Ignatius of Loyola,- who wrote to the provinc
ia l of Portugal to follow the norm which he himself prac
ticed as superior general of the Company, which was not
to interfere in the office of the local superiors, so as to
avoid undermining their responsibility and depriving them
of peace of mind. (23)
The chapter norm ended with a reflection on the
words of St. Bernard quoted above: Omnia licent, non om
nia tamen expediunt; nec forte licent. Non facile adducor
licitum consentire quod tot i l l i c i t a p artu rit. (24)
The chapter also instructed those who stood as de
legates to the general, when the latter was absent from
Sts. John and Paul, (25) to use authority with great mod
-
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eration, "avoiding any- involvement in the day-to-day
running of the retreat unless it is absolutely necessary."
( 26)
The second problem was the attempt to c la rify the
duties inherent in the office of the procurator general,
since some religious had requested that these be extend
ed.
The corresponding decree (223) had within it both
ju rid ical and disciplinary guidelines for the provincial,
"for his own peace of mind to inform his religious that
the procurator general had no other authority than to
carry out the commissions given him by father general or
by the Sacred Congregations in Rome as declared in other
general chapters." (27) The form and limits of the procu
rator gen eral' s office as thus defined has remained basi
ca lly the same until this present time. (28)
"With these decrees," as F r . Giorgini states, "the
issue of the form of the Institute' s general government
seemed to have been settled," (29) at least regarding its
early years. _
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Chapter VII
THE GOVERNMENT OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES

A.

THE QUESTION OF NIGHTLY PASTORAL EXHORTATION
OR "SENTIMENT"

Decree 242, relating to the balance between the po
wers of the general and the provincials on the one hand,
and that of the local superiors on the other, achieved a
comfortable arrangement in an area in which matters of
right had to be combined with ascetic and pastoral wis
dom, because it offered not a strict list of rules but the
example contained in the doctrine of two great saints,
Bernard of Clairvaux and Ignatius of Loyola.
This was a positive step in comparison to a situa
tion that took place twenty years earlier during F r. Gorres io ' s first term as general,
and is placed in the his
tory of relationships between the higher superiors and lo
cal authority.
It was a history of strained relationships
which arose from a simple matter:
who should give the
nightly exhortation and the last blessing to the commun
ity?
The local superiors thought it was their right and
duty ( as it was in the founder' s tim e), while the major
superiors, beginning with F r. Gorresio, took this
task
upon theselves.
It was not a question of great import.
Later even Pope Pius V I I , when told about the situation
called it a genuine pettegolezza (t r if le ). But it continued
to be a matter of debate for over half a century, until a
mandate from the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Re
gulars confirmed the former mandate of Pius V I I , impos
ing perpetual silence on the matter (June 14, 1828). (1)
F r . Philip gives a rather objective account of these
years while maintaining a degree of silence, thus making
it far from easy to determine what was the real outcome
of the issue.
His attempts at balancing both sides gives
the impression that he is trying to justify both, with
clever touches now to the right and now to the le ft . For
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example, while he seems to appreciate the stance taken
by the local superiors, as it was their customary praxis
during the founder' s lifetime, on the other hand,
he
praises the completely contrary decision of F r. Gorresio,
defining his action as "among the most noble and glorious
deeds" of his generalship. Let us see how things devel
oped.
To understand the matter at all we must return to
the 'sixth general chapter on May 1775, the last one at
which the founder presided.
In this chapter it was pro
posed to change the article in chapter XXX of the consti
tutions relating to the exhortation (the "sentiment",
as
the Passionists termed it) which the rector or superior
gave to his religious, assigning the work and duties of
the following day and commending to them the love of God
and mutual charity. (2) These rules and constitutions had
been approved by Clement XIV in 1769* The revision pro
posed was to suppress the word domus ( superior of the
house) , leavin g the title "superior" out and adding benedictione adiecta, that is : "ending with a blessing. " This
article was inserted in chapter XXVIII of the rule and
reapproved by the b u ll, Praeclara Virtutum Exempla,
of
Pius V I .
The suppression of the specification "superior of the
house" could be taken to mean that in the event of two
superiors being present, the local and the major, either
provincial or general, the right to give the exhortation
passed to the second.
F r. Philip emphasizes this in the
Avvertimento in the fin al appendix to his work. (3) All
this was worked out in the chapter of major superiors
on ly, members of both the general curia and the provin
cial cu ria , and with the full freedom given by the found
er himself to work for the revision of the text of the
rules and constitutions of 1769.
We don' t know what the immediate reaction of the
local superiors was, but we would imagine that it was
not a favorable one.
In the seventh general chapter
(1778), during which the vice-general, F r. Gorresio, was
elected general, among the numerous interpretations of
many points of the rule recently approved by Pius V I, it
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was stated that the blessing at night was the duty of the
superior of highest rank. (4)
Two years later this declaration, as was the cus
tom, became a decree.
The rectors of the communities
certainly had many opportunities to exchange ideas on
this vexing question, in writing and especially when to
gether on missions.
Finally they succeeded in getting a
reappraisal of the situation from the general curia and
th irty-six years later Pius V II (1816) was asked to ap
prove a return to the mode of carrying out the exhorta
tion and blessing as in the lifetime of the Venerable Paul
of the Cross.
The rectors thought it ordinary common sense that
the nightly pastoral act should be carried out by those
who had immediate experience of and responsiblilty for
the community, setting out the different activities of the
following day and allocating duties to each religious. For
in rea lity it was not a question of givin g the blessing
only, but also a pastoral act, which simple logic would
dictate should be exercised by the local superior, as it
was from the beginning of the Congregation until 1778.
The grace before meals, however, was given by the rector
in the absence of the general or provincial.
The giving
of this blessing was a simple gesture of honor, different
from the nightly "sentiment" in which the rector, as a
true paterfamilias (father of the fam ily) assigned to the
members of the community their tasks for the following
day, exhorting them to live their vocation with evangeli
cal fervor and love of God and their neighbor, ending
with the blessing. An additional blessing in the new text
of the constitutions (1775 ) attempted to justify the right
of the major superiors to take this function on themselves
not as a ritual but a pastoral duty.

B.

A CLAMOROUS PROTEST:

THE RECTORS RESIGN

This ■was the issue that caused the rectors of the
communities of the two provinces to register their dissent
in 1780. They gave the general, F r . Gorresio, a written
-
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petition asking him to abolish the declaration 164 of 1778
or else accept their resignations.
The in itia tive was ta
ken by the rector of the community of St. Angelo at Vet r a lla , which until 1769 had been the seat of the generalate and which was at this time the provincial head
quarters of the Presentation Province.
It is surprising
perhaps that the leader of the dissent was the meek and
gentle F r . Joseph Mary Claris, who was later to succeed
F r . John Baptist Gorresio as general.
(5) He was a man
noted for his sanctity and his love for silence and soli
tude.
This indicates that the problem was for him one of
conscience. (6) The only one not invited to join the rebel
group was the rector of the community near Tuscania.
"Because of his great simplicity, it was feared that he
could not keep the secret." (7) In fa c t, the whole opera
tion was carried out so secretly that a ll the superiors
were able to sign the collective petition without anyone
else knowing,
neither the major superiors nor the ordin
ary relig io u s.
When F r . John Baptist Gorresio received the petition
he was deeply shocked. F r. Philip relates how "disgusted
the general was not only by the act itself but by the ex
ample which such an act could set for the future," (8)
and since the rector who instigated the whole affair was
in Rome on business, the general informed him of his
bitter disappointment.
In spite of the fact that the pro
test by the local superiors was within their right and in
full accord with the long-accepted practice up until 1775,
the general remained firm regarding the statement of the
chapter of 1778 and preferred to accept the resignation of
the rectors. When the time came for their confirmation in
o ffic e , he’ ordered that the vice-rectors should take their
places. (9)
F r . Philip admires this move and calls it "a new
and unprecedented solution," praising the behavior of his
hero and affirming that the change was achieved with
great peace.
(10) We have no parallel documents, except
the Annali, to confirm or deny th is.
Since F r. Philip
continues "that at the end of thirty-eight years it w ill
fa ll to another pen to record the deeds," it is evident
that there was some doubt in his mind.
Writing in 1817
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he could not ignore the motive of the petition of the ge
neral cu ria, presented the previous year to Pope Pius V II
in the words: "This declaration has always displeased
and continues to displease the greater number of the re
ligious, including the present superior general, the pro
curator , provincials and some consultors, because it is
co n tra ry. to the meaning of the rule as understood and
lived by our venerable founder." As a consequence the
Pontiff laid down that all should return to the practice
and interpetation which existed during the life of the
founder. (11)
Thus the plea of an austere man like the general,
F r. Thomas Albesano, evened out over a period of thir
ty-eight years the counter-proposal of another austere
man, F r. Gorresio. The Holy See sanctioned it. Fr. Philip
unfortunately covers over the undercurrent of unrest and
dissatisfaction in the Congregation at Declaration 164
which was still present at the time of compilation of F r .
Gorresio' s biography. The fact that it should be precisely
the general, F r .
Albesano, a firm and strong superior,
who requested the repeal from the pope, indicates how
untenable the decree was as introduced in 1778, and how
neceassary it was to end an a ffa ir which had gone on for
almost fifty yea rs, givin g rise to endless tension and
discussion (1796-1828). In 1828 the Holy See confirmed the
decision of the Benedictine Pontiff, ending this unusual
fra y .
Certainly there is no need to overestimate these
events, but the history in these pages sheds light on the
mentality and interior attitude of the Congregation, among
men who had nearly a ll been formed under the eyes of
the founder. It records mistaken judgments, silences and
excessive eulogies and even by some of the best chroni
clers of the time. We must acknowledge the upright stance
taken by both sides, but we cannot overlook the malaise
brought about by inflexible adherence to the law as an
end in itself, and on the other hand, the honesty, brav
ery and obedience shown by the members who begged the
highest authority of the Congregation to solve the problem
by appealing to the Holy See, as F r. Philip records. (12)

-
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C.

OPPOSITION TO THE ACCUMULATION OF OFFICES

The other problem which arose about this time, al
though not widely discussed,
was the unification of the
offices of provincial con suitor and local superior. In fa 
vor were F r. Gorresio, re-elected general in the ninth
general chapter, and Fr. Anthony Pucci who had com
pleted his second three years as provincial in the Pre
sentation Province.
The provincial chapter of this pro
vince was held in April 1790 immediately following the
general chapter.
F r . Pucci was held in great esteem by the r e li
gious, as well as being of advanced age. He could not be
re-elected, so F r. Gorresio chose him as rector of the two
communities of Monte Argentario, as well as consultor.
The general put his proposal before the capitu lars, who
were not in favor since F r. Pucci had been elected to the
office of consultor only after numerous scrutinies. It was
also a clear sign that the chapter members did not ap
prove of the accumulation of offices.
The general was
very disappointed and "offered excuses to F r. Pucci, as
suring him that the refusal to accept him in the two of
fices was not because of ill- w ill towards him but because
they objected to any one member holding two offices."
(13) Naturally this event served notice to F r. Gorresio' s
successors to avoid any recurrence of the situation.
Al
though an accumulation of offices might have advantage
in a particular case, it was against the consensus of the
chapter members, and they rejected i t .

D.

DECREES SUGGESTED BY STRAMBI ARE REJECTED

Another very different proposition drew the attention
of the local superiors at the provincial chapter of Our
Mother of Sorrows, held in the spring of 1793 at Monte
Cavo, Rocca di Papa, and presided over by F r. Vincent
Mary Strambi in the absence of F r. Gorresio. F r. Strambi
introduced two propositionsf to the capitulars
"which
greatly limited the freedom of the rectors. " (14) These
propositions appear very stringent as they demanded that
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the rectors must give a monthly account to the provincial
and the general of the number of times they left the re
treats and their reasons for so doing.
Strambi was a
very strict man, as we a ll know, and at times he seemed
rig id .
He could find no other way to safeguard each
one' s obligation to fu lfil his duty, especially in the case
of the superior. -On the other hand it was an attempt to
assist the rectors in guarding their solitude and so en
joying the blessedness of heavenly contemplation, resist
ing the temptation to go out on useless errands. This was
an old problem and took up a lot of space in spiritual
literature, which was interlaced . with advice and exhor
tations , as well
as in letters, canonical visits
and
chapter legislation.
In the case with which we are con
cerned here, we can only admire the manner in which the
local superiors accepted these severe measures that af
fected them personally. Certainly a good deal of this was
due to the influence of Strambi,
not only in the Congre
gation but also in the Church at that time.
Things were not going well with F r. Strambi' s own
province at this time. He contacted the general, F r. Gorresio by post at the retreat of St. Angelo where he was
presiding at the chapter of the Presentation Province. The
letter implied a wish that this chapter would also accept
F r . Strambi' s propositions.
The general put them to the
chapter members and urged their acceptance. F r. Philip
states "They seemed too strict and not very reasonable
and the fathers listened very coldly and let it be known
that they were not pleased." The biographer comments
significantly: "The general, ever cautious, spoke no more
about them,
although he could have imposed these same
propositions and ordered their observance without the
consent of the chapter." (15)
Apart from F r. P h ilip ' s remark, the reaction of the
capitulars is understandable, for they probably had the
impression that a strict set of penitential rules was being
imposed on them which curtailed their pastoral duties as
responsible in d ividu als. We must take note that the Pre
sentation Province had been governed by provincials
known for their deep spiritu ality, like Fathers John Mary
Cioni, Vincent Mary Strambi, Anthony Pucci and Joseph
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Mary C laris, and the provincial in office, F r. Bernardine
P a o lin i, who would be re-elected in the chapter of 1796.
He had been formed in the school of Strambi and had
great prestige as a missionary, a man of good education
and of great holiness.
This is how the small Congregation showed, its v i 
ta lity in the last years of the eighteenth century. It was
favored not only by balanced solutions to institutional
problems, but also by that maturity which is attained by
men, religious communities and institutions when they be
come disciples of truth.
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1. Fr. Philip records this episode, "Resignation of the
Rectors, 1780" in Fr. Gorresio's biography, Bg GB, pp. 69-70.
2. Text of the rules and constitutions 1769. Chapter XXX
entitled: Allocation of the offices, which is the superior's
duty each night:
"Every night before the great silence the
superior of the house will assign the following day's duties.
He should also recommend to all the brethren love of God
above all things,
the dislike of worldly things,
the
observance of the rules and constitutions and the spirit of
mutual charity." At this point in the text of 1775 the
following note is inserted: "ending with the Blessing." F .
Giorgini, Regulae et Constitutiones, op.cit., p . 107.
3. Bg GB, p. 237.
4. DR 19, Decree 164 and note 1, most important.
5. Fr. Joseph Mary of the Most Holy Crucified,
from
CapQliveri,
(Isle of Elba,) elected rector of St. Angelo in
the Provincial Chapter 1778;
AGP, "Atti dei Capitoli della
Prov. del Patrimonio.
6. Fr. Philip says in CAdd,' II, p . 129 "Everyone was
impressed by him, for, whatever might be the outcome, they
could lose only their anxieties."
7. This was Fr. John Matthew Baldini of Jesus Scourged,
of Pieve dei Monti di Villa, (Bagni di Lucca).
8. CAdd, II, p. 130.
9. Fr. Gorresio decided to wait until the end of the
triennium (1781) before appointing the vicars.
10. Similar words were used by Fr. John Mary Cioni in An
344-345 (f. 83v).
11. AGP, Sancta Sedes, I.
12. Bg GB, p. 237.
13. Ibid., p p . 94-95.
14. The Acts of the same Chapter stress that (1) the
rectors should remain with their communities unless ab
solutely necessary. If they went out, they should report the
number and reasons in the monthly letter to the Provincial;
(2) members of the communities should not be sent out alone
unless for a good reason, in AGP.
15. Bg GB, pp. 101-102.
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PART III

EXPANSION
AND DEVELOPMENT

Bro. Joseph o f the Infant Jesus (Cecchini) was cook at St. Angelo at Vetralla
and later cook and porter at Sts. John and Paul, Rome.

St. Ubald's monastery and shrine, Gubbio. The Passionists took possession
1787 and left during the napoleonic suppression.

When he bade farewell to the Celian Hill community
and to all the Congregation from Ms death bed in that
gentle Roman twilight of October 1775, the octogenarian
founder was leaving twelve communities fu lly engaged in
contemplative and apostolic work. The testimony and the
v ita lity of the ecclesial community was witness to th is.
Ten of these communities were situated in the Lazio re
gion, from the hill of Tarquinia to that of Terracina,
with the prominent summit of Monte Cavo in the center;
the other two were located in Tuscany on Monte Argentario, then part of the garrison states, under the soverignity of the kingdom of the two S icilies.
It was a more than satisfactory expansion. During
the years 1737-1775 these foundations had been establish
ed at the rate of three each decade. The need was noted,
nevertheless, of expanding to other regions of the Papal
States, that is to say, to the Marche and Umbria as was
to happen, in fact, in the twenty years we are studying,
with the new retreats of M orrovalle, Pievetorina and Recanati (M arche), Gubbio (Umbria) and Anguillara ( L a z io ):
fiv e foundations in twenty years, almost at the same rate
as in the preceding period.
A more accelerated pace was
not possible, not indeed through lack of subjects but be
cause of the insistence on rigorous solitude required in
the retreats of the Congregation. This explains why many
offers of foundations, in this final phase of the 1700s, as
also to the other years treated in this volume, were re
jected of necessity.
Numbers were rea lly high. But there
were also other difficulties which delayed or, on certain
occasions, impeded the fulfillment of plans. Investigations
were complicated by "bureaucratic" matters, such as ob
taining the consent of the Ordinary of the place, of the
local c iv il authority and, if it had to allocate some aid,
of the approval of the Sacred Congregation of Good Gov
ernment. Finally, the consent of the mendicant orders of
the zone had to be given, according to the canon law of
the time.
The Passionists would find themselves free of
this last obligation after the experience of the founda
tions of Morrovalle and Recanati. (1)
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For the rest, leaving to the last chapters the theme
of community, its formation and its sp iritu ality, we judge
it opportune to devote a section to some particular ac
tivities of the local communities which characterized the
development during the twenty years which we are exam
in in g.
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C hapter V i l i

NEW FOUNDATIONS
IN

THE MARCHE9 LAZIO AND UMBRIA (2)

A.

MORROVALLE, 1779

Cardinal William P allotta, in one of his weekly
visits to the house of Saints John and Paul, first pro
posed to the con suitor general, F r. John Mary Cioni, that
he should begin a foundation in the Marche, so as to ex
tend the Congregation which up to that date- had been
confined to the places and number of retreats opened by
the founder. He suggested concretely that he should him
self contact the Marquis Alexander Bandini, so as to ob
tain the church and livin g quarters in the historic Cis
tercian Abbey of F iastra, close to Tolentino, of which he
enjoyed usufruct in perpetuity. The superior general, Fr.
Gorresio, happily acceded to the proposition, instructing
F r . Cioni to proceed with the intial steps.
The Marquis was pleased to accept the Passionists,
but he observed that he did not judge the place appro
priate for a Congregation vigorously linked to the princi
ples of solitude, insofar as the Abbey was in rea lity "an
extensive estate and its many works involved a great
number of persons." (3) He offered, in exchange, however
the Church of Our Lady of The Oak, with its small her
mitage close by the territory of M orrovalle, a pleasant
town situated on a h ill which softly ascends towards the
fertile va lley of Chienti, about half way between Macer
ata and C ivitanova.
In effect, the steps taken regarding Morrovalle had
a positive result.
The Passionists immediately obtained
the corresponding consent of the Ordinary of the Archdio
cese of Fermo, of the Council of Morrovalle (4) and of the
Pontiff, Pius VI, who petitioned with a special rescript,
supplied for the difficu lt consent of the Me die ant Orders,

- 177 -

as has already been explained.
It only remained to take
possession of the place.
The superior general, F r . Gorresio, organized and led the "apostolic caravan" of three
religious (5) and a gar zone (domestic) with only two
horses. (6) They left the retreat, St. Angelo at Vetralla,
passed through Umbria and the Appenines and arrived in
Morrovalle after a fatiguing but adventurous journey, of
which we have an account that can be considered a valu
able document unique in its genre. (7)
Rossetti, the archpriest of M orrovalle, offered the
superior general and all his "caravan" the generous hos
p ita lity of his house until the work of re-adapting the
little hermitage, elevated now to the rank of a retreat,
was completed.
Everything carried the seal of great pov
erty and the religious had to suffer painful deprivations
according to the sty le, so highly praised, of the early
foundations since the time of the founder.
On November 6
of the same y e a r, deeds of donation on the part of the
Marquis Bandini to the Congregation were drafted before
the notary, Francis Costantini, while F r . Gorresio occu
pied himself with obtaining from the municipality provi
sions "for the sustenance of the Religious during that
year it was not possible to ask for money," (8) and try
ing at the same time to assure the necessary conditions
of solitude which the place required. Given the lack of a
private enclosure, the service
of a public road "could
easily introduce a la x ity from the very beginning, to the
detriment of the spirit of the religious, the discrediting
of the Congregation and the absence of edification for the
neighbor." (9)
Leaving a small community of six religiou s, (10)
F r. Gorresio returned to Lazio accompanied by F r. Stramb i , visitin g the Holy House of Loreto on the way.
He
made provision for the following year so that it would be
possible to extend the building,
(11) thanks to the sub
stantial alms received from different benefactors, the first
of whom was the Holy Father, Pius V I , who personally
contributed 500 scudi.
Marquis Bandini and archpriest
Rossetti continued helping the newborn fondation in many
ways, the latter with a loan gradually repaid by the
community, and both concerning themselves in securing an
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annual subsidy from the municipality as was the practice
of the Mendicants livin g in the territory.
In fact, the
rector, F r . Valentine, sent a memorandum to the town
council, and the latter, by a large majority, granted the
passionists a subsidy of forty scudi annually "with the
obligation of teaching Christian doctrine and catechism on
Sundays in our Church ; to preach a mission every seven
years and the spiritual exercises to the public’ every
three yea rs." ( 12)
In the meantime the little community increasingly
ju stified the reason for its a rriva l ( 13) and for its pre
sence in the territory of Morrovalle.
They immediately
took on the spiritual care of the local population, who
came to the church in great numbers, through preaching
and the administration of the sacraments.
An unforseen
religious renewal was taking place around the solitary
retreat of Our Lady of The Oak : each religious proved to
be a fervent "worker in the vin eyard ," leading souls to
God.
The chronicler seems to be surprised, informing us
that in one year (1781-1782) 8,888 communions were dis
tributed. (14)
In the next provincial chapter, which was the
fourth of the Presentation Province, celebrated at the re
treat of St. Angelo in 1781, the matter of the formal es
tablishment of the new foundation was raised. It was the
first after the death of the holy founder :
"Divine Good
ness having considered it worthy to have founded a new
retreat in the territory of M orrovalle, Province of the
Marche, under the title of Our Lady of The Oak, the Most
Reverend Father Superior General, President of this Our
Chapter, determined that it should be added to our Pro
vince , until the Father Superior General pro tempore
would consider it convenient to segregate it uniting to
the Province, which, as was hoped, would be founded by
the grace of God in these parts." ( 15) This is the first
reference (and prophecy) to the Province of Our Lady of
the P ietà , which was constituted, as has been said by
the decree of the nineteenth general chapter in 1851, that
i s , five years before Francis Possenti entered the noviti
ate of the young province, becoming Gabriel of the Sor
rowful Virgin (1856).
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B.

ANGUILLARA,

1786

The establishment of this foundation was begun by
F r. Gorresio, who took officia l possession on April 30,
1783, (16) and was concluded by his successor, F r. John
Mary Cioni.
(17) The church and the monastery with the
adjoining property, from a very old period (fifteenth
century), belonged to the Minors of Observance until
1760, a year in which the Franciscans of the Third Order
Regular entered there.
But, given their small number,
these latter had to leave it to the Passionists, through
the positive requests of the Collegiate Chapter and the
Magistrate of the city made to Pius V I . This was not an
easy matter and it required no small time to regulate and
organize the legal, economic and administrative aspects of
the goods, rural properties etc. between the municipality,
the government and the diocese (of S u tri). (17a) The Pas
sionists made as few demands as possible, in accordance
with their rigid poverty, and only imposed conditions es
sential for the life of a religious community.
On May 1,
the documents were signed before the Notary, Onofrio Rondelli, and the city o fficia ls. (18)
The church needed restoration and the old monastery
had been reduced to a sorry state.
It was necessary to
spend a lot of money to provide the indispensable mini
mum for the church, sacristy, retreat and the community
itself.
The new superior general, F r. Cioni, was in a
hurry to have the religious family settled there before
March 25, 1786. He ordered that after Epiphany lay bro
thers, "active, able to work and to assist and watch over
the other workmen",
should be sent to the site in order
to complete the proposed work.
From time to time he
would go personally with another religiou s, and with
much effort on his part and on the part of the three re
ligious working day and night, he prepared the church,
choir, sacristy, the retreat and the rooms... a ll ready for
livin g in and for ministry. (19)
At la s t, on the morning of March 25, with a solemn
procession from the Collegiate Church of Anguillara to the
church of St. Francis, the authorities, clergy and people
accompanied the Passionist F athers to the new retreat.
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(20) The Superior general, F r. Cioni, sang the Solemn
Mass as a conclusion to the celebration attended with
great joy by the inhabitants of Anguillara.
They had
been waiting for many years. There w ere, of course, the
inaugural fireworks to mark the solemnity and glory of
that unforgettable day.
While the community of ten members was settling
into the new retreat, (21) three fathers, John Baptist
Gorresio, Valentine Bistolli and Charles C a lle ri, started
the mission to the city in the Collegiate Church.
This
mission "turned out to be very fru itful for the v illa g e of
Anguillara, as well as for all those around it, whose in
habitants would come to sermons, catechetical instruc
tions, meditations on the Passion and prayer sessions."
The new Community of St. Francis collaborated in giving
fu ll help, making four priests available to hear confes
sions , morning and evening. (22)
The superiors of the Congregation had shown from
the beginning a particular interest in the request for the
foundation made by the people of A ngu illara, who had
spared no efforts to persuade, the fathers of the Third
Order Regular to leave the old monastery of St. Francis.
This interest had a double motive: the fir s t , of a practi
cal and advantageous nature, i . e . , "to make the road be
tween the retreat of St. Angelo and Rome ea sier," and to
ensure with this foundation the a va ila b ility of the diocese
of Sutri for the retreat of St. Angelo, for Corneto and for
Rome;
(23) the second, spiritu ally more important and
releva n t, that of "promoting the glory of God and com
forting the villa g e of Anguillara and its wide adj acent
marshlands with the spiritual help and works they
greatly needed." (2 4) This explains the affectionate re
ception and warmth with which this foundation was ac
cepted and realized. From then on the Passionist commun
ity of St. Francis experienced the warmth of the people of
Anguillara and found them very devout.
F r. Cioni who, completed this work, as superior
general,
and as chronicler and historian of the founda
tions wrote about it with particular zeal and pleasure,
was grateful to divine Providence for having supported
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the project and carried it to a happy end.
He w rites:
"The people of Anguillara (25) thenceforth received, and
continued for the most part to frequent the holy sacra
ments of the Church, (26) and were always looked after
with great charity. Even on feast days and especially on
Sundays, before the v illa g e church doors were opened,
( besides the people who even on work days go to hear
Holy Mass', because the majority of Masses are said
e a r ly ), there arrived shepherds, peasants and other men
and women.
After the singing of Prime and Tierce in the
Choir, according to our custom, Holy Mass is celebrated
and once concluded, the celebrant or other of our priests
arranges for the praying of the acts of faith, hope and
charity and of contrition.
A sermon on the Gospel of the
Day or of the Feast, suited to the hearers follow s. This
sermon lasts almost half an hour. Afterwards, while other
Masses are celebrated, confessions are heard and Com
munion is distributed to those who wish to receive the
Holy Eucharist." (27) Unfortunately, more than a decade
later this active center of evangelization at the entrance
to the marshes was to be engulfed by the devastating
fury of the Jacobean revolution.

C.

PIEVETORINA,

1786

In 1776 the Augustinians had left an historic mon
astery and its neighboring church dedicated to St. Au
gustine, (28) but the people of Pievetorina were not re
signed to seeing themselves deprived of the spiritual as
sistance of a religious community. After attempted to con
strain the said religious to renew their spiritual care in
the old church of Pievetorina for the benefit of the pop
ulation, they put an end to three years of litigation , re
sulting in the Augustinians abandoning St. Augustine' s so
that it could be placed in the hands of another commun
ity. (29) The people then thought of the Passionists.
From 1781 to Pentecost 1786 there was continuous
documentation presented to the bishop of Camerino, the
Roman Congregations, and the city administrators, in the
attempt to overcome all d ifficu lties, and obstacles which
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arose in the course of the investigations. All was resolv
ed by Cardinal Henry of York, bishop of F rascati, who in
November 1780 began to intervene with the bishop of Camerino, who was less than favorable to "this business."
(30) Also intervening were Cardinal P a llotta , pro-treasur
er , and the Pontiff himself, Pius VI.
Cardinal Pallotta
acted resolutely, so that the superior general, F r . Gorresio, could on January 7, 1782 take possession of the
church, the monastery and the surrounding land.
He was
represented in this by F r. Joseph Mary Claris, rector of
the retreat of M orrovalle, who wished to take the oppor
tunity to pay his respects to the diocesan bishop, and
unexpectedly receiving from him "many demonstrations of
affection." That same day the "o ffic ia l documents" (31)
stipulated agreement to the a rriv a l of the Passionist com
munity as soon as the necessary accomodations were car
ried out and the necessary furniture acquired.
But two great problems remained to be resolved: the
urgent, restoration which had to be carried out in the
church and in the building,
and the lease of the goods
of
the
suppressed monastery, which
the municipality
would have to take charge so as to carry out the impor
tant work of restoration under the usufruct of the said
lease.
For awhile it appeared that everything would be
overturned.
Since the municipality had refused to assume
the lease, (32)
the general, F r. Gorresio, presented a
formal disclaimer to the Sacred Congregation of Bishops
and Regulars. Then the pope personally intervened to re
liev e the tense situation, refusing to accept the disclaim
er of the superior general and ordering that the edicts of
the case should be published, so that the lease could be
assigned to whomever offered the most. (33) The operation
ended happily, since with the annual collection of sixty
scudi and "other particular alms which were obtained,"
the father general arranged for the initiation of the res
toration work. The work was continued during F r . Cioni' s
first years of government.
The people of Pievetorina began to tir e . They wish
ed to have the Passionists as quickly as possible in the
former Augustinian monastery, converted now into the re
treat of St. Augustine.
Several years had passed since
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1781, when the first pontifical rescript transferred formal
possession of the monastery to the Passionists. Therefore,
although the work was not completely finished, F r . Cioni,
knowing the great wish of the people for spiritual assis
tance and their growing impatience, determined to implant
the new community without more ado.
He was encouraged
in this by His Eminence, Cardinal P a llotta , and by his
personal confidence in the great good that would be done
for those poor neighboring v illa g e s , in which ordinarily
there was no priest other than the parish priest. (34)
As a result F r. Cioni went to the Marche after
Easter to prepare for the inauguration of the new retreat.
The bishop of Camerino, "putting aside his many preju
dices, showed himself most favorably and most happily
disposed towards the entry of the Religious," to the ex
tent that he himself wished to examine the priests charg
ed with exercising the ministry and hearing confessions,
and "was so amazed at . their capacity and doctrine that
he believed the superior general had deliberately chosen
the most able of men of the Congregation.
But assured
that this was not so, he wrote a letter of congratulations
to the superior general, assuring him of his affection and
esteem and his desire that the superior general should
occupy himself with the good progress of the new re
treat ." (35) The Passionist community, composed of eight
religious, could fin a lly took possession of the retreat on
Pentecost Sunday, June 4, 1786. (36) From the previous
Friday, a ll Pievetorina was in celebration.
Everywhere
"many arches of boxwood and all the streets carpeted in
flowers, could be seen" and the windows of the houses
were adorned with flo ra l hangings, not to speak of the
special "illum inations." On the evening of the v ig il of
Pentecost a recitation of compositions in prose and verse
was celebrated in the drawing room of the Palace of Corsidoni, and the following day, the morning of Pentecost,
there was a devout procession from the parochial church
of St. Mary to that of St. Augustine, in which a large
number of people participated with the clergy and con
fraternities of Pievetorina and its environs carrying the
painting of Our Lady,
a work of the painter, Sebastian
Conca. The procession was quite lon g, and always accom
panied by "the happy ringing of all the bells, explosion
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of firecrackers, and an abundant shower of various flow
ers," which were thrown even upon the heads of the r e li
gious as they passed.
When they arrived at St. Augus
tine ' s, the superior general, F r. Cioni, assisted by the
parish priests of the vicariate celebrated a Solemn Mass,
and preached a brief exhortation to the people.
He then
placed
the Blessed Sacrament in the tabernacle for the
first time.
All through the unforgettable day the peal of
the bells continued as well as the sound of the firecrack
ers and the gleam of many "illum inations." Responding
righ tly to so much affection on the part of the good peo
ple of this part of the Appenines, the Passionists, "began
to give good example to them by their holy observance,
day and n igh t, rising at Matins, and also by helping the
faithful in confessions and explaining the holy Gospel,
and by means of catechetical instruction, as well as
other works of piety.
Pray the Lord grant the desired
continuity to such a good beginning," concludes F r . Ci
oni . (37)
But that prophesy, unfortunately, was not fu lfilled ,
whether because of the disagreements that accompanied
the first fourteen years of foundation with the parochial
abbot, F r. Joseph Frosconi, of whom we w ill speak in due
course, or whether because of the double suppressions of
1808 and 1867. That final suppression put an end to a
fru itful ecclesiastical experience in which there remained
the profound imprint of two great souls, St. Vincent Mary
Strambi and St. Gabriel of the Sorrowing V irg in .

D.

GUBBIO, 1787

A community of Canons Regular of the Lateran,
lived in the Shrine of St. Ubald (+1160), protector of
Gubbio (38) from 1512.
In 1786 it was reduced to only
three religious, the abbot, prior and one lay brother. As
a result of the personal interest of the c it y ' s new bish
op , Octavian A ngelelli, the Pontiff, Pius V I , granted an
apostolic brief (39) in which among other things he au
thorized the Passionists to succeed th e . Canons of the La
teran, respecting the rights which corresponded to the
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shrine, to the bishop and to the city.
It is to be noted
that a ll this occurred without the former having been
consulted. Bishop A ngelelli urged the foundation and
wrote a number of letters at the commencement of the new
year of 1787, to find at least some religiou s, especially
his favorite, F r. Vincent Mary Strambi. Although not de
terred by the rigorous winter weather of that y e a r, the
superior general considered it prudent to await the out
come of the sixth provincial chapter of the Presentation
Province which was to have been celebrated in April at
St. Eutizio before commencing the work at St. Ubald. (40)
Once the chapter was concluded, F r. Cioni com
menced the journey onApril 24,
together with two new
provincial consultors, Fathers Strambi and Claris, and
John Andrew Monetto, superior of the foundation, as well
as Bro. Gratiliano Gianfarini.
The first two were to
preach the retreats to the clergy and to the people of
Gubbio, and the other two to prepare the foundation.
Af
ter four days of "wearisome journey," through Todi and
Peru gia, they arrived at Gubbio, where the bishop joy
fu lly received them. On the bishop' s suggestion, the gen
eral, F r. Cioni, visited with exceptional grace the two
Chapters of the Cathedral and of St. Christine, the no
bles, magistrates and civic administrators and all the
communities of regu lars, since the bishop, with the object
of establishing the Passionists in St. Ubald as soon
as
possible, had urged and required immediate execution of
the work without a previous understanding with the cler
gy and citizen s. Part of this "strategy" included the re
treats for the clergy and the people, which from April 29
to May 8 were preached by the said F rs., Strambi and
Claris, who were considered to be the best missionaries of
the Congregation.
The fruit was abundant and evangeli
cal.
Meanwhile, on May 1, the general thought of going
up to St. Ubald with two religious to reside there, and
these three endured a "rigorous n ovitiate." (41) Before
the festiva l of St. Ubald on May 15, 'the community was
practically constituted,
thanks to new religious from the
retreats of Pievetorina And of St. Eutizio, near Soriano in
Cimino.
(42) The works of accommodation and restoration
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required much time and money. Also the negotiations suf
fered an unforseen setback when, on reviewing the most
secret archives, the general council of the city realized
that it had no authority over the church and monastery
annexed to the ‘shrine, with the exception of the tomb of
the Saint. While the community followed its spiritual life
of prayer and work during the d a y , and from the v ig il
of the Ascension also during the night, the meeting of the
civic council was awaited. It fin a lly took place on June 8
and the council recognized the v a lid ity of almost a ll the
requests of the Passionists. As a result the superior gen
eral asked the bishop to issue the deeds of the new re
treat as soon as possible.
This occurred happily on Sep
tember 7, 1787. (43)
In spite of the poverty of the beginnings and con
sidering the capacity for sacrifice with which those Pas
sionists were blessed, F r . Cioni wished to ensure condi
tions constituting at least a minimum of economic selfsufficiency since the community was established for the
service of the shrine and of the faithfu l.
The bishop, in
so far as circumstances permitted, tried to look after the
requests of the superior general, displaying his good
disposition in the following list of generous concessions:
- for a period of twenty-five years the seminary
would pay the retreat twenty-five scudi annually ;
- all the Masses celebrated in the seminary "by
reason of the goods inherited from the extinct collegiate"
would be celebrated by the Passionists with the alms in
dicated in the former t a r iff;
the Passionists would be additionally assigned
"the annual alms
of wheat and wine and of vegetables
which were offered to the Bishop by the monasteries of
St. Lucy, St. Benedict and of the Holy S p irit."
Finally, through the treasury of Gubbio, the Apos
tolic Palace would annually give the Passionist retreat as
a successor of the ancient collegiate an alms of eightyseven scudi for provision of wood and coal. (44)
All in a l l , it was a satisfactory arrangement, al
though the expenses of maintaining the establishment were
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large in relation to the modest possibilities of such a
poor Congregation. (45) For example, some major expenses
included acquisition of the necessary books, the labor of
not a few artisans ( brick-layers, carpenters, glaziers
etc.), and the purchase of two mules for the use of the
community.
Another requirement was that of the new
choir, "a ll of walnut, poor but very clean ," writes F r.
Cioni, protagonist of the foundation, in place of the
large one of the church, too uncomfortable to be used
normally, particularly during the long winter season which ch oir, according to Paolozzi, made the solitary man
of Monte Ingino do "acrobatics." (46)
Nevertheless, these solitary monks did not fa il to
experience early on the protection of the patron saint of
Gubbio in such a difficu lt beginning. (47) R. Paolozzi
speaks of the famous "barrel of St.
Ubald," left by the
Canons of the Lateran, which during the space of three
months did not cease to give wine to the religious and
the workmen;
he speaks also of the wine and wheat,
brought from among the most comfortable families of the
city, which were sufficient to last until the new season.
Bro. Gratiliano was invaluable in those difficu lt early
days, not only as an able alms gatherer but also as an
effective house worker and technical advisor in the matter
of carpentry and cooking.
He was always ready to help
in a particular need, a confident expert who served as
"intermediary" between the superior general and Bishop
Angelelli for "counsel" and "direction ." In effect, the
bishop merited the esteem and acknowledgement of Fr. Ci
oni and of the first community of St. Ubald, who speak of
him in the Memoirs as a "loving benefactor" and a "be
loved fath er." (48)
The foundation was a community situated upon a
solitary mountain and at the same time a point of p il
grimage.
The community was dedicated to the litu rgy, to
monastic contemplation, and to the service of a renowned
shrine, but also engaged in the activity of the misssions
and retrats to the clergy, the people and the other com
munities . For such a foundation Bishop A ngelelli and F r .
Cioni were a happy couple, capable of realizin g a great
work.
The latter left part of his heart there (which had
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happened also in the foundation of A n gu illara), if what
is said in the conclusion of the Annali is correct:
"The
Shrine day and night is well adminstered and the people
who go there are assisted principally with the adminis
tration of the Sacrament of Penance.
The city of Gubbio
is very happy with the new religious and they praise
God, as well as the Bishop, who has placed the Passionist Fathers in the said shrine. With their edification and
example, these have attracted the esteem and affection of
those people, growing again in devotion towards their
holy protector, which had diminished not a lit t le ." (49)
Among the Passionists the memory of St. Ubald last
ed a long time, even after the Napoleonic suppression
closed forever the doors of that shrine which had been
for Bishop Angelelli and for the superior general, F r . Cion i, a work of the heart. In some, this memory was more
v iv id and nostalgic, in others less. What was valuable,
as well as the pure historic fa ct, was the example which
the Passionists, protagonists of that foundation, trans
mitted to their successors, an example simple and great
at the same time. They lived that unrepeatable experience
as did their brother protagonists of the first foundations
of the Institute in the life of the founder:
with simplici
ty,
extreme poverty,
sacrifice and penance, happiness
and "a song of lo v e ." (50)

E.

RECANATI, 1792

After his journey with all its inherent incidents to
the foundation of Morrovalle in the autumn of 1779, the
superior general, F r. Gorresio went in pilgrim age, as has
been said, to the shrine of Loreto. Taking afterwards the
road towards Rome, and passing through Recanati, he
stayed with Count Horace M azzagalli. The Count knew the
reason for F r . Gorresio' s presence in the region and ex
pressed his desire of also having the Passionists in his
city. F r. Gorresio was not at first favorable to the idea,
but the constancy and tenacity of the Count impressed
him. The Count had resolved to complete the enterprise at
whatever cost, and had already obtained the consent of
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Bishop Ciriac Vecchioni and of "the c iv il leaders whose
president he w as." It seemed to F r . Gorresio to be the
w ill of Providence and he accepted the proposition.
(51)
Later, a fortunate encounter with a rich Roman gentle
man, Charles G iorgi, (52) disposed to contribute financi
a lly towards the constuction project, brought him a first
contribution of 2,000 scudi which was gradually increased
to complete the church and the adjoining retreat for more
than 27,000 scudi. An enormous sum for that time ; it was
never reached in any other preceding foundation.
The Passionists were assigned to Recanati to give
spiritual assistance to the surrounding rural population
which was spiritu ally abandoned.
(53)' This explains the
selection of the actual location, which looked down on
Macerata but did not have easy access to the city.
The
superior general wished to build on the slope of Loreto,
but the beauty and the comfort of that location were sa
crificed to the principle of spiritual aid for the peasant
people.
In this selection the existing church which was
dedicated to Our Lady of the Pietà, as was a local con
fraternity, played an important p a rt. (54) It was reduced
for some time to a very poor state, but, later renovated,
it gave the title to the new great church and to the re
treat constructed by the Passionists.
The municipality, headed .by Count Mazzagatti, sent
a memorandum to the pope, followed by a letter to the
bishop, with the purpose of obtaining approval and dis
pensing with the need for consent of the Mendicants. All
was done secretly since, as F r. Cioni says in his Annali,
"The secrecy is the soul of business." (55) In fact, w.hen
the Mendicants le arned that the pope conceded the re
script of the foundation on March 3, 1780, (56) they had
to resign themselves to i t . The resignation was, never
theless , purely temporary, because before the work of
construction of the building was undertaken the Mendicant
Orders represented in Recanati by the Observant Minors
and the Capuchins declared war on the feared foundation,
succeeding in getting on their side not only almost all
the classes of gentry and proprietors,
but also many
clergy and some of the inhabitants of the p la ce, "mobi
lizin g persons, who went from house to house among the
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Bishop Francis Mary Ferreri, first missionary to Bulgaria. First Passionist Bi
shop o f Nicopolis.

Fr. James Sperandio, first missionary to Bulgaria.

peasants, telling them that if the Passionists came to
their territory, they would see themselves obliged to con
tribute to their maintenance, with a determined quantity
of wheat, maize, vegetables, chickens etc.
This prospect
frightened everyone.
As a result, with a few exceptions
they subscribed to a protest in which they manifested
that they did not wish in any form to have these new
Mendicants in the region ." (57) While the gentry organiz
ed the attack, delegating two of their colleagues to prove
their claimed rights in Rome, a priest of the Observant
Minors appointed by them began to celebrate the festive
days in the small church of Our Lady of Grace near that
of Our Lady of the Pietà to demonstrate that the spiritual
care of the peasants was sufficiently assured in that
way.
The years
1780-1783, then, were years of battle
without quarter. The Passionists saw themselves abandon
ed by practically everybody, so that, with the exception
of very few, (58) "there was no honest person whom one
could tru st. " (59 ) They received a fin al blow through an
o fficia l petition of the municipal council sent directly to
the pon tiff, seeking the prohibition of the new foundation
already commenced, reinforced also with a memorandum of
the said Mendicants. "But," observed F r . Cioni, "Non est
sapientia, non est prudentia, non est consilium contra
Dominum ( Pr 21:30).
(60) His Divine Majesty wished that
also in the town of Recanati they would remember in a
particular way the sufferings of his only Son. Because of
that the efforts of those enemies were useless and all the
obstacles which were imposed were overcome." Helped by
Roman friends of the Passionists, Count Mazzagatti op
posed this torrent,. obtaining from Pius VI confirmation of
the preceding rescripts with a new rescript dated April
11, 1783, Feast of Our Lady of Sorrows. (6 l ) The pope
had held firm to his first decision, unfavorably impress
ed by a fight which continued for so lon g. Thus, to the
objection some friars had presented him complaining about
the impossibility of livin g because of their poverty, he
had replied " I f you cannot liv e ,
please leave,
but we
wish the Passionists to be here." (62)
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With the knot of the question having been untied bypontifical authority, it was possible to proceed fin a lly on
July 27, 1783 (Sunday) with the blessing of the first
stone of the new church by the aged Bishop Vecchioni. On
August 7, the work of hewing stone commenced. After this
the indefatigable Count Mazzagalli met in his house with
the rector of the Passionists of M orrovalle, F r. Joseph
C laris, the architect, Francis Mary Cianfaroni of Ancona,
and the overseer, Paul Ramponi, for a definitive explor
ation and study of the project and of the excavations al
ready carried out. It was the fin al important act presid
ed over by the noble benefactor, because he died on
September 20, 1787., assisted affectionately by the new su
perior general, F r . Cioni "until his last breath." (63)
His eldest son, Leander, succeeded him and declared him
self immediately to be "disposed to take ca re, as he did
punctiliously, with particular attention and effort until
its realization" of the important works which even today
impress one by their heaviness and, at the same time,
sombre and elegant lin e s.
Eight years were spent in the construction, absorb
ing much money generously procured by the benefactor,
the gentleman Charles Giorgi of Rome, whom we already
know.
"Extraordinary signs" that showed themselves in
favor of the same workers were spoken of in which "the
Lord demonstrated his pleasure," notes F r. Cioni. (64)
Re-elected general in April 1790, F r . Gorresio, after
Easter the following y e a r, wished to know the state of
the work already almost completed, noting with much dis
pleasure how huge were the sums which that construction
had eaten up. "He showed it clearly, confessing," writes
F r. P h ilip , "that in it there had been buried many thou
sand scudi and too many words of useless magnificence
had been carried out, never before seen in our poor
houses, when some works of undoubted necessity had not
even been thought of. " (65) Continuing on his visit to
M orrovalle, Pievetorina and Gubbio, he returned from time
to time to Recanati, notwithstanding his attacks of gout,
to look after the work and to leave fin a lly established a
small group of religious awaiting a more ample commun
ity.
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The church was already finished and it was neces
sary, as F r. Gorresio said, to transfer there the "Pa
tron," that is to say, the image of Our Lady of the Pieta , "venerated by the people of Recanati with such sin
gular devotion," painted on the wall of the little old
church.
There was a great risk in transferring this
painting, dealin g, as one was with a construction of
brick and clay without lime, but the operation was fin 
ished satisfactorily.
One had the sense that the Virgin
had protected the work, since that day was the Feast of
Our Lady of Mount Carmel (July 16, 1791), and even more
when through an error of measurement it was not possible
to locate it in the place prepared. "In these d ifficu lties,"
recounts F r. P h ilip , "there was a prayer to Our Lady
and immediately, without adopting any other measure,
and with the wonder of everybody present, it was found
that it would fit in its place." (66) F r. Gorresio blessed
the new church eight years from the placing its founda
tion stone into position, in which so much had been ob
tained through the faith and generosity of Count Mazzag a l l i . (67)
When the following year (1792), the superior gener
al, F r. Gorresio, received the information that Recanati
was disposed to accept a formal community, he named F r.
Paschal as the interim superior and, F r. Vincent Mary
Strambi, his second con suitor general, as his delegate for
the o fficia l opening of the new retreat.
The latter
preached the missions in the two towns of the neighboring
dioceses of Ferno, Morrovalle and Montegranaro, and ar
rived at Recanati at the end of May. On June 3, 1792,
Feast of the Holy Trinity,
after twelve years from the
first rescript of foundation granted by the pope, Strambi
established at last the first regular community with f i f 
teen religious, (68) who initiated with fervor its commun
ity life , raising faithfu lly to the Lord perennial praise
day and n igh t. (69) Not being able to leave Rome, F r.
Gorresio sent the new community a folder of exhortations
and dispositions that same year so that its Passionist
testimony would be more efficacious.
the

In these, the general speaks of the observance of
rule and of apostolic commitment in favour of the
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"spiritu al help of the neighbor, " centering his thought on
Passionist witness and asceticism :
"Thus the object of
these decrees," he says,
"is precisely that most healthy
advertence towards conformity with our vocation which the
Holy Spirit proposes to us through the medium of the Pro
phet Jeremiah : Sedebit Solitarius et tacebit quia levavit
super se (Lam 3:28), (70) words which contain p ra yer,
silence and solitude. " "He continues speaking afterwards, "
according to F r. P h ilip , "with learning and marvellous
power on thgse three points, bringing to the praise of
these the authority of other quotations from Scripture and
from the Fathers and he prescribes their most exact
practice, going into great detail as experience shows that
little good can be expected from a - foundation if from the
beginning it is lax in matters of such importance.
With
regard to solitude, he did not content himself with or
daining that the religious should maintain themselves, as
far as possible, isolated from the farmhouses of the
countryside and of the towns, which they were forbidden
to v is it , even for devout purposes.
But he also explains
the manner of observing the reserve when on solitary
walks and meditation in common." (71 ) The first commun
ity of Our Lady of the Pietà reacted worthily to the ex
pectations of the people of Recanati. There thus radiated
in the area of Loreto a new spiritual center of comtemplative and missionary activity.
The fact that the Passionists wished to establish a numerous community which
would also include a group of clerical students made a
great imprsssion on Recanati, observes the historian of
foundations, since it was known how much was needed for
sustinence of those Institutions by those who live from
alms. "But that Lord, in whose hands rest the hearts of
men," concludes F r. Cioni, "arranged matters so well
th at, in spite of being such a large family, it was al
ways possible to liv e well.
A little after the community
was set up there, those nobles who had always been op
posed, changed dramatically and became our most loving
benefactors, making known through their alms the affec
tion they had for our poor nascent Congregation." (72)
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Chapter IX
OTHER OFFERS FOR FOUNDATIONS

A.

REASON AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FOUNDATIONS

Monastic foundations cannot be considered merely as
an internal deed of the order or of the congregation
which instituted them. They are also in each case a soci
al and ecclesiastical fa ct, not only because they require
the approval of the diocesan bishop and of the Holy See,
but also because they arouse religious and social forces
to promote them as we have seen in the previous section.
The methods and ways of acting are different but a ll,
more or less, move the bishop or the parish p rie st, the
c iv il authorities or the citizens, or the people to seek the
foundation, in order to count upon a center of spiritual
stimulation in the area and, in the case of the Passionis ts , with a center of missionary a ctivity .
The Passionists ' most appealing traits were the fervor of their soli
tary life and their evangelical force,
as well as their
strict vocation, which led them to reside in very poor
retreats and to liv e on the alms of the people, asking for
food in places where people were threshing, grape pick
ing or pressing o liv es.
If, however, the fact of livin g by begging brought
them nearer to the people, it also put , them in conflict
with the old Mendicant Orders in places where they had
communities because of the fear that increases in the
numbers of those liv in g by charity would diminish the in
come of the alms gatherers. The seventeenth century is
abundant in records of ecclesiastical and monastic litig a 
tion. It is enough to note those which the founder had to
tolerate on the part of the Mendicant Friars of the Cioci
aria in the years 1748-1750, in connection with the foun
dation of Ceccano and others which were planned. (1) Recanati was another example.
Had it not been for the re
solve and personal benevolence of Pius V I , the retreat of
Our Lady of the Pietà perhaps would never nave been
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founded.
The bishop, Bishop Ciriac Vecchioni, apart from
his age, was weary because of the many cases he had
lost, (2) and the remaining bishops, for example Bishop
Octavian Angelelli of Gubbio (3) and Bishop Felix Paoli
of Fossombrone,
(4) were afraid of the Mendicants' op
position , for
these, through
pontifical p rivileg e, could
demand a distance of four miles between one convent and
another, with an obligation to obtain their consent if in
a given case the distance was not respected.
This ex
plains why the generals, F r. Gorresio, and later F r. Cioni, asked for and fin a lly secured power to establish
foundations with the sole consent of the ordinary of the
place, any other right such as that of the Mendicant Fri
ars having been ablolished. (5)
The experience of three years of litiga tion the men
dicants of Recanati and of Monte d e ll' Olmo (today Corridonia) sustained against the Passionists imposed this so
lution. The chronicler sums up with these sensible words:
"These two examples of Recanati and Monte dell 'Olmo
should be sufficient for the Mendicant Friars to allow us
to liv e in peace and not to oppose the foundations, espe
cia lly after having obtained the rescript cancelling their
consent.
But 1 b e lie v e ," concludes the re a lis t, F r.C ion i,
"that we ought not be upset, but be prepared where they
have their Monasteries to suffer similar difficu lties which
we assume do not arise from bad w ill, but from the fear
that their alms w ill diminish.
But these," he observes
with sim plicity, "w ill grow even more because the more
the faithful cultivate their piety the more charitable and
lib eral they w ill feel towards the servants of God." (6)

B.

PIEDMONT

During the life of the founder there were different
attempts to make a foundation in Piedmont the region of
his origin. F r. Cioni vaguely alludes to an offer made to
the Passionists through F r. Frontiniano Porrino, (7) while
another, more concrete, was made to Father Paul of the
Cross by Canon John Baptist Randone, rector of the semi
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n a r y of Turin in the year
of Fossano. (8)

1745

in the name of the bishop

After the death of the founder two possibilities of
foundations seemed to present themselves . close to his na
tive places, Alessandria and Acqui.
With regard to Alessandria, we know that different
people had interested themselves in finding "a place a
short distance from this city, for a retreat." The most
insistent was, n atu rally, Canon Paul Sardi, (9) an old
companion in fervor and early apostolate in Castellazzo.
Always desirous that the Congregation should extend itself
in his native place, in 1780 he secured the cession of a
building of fifteen rooms with a church still to be com
pleted according to Gianotti' s plans. All that was neces
sary was the authorization of His Majesty, Sarda, with
whom Cardinal Charles Victor Amadeus Delle Lanze had
intervened. (10) For this reason, Abbot Guaschi counted
upon going to Turin to defend the cause which, in fa c t,
was not in the offing. (11)
Regarding Acqui, prospects seemed better, a gener
ous benefactor, Abbot Joseph Mignola, had donated in
1780 a house, church and adjoining land two miles from
the city. The offer was immediately accepted by the supe
rior general, F r . Gorresio, but the consent of the bishop
was lacking, as -the chronicler says, "because the Diocese
was too poor and the Mendicants already there could not
live:
they went into debt through having to buy bread
and w ine." But the Congregation greatly wanted a foun
dation in the north of the peninsula from which would
come many of its religious,
so the chronicler concluded:
"Accordingly, it was decided not to speak more about this
business, but to leave it buried until the Lord, in due
time, should open ways, given that this would redound to
his greater glory and spiritual good for the Congre
gation." (12)
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C.

LIGURIA

The possibility of a foundation in Liguria under the
auspices of the Marchioness Im p eriali, from Genoa, was
foreseen in 1777.
It was going to be located in the zone
of Pontinvrea, a small town situated at a distance of
twenty-three kilometres from Savona on the border of the
Republic of Genoa with Piedmont, although the vice-gen
eral Gorresio preferred Genoa.
But the Marchioness said
she did not have the necessary finances for it. (13)
The following year negotiations began for a founda
tion at Ponzo, and continued for twenty years without
any positive results.
Nevertheless, it merits mention in
the history of foundations toward the end of the 1700s.
(14)
F r . James Mary Massa, a zealous priest, chaplain
to a residence for spinsters in Genoa, having met the
Passionist Fathers, started the idea of getting them to
settle in his native v illa g e , Ponzo, a small section of the
municipality of Ricco in the gulf of La Spezia (15) where
the parish priest was his own brother. The general, Gor
resio, showed an interest in this enterprise for which Fr.
Massa had already secured the support of the governor of
La Spezia and that of the diocesan bishop of Luni-Sarzana (16) and through these two that of the Doge himself.
We are referring to the year 1778.
The diocese was not
short of religious clergy;
(17) on the contrary.
But F r .
Massa insisted:
"He (the bishop) urged me to ask you to
send some religious, those of more recognized sanctity,
prudence and doctrine, who, besides being deeply con
cerned for souls, would dispel by means of observance of
the rules and exemplary life and with the help of God,
the poor opinion which the la ity and the princes them
selves have of the clergy and the religious, to the point
of distrusting and discrediting them." (18) F r. Massa
"applied to the (Genovese) Senate which forwarded i t , pro
infor matione, to the governor of the gulf of La Spezia.
After consulting the pastors of the a rea , the governor re
plied in fa v o r .
It was then submitted to the collegiate
bodies of the area churches," as the Annali assure us,
"who moved it on to the Tribunal.
The consent would

202

have been received,
but some religious (not Passionists)
submitted a paper stating that the (Passionist) Congrega
tion did n 't have anything particular to offer more than
other institutes.
Thus," concludes F r. Cioni, "the whole
a ffa ir went up in smoke; not that we were unwilling to
take s t e p s ( 18a).
At this point, the documents in the
archives show a gap up to February 18, 1780, on which
date there is a letter from Bishop Lomellini to Fr. Massa
in which the journey of the Passionists to Ponzo is con
sidered superfluous while the Lazarists (Vincentians) are
at Sarzana, devoted to the missions in the "most illu stri
ous domain." (19) How explain this change?
The answer
is not easy;
and again there is a gap up to September
25,1796.
From this day to July 13 the following year it is
fa irly easy to follow the train of events. The Dominican
Bishop, Vincent Mary M aggioli, was diocesan bishop and
very favorable to the foundation of Ponzo, and had the
cooperation of his colleague from Brugnato, Bishop John
Luke Solari, (19a) who expressed his joy to the new su
perior general, F r . Joseph Mary Claris with these words,
"1 hear an inner voice telling me that the deepest sp iri
tual good for these people is to be derived from the
aforementioned foundation.
This foundation w ill result in
the greater glory of its Congregation and also constitute
a worthy witness, since it was promoted and established
at a time very ill disposed towards religious institutes."
( 20 )
At least this time, the beginnings seemed promising
because F r . Massa was able to persuade F r. Claris to
send the first religious,
since he had secured the ap
proval of the bishops of Sarzana and Brugnato and of the
Senate of Genoa, (21) and was offering the possibility of
choosing the place for the foundation.
(22) The group of
Passionists was ready to depart and some of the best re
ligious were in it: F r. Paul Aloysius Pighi, rector of the
retreats of Monte Argentario;
F r. Joseph Mary Baldassarri;
F r. Ignatius Rossi, rector of Recanati;
F r. Raphael
Chechetelli; Bro. John Baptist; Bro. Josaphat Fedeli. Once
the Easter celebrations were over, and with the blessing
of the superior general himself, they left Monte Argenta-
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rio for Sarzana.
Bishop Maggioli cordially welcomed them
there on April 29, 1797.
They fin a lly arrived in Ponzo,
were enthusiastically received by F r . James, by his bro
ther , the priest, and by all the people to the sound of
bells and firew orks.
The problems then started.
The parochial house of
fered only a provisional solution.
They installed them
selves as well as they could, starting their full commun
ity life and "observance," chanting with fervor their of
fice day and night,
during the day in the choir of the
church and at night in a small room, as the church was
well locked by the p riest. The la tte r, together with F r.
James, provided for theim.
In the meantime, the missions
of Ponzo (23) and Manarola (24) were fru itfu lly carried
out.
The people looked after the missionaries with great
zeal, making sure they were not in need of anything
"and although they were asked not to bring anything
more, they felt offended and paid no attention" says F r .
Paul Aloysius. (25)
But the problem of the foundation turned out to be
a more thorny affair than the fathers had envisaged. F r .
Ignatius, as superior, tried all possible approaches with
out any positive results. His health was not good and he
was rather anxious at having to face the many difficu l
ties along the way leading to Ponzo and Genoa. One must
add the fact that there were different opinions (26)
among the various fathers, and that F r. Massa' s behavior
had puzzled them since at a certain stage he abandoned
the religiou s, whether for reasons of his own interest
(27) or because, being a very spiritual and speculative
man, he became confused when dealing with complex mat
ters such as those concerning a foundation.
Leaving their companions in Ponzo, F rs. Paul Aloy
sius, Joseph Mary and Ignatius thought it well to go to
Genoa, in agreement with F r. Massa, to meet with the au
thorities and explore the possibility of a foundation in
the same area of Genoa. F r. Massa lodged them in his
house for nearly twenty days and accompanied them in a
visit to the doge, James Mary Brignole, (28) and the sen
ators , who were very friendly.
The doge also greeted
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them and remained standing below the lowest step of the
throne, confessing that he did not know where Ponzo was
situated.
He encouraged them c o rd ia lly , assuring them
that there would be plenty of adequate places in Genoa
for the foundation of their retreats.
The ex-doge, P a lla vicin i, presented them to Archbishop John Lercari, (28a)
saying, "Archbishop, this is the last mercy which God
grants our c it y ." The prelate manifested his gratitude
and granted them the widest permissions to preach and
hear confessions, including of the nuns.
(29) Unfortun
ately , such a welcoming reception of the nobles of Genoa
was of little, avail in relation to the aim of establishing
the so eagerly desired foundation in Genoa.
Precisely at
that time an insurrection broke out in the city and the
three fathers were forced to go back to Ponzo, where they
tried to secure help for the project and a new building
instead of the small and old parochial house.
But the
parish priest was not in a position to give any consider
able help, and the brother, F r. James, was not disposed
to help, and the people were livin g in poverty.
Because
of th is, the general, F r . C laris, when informed of every
thing, ordered all the religious
to return
to their
respective communities by the end of July.
The people
were very distressed. "One wished to sell the house, an
other wished to sell a piece of land, the women wanted to
give their earings, in order to gather the necessary mon
ey to make the foundation possible and to prevent us
from leaving, but circumstances were very much against
us.
Therefore, we left by sea. The parish priest accom
panied us to Portovenere, ( I th in k ). He gave us twenty
coins and weeping he said goodbye to us." (30)
Undoubtedly, for many inhabitants of Ponzo this end
was like a trauma. A letter from a F r . Costa, written
after the departure of the fathers is very sign ifica n t,
(31) because the exemplary behavior of that small group
of Passionists, prayerful and missionary, solitary and
available for the faithful, had given witness and a fru it
ful pastoral animation in that region of La Spezia.
C ertainly, in the history of the foundations that followed
the death of the founder, that of Ponzo continues to be a
significant example.
We think that in the frustration of
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the enterprises, the
part:

following

causes

played

a

relevant

- the fact of not having foreseen that a detailed
plan of the region should have preceded the missionary
expedition, with precise data on the different possibilities
of foundations in Ponzo and in Genoa;
- the fact of not having allowed a reasonable per
iod of preparation for establishing six religious in small
and unsuitable quarters (although only p ro v isio n a l), thus
exposing the operation to the risk of failure;
- the fact of not having better known F r . James
Massa, his disposition and his great limitations before
accepting his proposals,
which were tempting on paper
but inconsistent with rea lity;
- the fact of having attempted the foundation when
Europe was being invaded by the French Republican Army
and in a region on the border with France.
It is not easy to judge the position of the superior
general, F r . Joseph Mary, a man of great virtu es, but
lacking, perhaps, that energy and that knack of strategy
which his predecessors, F r. Gorresio and F r . Cioni, pos
sessed in great degree.
Whatever the reason, it seems to
us that the missionary caravan, returning to their own
communities, would be carrying in their hearts a d is il
lusionment very near to bitterness.

D.

TUSCANY AND UMBRIA

In 1783 the humble little monastery of the Carmel
ites of Roccastrada had attracted in 1783 the attention of
the Archbishop of Siena, Tiberius Borghesi, (32) who in
dicated it to F r. John Mary Cioni as a possible Passionist
retreat.
Although it had a small income, it would* have
been of great help to those people, and the remainder
could have been made up with alms.
"What is certain ,"
the prelate said, "is that in the diocese of Grosseto, and
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even in that partof my diocese near to
Roccastrada,
there is a great scarcity of priests.
Your Congregation
could prove most useful to the spiritual welfare of the
people. " (33 ) But the subject did not develop further.
It was the pontiff, Pius VI himself, who in 1779
advised Bishop Varese, Canon of St. Peter ' s , to call the
Passionists to his territory of Forte Cesare near Castel
Dell 'Aquila, a part of Montecastrilli, in the diocese of
Todi, where Bishop Thomas Struzzieri, a companion of the
holy founder, was bishop. (34) The superior general, F r.
Gorresio, went himself to inspect the place, but did not
accept the o ffe r , either because the dwelling was "a ru
in" or because the rich prelate did not wish to cede the
necessary territory for the garden.
The pope was told
everything and approved what the general had decided.
(35) In 1816 the Passionists would go to the ancient
Franciscan monastery of St. James near Todi on a h ill
which descends towards the Tib er, thus fu lfillin g an ar
dent desire of Bishop Struzzieri.
At Città di Castello, Bishop Peter Boscarini, (36)
offered the shrine Our Lady of Belvedere at a distance of
a mile and a half from the center of town, with a paro
chial residence adjoining, and situated on a h ill. It was
possible to enlarge the small building to accomodate a
greater number of religious and men for retreats.
The
parish was very small, so that it could have been joined
to others and to small chapels founded solely for the cel
ebration of Mass. The negotiations took nearly two yea rs,
from December 1782 to September 1784.
Bishop Boscarini
was enthusiastic about the work of the Passionists as
missionaries in his diocese and he dreamt of having a
monastery in his episcopal city.
(37 ) Nevertheless,
in
spite of the efforts made in collaboration with the Pas
sionisi superiors in Rome, the negotiations with the Holy
See did not succeed because of some involuntary errors
committed in the presentation of the a ffa ir . The fact that
the city and the diocese feared that one of the parishes
would be suppressed in order to be joined to others (38)
did not help the negotiations for it meant that the dioce
san clergy would be deprived of an ecclesiastical benefice
proper to Citta di Castello.
What was even worse, seven
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monasteries of mendicants were alarmed by the projected
foundation of another mendicant community.
The bishop'sassurance that he would endeavor to find a happy solu
tion did not a va il.
(39) Nothing was completed and the
a ffa ir ended in a stalemate.

E.

THE MARCHE

In Urbania an unsurpassable opportunity presented
itself for a foundation under the auspices of the Arch
bishop of Urbino, Dominic Monti, (40) who had the Passionists for "missions and retreats for the people, the
clergy and the religious from the time of his episcopate
in Anagni (1750-1766)." In his memorandum to the pope
(41) he said that Anthony F rattin i, friend of the Passionists, would probably confirm it verb a lly, drawing the
pope' s attention to the fact "that in May of the current
y e a r, when I was in Rome I manifested to the servant of
God, Father Paul of the Cross, my idea of having a re
treat in Battaglia and he, considering the shrine of the
miraculous image of the Most Holy Crucified, and after
reflection,
approved my petiton." (42) It is certain that
the feeling of the founder represented a singular creden
tial, and if the projected foundation had been brought
into effect
it would have been the first to be achieved
after the death of the founder.
It was a shrine dedicated to the Most Holy Cruci
fied, a center of pilgrim age from a ll parts, situated in
the locality of B a ttaglia , in the confluence of the Dioces
es of Urbino, Urbania and St. Angelo in Vado, about one
and one half miles from Urbania and almost six miles
from Urbino, to which diocese it belonged.
(43) The care
of the parish , with sixteen families
in i t , depended on
the shrine;
these families could have been joined to the
neighboring parishes.
In a l l , the conditions were very
favorable.
(44) The Passionists wereheld in very high
esteem and were desired for the service of the shrine and
the apostolate in the area, where they had often preached
missions, coming from the distant retreats of the region
of Viterbo.
Archbishop Monti handled the matter with
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great a b ility, supported by his colleague Bishop Diodato
Baiardi of Urbania and St. Angelo in Vado.
(45) These
adjoining dioceses were directly interested in the presence
of the Passionisi community,
which they wished to see
established at the shrine at Battaglia.
We do not know
the reasons that prevented the realization of such a
promising foundation. One might have been the great dif
ficulty the prelate had in persuading the archpriest of
Battaglia to give up the small parish. (47) After the
death of Archbishop Monti the following y e a r , his succes
sor, Archbishop Spiridone Berioli, (46) urged F r. Cioni,
the general, to hurry the work of the foundation at Bat
taglia. (47) Why was nothing done? We have no document
to provide a convincing answer.
The same happened in the case of Fossombrone,
where Bishop Felix Paoli (48) eagerly wished to have the
Passionists in the locality of St. Hippolitus.
The neces
sary steps were taken during the years from 1780 to 1784
but without positive success, given the difficu lty involved
in transferring the parish priest and providing him with
a corresponding benefice, that is to say, the same reason
for which the fundations of Città di Castello and of Ur
bania failed . (49) There were also economic reasons in
cluding some debts, which heavily influenced the bishop.
(50)
In the case of Monte San P ietra n g eli, (51) a town
located on a h ill between the Chienti and Tenna r iv e rs ,
there was a monastery available away from the town. The
foundation, promoted by a certain Xavier Mandirola in
1781, had in its favor two interesting factors : in the ter
ritory of the municipality there were no communities of
mendicants and the people of Monte San Pietrangeli would
have been able to help a new community of Passionists a
good deal with their alms.
But, in fa c t, nothing, was
done. (52)
A mission preached in 1782 in Monte dell ' Olmo (pre
sent day Corridonia) by the provincial of the province,
F r . Vincent Mary Strambi, and by F r . Joseph Mary Clar
is, rector of the retreat at Morrovalle, aroused so much
fervor in the clergy and the people that they addressed
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an o ffic ia l petition to the superior general, F r . Gorresio,
through a certain - Pius Paoletti,
offering the church and.
the
adjoining monastery of Our Lady of Paradise which
once belonged to the Gerolomini family from Fiesole.
Fr.
Gorresio replied in the negative, givin g as reason for the
refusal the retreat of Morrovalle in the vicin ity and the
presence of the mendicants (Capuchins and Minor Obser
vants ) in the town.
But those who promoted and patron
ized the work were not easily discouraged.
They insisted
again and sent memos to the Holy See with the approval
of Andrew Minucci, Archbishop of Fermo.
(53) On January
17, 1783, the pope
"conceded the required fa vo r." On
this occassion one of the
secretaries suggested to Pius
V I , with the object of overcoming the economic difficulties
of the foundation, that he should reduce the community to
five or six religious, but the latter replied "The Passionists do not have small monasteries." The secretary
added that for once they could be dispensed.
"Oh, no!"
replied Pius V I, "fa r from us to misrepresent their In
stitute." (54)
Meanwhile, since some of the sympathizers were not
present, the city council annulled, in April 1783, a ll that
had been voted in the session of July 5, 1782, and pro
nounced themselves to the contrary. Truly, the foundation
was not born under good auspices in so far as the oppostion of the mendicants was to be expected. To a great
extent these contributed to the complication of the whole
a ffa ir.
Because of retaliation against the Archbishop who
had months before forbidden the c arnevale (marti g ra s )
celebrations as a consequence of the fervor aroused by
the two Passionist missionaries, numerous discords and
disagreements in the town divided the leaders of the
place and hence,
as has been said, the in itia tive in the
municipal council fe ll through. (55)
The Pontiff was very upset and he himself confirmed
the foundation that had been so strongly discussed (May
9, 1783) saying, "This consent is unjustly denied;
be
cause of th is, we are going to grant it ourselves." And
it is here that the chronicler concludes the narrration
within the "moral" we know: "These two examples ought to
be enough for the mendicants: that of Recanati and of
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Monte dell'Olmo, to allow us to live peacefully and not to
oppose the foundations, particularly after having obtained
the rescript derogating of their c l a i m s (56)
At the end of so many discussions and arguments,
it was concluded that the foundation could have been
realized counting simply upon two conditions or presup
positions . But it happened that in the medley of so many
actors - the clergy, the mendicants, the inhabitants, fa v 
orable and unfavorable, the municipal council,
the arch
bishop, the pontifical government, the Holy See and the
Pontiff in person - those who least counted were precisely
those proposed for the place, that i s , the Passionists, al
ways praying in their "holy solitude", and they were the
last to say the fin al word. Much had been discussed, but
nobody, or hardly anybody, had presented the problem of
economic means. Now that the foundation could proceed, it
was not possible to finish it.
At this point, the prudent
general Gorresio found the just solution without facing
the clergy and the people of Monte d e ll' Olmo.
Thanking
them, he quieted everybody by assessing the economic
facts, which they were unable to face nor was, indeed,
the Congregation, as a result of which it was not prudent
to embark upon an unpleasant adventure, and he left it
to Providence to indicate a better solution.
"They
remained satisfied with these reasons," concludes his bio
grapher,"and for the time being a stone was thrown upon
future proceedings." (57)
Following the failure of the great project of Monte
dell 'Olmo, another possibility arose in Monte Giberto two
years later (1765), about twenty kilometres from Fermo.
As in the neighboring Monte San Pietrangeli, the in itia 
tive arose from a lay person, Captan Joseph Andrew Bern etti, who affirmed that the population wished the Pas
sionists there, despite some discontented persons (includ
ing the priests and peasants,
who feared losing their
small chapels), who said that their coming would create
economic difficulties for the clergy and the mendicant fr i
ars (Minor Observants, Paolotti, Capuchins). But this did
not discourage anybody, because also in Morrovalle and
in Recanati there had been discontented persons.
The
proposer asked the superior general, F r. Cioni, to syn
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chronize matters between the archbishop and the Holy See.
Count James Montani of Fermo actively supported the
foundation of the "w ell known and most worthy Passionist
Fathers," and to this end had interested the said Arch
bishop Minucci, who found the place very appropriate for
a Passionist retreat and perhaps thought to compensate
himself in this way for the failure suffered two years
previously in Monte dell 'Olmo.
In Monte Giberto, never
theless, the matter
did
not go
beyond
the
in itia l
sta g e .(58)

F.

LAZIO

Two particular cases had as protagonist Pope Pius
V I . They were those of Casamari and Terracina. The first
occurred while F r. Cioni was general when the Passionists
were offered the celebrated Cistercian Monastery of Casa
mari , which at that moment was going through painful
d ifficu lties. The offer made by some outstanding ecclesi
astics , among them the influential Cardinal William Pallotta , would have created expectations in anybody, sav
ing the principles of rectitude and Christian charity, be
cause of the wealth and importance of the historic Abbey;
but F r . Cioni, out of respect for those monks, did not
wish to accept, despite the authorized insistence of the
said personages who acted in the name of Pope Pius V I ,
who was very dedicated to the Congregation.
He limited
himself solely to suggesting discreetly to Cardinal Pallotta that mitigating the rigor of food would be enough to
make the ancient Cistercian community flower again , cer
tain as he was of the postitive experience in 1785 with
the mitigation of the perpetual Lenten regimen for his
Passionist family, precisely through the wish of Pius VI
himself. The suggestion was favored and the pope granted
the requested indult with pleasure. (59)
This took place in the interval of time between the
death of the Abbot Ballandani and the government of the
new abbot, Romuald P ir e lli, that is , in the years 17881790.
Because of some disturbances in the community of
Casamari, Pius VI had named the bishop of Ferentino,
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Nicholas Buschi, as apostolic visitator who had placed as
president of the monastery Aloysius Natali, a Camaldalese, a religious of genuine virtue and great energy.
It
was due to him that monastic discipline was revitalized
and made practicable. He obtained some mitigations from
the Holy See (60) among which that of food,
"comforting
by these means not a few faithful to consecrate them
selves to God inside its w a l l s (61) When P ire lli suc
ceeded him, a young man in age "but very mature in
judgement and virtu e," the fame of the Abbey "greatly
increased, from which there was born that movement of
priests and laymen who, fleeing from the turbulence of
those days, gathered there, whether to embrace the In
stitute or at least to reside temporarily with a view to
the strengthening of s p irit." (62)
Returning to F r. Cioni and the role he played in
this question, we could reasonably bdlieve that it was
not only tactful benevolence towards the Cistercian Order
that obliged the general to delay acceptance of the pro
posal, but also a preoccupation with safeguarding the
spirit of humility and poverty proper to that which Paul
of the Cross had always called "sm all," "the lea st,"
"poor Congregation." It did seem a contradiction to place
the religious of the Passion, barefoot and dressed in a
rough habit in that grandiose ' and royal monastery of
Casamari.
But, even accepting the fact that F r. Cioni
might have been keen to accept, he would have stumbled
against the reservations of his advisers, of his superiors
and the common sense of those first fathers, zealous for
the austerity faith fu lly witnessed by the founder and by
his disciples, as is seen in the following event.
In Terracina, Pius VI had ordered great works of
urban extension and modernization, the consequence of a
vast plan for improvement in the Pontine Marshes and of
the revaluation of the city as a port to be considered as
the natural exit of the region, the extreme south of the
Papal States.
The marine quarter was raised almost from
its foundations, and to assure the people there of re li
gious help, the pope wished the Dominicans to abandon
the very old monastery in the city and establish them
selves in the new quarter and also made known his de-
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sire that the Passionists in their turn, leave the retreat
of Mont St. Angelo and transfer to the monastery the
Dominicans would vacate.
Naturally, the situation was
delicate. This proposal aroused the opposition of some
Passionists, who saw in it a menace to the spirit of
humility and of solitude of the newborn Institute. (63)
Pius VI knew this and felt it acutely, so much so that he
said sadly one day to a friend of his, "Won't the Pas
sionists be all right in the former monastery of the Dom
inicans?" Fortunately, the proposal collapsed because of
the political convulsions the French Revolution engendered
and the consequent deportation of the pope.

G. POLAND

We find ourselves in 1781-1782 during the period of
F r. John Baptist Gorresio' s first term as general.
Within
the small Congregation preparations were simmering for
the mission in Bulgaria, and there was also talk of the
request of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of
the Faith ( today the Congregation for the Evangelization
of Peoples) to send some missionaries to Peking, China.
At the same time, Count Vincent Tyzkiewicz, great prose
cutor of Lithuania and magnate of Poland, married to a
niece of the King, (64) made an offer for a foundation in
Swislocz in the diocese ‘ of Vilna in the Duchy of Lithua
nia , (65) which was then annexed to the Kingdom of Po
land. (66)
"This
project," writes
F r. P h ilip , biographer of
Gorresio, "was planned here in Rome by Count Gierboski
( s ic ), rector of St. Stanislaus of the Poles, who was com
missioned by a Canon of Ploko ( sic), F r. Ignatius Laszinski by name." (67)
Before proceeding further, it is necessary to c la ri
fy, as far as is possible, who this "Gierboski" is?
We
have consulted the archives of the hospice of St. Stanis
laus of the Poles:
"The Decrees of Congregation of the
years 1776-1788," and the name "Gierboski" does not ap
pear anywhere among the rectors of the hospice.
The
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rector for the years 1781-1782, the precise period during
which the foundation was discussed, was a certain Bacchuso Joseph de Puget. (68)
Laying aside, with Wojtyska, the hypothesis of his
Lithuanian origin, as we are led to think by the continu
ed Polish spelling of "Geboski, Gebaski, Gaboski, " we
must confirm that the books of the Polish and Lithuanian
nobility do not include this name. (69)
One could perhaps accept the hypothesis of Professor
Rabikauskas
who resorts to the reading of "Grabowski"
of which name there exist various families of counts. For
example, Joachimus
Grabowski, named
in
1828, Titular
Bishop of Amoriensis and Auxiliary of Mohilev, was al
ready a priest in 1780, and he could have come to Rome
to complete his studies. In this case, a certain Grabowski
could have been a guest or a lodger at the said hospice.
(70)
As to the origin of these problems of Polish trans
cription, perhaps we ought to presuppose mistaken in
formation or a carelessness of the secretary of the hos
pice and of the procurator general, or F r. Gorresio ' s se
cretary.
But however things may have happened, the at
tempts to identify the presumed "Gierboski" or "Grabow
ski" (we shall use the second form) did not defin itively
cla rify the problem.
Apart from this, we are dealing with a figure of
secondary importance in the matter of the foundation we
are about to examine.
The key persons continue to be
Count Tyszkiewicz and his secretary, Canon Laszinski.
We can ask ourselves at this point how Tyszkiewicz
knew the Passionists. Unfortunately, there is no document
to tell us. It may have been through the Apostolic Nuncio
in Warsaw, Bishop John Andrew ArchettL, Titular Arch
bishop of Calcedonia (71), or through the said Grabowski,
who acted as intermediary between the donor, Tyszkie
wicz, and the superior general, F r. Gorresio. (72)

- 215 -

But what exactly was involved?
We are told in a
detailed letter from the said Nuncio, Archetti, apparently
directed to Grabowski, at the expressed command of the
donor.
As a first move, the donor had brought the pro
posal of the foundation to the Passionist procurator gen
eral promising to endow it appropriately. He asked, at
the same time, three religious of the Congregation "to be
the first founders of the new monastery;" to which the
procurator had replied that he required the consent of
the diocesan ordinary. Count Tyszkiewicz in fact obtained
th is. At this point the prospects were fa vora b le, and it
seemed opportune to ask that the religious be sent, while
at the same time assuring the procurator that the count
"is a wholesome and devout person from whom the r e li
gious sent there can expect good treatment; that as a re
sult they may accept his offers with which they w ill be
satisfied. When, furthermore, they are disposed to set out
on the journey let them be helped and given a ll the ne
cessary information," he exorts Grabowski, "so that they
may do so with comfort and fr u g a lity ." The count wished
also that the fathers should bring the body of a saint,
(73) purely to mark the importance of the foundation and
the devotion of the faithful.
The count displayed much
interest ( an interpretation in this case of the mentality
of his people) in having this "holy body" that Canon Ig 
natius Laszinski of Plock, who was in charge of this
matter in Rome could write in his letter to Grabowski
with charming simplicity:
"The Fathers w ill bring the
'holy body' baptized with the name of St. Isidore and
desire to know now how much w ill the said expedition
cost in order to transfer the money; the ' holy body' al
luded to w ill be from the church of the same Fathers."
( 74 )
-It was precisely this letter of Laszinski that in
schematic terms touched on the concrete problems of the
foundation, assuring that a house and church would be
constructed for the Passionists, supplying its correspond
ing equipment and preparing an area for the garden. A
pension of 200 Polish florins annually was also assured
for each religious and forty scudi each for the journey
from Rome to Lithuania. It was emphasized that three, or
at least two, of the fathers should go to prepare the
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foundation of Swislocz.
Notwithstanding the meager docu
mentation about this foundation, interest abounded, and
so too we can say did the warmth with which the count,
aS well as the canon,
sustained. by the same- nuncio,
urged that the negotiations be brought to a happy con
clusion in the most postive and efficacious manner possi
ble. In fa c t, "in the name of the bishop and the nuncio,"
concluded the canon' s le tte r, "Your Lordship can assure
the Fathers that they can be very happy as called by
God, purely by God, for the benefit of Mother Church and
of the Christian community.
There may be some difficu lty
by reason of the language, but it may well be that
among you there may be somebody who speaks i t . I f the
contrary is the case, we shall speak Latin until they
have learned it (the language) and there may also be
some Pole who may wish to be admitted to the Congrega
tion ." (75)
Thus matters should have progressed w e ll.
As we
have seen up to now, the best dispositions spurred on the
persons responsible, including the bishop of V ilna, Prince
Ignatius Massalski, who, as has been indicated, with the
rescript of the preceding January 29, had already grant
ed his formal personal consent .to proceeding with the
foundation, "welcoming with pleasing spirit the pious and
laudable zeal of the most illustrious gentleman referred
to ." However Count Tyszkiewicz put an explicit condition:
that of "presenting the testimonials of the Bishop of the
dioceses from which they came, and of writing down a
declaration, also in the name of the future religious, of
fu ll subjection to the diocesan curia pro tempore,
p arti
cularly as regards the care of the neighbor." (76) This
condition, taken in a strict sense, would have rendered
unacceptable the offer of Swislocz;
but, on the contrary,
from the context of their rules and constitutions, the Passionists (who enjoyed the p rivilege of exemption proper to
the Great Orders,
by virtue of the bull, Supremi Apostolatus, of Clement XIV) could reconcile this with the spirit
of the Congregation.
With regard to the letter the superior general Gorresio sent on March 23, 1782 to the nuncio, Archetti and
discovered by F r . Wojtyska in the secret Vatican Archives
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(77), we can throw some light on the problem.
We have
the impression that Gorresio dealt personally with the
Lithuanian foundation, although it is said to have been
the procurator general, (78) as one surmises from the
aforementioned letter in which he manifested "a very de
vout gratitude and service" because the nuncio had him
self offered to speed up the negotiations of the introduc
tion of our "least Congregation into the Kingdom of Po
land, in conformity with the holy intentions of Count Tyszkiewicz" and to favor a work "destined for so much glo
ry to Almighty God as well as the spiritual advantage of
the neighbor," begging fin a lly that he would continue
offering his powerful protection.
This reveals a decided
wish inclined more to the affirm ative than the negative,
showing that he who succeeded in achieving the first mis
sion to Bulgaria wished also to achieve the first founda
tion of a retreat outside the confines of Ita ly .
And this
convinces us more as we know the condition relating to
the jurisdiction Bishop Massalski imposed on the entry of
the Italian fathers into his diocese.
In the letter we are
examining there seems to be no indication of a negative
reaction on the part of the superior general, well known
as an energetic superior and zealous for the rights and
the spirit of the Congregation. We can suppose, never
theless , that the explanations and clarifications relating
to the Episcopal rescript had been resolved between the
superior general, Grabowski and the Nuncio,
Archetti, as
well as Canon Laszinski, in such a way that there were
no doubts left about the conditions necessary for carrying
out the project. I f we do not accept this hypothesis, it is
impossible to explain F r . Gorresio' s subsequent reasoning.
In the letter to the Nuncio he says that the officia l ap
proval is now necessary and indispensable before any
thing else, and on the same date he also writes the
Canon to whom he suggests that, if information about his
Congregation, already approved by the Holy Apostolic See
and confirmed by his Holiness Pius V I , happily reign in g,
is necessary "it can be obtained from Bishop Garampi,
Nuncio Apostolic in Vienna." (79) Therefore, the rescript
of Massalski did not constitute any obstacle.
The impor
tant problem, on the other hand, came in connection with
obtaining the offical approval.
F r. Gorresio ended the
letter asking for the fu ll cooperation of the nuncio and of
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the donor Count in this enterprise: "I pray that Your Ex
cellency and the afpresaid Count and whomever deigns to
cooperate in such a great work w ill receive every remun
eration from the Giver of every good." (80)
This letter from Gorresio truly clarifies some of the
obscure aspects of the negotiations for the Lithuanian
foundation, denying the basis of certain suppositions for
mulated in this respect in the past. (81) But he does not
say anything to us about the continuation of this event
which is practically centered on the royal consent, that
seems to have been missing for reasons that are not easy
for us to work out.
We lack documents. Wojtyska formu
lates the hypothesis that this royal consent was not
granted because of the determining influence and inter
vention of the Illu m in a ti, who were also present in the
highest
level of
the ecclesiastical hierarchy. (82)These
hypotheses should not surprise us given the fact that
precisely in that year (1782) the young sect of Illum inati
(83) could celebrate a congress in Wilhelmsbad, near
Frankfurt, that gathered together within a month and a
half the cream of the European aristocracy under the pre
sidency of Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick, a great exponent
of European Masonry towards the end of the eighteenth
century. (84)
Although it was not carried out, the foundation of
Swislocz proved, nevertheless, the goodwill of the gener
al, F r. Gorresio, regarding the expansion of the Congre
gation outside Ita ly .
It honored as well the Polish pro
moters and supporters who did not have then the good
fortune to be able to open the doors of Poland and Lithu
ania to the disciples of the Venerable Paul of the Cross.
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NOTES

1. The projected foundations were those of Terracina and
Paliano under the auspices,
as in that of Ceccano,
of the
respective, bishops, Bishop Joachim M. Oidi, Cardinal Anthony
Xavier Gentili (of Palestrina) and Bishop Fabrizio Borgia of
Ferentino.
2. An 384, note 11.
3. Original, with signature, AGP, B . V-l/2-6.
4. AGP, A. IV-I/2-6, Marche.
5. See note 1 of chapter VIII.
6. An 397 (II f . 7r).
7. Some also write Porrini. A religious highly esteemed
.by the founder ; L III 638; AGP, A. IV-I/1-1.
8. This surname has some variations : Rondone, Rondoni,
Rendone...This man was a respectable ecclesiastic, former
secretary of Garagni, loyal to the founder. AGP. A. IV-I/1-1.
9. Sardi (1701-1783) could not follow the same vocation
as Paul for reasons of health. He became a penitential canon
of the cathedral of Alessandria and acted as a witness in the
ordinary process of Alessandria on August 4-6, 1777.
10. Delle Lanze was from Turin, beloved of the founder and
of the Congregation (died in 1784).
11. AGP, A. IV-II/1-5.
12. An 346-347 (f. 84v).
13. Original documents in AGP A . IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-5 and
1-6, Ponzo.
14. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4.
15. Ponzo had about a hundred people, four km from Picco
which itself was about ten km from La Spezia.
16. The bishop was G. Cesar Lomellini, former general of
the Clerics of the Minors Regular.
17. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-29.
18. Ibid.
18a. An 327 (f. 78r)
19. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-7.
19a. Bishop Maggioli,
Genovese,
born in 1752, bishop in
1795, transferred to Savona in 1804,
died in 1820; Bishop
Solari, Genovese, born in 1732, bishop in 1792, died in 1810.
20. AGP, A. IV-II/ 1-4; S-3, 1.
21. Only one vote was lacking for the unanimous consent of
the Senate.
The Senate authorized the coming of the "non-
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national religious" that is to say not native of the Republic
of Genoa.
22. We are dealing with the parochial house of a country
church at a distance of about a mile from Ponzo, where the
priest resided, the brother of Fr. James; of an old house of
the Jesuits, situated on a hill half a mile away; and finally
of Fr. James' paternal house, which had to be adapted for use
as a monastic dwelling.
23. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-17.
24. A suburb of Riomaggiore to the north of Portovenere on
the sea.
25. AGP, IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-1 and 1-2.
26. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4; S-3.
27. Ibid.
28. General Napolean Bonaparte appointed him doge.
28a. Archbishop Lercari, born at Taggia (Albenga) in 1722
and died in 1802.
29. AGP, ibid.; see also Fr. Amadeus of the Mother of the
Good Shepherd (Casetti),
I Passionisti nell'Alta Italia,
(Pianezza, Turin, 1922) p . 57-62.
30. AGP, ibid.
31. AGP, A. IV-II/1-4; S-3, 1-27.
32. Archbishop Borghesi, born in 1720 at Siena, bishop of
Sovana in 1762, archbishop of Siena in 1772, died in 1792.
33. AGP, A. IV-II/1-3.
34. AGP, A. IV-I/2-4.
35. An 334-335 (f. 80v).
36. Bishop Boscarini born in 1730 at Camerino,
bishop in
1782, died in 1801.
37. AGP, A. IV-I/2-4.
38. A parish which consisted only of seven families.
39. It is the last document of these negotiations; AGP, A .
IV-I/2-4.
40. Archbishop Monti, born 1713 at Senigaglia, bishop of
Anagni in 1750, archbishop of Urbino 1766, died in 1787.
41. AGP, ibid.
42. AGP, ibid.
43. Although included in the communal territory of Urbania.
44. AGP, ibid.
45. Bishop Baiardi.
0.S . Hier (Jeromites) of Rignano
(Civita Castellana), born in 1700, Titular bishop of Samaria,
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Suffragan of Sabina in 1738, afterwards of Urbania in 1747,
died in 1776.
46. Archbishop Berioli, born in 1733,
at Civita Castellana, archbishop of Urbino in 1787, died in 1819.
47.
- Letter of Berioli to Fr. Cioni, of June 17, 1788, from
Urbino, original in AGP, ibid.
48. Bishop Paoli,
born in 1788,
at Cingoli, bishop of
Fossombrone in 1779, transferred to Recanati-Loreto in 1800,
died 1806.
49. In these cases, one is always dealing with very small
parishes whose annexation to others aroused strong opposition
by the parishioners and clergy due in great part to the
modest economic conditions of many priests.
50. AGP, A. IV-I/2-6.
archdiocese of Fermo,
51. Formerly Monsampietrangeli,
civil province of Ascoli Piceno.
52. AGP, A. IV-I/2-5.
53. AGP, A. IV-I/2-5. See also An 392-398 (II :f. 5r-7r).
54. An 395 (II f . 5v-6r).
55. An 396-397 (II f . 6v-7r).
56. An 397 (II f . 7r).
57. Bg GB, p . 74.
58. AGP, A. IV-I/2-5.
59. CAdd, II, p . 197. The year in which this occurred is
unknown.
60. Luigi De Persiis, La Badia di Casamari o Trappa di
Casamari, (Rome, 1878), p. 122.
61. Ibid.
62. Ibid.
63. CAdd, III, pp. 197-198.
64. It was King Augusto Poniatowski (1764-1795).
In the
year 1782, when the subject of the foundation commenced, part
of Lithuania had already been annexed to Russia along with
the first division of Poland (1772); in the second annexation
Lithuania was to end up belonging almost entirely to Russia
(1793);
a third would follow, (1795) which would remove
Poland from the map until 1918.
65. For the foundation of Swislocz: AGP, copy of three
letters, A , IV-II/1-6; "Di alcune practiche di fondazione in
Polonia," in Boll CP V (1929), pp. 41-49, which publishes the
three mentioned letters.
Swislocz can be found in the
neighbourhood of the city of Grodno, today part of Russia.

222

66. This annexation goes back to the Act of Union signed
in Lublin (1569) which founded Lithuania and Poland, with a
common Dieta,
under Sigismondo Augusto, the last of the
Jagellones (1548-1572).
67. Bg GB, 1811 edition, pp. 52-53; 1917 edition, pp . 7374.
68. Archive of the Hospice of St. Stanislaus of the Poles
"Decreta Congregationum 1776-1788," vol. 142.
69. Wojtyska had carried out the same investigations with
poor results.
The light which emerges from all that we are
saying is due also to the same source who sent us a second
letter from Lublin, March 27, 1980.
70. A letter rich in information and suggestions from Fr.
Paulinus Rabikauskas S.J.,
of the pontifical Gregorian
University to the author,, under date of March 5, 1980.
71. Archbishop John Baptist Archetti, Brescia, born 1731,
archbishop in 1775,
cardinal in 1784,, suburban bishop of
Sabina in 1800, died in 1805.
72. It is the hypothesis which the anonymous writer in
Boll CP, op.cit., p. 42 suggests.
73. AGP, A. IV-II/1-6, published in Boll CP, op.cit., pp.
44-45.
74. AGP, ibid., published in Boll CP op.cit., pp. 45-46.
75. Letter to Canon Laczinski, Ibid.
76. Boll CP op.cit., p. 47.
77. Regarding the spelling of Polish names we referred to
Fr.
Henry Damian Wojtyska CP,
professor of the Catholic
University of Lublin.
78. Fr.
Candido Costa,
successor in 1780 of Fr.
John
Baptist Porta, promoted to second general consultor after the
death of Fr. Vincent Bertolotti.
79. Joseph Garampi was a great friend and benefactor of
the congregation and of the founder; he wished to adopt the
title of the basilica of Sts. John and Paul at the moment of
his promotion to the dignity of cardinal. He took possession
of the basilica to the great joy of the Passionist Community
and he is buried in the same basilica (in An 439-440).
80. Original autographed letter,
in ASV,
Nunciature of
Warsaw n. 131, f . 151-152.
81. Bg GB, pp. 73-74.
82. Fr. H.D. Wojtyska, 'art cit., and the letter to the
author October 10, 1979.
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83. Founded in 1776 by Adam Weishaupt
(1748-1830),
professor
of Ecclesiastical Law at the University of
Ingolstad of Bavaria, then run by the Jesuits, on behalf of
Mayer Amschel Rothschild, with a naturalistic, anti-Catholic,
anarchic-radical-socialist programme.
For an illuminating
bibliography see Paolo Calliari, Pio Bruno Lanieri
(1759-1930) e la Controrivoluzione (Turin,
1976), p. 129,
note 252.
84. Once the threads of the new sect were discovered,
especially after the case of Landshut and Sanderstorf, thanks
to the Bavarian police (1786),
Weishaupt took refuge in
France, where he skillfully succeeded in lining the masonary
with the "Illuminati," controlling at the time of the French
Revolution the political situation of several countries in
Europe, through the Masonic Lodges. P. Calliari, op.cit., pp.
131-138, and A.Z., L'occhio sopra la piramide (Milan, 1978),
pp. 18-21.
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C hapter X

A LOOK AT THE PROVINCES

At the time of the founder's death the Congregation
consisted of two provinces and it remained so until the
nineteenth General Chapter (1851).
The provinces had
been formally established six years before Pau l's death
by decree (1) of the the fifth general chapter (1769),
although from the year 1753 there had been a provincial
superior for the houses of lower Lazio, as an au xiliary
of the sole authority of the superior general. (2) In the
year 1775, each of these two provinces celebrated the se
cond provincial chapter in the new retreat of the Sts.
John and Paul, under the eye of the founder.
During the
years that we are treating seven Chapters (I I —V I I I ) were
celebrated, and we could affirm with absolute historical
accuracy that the provincials elected were almost all of
them considered as the best, and could occupy a place of
honor in the collection of biographies of Frs. John Mary
Cioni and Philip Antonaroli.
One of them was canonized
by the Church: St. Vincent Mary Strambi. It is not possi
ble to offer here a very detailed history of the two pro
vinces, (3) but it is possible to collect some important
elements that w ill help us to know better the people, the
thinking, the problems and the interventions of the pro
vin cial chapters.

A.

PROVINCE OF THE PATRIMONY OF ST. PETER OR
OF THE PRESENTATION OF MARY MOST HOLY

1. F r . Joseph Hyacinth R uberi (1778-1781)

The first provincial to govern the Province of the
Patrimony, (E d .
note :
hereafter the present day title of
Presentation w ill be used whenever referring to the Pro
vince of the Patrim ony), after the death of the founder,
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was his own confessor, F r. John Mary Cioni (1775-1778),
whom we already know well. (4) He was succeeded by Fr.
Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi
(5 ), who had been a successful
rector at St. Sosio when that
community was inthe throe
of great adversities.
At the age of thirty-seven he was
elected as provincial of Marittima and Campagna, 17661799 (E d . n o te :
hereafter the present day title of Our
Mother of Sorrows w ill
be used when referring to this
province), during which time
the
aged founderhad mad
his last visit, declaring it had not been necessary, be
cause "the religious, thanks to the divine Mercy, were
working with great fervor according to the spirit of their
holy vocation." (6) For the following three years F r . Ru
beri continued as provincial in the Province of the Pre
sentation (1769-1772) and,
at the end of his term, was
called by the founder to Rome, first to the hospice of the
Most Holy Crucified and later to the retreat of Sts. John
and Paul, so as to have him near as counsellor and ex
pert in dealing with the business of the Congregation,
and to carry out the revision of the rules and constitu
tions . The old man held his spiritual son in high esteem,
given his gentle, serene and balanced disposition, his
s k ills , kindness and above average in telligen ce. The re
ligious loved him as superior and simply as a colleague.
He was the life and soul of the community, which recog
nized him spontaneously as a true director and master of
the soul.
When, after six years, he accepted again the office
of provincial of the Presentation, he chose the feast of
the Assumption of Our Lady (1778) on which to consecrate
himself and all the province to Mary, addressing a
prayer to the Mother of Heaven and placing on the altar
the seals of his office, with all the community of the
Presentation present.
He preferred to liv e there, and
there he returned when he finished his term as provincial
(1781), because he felt very strongly the protection of
Our Lady in the place where years before he had com
pleted his novitiate (1746-1747). (7) The community was
very impressed by the depth of his devotion to Mary.
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In the convocatory letter for the fourth provincial
chapter there is clear evidence of how wisely he carried
out his office as superior, in that:
- he recognized the value and the importance of the
monastic community, manifested by and in the provincial
chapter, as the place of happiness and fraternal unity;
- he affirmed with surprising clearness the princi
ple of co lleg ia lity and co-responsibility of the local supe
riors, defined as "my eyes, hands, feet and h eart," be
cause they were able to make up for his inadequacy, to
serve faith fu lly the great community of the province and
to secure the greater peace of the religious family;
- he
that is to
to fe rv o r,
freedom to
because of

lived and celebrated "a true and Holy Pasch,
say, a true and perfect transition from la xity
from carelessness to observance, from ( egoistic)
obedience," a theological and sublime concept
its being exquisitely evangelical. (8)

2 . F r . Vincent M ary Stram bi

( 1781-

1734)

The fourth provincial chapter, celebrated in the
retreat of Corneto, elected as successor to Fr. Ruberi,
F r . Vincent Mary Strambi, (9) rector of the community of
Sts. John and Paul.
A young man of th irty-six years of
age was to succeed a mature man of fifty-tw o. There were
given to him as consul tors F r. Ruberi and F r. Valentine
B istolli, (10) who later would become provincial of Our
Mother of Sorrows Province (1790-1796).
This was the
period when Strambi' s career started to blossom.
In the
last twenty years of the eighteenth century he excelled
not only in the Passionist circle as a professor of theolo
gy and preaching, and as superior and spiritual guide,
but also- in that of the Church and the city of Rome as
orator and missionary.
The same thing was to happen in
the first twenty years of the new century when he became
bishop, reformer and saint.
His term as provincial lasted barely three years
and afterwards he remained on the provincial council for
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six years along with the eminent Fr. Anthony Pucci.
During this brief period there emerged the figure of the
pastor he afterwards became in Macerata and Tolentino, a
man of God, who saw and measured everything with the
eyes of faith and of charity, with the responsibility of a
man who guides in the name of Christ, not to act as lord
but to be the servant of everybody, endowed with energy,
but to a greater extent with humility. In fact he was al
ways ready to perform the humble domestic tasks and
with pleasure helped the lay brothers in the kitchen, in
the vegetable garden, and wherever it was necessary.
In
him, example took priority over teaching.
The province
and community of St. Angelo, in which he resided, had
numerous religious among whom were many elderly mem
bers, instructed and loved by the founder.
It was su ffi
cient to watch those penitential, lovable men, possessors
of the "precious pearl" of the Gospel, to feel that Paul of
the Cross was still liv in g among them. Fr. Vincent understod this well because he followed the saying of St. Au
gustine:
"For you 1 am the pastor, with you I am a
brother." (11) In the community he was always the hum
ble brother Vincent, rejecting any distinction or particu
lar honor given to his own person, poor according to the
spirit of the founder, and ready to give any help to al
leviate the poverty of others at a time during which
many poor people came to the doors of the monastery, es
pecially in the Papal States.
His teaching was rich in doctrine and most effica ci
ous.
A zealous superior, conscious of the demands of a
community, he loved especially the things of the soul and
more than anything else prayer. • He instructed the r e li
gious in prayer, in recollection, in an awareness of the
divine presence, in the life of faith, as a duty and at
the same time as a g ift of the spirit. On meeting a r e li
gious who had abandoned daily meditation, he said softly
to him:
"My son, don't deprive yourself of so much good
as is the g ift of prayer;
go to it ." Prayer for deeper
contemplation, thanks to the spirit of solitude which for
the Passionist is place, means and condition, is neces
sary for full contemplative expansion and for the forma
tion of the evangelical worker.
Because of this, Fr.
Strambi, a great contemplative and a great missionary,
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who had achieved the ideal balance of the goals estab
lished for the Congregation by Paul of the Cross, and
being, as he was, in happy possesion of a "well ordained
ch arity," (12) insisted with his religious on the "blessed
ness of the retreat" to which one should return after the
task of the evangelization, like the "dove of the psalms."
I f somebody was guilty of a mistake, he did not
reprimand, nor did he punish him.
He Simply said one
word:
"Son!" in such a soft tone, but at the same time
with an expression of reproof, that "it turned out to be
more effective," as some religious remind us, "than any
form of reprimand." He was affable in his dealings and
he knew how to enter into the feelings and needs of other
people.
He was ready to look after the material and
spiritual welfare of his brothers to the point of sacrifice.
I f he realized that somebody was sad or afflicted, he im
mediately approached and tried to comfort him. He seemed
to have received from God the special g ift of bringing
serenity to souls.
" It was enough to open your heart to
him in order to enjoy the consoling sensation of seeing
your doubt vanish, your worries cease, your vocation
strengthened." There was total unanimity in the process
for his beatification among the witnesses which recognized
that "a ll the religious were pleased with his way of gov
erning, and no one complained."
We feel that a great part of this success was due
to the wise manner of teaching that was taking place
constantly in the communities of St. Angelo and of the
province, not only in the examens, (13) but also in the
nightly "sentiments." (12) The words of the saintly pro
vin cial were spark and encouragement towards that "sa
cred love" so often referred to in the first text of the
rules and in the Notizie so as to galvanize the Passionist
fam ily, placing it in a position to liv e the consciousness
and identity of its vocation within the Church.
This is
the meaning of the testimony of a religious who w rites:
"In the nightly "sentiments," he inflamed the community
in such a manner that we used to leave without uttering
a word, such was the admiration and the state of con
centration that he produced in everybody' s souls." (15)
In fa c t, this g ift of eloquence which F r. Strambi possess-

229

ed was one of the things that made him famous in Ita ly
and popular in Rome, especially during the troubles of
the Roman people against the French envoys of the Revo
lution, of which we w ill speak further on.
3. Fr. Anthony Pucci (1734-1790)
At the end of the period of three yea rs, Fr. Strambi
was not re-elected, as would have been logical. According
to his biographer, it was the holy man himself who beg
ged to be left free for preaching.
His calendar was get
ting fu ller and fu ller because of continuous invitations
from bishops, parish priests and communities.
He also
wished to compile the biography of the founder.
These
were tasks requiring more than ordinary effort.
But he
advanced the name of F r . Anthony Pucci, who had been
rector of Mount Argentario (16) and who was actually
elected in the fifth provincial chapter, celebrated in the
retreat of St. Angelo (1784), and re-elected afterwards in
the following Chapter of 1787.
F r. Strambi continued on
the council as first consultor (1784-1790)
Fr. Pucci had enjoyed the particular esteem and
affection of the founder, who manifested many times great
satisfaction with his a b ility in guiding the students at
the retreat of Tuscania, and the novices of Mount Argen
tario in the capacity of vice-m aster.
In 1773, after the
death of the master, F r . Peter Vico, (17) the founder had
transferred him from the rectorate of Ceccano to the office
of master of novices, fu lfillin g a prediction that had
been made of him twenty-three years e a r lie r . His task as
master lasted until the year 1781, and he had great suc
cess , both in attracting new vocations and in the forma
tion of the young students, as well as securing great
esteem in the Congregation.
The religious discovered in their provincial the man
whom they already knew by reputation:
a man of deep
p ra y er, devoted to meditation and union with God,
and
specially endowed with particular g ift s . (18) There was
no affectation in him.
His conversation was very plea
sant , but his discourses were always about spiritual
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themes and he used to intersperse this expression:
"He
who buys, fin d s," meaning:
he who acquires the g ift of
prayer and the possession of supreme love can find ev
erything. From this perspective, he was always concerned
with the interior life and community life , which he looked
after and promoted with a sense of respon sibility, stimu
lating the comprehension and the practice of silence, of
fe rv o r, of inner freedom and of the celestial way of l i v 
ing proper to the Passionist ascetical life and charism.
He was, then, a provincial of strong principles but also
of great humility, discretion and charity. He possessed in
high degree the charism of service to the sick (19) and
of kind welcome to religious guests, whom he served with
joy and with particular attention.
He received from them
the same love, respect and obedience, so much so that
"whenever he had to leave a retreat, everybody vied with
one another to accompany him and to show him affection ."
( 20 )
His circular letters are worthy of attention.
They
reflect the phraseology and the mentality of the period,
but at the same time they manifest deep convictions with
out false modesty, following the line of profound humility
and at the same time of a clear consciousness of his own
responsibility:
- the d iv in e judgment should be markedly present
in somebody who, having the task of presiding over
others, represents God, as the Sacred Scriptures teach us;
- the conviction of being an in ad e q u ate instrum ent ,
fu ll of imperfections and lacking the necessary qualities
of being a good superior is the basis of everything for
the person who has the task of governing;
- his desire to present a l l h is broth ers before the
tribunal of God "clean and immaculate, in no other man
ner than that of a chaste virgin , according to the ex
pression of the Apostle" (2 Cor 11:2);
- it is fundamental in the chapters "to know and to
follow the sovereign w ill of our God," placing special em
phasis on "holy prayer" in order to be "more fervent" in
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holy desires, more assiduous in supplictions. which should
be made to the Father of lights and especially more strict
in the regular observance;" (21)
- it is a duty to go to the chapter with h ap p in ess
o f joy , layin g aside the enormous burden of
governing consecrated souls, which demands "a mixture of
oil and wine" as the balsam that is given to us by the
divine Redeemer to heal the wounds with which the obs
tinate malice of our enemies covers us: that is , in order
to calm "those who are anxious,
to console the timid, to
strengthen the weak, to exercise those who are profici
ent;" (22)

and

f u ll

By means of a circular letter in the form of a de
cree he tried to regulate the relations between the Passionist community and the lay retreatants whose care was
reserved to the priest appointed to this task by his high
er superiors: "The religious w ill remain obedient, avoid
ing a ll fam iliarity that might hinder the seriousness pro
per to the Passionist family and the recollection neces
sary in a spiritual retrea t. These retreats shall not last
any longer than ten or fifteen days. Each person who is
participating in them w ill contribute a small sum to the
expenses and to the maintenance, with the exception of
the benefactors who may freely contribute whatever sum
they deem adequate." (23)
F r. Pucci lived only one year after the seventh
provincial chapter which had elected him as the first
consul to r. Being the victim of several ailments for many
years, and perhaps also because of being fat, he fe ll
sick during a mission preached on the Isle of Elba, in
the month of August, 1790.
(22) The illness lasted eleven
months, reducing him to skin and bones, but without any
weakening of his spirit.
Always resilient and happy to
fu lfill God' s w ill, he served as an example to everybody
in the community of Mount Argentario, a place ' very dear
to his heart. The religious ministered to him with extreme
gentleness until July 26, 1791, when he returned to the
bosom of the Father. He was sixty years of age and had
lived thirty-nine years in religious life . (25)
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4. Fr. Joseph Mary Claris (1790-1793)
With the death of F r . Anthony Pucci, one of the
first disciples of the founder, esteemed and loved as a
father and a brother, disappeared. His successor was Fr.
Joseph Mary Claris (26) from Elba, forty-seven years of
age, whom we already know as "leader" of the famous
protest of local superiors (1780) in the matter of the
nightly "sentiment." He had very w illin g ly developed mis
sionary activities and had taken the rectorship in several
communities, reaching
the position
of consultor, with
Strambi, during the three year period 1787-90, side by
side with Pucci, the father provincial. He now was elect
ed provincial of the Presentation on the first ballot,
having as his consultors F rs. Pucci and Paul Hyacinth
Heghli. To tell the truth, he accepted Very reluctantly,
after being encouraged and persuaded by the unanimous
insistence of the members of the chapter.
He was a wor
thy man and we may well say he was the liv in g incarna
tion of Passionist exem plarity, who reflected to perfection
both in his person and in his work the harmonious
equilibrium of contemplation and evangelization. Like his
founder and the venerable John Baptist, his brother, and
the best men in the Congregation, he was a man devoted
to prayer and fille d with missionary zeal.
We w ill have
more to say about this in the second part of this work.
But we should say something here about his thought and
his s p irit, with the help of the few circular letters he
sent to the religious in the brief period of his provincialate.
One le tte r, addressed to the community of the re
treat of St. Francis at Anguillara, at the end of the ca
nonical v is it , has a particular importance because it pre
sents in synthesis "a Passionist code of behavior" ac
cording to the formative principles desired by the founder
and practiced in the primitive Passionist school. Its mor
al and spiritual code fits well with the particular his
torical context, namely that of the transition from the
first Passionist generation to the new.
In moving away
from their origins, there was a real danger of losing the
spontaneity and capacity for "tota lity" in the response of
love for the Crucified.
In fact F r . Claris developed his
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argument around the idea of the love for Christ which
transforms everything (27),
as well as his preoccupation
with the possible slackening among the religious at that
time (28), making the point that from the beginning of
his provincialate, in fu ll agreement with his counsellors,
he wished "to reinforce some decisions already made and
expressed in the holy r u le s T h e r e f o r e the following were
prescribed:
- the religious should enjoy the invaluable benefits
of solitude, confining the questing to wheat, wine, oil,
vegetab les, making use of the garzone (domestic) for
other things;
- when necessary to send some of the religious out
of the retrea t, precedence should be given to the more
exemplary, the more capable (of dealing with business),
the more mature among the younger professed, finding out
afterwards how they behaved;
- it is forbidden for all to "enter public cafes,
grocery shops, or haberdasheries to consume chocolate or
coffee or ice-cream or anything e ls e ," as well as it is
also mandatory for all to dilute wine with water when
they sit at table with lay people, behaving in a very
sober manner both outside and inside the retrea t;
- the maintenance of exterior silence, an indispens
able factor for interior growth,
is strongly recommended,
as is a life of hiddenness within the retreat itself,
avoiding flittin g around like "flie s " in and out of every
one els e' s rooms and work areas,
because the contrary,
as experience has shown, gives rise to dissipation and
disorder;
- for the same reason the religious should beware
of confiding inopportunely with the lay people who come
to the retrea t, preserving their modesty and religious
g ra vity rather than descending even to "ridiculous jokes,
as has been known to happen, to the great surprise of
the la y people;"
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- the priest should be very discreet in confessional
matters, even though the actual sacramental secrecy may
not be in question;
any allusion whatever in this matter
is strictly forbidden by authority of the general and the
provincial;
- all the religious should preserve a genuine hum
ility , especially outside the retreat, being very careful
not to reveal "the quality of their lineage nor rich rela
tions ." "They should not exaggerate either their supposed
excellence in the sciences or their preaching a b ilitie s ,"
showing themselves happy with the way they are treated
by their benefactors when they are their guests, "avoid
ing always even the slightest complaint;"
- "fin a lly , the respective rectors are ordered not to
grant the comfort of a horse for journeys of only a few
m iles' distance, and on a longer journey to grant it only
in proportion to need and in such a way that not every
religious should avail of a horse as a matter of course."
"The good name of our common mother, the Congre
gation, which deserves to be honored by all of us with
the practice of the virtues especially proper to our poor
Institu te," was very much alive and present in F r . Cla
ris ' s thoughts. He addressed in the same spirit a circu
lar letter summoning the eighth provincial chapter.
The
content of this letter did not differ from that of his pre
decessor , Fr. Pucci: humility when confessing the pitfalls
of one' s own government, and happiness at the prospect
of layin g down the heavy burden of the o ffic e . He felt
happy "seeing himself near repose in the tranquil and
safe harbor of total obedience." He had well experienced
that it is better to obey than to give orders.
The r e li
gious of the province were all encouraged to address
prayers to the Lord for superiors worthy of the responsi
b ilities entrusted to them, because it is harder to give
orders than to obey.
In fact the superiors should all
have the virtues of the Good Shepherd so as to convince
the brethren that they should observe obedience not as an
act of submission but as an act of love. (29)
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5. Fr. Bernardine Paolini Costa (1793-1799)
F r . Joseph Mary C laris' term as provincial lasted
three y ea rs. We do not know the reasons why he was not
re-elected, but he was elected consul to r. F r. Bernard Pa
olini Costa, also from Elba, succeeded him.
(30) F r .
Costa was rector of the retreat at Gubbio, disciple of F r.
Strambi in the first study-house of theology on the Celian
H ill, and after him professor of theology in Rome due to
his unusual intelligence and knowledge of St. Thomas. His
gifts for teaching and the excellence of his academic pre
paration and methods were well known by everyone in the
Institute.
They were fruits of the many years he had
obediently devoted to this task, continuing it during his
provincialate and taking it up again at the end of his
term, being specially called to Rome for this purpose.
He was not only the wise man of letters but the as
cetic trained in the teachings of F r. Peter Vico (17641765), experiencing the ways of God, a fervent disciple of
Christ Crucified.
His provincialate met with sincere ap
proval of the religious who knew him as a gentle, ba
lanced, humble man, even though deep down he had a
rather fiery temperament. His strong w ill and religious
ascetism had made him the most courteous and pleasant
man in this world. If he had to reprimand anyone, "he
did it with great grace, sounding more like a mother
than like a superior." He made sure that the local supe
riors treated the religious (31) with great charity and at
the same time he endeavored to make these religious feel
the need for the food provided by prayer, by meditation
and by union with God to the point of deserving this
particular g ift, just as he was experiencing it himself.
To this and to nothing else, the religious attributed their
equanimity and the inner serenity which allowed them to
overcome the afflictions and serious fears caused by the
revolutionary upheavals during the second three- year
period of his provincialate (1796-99). (32)
He was the first to obey, sacrificing himself hap
p ily for the community.
When due to human weakness,
someone was reluctant to obey, his answer was that of a
servant of God: "a little more prayer and there w ill be
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more s p irit." In the generous service to the brethren
while he was a provincial,
he undertook the direction of
the students and the teaching of philosophy. He also pre
pared himself for missionary preaching, adapting himself
to everything as the most humble of the fathers. While he
was in the retreat he never refused to hear confessions,
informing the sacristan not to hesitate to call him when
ever men came for confession. To slights of which he was
victim at times, whether they were intentional or not, he
reacted with silence and with exemplary indifference. (33)
After his three years as con suitor, combined, as we
have said, with the teaching of theology at the house of
Sts. John and Paul (1799-1802), he was called to the post
of provincial, given the fact that his immediate predeces
sor , F r . Ignatius Rossi, had been promoted to the post of
first general consultor. This provincialate, however, was
interrupted after a year by a fulminating malaria that
snatched him away from the affection of the province at
the age of fifty -s ix y ea rs. We have to recognize that his
high attributes of intelligence and dedication had made of
that province a "distinct kind of community in the Church
of God, entirely devoted to its own sanctification and to
the help of its neighbors," which he himself had accur
ately described in the circular letter to summon the ninth
provincial chapter (1796). (34)
" I f the province is healthy," F r . Paolini wrote, "so
w ill the religious be; but if disorder, la x ity and a care
less manner prevail, everybody w ill have serious reasons
to fear for their own destruction, the pilot ( sic) as much
as the passengers, since all are sailing in the same ship
and all share the same prospects for a safe journey and
the same danger of shipwreck." (35)
The province encountered some of these dangers dur
ing the political and m ilitary turmoils of the French
revolution as experienced in Lazio.
Because of th is, F r.
P a o lin i, calling the members together again for the tenth
provincial chapter (1799),
drew attention to the impor
tance of this chapter,
" It being necessary to apply e ffi
cacious remedies for those considerable damages that un
fortunately may have affected the regular observance and
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the spirit of more than one of the religious, because of
our insufficiency and the calamities of the present time."
(36)
There were six provincials in these twenty years,
all of them disciples of the founder and a ll of great hu
man, moral and spiritual stature.
The elections which
took place in the provincial chapters were always char
acterized by a high sense of responsibility and, above
a ll, by the awareness of representing and serving a Con
gregation which professed to follow Jesus' Cross.
This
made sanctity a compelling and enthralling goal. In fa c t,
all these provincials had reputations for exceptional v ir 
tues and for being true servants of God. The decrees and
rules formulated by the provincial chapters make this ob
vious . They deserve the historian' s consideration.
6. Decrees an d "G u id e lin e s " of the P r o v in c ia l C hapters

Under the name of "gu idelines, " the fourth provinci
al chapter, which was held in the retreat of Corneto
(Tarquinia) in 1781, drew up four points which might
serve as a guide in the spiritual rule of the rectors.
(37)
- abuses may not be introduced in the use of horses
for journeys; (38)
- the religious may not, leave the retreat without a
companion; (39)
- once back in the retreat, the rector w ill find out
about their behavior ;
- the rectors must accept and respect the important
principle of communal possession of the goods of the Con
gregation.
For this reason they must not complain if the
provincial, for the benefit of the common good, judges it
necessary to remove some of the goods of one community
to another; (40)
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Of greater length and importance are the "resolu
tions for the good running of the province" originating in
the sixth provincial chapter of 1787 (41) which was pre
sided over by the superior general, F r . Cioni, and which
had re-elected Fr. Anthony Pucci as provincial.
The fo l
lowing provincial chapter of 1790, (42) which elected F r.
Claris as provincial, revised and simplified these resolu
tions .
The resolutions begin with a premise, rich with
"unction" and with fresh spiritu ality, in which an echo
of the "Song of Songs" appears to resound when the pro
vince is spoken of as a "chosen garden," from which per
nicious weeds that could "deform its beauty," must be
rooted out in order that a ll kinds of virtues might flower
in it once aga in , since the Congregation makes a vow of
holiness.
Is this not a confession and a declaration of
identity? We might well think so. In fa c t, it is im plicitly
a conscious reference to the teaching of the founder, who
affirmed that br reason of his vocation the Passionist is
called to an elevated prayer.
The fifteen points of the resolutions reflect the
mentality of the times in which ’they were written, with
that predilection for detail and precept, that mixture of
disciplinary norms and rules with directives of great
pastoral and spiritual richness which aims at doing ev
erything seriously and continuing with determination the
Passionist way of the ven. Paul of the Cross. The docu
ment is signed by the superior general, F r. Cioni, by the
provincial, F r . Pucci, by
his
consultors, F rs. Strambi
and Serelli, and by eight rectors, (43) that is, by the
fathers most representative of the spiritual school of the
founder. In fa ct, in the conclusion there is some trace of
the spiritual testament which he left to his sons before
his death, encapsulated in the commandment of charity,
supreme among all the commandments of Jesus.
"F in ally as the venerable chapter knows," read the
words of the document,
"the characteristic which distin
guishes us as true followers of Jesus Christ is that virtue
of charity so strongly instilled by the Lord himself in
his last testament made in our favour.
All the recommen
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dations made to the fathers rector are crowned by advis
ing that they always conserve and develop charity in
their respective retreats. They should treat the religious
with love and tenderness, helping them in all their
needs; they should restore the strength of those religious
who have worked on the quest, givin g them something ex
tra to ea t, excusing them from heavy work in the retreat,
and';, from getting up at night during the period of time
which in charity may be judged suitable;
and above a ll
that they show the tenderness of a mother towards the
poor religious who are ill.
They should remember that,
according to the fervent expressions of our venerable
founder, the religious who are ill are the treasures of
Christ Crucified, and they should do all they can to help
them, and even sell the holy vessels, (if necessary).
Thus the venerable chapter, imbued with the spirit left to
the Congregation by our venerable fath er, wants the rec
tors to be outstanding in their charity in helping those
poor religious who are ill, and it also warmly recom
mends that these rectors grant ample permission and sup
ply a ll that, according to their prudent judgment and ac
cording to the doctor' s opinion, may be appropriate for
the relief of the sick." (44)
It is interesting to see now the content of the de
cisions we present here from the simplified version of the
seventh general chapter of 1790. (45)
- it is recommended that the rectors hold the "examen" at least once a week, as an obligation of their
pastoral office; (46)
- the duty of the morning divine praise is to be
instilled into the religious, and no one, except in cases
of necessity, w ill absent himself from the hours of Prime
and Terce;
- the religious w ill present themselves once a month
to their spiritual father for the spiritual conference, and
the rectors are obliged to demand the fulfillment of this
duty by those who have been absent; (47)
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-it is strongly recommended that the rectors always
provide accompaniment for a religious who is called to
the door to talk to any woman,
"even of recognized pro
b ity ." In such a case the door w ill be left open within
sight of the companion ;
- before the new confessors are presented to the Or
dinary of the place for their examination for facu lties,
they w ill be examined in the house and this task w ill be
entrusted to an experienced confessor. (48)
- the rectors shall make use of the authority grant
ed them by the rule "to open the letters received by
those subject to them," with the exception of those add
ressed to the major superiors. (49)
- the rectors should confine themselves to the beg
ging approved by the rules, unless they have a special
authorization from the provincial. (50)

B.

PROVINCE OF MARITTIMA AND CAMPAGNA OR
OF OUR MOTHER OF SORROWS

1. F r .

Vincent Bertolotti (1772-1773)

F r . Vincent Bertolotti (51) belonged to the group of
fathers trained in the first Passionisi School, which had
as its inimitable masters F rs. Fulgentius and Marcoaurelius P a storelli.
It was a school of severe ascetism and
evangelical joy, of dedication and fervor hardly ever
surpassed.
While still a c le ric , Bertolotti dwelt only for
a short while in the first mansions of the "In terior Cas
t le ," ascending soon to the higher ones and ultimately
obtaining the grace of "suffering and resembling his cru
cified Lord."
The desire, formulated with innocent fervor by the
young man enamored of the divine su fferer, was listened
to by the Lord.
Painful illnesses descended upon poor
Vincent with unimaginable agonies, "severe temptations,"

and
spiritual
desolation, "with
such
insistence
and
strength that they even prevented him from sleeping."
In addition to these sufferings, he was later to ex
perience enormous "fear and reluctance" when accepting
posts of authority and preaching engagements.
It was
only due to his heroic obedience that he was able to
overcome these fears, undertaking popular missions and
retreats in the community and responsible offices in the
Congregation.
In this sea of agony and desolation F r.
Bertolotti carried out the post of provincial of Marittima
and Campagna Province (Ed. note:
hereafter referred to
by the present day title of Our Mother of Sorrows Pro
vince) in the three years preceding and the three years
following the death of the founder.
The religious who had him as a superior could see
in him the model of a shepherd, gentle and slightly tim
id, but watchful and conscientious, charitable in a spe
cial way with the sick, fu ll of joy and enthusiasm for
the Congregation of the Passion of Jesus, an enthusiasm
which he conveyed to others. He had been admitted to the
Congregation at the age of eighteen.
A man of lofty con
templation, he was mystically wedded to that solitude
which consecrates the fullness of "alone with the Alone."
At one time, on returning from a v illa g e at a late hour
and being very tired, he was asked why he had not
stayed to dinner in the house of the benefactor there. He
replied humbly, " I do not find any better benefactor than
the retrea t."
At the end of his second period of three years as
provincial, F r. Bertolotti moved to Rome to the house of
Sts. John and Paul, having been elected second general
consultor along with F r. John Mary Cioni.
This was dur
ing the period when F r . Gorresio was general for the
first time.
Freed from the direction of the community, it
could be said that F r . Bertolotti appeared rejuvenated;
the agony, the desolation and the temptations which had
crucified him for thirty years, had come to an end. (52)
After two years as a consultor (1778-1780), during which
he spiritu ally directed the clerics who were studying the
ology in the Celian Hill monastery, he died an exempla
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r y, humble and calm death, with the comforting commun
ity of the Roman Passionist family congregated around his
death-bed.
He was only fifty-one years of age and had
been thirty-two years in religious life . (53)
2. F r . Joseph Del Re (1778-1781)

The following year (1781) was F r . Joseph Del Re's
turn. (54) He died suddenly of apoplexy during the mis
sionin the town of Pontecorvo, also in the prime of his
life
at the age of fifty-fo u r. He also was part of the
first Passionist generation, a disciple of F r. Marcoaurelius Pastorelli, first in the novitiate of Mount Argentario
and afterwards in the studentate at the retreat of St.
Angelo, formally established in 1746. He took part in the
foundations of Ceccano, Terracina, Paliano and Monte Cavo, accepting in a spirit of sacrifice the great depriva
tions and difficulties of those first days of the Institute.
At the age of twenty-six he was rector of the new retreat
of Ceccano (1753), (55) and was subsequently called to
guide other communities (56) until 1767 when the founder
chose him to form part of the small commmunity that was
to reside in the hospice of the Most Holy Crucified, ac
quired that same year in Rome as the seat of the procur
ator general of the Congregation.
As with the firs t foun
dations , he overcame with great spirit the difficulties
and problems of that house,which was poor and uncom
fortable , and devoted himself with great zeal to the mini
stry of confessions in a nearby church as well as work
ing during the night in the nearby hospital of St. John,
where he showed great charity and goodness towards the
sick people.
When in 1769 the founder settled in Rome by
w ill o,f Clement XIV, F r . Joseph became his confidant.
He
was the person most capable of dealing with, the prelates
who were in charge of revising the rules (De Zelada and
Garampi), and he acted as liaison between the saint and
the Roman Curia.
That same year the founder chose him
for the famous mission, the last F r . Paul preached fol
lowing the wish of the cardinal v ic a r , Marcantonio Colonn a , in the square of Santa Mariain Trastevere (Septem
ber 1769).
It was there that F r. Joseph revealed himself
as a superb catechist.
From then on his preaching was
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very successful, being called "a river of eloquence" and
he* was considered as "one of the best catechists of his
tim e." (57)
It was evident that the superior general, F r. Paul
of the Cross, had a great regard for him, and if he dis
tinguished him with so much love it was not merely be
cause of his youth but because he deserved to be praised
openly for proving his a b ility, possessing illustrious v ir 
tues and a great capacity for making himself available to
others. That was Fr. Joseph' s worth. This explains and
justifies a ll that happened when the provincial chapter of
Our Mother of Sorrows was about to take place (1772). On
that occasion the two main protagonists were the founder
and F r . John Baptist Gorresio on the one side and the
chapter itself on the other.
We read about this singular
episode, which F r . Philip
recorded for
us with
his
sk illfu l pen.
"When the first provincial chapter of Our Mother of
Sorrows was about to take place, the venerable superior
general, who would not have been satisfied or have w il
lin g ly accepted the confirmation of the provincial (F r .
Charles Marchiandi), (58) who was then ending his term,
sent F r . Marcoaurelius to act as president in his place.
He suggested to him that he should indicate to the mem
bers of the chapter his (the superior gen eral' s ) wish that
F r . Joseph should become the provincial, but that never
theless he left them free to do whatever they believed to
be the best in the Lord.
The president obeyed, but whether it was due to the fact that the deputation was mis
understood by some of the electorate o r , more lik ely, that
the time had not arrived at which the Lord had decided
to burden F r . Joseph with the cross on which he was to
die, this did not happen.
Not only was F r. Joseph not
elected provincial, he was not considered for anything,
and he left the chapter, which he had entered as a consuitor , without any post." He reacted like a true servant
of God, accepting the situation with humility and humor.
(59) The matter, however, had greater consequences. The
fathers of the first chapter of Our Mother of Sorrows did
not rea lly act with elegance, and the founder himself felt
deep sorrow, as did F r. John Baptist Gorresio, who had
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been elected precisely at that time in Corneto as provin
cial of the Presentation, and wished in an act of gener
ous disinterest, to renounce the provincialate in order to
pass it on to F r . Joseph.
But the chapter did not accept
this renunciation.
It did accept, however, that of the
con suitor, F r . Joseph Vigna (60) in order to replace him
with F r. Joseph Del Re himself, who had to accept in this
way.
It was a significant enough act, which must cer
tainly have made those in the other province reflect
somewhat. In his three year period F r . Joseph developed
most fervent missionary activity in the region of Umbria,
the upper and lower Lazio, until, during the second
chapter of the province of the Presentation, he was elect
ed rector of Sts. John and Paul (1775), being thus the
first rector of this house only two years after its foun
dation.
He faced the difficulties and work with his cus
tomary generosity but his health failed him, and he even
vomited blood at times. As a compensation, he had the
happiness of being with the holy founder during the last
fiv e months of his life . (61)
The virtues and the guidelines that characterized
his rectorship, as well as enriching his already large
experience of previous ones, predicted what he would do
as provincial. His modesty, self-effacement, and golden
solitude were examples to the Passionists of that time,
who were edified by so many servants of God born of the
spirit of the founder. In the same manner he was a guide
to the life of the community, embodying and v iv ify in g es
sential virtues such as humility and charity, goodness
and kindness, simplicity and happiness. F r . Philip offers
us this p ro file : "As regards his religious subjects, it is
difficu lt to explain how well loved he was, having stolen
their hearts with his good w ays.
Full of simplicity and
sincerity, the only code of behavior he followed was that
of the Gospel: e$t, est, non, non.
He was more than a
mother, all heart, fu ll of tenderness towards each and
every one of his subjects, jovial, at least in his conver
sation and happy in a saintly w a y." (62) His generosity
and magnanimity were well known, so much so that at
times he worried the founder by the debts he contracted
without any thought for the needs of the community. (63)
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Then came the time for making amends. F r. Vincent
Bertolotti' s six year period as provincial ended and the
third chapter of the Province of Our Mother of Sorrows
(1778) unanimously elected him on the first ballot.
He
was later confirmed on the first vote for a second three
year period in 1781. His canonical visits were a stimu
lating presence for the Passionist family.
One religious
said to him on a certain occasion: ’’Father, it is not ne
cessary that you should make a full v is it .
It is enough
to let us see you,
and then you w ill obtain
what you
d esire." (6-4).
At St. Sosio and Ceccano he left a decree
in which he forbade asking women to quest for alms. (65)
In this last retreat he found the larder practically tot
a lly lacking in salted fish, (66) "due to the great scar
city of that y e a r," and he recommended strongly that
provisions of salted fish be obtained "so that the r e li
gious should not lack food on fast days," (67) and in
fact he again checked the provisions the following year
both in Ceccano (68) and St. Sosio. (69)
The archives of St. Sosio and Ceccano required an
adequate classification and better maintenance, (70) and
he took particular note of them during the visitation of
1780.
In fa c t, there was a small change for the better,
as he verified on his next visit in 1781. (71) The same
was true of the check he kept on the libraries of the re
treats . For example, at Ceccano, "he found a number of
books in bad condition" that required rep a ir, just as the
lib ra ry itself needed to be organized and cleaned. (72)
His little touches of attention unfortunately did not have
great effect, as the provincial was to lament the follow
ing y e a r . (73) Sensitive to the value of study, "since ig 
norance is the mother of infinite disorder," he decided
that the temporary rector of St. Sosio could employ each
y e a r, "that amount of money that a rubbio (E d . note:
about 15 kg) of wheat yields" for the purpose of acquir
ing books for the "small and sparse lib ra ry of the com
munity." As F r . Philip says: " It grew, so that now it is
one of the best of the province." (74) On a rare visit to
St. Sosio (1781), F r . Joseph, upon inspecting the cells of
the religious, expressed satisfaction because he had found
them to be "in accordance with holy poverty, lacking
anything superfluous," but he recommended a better
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standard of cleanliness.
His
satisfaction was even
greater, when "listening to each religious, 1 found the
holy observance in full force, as testified by the ex
emplary behavior of the religious of this family and the
vigilance and attention of the father rector, so that as a
result of the attitude of the religious, I have no other
course but to exalt their goodness, and no other advice
to leave them than that of the apostle Peter:
Fratres,
satagite ut per bona opera certam vestram vocationem et
electionem fa cia tis. (75)
Elected provincial at the age of fifty-one, in full
physical and spiritual maturity,
he presented himself to
the religious of the province as if to excuse himself for
accepting this responsibility and ju stifying himself in
these words: "I can say that I have allowed myself to be
placed on this pedestal, just like an insensitive statue,
because the chapter members have wished it so.
This be
ing so, my only consolation is to reflect on my good for
tune in finding myself governing people who, by their
exemplary behavior and spiritual fe rv o r, w ill provide a
true and efficacious model for my reform, which I so
badly need." In his canonical visitation s, the exemplary
behavior to which he referred was a reality that he per
sonally verified with true joy of s p ir it, because it was
built on the "rules" or pillars which, as he wrote in the
aforementioned circular letter "are the most characteristic
of our Congregation, such as solitude, silence and above
a l l , holy p ra yer." (76)
The fourth provincial chapter of 1781 was later to
elect, as has been said, F r. Del Re on the first b a llo t,
but
he, with profound humility,was to confess in the
circular of convocation that his rule had been prejudicial
to the "spiritu al interest" of the religious.
Because of
th at, he exhorted them fervently "to pray to the Lord to
pardon me and to grant me a period of true penance,
and, at the same time, the grace whereby the very rever
end
chapter members may forget me,even abhorring my
memory and leaving me, as the saying goes, in a corner
to weep for my sin s". (77) But the province together with
the
whole Congregation grieved at his sudden death,
hardly two months after his re-election. He had been
24-7 -

particularly loved by Pius VI (whose confessor he was
during the time when he was residing in Terracina
(1780-1781), by the clergy and by the people for his ap
ostolic spirit, unsparingly spent on missions and retreats
throughout towns, villa ges and cities. F r. Del Re himself
foresaw his death. (78) Struck down by apoplexy on the
night of May 27, 1781, the Sunday following the Ascen
sion, he refused to allow the removal of the Passionist
habit from his body.
The intervention of the bishop of
the diocese,
Bishop Hyacinth Sardi, (79) was necessary,
but later the reason for his resistance became known.
They discovered various instruments of penance (a hair
shirt and an iron cross with spikes on his ch est). Medi
cal care did not serve any purpose "other than that of
tormenting further that saintly man and causing him to
lose consciousness," as the chronicler notes. (80) He who
had enjoyed in the highest degree the charism of extend
ing welcome and hospitality, (81) died in this strange
house and was buried in the cathedral of Pontecorvo.
The whole city mourned him and a solemn funeral
Mass was celebrated for him; and there were spontaneous
manifestations of popular devotion as well. (82) They in
voked him as a saint and some favors were attributed to
his intercession. (83)
3. F r .

Simon B o re lli (1787-1790)

After a period of three years ( 1781—1784) during
which the first consultor, F r. Vincent Ghilia (84) directed
the province, the fifth provincial chapter elected F r. Jos
eph Andrew Ruspantini (85) as provincial.
This religious
was greatly loved by the founder for the in telligen ce,
kindness and agreeable manner which rendered his minis
try so fruitful as catechist on the missions, as retreat
preacher to the communities, as well as in the fulfilment
of numerous tasks in government and counselling which
were repeatedly entrusted to him until his promotion.
His
tenure of office lasted only three years ( 1784-1787 ), per
haps because of the gradual onset of blindness which
ended in the total loss of his sight in 1792, eight years
before his death. (86)
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The succession fe ll to F r. Simon Borelli, (87) one of
the fathers most renowned for sanctity at that time.
He
was fo rty -five years old.
No sooner was he elected than
he formally presented his resignation, which, however,
the chapter did not accept^. He had been rector of St. Sosio for six years (1781-1787), where he gave that striking
image of a silent,
solitary,
penitential,
poor,
humbly
dressed religious, that so impressed his own contempor
aries .
"Because of his modest demeanor and his constant
recollection, he was called, and indeed he seemed to be,
a St. Hilarión of the desert," a man who radiated hap
piness and won admiration without ever becoming affected
or conceited.
In short, he was truly "a cheerful H ilari
ón, " who while using a hairshirt and other instruments of
penance "would frequently sing songs of praise softly to
himself" and when at recreation he was sometimes invited
to sing, he would do so at once with the simplicity of a
child.
The religious used to speak of gifts and of extraor
dinary deeds attributed to F r. Simon: inner vision and
discernment of sp irits, various wonders worked by him
while he was rector of St. Sosio, persecution and frequent
harassment by the devil.
There were witnesses who de
scribed not only spectacular things, but also events that
testified to the sublime degree of humility he had attain
ed, that were beyond the reaches of ordinary men.
His
self-effacement and concealment of his interior life bor
dered on the scrupulous, except that it was a participa
tion in the kenosis of Christ.
Totally immersed in the
mystical itinerary the founder had proposed in his famous
treatise on Mystical Death, he . was perhaps one of the
greatest of the older mystics who belonged to the numer
ous "follow ing" of Paul of the Cross.
On one occasion
when he was provincial he found himself in the house of
some benefactors, but he did not wish anyone to know of
the office he held and even forbade his companion to in
troduce him as a p riest. He passed as a simple la y bro
ther .
Intent only on what was spiritual, "he left the
following morning in order not to be discovered, and went
to celebrate Mass in another town." It was not surprising
that during his three years as provincial the communities
animated and sanctified by him "seemed like so many
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novitiates." We know that "in his latter years he placed
himself under the direction of a young priest, who had
been his novice, and allowed himself to be guided like a
child. In fact he desired to be corrected, and he used to
kneel before him, often declaring himself to be' a man
fu ll of pride in spite of his ignorance."
It may have been that the fathers of the seventh
provincial chapter surrendered before the power of the
"ra d ica l" humility of this ingenuous "child of God," and
did not re-elect him as provincial.
But he was elected
rector of Paliano, and afterwards master of novices in
Monte Argentario (1793-1799) • Always an exemplary r e li
gious, his actions constantly
spoke louder
than his
words.
Convinced as he was that the guidance of the
young required divine light and grace rather than human
industry, he laid special emphasis on the duty of prayer.
He was an ardent contemplative who gave himself up to
the "tireless practice of prayer accompanied by the most
rigorous mortification.
After matins at night, he usually
remained before the Blessed Sacrament, and on occasions
he, would pass the whole night there, or lie down for a
short time on a bench in the sacristy." (88) On complet
ing his term as novice master, he had to submit humbly
to a new term as rector of Pievetorina, a task in which
he was confirmed for a second period of three years
(1799-1805), after which he was transferred to the Recanati retrea t. Here he cheerfully bore various setbacks in
health and prayed to God that he should be forgotten by
all at chapters, happy as he was to remain hidden to
himself, his brethren and the world.
He was greatly ap
preciated by high (89) and low, as was obvious at the
time of his last illness and death, which occurred at Recanati towards the end of the period of the Napoleonic
suppression. Guest of the noble M azzagalli fam ily, gener
ous benefactors, he won the hearts of ecclestiastics and
people by his austerity and humility at the same time. A
hermit in the midst of the world, he was sought after
and venerated as a confessor by many of the faithful.
When he died, April 20, 1814, having paid his last act of
loving homage and devotion to Our Lady by making a
pilgrim age to her shrine at Loreto, the Passionist r e lig i
ous and people present kept repeating: "We have seen the
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death of a saint." Such a vast number of people from Recanati and various neighboring towns attended his funer
al that it became necessary to request the intervention of
the bishop of the diocese who "gave legal testimony to
the event and ordered that the burial should take place
in the presence of ten witnesses, and that the casket be
sealed with nine s e a l s (90)
4. F r .

V alentine B is to lli B iz z a rri (1790-1796)

F r. Valentine Bistolli Bizzarri succeeded the humble
Fr. Borelli in the office of provincial (91) at the seventh
provincial chapter of Our Mother of Sorrows. He, too, was
a very humble man, reluctant to hold office in govern
ment , but he was confirmed in the same office by the
eight chapter in 1793 • The founder ' s special affection for
him was known in the Congregation since the time he had
first won it during the mission in Gràdoli (Viterbo) in
1759* As time went on the founder continued to show this
predilection for him, especially when, contrary to the
commonly held opinion, he had him ordained to the
priesthood, assuring him that he would be cured of the
serious, repeated bouts of blood-spitting he suffered, be
cause God had destined him to be a missionary. (92) In
deed, F r. Bistolli dedicated himself to missionary activity
with great success until he was far advanced in yea rs.
According to his biographer:
"he reaped abundant fruit
which fille d everyone with admiration, " as he was con
vinced that "the conversion of souls depended more on the
power of the inner spirit than on the art of rhetoric. " He
unconsciously projected such a transparent image of him
self that although his outward appearance and his pro
nunciation were less than pleasing, "the people were
greatly moved by him, " and there were many striking
conversions.
He was indeed an authentic witness to God, a per
suasive man, worthy of the veneration and admiration he
evoked, although he was neither very cultured nor a
b rillia n t orator. Religious and la ity alike knew that he
truly embodied the virtues of humility, p ra y er, mystical
union with God and zeal for souls. He lived the kenosis
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of Christ to such a degree that it was almost impossible
to distinguish his "e g o ," his autonomy, his own liberty,
because his being, transformed in Him, was merged in the
mystery of Christ' s self-emptying, making him also the
Servant of the Father, and the Servant of a ll humankind.
(93) Like an obedient servant, he always bowed his head
when love of the brethren obliged him to preside over
others, because his evangelical humility saw in this
Christian "y e s ," not the crowning of ambition but the ne
gation of and deliverance from false humility. This show
ed the importance to him of being in and of the commun
ity where he felt responsible for everything and every
one, but in which he also as a disciple loved and edu
cated by the founder, was a mirror of the purest asceti
cism of the contemplative, a man who existed as though
he did not ex is t. The biographer notes that he spoke lit 
tle and never concerned himself with matters which were
not his business, that he kept in the background as much
as possible, enjoying the silence and solitude of those
communities in retreats surrounded by woods which pro
vided a glimpse of heaven.
The religious did not fa il to notice the mystical di
mension in the life of their provincial, to which they at
tributed his g ift of deep p ra yer, accompanied by copious
tears, ardent sighs and moments of ecstasy. (94) The cel
ebration of the Eucharist transformed him, (95) sometimes
suffusing his face with color and elevating his body off
the flo o r, which occurred for example in the Carmelite
convent of V etralla . The brother who assisted him was so
edified and so moved that he remembered it to the end of
his life . (96) All the same, God submitted him to great
trials and desolation of s p irit, although he hid these in
the depth of his soul. (97)
His six years as provincial were exemplary, worthy
of the provincials who had preceded him and of his col
leagues of the Province of the Presentation. There was no
lack of crosses and tribulations, among them the numer
ous deaths which plunged the province into mourning just
after his firs t election as provincial (1790).
F r. Anthony
Pastorelli was the first to go to heaven;
he was the ne
phew of F r . Marcoaurelius, one of the founder' s first
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companions. (98) He was followed by Bro. Sylvester Guidi
Qf Lucca. (99) Three months later the death of .Fr. Peter
Anthony Delli Colli occurred. (100) And there were others
"who were ill or habitually indisposed" in the different
retreats of the province. Because of these the new provin
cial published a decree issuing from the "consulta" of
April 28, 1791. (101)
This was linked with the decrees issued by the
n i n t h general chapter held at Corneto the previous year,
(102) which reiterated the "exact observance," adding
some practical norms "to prevent those abuses which ori
ginate when an interpretation too favorable to self-love is
put upon the most sacred law s." (103) In other words the
aim of these norms was to harmonize the duties of humil
ity and charity with those of Passionist asceticism and
monastic obligation,
which in a man like Fr. Valentine
were genuinely credible.
When in consequence of the Napoleonic suppression
he was obliged to seek asylum in the curial house of St.
John Lateran with a lay brother, he increased the time
dedicated to prayer and w illin gly heard confessions or
gave spiritual direction when such help was sought.
He
courageously suffered the severe trials of that time and
had the happiness of being able to celebrate Mass in the
house during the last eight months of his life , enjoying
at the end of his days the assistance of a Passionist
brother to whom he had prophesied before the troubles we
have mentioned occurred: "You w ill be the one to close
my eyes." On July 28, 1813, in the presence of other re
ligious who had been secularized and were dispersed
throughout Rome, he gave up his soul to God.
He was
seventy-five years old and had been a professed religious
for fifty-three years. (104)
5. Decrees of the p ro v in c ia l chapters

We possess the decrees of 1787 and 1790, which cor
respond to the government of provincials F r . Simon Borelli
and F r. Valentine Bistolli.
It is clear that the ten de
crees of the sixth provincial chapter of Our Mother of
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Sorrows (1787) partly coincide with those of the Presenta
tion.
They are a faithful reflection of the same plan of
formation, the spiritu ality, the v ita l asceticism and mys
ticism which characterized the two decades after the
founder' s death, a p eriod. during which his immediate fol
lowers exercised a decisive influence. We must therefore
interpret them as a safeguard of the basic values of Passionist community: fid elity to the litu rgy of praise and to
community l i f e , the spirit of solitude which neither pas
toral activity nor concern for temporal affairs should di
minish , the spirit of poverty and of shared responsibility
for the common good.
- The first decree establishes a novitiate for Our
Mother of Sorrows Province with accomodation for eight
novices, between clerics and la y brothers.
- The litu rgical hours of Sext and None, correspon
ding to the present middday p ra yer, are not to be sacri
ficed on fe ria l days to the hearing of confessions, except
in cases of very special necessity;
in the afternoons, on
the other hand, it is desirable to refrain from hearing
confessions altogether unless the superior prudently de
cides that exceptions shall be made.
"But on feast days
they shall minister with due charity to all who present
themselves for confession, even during the time of Sext
and None, when this is necessary."
- The religious who are sent out to towns or v il
lages on community business shall not go around visitin g
houses without a good reason or without the approval of
the superior. If necessity or some good reason for acting
otherwise should arise, they shall inform him of this in
all sincerity. "The same applies to dining out of the
monastery."
- In all that concerns their work and the offices
they hold, the lay brothers shall be completely open with
the superior if he wishes to be informed about the goods
of the community, and they shall never use any materials
entrusted to them for purposes other than those for which
they were intended.
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- None of the aged priests or brothers may, because
of age, exempt himself from works which he is capable of
doing, nor shut himself up in his room, denying the
others of his support and companionship. Genuine old age
should as far as possible "lead the way in givin g good
example to the others." (105)
Other decrees deal with minor affairs such as the
rearing of animals, questing, the sale of goods received
as charity, (106) which in the context of life at the time
have a definite significance.
But the following provincial chapter, .celebrated at
the end of April 1790,
after the ninth general chapter,
annulled the decrees of the previous provincial chapter
(1787).
The wisdom of this is obvious as this legislation
had already been superseded by the mass of thirty-four
decrees and sixteen "recommendations" promulgated by
that same general chapter, as we have already seen.
(107) Accordingly, the Acts of the Seventh Provincial
Chapter record:
"The decrees of preceding provincial
chapters having been reviewed and examined, it was de
cided that this legislation was better provided for in the
additions to the rule and constitutions made by our Ven
erable Founder in the decrees and admonitions of provin
cials, and in those of the well known last general chap
ter . Therefore the reverend fathers, members of the chap
ter, declared
the total
suspension
of the foregoing
decrees." (108)
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C hapter XI

A GLANCE AT SOME OF THE RETREATS

No effort is made here to present a complete history
of the retreats, but merely to record a few memorable and
interesting details about some of them.
For obvious rea
sons we give pride of place to Sts. John and Paul in
Rome, and afterwards take a look at specific places in
the provinces where Passionists ministered.
A.

ROME: SAINTS JOHN and PAUL

The sixth general chapter (1775), the first of many
to be celebrated at Sts. John and Paul, declared this re
treat the generalate and assigned to it a mission of ser
vice to religious who were ill and to those who were in
tran sit, (1) as well as other functions which the founder
himself had attributed to it when it was established.
Paul of the Cross had very clear ideas about the part
which the new Roman retreat was to play in the Congre
gation and in the eyes of the Church. That is why he in
sisted that Pope Clement XIV should give him the old
monastery on the Celian Hill rather than the ex-novitiate
of the Jesuits near the Quirinal. He needed a large house
for two reasons: to attain the solitude and the necessary
greenery which would protect, stimulate and give a hu
man aspect to the religious home of the earthly pilgrims
of the Absolute in the center of the Eternal City;
and he
also needed to house a large community which would make
a fittin g and adequate response to the demands of the
contemplative and active charism of the Passionists. The
magnificent green area of Sts. John and Paul, which oc
cupied the highest point of the Celian Hill, did not dis
appoint the high hopes of the founder, nor his joy and
lyricism of thirty years earlier when he glimpsed the
possiblity of taking possession of the neighboring monas
tery of St. Thomas in Formis. (2) Sts. John and Paul was
able to accommodate the large community which the found-
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er, according to a letter to Pope Clement XIV, had ready:
"Thirty members comprising fourteen priests, nine students
and seven brothers," (3) representing about a fifth of the
entire Congregation in 1773.
Clearly this required a
mighty effort on the part of the founder, who wished the
new retreat to be a center of service, an example and a
stimulus for the whole Institute.
It would continue to be
so in the future, and remains so in large part until this
day:
- the seat of general government of the whole Con
gregation ;
- a community of many activities;
- basilica of the holy martyrs John and Paul, which
has progressively taken on the character of an authentic
litu rgica l center;
a source of pastoral and sacramental
ministry and of sprituality (with special emphasis on
spiritual direction begun and powerfully exercised by the
founder him self);
- a center of theological study,
sacred eloquence
and the pastoral art of preaching, which F r. Vincent
Strambi directed at the beginning.
- a base for a missionary team, begun with about
ten fathers out of a total of fourteen priests whose task
was preaching missions to the people and givin g retreats
to groups and communities, including members of the gen
eral council and the local superiors.
- a retreat house for the clergy and la ity of Rome,
an apostolate inherited from the Vincentians who resided
at Sts. John and Paul before the Passionists.
The functions of the new generalate were by no
means few but their principal scope was threefold. It in
cluded the direction of the Congregation and the formation
of young clerics for the apostolate of missions and evan
gelization in and around the city and territory of Rome.
But its chief value in the eyes of the founder was first
and foremost that it stand out as a pattern and example
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to the Passionist community, that it give "witness" and
therefore, also "animation" within the religious family. It
may also be said that it was a center of "radicalism ," a
place where the true charism could be lived, witnessed
to,
and vitalized in its totality. Paul of the Cross made
reference to this in one of his circular letters prescribing
special prayers of thanksgiving for the papal donation of
the basilica and underlining the importance of establish
ing there "a large fam ily" capable of fu lfillin g "the re
gular observance in its full r ig o r ." (4) In this context
he enlarged on the fundamental value of exem plarity,
relating it to the foundation, thus, in a sense, making
the Roman community a kind of "moral guide" for the
whole of the Passionist family.
" I assure you ," he said,
"that on this house depends la rgely the good name and
the progress of the community, or the contrary, if the
rule is not exactly observed, and if solitude and avoid
ance of the secular and of the ways and manners of the
world are not practiced, etc." (5)
We must indeed acknowledge that this exemplary be
havior has characterized the history of the Passionist
community of the Celian Hill for two centuries, for the
most part givin g it a witness value which often went
hand in hand with sanctity. (6)
The heart of the retreat was the basilica of the
holy martyrs, not only because its religious gave priority
to the divine office with laus perennis by day and by
n igh t, making the ordinary and solemn litu rgy the hinge
of contemplation, but also because while observing strict
poverty in the house and in their personal goods they
provided the best of everything for divine worship and
for the church. Even when the churches built by the
founder and his companions were of modest proportions
and simply decorated, the standard of care bestowed on
them and the quality of the sacred vestments provided
were the highest. The example of the founder, who was
meticulous and exacting in the litu rgica l formation of his
spiritual sons, had created in the infant Congregation a
praiseworthy tradition of cleanliness and dignified pov
erty. F r . Cioni, although he did not unduly emphasize i t ,
revealed this clearly in the Annals of Sts. John and
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Paul, noting that from the time of their entrance into the
ancient basilica of the holy martyrs the Passionists
maintained it with the utmost care and cleanliness.
"Thus," writes the chronicler, "the Lord caused the Most
Holy Cross and Passion to triumph, and shamed and de
feated the powers of hell which had worked so hard to
spoil that holy enterprise by calumniating the sons of the
Sacred Passion, raising hatred, envy, division s, all sorts
of evils against them.
They even tried to discredit them
with the pope by alleging that we were beggars, lice in
fested, and that we had let the church and the house be
come a p ig s ty ." (7)
But facts gave the lie to these derogatory murmur
ing s, and some of the credit for this over a period of
seventeen years must go to a humble lay brother, Joseph
Bonifazi. (8) From 1733 to 1790, sacrificing many hours of
sleep and devoting himself also to the task of questing in
the city, he swept, cleaned and polished the vast b a sili
ca with almost fierce energy. All day long he would bend
over the tiled fo or, keeping it "shinning and spotless
like a mirror — and those who entered the church and
glanced at the tiles would m arvel," as the biogapher F r .
Philip w rites, "to see reflected in them as in pure crys
tal the high altar and the canopy which surmounted it.
On one occasion a religious unaccustomed to the task be
gan to sweep the church raising some dust in the pro
cess . Bro. Joseph ' could not keep back his tea rs' showing
in this the rare virtue of one who loves the beauty of
the Lord' s. temple and works to maintain i t ." The biogra
pher stresses the fact that "this extreme cleanliness was
seen not only on great feast days but all day and every
day of the y ea r. It was a virtue which redounded greatly
to the honor of the Congregation and was much admired
by the Romans who throughout the length and breadth of
the holy city found no other church like our basilica
gleaming in the beauty of its cleanliness." (9)
This was not vanity but a confession of fa ith : that
dedicated Passionist was, it is true, only a simple coun
tryman, but in his upbringing and habits there was a
poetic sensitivity which led him to discover the hand of
God in nature, and in his temple the gate of Heaven. The
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spiritual atmosphere in which the Passionist community
lived, strenghtened and increased, we may say, the mys
tic sense of the Divine presence:
God in the heart and
soul;
God in creation;
God in the temple. This was the
vibrant teaching of the founder.
The titu la r, Cardinal Charles Boschi himself, was
touched by the atmosphere, (10) and became more and
more enamored of the basilica and of the nine religious
who maintained it.
He interested himself in its decora
tion, contributing generously to its upkeep to such an
extent that he was very sorry to leave it when latter on
(1786) he was obliged to do so, according to the custom
which assigned to the cardinal dean the title of St. Lor
enzo in Lucina.
Two years earlier important works of
consolidation had been undertaken to strengthen the foun
dations of the northwest wing of the retreat known as
Cantonata dei Grottoni, (11) which was in serious danger
as were also the medieval arches which spanned the Clivo
di Scauro. (12) As if that were not enough, it became
necessary to undertake repair work on the walls of the
b a s ilic a , not only to make them secure but for reasons of
hygiene and public safety in the street. (13) Some of the
valiant brothers, skilled and unskilled workers, gave ex
cellent help to the master-builders and supplied at the
same time the many needs of a large community.
(14)
These were years of enthusiasm to make the basilica and
its environs more functional. The painter Thomas Conca
honored the new residence by donating some of his
paintings, (15) and other benefactors were generous to
wards the community in those difficu lt early days when
they were furnishing the place. Pope Clement XIV himself
was the first of these, providing most lib e ra lly a ll that
the religious needed in keeping with their poverty: fur
niture, lin en , beds ( also for the sick and for the retreatants), sacred vestments, books "for the study of the
ology and preaching,"
"four confessionals from the basi
lica of St. V ita l," (16) and fin a lly food for the daily
needs (wheat, wine and o il). (17)
An account of the benefactors of the Roman commun
ity would take up too much space here and therefore we
prefer to place it elsewhere.
The local Annals might well
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be described as "the diary of friendship" describing the
kindness of benefactors to the Passionists who had taken
up residence in Rome only a few years ea rlier.
Various
prelates and lay people, moved by the fervor and simpli
city which characterized them and their intense s p ir itu -;
a lity , relieved their great poverty in return for the en
joyment of their fraternity and a share in their consider
able spiritual wealth.
Chief of these benefactors was An
thony F ra ttin i, who continually lavished on the fathers
his ever increasing bounty.
They could turn to him in
any necessity,
sure of his help and counsel.
Because of
this there is an unusual entry in the records for Febru
ary 4, 1784:
the wedding of F ra ttin i' s son, Vincent "to
the lady (s ic ) M aggi." The Annals chronicle this event,
contrary to custom, because, although they did not gen
era lly register such happenings, this was a question of
the Frattini family, who were united to the Congregation
by the closest ties of friendship and mutual obligation.
(18) The other son, Julius, "syndic of the retreat, with
his brother Canon Candido, who later became vicegerent
of Rome, took a great interest in the community and do
nated beautiful Mass vestments. (19) When on March 12,
1797, old Anthony died, twenty-two years after the death
of the founder, the whole Congregation
mourned his
death.
The community of Sts. John and Paul received the
body at the doors of the basilica on the evening of the
day following his death; they held a solemn funeral ser
vice and buried him within the church. The followers of
St. Paul of the Cross looked on this man as a brother
and fath er.
No one else did, or could have done, what
Anthony did for "the poor and least Congregation of the
Passion," as the founder used to call i t . (20)
Another great benefactor was Cardinal Joseph Garampi, the former nuncio in Vienna, Bishop of Montefiascone and Corneto, who on April 4, 1786, succeeded Cardinal
Boschi as titular of the b a silica . He wished to take pos
session in the simplest possible way in the sacristy, (21)
talking to the Passionist community, "showing the appre
ciation, affection and interest which he always had to
ward the Congregation;
the singular bond of intimate
friendship that had existed between him and our founder,
F r . Paul of the Cross and with other religiou s, like Bish-
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op Struzzieri when he was with
death, which occured on May 2,
superior general, F r . Gorresio,
they all assisted at his burial
ber 19, that y e a r. (23)

us." (22) The Cardinal's
1792, greatly grieved the
and the Roman community;
in the basilica on Novem

Other benefactors, like Abbot Thomas Ghignardi and
Bishop Tiberius Ruffo, donated many books to the lib r a r y .
The fathers, always avid for texts on doctrine and for
reference books, especially those on pastoral themes and
missions, devoted special care to the lib ra ry . (22)
The little group of missionaries in Rome was at the
service of
the dioceses, beginning with that of Rome,
where in obedience to Pius VI missions were preached to
the people from August 5-15, 1783 in the four Roman
squares: Navona, Barberini, Scossacavalli (Quirinal) and
Santa Maria in Trastevere.
The two most renowned mis
sionaries of the time, within and outside the Congrega
tion, the superior general, F r. Gorresio, and F r. Vincent
Mary Strambi, provincial of the Presentation, preached
the mission at St. James Scossacavalli. (25) The chroni
cler makes this note: "A ll the missionaries we have men
tioned were excellent because they preached with true
apostolic zeal and without human respect." These missions
were followed by reteats for the secular and regular
clergy in the church of the Gesu during the novena for
the Nativity of the Blessed V irg in .
The Passionist com
munity participated in turn every night as they had done
during the missions, and again the chronicle states: "to
the edification and admiration of a l l . " (26)
A typ ica lly
Roman tradition obliged the Roman
senate, counterpart of the present city council, to present
a silver chalice to the basilica on the Celian Hill every
four years on the feast of Sts.
John and Paul, in honor
of the holy m artyrs. The Passionists inherited this tradi
tion from the Vincentians, their predecessors. Accordingly
they would send a delegation from the community to the
Capitol in good time with an invitation to the senate
while it was in session. If the entire senate were unable
to be present at the celebration, the dean and "the
faith fu l" (27) would bring the chalice and the candle.
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This offering dated back to Pope Benedict X III (1725),
The revolutionary activity at the end of the century and
the consequent Napoleonic occupation changed such cus
toms and usages and marked the difference between the
century of light and the Restoration.

B.

MONTE ARGENTARIO:

THE PRESENTATION

The first retreat and mother house of the Congrega
tion, the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, dated
back forty years and was in a ruinous condition.
Its
restoration was urgently needed because it had been built
of mortar, and the piecemeal work had been carried out
"with great negligence and carelessness." (28)
F r . Philip stresses th is: " It was obvious when the
old walls were pulled down that this first house of the
Congregation had been very poorly constructed because of
the dire poverty of those first holy religious, so with the
passage of years it had reached a state of collapse."
(29) The founder had been dead only a year so they dis
cussed the matter as a "problem of conscience" for the
Congregation.
Should the old building be demolished or
only reconditioned, and in the latter case how should the
restoration be carred out? The vice-general, Fr. Gorresio,
became very interested in the work.
It would be sad to
demolish
that historic building, because no matter how
poor, "it was the sanctuary of the first
Passionist com
munity in the w orld." But the fathers saw no alternative.
Although the founder had often sa id : "I do not want the
Congregation to preserve anything as a memorial of me,"
(30) neither F r. Gorresio, nor the provincial, F r . Cioni,
felt that they could accept the project Dominic Sances,
the syndic, had presented for the total demolition and re
construction of the wing looking towards Orbetello. Vari
ous reasons, prim arily "respect for the deceased founder"
prevailed, so that "for the consolation of the religious
who were truly attached to that retreat, it should be
preserved as far as possible, and the original plan
should be respected." (30a) Other reasons were the exces
sive cost and the enormous amount of time required for
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the work "with considerable detriment to the regular ob
servance." Therefore it was decided to fortify the wing
and restructure its in terior.
In order to make this undertaking technically and
economically
possible, F r. Gorresio
arranged
that the
novitiate should be transferred from the neighboring re
treat of St. Joseph to that of St. Angelo so that the Pre
sentation community could reside at St. Joseph's.
Thus
the administration was lightened and relieved of the up
keep of the young men and accordingly on November 5,
1776, the novices were moved to the St. Angelo' s retreat
while a priest and some brothers took turns to stay at
the Presentation. (31) In 1777 the work commenced and
was happily carried on until the end of 1779, so that by
the beginning of 1780 it was possible to re-establish the
novitiate in its old residence at St. Joseph' s . (32)
After solving the problem of the retreat, that of the
church, which needed total restoration, had to be under
taken. The vault, composed of lath and p laster, was in a
perilous state, ready to fa ll, and had to be rebuilt,
reinforcing the walls with pilasters.
In addition there
were other works necessary.
A detailed project was sub
mitted to F r. Gorresio who was visitin g Monte Argentario
at the beginning of 1780. He not only approved it but on
his return to Rome requested financial help from the pope
to defray the expense involved and obtained what he
needed. (33) At the end of 1782, the work of restoration
having reached a happy conclusion, the general, on his
return from Corneto to Monte Argentaro to make the ca
nonical v is it , declared that he was thoroughly satisfied
with the work: the reconstructing of the vault, the rein
forcement of the major w a lls, the interior decoration and
the new flo orin g. He planned to officiate at the blessing
and to celebrate a Solemn High Mass which would be of
fered in gratitude for a ll the benefactors who had helped
in the holy enterprise by contributing money or in other
w ays. After Mass the Blessed Sacrament was reserved in
the church and that same night the entire religios family
began the novena for Christmas with indescribable joy,
(34) and we may add also the holy provincial, F r.
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Strambi, who thirteen years earlier had made his noviti
ate on that same "holy mount."

C.

MONTE ARGENTARIO: SAINT JOSEPH

This second house on the "sanctifying mount" was
the brainchild of the founder because it was better ex
posed to the sun and, from the viewpoint of climate, more
suitable for a novitiate retreat.
It was opened in the
year 1761 as a novitiate.
The following year while mak
ing the canonical visit the founder had drawn up some
decrees, principles and structures which would enable the
St. Joseph retreat to fu lfill its purpose fa ith fu lly :
- the novitiate is to be considered
place of "profound solitude." No one is
there except for solemn functions, and in
the rector of the Presentation with a few

and is to be, a
permitted to go
such cases only
religiou s;

- the rector himself must be responsible for the ec
onomic and temporal needs of the novitiate;
- no one, not even the provincial, may carry out
canonical visitation there, as it is under the jurisdiction
of the superior general, who alone may visit and may
stay there with a companion when he wishes to do so in
the Lord;
- the founder concludes with the artistic strokes of
a great spiritual artist:
"We beg the father rector to
guard this holy retreat with the greatest possible d ili
gence as a sanctuary confided to him by the Lord, so
that holy men and true apostles may be formed here to
become the sweet perfume of Jesus Christ everywhere" (2
Cor 2:25). (35)
Later the founder, his successors, and the provin
cial chapters formulated other decrees and regulations for
the better spiritual and temporal functioning of the novi
tiate.
All these, however, were ultimately combined and
simplified in the "Regulations" published by F r. John
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Mary Cioni in 1784, a few months after his election as
superior general.
It is an important document which de
lineates the role of the novice master-rector, (1761-1784).
Although, economically it was dependent on the rector of
the Presentation, the two communities united as one r e li
gious family with one rector as head:
- the two retreats form one body under the same
head, the rector of the Presentation, who has fu ll autho
rity over the novitiate in all that pertains to temporal
and economic affairs and has the right of visitation for
this purpose, but the spiritual formation of the novices
and the internal discipline of the novitiate are outside
his jurisdiction;
- the rector shall provide for all the temporal
needs of the n ovitiate: food, clothing, buildings, so that
the novitiate may be exempt from questing or asking, for
anything whatever;
- the rector shall provide means of transport.
For
laundry and other works, fraternal collaboration and the
interchange of lay brothers w ill take place;
- the master of novices shall obtain permission of
the rector if he wishes to take anything from the Pre
sentation retreat and shall have recourse to him in all
such matters;
- when the rector visits the St. Joseph retreat he
shall have the rights and honors as every local superior,
except over the novices;
- the "spiritu al and corporal" care of the novices
is the responsiblity of the master, under the jurisdiction
of major superiors. Professed religiou s, casually visitin g
at St. Joseph' s , may not speak to the novices. The novice
master w ill assign them a companion for recreation;
- the master is vice-rector in the novitiate, and
therefore has the same relation to the rector and the
community as the other vicars;
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- the rector shall not commission the master or
vice-master to be out of the retreat for more than three
days without the p rovin cia l' s permission; in this case
they shall ask the rector ’ s blessing. This applies also to
the professed brother who helps the novices;
- the master shall ask this blessing if
accompany any of the novices to the doctor;

he has to

- religious or others who visit the novitiate shall
put themselves in the hands of the master and shall ob
serve the prescribed silence;
- the novices shall go to the Presentation retreat
for sung Mass and Vespers, on solemn feasts of the first
class, during Holy Week and for the novenas, so that
these functions may be carried out with due decorum.
It
is , however, expressly forbidden to remain for meals or
to stay overnight.
The brother novices, on the contrary,
who go there at the rector' s order to help with household
duties during time of questing or of sickness may remain
for meals but must return to the novitiate at night;
- the priests of the Presentation retreat take part
in local chapters for vestition of candidates, for trimestral assessments, and for profession, under the presiden
cy of the father rector, who in the name of the chapter,
shall advise or correct the novice for his faults before
voting takes pkace.
I f between chapters any noteworthy
moral or physical impediment be discovered, the father
provincial, or the rector or vice-rector of the Presenta
tion, shall be consulted; in accord with the master or
vice-master he shall take the decision "which they deem
right in the Lord." I f the impediment is plainly obvious
the novice shall be dismissed without delay; if not, the
provincial or the superior general shall be notified. (36)
A list of requirements shall be sent to the postu
lants before they are received.
If they have concealed
anything from the higher superiors, they shall be sent
away at the vestition chapter, at the time of examina
tion.
The clerics admitted before or after they have
reached twenty years of age shall be required to have a
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knowledge of Latin, a good memory and intelligence in
the first case, and in the second a knowledge of rhetoric
and the ability to translate and compose.
"We have
thought f i t ," the document concludes, as though in justi
fication of the low level required, "to reduce the stan
dard of studies necessary for entry, in view of the scar
city of candidates who seek the religious habit, and the
consequent risk of extinction which faces many religious
orders in these deplorable times." (37)
It is astonishing that, after the care that had been
taken to form a novitiate that would be little less than
ideal, it was transferred once again to the St. Angelo
retreat (1785) because ( it is recorded) the Presentation
retreat was not in a fit state to maintain i t .
This was
followed by resignations,
replacements and changes,
scarcely documented and almost incomprehensible, (38)
which ended happily with the reopening of the "sanctu
ary" conceived and constructed by the venerable founder.
Thus it was that St. Joseph' s received four novices with
their
master, F r . Bartholomew Pepino, (39)
and
their
vice-master,
F r. Joseph Baldassarri,
on November 10,
1786. (AO) A benefactor had undertaken to be responsible
for a ll the expenses. The chronicler does not conceal his
love for the novitiate of St. Joseph' s for he recalls the
arrangements the founder made when he entrusted that
"sanctuary" to the rector of the Presentation and express
es the ardent desire that there w ill be lasting fid e lity to
them. May this holy place "endure fo rever," is his wish;
"may the novitiate never again be transferred to a d if
ferent site, and may our venerable Father Paul, who
founded i t , watch over it from heaven that it may pr
eserve his own s p irit." (A l)

D.

SORIANO IN CIMINO: SAINT EUTIZIO

Two witnesses, F r . Felix Torquati ( A2) and Brother
Lawrence Berni, (A3) describe the serious fire which
broke out in the retreat of St. Eutizio on June 30, 1778.
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When the student, Aloysius Fontana, (44) sounded
the rising bell for Matins, he noticed smoke coming from
the corridor of the doorman's quarters and, in order not
to break the monastic silence, he made signs to the rec
tor , F r . James Sperandio. The first thought was to get to
safety, fleeing into the open. They looked for the keys in
the rector' s room, "b u t, given the confusion, the keys
were not to be found, or rather were not seen, and in
the meantime the whole community was confused, some
running hither and thither and a ll of them panic-strick
en. When at last the keys were found we all ran outdoors
to save our lives which we believed to be in danger."
Fortunately it was summer.
The fire was all the more dangerous because of the
abundance of wood in the retreat.
Bro. Aloysius B a s ili,
(45) a great bu ilder, immediately set about emptying the
jars of oil, while the rest tried to carry as many uten
sils as possible out of the house. P rovid en tia lly, Captain
Anselm di Fonti' s harvesters were in a field near the
retrea t. Their help was sought and they came immediately
and worked to extinguish the fire, using the water from
the w ell.
As far as can be judged the blaze was caused
by the fire in the kitchen which had not been properly
put out.
This spread to the table, to the flour b in , to
the bread and the turn of the refectory (which however
was not damaged). A strange thing ( and one which was
considered a miracle of St. E u tizio): the rising bell had
sounded a quarter of an hour early. This is certain. (46)
F r . Francis Cosimelli, (47) one of the first to be
professed in the Congregation, was in grave danger on
account of the many ailments which prevented his partici
pation in the Night O ffice.
No one knows how he smelled
the fire .
Then, armed with his crutches, "he made his
way as best he could to the church and took refuge in a
confessional next to the St. Joseph's altar, praying fer
vently, using the Psalm Esto in Deum protectorem and
other similar ones. When the danger had passed he con
fided in someone,
"Let us thank God. Things might have
turned out d iffe re n tly ." (48) The cleric Stanislaus Ansani,
(49) an invalid, was lifted up by Bro. Lawrence and
carried outside just in time because shortly thereafter his

- 276 -

room was destroyed.
When day broke the fire was under
control. The damage was serious: the kitchen and several
rooms were destroyed, others were seriously damaged, and
provisions and foodstuffs had been lost.
The community
vas lite ra lly left with nothing, but could certainly be
grateful to the Lord for the Matins bell and the help of
the laborers which had saved the old retreat, hallowed
by the founder, from total destruction.
Bro. Lawrence was sent to Soriano to make an emer
gency quest. F r . Felix testifies: "The inhabitants of Sori
ano gave clear proof of their ch arity. They provided us
with all that was necessary, bread, wine, a copious meal
of bacon and lean pork.
And even the doctor and the
surgeon came to bleed whomever might need this treat
ment ." The questing continued for some more days.
The
moment Bro. Lawrence appeared all those who had any
thing to
give called him and joyfu lly donated i t ;
and
even those families he had not reached (the town was
rather la rge) expressed their regret sincerely from their
hearts. In all there were fifteen days of extraordinary
providence. (50) The superiors also turned to business
groups,
personages and benefactors in the hope of ob
taining subventions for the reconstruction of the areas
that had been destroyed.
A petition was sent to Bishop
Francis Mary Forlani of C ivitacastellana, (51) who sent a
circular letter to the clergy.
This action was probably
due, at least in p a rt, to the influence of the vicar gen
eral of the diocese, Canon Sperandio, brother of the Rec
tor , F r. James. (52)
If the misfortune w as^great, we must say that the
solidarity
the clergy and the town displayed was even
grea ter.
The people loved the Passionists of St. Eutizio.
They certainly had occasion to experience this, in the
same way as "the good Father Provincial (Joseph Hyacinth
Ruberi) who, hastening at fu ll speed to St. Eutizio feared
that the damage would be grea ter, but was convinced
that we ( F r. Felix relates in the first person) remained
a live through a special providence of the holy m artyr,
not to say a real m iracle." (53)
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E. MONTE CAVO: THE MOST HOLY TRINITY
The year before the death of the founder - in Au
gust 1774 - the requirements he had indicated on the ca
nonical visit to Monte Cavo (November 1766) were put into
effect.
These pointed out "the necessity to build a new
wing of rooms to make this high and harsh dwelling less
uncomfortable and more salubrious." It was possible to
start the work when the visit of the consultor general,
delegate of Father Paul of the Cross, had taken place,
and it was finished in three yea rs' time, by August 30,
1777. (54)
When the new structure was completed, another
work, no less important, was planned:
the constuction of
a new church to replace the small, old one which was
"too narrow and unsuitable." The generosity of the dioce
san bishop, Cardinal Henry of York, encouraged the supe
riors and the community to initiate the work.
As an in i
tia l g ift the generous benefactor gave 200 scudi and was
re than happy to , climb the slope of the mountain to
officiate at the solemn rite of laying the corner stone. It
was October 15, 1778.
(55) The PI ate a (Ed. note: monas
tery chronicles)
note "weather couldn' t be worse,
with
the rain and the wind.
The whole retinue of the prince,
cardinal bishop was terrified , but the devout man laugh
ed, knowing perfectly well how much a good
deed like
this infuriates the devil.
His Eminence officiated at the
ceremony with great ju b ilation ." It was due to him, (56)
as well as to other benefactors, among whom
the most
notable was the abbot, Thomas Ghignardi,thatthe heavy
work on the church could be completed in the space of a
single y e a r. The excavations for the foundations provided
pleasant surprises in the discovery of interesting archeo
logical remains.
(57) The work slowed down somewhat in
1780, but speeded up in subsequent years and reached a
happy conclusion at the end of six yea rs, allowing the
inauguration and consecration to take place in the au
tumn of 1784. (58)
The community had been saddened by the sudden
death of
its vice-rector, F r. Bartholomew Pepino, who
died on December 4, 1783, during the mission preached in
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the papal prison. This priest, looked on as an exception
al servant of God, rich in the g ift of p rayer, had for
merly been superior and had participated in the famous
act of resignation of the rectors (1780). "His life was
holy and his death was beautiful," was the judgment of
the Platea. It then proceeded to present the new superi
or , F r. Peter John Prete, (59) before speaking of the
great event of the solemn consecration of the new church,
which was preceded by the canonical visit of the new
provincial, Fr. Joseph Andrew Ruspantini (September 12,
1784). The religious of the community and others who had
come expressly from Rome on the instruction of the supe
rior general, F r . Cioni, also participated.
The abbot
benefactor, Ghignardi, was also present. He presented
various sacred ornaments for the new church and for the
inner chapel.
On September 26, the cardinal went up the mountain
once again , accompained by his noble court and followed
by a great number of people. He celebrated the Eucharist
in the old church, "nobly prepared," and "carried out
the sacred ceremony with much piety, majesty and eccle
siastical s p irit. So great was the joy and happiness in
his heart that he could not conceal it and manifested it
several times to the rector of the retrea t, saying to him
repeatedly, "This is the ninth function I have performed,
but I have never experienced such consolation as I do
now, and for this I am deeply grateful to you ." And
when the consecration was ended he said he felt so little
fatigued that he could w illin gly start all over again.
At
the end of the litu rgy of the consecration the cardinal,
who was of royal blood, presided from the pontifical
throne at the Solemn Mass; afterwards he mixed amiably
with the religious and dined with his people in the guest
house. It was late when he returned to Frascati. We must
state that he contributed in great part to the cost of the
new church, (60) donating a total of a thousand scudi in
addition to different sacred ornaments. ( 6 l ) The new
b e lls , brought from a foundation in £enoa, rang out joy
fu lly that day, scattering their happy peals through the
valleys and hills of the roman countryside.
No one could
have known then that within a few years the cordial re
lations between the cardinal bishop of Frascati and the
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community of the Passionists of Monte Cavo would deteri
orate markedly.
But we shall deal with that in its own
place.

F.

FALVATERRA: ST. SOSIO

The church which the Passionists found at St. Sosio
in 1751 was uncomfortable, damp and cold, "not consistent
with the decorum that the worship of God requires.
The
very health of the religious was in danger if they spent
much time in the church," wrote the chronicler, F r .
P h ilip .
He also pointed out that their solitude was also
in danger because the people used to pass through the
church precinct, and that neither the rectors nor the
bishop of Veroli (62) ever succeeded in imposing greater
respect for the sacred place and the solitude of the Pas
sionists .
And so the decision was made to construct a new
church.
After many doubts the site believed to be the
best was chosen.
It coincided exactly with the place
which, according to the testimony of F r. Dominic Bartolo t ti, the founder had seen in ecstasy when he exclaimed
one day:
"Oh what a beautiful church. What a beautiful
church!" Plans to start work in another place ended
then, and, without thinking about i t , the fathers found
themselves obliged to lay the foundations in precisely the
spot indicated by F r. Paul of the Cross.
Not much
thought was given to the expenses to be faced because of
the great height of the walls, the extent of the plan,
and the need for another structure that would join the
ancient building to the new one.
Bishop Jacobini granted
private assistance to help with the work, but the job was
so long drawn out that, according to the account of the
chronicler, F r . P h ilip , "those who laid the foundations
did not see the completion and very few in the province
survived to see the finished work." (63)
The responsibility and the credit for finishing the
work fe ll to the young F r . Francis Mary Duranti, (64)
rector of the community from August of 1799.
Earlier as
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vice-rector, he had directed the project with great speed
and administrative and technical sk ill, sparing neither
talent nor energy "so that the work would turn out to be
beautiful and decorous." At the end of the triennium,
shortly before the eleventh provincial chapter, the out
going provincial, F r . James Sperandio, could proceed to
the blessing of the new church, which was airy and fu ll
of lig h t. It was the feast of St. Joseph, March 19, 1802.
On the 25th following, the feast of the Annunciation of
the Blessed V irg in , the ancient statue of St. Sosio, duly
restored, was transferred in solemn procession from the
old to the new church, accompanied by the singing of sa
cred hymns, lighted torches and the festive pealing of
the b e lls.
Bishop Nicholas Buschi of Ferentino, (65) who was
spiritu ally affiliated to the Passionists performed the con
secration on the following May 9. On the night before the
consecration the windows of the retreat and of the houses
of the inhabitants of Falvaterra were illuminated. A great
number of Passionists participated. These had arrived for
the forthcoming eleventh provincial chapter which elected
as provincial Fr. Joseph Mary Baldassari. Crowds of peo
ple came from many parts of Campagna and from the
neighboring kingdom,
to such an extent that one ran the
danger of being crushed by the multitude. The chronicler
duly noted these facts with precise d eta ils.
The martyr,
St. Sosio, had always attracted many of the faithful, as
the many votive plagues attached to the church demon
strated.
The first to have experienced his efficacious
protection was the Passionist community and the inhabi
tants of the vicin ity, (66) as is proved by the well
known marvel which happened in the month of March 1790
while the work of construction was in progress.
The superiors and the community were trying to
hasten the work, which had been in progress for eighteen
yea rs.
Thanks to various donations, the great cornice
had crowned the edifice and the vault was begun in
March of the same y e a r. This meant that the work could
be completed before the approaching seventh provinciai
chapter which would be held at the end of April .1790.
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These are the facts: Three laborers from F alvaterra ,
a man and two women, carried the materials to the
bricklayers on the scaffolding; but because of the weight
of the stone materials on top of it, the scaffolding sud
denly gave way.
Fortunately, the man got hold of a
crossbeam and hung on for some time, while the women
fe ll from the height of sixty spans (hands) between
planks, beams and stones, ending up on a pile of stone
material.
Imagine the fright of everybody. The two poor
women "should have died from the mishap or have sus
tained multiple fractures." The rector of the community
came immediately to the spot, convinced that he would
have to administer the sacrament of the sick to the two
women pulled out lifeless from among the stones. But they
soon regained consciousness and were brought to Falva
terra where they were treated for some slight abrasions,
"the only injury caused them by the fa ll." So, "after
some days they returned to work.
This was attributed to
a favor granted by the holy martyr Sosio. On account of
this a tablet with a picture of the event was placed close
to the altar of the saint."
The Passionist Community and the people of Falva
terra , Ceprano and the environs welcomed this event as a
sign of that faith which the humble disciples of the Gos
pel lived and which constitutes the best credential of po
pular piety.

G.

ANGUILLARA

As in the case of the mitigation of the Lenten diet,
contested in 1785 as predjudicial to the principle of " ir reform ability" contained in the rules and constitutions of
the Congregation, so also in a new case which arose four
years later in A n gu illara, we find the same protagonist,
F r. Thomas Sagneri, a man both saintly and unpredict
able . The second case concerned a c iv il hospital in the
v illa g e , and had no relation whatsoever to the Passionist
community which lived in the retreat at St. Francis, althougth it formed part of the hospital.
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F r. Thomas was known throughout the Congregation
for his kindness and his "deep mercy towards the poor,"
and equally for his great ingenuity.
His fiery charity
was scattered abundantly among the needy and the sick.
This explains why, inadvertently, he got himself into si
tuations such as this * one when he felt that divine w ill
was calling him to realize the arduous task of improving
the c iv il hospital of A n gu illara.
Recognizing the necessity of the v illa g e and wanting
to assist with true Christian charity in the personal and
spiritual needs of the sick, he started to deal with the
parish priest and with influential people of the area
about the project of building a new hospital or restoring
the old one. The idea was accepted and the parish priest
adopted Fr. Thomas' enthusiasm.
They collected many
donations.
Some would come later, as many people had
promised to contribute.
They needed only the help of the
pontifical funds, and so they wrote to the treasurer,
Cardinal P a llotta , a very good friend of the Passionists.
I t ' s not known whether it was the cardinal himself or
some of the inhabitants at Anguillara who spoke to the
major superiors in Rome. What is known is that the supe
rior general, F r . Cioni, inflicted the bitter wound on the
strange and saintly man. He reproached him strongly for
this daring approach, initiated without previously con
sulting the superiors of the Congregation, and tranferred
him to the retreat at Tuscania. Poor Thomas, who had, or
thought he had, assured the success of the work, was not
prepared for this harsh blow, and he went through a se
rious crisis in his vocation.
He was deeply convinced of
the merit of the work and of the w ill of God regarding
it. How then did the superior dare to go against the w ill
of God?
Certainly it was a new case in the Congregation.
The Passionists did indeed go in and out of hospitals
with great charitable spirit but only to administer the
sacraments. F r. Cioni himself was later to die practically
a martyr to charity, having contracted in hospital mini
stry the illness which brought him to the grave.
But in
this case it was a question of building or restoring a
hospital.
This did not enter, not even allowing for this
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most devout Father, into the minds nor the aims of the
Congregation. (68) Fr. Philip wisely comments: "This bit
terness, which unpredictably fe ll on him in virtue of a
work saintly in itself, on him who had no other aim but
God, moved his spirit and strongly affected his sensitiv
ity.
Let no one who reads this story be surprised. Any
one who knows the Old and New Testament and the history
of the Church w ill realize that similar things have occur
red even to God' s greatest servants.
God himself permit
ted that they should suffer the weight of the greatest ob
stacles and that they should suffer more from such an
obstacle in order to demonstrate that, rather than trust
ing ourselves, we should give the people involved a
chance thus to know themselves better, uniting - thus more
strongly with God." (69)
Poor Thomas, in order to realize what he thought
came from divine inspirtation saw no other solution than
to leave the Congregation and devote himself as a secular
priest to this work of charity of which he had dreamed
for so long.
"The devil expanded his fantasy too much,"
and Fr. Joachim Pedrelli (70) tells us that he was seen
in Rome dressed in a parish p riest' s cassock on the point
of leaving the Congregation. (71) F r. Philip concluded:
"But, if the good priest came to take such a wrong step,
God saved him thanks, we could well say, to his deep
mercy towards the poor, for God is faithful to his pro
mises . Beatus qui in te llig it super egenum et pauperem, in
die mala libera bit eum Dominus.
(72)
In
fa c t, as
he
had done in the case of the reform of the food, F r. Tho
mas acknowledged his mistake and "decided to end his
days in peace in that state of life which he had taken
on with so much pleasure." (73) He was transferred from
Tuscania to Terracina and there died a saintly death at
forty-three years of age. (74)

H.

CORNETO-TARQUINIA: RETREAT OF
OUR MOTHER OF SORROWS

Although reflection on the life and the u tility of a
religious community based on a few primal elements col-
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lected from primitive documents may be considered inade
quate, the case of the community of Corneto-Tarquinia can
nevertheless be considered as symbolic. The PI ate a of this
retreat, the last retreat opened by the founder (1769)
before the Roman retreat of Sts. John and Paul, was pati
ently reconstructed after several decades (1821-1827) by
the very w illin g F r . Felix Torquati when F r. Paul Aloysius Pighi was general.
He used principally the books of
administration in which the words cropping up most fre
quently a re : purchase of horses, among which one pony;
a donkey and c a rt; payments made to the blacksmith; ac
quisition of a cauldron, a b o iler, and a lance to take
blood;" There are also more "d ign ified " words: decoration
of the new choir in walnut for almost 100 scudi, work
done on the inner walls of the retrea t, vestments and or
naments of great valu e; (75) new clothing for the statues
of Our Lady and St. Joseph.
These words reveal the need and monetary problems
of a human community, although dedicated to the most
lofty objects and aims which supersede the earthly, and
entering also into the web of Christian values of the In
carnation, in that everything created has a place and a
precise significance. This case concerns a community that
had little w ealth, because it lived from questing, forming
part of a mendicant institution.
The Platea shows us the
result of the quest, that the lay brothers carried out in
the jurisdiction of Corneto which included part of the Ro
man marshes, adjacent to that of Tuscany, and many v il
lages from Mont alto di Castro to the huts of Corneto (76)
to Monte Romano, Tolfa and Allumiere as far as the city
of C ivitavecchia.
The Passionists had many benefactors
there and the simple villagers generally welcomed the
questing brothers with great respect, as they benefitted
frequently from the missionary apostolate of the fathers,
recalling above all the legendary F r . Giles Botta, called
"The Apostle of the Marshes," (77) who frequently par
ticipated in the life of the capannari (people who lived
in huts) of Corneto.
And. these out of gratitude were
always the most generous, givin g what they could to the
questors. (78) For example, in 1794 the quest carried out
in this region, omitting C ivitavecchia, (79) produced 113
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coins of seventy-four baiocchi. A considerable sum at that
time.
While the Platea praised the rectorship of F r.
Philip for his exactness in keeping the books of adminis
tration, it also praises the rectorship of Fr. Joseph Mary
Baldassarri, who during the three years between 1790 and
1793 provided new books for the lib ra ry (81) and sacred
ornaments for the church, establishing at the same time a
good financial base for the community. (82) These bare
facts which F r . Felix collected many years la te r , as has
already been said, are sufficient to recreate an atmos
phere of men seriously intent on the mission of evange
lizin g in the confines of the marshes of Rome and Tus
cany through a liv e ly , happy and responsible community.

1.

CORNETO-TARQUINIA: MONASTERY OF THE PRESENTATION

The monastery of Passionist nuns the founder esta
blished after many vicisitudes on May 3, 1771, and dedi
cated to the Presentation of Our Lady ( as was the retreat
on Monte Argentario in 1737), accomplished the mission of
a "cenacle" of women consecrated to the mystery of the
Passion of Jesus, in the contemplation and in the healing
spirit required by ecclesiastical communion in the last
dramatic and tragic years of the eighteenth century for
the salvation of people.
At the same time this first en
closed feminine Passionist community, as Paul of the
Cross had envisioned and organized it, came to be a
project of reform in the field of enclosed sisters, reulting
from the vast experience Father Paul obtained in preach
ing sermons to and directing many nuns of numerous mon
asteries to authentic spiritu ality and a basic personal
and community renewal.
Keen ideas, firmness, courage
and a fine sense of spiritual paternity had allowed him
to purify the atmosphere of some monasteries and to bring
them back to their origins and to their in itia l fe rvo r,
inveighing against visitin g parlors, useless v is its , thea
trical performances, and creating a new type of enclosed
community in which the spirit of penance and austere de-
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Fr. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi, first provincial o f the Presentation Province ;
1778-1781.

Fr. Candido Mary Costa, born at Lecce, 1707; died at Rome, 1788. Learned
and genuine ascetic; spiritual director o f many ecclesiastics and laity.

votion would lead to true happiness, peace and sanctity.
(83)
There was great poverty at the beginning despite
the annual contribution of the Costantine family and of
the pon tiff, Clement XIV, (84) as well as the help of the
potector, Cardinal Francis Xavier de Zelada (85) and
other benefactors.
The religious undertook all forms of
work and sacrifice, helped in this by Canon Nicholas
Costantini, administrator of the monastery, and by their
brother Passionists in the nearby retreat of Corneto who
helped out through their own questings and even by cul
tivating the nuns' garden in the early days.
Poverty was reflected in the ‘ house, the meals and
the clothing, but those who fe ll ill had the most to suf
fer , as the records of the monastery tell us in a simple
and fascinating sty le: "A poor religiou s," we rea d , "be
cause the meal caused her nausea wanted something to
overcome the nausea, which sometimes is possible.
God
permitted that a little bird came into the community re
fectory at the precise moment when the religious in ques
tion was dining. This little bird let itself be caught and
it was given to the religious already mentioned so that
through this alleviation her nausea at meals would dis
appear." However the Notizie assure us that the demon
did not stand idly by:
"Always envious of our well be
ing, he did not cease to terrify these servants of the
Lord during the n igh t, but the good religious mocked
him,
using the all-powerful arm of prayer and recourse
to the Blessed V irg in ." The Lord rewarded the constancy
and fid elity of the first Passionist nuns with an in
creasing number of vocations, inspiring numerous women
from within and without the Papal State to enter the new
institute, so that they had to refuse many. (86)
Of the first eleven religiou s, who on the morning of
May 3, 1771, had received the habit of the Passion, five
took fligh t to their "Spouse" in this period:
the first,
Mother Mary Rose of the Presentation on May 16, 1775, at
the age of twenty-two (87);
the second, Mother Catherine
of St. Michael the Archangel on February 4, 1781 (88);
the th ird , the co-founderess Mother Mary Crucified of Je-
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sus on November 16, 1787(89) She was formed in the
school of the cross by the chisel of the most exacting
love, a mystical holocaust.
Paul of the Cross, that great
director of souls,
"prepared her to die that mystical
death in Christ leading to new life of love, a divine
l i f e , " (90) reminding her that "since she bore this name
she should remain voluntarily crucfied with Jesus Christ
without consolation. Oh what a great treasure is enclosed
in naked suffering without consolation, either from heaven
or earth ! Value this much, thanking God for it and offer
yourself frequently as a victim to his Divine Majesty on
the altar of the Cross" (91) " . . . a true victim of holo
caust , sacrificed in the fire of divine ch a rity, through
trials, to the greater glory and honor - of the Most H igh."
(92)
The life of Mother Mary Crucified fu lfille d in real
ity this teaching.
She reached heroism in the practice of
the Christian virtu es, accepting through obedience for
twelve years the burden of the direction of the new com
munity and slowly wearing herself out through penances,
through her last illness of blindness and a tumor, and
especially through painful spiritual t r ia ls .
She left her
sisters in religion an outstanding example of "a Passion
isi
woman,"
strong, faithful, obedient to the
unique
guidance of the founder. (93)
The fourth nun who passed to a better life in this
period was Sister Teresa Constance of the Crown of
Thorns.
She passed away on August 17, 1792. (94) The
fifth was Mother Clementine of St. Mary Magdalen, sister
of Mother Catherine, who reached her heavenly fatherland
on June 17, 1796. (95)
Life in the monastery followed this rhythm until
just before the beginning of the next century when there
was grave danger of a fire in a barn on the
opposite
side of the very narrow road, on the side of the monas
tery ch oir.
The flames from the barn reached as far as
the roof, threatening the monastery.
So the superior,
while the religious were assembled in choir to beg the
Lord ' s aid, took the crucifix
and the
holy
w ater,
sprinkling it in the direction of the flames until they
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were extinguished.
This
chronicler states. (96)

appeared to be a miracle, the

Mitigation of the perpetual Lenten fast was also
being discussed among the Passionist nuns, before and
after the concession of the Brief of Pius VI (March 11,
1785).
We have to say that the nuns wanted to remain
virtuously detached from the proceedings, submissive to
the prudent action of the bishop of the diocese, Cardinal
Joseph Garampi. He had already thought in 1779 of ap
pealing to the Holy See to obtain a rescript of mitigation,
"but the pious religious were too attached to the lite ra l
observance of their Institute to condescend to my sugges
tions ," he wrote on April 1, 1786 in the letter which accompained the petition of these same religiou s.
In this
letter Garampi pointed out that "the unhealthy climate of
Corneto, and the weakness of their sex made the use of
meat much more necessary for these religious than for the
male portion of the Congregation." He specified that since
1779, in view of the frequency of chronic illnesses, and
having heard the opinion of various doctors, he had de
cided to beg this favor from the pope,
nevertheless with
certain restrictions on account of the scruples of the nuns
who opposed the introduction of changes in their rules
and constitutions. "But now that the men have been dis
pensed in this matter," concluded the Cardinal, "the same
desire to have no differences in the observance of the
Congregation has persuaded them without any difficu lty to
ask for a like dispensation." The sacred Congregation of
Bishops and Regulars granted this by rescript on April 7,
1786. (97)
The rescript also responded to the request that the
Passionist nuns participate in all the indults and p r iv i
leges of the Congregation, including the recitation of the
breviary proper to it. (98) Doubtless this sprang from a
strongly felt desire of the nuns to strengthen from the
beginning a spiritual communion with the Congregation of
the Passion, for the feminine branch could in a certain
sense claim to be its choicest emanation and most preci
ous blossom.
Three years previously the indulgences of
the pious practice of the Via Crucis, granted the Passionists (99) had been extended to the nuns; and the
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following year also the p rivilege of "being able to recite
every Saturday ( except on feasts with nine lessons ) the
Office and Mass of Our Mother of Sorrows even in Lent
and Advent." (100)
These details confirm the pressing need of commun
ion between the two Congregations who felt the necessity
of offering the Liturgy of Praise to God in a common
union of adoration and celebration, thus creating a typ i
cal "Passionisi relig io sity " which the best tradition has
transmitted to our day. ( 101 )
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NOTES

1. DR, 15-16, Decrees 135 (the retreat of Sts. John and
Paul "is assigned to the Province of the Presentation"), 138
(is declared to be the "generalate" and as such welcomes and
gives lodging to religious from the other two Provinces), 140
(it also receives the religious who are in need of special
care, the retreats whence their coming making a contribution
towards their maintenance, since of their own resources they
could not provide expert medical assistance).
The founder
sent a circular letter to all the communities the day after
taking possession of Sts. John and Paul (December 10, 1773),
expressing his intention of offering hospitality at the Roman
retreat, equating charity as a great value on a par with sol
itude and poverty; L IV, 286-288.
2. The saint had been filled with delight at the idea of
having a fragment of heaven on the Celian Hill,
and joked
about it in this way: "What a good business this is to have
poor Paul and his companions purified by the Celian air! What
do you think? But no more jokes. What I say is true. It is a
splendid place, the best to be found in Rome; a good neigh
borhood; a beautiful site; prepared by our great Father for
the servants of God." L II, 125-126.
3. Undated letter (perhaps 1773?) L IV, 204-205.
4. The word "rigor" here means not so much discipline as
asceticism and mysticism: commitment, seriousness of purpose
and tenacity,
fidelity in the way of faith, which leads to
mystical union with God, and is practically identical with
the term "radicality," which is the core of a study of ours
entitled: "La communita passionista dalla morte del fondatore
alia grande espansione della Congregazione (1775-1862): storia e senso di una grande intuizione ed esperienza," read at
the congress in commemoration of the first centenary of the
Passionist foundation in Spain, Bilbao, October 18-20, 1979.
5. See Martin Bartoli, op.cit., pp. 290-291.
6. See C.A. Naselli - "La celebrazione del mistero cristiano e la liturgia delle Ore in S. Paolo della Croce", in
Ricerche di Storia e Spiritualita Passionista, N. 13, Curia
Generale Passionista, (Rome, 1980).
7. AGP, Platea of Sts. John and Paul, Vol. 1, p. 27; FD
in Boll CP, VIII (1927), p. 114.
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8c Bro. Joseph of St. Hyacinth, from San Martino in Ci
mino, born in 1731, professed in 1753, died in 1792 in the
Ceccano retreat.
9. CAdd, III, pp. 15-17.
10. Charles Boschi,
from Faenza, born in 1715, titular
archbishop of Athens 1760, cardinal 1766, Grand Penitentiary
in 1784, died in 1788.
11. AGP, Platea, p. 63.
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid., p. 59.
15. Ibid., p . 49.
16* FD, Boll CP, VIII (1927), p. 113.
17. Ibid.
18. AGP, Platea, pp. 59-62.
19. Ibid., p. 66-67.
20. Ibid., p. 75.
21. The Platea gives the reason:
"Because of his poor
health and to avoid heavier expenses for the church." Ibid.,
p. 65.
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
24. Ibid., p. 29-72.
The volumes donated by Clement XIV
were a valuable acquisition; they were given at the founder’s
request after the suppression of the Jesuit colleges of Reca
nati and Potenzo Picena.
25. Ibid., p. 53.
26. An 404 (II f. lOv).
27. AGP, Platea, pp. 47-48.
28. FD, in Boll CP, IV (1923), p. 245.
29. Bg GB , pp. 45-46.
30. Fr. John Mary Cioni, in POV, I, p . 185 (f . 482v-483v)
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- 296 -

P A R T IV

WITH THE CHURCH
AND
FOR THE CHURCH

What we have said up to the present would lack
sense if we
did not conclude with the theme of the
Church, which is the first recommendation of the spiritual
testament of the founder, Paul of the Cross, to his r e li
gious gathered round his bed on the morning of August
30, 111S, two months before his death: "1 recommend with
very special earnestness," he said to them, "a filia l af
fection towards Holy Mother Church and complete submis
sion to its visible head, the Roman Pontiff ; with this in
tention in mind, then, you shall pray day and night for
the Church as well as for the Supreme Pontiff himself.
You w ill also endeavor, as far as you can, to cooperate
for the good of the same holy Church in the salvation of
the poor souls of your neighbor through retreats and the
works which are according to the mission of our Institute
promoting inthe hearts of a ll, devotion to the Passion of
Jesus Christ
and the dolors of Mary Most Holy.M (1) He
recommended, therefore, a filia l union between the small
Congregation and the Church, as regards p ra yer, charity
and fid elity with the noble aim of evangelization. Born in
the Church, blessed and approved many times by her and
about to be, precisely in those days,
solemnly confirmed
by Pius VI in the new bull Praeclara virtutum exempla
on September 15, 1775,
the Congregation found itself
p rivileged with attributes and graces proper to the large
mendicant orders.
This Church, to which Paul of the
Cross and his spiritual sons owed everything, had amply
recognized in the fundamental document Supremi Apostolatus of Clement XIV (1769) that they, as indefatigable
workers in the apostolate, "do not cease to produce ex
c e e d in g ly plentiful fruits of virtue in the field of the
Lord, " for which they merit to be considered as "cooper
ators of the Supreme Pontiff in the Ministry of the Word
for the edificiaton of their neighbor and the salvation of
souls, " worthy to be recommended
to the bishops, by the
Apostolic See, as "valian t workmen in the vineyard of the
Lord." (2)
So, then, the cooperation of the Passionists in the
pastoral action of the pope and of the bishops has to be
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seen in this theological and historical context, whether
because it highlights relations of . mutual esteem, respect
and friendship, or because it reveals conflicting temporal
aspects, or because it throws light on their missionary
commitment outside Ita ly and on the holiness of the
founder - whose cause for beatification and canonization
was introduced at the end of the century - and of his
disciples.
Without disregarding the inevitable shades of
persons who become shipwrecked in the religious life , the
v ita lity of the apostlic communities and their popular vo
cation were especially valuable in crucial moments when
the number of calamities of a ll kinds weighed most heav
ily on the poor people.
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Chapter XII
COOPERATORS WITH THE PASTORS

A.

WITH THE POPE

Nineteen days after his election (March 5, 1775),
Pope Pius VI wished to vis it Paul of the Cross, eightytwo years o ld , sick in bed in the little room at Sts. John
and Paul.
The pope was accompanied by their mutual
frien d , Anthony F ra ttin i, Master of the Papal household.
Seven months after the same election, he approved the f i 
nal revision of the rules and constitutions the saint had
proposed, confirming the Institute with the bu ll, Praeclara virtutum exempla (September 15).
If the first ges
ture of the pontiff was the response of a sincere desire
to know and venerate a man whom popular opinion within
and outside Rome held and proclaimed as a saint, the se
cond showed the clear intention, which would increase
with time, of contributing to make powerful this recent
Congregation, which was indeed showing by its works
that it believed seriously in the religious l i f e , announc
ing the Gospel of the Passion "by word and deed,"
through charity, burning zeal for the glory of God and
absolute detachment from everything earthly.
The saint was seized by a profound sentiment of
gratitude towards this pontiff, and when he had received
the viaticum he expressed to his religou s: " I f I am
saved, as I hope to be through the most holy Passion of
Jesus Christ and the Sorrows of the Virgin,
I shall a l
ways pray for the Holy Father, to whom I leave as an
inheritance, after my death, this painting of Our Mother
of Sorrows, for all that I owe him." (3) Pius VI was
very grateful for this very significant g i f t , as Frattini
testified. (4) Later on Pius VI himself was to sign the
decree introducing the cause of Father Paul (5) at the
end of the usual processes, recognizing him according to
the custom of the time with the title of "Venerable." The
French Revolution and the death in prison of the unfor-

- 301

tunate pontiff (1799) w ill verify the complete fulfillment
of what the saint had foreseen before his death according
to the testimony of Frattini himself. (6)
The Congregation was a witness to these events.
After the passing of the founder, it experienced the pro
tection and special benevolence of Pope Pius VI:
conces
sion of the B 'ie f of mitigation of the perpetual Lenten di
et of food (1785); the support given to the first two suc
cessors of the founder in the general government of the
Institute; and the firmness shown personally when it was
necessary to intervene in favor of some foundations much
disputed by the mendicant Orders ( Recanati and Monte
d e ll' Olmo-Corridona).
Pope Pius VI showed himself truly
magnanimous in many favors and spiritual graces granted
to the Congregation and individual communities, as also
indeed in his fam iliar meetings with the community of
Terracina, when he went annually to that city to inspect
the state of the work of drainage of the marshes.
Partly through devotion, partly through the pastoral
need of their missions, the Passionists never tired of
begging Pius VI for graces, faculties and indulgences
through the superiors general, Frs. Gorresio and Cioni,
who at times had the possibility of being received in
private audience, and through his Passionist confessor
during the Holy Father' s stay at Terracina.
The first
confessor, Fr. Joseph Del Re (1780), obtained a good
"provision," vivae vocis oraculo, especially to the ad
vantage of the missionaries. (7) In the year 1786 the
third confessor, F r. Anthony P a storelli, vice-rector of the
community of Terracina, begged for and obtained, vivae
vocis oraculo, a plenary indulgence for all the faithful
who, after the papal blessing imparted at the end of the
mission, would accept and perform one of the more de
manding resolutions to maintain the fruit of the same
holy mission, namely:
confession and communion on the
seven Sundays following in honor of the Sorrowful V irg in .
(8) Three years later the superior general, F r . Cioni,
obtained the confirmation of some litu rgica l office's al
ready granted vivae vocis oraculo, (9) while a subse
quent decree re-ordered the celebration of the offices of
the Passion, placing them on the Fridays of Lent. (10)
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Fr. Vincent Bertolotti, provincial o f the province o f Our M other o f Sorrows,
1772-1778.

Italy in the eighteenth century before the French invasion. The arrows indica
te the principal places visited by the, founder and the retreats he founded. D u 
ring 1775-1796 the following retreats were founded: Morrovalle, Pievetorina,
Recanati in the Marche; Gubbio in Umbria; Anguillara in Lazio.

The yearly meeting (11) of the Passionist community
of Terracina with Pope Pius VI was an outstanding page
of history not only for posterity, that is ourselves, but
especially for the religious of these events.
For these
Passionists this meeting, which was repeated over the
space of fifteen years, was a festive spiritual engage
ment, a liv in g experience of faith equal to that which
the founder had lived and transmitted. It was an experi
ence of faith in unison with which, within the modest
means of communication of those days, a ll the Congrega
tion vibrated during the period between April and May of
each year from 1730 to 1796.
The chronicles and reports
of that time faith fu lly record the event with an aura and
tone of great joy, amazement and humility, which show
forth an interesting aspect of Passionist spiritu ality pre
cisely in the twentieth year after the death of the
founder.
On April 6, 1780 Pius VI made his entrance into
Terracina, welcomed by the authorities and the people in
festivity.
The Passionist community, coming down from
Mount St. Angelo, stationed themselves well in advance
outside the walls of the city in order to greet him at
their ease.
Kneeling in the public road, these fervent
religious applauded him as he passed and received his
blessing with emotion.
Knowing that the street which led
to the retreat could not be used for carriages, on this
first visit to the magistrates of the city, the pope order
ed them to widen and pave« the road so that from the
church of St. Francis under the care of the Conventuals
to the retreat itself, it would be possible to go by coach
the following year.
As the religious still kept perpetual
abstinence, he ordered that quality fish should be d eliv
ered to them. Moreover from these religious he chose his
confessor, (12) the first one being the provincial himself,
F r. Joseph Del Re, who was highly esteeemed as superior
and missionary. At the death of the latter (June 1, 1781)
that office was held, during the years 1783-1785, by F r.
John Iacomini, (13) who was considered a saint.
Later
( from 1786-1790) the confessor of the pope was F r. An
thony P a storelli. (14) He " . . . seemed to live in a state of
continuous p rayer." F r . Mariano Altobelli (15) was the
pope' s confessor until 1796 when the sojourns in Terra-
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cina ended.
Pope Pius VI could observe in this humble
father true simplicity and inner sp iritu ality.
"The Holy
Father," wrote F r . P h ilip , "was always very sensitive
and showed himself fu ll of gratitude towards his confes
sors .
He spoke of them in terms of great appreciation,
treated them with complete courtesy, listened with sym
pathy to their requests, although in these they were re
stricted by their superiors, and when they died he felt
and showed deep sorrow. (16)
Towards the middle of January 1781 the work for the
improvement of the road to the Passionist retreat began,
by order of Cardinal Anthony Casai, prefect of the Con
gregation of Good Government. At the end of three and a
half months the pope could inaugurate i t , celebrating
Mass in the church of the retreat on May 3, feast of the
finding of the Holy Cross. (17) It could be said that the
pope' s journey to and stay in Terracina each year mobi
lized the little Congregation in a universal gesture of
filia l devotion to the pope and of "celebration of things
Roman." There is a reference to the journey of 1783 in
the Annali.
On the morning of April 24, the community of
Sts. John and Paul went to the roadside below the church
of St. Gregory to wish the Holy Father a happy journey
and to receive his apostolic blessing, while in Terracina
the entire community lined up outside Porta Romana to
welcome him on his a rriv a l in that city.
L a ter, on May
7, when he returned to Rome, the community of Monte Cavo also took part in greeting the pope, as he came down
to the town of Nemi. "Thus," the chronicler comments with
some emotion, "on the same day the religious of Terra
cina , Monte Cavo and Rome paid their respects humbly to
the pope and he remained satisfied with them and with
the whole Congregation;
this he declared to Anthony
Frattini his Master of the Palace.
May the Lord deign to
conserve for us such a holy pastor and beloved father of
this tiny flo ck ." (17a)
The Pontiff was to return seven more times to the
retreat of Terracina (18) to honor with the community the
great mystery of salvation.
It was a feast of joy and
p rayer.
At his first participation in the solemn Liturgy
of the Holy Cross in the small and harmonious Church of
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the Sorrowful Virgin "he greatly praised the architecture
of the building" (19) as well as of the retreat.
The
priests in surplice, the brothers in their mantles, and
the bishop of the diocese were waiting at the church door
to offer him the holy w ater. The Eucharistic celebration
followed: "accompanied by his entourage, by the religious
and by numerous faithful, the Pope celebrated with very
great devotion (which was transmitted to those pre
sent) .. . .After a fervent thanksgiving the pope ascended
the throne erected in the sacristy, allowing with inde
scribable pleasure and benevolence the religious and oth
er persons to kiss his sacred foot. (Ed. note: as was the
custom.) Finally he wished to visit the entire retreat, l i 
brary, kitchen, refectory and orchard.
He was very
pleased with the architecture of the bu ildin g, with the
religious poverty and cleanliness he noticed everywhere."
(20) He ordered the provincial to plant elm trees along
the road "so that they would give shade from the summer
heat which is very great here. (21)
The same gestures of benevolence were repeated each
time Pius VI returned to the retrea t, "although, some of
his couriers showed themselves perhaps opposed and want
ed to disuade him from goin g, whether for reasons of
health or other pretexts.
He never returned to Rome,"
states F r . P h ilip ," without leaving a generous alms for
the support of the religious, and when he ordered that
the Mount on which the retreat is situated should be cul
tivated, (22) he enlarged
the ground of the enclosure.
What was esteemed much more was the good grace and af
fa b ility with which he treated the religiou s. In Terracina
he welcomed them with the greatest affection and let not
only the superiors
see
him but also the
subjects,
granting them the favors they requested.
If, while pass
ing in his carriage,
he came across one of them, he lo
wered the window and,
with a movement of the head, he
greeted him and blessed him.
"Within the retreat he would appear more jovial.
Once Mass was ended, a ll were allowed to kiss his foot
and then he used to climb the stairs and examine all the
retreat and its workrooms;
he would go to the kitchen,
see what meal had been prepared for the table of the re-
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ligious;
cordially speak to the latter and sometimes put
his hand on their heads;
he did not assume his papal
bearing until outsiders came into his presence.
(23) This
affection," the chronicler makes c le a r, "was born of the
esteem which the Holy Father felt towards them.
Besides
their exemplary life , of which he was well aware, he ob
served and noticed everyth in g: The good order, the mod
esty, the cleanliness and propriety of everyth in g, even
the arrangement of things which seemed of minor impor
tance. In order not to show preferences, he liked to cele
brate Mass on different days in each of the churches of
religious, honoring a ll equally with this favor. (22) In
one of these churches they had prepared such an uncom
fortable priedieu for the Holy Father, who was tall and
strong, that he could kneel down only with difficu lty.
Because .of this he did not want to go there again and
said that those friars did not seem to be making their
prayer since they are not long on their kness praylhg to
God, unlike the Passionists who had more comfortable
priedieus because they practiced p ra yer. These items of
information suffice," concludes F r . P h ilip , "from the much
that could be said". (25)
It may occur to some that this is vain complacency,
but at the back of F r. P h ilip ' s discourse can be detected
in rea lity praise of prayer which at that time the great
majority of Passionists practiced tenaciously, many among
them being true masters of prayer.
The long pontificate of Pope Pius VI was very sig
nificant for the Congregation of the venerable Father Paul
of the Cross.
It could enjoy his protection, esteem and
encouragement in an exceptional moment of h istory:
the
passage from origins to the traditio cl avium of the Passi onist spiritual edifice and the historical continuity,
from father and to sons in the s p irit, a passage happily
achieved, in spite of the limitations we have emphasized,
and even thanks to those very lim itations. When news of
his imprisonment and subsequent death in exile was made
known all the Passionist family was stunned and wept
with the entire Church. (26)
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B»

WITH THE BISHOPS

The profound experience Paul of the Cross acquired
in his double task as founder and missionary may ex
plain the realization of the work of the Congregation and
of evangelization.
That experience included having to
deal with important persons, especially ecclesiastics, and
becoming the friend of the cardinals and bishops of his
time.
Convinced that his work came from God and that
God truly showed unequivocal signs of his love for it, he
had to seek out from among men supporters those who
would be suitable and sensitive enough to undertake spe
cific and demanding tasks connected with the spread of
the kingdom of God.
These supporters later became his
friends and benefactors. They were attracted by his holi
ness and also by the generous evangelical witness of his
nascent spiritual community.
In the Ordinary Roman Pro
cess,
Bro. Bartholomew Calderoni gave evidence of facts
and details of great interest on the subject of Paul ' s co
operation and relations with the pastors of the Church.
(27)
The experience of the founder was also the experi
ence of his disciples and gave rise to the great Passionist family, which included religious men and cloistered
nuns, pastors of the Church - bishops and priests - and
la ity who were spiritu ally bound to the Congregation,
lived its charism in their own states of life , and worked
together with the priests in their pastoral plan for evan
gelization, above a ll for that of the la ity .
For more than ten years, for example, the pastoral
cooperation of the community of Monte Cavo with Cardinal
Henry of York, bishop of Frascati, was very close, to the
benefit of Rocca di Papa and of so many other towns in
the small suburban diocese.
The fruit of this cooperation
and friendship was the moral and economic support the
cardinal gave for the construction of the new church.
Unfortunately, this was later followed by the painful
conflict of the years 1790-1790, about which we shall
eventually speak. (28) It was then that some religious
(the regu lars) wished to take advantage of this difficu lty
by sending letters to some of the bishops of the pontifical
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state.
In these letters they described the fathers as
"proud men, insubordinate and unworthy of tru st." Many
prelates paid no attention, others gave replies totally
contrary (to the accusations) and Bishop Angelo A. Anselmi of Terracina replied frankly that he had known the
Passionists for many yea rs, and that he had duly appre
ciated them since the time he was a Canon in Viterbo,
his homeland, and that as
bishop he held them in even
greater esteem because, having them in Terracina, he
could observe their holy customs. (29)
Cardinal Mark Anthony Colonna, vicar of Rome, (30)
was demanding in what pertained to the discipline and
spiritu ality of the monasteries of nuns, of which there
were a great number in the city.
Although the Passion
ists, in accordance with their rule, could not undertake
the customary spiritual direction in the monasteries, (31)
they were considered by the cardinal to be men worthy of
esteem and prepared for this ministry. For this reason he
wished "to employ them in
caring for the monasteries of
Rome," but he met with resistance from the superiors to
whom he declared that "in such a sensitive matter he
trusted the Passionists more than the other c le r g y ." (32)
However, in special cases, or as extraordinary confes
sors , the inspired ministry of the fathers redounded in
favor of the monasteries in which the fervor of community
life was frequently renewed, as happened in the time of
the founder, thanks to his method of retreats which un
doubtedly constituted the most suitable means for the "on
going reform" of these monasteries.
We have, for example, a significant fact in connec
tion with the Poor Clares of Orbetello, who some years
earlier had been dispersed to their own homes because of
the work of restoration- being carried out in the monas
tery where previously the venerable Paul of the Cross
had worked zealously. (33) F r. John Baptist Gorresio was
invited, during his first six years in o ffic e , to preach a
retreat to mark their return to the monastery.
It was
hoped that together with the common life of the members
there should also be assured a communion of mind and
heart and a complete renewal of the spirit of the Fran
ciscan rule.
In fa c t, F r. Gorresio' s work had a good re
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suits, because in happy unity óf spirit it was possible to
re-establish the cloister observance proper to the Second
Order of St. Francis. Pope Pius VI himself, on being in
formed of the situation, showed a liv e ly satisfaction. (34)
In some suburban areas the "evangelical workers"
were associated with the episcopal ministry of pastoral
visitation by the preaching of missions, givin g retreats
to the people, and private conferences for the clergy. The
first of these was Cardinal Leonard Antonelli, (35) a de
votee of the Passionists of Sts. John and Paul.
He truly
enjoyed "having frequent dealings with them.
Such was
the esteem in which he held this relationship that, on
seeing one of our good old men at the point of death, he
said, 'it is better to die a religious deacon than a Car
dinal Deacon. ' And finding himself in our retreat in
Rome, he said,
'Oh, blessed rooms.
How wonderful it
would be to die in one of them! ' (36) When in 1794 he
was appointed Bishop of Palestrina, he withdrew for a
few days to Sts. John and Paul to prepare himself for his
episcopal ordination.
While there, he struck up a very
beautiful relationship with F r. Vincent Mary Strambi,
whom he chose as his confessor and spiritual director and
whom he engaged to help him in his first pastoral activ
ity as soon as he entered the diocese." In effect, Strambi
did preach the retreats to the people and to the clergy
with his usual v ig o r . (37) The remainder of the diocese
was entrusted, on the other hand, to the provincial, F r.
Valentine B istolli, who in 1794, together with two other
companions, preached missions to the people of San Vito
Romano and Pisciano (Pisoniano to d a y ), and to Zagarolo
and Gallic ano the following y ea r. (38)
In some of these small towns the cardinal joined the
"w orkers," preaching from the missioners' platform and
givin g communion to the people who fille d the churches.
"T h is," as the chronicler observes, "stirred the admira
tion and increased the compunction of the people." (39)
Within a few years F r . Vincent and the Cardinal were to
find themselves refugees together in Monte Argentario,
when the Roman Republic expelled them from its territory
and issued laws against religious institutes. (40)
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Cardinal Alexander Mattei, too, (41) successor to
Antonelli in the diocese of Palestrina, wished to count on
always having two Passionist "workers" who would travel
from town to town throughout the diocese, and, through
preaching and the celebration of the sacraments, render
his visitation more effective.
He desired the same for the
diocese of Ostia and Velletri when he wa§ transferred to
those churches. We must admit that he was a pastor who
was full of zeal and charity.
In his dealings with the
missionaries "he always showed" esteem, affection and
gratitu de, and when he himself spoke to the people, he
praised them in very glowing terms.
He always worried
about their food, comfort and lod gin g. When one of them
fe ll ill in Genazzano, he sent to Palestrina for special
quinine, and, having again fallen ill in Olevano, the
cardinal personally and with great love visited him in
the house of his benefactor. On many occassions he hon
ored the Paliano retreat with his presence and he actu
a lly stayed for some days in retreat in the monastery at
Rome." (42)
The situation with the new bishop of Anagni, Bishop
Cyril Antonini, (42a) could be described as somewhat
difficu lt when he convoked the diocesan synod and pro
voked very strong opposition.
The prelate then wanted a
mission from the Passionists. So F r . Gorresio, the superi
or general, F r. John Baptist Porta,
F r. Strambi and F r .
John Andrew Monetto set out from Rome. (43) They stopped
off first at the Paliano retreat and then continued their
journey on foot throughout Anagni in weather conditions
of driving wind and torrential rain. In spite of a ll this,
the mission began on the appointed day, April 9, 1780,
the third Sunday after Easter. "From the beginning," as
the chronicler mentions, "one could observe a universal
compunction in that numerous gathering of people. As the
tirin g work progressed, the harvest of souls increased to
the great joy of the workers, who, with the help of the
risen Lord,
had succeeded in bringing about a great
peace." The more attractive peace, however, was that
which succeeded in reconciling the Bishop Antonini him
self, the canons and the patricians with regard to the
diocesan synod that was to have been celebrated the fol
lowing October. (44) Pius VI congratulated himself on this

- 310 -

in spite of the fact that, owing to incomplete information,
the credit was given to the prelate. But the latter, being
the upright pastor that he was,
did not cease thanking
the general, F r . Gorresio, for the evangelical work which
the missionary group had successfully carried out.
The
following May 6 he wrote him a le tte r, very interesting
in itself because it allows us to glimpse something of the
socio-religious situation of Anagni. Having made sure that
he, together with the clergy, had left nothing undone .in
order to sustain the fervor of the people and to follow
the advice of the missionaries, he wrote:
"Today Canon
Lauri w ill begin the Marian devotions. (45) In the cathe
dral, the penitentiary canon has already begun the holy
practice of the Way of the Cross together with a discourse
on the Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and he zealously
continues this every Sunday, and early every Friday
morning, and God w illin g may we continue to have the
very large congregations that we now have.
The leaders
of the new Congregation of Christian Doctrine are still
eminently good and very ferven t, and I , in order to in
crease their fervor, have published a notice in which I
state that at Christmas time they select an emperor and
an empress, three princes and three princesses according
to the Roman norms. Regarding the awful game of chance,
I hope my decree prohibiting the game has remedied the
situation.
I am sorry to say that I don' t see any les
sening regarding the wine shops, drinkers
and drunk
ards , especially on feast days. But I won' t be discour
aged.
I am publishing a new decree this morning in
which delinquents w ill be jailed for eight days on bread
and water, or more if decided, as the Synod of Frascati
prescribed." F in a lly , he reminds him of his promise to
send F r. Vincent (47) to the next Synod.
With permission
of the general, F r . Vincent did participate in October
1780 as a theologian.
"In r e a lity ," writes his biographer, "he (F r . Vin
cent) was the soul of it.
He seemed to be, a disciple lis 
tening to his masters but, without a irs , he was the real
master directing the trend of the discussion with delicate
s k ill.
The appreciation he had won during the mission
was most amply confirmed in the synod." (48) After a few
years two Passionists were also summoned to participate
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in the diocesan synod of Terracina, decreed by the bish
op , Bishop Benedict P u cilli, predecessor of the said Bish
op Anselmi. (49)
Bishop Antonini' s letter bristles with pastoral pro
blems which needed to be overcome.
In the eighteenth
century, of course, problems were resolved differently
from today, as the condition of society was different at
two hundred yea rs' distance from the end of the nine
teenth century.
But we discover that common to the two
types of society was the awareness of and the courage to
accept the problems. And it is significant that they were
posed, discussed and examined thoroughly in a spirit of
solidarity among the ordinary pastors of the Church
(bishops and priests) responsible for souls, and the extraordinaries or collaborators, that is, the religious con
secrated to popular evangelization. Thus a kind of osmo
sis was created between those who presided over ecclesial
communities
and those who visited them
as itinerant
apostles in virtue of an hierarchial mandate, so that the
people of God might be converted and saved in the name
of the gospel.
For these reasons Bishop Antonini' s pastoral coin
cided with others of his colleagues, who were intensely
determined to achieve the reform of the Christian people,
such as, for example, Bishop Felix Paoli, bishop of Fossombrone and Bishop Octavius A n g elelli, bishop of Gubbio.
The former had obtained a group of four missionaries,
(50) guided by the consultor general, F r. John Mary Cioni, (51) who during the months of May to July, and Au
gust to October, 1780, evangelized Fossombrone and other
towns of the diocese, preaching seven missions and con
ducting four retreats to two monasteries of nuns and two
schools for g ir ls .
The bishop expressed his total sa tis -'
faction with the work done and attempted as well to ob
tain a Passionist foundation in the locality of St. Ip p o lito.
But there remained many pastoral problems to solve
as is clear from the letter addressed probably to F r .
Porta:
"I understand more and more the deadly snares
the devil is laying for this flock of mine. We preach, in
struct , proclaim, not indeed with as much energy and
spirit as we should, but in reality the bread is broken.
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In spite of everything, it seems to me that we do not
reap the fruit we desire.
What distresses me most is the
cursed hypocrisy, the predominant vice here.
Nobody
shows opposition to a reproof, or to an exhortation, but
afterwards deeds do not correspond to promises.
Resolu
tions are made to have no carnivale (Marti Gras celebra
tion). Last •Advent the preacher revived this resolve. The
cathedral church thundered against the practice.
But in
the end carnivale was celebrated so as not to oppose the
masters of iniquity, who were praised by the bishop at
meetings in order to win them o v er, but now say that
carnivale must be kept in spite of those who do not wish
i t . You tell me that we must think of imposing punish
ments .
It is true that they have been imposed occasion
a lly , but the bishop cannot always use the rod. Better
methods could not have been used for the good of the
sheep, but this is their characteristic: fickleness no
matter what stimulus is used. God knows the suffering
this causes me." (52)
The foundation of Gubbio (1787) called for frequent
correspondence between Bishop A ngelelli and the superior
general, F r . Cioni; however, we possess very little of i t .
We have gleaned only a few interchanges. They reveal by
denunciation, a confidential way of relieving feelings
about the shadows which surrounded the clergy and peo
ple of Gubbio, something of the pastoral situation of the
diocese, and it enables us to
diagnose it and formulate
an adequate and sincere response. " I take the liberty of
warning you ," the bishop wrote to F r. Cioni on February
9, 1787, "that this city of Gubbio is as fu ll of ignorance
as it is fu ll of presumption• and indiscreet criticism. I
know that to one and the other we must show determined
apostolic opposition.
Nevertheless givin g way a little to
gain more, as the time is passing, I would suffer the
omission, this first time, of some meditations on the Pas
sion of Jesus Christ and substitute others for them.
Two
could be made on the Passion of the Lord and the others
on the great eternal truths. In these exercises it w ill be
necessary to dedicate special conferences to the subject of
idleness, murmuring, calumny, contempt for ecclesiastics.
gambling, enmities, stealing
among
the
country
folk,
fa ilin g to fu lfill pious bequests, non-payment of debts,
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and other such vices which are rampant here, as sins
agaihgt the sixth commandment are rampant. Ignorance of
the things of God and neglect of Christian doctrine are
excessive and it is certain that in the country no less
than in the city, frequent good catechesis is needed to
remedy in some degree the very serious evils that reign
there. I write all this now as enlightenment and orienta
tion for you and your companions.
"I enclose herewith also another letter the Father
Abbot of St. Ubald sent me, which could be useful as an
illustration.
Believe me when I say that devotion to St.
Ubald in these parts is very m aterialistic;
and ten con
fessors , whom you saw designated at various times, in
practice are no more than ten priests who come to ea t,
and all the feasts of St. Ubald end up in this way. All
must be remedied little by little, acting with great pru
dence .
1 give you warning beforehand for your informa
tion." (53)
Obviously this bishop was not lacking in knowledge
and clear evaluation of the situation in Gubbio, useful
not only as simple information for the Passionist mission
aries, but also in order to undertake a pastoral "strate
gy" for moving those stagnant waters which could, in the
long run, pollute the "spiritual ecology" of the people
and of the secular and regular clergy.
Another passage
from a letter to the same F r. Cioni is even clearer.
"I
reply to yours of the 14th of this month. As for the re
treats, they shall be made according to the method and
order prescribed by yourself and by F r. Vincent (Mary
Stambi).
I look forward to the month of A pril, to the
consolation of receiving you here.
I am sure that once
you have come you w ill not leave, because I know for
certain that you desire to be imitators of the apostles,
who in the quiet of prayer did not flee, sweat and toil
for the name and glory of Jesus Christ. This vineyard of
mine needs much cultivation.
Knowing this the Holy Fa
ther , as the first and provident pastor of the family, by
Moto proprio, (54) note well, has appointed the Passionists as skilled agriculturalists to clear away the thorns
and change the bitter vine into most sweet grapes. . . . The
world
is
sunk in ev il, but God disposes everything
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..strongly and sweetly for the true glory .of His Holy Name.
When you are here, we shall talk about other matters and
mutually console each other; I assure you that I shall
share with you and your religious the labor and the an
xieties so that all may redound to the glory of God and
the good of my flo ck , which 1 love so tenderly. ... To be
gin by consoling you, it w ill not be necessary to have
confessors from outside, if more Passionists can hear
confessions. But do you think that the confessors summon
ed here on past occasions came to this church and the
monastery for confessions? Ha! they came to keep Father
Abbot (55) company and to spend those days in recre
ation.
"But can we not remedy that with the authority of
the bishop and the reputation the Passionists have of
being true saints?
For a beginning, we shall see that
this is spoken of as much as is necessary in the re
treats , and if necessary 1 shall speak of it myself, for I
speak to my people frequently and 1 say all that I think
should be said." (56)
A correspondence of such great consistency would
certainly provide us with ample material for study at
some other time, for it is all in connection with a subject
of vast interest:
bishops and religious superiors of mis
sionary institutes, bishops and "evan gelical laborers."
This would illustrate more clearly the problems of pastor
al action in the Church of the eighteenth century at the
approach of the great Revolution.
It is a positive fact
that at that time bishops were not lacking who could
confront the grave problems and evils in the Church, and
invite the responsible cooperation of apostolic men from
among the clergy who had the care of souls and, above
a l l , from the "mobile forces" of the institutes committed to
popular evangelization. The foundation, for example, of a
Passionist community in Gubbio met this objective of pas
toral cooperation and while this cooperation existed it
was genuinely fru itfu l. Later came the tempest of the Na
poleonic suppression and that community had to emigrate
to another place.

-
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We cannot pass over in silence, fin a lly , the figure
and work of a p riest, who, although not a bishop, zeal
ously animated, first the parish of Pastena of which he
was archpriest, and then the diocese of Fondi, of which
he was vicar capitular during the long period when this
diocese was vacant.
(56a) He was F r . Onorato Marcucci,
a Passionist in spirit and in evangelical commitment.
(56b) When in Pastena he would frequently go to the
nearby retreat of St. Sosio at F alvaterra , where he would
remain some days in spiritual retreat. He was very happy
in the fraternity of the religiou s, whom he later desired
to have in his parish as precious cooperators in preach
ing and administering the sacraments, especially confesssion.
In the space of a few years of zealous and pru
dent pastoral care the enlightened action of Marcucci
transformed the people of Pastena into a fervent commun
ity, exemplary in its piety, its customs and its harmony
with the clergy. When later he transferred his a ctivity to
Fondi, then an episcopal see, as canonical treasurer, and
vicar cap itu lar, he wished the Passionists of the retreat
at Terracina to help him frequently in the pastoral work
of the diocese.
He entrusted to them not only preaching
but also the examination of the ordinands and the selec
tion of parish priests, "so that," he used to say, "the
choice would be after God' s own heart."
Meeting with some d ifficu lty or resistance among
them to give this kind of collaboration on account of the
character and missionary ends of the Institue, he said to
one of them:
" I call upon you because I have no one in
whom I can trust." Indeed, his active ecclesiastic reform
required courage and the collaboration of those forces
that were liberated and aware of the role of the Church,
for these were the only ones capable of curing ecclesias
tical ambients, which were too attached to ideas and at
titudes that were far from evangelical.
F r. Marcucci be
lieved that he had discovered such forces in the young
missionary Congregation of venerable Father Paul of the
Cross. (57) The purity of ideas and the ardor of aposto
lic zeal proper to this Congregation justified the reason
ing of this worthy ecclesiastic.
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c.

FOR THE DOCTRINE AND MAGISTERIUM OF THE CHURCH

In a century shaken by the hurricane of rational
ism (57a) by the
errors of Jansenism and Episcopalian
dissidence which later culminated in the "Punctuation of
Ems" (1786), by the regalism of the Catholic courts, some
firm and decided individuals rose up and re-vindicated
the truth and the
rights of the fa ith , the unity of the
Church, the orthodoxy of her doctrine and the supreme
authority of the Roman pontiff.
The most representative
among these may be called the saints. Of the Passionists,
the founder, Paul of the Cross, constituted the m agisterium and the exemplar of his Congregation.
His spiritual
testament, dictated to his disciples that morning of Au
gust 30, 1775, and relating to the sen us fidei of Catholi
cism which had to be absolutely conserved as an impera
tive of faith andpersonal
and community conscience,
speaks for itself.
For his disciples, as well as for him
self, fa ith , besides being a theological virtue, was on
the level of a special charism and therefore of a mystical
g i f t . History reveals that at the moment of his death Paul
of the Cross left a community closely united in obedience
to his ecclesial testimony as a bond of doctrine and of
union with and total a va ila b ility to the pope, the vicar
of Jesus Christ. (58)
The Passionists during the founder' s lifetime and
those of the twenty years we are treating felt and acted
"on a big scale" to use an habitual phrase of the saint,
offering themselves, as he wished, pro muro domus Israel
( Ez 13:5) as generous defenders of the truth revealed by
Christ and entrusted to the Church, with that "breast
plate" necessary for the pastors of the Church, from the
pope to the cardindals and the bishops. (59) Jealous for
the truth and the doctrine deposited in the Church, "he
was always an enemy to new books not sufficiently ap
proved, of fanciful devotions not confirmed by the au
thority and usuage of holy Mother Church." (60) For this
reason he watched over the program of theological stud
ies , over the teaching the students received and their
a b ility to receive i t .
According to the testimony of F r.
Valentine B istolli: "The Servant of God, Father Paul of
the Cross, one day heard a proposition put forward which
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seemed to him not in complete accord with truth.
He im
mediately went in search of his consultor, F r . John Mary
of St. Ingatius (Cioni) whom he asked to explain more
clearly the meaning of this proposition.
And 1 remember
that he showed very great interest in this episode, de
monstrating how greatly he feared that we would allow
ourselves to be led astray by false doctrines.
For this
reason he established from the beginning, as he also
confirmed at the end of his life , that in our schools the
doctrine
of the Angelic doctor, St. Thomas, should be
taught." (6 l)
The infant Congregation of the Passion, in spite of
its humble in itia l structures, was taking shape more and
more as a fortress of fa ith , doctrine and Catholic fe elin g .
When the same year of the "Punctuation of Ems," the fa 
mous synod of Pistoia met (1786), the Passionist communi
ties remembered yet more clearly the teaching and spiri
tual testimony of the founder, and reacted with firmness
against the spirit which animated it and the deliberations
in which it erroneously attempted to undermine the au
thority of the pope and legitimate popular devotion. (62)
F r . Gorresio, who at that time was second consultor
to the superior general, F r. Cioni, manifested the atti
tude adopted by the entire Congregation in the face of
that "revolutionary" Jansenist chapter.
A Piedmontese by
b irth , but in tegrally Roman in s p irit, F r . Gorresio, obe
dient to a ll the laws of the. Church, ( councils, bulls, de
crees , diocesan
synods), was
greatly
distressed when
these were "shamelessly set aside." Without naming the
synod nor the bishop, R icci, (63) F r . Philip rela tes: "He
was sent from Monte Argentario a list of offices (litu r g i
cal) , the Holy See had approved for the whole catholic
world and inserted into the Roman breviary, which a
bishop of Toscana, much inclined to dangerous novelties,
had eliminated of his own accord from the litu rgica l ca
lendar , and forbade his clergy to celebrate those feasts.
He read it in presence of all at the common recreation,
and in all the offices it mentioned he made known how
sad he was because of the scandalous affront to the laws
of the Church, almost at the doors of Rome. When he came
to read the office of the Most Holy Name of Mary, how-
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e v e r, which like the rest had been prohibited, he could
not contain himself. Raising his voice, he inveighed with
intense feeling against that misguided bishop.
Although
he was far away, and alluding to the harm he was do
ing, shouted:
"At the hour of death w ill you ca ll on the
Great Duke" (64) (to save your soul)? Only the g ra v ity of
the act he denounced can explain the scene (reconstructed
with great liveliness by the biographer) for a man so
measured in his words and in his gestures, and so very
respectful to ecclesiastical authorities, as was F r . Gorresio, a missionary of fame and one who knew the Italian
religious situation well, having travelled over almost the
whole of central Ita ly .
Another famous missionary, F r . Vincent Mary Stramb i, entered the arena with a different role, to collaborate
with the commission Pius VI had set up to study and take
issue with the synod of P istoia. Although it represented
"a salutary reaction against the usages of the time, a
sincere attempt to effect a greater purification of worship
and greater participation of the la ity in the litu r g y ,"
(65) this Synod gave ostentatious evidence of an "an tiRoman and anti-curial" s p irit,
and also of a rigorous
condemntion of retreats and popular missions, the Jansenists disliked as inimical to the austere and rather
frig id piety of their preference, accompanied frequently,
as they were, by spectacular manifestations." (66) The
synod, therefore, represented a way of thinking and act
ing totally opposed to the Congregation of the Passion,
which was strongly impregnated with the Roman spirit
and engaged as charism and as Institute in popular
evan gelization.
The commission was formed of learned bishops, like
Bishop Felix Paoli of Fossombrone, Bishop Angelo Anthony
Anselmi of Terracina (67) and Bishop Michael Di Pietro,
prelate of the Roman Curia. (68) They were called to se
lect from the web of dogmatic, moral, litu rgica l and ca
nonical elements, which constituted the deliberations of
the synod, all that was not in conformity with the tra di
tto fidei and Catholic magisterium, thus preparing the
work for the cardin als' commission, of which Cardinal
Hyacinth Sigismond G erdil, (69) a great admirer of Stram-
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b i, (70) formed p a rt. "In such a thorny a ffa ir ," Stramb i's biographer emphasizes, "the three theologians (bish
ops ) felt the need for a strong collaborator and they
found him in F r. Vincent. They consulted him frequently;
they put the most difficu lt questions to him; they took no
important decisions without him, especially Di Pietro, who
in the school of St. Sabina had known the genius of his
fellow student and often held long conferences with him."
(71) As a theologian and as missionary, Strambi was not
too gentle with the Jansenists.
They displeased him
greatly by procuring the support of political power in
Ita ly and outside i t , and above all by the damage they
were in flictin g on Catholic sp iritu a liy , especially as it
was manifested in popular piety.
He composed a little
work for the people as a help in making the Jansenist
"system" understood. It was entitled Dialogue Which Gives
An Idea Of Jansenism. (72) Later when Pius VI published
the bull Auctorem Fidei on August 28, 1794, (73) more
than a few realized that Jansenism had received the
death blow, since it did not correspond to the faith of
the authentic pastors and the humble people of God.
The papal bull was welcomed in the Congregation
with sincere satisfaction and devotion, but we have no
d eta ils. , We only know that F r . Gorresio was in his se
cond term as superior general,
a decided adversary of
the "misguided bishop," Scipio de' Ricci, whose arbituary
litu rgica l changes he had openly condemned.
Once more
the Passionist family confirmed its Catholic and Roman
s p ir it, because in its veins was flowing the blood of the
venerable Paul of the Cross who at the height of the
Church' s tribulations gave, with liv e ly fa ith , the assur
ance : "I declare that I am a true son of our Mother the
Church." (74)
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Chapter X III
THE APOSTOLIC COMMUNITY

A. THE COMMUNITY, CENACLE OF THE APOSTOLATE
1.

Basic p rin c ip le s

The rules and constitutions of the Congregation of
the Passion of Jesus define the nature of apostolic com
munity in the very first text
(1736), which clearly
states:
- "One of the principal aims of this least Congre
gation is not only to pray u ntiringly, striving towards
union with God themselves,
- "but also to instruct others, guiding them gently
in this angelic exercise" and attaching the greatest im
portance during missions and at all other times to "med
itating aloud with the people on the sacred mysteries of
the most holy l i f e , Passion and death of Tesus, our true
Good." (1)
It is
therefore a
community which lives in prayer
as a state, through prayer as relation, and in the meta
physical and physical w h e re , namely, our heart. (2) The
possession or fruition of this divine good in itself au
thenticates this community which, united by the sign and
charism of
prayer, is like an apostolic cenacle where
apostles are engendered as in a radiant Pentecost: a
place where the Spirit powerfully draws all being to its
source in a relationship like that of the very Word itself
"in the beginning" and communicates itself to others with
out lim it.
F r. Breton expresses it w e ll:
"The prayer
which springs spontaneously from this condition of re
stored purity identifies with the breathing of the person,
breathing in and breathing out at the same time. In this
connection, let us recall the famous prayer of the sun
flower , that admirable flower so called because of the in
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ner necessity which makes it turn towards the sun.
Prayer in this sense may be. compared to a kind of fun
damental tropism or heliotropism. (3)
In this context we can place and understand the
declaration of the rules and constitutions which define
"apostolic community" in the ontological order, not so
much because its end and purpose is the apostolate, but
more because it is formed and united in prayer and in
eremitic a 1-cenobitic contemplation, supported by the twin
pillars of solitude and poverty. Therefore, its likeness to
the cenacle of Pentecost, making the Passionist community
"apostolic," leads it to holy union with God through con
templation, and makes the charism of apostolate possible
through evangelization.
In this declaration of the rules
and constitutions there is a rigorous logic which must be
taken into account unless we want to read these creative
texts of the founder su perficially, texts which are le g iti
mized by the Church.
It amounts to th is: only men who
are experts, enriched by prayer and union with God are
capable of being "masters" of prayer and sanctity for
others.
The Passionist charism seeks and demands that
those who are called by God to this vocation be true
"men of God". It is impossible to be apostles by compul
sion because it is necessary to be men of God first, and
if men of God therefore apostles, in order to teach people
during missions and other "devout excercises" how to
meditate on the Passion of Jesus. (A)
The creativity of Paul of the Cross is clearly man
ifested in the admirable "architecture" of the Passionist
community, so happily described in the Notizia of 17-47.
Here the logic of the praying-apostolic community is fu lly
expressed. An attentive reading of its thirty points gives
the impression of a binding commitment:
- The new Passionist community aims at "eradicating
v ic e ,
implanting virtue and leading souls to heaven by
the way of perfection."
- It is organized like the community of the apostles
to form men totally for God, apostolic men of prayer
withdrawn from the world, like true disciples of Christ,
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"able to beget many spiritual children for the kingdom of
heaven."
- That they may be truly such, they must "distance
themselves from* the w orld," livin g in retired places c a ll
ed "retreats" so that they may have "a ll the means of
sanctifying themselves for the benefit of the neighbor."
In short, the physiognomy and fin a lity of the Passionist apostolic community may be summarized thus :
"They shall aim by p ra y er, penance, fa stin g ,
sighs and tears to help the neighbor, sanctify souls, and
convert sinners." (5)
Passing from the basic principles to some practical
norms for their implementation, we find that the other
points of the Notizia resonate the text of the first rules
and constitutions of 1736, (6) of which the fin al norms
deal with the apostolic ministry of the Passionist com
munity in the locality, that is to say, in the retreat ' s
church and the surrounding area,
especially on feast
d a ys. It would, therefore, be preferably pastoral admini
stration of the sacraments, not however to the exclusion
of catechesis, and it would depend on the number of
priests availab le.
However, according to circumstances, three condi
tions might limit the pastoral help given in the local
area :
- The litu rgica l and pastoral exigencies of the re
treat community, if on some occasion the scarcity of
priests could render it impossible, as occurred at Monte
Cavo in the controversy with the Cardinal of York.
- The principle that the Passionist apostolic com
munity, as an Institute, gave absolute priority to the
itinerant evangelization of missions and retreats, which
constantly required new forces w illin g and able to bear
the hardships and sacrifices they involved.
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- The principle that the apostolate among the people"
of the surrounding area was voluntary pastoral collabo
ration and did not represent any kind of formal commit
ment,
because if the Passionists were to be faithful to
their state they could not commit themselves to the ordin
ary pastoral ministry of the parishes, even as a u xili
aries . (7)
The Passionist apostolic community, then, considered
itself to be free of any obligation in the ordinary pasto
ral ministry, agreeing to voluntary cooperation in the lo
cality only within the limits here described.
There were
certain well defined cases where the fathers on occasion
acted as chaplains substituting for the parish priest for
short periods, as at Monte Cavo and Pievetorina, but,
apart from these exceptions, the Passionists zealously de
fended their "principal m inistry," itinerant evangeliza
tion, ad in star apostolorum, taking good care to avoid
opting for all or nothing.
Thus, while on one hand the
Congregation firmly adhered to and was animated by the
founder' s basic idea and operating principle which had
the supreme sanction of the Church, and to the conse
quent institutional options, on the other hand, it held
faith fu lly to the norms of the rules and constitutions
when referring to the local pastoral ministry to be exer
cised in its churches and in the neighboring places.
These norms provided fo r :
- the ministry of confessions in the church of the
retreat; (8)
- a v a ila b ility - not an obligation and much less
formal commitment - to assist the local clergy in cases of
necessity in the pastoral ministry of the sacraments; (9)
- a v a ila b ility , also by preference, for catechesis on
feast days in the neighboring towns, on two conditions:
that the community had a "sufficient number of subjects"
and that the religious engaged in this ministry should
"return to the retreat at n igh t." (10)
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Therefore, the local pastoral ministry of the apos
tolic community could be exercised fu lly in the churches
of the retreat, without any obligation, in the strict sense
of the word, in the neighboring parishes by the adminis
tration of the sacraments on feast days;
and
voluntar
ily , also as a community in itiative, as well by catechiz
ing on feast days, under certain conditions. These norms
defined the pastoral practice of the Passionist apostolic
communities during the founder ' s time as superior gener
al, and also after his death, under his successors, Fa
thers Gorresio and Cioni. All the Passionist communities
without exception many centers of prayer and evangeliz
ation for the local churches, because they contained a
large majority of religious "men of God" and therefore
"evangelical workers" according to the strict meaning of
the word at that time.
Being
an authentically
apostolic
community, its
members were apostolic, from the superiors to the brothers
engaged in the humblest tasks, who attended to a mutip licity of household duties and carried out the most wea
rying rounds of questing, transforming that difficu lt work
into a genuine apostolic ministry.
Then came the preach
ers , those apt for the confessional, and for spiritual di
rection, not to mention the missionaries dedicated to itin
erant evangelization, of whom we shall speak in the fin al
chapters.
2.

The r e t r e a t : center of p a s to ra l an d s p ir it u a l a c tiv ity

The outline we have thus far sketched of the apos
tolic community is confirmed by some fa cts.
First and
foremost there was M orrovalle.
The retreat was situated
in a country place "studded with houses full of country
people and their large fam ilies, who entrusted the priests
with the all-important business of their consciences, as
suring the parish priest that they had handed over this
duty to them. Of course the new laborers in the vineyard
devoted themselves day and night to the cultivation of
this vast field God had given them." Here F r. Gorresio' s
biographer enters into details of this intense apostolate:
"The Fathers from that time onwards began to explain the
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gospel every Sunday morning;
after the main meal they
used to teach Christian doctrine and catechism. They were
assiduous in their daily attendance at the confessional,
for the flow of penitents was incessant.
One of the Fa
thers took upon himself the task of registering the num
ber of communions distributed in our church and recorded
that in one year this amounted to 8,888. (11) There was
not a sick person who did not want to confess to the
Fathers, nor a dying one who did not ask for their help.
Very great was the benefit to those souls and not little
the increase in religious and divine worship." (12)
We already know about the fruitful apostolate of the
community of A n gu illara. "But we must also point out,"
writes F r. Cioni, "that on the first Sunday of each
month, a religious appointed for this purpose used to ex
plain the catechism to the people in the church.
On the
second Sunday of each month, as well as on the Fridays
in March, the Way of the Cross was made publicly.
On
the other Sundays and also on feast days, the litany of
Our Lady was sung with other suitable p rayers; functions
were always attended by large crowds of people of every
group, class and condition, the Passionists made sure
that they took place either before -or after those held in
the parish churches of A n gu illara." We find that the no
venas were equally frequent, either as the biographer
shrewdly comments, "because the people of Anguillara
were very pious, or because the proximity of the town
gave them an opportunity for recreation of mind and
physical exercise during the walk from their homes to the
church of St. Francis, and back when the devotions were
o ver." And he concludes by invoking the Lord' s blessing
"on the spiritual labors of the Passionists and the devo
tion of the people of A n gu illara," asking "health and the
help of divine providence" so that - and here is the fun
damental point - they may be enabled "to observe the
rules of their institute, edify the people by their exem
plary lives and their spiritual works for souls, and pray
day and night for their neighbor, especially for their
benefactors." (13)
Here we have in synthesis a picture of the apostolic
community faith fu lly livin g out the spirit of the Passion-

- 332

1st charism according to the rules of the Institute;
building up the Church in their brethren by means of
witness and prayer day and n ight;
taking upon them
selves "the weaknesses of others," the sins of the people
of God by their "spiritual labors on behalf of souls."
The Tuscania retreat, founded in the most absolute
poverty (1748), gradually became a home of spiritu ality
and religious fe vo r, thanks above all to F r. Dominic Bartolotti, who died, over eighty years old, in the Ceccano
retreat in 1792.
Fr. Philip emphasizes the fact that in
that center of contemplative and apostolic fervor which
was the Passionist community in Tuscania, there reigned
"a beautiful and inspiring image of Our Lady in fa b ric ,
copy of another small one made of pottery, which F r.
Dominic had acquired and placed on the main a lta r . . . . It
was impossible to look at it without feeling full of con
solation and overflowing with ardent affection," continues
F r . P h ilip .
"Not a few religious experienced that livin g
in that retreat made them feel enriched by the spirit of
prayer and recollection, thanks to that great Mother." A
community which lived in that supernatural tension might
well consider itself worthy to be the successor of the
first community which the founder himself formed, and
made up of "holy religious who were more like angels on
earth than men;" a community, therefore, which was a
happy likeness of the apostolic community we are at
tempting to reconstruct on the basis of the documentation
of that time.
There was a surprising symbiosis between
the Passionist community of Tuscania and the surrounding
region, whose boundaries touched the neighboring diocese
of Montefiascone and Acquapendente. As F r. Philip points
out:
"The inhabitants of those numerous towns, as a re
sult of the singular graces obtained ( through Our Lady)
and through the example and zeal of the Fathers who
w illin g ly gave spiritual help to those who came from all
parts to seek i t , (14) always frequented that church and
venerated it as a shrine." (15)
The annual titular feast of Our Lady of the Oak
drew such a vast multitude that on one occasion there
was danger of disorderly behavior.
The servant of God,
F r . Louis Borell, a Spaniard and a very liberal superior,
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thought of the simplest and most persuasive remedy possi
ble . The soulution was to give the poor, "plenty of food
and drink so that nobody would have reason to go away
discontented." "Thus," according to the biographer, "they
ground three sacks of wheat, two of which would be used
for bread to distribute.
When the festiva l was over and
a ll had eaten plenty,
we discovered to our amazement
that there were two fu ll sacks of flour over and that al
most half the amount of bread we had baked remained, so
that hardly any had been eaten." (16) The biographer
does not say this ex p licitly, but tacitly suggests it.
The
community had experienced a miracle due, naturally to
the Blessed Virgin and to her servant F r. Borell, a man
completely of God, and one who was all heart to the ex
tent that he was reprimanded by his higher superiors for
his proverbial generosity, but did not make this known.
One year the superior general, F r. Gorresio, inter
vened in Corneto, because of the feasts, although for a
differnt reason.
The church was that of Our Mother of
Sorrows where the feast was celebrated on the third Sun
day of September. But on one occasion the celebration was
exceedingly noisy and loud, "perhaps because of a too
generous benefactor," notes the biographer, "to the great
annoyance of the Servants of Mary" who had a monastery
in the city.
F r. John Baptist, who went to the retreat in
March 1780 for the canonical visitation, decreed that the
feast should be celebrated on the original day ( F riday
after Passion Sunday). This ruling was in harmony with
measures many bishops of central and southern Ita ly had
taken at that time and in the following century because
of popular devotion, that was born of sentiment and gave
rise to noisy fireworks and external manifestations in
honor of the holy patron, and was not the result of an
awareness of the theological and moral values of the
Christian mystery.
In our case we must add that it was
also an effort to preserve the atmosphere of pure asceti
cism and mystical solitude of the first Passionist re
treats , ill adjusted for certain popular celebrations good
in themselves, but too worldly and boisterous. The decree
states: "In order that the feasts, in accordance with
their solemnity, may be sanctified by the spirit of true
devotion, and that certain worldly abuses, so contrary to
-
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the spirit of true devotion and to the spirit of our voca
tion, may never be introduced into the solitude of our
retreats, making our feasts abominable in the presence of
the most High God, like those of which Sacred Scripture
says Odivi solemnitates vestras, (17) we strictly forbid
each and all of our religiou s, even through the inter
mediary of a secular, on the said feast days, or on any
other occasion, to fire harquebuses or mortars or any
kind of firearm , or to sound trumpets, drums or similar
new-fangled devices." (18)
For the rest,
the apostolic community of Corneto
glad ly assisted Cardinal Garampi by givin g a course of
catechesis in the neighboring city, an activity much more
consonant with their charism than "the discharging of
harquebuses and mortars," the country folk demanded at
their fe s tiv a ls .
For years the Passionists, in agreemnent
with the municipal authority of Corneto, regu larly en
gaged in catechesis until 1788, except in March, July,
August, September, and December, months in which they
were prevented from doing so "by the usual round of
preaching." But during the other seven months they gave
fiv e catechism lessons,
completing the agreed number of
twelve. Then, as the cardinal wished them to give a par
ticular course of ten classes in catechesis as an im
mediate preparation for Easter ‘ 1789, which was very suc
cessful indeed because they drew such a large attendance
and conferred such spiritual ben efit, the Passionists
thought that it would be preferable to concentrate on one
intensive round of catechetical instruction, and conse
quently asked His Eminence for permission to commute "the
monthly catechism classes to the annual Lenten ones." The
reason for this request was the fact that "the poor atten
dance at monthly catechism is well known to a l l ." The
cardinal favorably received the proposal and, after the
officers of the city municipality heard i t , granted the de
sired commutation. (19)
3- Spread of the Apostolate among the poor and humble

The Passionist community was like a prism reflect
ing the multiple facets of its apostolic nature.
In this
-
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cenacle all its capacity for generous self-givin g was con
centrated, so that as we read in the Notizia of 174-7 (20)
all its members shared the lot of the people with truly
ardent charity.
The people, mostly poor, not only re
ceived a welcome at the monastery doors, but were ap
proached in a simple way by questing brothers. The r e li
gious in many different ways showed a heroism and
charismatic sense which still rouses us to admiration. An
account of the apostolate many of the fathers exercised
and the task of questing many brothers carried out would
fill pages and pages about an evangelical way that is
little known, but it w ill suffice to concentrate on two
persons and two examples, which we may look upon as
symbolic.
We have before us two religious on fire with
the love of God, a priest and a brother, both of whom
worked in maritime areas questing for fis h , but more im
portantly acting as fishers of men.
The p rie st, F r. Giles
Botta had opted for something which was by no means
easy, by espousing the "kenosis" of Christ, poor and de
spised,
in a humble life of labor which "fille d all his
contemporaries with wonder." With great simplicity he
volunteered to be the community quester of fish on the
Corneto coast nine kilometers from the retreat.
We de
scribe his work as questing to give it a name, but his
work had also a spiritual aspect and he dealt with the
simple country folk as God inspired him:
"he instructed,
corrected and guided them in the way of salvation, and
having done that, he would return to the retreat very
simply carrying the fish on his back, happy indeed be
cause he was bringing food for the religious, but even
more so because he had been able to do some good among
those poor neglected people."
He was also an extraordinarily good Samaritan,
seeking out the sick in that vast country around Corneto,
a place to which many laborers had come from as far
away as the unhealthy marshes where they frequently fe ll
victim to fatal diseases. In this work F r. Giles fu lfilled
his second apostolate, being neither chosen nor sent, and
never getting honorable mention at home "in the list of
ministries" which weekly or monthly according to custom,
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to be displayed in public beside the monastery
clock. As soon as he heard of a sick person he would go
at once to help him in body and soul. More than once he
was seen carrying a sick person on his back to the hos
pital at Montalto di Castro.
It sometimes happened that
he found dead bodies (the anonymous dead of the marsh
es ).
In such cases he would take charge of the burial.
"On one occasion he heard," the biographer relates, "that
a poor man with leprosy had been turned away at the
hospital.
He immediately went to the cave where the. un
fortunate man had taken refuge, heard his confession,
gave him fatherly consolation, attended him with the true
love of a father and stayed by his side until he died
that same d ay." (21) All this involved immense privation
and self-sacrifice, which is recorded in greater detail in
n. 27 of the Notizia of 1727. (22)
u sed

There was still a third task, one which made him
the admirable "apostle of the marshes," his apostolate
among the laborers of the countryside of Corneto who
lived in miserable huts completely dependent on the
Providence of God.
F r. Giles "used to visit them towards
evening, waiting until they came home from work and had
had something to ea t; then he would make them say the
rosary, after which he would give them some instruction
and induce them to go to confession. On these occasions
the fervent priest used to share their food, eating from
the same plate, a meal which consisted of some dry bread
with perhaps occasionally a little bit of bacon, and
drinking water which was often contaminated.
When he
had finished hearing confessions he would sleep on the
floor or on a mat (23) like the laborers." There is no
doubt about the quality of this apostle' s virtue which
enabled him to adapt himself to people so prim itive, to
whom blasphemy and coarse language was common, people
"given up to vice of every kind" and deprived of human
and religious instruction.
In any case, F r. Giles reaped
an abundant spiritual harvest, and he also had to suffer
much disappointment and sorrow because of those who
stubbornly opposed the grace of God.
Contemporary wit
nesses remember, for example, two cases of persons who
came to a strange and terrifyin g end, after he had vain
ly warned and besought them to change their way of
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liv in g . A dissolute young man disappeared one night and
was found lying dead in a pit next morning.
Round his
neck was the branch of a tree with which he had been
strangled and his corpse was black as coal.
On another
occasion an entire band, given up to the "most unbridled
licentiousness" had been warned by F r. Giles that some
thing dire would befall them. A few days later they per
ished, in a fire which broke out suddenly in their den,
unable to save themselves.
Twenty-seven of them, the
whole band, were burnt to death, reduced to ashes. (24)
Our apostle' s life ended with an act of obedience
and sacrifice when he agreed to go out to quest for
wheat "as was the custom" although he knew that his
days were numbered.
Indeed, before leaving the retreat
he said to one of the brothers: "1 am going out in quest
of wheat but you shall see me get sick and die for 1 feel
the hand of death upon me." He had to return to the re
treat exhausted by the intense heat and fatigue (25) and
he asked a brother to serve his Mass, saying that he
would then go to bed and die.
And so F r. Giles, having
contracted m alaria,
died after twenty days in bed, on
August 3, 1734, leaving the community which had meant
so much to him.
His departure was like "the prayer of
the sunflower." (26) He was fifty-one years old.
The other "fisher of men" was Bro. Francis of St.
Anne, (27) whose desire to give himself to souls and to
preach was so intense that his superiors, spiritual fa 
thers and religious companions found it difficu lt to per
suade him that his ministry was that of a brother, not of
a priest. (28) Fortunately his piety,
humility and obedi
ence helped him to achieve the right balance, and his
unusual degree of modesty and zeal enabled him to do
much good in his apostolate among the seafaring folk.
His years of apostolic work in Terracina are memo
rable .
There the Monte St. Angelo retreat completed the
series of those which fan out like spiritual fortresses and
apostolic outposts in the Pontine and Roman P la in , with
Monte Cavo,
Sts. John and Paul on the Celian Hill, then
in the Roman marshes Rome and Tuscany,
with Anquilla r a , Corneto, Tuscania and Monte Argentario. Bro. Fran
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cis renewed the practice of Paul of the Cross and his
brother, John Baptist, who used to go down from Monte
Argentario to instruct the fishermen of Porto Santo Stefano
and Porto Ercole and quest for fish.
F r. Philip tells us that these same people were
greatly edified by this brother who came in quest of fish
and moved about among the fishermen like a brother among his brethren. The oldest ones among them "speak of
him to this day" with the greatest esteem and gratitude
declaring that they owed their lives to his merits and
prayers.
When, as sometimes happened, a sudden storm
arose and endangered the lives of these poor men, the
good brother would wait for their return until late into
the night. He used to kneel on the beach or on a rock,
his arms extended, praying God to deliver them from the
storm. His work o v er, he would return to the retrea t, no
matter how late the hour, and nothing could detain him:
neither entreaties nor insistence, neither rain nor wind
nor any other harsh element was of any avail. (29) God
rewarded his faith and zeal by making his apostolate
bear abundant fruit and by givin g him freedom and pro
tection from all danger.
The sea coast of Terracina was p rivileged to be the
scene of his humble preaching. The fishermen were simple
people, not knowing much about religion. Francis took the
greatest pains to instruct them with charity and patience
in the rudiments of the faith and about receiving the
sacraments.
"He taught them to fear God and avoid sin,
he zealously corrected their fau lts, especially their habit
of cursing," F r. Philip goes on to tell us: "As he was a
reader of devout books during his leisure time in the re
treat, and he profited by the instructions and sermons
given in the Congregation, he always had matter for in
struction and examples with which to explain doctrine to
these simple fisher fo lk .
It was a touching sight to see
him speaking about God with so much enthusiasm on the
sea shore or sitting in the stern of some little boat, like
the Redeemer, surrounded by those rough seamen who lis 
tened to him open-mouthed with great devotion and plea
sure.
His zeal and the power of his exemplary life were
such that he had an ascendancy with people which en
-
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abled him to do as he
they obeyed his wishes
was the peacemaker in
disputes, the preacher
in any other." (30)

w illed with them for God's glory;
immediately without question.
He
their quarrels, the judge in their
in whom they had more faith than

This apostle' s whole life was devoted to his com
munity. (31) For him his community had the strength of
granite, the warmth of family, the sanctity of the cen
acle.
And so it was not only possible but pleasant for
him to make it "his heart' s dw elling." (32)

B. MINISTRY OF CONFESSION AND SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

1.

S p ir it u a l direction : " a m inistry p ro p er
to the In s titu te ."

The Passionisi apostolic community derives this
character from being "assembled together in holy prayer"
like the cenacle at Pentecost which :
- forms the man of God capable of livin g
with God;"

"in union

- sends forth the apostolic man capable of "in
structing others in the angelic exercise of p ra yer, in the
easiest possible w ay." (33)
This is a fundamental theological element in defin
ing the identity of the Congregation of the Passion . which
Paul of the Cross founded and formed and of which he
was the sublime exemplar. He expressed this theological
base in simple, effective, catechetical terminology in the
Notizia of 1747 where he writes :
"This new Congregation
is aware of certain disorders (34) and its aim must be :
- to eradicate vice,
- to implant virtue,
- to guide souls in the way of perfection leading to
Heaven." (35)
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Here he explains and gives practical motivation to
that "school of heavenly perfection" which would soon be
highly powered by the mysticism of the primitive Passionist community under the inspiration of the Holy Spir
it .
This school was not the fruit of human plans and
projects. Its birth was the overflow of the wealth of faith
and the experience of "divine intimacy" possessed by
those first Passionists who were personally formed by
their founder, their master and spirtiual director.
It is
true to say that at the death of Paul of the Cross the
Passionist apostolic community was already thriving and
vigorous as "a school of heavenly perfection," where, as
we shall see, many disciples of the saint revealed them
selves as outstanding spiritual masters, whether they
were itinerant missionaries, or more or less permanent re
sidents in the retreats, engaged in the office of superior
or formation director or exercising an apostolate in the
church of the retreat and the surrounding' areas. (36)
It may be said that in "the genetic step" from con
templation of God, "ligh t and flam e," to its communication
to souls illuminated and converted by the work and wit
ness of the first Passionists, there was a kind of con
tagion , or to
use a better comparison, that it enkindled
and spread like a spark of divine transforming power,
and this was due to the logic of the rule of 1736 ac
cording to which the man who experiences union with God
cannot but "indoctrinate" others in the same experience.
This was undoubtedly the servant of God' s g ift to whom
ever was his brother and spiritual son through the sac
rament of penance and the charism of spiritual direction.
So it was that among the firs t Passionist fathers
and those who lived in the period we are treatin g, a
vigorous "school of spiritual formation" was born and de
veloped, a formation which frequently began
with en
counters , or in the confessional during missions and re
treats, as well as in the Passionist churches themselves
(or in those
of the nearby regions),
and was continued
and perfected, even by means of letters written in the
solitude and
prayer of the retreats,after the mission
aries ' return.
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The founder and the Congregation' s superiors in
their time used every possible means, in spite of the
difficulties of those early times, to give the best theo
logical and moral formation to those destined to be con
fessors and to exercise an apostolate in the monastery
churches and during missions and public and private re
treats . At a time when the local clergy left much to be
desired not only in doctrinal formation, zeal, commitment
and dedication in their exercise of the important ministry
of confession, one has only to think of the comment Bish
op A ngelelli, the bishop of Gubbio made privately to our
superior general, F r . John Mary Cioni, about the kind of
confessor that administered the sacrament of penance in
the church of St. Ubald. (37)
The little Congregation took the utmost care that its
priests should be at the peak of preparation for a vig o r
ous and effective pastoral ministry of the sacraments,
and made obligatory serious study, before and after ordi
nation to the priesthood.
The founder stressed the rele
vant norms inserted in the Regulations of 1755, (38) and
encouraged the newly ordained priests to prepare to en
gage in this ministry as soon as possible. (39) This ex
plains the appreciation
of Pius V I , of the bishops,
priests and people for the Fathers of the Passion of Je
sus , who were generally considered to be good and zeal
ous confessors and missionaries.
The surprise of Bishop
Aloysius Amici of Camerino is well known, when he wished
to examine the fathers appointed as confessors at the re
treat of Pievetorina (1786). "He was so surprised at their
ab ility and knowledge that he thought the Father General
had specially chosen the ablest members of the Congre
gation for this purpose.
But on being assured that this
was not the case, he wrote a letter of congratulation to
the said Father General." (40) Even when he was acting
as mediator in the famous dispute with Cardinal Henry of
York, 1790-1796, he felt in his heart, along with the un
just claims, a singular esteem for the Passionists whom
he looked upon as exemplary confessors, and he did not
wish to deprive the people of Rocca di Papa of their ser
vices, which they claimed as if by sacred right.
They
felt that this esteem was not reciprocated. It must be re
cognized that the majority of the fathers, of the twenty
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year period we are studying, ensured and increased the
good reputation of the Congregation. They present to us a
well fille d
rank of confessors and missionaries, well
trained and expert in the pastoral ministry of the sacra
ments and in evangelization. They were all the more be
cause that apostolate of hearing confessions combined so
easily with spiritual direction, or, to use the founder' s
name for i t , "the work of guiding souls," which he used
to say was "a work of surpassing excellence, totally
His," that is to say, that of the "Sovereign Architect."
(41)
As we have already said, the retreats founded by
Saint Paul of the Cross and by his successors in these
twenty years were true centers of evangelization and
spiritu ality, not only because in founding them the supe
riors of the Institute and the bishops interested in the
foundations had in mind the spiritual needs of the people
of the surrounding area, shepherds and other workers, to
such an extent perhaps, that this factor influenced the
selection of the locality, as was the case, for example in
Recanati, but also because the community itself was
apostolic by its nature and by its charism.
Indeed the
solitude and contemplation of the Passionists made it pos
sible for all of them to be converted and transformed into
"men of God" and consequently into "apostolic men." That
explains everything.
In confirmation of this, we have only to recall the
names of some of the fathers who were famous as confes
sors, paying special attention to those of more recent
times, since there is more ample documentation regarding
them. We can only mention the names of many, many oth
ers, about whom we know very little .
This method w ill
prevent vague generalizations and bring us person to
person with a number of fathers who were very popular
as confessors and as spiritual directors.
2. F irst grou p of more p o p u la r s p ir it u a l directors

Let us take first of all the learned F r . Candido
Mary Costa (+1788), who so admirably combined education
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and simplicity with great apostolic zeal. Religious and
la y people of all classes used to flock to Rome, at first
to the hospice of the Most Holy Crucified and later to the
Sts. John and Paul retreat to obtain counsel and spiritual
guidance from him. "Many a time," his biographer w rites,
"he was called to bless the sick, and he would use these
visits as opportunities to turn the thoughts of a ll to
spiritual things and to move them to piety and devotion."
His "pleasant affable manner" and his frankness deceived
no one.
"One might say he was always p ra y in g ." His
activity was characterized by unmistakable love of God
and ardent zeal for the Congregation and for souls, so
that anyone observing him became aware that "only his
body was in action,
but in spirit he was deeply united
with God, so abstracted and rapt was he at times." (42)
The second is the well known F r . Thomas Sagneri
(+1789) who, after his famous appeal to Pius VI against
the relaxation of the rule about food, was transferred
from Rome to the Anguillara retreat (1785-88).
Here he
was well known and esteemed for his great asceticism and
ardent zeal. In spite of poor hes.lth he assidously attend
ed to confessions and spiritual direction, (43) so much so
that the church of St. Francis became a most active cen
ter for Christian formation of conscience.
"Great was the
number of men who came to him with their problems of
conscience" writes the chronicler.
"Early in the morning
the good Father would begin to hear confessions and he
would not leave the confessional while there were peni
tents w a itin g. When his health became worse and he was
unable to go down to the church, his penitents, who
liked to be near him, used to go to his room, and carry
him in a chair to wherever he would hear them.
Thomas
would console and help them w illin g ly , knowing that their
warm affection for him made it easier for him to touch
their hearts and lead them to truly Christian liv in g ."
(44)
The third is F r. Louis Borell, a Spaniard, whom we
have already met as superior of Our Lady of the Oak
near Tuscania. A man of deep s p iritu a lity , he often re
peated to the religiou s:
"Let us remain with God!" His
fervor greatly impressed his religous and even in a sur
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prising manner the lives of many la y people who came to
him for confession and spiritual direction. He was unable
to preach missions or retreats because of his lack of
complete command of Italian , but he possessed a true
charism in the ministry of the Sacrament of Penance and
spiritual direction, so much so that he was considered
"one of the more indefatigable and useful workers in the
Congregation." He received penitents day and night, in
the retreat and away from i t ,
he sacrificed sleep and
health and even provided a few days lodging for them in
the retreat on condition they repented.
(44a) We can say
that he lived only for the sanctification of neighbor, with
whom he dialogued while dilirious during his last illn ess,
so that they would preserve "the great treasure of divine
g ra c e ."
F r. Anthony Pastorelli (+1790), nephew of F r . Marcoaurelius, a companion of the founder, in spite of very
bad health, was another who devoted his energies to
hearing confessions and was highly esteemed by his re li
gious companions and by seculars as a "very spiritual
man." He preserved inviolable silence about the treasures
of his own interior l i f e , a fact which caused one of our
religiou s, who was his confessor to say:
"Nobody knows
F r . Anthony.
I f he were known, everybody would admire
his mind and his works." (45) He was exceptionally well
prepared and competent to exercise the delicate apostolate
of directing consciences. Many people, from the humblest
to the highest, had recourse to him, including Pius VI
whose confessor he was from 1786 to 1790.
Penitents came
to his confessional from all parts, especially in Terracina
where he spent the last years of his life .
F r . Philip w rites: "His charming manners fu ll of
grace and charity endeared him to his penitents, and he
spared no effort to help them s p iritu a lly ; he guided their
souls with marvellously delicate tact towards the conquest
of • heaven by the exercise of solid virtue.
His women
penitents were distinguished for their decorum and pro
priety, and he would for example oblige them to use
brooch or pin to fasten up the neckline. (46) I f some re
sisted his regulations for their own good, he would court
eously dismiss them so as to avoid wasting his time." One
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woman, who had been F r . Anthony' s penitent constantly
for five yea rs, had to seek another confessor.
Another
whose confessor he had been for twenty years refused to
separate from a person whom he considered to be a moral
danger for h er. "He dismissed her with the prophecy that
God would punish her justly by sending her suffering and
trials such as she had never known before, and this in
fact came to p a s s H e was firm, therefore, in his treat
ment of women but, unlike Fr. Sagneri, he never dis
criminated.
Men and women equally had access to him in
his confessional, where a ll were received and all bene
fited by his intelligence, discernment and charity, not to
mention his humilty. He described himself as the "dunce
of the Passionists."(47)
We move now to St. Sosio at the extreme end of the
Campagna Province.
The people of the towns' neighboring
this retreat-shrine, those of the Papal State and those of
the kingdom beside it, greatly esteemed F r. Dominic Bartolotti (+1792), the fervent lover and apostle of Our Lady
of the Oak near Tuscania. "Perhaps none of our religious
won such a reputation for sanctity as he d id , by the
grace of the Holy Spirit which fille d him," F r. Philip ob
served. "Many sought him out privately at St. Sosio, (48)
and others (perhaps the majority) had recourse to him
when he visited the towns to fu lfill his priestly apostolate, or went questing alms, a task which he carried out
even in his old age. This lowly service became a form of
community apostolate because of him, and a kind of min
istry "which everyone desired and requested."
F r. Dominic, like a true servant of God, "heard
confessions, listened to confidences and encouraged all
those who were undergoing trials and suffering.
His ad
vice was sought and was always given with wisdom and
discernment. (49) Those who disregarded his counsel had
reason to regret i t . He disapproved of indiscreet exterior
penances practiced by some penitents and pious souls. He
desired them instead to cultivate solid virtue. He brought
peace and harmony where there was discord and where
people were at varian ce.
His fin al conquests were made
when he visited them to seek alms, which was his way of
repaying them for what they gave him." (50)
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A renowned missionary, with a reputation as a "man
of God and a wonder worker," was F r . Michael Z elli Pazzaglia of Viterbo ‘ (+1794), a man distinguished as a con
fessor and an expert in moral theology. (51) After
preaching his sermons, the faithful would besige his
confessional, attracted by his pleasant manner towards
his penitents. He was sought after especially by people
"of particularly
troubled conscience." This siege, as
might be expected, did not end with the preaching of the
mission, since his reputation as a good confessor drew
many penitents to the church of the retreat where he re
sided.
"Only God knows," F r . Philip concludes, "the glo
rious conquests he made and the victories he gained over
the powers of h e ll." (52) He would have made even great
er conquests had his life not ended prematurely in Rome
when he was forty-one years old.
Once again we meet F r . John Mary Cioni.
He had
been first general consultor since 1790 and was close to
seventy years old but still in the vanguard of the apos
to! ate.
His health, it is true, was not flourishing as of
yore. After so many long years of foundations, missions,
journeys, work, and worry connected with the government
of the Congregation, his strength had progressively de
teriorated.
But his spirit was that o f a young man.
To
the life of prayer and monastic litu rgica l observance al
ways fervently carried out at Sts. John and Paul, F r.
Cioni united pastoral activity proper to his strength: re
treats to nuns and confessions of the sick.
Although in
his humility he considered himself to be "a squeezed
orange," his fellow religious of the Roman community saw
this venerable fath er, a celebrated missionary, one time
confessor of the founder himself and his second successor
as superior general, go frequently to the hospital of St.
John Lateran to hear the confessions of the sick.
He
showed particular zeal and exquisite charity in assisting
the dying.
Indeed it is true to say that the end of his
life came while he was engaged in this ministry, as F r.
Philip recounts: "One day he went to hear the confession
of a woman who was dying of a terrible form of cancer
which emitted an unbearable stench.
On returning to the
retreat he felt that he had been infected by the putrid,
malignant disease. Everybody knew that he had contract
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ed this disease in the hospital, and this fact was record
ed for the edification of all on his obituary card." (53)
Naturally, this apostolate sometimes got out of fo
cus . Methods open to question were used and some mis
takes were made.
When this happened the superiors did
not fa il to point it out and when necessary. exercised
fraternal correction very charitably. F r. Gorresio, for ex
ample , was very vig ila n t in this matter. Undoubtedly he
greatly
appreciated
the
importance and
delicacy of
spiritual direction, always so highly valued in the Pas
sion ist community.
But he wanted to keep it on the right
lines and to avoid anything that would give "pious"
ladies food for gossip and fantasy.
He desired that this
precious and difficu lt ministry should be exercised in a
manner characteristic of Passionist sp iritu ality, with ser
ious sobriety and dignity. The inevitable criticism of this
legitimate preoccupation and pastoral vigilance was, per
haps , that it bore the stamp of his rig id , mathematical
temperament.
His biographer w rites: "He did not like the
confessors to become engulfed in the spiritual direction of
women.
He would take note of the amount of time spent
with them in the confessional and if it seemed to him to
be excessive he took care to deliver an admonition.
In
more than one retreat he came across situations where the
good name and the tranquility of the religious family
were in danger of being prejudiced by the chatter and
gossip of some near crazy ' h o ly ' gossip who used to
frequent our churches.
In such cases he would use the
only remedy he could, to rid the Passionists of this kind
of person, and forbade the confessors to hear her in the
future." (54)
A "man of God" and "an apostolic man" outstanding
in this fundamental ministry, which is la rg ely radical
liv in g of the gospel and of sanctity, was F r . Vincent
Mary Strambi (+1824). During these twenty y ea rs, when he
was between thirty and fifty , he lived the most intense
and dedicated period of mission preaching, exercising a
learned apostolate in teaching theology and pastoral
practice, and choosing to live in Rome at the Celian Hill
retrea t. He possessed three essential qualities of a good
confessor and spiritual director:
sanctity, prudence and
-

348

-

learning. For this reason many people who knew him per
sonally chose him as spiritual director and encouraged
others to do likewise.
Some of these were personalities of
note, but they were mostly simple people who wanted good
guidance and were drawn by the sain t' s gentle charity
as well as by his g ift of discernment.
It appears that
God graced him with this charism of "discernment of
spirits" and often, too, with that of "scrutiny of hearts."
Many of those who went to him would not forego the ap
pointment for any reason whatever, not even inclement
weather or excessive distance.
A Roman lady used to poke fun at her friend, the
venerable Maurizi (+1831),
for going to Sts. John and
Paul so often and tra vellin g across the entire city to
confess to F r . Vincent.
But once she decided to go as
companion, and when she had heard the holy confessor
speak for only a few minutes she said to her friend,
"You were right to go so far to him; with a confessor of
his kind one could not help becoming a saint." (55) Peo
ple whose lives were far from edifying left his confes
sional totally changed.
The principles and methods he used in the direction
of his spiritual children are quite clear and may be re
duced to the follow in g:
- he not only gave absolution and spiritual coun
sel, but he also took an interest in his penitent' s sp irit
ual needs, loving him in Jesus Christ with a fa th er' s
tenderness;
- he was unafraid of the d e v il' s attempts
him and the souls he directed; (56)

against

- he did not force souls into the way of perfection.
Each one had to follow the way marked out for him by
God whether it was ordinary or extraordinary;
- he adapted himself to a ll, the weak and the
strong, the little and the g rea t, sharing the trials and
problems of each one with the genuine solidarity of a
spiritual fath er; (57)
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- above all he inspired souls with courage and
confidence in the most natural way, convinced as he was
that the subtleties and complications of man have nothing
to do with the great simplicity and mercy of God;
- he equally avoided the extremes of rigor and
la x ity , forming souls surely in the virtues of humility,
obedience and Christian mortification,
- he detested the Jansenist doctrine opposing fre
quent communion and made the Eucharist easily available,
encouraging all to experience Christ deeply through this
"sacrament of l i f e ; "
- he was a convinced disciple of the moral theology
of St. Alphonsus de' Liguori, insisting that the saint' s
principles would be followed in his own diocese of Macerata and Tolentino; (58)
Of the c le rg y , nobility and ordinary people who
were privileged to be the spiritual children of this
saintly Passionist religious, later bishop of Macerata and
Tolentino, not a ll were destined to be lost in anonymity.
History records for ns the names of the Venerable Mary
Louisa Maurizi, first superior of the monastery of the
Mantellate in Rome;
St. Gaspar of Bufalo, founder of the
missionaries of the Percious Blood, whom he probably met
during one of the retreats given at Sts. John and Paul;
the pious Ann Marie Taige, humble child and great mystic
of the Trastevere region of Rome; Sister Agnes of the In
carnate Word, lay sister of the Paolotte monastery of Via
Selci in Rome, another great mystic; the venerable Clotilde Adelaide of Savoy, former queen of Sardinia, spouse
of Charles Emmanuel IV, who fled to Rome after she was
dethroned by Napoleon. (59)
When la te r , towards the end of 1823, the saint, who
was almost eighty years old and residing at the Quirinal
as counsellor of Pope Leo X I I , resumed for a short time
the apostolate of the confessional, he renewed the rela
tionship with many of his spiritual children, meeting and
receiving them glad ly.
He had no difficu lty in visiting
Mary Louisa Bourbon, daughter of Charles IV of Spain,

- 350 -

former queen of E truria, who was ill in the Dominican
monastery of St. Sixtus.
Afterwards, on Christmas Day
1823 to be exact, he visited Napoleon's sister, Pauline,
vho was livin g in V illa Sciarra.
He prepared for this
meeting in long hours of prayer by night "praying to God
for the return of that strayed s h e e p H e heard her con
fession and gave her communion, believing firm ly under
divine inspiration that the princess would persevePe in
her conversion and would edify everybody, in spite of the
scepticism of her uncle,
Cardinal Fesch. (60) Pau line' s
own confession im plicitly confirms that Strambi was r ig h t,
for in the only conversation she had with him she formed
the highest opinion of him as "a man of God" and de
clared : " I have never known a bishop like Bishop Stram
b i." (61)
3. More Apostles of the C onfessional

Numerous other fathers complete the picture we have
rapidly sketched, and through them we realize how deeply
committed was the Passionist
apostolic community, in
which the "evangelical laborer," was born, formed and
renewed in its dual mission of evangelizing and sanctifying the people of God.
Only a few names are mentioned
in the records of the period, and it would be unjust to
consign them to oblivion by leaving them buried in the
silence of the few documents we possess.
The year after the founder' s death, F r . Bernardine
Rotilio (62) followed him to heaven; he had devoted him
self to the ministry of confessions, especially among the
country folk. (63) F r . John Andrew Bianchi was well
known in Monte Cavo. (62) He was a priest in whom Car
dinal Henry of York had great confidence. (65) F r. John
Charles Armandi, (66) an employee of the Roman Curia
was won for the Congregation by the founder when he
preached his famous mission of September 1769 in St.
Mary of Trastevere.
He dedicated himself with much fruit
to confessions and catechesis on the missions.
The com
munities of the Ciociaria and Terracina witnessed the si
lent efficacious apostolate of F r. Charles Birago, (67)
who offered a hidden life after he had completed his
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humanistic studies in Turin and resigned from the office
of rector in the Congregation. (68)
F r. John Balbis (69) followed the same path; he was
a missionary and a superior, very active as a confessor,
a lover of solitude and divine contemplation.
Now comes
"a jewel of a p riest," F r . Joseph Mary Gioiello, (70) who
was happy ministering to the apostolic community in the
retreat churches. (71) He was succeeded in this hidden
ministry, or "domestic apostolate"
by F r. Bartholomew
Ceresia, (72) native of Piedmont, and also by his own
compatriot, F r. John Andrew Monetto, (73) a man who had
reached a high degree of prayer and spent long hours of
the night praying.
Enriched by God with extraordinary
g ift s ; prophecy and discernment of sp irits, he used them
for the good of many souls whom he guided in the way of
God and the path of Christian perfection. (74)
F r . Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi was renowned at this
time. He had been provinical superior of the Presentation
Province (1778-1781).
In spite of mediocre health he was
constantly active in the government of the Congregation
and as a spiritual director. He was considered as "one of
the most
devout
members of
the Congregation, dis
tinguished
for
his
profound
knowledge
of
mystical
theology" which gave him great expertise in spiritual di
rection within the Passionist community as well as among
the clergy and la ity . (75) Serious health problems pre
vented F r. John Matthew Baldini (76) from being an ac
tive missionary, but he dedicated himself to the ministry
of hearing confessions "w ith ... such great charity that he
was known as a holy religiou s." (77) F r . Anthony Mary
Botte (78) fu lfilled the humblest domestic chores and the
task of questing for alms. He lived his Passionist voca
tion with simplicity, joy and singular devotion to the
Blessed Virgin and was distinguished among his fellow
religious as a man of prayer.
For this reason he was
looked upon as being a true image of "the man of God,"
and spiritual father of many souls. Another unassuming,
modest priest and greatly esteemed confessor was F r .
Claude Crescenzi, (79) succeeded by F r. Paul Hyacinth
Heghli, beloved by the founder as a man of intelligence
and education. He was much sought after as a mission-

- 352 -

ary, confessor and spiritual director. (80) The notable
F r. Simon B orelli, former provincial of Our Mother of Sor
rows Province (1787-1790), was venerated as a saint. His
engagement in various offices of government and formation
prevented him from devoting himself to preaching, but he
carried out an apostolate of confessions and spiritual di
rection with intense zeal even during the period of dis
persion imposed by the Napoleonic suppression. (81) We
conclude this sketch with F r. John Baptist Auriemma, who
ranks high as a confessor.
The greater part of his life
was spent at the Roman retreat of Sts. John and Paul,
where he became very popular in the ministry of confes
sions which he constantly fu lfilled in the basilica.
He
could be described almost as a "career" confessor for he
heard confessions to the end, we think even during the
four years of the suppression by Napoleon, when he found
hospitality at theDominican monastery of Santa
Maria
sopra Minerva in Rome. (82)
4- General C riteria for Spiritual Direction
We have no personal writings of these fathers to
provide us with knowledge of the basic content of their
spiritual direction, except in the case of F r . Vincent
Mary Strambi, from whom we have gleaned some points
and reference material for a spiritual theology. Slender
as this outline may be, a mosaic composed of meager
fragments, it throws the Passionist apostolic community,
which is our concern, into strong relief so that it ap
pears to us concrete and credible in its rea lity and its
nature.
At the same time it places before us certain im
portant details about the s p irit, the attitude, and the
general pastoral method used in the ministry of confession
and spiritual direction, which gradually took shape around the founder and his school of sp iritu ality.
The
knowledge we have gained may be synthesized as follow s:
1. The
confessor and spiritual director shall
speak more loudly by his silence and prayer than by his
words: he must "pray always" and be, as it were, "an
image of prayer it s e lf."
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2. The cordiality and charity of the spiritual fa 
ther draw souls to open themselves to him simply and
make him share their problems in a spirit of solidarity
like Jesus who took upon himself the burdens of others.
3. The confessor' s a v a ila b ility for his spiritual
children should be as ample as possible, to the extent
that even if he were handicapped by illness he should
have himself carried in a chair by voluntary helpers to
his penitents, serving his brethren in this way.
4. It is essential that the spiritual father should
have great empathy with the soul-disciple, knowing how
to listen, able to discern with lucidity and inspiration,
capable of counselling with genuine charity.
5* I f the spiritual child is unwilling to follow the
essential way the director proposed, he should after a
sufficient time for reflection and prayer discontinue di
recting the person. We must not seek to have spiritual
children at all costs, but desire only the w ill and the
glory of God.
6. Vigilance must be exercised in the matter of
external penances not in order to abolish them but to
moderate the practice of them, since indiscretion in their
use could damage body and soul.
7. The spiritual father must be a man of depth
and compassion, able to encourage persons "of confused
and troubled conscience to open themselves to grace and
conversion."
8. I f God on the other hand should grant the con
fessor the particular grace of exercising charity,
even
heroic charity towards souls in most need, he must not
fa il or refuse. Love of God and neighbor demands th is.
9. The way of faith to be proposed to souls shall
be principally the exercise and the obligation to persev
ere in the practice of Christian virtu es, especially hu
m ility and obedience.
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10. The witness value of daily life is of special
importance and this includes personal decorum and mod
esty in dress.
11. Inevitably the spiritual father w ill suffer
experience of having wayward penitents who ignore
counsel and follow their own devices, regretting their
havior when perhaps it is too late. This should help
to grow in humility.

the
his
be
him

12. Finally the secret of the fulness of spiritual
life lies in "intimacy with God," which helps souls to ad
vance "in the way of divine lo v e ," as Father Paul and
later Bishop Strambi used to repeat over and over.
This "divine intimacy" is what enables and indeed
compels souls, according to Strambi, to go forward with
sim plicity, humility and loving confidence.
(83) "Our God
is good, very good, and St. Teresa tells us that he does
not scrutinize the minute details which preoccupy some
souls too much.
Above a ll, in little things have great
confidence in God, and great distrust of s e lf." (84)
The holy bishop insisted on the theme of confidence,
urging in liv e ly exhortations "to cultivate magnanimous
sentiments about the goodness of God." He used to say:
"Have confidence, have confidence, which gives us wings
to fly to God." (85) And there was a precise theological
and pedagogical motive for this boundless confidence in
the goodness of God:
the Passion of Jesus, his sacrifice
and his Precious Blood give us a right to pardon, to
confidence, to divine intimacy. (86) As a Passionist, and
especially as an immediate disciple of the founder, he
had experienced what the proclamation of the gospel of
the Passion meant to the people, to the clergy and to the
communities: the inestimable fruit of conversion, change
of heart and reform of life . Hope and trust in the divine
mercy spring from the Sacred Side of Jesus, as Strambi
wrote to the Marchioness of Milan, Mary Magenta Ferran
ti . To obtain holy peace most surely, "beg leave to enter
the Most Holy Side of Jesus, draw nearto his Heart,
wash in his most Precious Blood and become enkindled
with the holy fire of his lo v e ." (87) At another time he
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wrote to her: "Our most sweet Jesus has prepared a salve
for all our wounds, and a place of repose for us in a ll
our restlessness. He, the saint of saints, suffered before
we did, and in a much more agonizing way.
It is fittin g
then that we lovin gly say to him, ' Lord I accept every
thing from your hands and I w illin gly drink some little
drops from your ch alice. ' Oh, how sweet it is to mingle
our suffering with those of Jesus!" (88)
The Passionist apostolic community extended into the
episcopal palace of Macerata.

C. THE APOSTOLATE OF RETREATS

1.

The m onastery as a p a s to ra l center fo r re tre ats

The Passionist apostolic community was a commun
ity in harmony where "care of the neighbor" was assidu
ously cultivated, not only by instructing in the faith
those who were nearest at hand, that is to say, the lay
people who lived in the retreat or whose lives in one way
or another gravitated around i t , but also by providing
for those who came to the solitude of the Passionist mon
astery to seek renewal by making retreats.
Besides the arrangements made for the care of the
la y brothers, there was, n atu rally, a special obligation
to provide for the garzoni ( domestics), (89) who were
given instruction in Christian doctrine without fa il every
week. F r. Gorresio' s biographer emphasizes that the zeal
of the fathers also extended "to the poor who used to
crowd around our doors in Rome to receive alms," so
th at, in addition to material food,
they were given spi
ritual nourishment of the faith.
(90) The sensitivity and
intelligence of F r. Gorresio made him inventive in finding
ways and means, in advance of his time,
by which the
la ity might benefit by the climate of solitude, prayer and
recollection pervading the Passionist retreat and its
church.
The same biographer' underlines this when he
w rites:
"His zeal (F r . Gorresio's) for prayer made him
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very attentive to and considerate of la y people whom at
the closing of a mission he frequently exhorted to pract
ice prayer.
It was his wish that our church in Rome be
heated in winter and cool in summer, and as far as pos
sible free from flies, so that, as he once said, those who
came to pray should be comfortable and able to attend to
the things of God and their devotions in peace." (91)
F r . Gorresio took even greater pains during his
fifteen years as general to develop and make more effica 
cious the retreats given at our monasteries for the clergy
and the la ity . "He desired that they be carried out in an
atmosphere of real solitude," F r. Philip points out, "with
such frequent hearing of the word of God, spiritual
reading and other devout practices that they were often
more fruitful even than the missions." (92) Before the
retreat for First Communicants had been initiated in Rome
at La Pia Casa di Ponterotto, (93) F r. Gorresio intro
duced this work in the retreat of Sts. John and Paul
where the children were welcomed and treated with great
solicitude and kindness. (92)
During the founder' s lifetime efforts were made to
reserve some rooms in the retreats suitable for clergy and
la y persons who wished to make a retrea t. (95) The Passionists looked upon this ministry as a fittin g pastoral
service the Institute rendered to the local church, as the
founder himself assured Canon Felix P a g lia ri of Frascati.
(96) This development was provided for by the rules and
constitutions in the different texts of 1721, 1726 and 1769.
They established that houses suitable for retreats should
be annexed to the monasteries. Where this provision was
not made, it was per mitt e*d to lodge at most two seculars
making retreats in the house where the religious commu
nity lived. (97) In fa c t, for economic reasons, this was
never carried out except at Sts. John and Paul, where
alone a few rooms were designated in the monastery for
small groups.
The size of the ancient monastery of Sts. John and
Paul gave greater scope and room for efficiency than the
others, and it was better adapted for retreats than any
of the numerous houses for that purpose in Rome, includ
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ing that of St. Bonaventure on the Palatine (belonging to
the Reformed Friars Minor), that of Montecitorio (of the
Vincentians), of St. Gall, of St. Paschal in Trastevere
and that of Ponterotto. (98) The chief credit for this was
due to F r. Gorresio, whose real genius for organization
and whose great experience as a missionary enabled him
to pave the way for the Celian retreat house to become a
center of spiritual renewal for clergy and la ity .
And he
achieved this with his customary energy and alertness.
Fortunately F r. P h ilip , his biographer, tells us something
about i t .
He would carefully choose a "prudent and discern
ing" priest in the different houses as director of those
making the retreats. "He used to watch over both parties
to ensure that the director did not neglect his office and
that the retreatants profited fu lly from the retrea t." He
took an interest in the secular clergy "especially if they
had been sent by their bishops as a penance"
and he
took care that they should celebrate Mass with a peaceful
conscience, since the preaching would have been of no
a va il if the celebrant of the holy mystery "had a bad
conscience." By his express order, therefore, no one was
permitted to celebrate the Eucharist until he had, after
careful preparation, made a sincere confession.
Knowing that F r. Gorresio as a religious and asu
perior was totally free from human respect, we
are not
surprised that he took action and never feared to inter
vene when it was necessary to ensure respect for the sa
cred and demanding nature of the retreats. F r. Philip
rela tes:
"A p riest, a young religious, went to Sts. John
and Paul to make a retreat in peace but, unfortunately
for him, there were two other Roman youths on retreat
there at the same time.
Late at night, when the commu
nity retired to rest, these two would go to the p riest' s
room to spend some time in conversation with him.
This
was found out and the vice-rector appointed a cleric to
watch and let him know when these meetings occurred.
When he was advised, he sent word to the superior gen
eral who had already gone to bed.
He rose immediately,
however and went upstairs with the cleric to the p riest' s
room.
When he reached the door, he thought it prudent
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not to enter but told his companion to order the youths
back to their rooms, in his name, and let them know that
it was time for silence not for conversation. They obeyed,
and one of them on returning to his room found himself
confronted by the general, who rebuked him severely and
left him feeling very humiliated."
But this was not a ll.
"He was even more fiery in
dealings with another retreatant," F r. Philip continues,
"it concerns a youth who,
having gone astray, had been
sent by Cardinal William P a llotta , "to see if he could be
converted and return to the right path." Not only did the
boy fa il to benefit by the retreat but he was heard blas
pheming one day.
This was enough to rouse F r . John
Baptist' s ire and he made it his business to teach him a
lesson.
He cornered him on the main staircase leading to
the first flo o r, grasped him by the beard and was about
to give him a resounding blow, but controlled himself and
instead gave him a serious w arning, threatening him with
punishment, even with prison, unless he changed his
w ays." (99)
Zealous and learned fathers conducted the retreats
during this period as directors of the different houses
available at the solitary Passionist retreats. There was,
for instance, the well known F r. Thomas Sagneri, who
fu lfille d this office in a praiseworthy manner in Rome,
devoting himself also to preparing children for First
Communion, and proving to be an expert at decorating
the church and making Christmas crib s. At Terracina F r.
John Jacomini excelled at the hidden and delicate task of
ministering to the priests who came to Mount St. Angelo
monastery for the retrea t. He used to counsel, help, and
remind them of their office as priests. He exerted himself
particularly in trying to foster in them a love for the
litu rgy, especially the celebration of the Eucharist.
He
became an expert in this fie ld , with perfect knowledge of
the norms and rubrics, but even more so by deeply livin g
the mystery of the holy litu rgy. (100) F r. Vincent Mary
Grassi possessed "a marvellous art for inspiring souls to
practice the virtu es." The man himself, so exquisitely
courteous and ferven t, communicated in his own person a
message of authentic spiritu ality.
"One could never grow
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tired of listening to him," whether he was givin g spirit
ual talks, or counselling in the confessional.
It was re
marked that "his penitents, especially the young, were
outstanding for their exemplary liv e s ." His ministry was
particu larly fruitful and incisive when he was spiritual
director of the retreat house at Sts. John and Paul in
Rome. It is recorded indeed that he won, "the esteem and
goodwill of a ll" by his wise counsel and spiritual intu
ition , so th at, "seculars were often seen in tears espe
cia lly when he was reading a book to them or giving an
exhortation." (101)
The Passionist community was invited to share re
sponsibility by their prayer, their example and the
warmth of their hospitality.
The provincial, Fr. Anthony
Pucci, sent a decree in the form of a circular letter to
the Presentation monasteries in an effort to ensure that
laymen who made retreats should benefit from them as
fu lly as possible. It stressed that the religious should be
very reserved in their dealings with those engaged in
making retreats and should avoid all undue fam iliarity
with them so as to preserve the spiritual atmosphere and
not lessen it in any way by unsuitable words or be
havior.
In other words, the apostolic community was in
vited , to fu lfill its duty of givin g edification to the lay
people making retreats, which was its primary mission
and its g i f t . (102)

2. P a s to ra l c r ite ria fo r d ire ctin g the retre ats

When the superior general, F r. Gorresio had left the
scene, the activity of the retreats began to decline to
some extent under his successor, F r. Joseph Mary C laris.
This was due, perhaps, to the turmoil the French Revolu
tion caused towards the end of the century, which was
also felt in Ita ly.
The eleventh general chapter of 1802 took cognizance
of this when it took up the lament of "many, very zeal
ous religiou s" who were deploring the "bad method" being
used in more than one mbnastery for the conduct of the
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retreats for lay people.
It endorsed this criticism by re
calling the v a lid ity of the Regulations for Retreats (103)
which were intended "to ensure their fruitfulness" and
which also declared that the retreat apostolate should be
considered "a work absolutely proper to our Congrega
tion." This was a highly significant declaration (one
year after the death of the man who had organized this
a ctivity) and it was accompanied by the rather discour
aging statement that there were some of our priests who
greatly disliked "the task of assisting the retreatants."
The chapter* accordingly ordained that the priests be
w illing and available to act as directors of the retreats
and also suggested that the provincials should check on
this point when making the canonical visitation "so that
in case of defect they might apply a suitable remedy."
(104)
Indeed two years after this ringing declaration of
the general chapter, the superior general, F r. Claris,
had a new edition of the regulations prepared, comprising
various texts, with instructions and reminders for the
right method of conducting the retreats. (105) Let us ex
amine the third text, entitled Instructions and Regula
tions for the Retreats, which comprises fifty-nine points.
It seems to us to be a good reflection of the c rite ria , the
method and the mentality, and helps us to comprehend
what their pastoral and spiritual action essentially was
in theory and in practice. Here are the basic points:
- The director is advised to exercise
when accepting candidates for the retreats.

discernment

- Priests are to be advised to abstain from cele
brating the Eucharist for the first three days, as is the
practice in a ll retreat houses.
s

- It is advisable to inspect the books which those
who make the retreats bring with them.
- It is necessary to be very solicitous to ensure the
tranqu illity of the retreatants, avoiding inopportune vis
its of relatives and frien ds, and remembering that v is it
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ors often "pretend to be relatives and are not genuinely
so."
- Lunch w ill be served to the retreatants with the
religious community; supper w ill be apart from them, but
the director w ill ensure nothing is missing, that everyone
has all he needs, and particularly that the boys are not
in need of anything.
- At supper suitable books w ill be read aloud such
as, Segneri' s The Instructed Christian,
Cattaneo' s The
Lessons, Masinis' s The lives of the Saints.
- The director w ill take care to put flowers on the
refectory table for the boys who have made their First
Communion.
- In winter "a lit brazier shall be supplied only to
those who think they need i t ."
- It is very important to impress upon everyone the
need for silence and recollection if they wish to make the
retreat fru itfu lly.
- If
p rivately.

anyone has

to be admonished let

it

be done

- Breakfast is to be served only to the boys p ri
vately in each one' s room before Mass; but chocolate is
to be taken in a room appointed, "never in the supply
room, in order to avoid breaches of silence and waste of
time."
- Spiritual reading shall be done
with seriousness and recollection. (106)

in

the

chapel

- Three quarters of an hour shall be assigned for
the daily walk;
however not a ll at the same time but in
groups "with one of the more recollected and prudent as
a gu id e."
"they

- Let them make a copy of the "Rule of L ife ," which
should keep throughout their lives as a help to
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holy perseverance," in their state of life whether ecclesi
astic or la y ."
- Should anyone, especially among the boys, need
to be instructed in doctrine "let this great act of charity
be done with the greatest care, remembering that it is
necessary for eternal salvation, and that our Divine Re
deemer before us carried out this holy duty."
- The names of the community confessors available
to retreatants shall be made known on the third day so
that each one may choose the one he prefers.
- "The Reverend Father General by special decree,
and for good and just reasons, forbids general communion
for those making the retreat," except first communion
children. (107) In the case of these latter a certificate
from their parish priest is necessary.
- Only those who ask for it w ill be given a ce rtifi
cate that they have made the retrea t.
This must be a
true statement, "according to merit and good behavior."
I f someone has made the retreat "as a penance" his certi
ficate w ill be directed to the competent authority, sealed
and stamped; "it must never be shown to the retreatant."
- "When givin g the usual fin al reminders to the
retreatants," the preacher shall exhort them to frequent
the oratories, like that of the Chiesa Nuova, or some oth
er closer at hand, "where retreats are given and where
piety and devotion foster and thrive.
- In order to avoid disorder, when the fin al act of
thanksgiving has been made, "a ll w ill be led to the
waiting room, not to the orchard, especially when the
fruit is in season, and there politely and without any
worldly ceremony or anything of that nature, they w ill be
advised that they are awaited at the entrance by their
parents, servants, or someone else."
It would be no mistake to see in this document a
sound and balanced plan of action.
Some of its details
make us smile, because they smack so strongly of the^ at-
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titudes and thinking of the period, but in their substance
and depth they are a valuable means of guiding one to a
true experience of God, and to conversion and total re
newal of life . They reveal also sound spiritual and peda
gogical elements: conviction about the value of retreats;
the seriousness of undertaking and fu lfillin g them;
the
choice of means to render them more efficacious; the spir
it of service required of the director and the whole Pas
sion ist community;
the importance pf the virtues of
prudence, charity and piety in order to help our brothers
( or "neighbor" as they said in the language of the time)
to build up and rebuild an authentic Christian life .
The Passionist apostolic community, enriched by en
thusiasm and creativity, by men of God and apostolic
men, shared this ideal together in thought and in action,
trusting to the re lia b ility of the director of the retreat
house: it is of utmost importance, we read in the regula
tions , that the work of closed retreats, "be conducted
with great zeal according to the original plan, care be
ing taken to ensure that no diminution of fe rv o r, no neg
ligence or boredom creep in, and that the introduction of
novelties be absolutely avoided, since in the course of
time these could be detrimental to a work that could and
should rebound to the glory of God and the spiritual well
being of the neighbor." (108)
To conclude, the Passionist apostolic community,
like a cenacle of apostles committed to the pastoral work
of itinerant evangelization, to the ministry of confessions
and spiritual direction, to directing retreats in the ambi
ence of the retreat, is such, not so much because of the
works performed, as because of its capacity and radical
disposition for the contemplation and enjoyment of the Ab
solute, who is sought and possessed in p ra yer. The foun
der ' s statement is appropriate here.
When confronted by
the coalition of mendicant friars united against the new
born Congregation, he proclaimed, like a warrior ready
for anything, that "the monasteries have a ll risen and
taken up arms" and that "every religious w ill take care
to defend his own position (of combat) well, with more
fervent prayers and mortifications, and above all by ex
act regular observance;
these are the arms with which
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each one of us can fight
Most High God." (109)

to achieve

victory

before the

That is the Passionist apostolic community.
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NOTES

1. F . Giorgini, Regulae et Constitution, Cap. I, p . 2.
2. S. Breton, "The Passionist Congregation and its charism," op.cit., p . 6.
3. Ibid., p . 10. This "prayer of the sunflower" evokes a
personal experience,
when in November 1976 I found an ex
tremely original picture Christ "first sunflower" by the
painter Vincent La Mantea, of Girifalco (Catanzaro). The art
ist discovered the evocative analogy of the sunflower with
Jesus Crucified as a "satellite" of the Father, a flower of
orginal beauty and fruit of that absurd tree, the Cross,
which God has planted in the world that it might be a ran
somed earth reconquered by love. Christ bows his head in an
act of prayer, obedience and love, like the sunflower, crown
ed with thorns, whose petals ooze blood.
4. In this sense the Chapter Document, formulated by the
thirty-ninth general chapter (1970),
presents the founder
who, like the Apostle St. Paul, "insistently inculcated, by
word and example, the importance of prayer in our life...desiring "that his followers pray without interruption and
that the communities become authentic schools of prayer"; n.
40.
5. St. Paul of the Cross. Notizia 1747,
in La Congre
gazione della Passion di Gesù:
cos1è e cosa vuole, (Rome,
1978) , pp. 7-13.
6. Ibid., nn. 25-27.
_
7. The founder was most explicit in his letter to »Canon
Felix Pagliari of Frascati : "Our holy Rule oblige us to obey
the bishops when they call us to give missions and spiritual
exercises to the people,
clergy, nuns, etc., but they forbid
us to go to hear confessions in the places where their feasts
are celebrated,
etc ; they order us to be ready to hear the
confession of anyone who comes to our retreat Churches, but
prohibit our engagement in other parish work. All this is ap
proved by the Holy See in the Apostolic Brief. L III, p . 418.
As of the date of the letter, Pope Clement XIV had not yet
granted the bull of solemn approbation of the Institute "Su
premi Apostolatus."
8. F . Giorgini, op.cit., Rules 1736, Chapter XXXV.
9. Ibid.
10. Ibid., p . 132.
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11 . Is this perhaps a symbolic figure inspired by bibli
cal symbolism?
12. Bg GB, pp. 64-65.
13. "Fondazioni" in Boll CP, VII (1927), pp. 200-201.
14. This is a reference to the ministry of confessions
and spiritual direction sought by many penitents who used to
come from near and far.
15. CAdd, III, p. 5-6.
16. CB, p. 141.
17. "I detest your feasts." (Is. 1:14).
18. Bg GB, p. 66.
19. Provincial Archives, Scala Santa: authentic change of
the monthly catechism classes to annual ones agreed upon by
the Most Eminent Cardinal Garampi and the illustrious guard
ians of the city of Corneto with our retreat of the Sorrowful
Virgin, 1789.
20. St. Paul of the Gross, op.cit., p . 12, n. 27.
21. CB, p. 27.
22. CB, pp. 87-88.
23. The word Rappozzola, (used in the text) is a dialect
term for a mat.
24. CB, p. 90.
25. CB, pp. 90-91.
26. The cenacle community, which had been for him the
life and breath of Passionist being, both inspiration and re
spiration, to use the imagery of Stanislaus Breton, op.cit.,
p . 10.
,27. We have not discovered the family name.
28. CAdd, II, p. 90.
29. CAdd, II, p . 92. Remember that Bro. Francis died in
1777, seven years before Pius VI authorized the use of meat.
The community therefore needed fish daily, so clearly Bro.
Francis' mission was singularly efficacious.
30. Ibid., p. 94.
31. Ibid., p . 92.
32. Stanislaus Breton, op.cit., p . 9.
33. F. Giorgini, op.cit., Chapter I , n. 2.
34. The first disorder is the evil which is emerging,
"endangering our faith which is under powerful attack in many
parts of Christendom," the second, is "the world's 'profound
forgetfulness' of the memory of the Most Holy Passion of Je
sus, among the faithful.
35.
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o f t h e C r o s s , o p .c i t ., p . 7,
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36. C.A. Naselli,
"Solitude and 'the desert' in spirit
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C hapter XIV

IN DIFFICULTY WITH THE LOCAL CHURCH

A.

THE MONTE CAVO COMMUNITY AND
THE BISHOP OF FRASCATI

The Passionist community of Monte Cavo took a very
active part in aposotolic activity in the Tusculan diocese
and in the dioceses of the hills surrounding Rome.
The
cardinal bishop of Frascati, Henry Stuart, Duke of York,
who was also very zealous as a pastor, glad ly employed
them not only for missions, retreats and public cateches is ,
but also to substitute for absent or sick parish
priests and to hear confessions in. the cathedral when he
was to celebrate a pontifical Mass.
The fathers spontaneously engaged in apostolic act
iv ity in the town of Rocca di Papa, below the retrea t,
givin g voluntary service on many feast days during the
y e a r , hearing confessions and teaching catechism, but
without any binding commitment as this would have been
contrary to the constitutions. (1) However, signs of the
imminent controversy had already manifested themselves in
1768, during the founder' s lifetime, when in a letter to
Canon Felix P a glia ri of Frascati he stated the fundament
al principles of the origin of the Congregation, orientated
as it was not to ordinary pastoral work but to the após
tol ate of itinerant evangelization. (2)
It is not clear how the inhabitants of Rocca di Pa
pa , devoted as they were to the Passionists, gradually
came to take it for granted that the voluntary pastoral
ministry, carried out from a motive of charity, was an
obligation and claimed it as a right, "a ju ridical ser
vice ." This stirred up a veritable hornets' nest, because
the fathers in their total fid elity to the tradition estab
lished by the founder were ready to face war or persecu
tion of any kind rather than infringe the binding norms
of rule and constitutions. The community was in a highly

- 373 -

embarrassing situation, all the more so because in the
course of time the very controversial service given on
feast days had begun to cause serious d ifficu lties,
chiefly because of the scarcity of priests in the commu
nity.
The community itself felt the repercussions of this
in its own litu rgica l celebrations which were so essential
and on which Passionist spiritual life and contemplation
hinged.
During a visit to Rocca di Papa, the cardinal was
informed about the controversy between the inhabitants of
the place and the Passionists.
Instead of cla rifyin g the
matter with the superior he allowed himself to be influ
enced by rumors on ly, and when preaching to the people
referred to the services given by the Passionists on feast
days in a way that gave the impression that he favored
the claim the people made on them. When speaking to the
rector of the community, F r. Peter Paul Lu pi, (3) who
considered it his duty to inform the cardinal correctly,
the cardinal confirmed that he was in sympathy with the
people and made no attempt to conceal his displeasure
when he heard the fath ers' resons. It was 1790, the year
in which F r. Gorresio was re-elected.
The religious were
greatly perturbed not only by the clear violation of their
rules but also by the ingratitude of authority and of the
people in return for their zeal and the sacrifices they
had made for the spiritual well-being of the town from
the time of their foundation. (4) When explaining the un
expected change of attitude shown by the cardinal a man
easily influenced by people outside someone attributed it
to the malevolence of one of his entourage. (5)
Whatever the reason may have been, when matters
reached this stage, the Monte Cavo community had to send
an account of the whole a ffa ir to the ninth general
chapter which was held at Corneto, April 15-19, 1790. The
chapter decided to leave the matter in the hands of the
new superior general, F r. Gorresio, whose first measure
was to advise the community to petition the cardinal and
if this failed , to resolutely oppose his demands. The said
petition, although "firm and well reasoned", as F r . Phil
ip describes it, was respectful and written as a plea
begging His Royal Highness to "take up their defence"
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and not to allow them "to suffer such a wrong." The car
dinal, for his part, whether it suited him to turn a deaf
ear or whether he was influenced by spiteful follow ers,
chose to interpret it as a threat. The controversy became
embittered, especially after the ca rd in a l' s failure to per
suade the community of Monte Cavo to give him the sat
isfaction, "of laying aside their pretensions and changing
their way of thinking," and also when he met the same
resistance in F r . Gorresio of whom he had made the same
request. His appeal to the pope had no better success. In
spite of the fact that the cardinal "was very powerful in
the papal court," Pius VI "was unwilling to meet his de
mands , as they were contrary to the rules of the Passionists approved by papal bull fifteen years e a r lie r ."
Nothing remained but to put it to tria l of strength.
Naturally in this case the cardinal was the stronger pow
er . What could the poor solitary mendicants of Monte Cavo
do but pay dearly for their freedom and suffer in silence
and dignity, trusting only in Providence and the justice
of their cause?
The conflict lasted several years (17901796).
Without warning His Eminence withdrew their au
thority for hearing confessions, permitting only one priest
to hear confessions in the church of the solitary retreat.
And, as if this were not enough, he forbade them to seek
alms in his diocese.
It was arbitrary behavior certain
ly , but there is an old proverb which says: "the ruler
makes the law s." (6)
The general was already thinking of givin g up the
retreat and desisted only because of the intervention of
the princes Colonna and Doria who, with another prelate,
"from that time forward gave them extraordinary alms and
promised them even more help." The danger of going hun
gry was averted.
But news of the controversy was noised
abroad and went beyond the confines of the Tusculan dio
cese, being spread about perhaps by some of the mendi
cant orders.
The Passionists, it was said, were proud
and insubordinate and the bishops should show them up
in their true colors. This had the opposite effect because
many bishops treated the a ffa ir with indiffereance and
others took the side of the Passionists, first of all Bishop
Anselmi of Terracina.
And that was not the end of the
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matter.
"The whole diocese," writes the chronicler, "was
fu ll of spies who scrutinized the comings and goings of
the religiou s, who felt so intimidated that they did not
dare to go to Frascati lest they -be carried off to prison.
Nothing could appease the cardinal, neither the rector' s
voluntary resignation from his o ffic e , nor any other mea
sure; nor did the fathers budge from what they consider
ed a matter of conscience."
The moment came, however, when His Eminence re
alized that he had exceeded his power in prohibiting the
quest and decided to reverse that decision.
Meanwhile
"the religious patiently bore everything with resignation
to God' s w ill." (7) The chronicler records, "this unhappy
state of affairs lasted for six years, during which time
God' s protection of the honor of that family was palp
able.
Cardinal Alexander Mattei related that when the
cardinals were discussing the Passionist Institute among
themselves at the conclave celebrated in Venice for the
election of Pius V I I , the cardinal of Frascati had said,
"Everyone knows that the Passionists were in my dis
favor , but for six years I
never made recourse against
them. ' During this period of estrangement from the Pas
sionists he said once,
' I have always loved the. Passion
ists, and I love them s till, but I recognize that they are
too stubborn'. " This was sincere and praiseworthy testi
mony, but it needs clarification . The Passionists were in
deed tenacious like their founder, but the cardinal was
no less so. Both parties mutually esteemed and loved each
other, but each considered it a matter of conscience, and
felt it a duty to fight to the finish for a just and le
gitimate r ig h t. (8)
It is to the credit of the new general, F r. Joseph
Mary Claris,
that
as soonas he was elected, 1796, he
made a gesture of reconciliation letting the cardinal know
that he would like to visit him and pay his respects in
F rascati. Greatly pleased at this procedure, the prelate
glad ly sent a carriage for him.
When he and his com
panion, F r . Paul Hyacinth H eghli, entered the palace the
cardinal greeted and welcomed them with true cordiality
and invited them to dine with him.
He made them sit be
side him at table and he talked of what had happened.
-

3 76

-

"They w illin gly discussed their past differences," writes
F r . P h ilip , "and the cardinal, convinced that their con
duct had been reasonable and in keeping with their In
stitute, repeated his assurances of the warm, affection he
had always felt and would continue to have for the Passionists. I f he had acted harshly it was because he was
angry with someone who had opposed him in an unfitting
way. (9) At the end of the meal he declared that thence
forth he would continue to regard the Passionists with his
usual benevolence, as indeed he did and continued to do
t h e r e a f t e r (10) When they were leaving he was most
affable and courteous and invited them to spend a few
days relaxing with him in the following month of October.
They thanked him, with apologies for their in a b ility to
accept the invitation because of the pressure of their
work in government, but in rea lity to accept such an in
vitation would have been "a luxury"
according to the
rigoros customs of reserve and austerity at that time.
B.

THE COMMUNITY OF PIEVETORINA AND
THE PARISH PRIEST FROSCIONI

The foundation of the Pievetorina retreat, begun in
1782 and completed four years la te r , carried in embryo a
confrontation between
the community and the parish
p rie st, F r . Joseph Froscioni, which was
to end in a "dis
tressing law suit." (11) It concerned
the right of the
Passionists to carry out burial services in their retreat
church.
To put it bluntly, the parish priest was motivated
although he did not acknowledge it, by questions of
self-interest and prestige, while for the Passionists it
was a matter of respect and of authentic rights recogniz
ed by the bull Supre mi Apostolus, as well as of the lib 
erty to organize their community life according to their
rules and constitutions, which the supreme authority of
the Church repeatedly guaranteed. Concretely and specifi
ca lly , it was a matter concerning the obsequies of the
dead who had expressed the wish to have their Requiem
Mass celebrated at the retreat church of St. Augustine.
The difficulties began in the early years of the founda
tion before the community had been formally established
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there.
The first case was that of Dominic Turcarelli
(1784). Froscioni, ironically enough, citing as his motive
that the Passionists were forbidden by their constitutions
"to trade with either the livin g or the dead," said and
did so much that he succeeded in having the burial ser
vice in the parish church of St. Mary. The following year
another Turcarelli, John Baptist, passed away.
The con
troversy was revived when he was buried from the parish
church, the chief reason for this being the parish
p riest' s determination to prevent the celebration of funer
al services at St. Augustine' s church.
The third case
brought matters to a head.
It was that of a cerain Anna
Vergari who had expressed the wish to be buried from the
Passionist church.
A certificate signed by two witnesses,
(August 6, 1793), testified to this wish.
But Froscioni
refused to honor either the wish or the document. (12)
After so many years of silent patient resignation,
the fathers decided that the time for action had come.,
Through the mediation of F r. Francis Franci di Valsantangelo, a schoolmaster from Pievetorina, and Frederic
Venturi, a nobleman from Camerino, they brought Clement
XIV' s bull, Supremi Apostolatus, to the parish p riest' s
notice.
This document provides for and acknowledges the
right of burial from the Passionist church, but to avoid
scandal they once more tolerated the arrogance of Fros
cioni , making a virture of necessity.
Froscioni, however,
realized that he had gone too far and to forestall the
fathers and prevent them from "countering his violen ce,"
suggested an arrangement with the help of the pro-vicar
Pizzicanti of Camerino, who drew up a document to be
signed by both p a rties.
The document virtu a lly ignored the rights of the
community of St. Augustine' s , stipulating that instead of
the quarter of the stipend which was the parish p rie st' s
lega l due they should give him half; that the bells of St.
Augustine' s should not be tolled; that there should be no
sermon preached in the church; and that no sung masses
should be celebrated in the church until the parish Mass
was over, which amounted to interference with the regular
life of the community. Obviously the fathers could not in
conscience subscribe to this arrangement, and F r. Gorre-
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sio would not permit it by any means whatever. Although
in principle and in practice they were averse to con flict,
they acted uprightly and firm ly, trusting in Providence,
all the more so because of their bitter experience at
Monte Cavo with the cardinal bishop of Frascati.
F r. Gorresio informed the pope of the matter and
asked him to appoint a judge to settle the controversy
"am icably." Pius VI appointed Cardinal William Pallotta
with instructions to try to reach "a friendly settlement."
If this proved to be impossible, however, he would be
provided "with the faculties necessary" in the situation.
It was at this juncture that the parish priest, aware
that the fathers had had recourse to Rome and had ob
tained a rescript, dated June 15, 1794, naming Cardinal
Pallotta as special judge, "played the part of the injured
party and had a document drawn up with accusations
against the Passionists and appointing Francis Giannini
as his la w yer." (13)
F r. Gorresio entrusted the defense of the Passionists
to the lawyer Severino Petrarca as procurator, (14) and
to F r . Faustinus Baroni (15) as his special delegate.
He
wrote to consult various procurators of religious orders,
and also to bishops:
Octavius A ngelelli of Gubbio, John
Devoti of Anagni (16) and Mark Anthony Moscardini of Foligno, (17) in order to find out all he could about this
kind of controversy and to get information about similar
cases which might possibly have occurred in their dioces
es . (18) F r . Faustinus' part was to make a thorough
examination of the documents in the parish archives, in
which process he discovered the artifices used by Froscio n i, who had suppressed and altered • letters and had
changed figures and words in certain texts in order to
present them as favorable to his cause.
(19) The lawyer
Petrarca, thanks to the alertness and resolute spirit of
the Passionists and particularly of the superior general,
F r . Gorresio, drew up for them a substantial,
well docu
mented defense.
The death of the judge, Cardinal P allotta, which
occurred on September 21, 1795, b riefly delayed the case.
The Passionist procurator general then requested the pope
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to appoint another cardinal to act as special judge.
The
person appointed was D. Coppola, secretary of the Sacred
Congregation of Rites, on February 4, 1796.
Resuming the case, Petrarca insisted on the import
ance and va lid ity of the law, which could not be set
aside with impunity nor violated because the other party
seemed to be the stronger.
In his opening speech he de
clared : "The law is cle a r, the law prevails; the Passionists may not give up their right on i t ; neither may
any judge revoke or put limits to it for the sake of con
cord or convenience or for any pretext whatever alleged
by our parish priest.
Enough that he has attacked the
Passionists and gravely calumniated them to the bishops;
that • he has discredited them before everyone;
in short,
that he has constantly persecuted them. Let him not think
that he can also
humiliate them now by preventing them
from assembling the people in their church to hear the
word of God at
the hours most suitable for the people
themselves.
This in no way prevents the parish priest
from holding parochial functions which are at different
times,
the parish priest would seek to change schedules
in order to inconvenience the Passionists and upset their
arrangements, obliging them to suspend the ringing of the
bell, and consequently to suspend their own litu rgica l
celebrations while the parish Mass is in progress. We re
peat: let us give to each his due and in this way no one
w ill be the loser." (20)
The judge greatly appreciated Petrarca' s vigorous
defense, but he
wanted a peaceful settlement, and this
was unacceptable to the injured party, who wanted just
ice only and was
unwilling to accept unjust compromises.
Finally
on January 31, 1798, they achieved their aims
when the verdict was given against the parish priest
Froscioni and he was obliged "to pay the lega l fees
which amounted to fifty devalued scudi, the money in cir
culation at that time being almost valueless." (21)
The verdict laid down that:
- The parish priest has no right to half of the sti
pend for administering viaticum and accompanying the fu
neral cortege to the church, nor to double remuneration,
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but only to a quarter, which consists of a fourth part of
the candle donation and simple compensation for viaticum.
The Passionists are exempt from all debt.
Both parties
shall maintain perpetual silence about this matter.
- The parish priest is not entitled to raise "his
own cross" when the dead are being borne to St. August
ine ' s Church and the Passionists are officiatin g.
In such
a case, at a time arranged in consultation with the par
ish p riest, the Passionists shall go to the parish church
carrying their own cross "unveiled" to meet the priest
and proceed with him to the house of the deceased.
The
parish priest may not use the "parochial cross" but the
customary unveiled cross of the Passionists.
But i f the
Passionists do not take part in the funeral procession (or
co rtege), the parish priest has not the right to enter St.
Augustine' s church wearing surplice and stole with his
own cross raised, even if there be fewer than twelve re
ligious in the adjoining monastery. When he has imparted
the final blessing to the deceased the parish priest must
la y aside the cross and stole and enter the church vested
only in surplice.
Within the church he may exercise no
right whatever - to perform any service for the dead.
- Before the tolling of the bell, the Passionists, or
the heirs or relatives of the deceased, must indicate the
free choice of a burial place. When this has been done,
the Passionists shall proceed to toll the bells, signifying
that their church was chosen, likewise when the body is
brought to the church, even if the parish priest refuses
to participate (in which case he cannot claim a stipend
from the heirs of the deceased).
- Neither the parish priest nor his successors enjoy
the right to participate in the funeral procession of the
dead of other parishes which may have to pass through
the parish of Pievetorina for burial at St. Augustine' s ;
consequently no emolument is due to them from the heirs
of these deceased.
- Neither the parish priest nor his successors have
the right to forbid the ringing of the bell to signify the
celebration of Mass and other religious functions. There
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fore the Passionists may legitim ately exercise this right
also on feast days at the same time that the parish
priest is celebrating the parish Mass, and also to indi
cate the celebration of other Masses and ecclesiastical
functions. The losing party in this case is obliged to pay
the costs of this law suit, as the judge decides. (22)
So ended a problem which had weighed heavily on
the Passionist community of Pievetorina from its earliest
beginning in 1784, and more acutely after 1793, until the
judicial verdict was given on January 31, 1798. While the
history of this little affair reveals the mentality of that
time and of those men, it has a precise value in that it
admits us to a world which frequently experienced ten
sions and problems that were very ingenuous and of a
"domestic" nature.
They attached too much importance to
them and allowed them to create undue tensions, perhaps,
but at a distance of centuries we can almost touch them.
We learn from a religious of the Pievetorina community
that the result of the lawsuit "was a bitter disappoint
ment to the parish priest, who made no effort to hide his
fe elin g s.
From that moment particularly he constantly
showed the resentment he felt, and caused the community
of the retreat no little su ffering, although the religious
for their part bore it in silence with Christian and re
ligious patience, making light of injuries and insults
without the least sign of resentment.
His direct or indi
rect requests for help always met with an immediate re
sponse. They served him in his own church and one of
the religious even acted as chaplain for him for a time.
Nevertheless his actions and especially his words, (lingua
signanter) (23) clearly showed everybody the spite and
dissatisfaction he felt, (24) and he nutured this feeling
in his heart against the religious who resided perman
ently at that retreat.
All this shows that he was by na
ture so dominated by egoism that he was incapable of
gratitude.
The Passionists continued to bear this with
patience ' like true followers of Jesus Christ Crucified,
who when He was reviled did not revile and when He suf
fered did not threaten, ' (25) in imitation of Him who
throughout the whole course of His life gave us the no
blest example of heroic su ffering." (26)
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C.

THE COMMUNITY OF ST. ANGELO (VETRALLA)
AND THE CAPUCHINS OF RONCIGLIONE

The Passionists had gained considerable experience
in their relations with the mendicant orders, beginning
with the "great dispute" initiated at the time of the new
foundations of Paliano, Ceccano, St. Sosio and Terracina
(1748-1750), afterwards with the foundations of Recanati
and Mount dell'Olmo (1783), and contemporaneously with
the retreat of St. Angelo at V etralla .
The eternal cause
was the disputed right to seek alms.
The true and noble
words of F r. Gorresio with reference to "their panic at
the possiblity of a diminution in the alms they (the men
dicants ) collected" was based on the golden principle, in
spired by the gospel, that:
"alms increase in proportion
to the growth and development of people' s faith and de
votion ." (27) But evidently not everyone believed in this
principle.
The Capuchins of Ronciglione, for instance, had ap
pealed to the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Regular
clergy in 1760 to forbid the Passionist community of St.
Angelo to quest for wine.
Although supported by the ap
proval of the bishop of Sutri, Bishop Philip Mornati, (28)
the founder took the matter calmly and obeyed the decree
of the Sacred Congregation, (29) which suspended this
form of seeking alms until 1769, that is, until Clement
XIV granted the bull oupremi Apostolatus.
After the publication of this b u ll, Bishop Mornati
again authorized the seeking of alms.
The Capuchins, so
resentful formerly, were subdued by the pope' s document
when notified.
There followed a period of peace which
continued under the new bishop, Bishop C riv elli, (30) who
gave the permission for three years. On his death, which
occurred within two years of his election, the capitular
vicar of Sutri, F r . Cerni did not venture to renew the
permission granted by C rivelli until he had received a
letter from F r. Zuccari, sub-secretary to the Sacred Con
gregation of Bishops and Regulars.
Thus in 1781 he re
newed the permission for the entire period of his govern
ment , but in 1782, as a result of an appeal made by the
Capuchins of Ronciglione invoking the decree of 1760
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given by the aforesaid Congregation, he excluded from
the permission their zone of Ronciglione in order to sat
isfy those powerful mendicants.
"Neither pleas nor per
suasion" could make him change his mind. Again the Passionists had to seek the intervention of Zuccari, who
wrote a letter to Cerni which was corroborated by one
from the Sacred Congregation ordering the continuation of
the quest. "The result was that the much desired permis
sion for alms seeking was fu lly restored." (31)
The Capuchins did not lay down arms but had a le
gal citation presented to a brother alms-seeker in the
public square. (32) The brother ( in the strength of the
new permit) ignored the incident and continued the task
of questing. The Capuchins then "wrote to the Cardinal of
York," the chronicler records,
"informing him that the
Passionists were contravening the decree of the Sacred
Congregation.
But the Cardinal merely passed on the ac
cusation to Zuccari, who informed him about the faculty
granted
by the
papal bull, after the said decree, l i 
censing
the seeking of almsoutside their own diocese,
with the permission of the local Ordinary. And thus," the
chronicler concludes, "the contest ended." (33) In this
way the blessing of peace was restored to the frequently
troubled waters of questing among the greater and lesser
mendicants.
The Revolution and the suppression of the
monasteries were already at the doors. All were forced to
turn their thoughts outward, away from the monastery en
closure, and like
the rest of the Church and the society
of that time
lookbeyond their own petty interests to the
wide open spaces of Catholicism.
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NOTES

1. N. 300,
rules and constitutions prescribed : "They
shall not undertake to go to places in the neighborhood to
hear confessions on feast days." This referred only to a for
mal "commitment," not to giving voluntary help on occassion.
See F . Giorgini, Regulae et Constitutiones C .P ., pp. 132-134.
2. L III, pp. 417-420.
3. Elected for the period 1790-1793,
after the resigna
tion of Fr. Bartholomew Ceresia.
He was re-elected for the
following three years 1793-1796.
4. CAdd, II, p. 349.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid. , p. 351.
7. AGP, Platea of Monte Cavo Retreat, pp. 15-16. B . Ill
IV, 1-4.
8. The chief source for the conflict with the cardinal of
York is CAdd, II, pp. 348-351, next Bg GB, pp. 95-96, and the
Platea, op.cit. See E . Zoffoli, S. Paolo della Croce. Storia
critica, I , (Roma, 1963), pp. 1048-1053.
9. Was it perhaps the rector, Fr. Peter Paul Lupi?
10. According to Fr. Philip, the information comes from
one of the early fathers at that time in Rome; CAdd, III, p .
70.
11. AGP, B. IV-IV/1-1.
12. Francis Giannini, Froscioni's lawyer, gives his ver
sion in a bantering tone: "A certain Anna Vergari, a vain
pious hypocrite directed by the Passionist Fathers, was about
to draw her last breath. It was thought that this case would
serve to justify the declaration of war on the parish priest
and his parochial rights, which the Fathers were scheming."
AGP, B. IV-IV/1-1.
13. Ibid.
14. He was perhaps the son of a relative of the lawyer Generoso Petrarca, who, during the founder's lifetime,
had
given his services gratis in defending Paliano and other re
treats in the Campagna region before the commission of cardi
nals established by Benedict XIV to mediate in the lawsuit
brought by the Mendicants against the Passionist foundations.
We have 10 letters from the founder to Petrarca written dur
ing 1750-1752; L III, pp. 3-15.
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15. Faustinas of St. Felix, from Porto Longone (today Por
to Azzurro) born in 1762, professed in 1779,
ordained in
1786, left in December 1798. .
16. Bishop John Devoti, a Roman, born in 1744, bishop in
1789,
transferred as titular bishop of Zela on March 26,
1804, died in Rome in 1820. Letter to Fr. Gorresio August 22,
1797, in AGP, B . IV-IV/1-1, in "Judicial Lawsuit", op.cit.
The letter of Bishop Angelelli is dated August 25,
1797.
Ibid.
17. Bishop Mark Anthony Moscardini, of Pofi (Frosinone),
born in 1749, bishop in 1796, died in 1818. Letter to Father
Gorresio, August 29, 1797 ; ibid.
18. From the replies received it was plain that some judg
ed Froscioni's thesis and work negatively, but others were
unable to form a judgment on the matter.
19. AGP, B . IV-IV/1-1, in "Posizione della lite giudizi
ale ..."
20. In "Camerin. Funerum et Juris Pulsandi Campanas."
21. Ibid.
22. AGP, B. IV-IV/1-1, p. 4 in folio.
23. Literal translation : especially with the tongue.
24. In the sense of distancing (from the Passionists).
25. 1 Pet. 2:23.
26. AGP, B. IV-IV/1-1.
27. An 397 (II f. 7r).
28. Bishop Philip Mornati, of Macerata,
born in 1704,
bishop of Nepi and Sutri in 1754, died in Nepi in 1778.
29. Decree of November 28, 1760, signed by Cardinal Albert
Guidoboni Cavalchini, prefect.
30. Bishop Jerome Aloysius Crivelli, from Trent, born in
1746, bishop in 1778, died in 1780. The diocese of Sutri re
mained vacant for two years.
31. An 378 (A. f . 21r).
32. Bro. Barnabas Battisti (of the Sorrowful Virgin), from
Alatri, born in 1743, professed in 1765, died in 1832.
33. An 376-378 (A. f . 20v-21v).
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C hapter XV

WITH THE PEOPLE

A.

"POPULAR VOCATION" OF THE PASSIONISTS

The historian Giuntella spoke of the Passionists'
"innate vocation for the people." He was referring to
their simplicity, austerity and particularly their poverty
during the times of their origins and early development.
Their property "did not extend beyond the enclosure wall
of their retreats." (1) Their rule clearly proclaimed that
"poverty is the standard under which the whole Congrega
tion fig h ts." (2) This constitutes "its impenetrable wall
and most sure defense." (3) They were to have no fixed
possessions except a piece of ground for a garden,
grass-land and wood, which would serve as protection for
their solitude rather than as a purely material posses
sion.
They were to live on alms, not going daily from
door to door, but to the fields "at harvest time for
wheat, oil and w ine," receiving everything in charity
from the faithful, "who spontaneously offer enough aid
and
help." (4) Soundly based on theological truth and
human experience, the institutional ideal of Passionist
poverty is intent on confronting and destroying man' s ob
stacle "according to the flesh" which, consists "in at
tachment to temporal goods,
which more often than not,
fills the human heart, and prevents it from aspiring to
the highest Good;
and this is overcome by the holy po
verty practiced and taught by Jesus Christ." (5)
It is a fact that poverty, thus conceived and trans
lated into such radical action, stripped the little Pas
sionist community of excessive concern for temporal things
andengendered
by means ofholy solitude and p ra yer,
engendered men of God and of the gospel, givin g them
that
stamp of authenticity,
simplicity and credibility
which made them particularly acceptable to the people, as
i f they were its most genuine expression and best quali
fied
to be its interpreters.
Their prudent manner of

- 387 -

seeking alms (6) was what most distinguished them as
being part of, and sharing in, the livin g rea lity of a
population which for the most part lived in dire poverty
and indigence.
Without considering questing as a means
and occasion of evangelizing the people, let us think of
what was accomplished by the self-sacrificin g and fervent
men who went out in search of alms.
They were priests
and brothers who went about,
especially in the country
places in season,
to the fields and wine vats (7) of
small landowners, poor peasants laborers and immigrants.
These religious not only asked for donations, they gave
the g ift of their presence that often proved to be a great
human and Christian u plift. (8) They talked "man-to-man"
and the people discovered that these new religious of the
Passion of Jesus were capable of bridging the gap be
tween the opulent, proudly entrenched in their p riv ile g e s ,
often indifferent to their starving brothers, and the le
gions of the rejected.
Evangelization of the people by means of missions
and retreats, the ministry proper to the young Congrega
tion with its livin g and dynamic form of catechesis,
proved to be a marvellous instrument not only of Christ
ian formation but also of the cultural and general ele
vation of the masses of ordinary people.
This was the
chosen field of the Passionist missionaries who, according
to the spirit of their rules and constitutions, dedicated
their apostolic zeal and energies to working among the
poor. The text of 1741 reads:
"Never seek to give mis
sions in the cities;
rather let the learned and reverend
bishops know that you desire to work among the poor:
solitary places, marshes, islands and other areas which
seem to be the most neglected by apostolic workers should
be looked upon by the members of our Congregation as
the special field of our apostolate." (9) The Passionist
vocation for the people was born with the Institute and
later took shape in a constitutional program which,
on
the almost infinite scale of poverty, was to focus prefer
ence for the nameless and faceless people.
We must not be surprised to read, then, that this
new missionary force preferred the "last" and "greatly
rejoices when its work for souls is in the despised and
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lesser places. " In virtue of this communion and solidarity
the voluntary poverty of the Passionists was forged into
one human-christian rea lity with the poverty of the peo
ple whose misery was in no way alleviated by the best
reforms of the most enlightened governments of the time,
while the outworn socio-economic structures of the ancien
regime continued in force.
This explains why the people,
especially in the country places,
"looked upon the Pas
sionists as neighbors sent by Providence, ready to hasten
lovingly to help them in any misfortune." (10)

B.

WITH THE PEOPLE IN POVERTY AND MISFORTUNE

In truth poverty was the worst, and permanent, ca
lamity that afflicted the people. Permanent and temporary
workers on the land had to choose between having a mid
day or evening meal. In the city, especially in Rome, the
number of poor and of beggars reached alarming figu res.
Many of these were the responsibility of public as
sistance , and the rest, in Rome, depended on the numer
ous convents and monasteries. (11) The problem of beg
gars in Rome became so grave that the papal government
was repeatedly obliged to take measures against them,
sometimes • draconian measures such as the enforced im
prisonment of a ll beggars, and at other times partial and
temporary measures, as for example during a Holy Year,
but always without result. (12)
The Passionist communities could not deal in social
and political terms with the grave problem of pauperism
which at that time afflicted practically all the Italian
states.
Their response to the number of hunger-stricken
beggars and unemployed had to be in terms of charity
and Christian solidarity.
For the Passionists of these
twenty years the gospel and the founder' s example con
stituted an indisputable law and at the same time a de
mand for witness. All the communities, especially in ar
eas where poverty was greatest, looked upon the poor as
brothers and generally delegated to the retreat porter the
task of distributing to them the food saved for their
needs. And they were not given the leavings of the com
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munity meal, but the portion which had been set aside
from it for them, so that the religious could share the
poverty of others from a motive of solidarity.
This was
all the more remarkable in times of scarcity, proving by
deeds that where the poor were concerned the little com
munity did not spare itself but made extraordinary sa
crifices . The pages of Passionist history and hagiography
of this century are eloquent indeed.
In Rome, for instance, we have the example of Bro.
Joseph Cecchini, a native of Friuli (North Ita ly ) trans
planted to Lazio, who was cook for sixteen years in the
St. Angelo retreat and afterwards in Rome until old age.
He used to be seen in ecstasy among the pots and pans,
but his joy was unbounded when during his time as port
er at Sts. John and Paul, he was able to serve "the lit 
tle poor ones of Jesus." He put as much patience, good
humor and diligence into the preparation of soups and
broth for the poor and he was extaordinarly quick to
make use of whatever in the kitchen or garden could
serve their need. To give him something for the poor was
enough to make him happy. "The days fixed for distribu
tion of soup to the poor were like solemn festivals for
him," writes the biographer. "He was full of activity be
cause he was working for Jesus Christ.
He gave himself
to the task so thoroughly and devoted so much care, at
tention and cleanliness to it that one could not have
wished for more if he had been serving some of the
w orld' s great personages."
Everybody marvelled and people would ask where he
got so much material to fill the pot; however he would
never use anything in the line of food or condiments un
less it was wholesome.
"More wonderful s t ill, " according
to the biographer, "was the flavor of that minestrone, in
spite of the scarcity of seasoning. (13) Many a time
someone would taste it and be astonished;
and when one
day the food prepared for the community was spoilt and
there was no time to remedy i t , they ate what Bro. Jo
seph had prepared for the poor and were well satisfied,
to his great joy. "The extraordinary virtues of this hum
ble religious confirmed the opinion of the founder himself
and shared by his companions in religion and by the la i-
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t y , that in him "the livin g image of sanctity" could be
recognized. One of them said, "When that brother dies he
w ill work miracles." (14) The miracle of m iracles, how
ever , was his spirit of service towards the poor.
Charity towards the poor was not, however, exclu
sively a characteristic of the Roman community, but was
shared by the other smaller ones in the provinces.
For
example, in Ceccano there was Bro. Joseph Bonifazi, the
famous sacristan who made the basilica floor of Sts. John
and Paul a "showcase" of cleanliness. When, after seven
teen years he was transferred to that retreat of the Ciociaria to act as porter and infirmarian of the community,
he was kept very busy because of the constant flow of
visitors and of the poor from Ceccano and the neighboring
towns and country.
The biographer records: "He had
great affection and compassion for the poor who fre
quently went there for alms, and he would often add part
of his own share of food to what could be spared for
them from the poverty of the retreat, depriving himself so
that by his abstinence he could feed Jesus Christ in the
person of the poor." It is not surprsing, therefore, that
his funeral (1792) was attended by "a large number of
the poor who wished to pay honor to one who had fed
them with so much charity;
and it seemed that by their
prayers they would remind Jesus Christ of His own words:
Beati misericordes quoniam ipsi misericordiam consequentur. (15)
The period 1771-1783 witnessed a series of calamities
in the Papal States, which naturally had grave repercus
sions among the poor.
F r. Cioni informs us in great
detail in the Annali about these calamities not only be
cause he was always careful,
serious and restrained in
his choice of material for the records, but also, it seems
to us, because they themselves depended on the charity of
others for the necessities of life .
It is very sign ifican t,
therefore, that the chronicler describes these misfortunes
and how they afflicted the people, as if it were a family
a ffa ir , something of special interest to the Passionists as
sharers in poverty.
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Already in 1771-1772, during the pontificate of Cle
ment XIV huge sums of money had been spent on the pur
chase of wheat to relieve the famine of those yea rs. (16)
In 1777 the excessive rains moved his successor, Pius V I ,
to distribute bread to a large number of country people.
(17) Again, in the summer of 1781 they were stricken by
dire want which lasted until summer 1783, and which was
gravely felt in the retreats because of the astronomical
rise in prices. (18) ■ In response to the pope' s request,
the religious made tridua of prayer in the summer and
winter of 1781. (19) "May His Divine Majesty touch the
hearts of sinners," is the prayer of our chronicler, "and
cause them to amend their lives so that God may cease to
scourge and punish the ev il and corruption of our times."
(20) F r. Cioni' s lines reveal great humility and simpli
city, it is true, because for a genuine Christian the
events of the time seemed to the eye of faith like a
reading of the sapiential book of the Bible.
The year 1782 was no better than the preceeding
one.
As F r. Cioni' s account continues: "The Lord again
took up his scourge to punish vice and corruption.
The
crops failed .
The wheat harvest was lost, we might say
in the very hands of the reapers; there had been high
hopes of a good yield , but in fact less than half of it
was gathered in.
The price of wheat soared to ten and
eleven scudi for a rubbio.
Maize and vegetables were
equally bad, as were chestnut and olive crops, etc.
Famine was widespread.
In addition to all th is, the ice
and snow
of winter destroyed the trees and agreat num
ber of sheep and cattle died.
And we fear worse still if
this wicked world remains sunk in ev il, is not moved to
do salutary penance, and does not appease the just in
dignation
of God by a change of l i f e . " (21)
The
famine lasted until the new harvest of summer
1783. Wheat, for example, was being sold at ten scudi a
rubbio;
but there was no lack of this basic food, as the
papal government had taken care to import large quanti
ties . The chronicler again meticulously emphasizes: "Pro
vidence did not abandon the Passionist community, who
were able to help the poor by givin g alms even more
generously than before." In spite of the apprehension

- 392 -

caused by the continual fo g , mist and rains of May and
June 1783, the new harvest was abundant and "brought
an end to the m isery," F r. Cioni concludes with a sigh of
relie f. (22)
Those same years, 1781-1783, brought relief to the
two communities of Monte Argentario, because the grand
Duke of Tuscany at last gave permission to seek alms in
the royal "vicariates" (the district) of Grosseto and Scansano.
The municipal authorities of the towns involved
gave favorable reports -about the Passionists to the king
of Naples, as did the councils of the towns in the dioces
es of Fondi, Gaeta, Aquino and Sora, when in 1783 the
Passionist communities of Terracina and St. Sosio applied
for permission to quest for alms in the towns. (23) The
episode of 1785 which records the refusal of the govern
ment of the grand duchy of Florence to grant the fathers
of Monte Argentario the right to quest must be taken as
an exception, in our opinion. (24)
At the same time as the occurrence of famine in
1779 there were earthquakes in the area of Bologna and
Romagna which had disastrous consequences when they
were repeated in 1781 in some places of Romagna, Tus
cany, Umbria and the Marche, especially in Cagli, where
the cupola of the cathedral crashed on the morning of
Pentecost while the bishop (25) was celebrating Mass,
"k illin g
about eighty persons." (26) These were sad
events which grieved and shocked the people of the time.
There were other misfortunes, such as when lighting
struck a powder magazine in C ivitavecchia, causing an
explosion and inflictin g serious damage.
The outbreaks of plague in 1778 and 1785 struck
terror among the people. The disease spread through Dal
matia but, thanks to the sanitary precautions taken by
the authorities of the Papal States, the coastal area of
the Marche was kept under vigorous control thus averting
every danger. (27) But a troublesome epidemic broke out
in Rome and the neighboring towns in the summer of 1780,
manifesting itself in "tertian ague and malignant fe v e r ."
The c it y ' s hospitals were fille d to overflowing and the
community of Sts. John and Paul itself had twenty-two
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religious il l with these fevers.
"Thank God," wrote F r.
Cioni, "no one was dangerously i l l .
Because of the sick
ness the Holy F ather in his great compasssion ordered,
by motu proprio, the suspension of the Night Office until
the Feast of all S a i n t s T h e other communities, except
that of Paliano, were able to manage quite w e ll, consid
ering that the disease had affected even "towns where the
climate was good." While the epidemic lasted the priests
of the Celian Hill community used to go to St. John' s
hospital daily to hear the confessions of the sick. (28)
The calamities we have described were not as grave
as those outbreaks of violence and unrest which occurred
in Rome towards the end of the century, as we shall soon
see. One episode compels us to look at the community of
Anguillara during the years 1793-1796. (29) The town was
disturbed at the end of July and the beginning of August
by the news that the prisoners at St. Peter' s ja il in Ci
vitavecchia had escaped, some of them with chains on
their feet, and were heading for the city walls in great
numbers. The whole population mobilized in self-defence,
arming themselves as well as they could and calling upon
the country dwellers to help them. ' White handkerchiefs
were waved from the castle warning the Passionists of St.
Francis to leave the retreat, which was in danger of be
ing attacked by the escaped prisoners. The religious de
cided to take refuge in town, (30) and went to the arch
priest Jacometti, who told them that they should have re
mained in the retreat and encouraged them by saying
that the prisoners "would have only begged them for
something to eat." Rejected by the people of Anguillara
these escapees would most certainly have sacked the
empty retreat if soldiers from Rome had not arrived in
pursuit of them. (31)
"Meanwhile,
those
poor creatures,"
writes the
chronicler, "some of them with shackled fe et, were wan
dering all over the vast countryside, at a most dangerous
season when the climate was at its worst;
they were be
ing killed like sheep, a considerable sum of money offer
ed for each head.
Their corpses remained unburied, pol
luting the atmosphere and the countryside, although the
government had promised a golden doubloon for the burial
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of each body." Bro. Cajetan Rota, "as though he had a
vocation for the pious work of burying the dead," wished
to do this solely from a motive of charity.
The superior
at first refused him permission but afterwards, without
thinking of the recompense offered, sent him out with
Bro. Giles Gasbarri on the morning of the feast of the
Assumption of Our Lady, providing them with "some uten
sils ," perfumed water and food.
" It was time for evening
prayer and the poor gravediggers had not appeared,"
writes the chronicler. " F r . Felix began to fear that some
e v il had befallen them.
But God consoled him, when at
n ightfall the two returned to the retreat safe and sound,
even though the odor of decayed flesh clung to them."
They described how they had searched "that deso
late and scorched countryside" in vain until they met
with a shepherd "who w illin gly became their guide and
led them to a place where they found three half decayed
corpses, dismembered and headless. Bro. Cajetan, in im
itation of St. Tobias, dug three graves, although the
ground was as hard as iron, buried the three men and
set up three simple crosses as well as he could before
returning to the retreat, sa tisfied ." The office of Tobias
had nothing to do with government promises it is true,
but later on, in the following November, when no one was
thinking of recompense, the Passionists were asked to
claim the payment due to them.
So the chronicler ends
with a b ib lica l quotation which he puts in the mouth of
the superior general, F r. Gorresio, words which seem to
authenticate the spirit and work of those religious, so
humane and evangelical: Pi etas ad omnia util is est. (32)

C.

THE PASSIONISTS AND THE POPULAR MOVEMENTS
OF 1793-1796

The drama and tragedy of the last decade of the
century was centered in the great Revolution which broke
out in France in 1789, continued through various assem
blies and the execution of Louis XVI in 1793, to the Ter
ror , 1793-1795, and the Directory, 1795-1799.
The first
anti-ecclesiastical measures, and a ll the succeeding ones,
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which bore the stamp of anti-religion ever more clearly,
culminated in the "C iv il Constitution of the C lergy," the
suppression of vows and of religious orders and the c iv il
oath imposed on the clergy (1790).
This led to a real
schism in the Church in France, to persecution of the
clergy who refused to take the oath, and the systematic
slaughter of the Terpor.
We must admit that Rome was taken by surprise.
The papal authority was totally unprepared in the tempo
ra l and in the spiritual sense.
There was no political,,
m ilitary or psychological readiness for such a dramatic
succession of events which deeply changed the name of
the Church and its very existence.
At a distance of a l
most twenty years from his election to the papacy, Pius
VI had neither the health nor the physical stamina of his
earlier yea rs.
In 1793, for instance, he was reluctantly
compelled to cancel his annual visit to Terracina because
of illn ess.
In compensation, however, on the feast of the
Lord' s Ascension, 1795, he saw the completion of the long
drawn out works of improvement on the Pontine P la in . On
that occasion, amid fervent popular demostrations of joy
and enthusiasm, he imparted his solemn blessing to the
city of Terracina and the neighboring countryside which
had been reclaimed.
Who knows whether the local Pas
sion ist community foresaw that they would never again
enjoy the kindness and generosity of Pope Pius V I.
In
May of the following year he cut short his visit to his
beloved city and hurriedly returned to Rome (May 19,
1796) because the unexpected withdrawal of the Austrians
from Adda al Mincio had practically handed over the Le
gations to Bonaparte's army.
For four years Rome was a prey to fear and ten
sion. A ll the prudent and cautious papal efforts had fa il
ed to restrain or placate emmisaries of the Revolution.
The people of Rome, although by nature cheerful and
peace-loving, were growing tired of French arrogance and
bravado and decided to put an end to their continual ha
rassment .
When the dire news came about the Legislative As
sembly in Paris, Pius V I , at the end of 1791, ordered
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that penitential processions be held in the city. The Passionists of Sts. John and Paul were given as the goal of
their procession the Church of St. Sylvester in the Quirinal.
F r. Vincent Mary Stambi, (33) who the following
year was chosen as one of four preachers of the retreats
to the Roman people,
took part in the procession.
The
pope invited the clergy and the la ity to offer special
prayers of intercession to avert the threat of invasion by
the revolutionary government. Four churches were assign
ed to each preacher:
Strambi was given the churches of
the Holy Spirit in Sassia, the Trinità dei Monte, St. Mary
in V a llic e lla , and St. Mary Major, in all of which, ac
cording to the chronicler, "he preached very fru itfu lly
and to the great satisfaction of the people. " (34)
We have reached November 1792. On Sunday, January
13, in the new y e a r, Hugo de B assville, secretary to the
French envoy in Naples, fe ll mortally wounded. Under the
specious pretext of visitin g the c ity 's monuments he had
been busily engaged in seditious a ctivity, suborned by
the marine o fficia l La Flotte. The police had to intervene
to prevent the enraged population from committing further
excesses. In spite of this intervention the whole city was
in a state of turmoil throughout the night and the streets
resounded to cries of:
"Long live the Catholic re lig io n ,
long live the pope ! " ( 35) The tumult continued during the
following days, for the police were unable to gain control
of the situation. The Piazza del Popolo at the junction of
the three main highways of the city, Via del Corso and
collateral Via del Babuino and Via di Ripetta, was the
meeting place of the Romans. There was grave reason for
concern.
In this crisis Cardinal Vicar Mark Anthony Co
lonna , in the pope ' s name, sent for F r. Vincent Mary
Strambi at Sts. John and Paul and commanded him to calm
the agitated multitude
with
the
most
effective arms:
spiritual ones.
Strambi had long been an orator and missionary of
note. He was well known to the Romans for the power of
his words and even more so for his sanctity, since the
time when he had annually given the famed catechetical
courses established by Benedict XIV in preparation for
Easter, courses entrusted to the best orators in Ita ly .
-
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(36) The holy Passionist obeyed the cardinal v ic a r ' s com
mand and, reminding the populace of the esteem and con
fidence with which they had always listened to and obey
ed him, he induced them to harbor thoughts of peace and
order. In this hour of gratae peril there was greater need
for them to obey him than ever before. He conjured them
in the name of the sovereign pontiff and head of the
Church, and by the blood of Christ:
"to lay down arms,
to renounce vengeance, to obey, to calm themselves and
go quietly back to their homes. The people were moved by
his words," the biographer adds, "and the voice of one
man succeeded in achieving peace where the force of
bayonets had failed.
The crowd dispersed and calmly re
turned to their work." (37) In the following April they
were so won over by the valor and nobility of the pope
that they would have raised a bronze monument to him on
the Capital. Pius VI thanked them but refused this honor.
No doubt he was thinking in his heart that the conflict
they were witnessing and those that would follow would
call for extreme measures for meeting the financial bank
ruptcy of the State, with its hopelessly devalued money
and its bread of such wretched quality that later on it
would provoke fierce popular uprisings.
The facts were plain to be seen: on one hand there
was the endemic weakness of a State wrongly labelled
theorcratic, and on the other the revolutionary force of a
young republic which had imposed its ideas and its laws
on half of Europe by force of arms. Nevertheless, con
fronting this crude rea lity , the power of the fra g ile
Church-State lay in the faith of the people and in the
strength of a pope who at the most crucial moments or
dered prayers and acts of penance "to appease the justice
of God," (38) and who in accepting humiliaton and the
painful stripping of ‘ the ancient ecclesiastical power and
splendor recovered the evangelical spirit of the Church
and of the papacy which represented i t .
The withdrawal of the Austrians from Lombardy in
February 1796, presaged the invasion of the bordering,
Legations, which came to pass in the month of May. Bon
aparte immmediately occupied Bologna, imposing a harsh
armistice, which was signed on June 23, through the
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mediation of the Spanish ambassador Azara. This was ac
cepted for fear of worse things to come, although it im
posed extremely heavy financial burdens. (39) Popular
revolt flared up again in Rome when the citizens were
requested to make inventories of all their objects of value
and to hand them o ver. "At times it became necessary to
put down this violence of the people by force of arms.
Attempts against the French and their servants increased
at an alarming rate." (40) July and August, 1796, were
months of fear for clergy and people, in spite of the con
solation of faith and religion, which seemed to increase,
judging by the crowds that fille d the churches, especially
the churches where, according to privileged witnesses,
there were images which opened or moved their eyes. "The
streets of Rome were fu ll of devout pilgrims who went in
procession, barefoot and praying the rosa ry." (41) The
whole of Ita ly hummed with talk of these marvels that oc
curred in Rome;
some interpreting them as the result of
popular superstition, others as authentic signs of divine
mercy, through the intercession of the Virgin Mary. (42)
Pope Pius VI himself intervened by granting a special
office and Mass of Our Lady to commemorate these signs
and prodigies, (43) and by ordering that missions be
given in the six main squares of Rome together with ser
vices of reparation which were to conclude with benedic
tion of the Blessed Sacrament. Special indulgences were
attached to a ll these pious exercises.
That hour of anguish for the Church and the state
was precisely the propitious time to calm the Roman peo
ple and induce them to think ration ally. The pope had to
choose preachers of the highest calibre for missions of
such extraordinary importance, so once again he turned
to the Passionist missionary of the Sts. John and Paul
community and to F r . Strambi,
appointing him to preach
at Piazza Colonna, in center city. (44) This time it was
not catechesis which was needed, but meditations on the
eternal truths, given in the pastoral language of the
"great preachers." This was the brief given him by the
new cardinal v ic a r , Julius M. della Somaglia, (45) who
overcame the strenuous objections made by the holy
preacher. "Preach! Preach! Do the Will of God! ," the
prelate firmly insisted. And F r . Strambi obeyed.
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The mission, which commenced on August 25, 1796,
lasted fifteen days. The participation of the people, "who
flocked to it from all parts of the c ity ," was truely im
pressive, and although not a ll were able to hear his
words, all were profoundly moved, especially when the
missionary scourged his bare back, "his blood spattering
the walls of the nearby houses." One evening, in the full
fervor of preaching, his voice failed.
Being unable to
make himself heard he raised the crucifix and showed it
to the people, saying:
"My beloved people, 1 can speak
no more, but this Christ w ill speak to you for me." A
great wave of emotion swept through the mass of people.
(46) "The greatest sinners," writes the first biographer,
"begged for mercy and there were hardly enough priests
to administer the sacrament of penance to all who sought
it:
from a ll sides rose the sound of sobbing and cry in g ;
the tears of the servant of God and the fervor of the
words which came from his burning heart had broken
down all hardness and resistance." (47) One day the tone
of his preaching was prophetic and carried a threat, as
he warned that it was no time to take comfort in rosy
hopes which would be vain and deceptive, because peace
was far off and divine justice was suspended "lik e a
flaming sword over the city of the popes. And where," he
cried, "where is there a Francis of A ssisi, a Dominic
Guzman, to appease God and turn away the scourge of His
anger?" (48)
We have eye witness accounts of extraordinary hap
penings during that exceptional mission.
One evening he
was seen "to be raised up on the platform almost as
though he were about to fly ." Another evening Canon Storace, who was near him at the platform, witnessed: "his
face was illuminated and radiated light like rays of the
sun." The people, who saw these signs, were even more
deeply convinced that F r . Vincent was a saint, and that
God, through him, was inviting each one of them to con
version. (49) On the last day of the mission, September
10, "the. scene was unimaginably fervent and moving. The
venerable father had invited a ll to take part in a peni
tential procession he led from Piazza Colonna to the
Church of Our Lady of the People, and it seemed that the
whole city of Rome desired to crowd around the holy mis-
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sionary. The squares, the main road, the nearby streets
swarmed with immense crowds, who were deeply fille d
with a spirit of repentance which they expressed openly
with tears and lamentations in a most touching w ay."
(50) He closed the mission with "salutary reminders" to
that great mulitude that they should preserve "the fruit
of those holy days."
The saint had withdrawn to the solitude and prayer
of the retreat on the Celian Hill when the pope, fu lly
informed of the great benefit of the mission at Piazza
Colonna, appointed him to preach the retreat to the car
dinals , bishops, prelates and dignitaries of the Roman
Curia and the papal court in the Church of the Gesu.
Although embarrassed by this sovereign assignment, the
saint humbly acquiesced, and for ten days he preached to
that august audience like "an angel of the Lord." His
preaching was simple and basic, but at the same time
solid, founded on Sacred Scripture and the writings of
the Fathers of the Church, from which he drew "the
thoughts, reasoning, authority and even the beauty and
phrasing of his argument." At a moment of sorrow and
crisis for the Church he reminded those learned person
ages of "the serious duties and highly important obliga
tions of the princes of the true Israel and of the pastors
of the Church." (51)
The apostolic work of Strambi and many of his com
panions greatly increased during those years, since many
other towns and cities, "terror stricken at the approach
of the French armies and shocked by the Revolution which
they foresaw would bring other disasters in its train,
began to take an interest in repentance and a sincere
return to God as a means of averting the large scale
massacre so near and menacing." They turned to the Passionists, particularly to Strambi, for the word of God and
the message of salvation. (52) Indeed, soon after the oc
cupation of the Legations and the sack of Loreto (January
1797), Rome accepted the treaty of Tolentino, which was
like a v is e , imposed by Bonaparte;
but although the po
litico-economic aspect of it was agreed to, the papal de
legation rejected its religious clauses with inviolable re
sistance. (53) The death of general Duphot, leader of the
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rebel defense, occured at the end of 1797 when he was
drawing his sword against the papal police force. This
provided the Directory in Paris with a pretext for send
ing General Berthier to occupy Rome, proclaiming the deposal of the pope, and the abrogation of the existing
Roman republic on February 15, 1798, twenty-third anni
versary of the election of Pius VI.
The newly established Roman republic was very
different from that which the French and Roman Jacobins
had visualized and had labored to create. The vast majo
rity of the population was in sympathy with the captive
pope, as the popular risings in Rome and throughout
Ita ly were later to demonstrate. This manifests the option
for ’’the unfailing primacy of the spiritual over the
weakness and impermanence of the temporal" boldly pro
claimed in Tolentino, freeing the papacy from the debility
in which it was languishing, and opening a new era for
the Church as the more discerning spirits of that time
had foreseen and declared. (54)
In effect what the highest powers in the Church
were seeking was already being lived and experienced in
humble, sincerely religious popular groups, and in those
ecclesiastic movements and communities which had come to
birth in the eighteenth century, and which understood
that the primary and most pressing task of the Church
was the evangelization of a society that was feeling the
first powerful impact of dechristianization. Not for noth
ing had Pope Benedict XIV emphasized that not temporal
dominion but trusteeship of the promises of Christ was the
office of the Church ; not for nothing had he encouraged
in Rome the missionary action of Leonard of Port Maurice
of the reformed Franciscans, and the early hermit Paul of
the Cross, founder of a new Congregation, that of the
Passon of Jesus, which had been so strongly attacked by
the mendicant friars (1748-1750) and so resolutely protect
ed by the Bolognese pope. (55)
These new forces precisely, together with the older
ones faith fu lly livin g out their charism, were to weld to
gether the Church and the people by means of the word
of the Gospel which had such powerful and efficacious re-
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son ance, as we have seen in moments of sorrow and con
fusion when the Church, humiliated and impoverished by
the implacable spoliation of the Revolution found herself
face to face with the Cross. In rea lity that was her lib 
eration.
The Passionisi apostolic community, humble,
poor, and free, had made the Cross the meaning of its
life . The people had understood that.
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Chapter XVI
THE BULGARIAN MISSION

A. THE FIRST MISSIONARY EXPEDITION
At the close of the pontificate of Pope Benedict XIV
the founder had been negotiating with the Sacred Congre
gation for the Propagation of the Faith (Ed. note: Today
called, Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples)
about the assignment of a foreign mission to his infant
Congregation. (1) Although numerically small - it consist
ed of only one hundered religious in 1758 - the Institute
desired to comply with an important provision of its rule
and constitutions which stipulated that
"a ll members
capable of attending to the conversion of unbelievers"
should be prepared "to go at once wherever the soverign
pontiff or the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of
the Faith might send them." (2)
It is clear that this constitutional clause was not
in itself a definite obligation, but the v ita l impulse to
ward a total good which throbbed in the heart, reality
and experience of the first Passionist community, which
was apostolic by nature and definition.
It was a com
munity fired with "holy lo v e ," in constant tension towards
the Absolute.
Evangelization could not be limited simply
to its frontiers if it wished to be and to manifest itself
as the impulsion of the S p irit.
Although the founder' s
plan to establish missions in the Caucasian region, then
in Wallachia and Moldavia and eventually in Mesopotamia
(3) were not realized during his lifetim e, this explains
the reason for continuing the negotiations after his
death.
It was Cardinal Leonard Antonelli, a man later to
become the friend and spiritual son of Strambi, who, as
prefect of "Propaganda Fide," (2) renewed the missionary
project six years after the founder' s death by inviting
the superior general, F r . Gorresio, to provide some re li
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gious for the mission to "the kingdom of B u lgaria." Prac
tic a lly , it was a return to the former proposal about
Wallachia.
The general welcomed the invitation and ap
pointed two priests of great prestige in the whole Congre
gation, F r . Francis Mary Ferreri (5) and F r. James Sperandio.
(6) On July 18, 1781, they passed the prescribed
examination and were approved "unanimously." On July
28, with the pope's blessing, they departed for Loreto
and Ancona, (7) where as guests of the cardinal bishop
John Octavius Bufalini, (8) they obtained passports from
the French agent and the consul of the "great Ottoman
lo rd ," the sultan.
They embarked for Fiume on August 7,
a rrivin g after four days and five nights sailing, and
were kindly received by the reformed Franciscan fathers.
From there they left for Karlovak, (9) where religious of
the same order gave them lod gin g.
They continued their
journey towards the mountainous zone of ■ Transylvania,
supplied with va lid passports for the whole Austro-Hun
garian empire which had been issued by the commandant
general of the fortress. On September 23 they arrived at
Caransebes, where they again experienced the charity and
hospitality of the reformed fathers.
They crossed the
Transylvanian Alps in carts, "sleeping under the open
sky or somewhere else with great discomfort." At the
frontier with Wallachia they were delayed for ten days
waiting for their passports from the prince of Bucharest.
When these arrrived they gave thanks to God for enabling
them to continue their journey to the end.
Thus in midNovember , they reached Bucharest, capital of Wallachia,
a vassal principality of Turkey, but they were unable to
proceed to B ulgaria, having been advised by the bishop
of Nic-opolis that it was necessary to obtain the sultan' s
permit beforehand. While the two missoharies were waiting
for this, they stayed at the monastery of the reformed
Minors and spent the time learning the Bulgarian lan
guage.
It was by no means a simple matter to obtain
permit.
Cardinal Antonelli had enlisted the help of
vicar apostolic of Constantinople, Bishop Fracchia,
who secured it through the mediation of the imperial
bassador of Venice.
It was dated March 10, 1782.
Ferreri sent the good news to F r. Gorresio, informing
-
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that the permit had been granted to them as "merchants,"
not as priests, and that they would therfore "have to act
with great circumspection in the exercise of their minis
t r y , " (11) and that the cost of the concession amounted to
twenty four piastre, or twelve Roman scudi, which ex
ceeded their resources since these had dwindled to noth
ing because of their unforseen long delay at Bucharest.
In their state of poverty, he begged, for help, indicating
to the general that to ensure their safe delivery, money
and letters should be sent through a certain Mr. Brattis,
"a merchant of Ragusa."
Winter in Bucharest 1781-1782 had been intensely
cold.
At communion time during the celebration of Mass,
the sacred species were frozen.
F r . Ferreri w rote:
"I
have seen a river which flows through this city frozen
for three straight months and the Danube frozen so hard
that carts, carriages and horsemen crossed its surface
with complete safety.
And I hear that it is even colder
in Bulgaria than it is here, but that does not discourage
me; if others have been able to bear it, so can w e." The
father concluded with fraternal greeting and begged of
F r . Candido Costa, well known as a holy and charismatic
religious, to bless them "every evening, turning towards
the east." (12)
Meanwhile, the bishop of Nicopolis, Bishop Paul Dov a n lia , (13) having returned from a pastoral visit to Bu
charest , decided to send the two Passionists to the Cath
olic town of Tranceviza for their firs t assignment, to give
spiritual care to the people of four neighboring towns.
With winged feet they crossed the Danube, reaching the
Bulgarian city of Svistov two days la te r , April 29, 1782,
where they spent the night. "The following day they con
tinued their journey, arrivin g at Ore sc, a large Catholic
town, where they met the first and only Catholic priest of
the diocese of Nicopolis, Nicholas Z ilv i." (14) No sooner
had they informed him that their destination was Trance
viza , when to their agreeable surprise two carts came to
transport the missionaries there.
Thus on the evening of
April 30 they reached the end of a hazardous journey
which had begun at Rome on July 28 of the previous
y e a r . It had taken them nine months.
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"The people, assembled in the square in front of
the church, welcomed them with frenzied joy.
Everybody
greeted them, kissing their hands.
The first greetings
over, they went into the church for benediction of the
Blessed Sacrament.
During that service Fr. James prayed
the rosary for the first time in the Bulgarian language,
using a little book.
After benediction there was more
contact with the little flock, supper with the people in
the square, (15) and conversation with each family in
spite of their imperfect knowledge of the language.
So
passed their first day on the mission they had so long
desired.
"On May 1, 1782, under the protection of Our
Mother of Sorrows," Sofranov comments as if inspired,
"the first Passonist mission to Bulgaria began.
It was
destined, because of their special vocation, to develop in
the shadow and the light of the Cross." (16)
The tiny church or chapel functioned in the base
ment of the house or "hospice" of the missionaries. "Dur
ing the celebration of the Divine m ysteries," F r. Sperandio wrote in a letter, "Christian guards were stationed at
the door, on the look-out for the Moslems. This ensured
that the Christians could hide, interrupt the celebrations
or continue in complete peace." (17) Bishop Dovanlia,
writing to Bishop B orgia, secretary of "Propaganda F id e,"
declared that he was very well satisfied with the mis
sionaries, "because they are doing much good;" he wrote,
"they are creating an excellent impression of themselves,
and the faithful show them great reverence." He was an
xious for those reasons to have more missionaries. (18)
In the same bishop' s opinion, the more outstanding of the
two was F r . Francis Mary Ferreri because of his greater
maturity and more dedicated study of the language and
customs of the Bulgarians. (19) His companion, F r. James
Sperandio, worked with youthful enthusiasm but it was
clear that he was very homesick for Ita ly and the holy
solitude of the Passionist retreats.
B. THE DIOCESAN SITUATION IN NICOPOLIS

Nicopolis, capital of the sanjak of Rustchuk, (20)
was at that time under Ottoman govenment and was a fie f

of the pasha governor of V idin, a city on the right r iv erbank of the Danube, to the extreme north-west of Bul
g a ria . It was the seat of a Greek-Orthodox bishop and of
a Latin-Catholic one who had previously resided in Belene
and later with Bishop Dovanlfa had moved to Rustchuk,
also situated on the right bank of the Danube. The anci
ent episcopal seat of Nicopolis and Istrum, founded in the
fifth century, was re-established in 1648 by Pope Inno
cent X (21) for the Paulicians, who had been converted to
Catholicism some ten years previously by the Franciscan
missionaries of Bosnia. (22) In our period their descend
ants formed a nucleus of the most conscientious Catholics
of the diocese.
The new Nicopolis was a city in a line of bastions
with an ancient fortified castle surrounded by suburbs
where Greeks and Bulgarians dwelt. In it there were sev
eral mosques and three public baths. The shipping of the
Danube, which passed to right and left of the c it y , was
a great stimulus to its commerce.
In 1789 it was burned
by Passwan Oghi and in 1810 it was captured by the
Russians, during the war with Turkey. (23)
The plight of the Bulgarians of that period was
miserable in the extreme, after four centuries of Turkish
domination.
At the same time, the hellenization of their
culture, both religious and c iv il, principally due to the
fact that the Greek nationalists dominated the high
Church, threatened to obliterate the national conscious
ness of the Bulgarian people, who were jealous of their
language of S lavon ic-Illyrian origin.
In addition to all
this there was the succession of wars between Austria and
the Russians and Turks in the second half of the eigh
teenth century and the early years of the nineteenth,
which rendered the fate of that unhappy country still
more uncertain.
These wars had certainly changed the human and
religious situation of the diocese of Nicopolis, considering
that the war unleashed by Turkey in 1768 continued with
various intervals of peace and conventions until 1783.
(24) The missionaries who had served the mission of Nico
polis from 1753 until 1769 (25) used to recall with pro-
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found nostalgia the religious condition of the diocese be
fore the outbreak of those w ars.
Unfortunately these
bloody conflicts were followed by a calamity no less seri
ous :
the departure of those excellent missionaries, with
the consequent notable decline in Catholicism.
When the
two Passionist missionaries arrived on April 30, 1782,
they had no difficu lty in discovering this state of af
fairs . (26) It was all too obvious from Bishop Dovanlia' s
account of his pastoral visitation of the diocese carried
out during the previous October while the two fathers
were at Bucharest awaiting the a rriva l of their travel
permit from Constantinople.
This account is a primary source, because it de
scribes the socio-religious scene in the diocese of Nicopolis at the time the Passionists arrived. (27)
- "The diocese embraces seven Catholic townships in
which the Gregorian calendar and Latin rite are in force.
They are divided into three districts:
Nicopolis, with
Tranceviza and Peticladenci; Svistov, with Oresc, Belene
and Lageni; Tarnovo, with Butovo and Varnopolci."
- The bishop made the visitation in October 1781
with two missionaries, the native F r. Nicholas Z ilv i and
the Ita lia n , F r. Fidel Rocchi a minor conventual (who
returned to his own country within the y e a r ).
They in
structed the people in the word of God and "strengthened
them in holy fa ith ."
- The poverty of these Catholics is extreme.
Their
overlords "look upon them and treat them as if they are
animals, rather than men;
they are not allowed to have
churches nor any decent, convenient place for their r e li
gious services, so that when they meet for worship they
have to huddle together in places fit only for beasts."
- The altar consists of a table little more than a
handsbreadth wide, and the altarcloth is coarse cloth to
which a crude holy picture and a crucifix are attached.
- "In the more populous villages the overcrowding
is such that the people are packed in, unable to kneel

- 412 -

down and the priest has not enough room to turn around
freely.
In these oratories they listen to the people by
day and instructed their children.
They also eat and
sleep in them."
- The people speak of the missionaries, F r. Z ilvi
and F r. Rocchi, with great warmth and praise them
highly for their zeal in preaching on feast days, in
structing the young and helping a ll in their spirtual
needs.
- The economy of these townships and the livelihood
of these poor people depend on the so-called "people' s
commandants," or superintendents who act as despotic
overlords and do not trouble too much to distinsguish
between a holy day and a work day.
And we are not
speaking here of the "privates" or Turks, who by using a
bribe of some sort practically force the unfortunate peas
ants to work for them.
These abuses occur chiefly in
summer during the time of the wheat harvest.
- In the past, attempts were made by some priests
to remedy this unhappy situation, but in v a in , because
Christians and Turks intermingle.
"We are poor," the
faithful say, "and in many ways we need their help. We
were brought up among their children, and we always
look after their interests. We make every effort to have
them as friends, not enemies, because even one ev il word
of theirs uttered against our children in a fit of anger
could seriously damage our honor, our property and our
religion. Our children go to the fields alone and are ex
posed to their insults and ill-treatm ent, and a ll we can
do is try to convince them by lies and oaths that we are
unable to go to work for them and do their bidding."
( 28 )
- The greatest of these pains and privations is the
lack of places for divine worship, which causes the dio
cese to deteriorate more and more and the people to fa ll
notably away from their religion. (29) But in the midst
of so many trials there were some consolations;
the
bishop makes clea r, for example, "one hears these poor
suffering people declare, when they have finished reciting
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their troubles and tria ls, that in spite of it all they are
happy to continue enduring their sufferings in the hope
that the Lord w ill give them the grace to educate and
preserve their children in their holy faith and persevere
in it to the end of their d a y s (30)
- Having concluded his vis it to the Catholic centers
of population, the bishop returned to his residence in
Rustchuk, where there were six Dalmation Catholic house
holds of Ragusa, twenty-eight people. These people made
a livin g by trading buffalo skins. The previous year the
bishop had forbidden them to trade on Sundays and holy
days. They obeyed reluctantly, but later resumed their
commercial a ctivitie s, travellin g
around to the cattle
markets and trading places of the neighboring towns and
also of W allachia, excusing themselves on the plea that,
unfortunately, the buying and selling of hides takes
place precisely on feast days. So they had to return to
their business and they begged indulgence.
"What re
sponse should be made?" The bishop respectfully applied
to the highest dignitaries of the Sacred Congregation,
asking for light and counsel to help him to decide the
matter. (31)
Number
At

This

of

Families,

Visit

Persons

and

Confirmed

Catholics

(32)

Families

Persons

Confirmed

Oresc

55

334

Belene

93

613

24

Peticladenci

26

166

13

15

Tranceviza

39

313

—

Lageni

49

425

24

Butovo

5

30

27

172

6

294

2053

82

Varnopolci

—

The a rriva l of the two Passionist missionaries
caused the bishop to sigh with relief, and in his le tte r,
of December 4, 1783 he informed "Propaganda Fide" of the
double happiness of the Catholics "for the abundance of
everything they have had this y e a r, to such an extent
that not even the oldest members of the diocese can recall

the lik e ," and "for the spiritual help of the three mis
sionaries ." (33) The extreme poverty of that povertystricken diocese seemed to have been overcome momentari
ly .
F r. Ferreri and F r . Sperandio had recovered from
their sickness of the previous summer and continued to
perfect their knowledge of the Bulgarian language. Adap
ting themselves as well as they could to the miserable
places in Tranceviza, they took turns at visitin g the
communities and at remaining there on holy days. For
tunately the Catholics of Wallachia had "total liberty and
amenities for the practice of their faith and enjoyed the
spiritual assistance of the Franciscan Fathers." (34)
The two towns of W allachia, Flomanda and Visciora
were, however, spiritu ally tended by the Passionists, who
visited them four times annually, at Easter, Pentecost,
the month of October, and the Christmas cycle of feasts,
at which times they carried out intense pastoral work:
celebration of the Eucharist
and
homily, catechesis,
praying the family rosary, celebration of the sacraments
(Baptism, visitation of the sick, Christian burial of the
dead). (35)
Thus ended the seven years which saw the comple
tion of the missionary contract of the fathers, and they
applied to the cardinal prefect, Leonard Antonelli, for
permission to return to their own land.
But the cardinal
invited them to remain, saying that the Sacred Congrega
tion was: "thoroughly satisfied with their excellent exam
ple , kindness and trials endured for the sake of those
poor Catholics." (36) The two Fathers humbly agreed, but
a new event occurred, the outbreak of the Austro-Turkish
war.
During this conflict, although endangering his own
life , Bishop Dovanlia wrote to F rs. Francis and James re
peatedly urging them to return to Ita ly . (37)
C.

THE AUSTRO-TURKISH WAR AND THE SECOND AND
THIRD MISSIONARY EXPEDITIONS

Bishop Dovanlia hastened the departure of the two
Passionist missionaries not only to save their lives but
because war conditions in Bulgaria would have made their
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work impossible, apart from the fact that their travel
permit held good only in time of peace.
So they set out
towards the territories of the Austrian empire "to the in
credible g rief of those good Catholics." In rea lity it was
more a fligh t than a departure and had all the attendant
perils.
"They were arrested on the way and threatened
with slavery in Constantinople," the chornicler informs
us.
Having overcome this danger, they reached Transyl
vania "where God rewarded them for their suffering
through Bishop
Batthyány of
Transylvania, (38) who
treated them with the kindness of a father and kept them
with him as his guests for three months." Meanwhile they
wrote and obtained the permission of "Propaganda Fide"
and of the superior general, Fr. Cioni, to return to
Ita ly . In this enteprise they were greatly helped by the
kind bishop, who obtained useful recommendations for
them on their journey, that took them through Hungary,
Austria, Venice, Ancona, the retreats of the Marche and
fin a lly to Rome. (39)
They disembarked at Ancona where F r . Gorresio with
six companions including F r. Strambi, preaching a great
mission in the city. This father, who had sent them to
Bulgaria when he was superior general seven years ea rli
er , welcomed them with inexpressible joy and lavished
kindness on them. (40) They arrived in Rome the follow
ing October "to our immense r e lie f," F r. Cioni writes em
phatically, "and to the incredible pleasure of the eminent
Cardinal P a llotta , Mr. F ra ttin i, etc." (41)
The vocation of the first Passionist mission to other
lands lasted four years, after which time F r. Ferreri was
elected (1790) rector of the A ngu illara community, while
his colleague Fr. Sperandio was rector of St. Eutizio and
then of Sts. John and Paul (1790-1796), later becoming
provincial of Our Mother of Sorrows (1796-1802) and f i 
nally general consultor (1802-1811) until his death. "In 
vited many times to accept the bishopric of Nicopolis, he
was steadfast in his refusal to do so. He was not adapt
ed to livin g away from the Passionist community for a
long time.
In Bulgaria in spite of the fact that he had
been a zealous and valiant missionary, he was always
longing to return to his desired solitude "and to our be

loved retreats," as Fr. Cioni, superior general, wrote.
(42) Moreover the episcopate was not congenial to his
temperament.
Only three missionaries remained with Bishop Dovanlla,
Fr. Nicholas Z ilv i, Fr. Stephen Lupi and F r.
Matthew Razdilovich, past students of the urban college
of "Propaganda Fide." (43) Anxiously they a ll followed
the course of the war declared by Emperor Joseph 11, in
alliance with Russia, against the Ottoman empire (17881789). At first the command of the army had been reserv
ed for the Emperor Joseph II himself, but apart from some
episodic success, such as the recapture of Belgrade and
Sabaz by Marshal Laudon, and the victory won by Prince
Josias of Coburg near Focsani in Wall achia, the direction
of operations was seriously compromised by his incompe
tence.
In fact after his withdrawal from the battlefield
almost at the point of death, it fe ll to his brother and
successor Leopold II to seek a peace treaty which was
later concluded in Svistov (1791), (44) followed soon after
(February 20, 1790), by the death of the greatly disap
pointed and embittered emperor.
Russia also ended the
war with the peace of Jassy (1792).
Four years had passed and it was becoming neces
sary to send out a new missionary expedition to f i l l the
vacancy left by the former one.
The Sacred Congregation
for the Propagation of the Faith had requested the supe
rior general several times to replace the fathers.
Again
it fe ll to Fr. Gorresio, re-elected as superior general in
1790, to organize another expedition.
For this task he
chose two excellent priests who were actually holding of
fice as rectors but agreed to present their resignations
and undertake that adventure "so fraught with danger
and su fferings." They were Fr. Francis Mary Ferreri, who
had already served in Bulgaria for the first seven years
(1781-1788), who now resigned as rector of Anguillara,
and Fr. Michael Hirschenauer, a Bavarian, who resigned
as rector at the generalate of Sts. John and Paul. (45)
The missionary group left Rome in September 1792.
This time, too, the journey was heavily charged with tri
als and sufferings for the fathers, especially for Fr. Mi-
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chael who
fell i l l . In ev ita b ly , too, there was the
long
wait at Bucharest to obtain permission for entry into Bul
garia . (46) Having received i t , they crossed the Danube
in March 1793, and entered the diocese of Nicopolis where
"they were received by our Catholics of Nicopolis with
exuberant deomonstrations of jo y ." (47) The bishop rad i
ated happiness and welcomed them "as i f they were two
angels sent from heaven," as he wrote to "Propaganda
Fide," "especially when they told me that they had no
intention or thought of returning, but would serve for a
lifetim e in a diocese so abandoned and
in such great
need.
In truth," he added "I could not wish for better
subjects. They are, besides, pious, courteous, zealous
(43) and charitable, and in these times of want they
share with the neediest of the faithful and their mission
ary student colleagues (49) their own modest allowance."
(50)
Yes, a period of dire want afflicted the poor Cath
olics , "already so poverty stricken." To provide them
selves with bread, indeed to keep a live, they had to sell
the animals they needed for their work.
Many of them
had not even sown the seed for harvest because they
needed it for food. (51) War and want were depopulating
the tormented little diocese, if the bishop' s letter to
"Propaganda Fide" painted a true picture.
"Many are
awaiting the opportunity to em igrate," he said . "At this
rate our diocese of Nicopolis w ill shortly die out." (52)
But the scene becomes even more harrowing when we
add that bandits encamped at w ill through the length and
breadth of the Bulgarian countryside, at times attacking
the city also.
The bishop described the situation when
writing to Rome: "The Catholic families who have remain
ed in the dioceses of Nicopolis are not in their own towns
and villa ges but have fled to the wood or other places,
joining the schismatics and the' Turks, surrounding their
places of refuge with th istles, thorns, and earth as for
tification against the attacks of the bandits.
As they
cannot devote themselves in peace to their work, the
peasants live in a miserable state and in direst pov
e rty ." (53)
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These were not just any kind of robbers, but bands
of different nationalities, organized for w ar.
They were
called Kageli (K rd za lij), and were divided into numerous
companies of warriors under the leadership of experts in
figh tin g.
From 1792 to 1804 they ravaged Bulgarian
lands, especially the in Rhodope Mountains, devastating
towns and villa ges, carrying off the women as slaves,
attacking cities like Koprivcica which they destroyed.
These were years of terror and destruction, (54) to which
the missionaries fell victim .
The first was F r . Michael
Hirschenauer, who was driven by the Kargeli to leave
Tranceviza by night.
In his fligh t he had to pass over
dead bodies and took refuge at Oresc with his companion
F r . Francis who lived there.
His death of horror and
shock took place there on March 31, 1797. (55) The se
cond was another of our fathers (whose name is un
known), who "was killed at Lageni - defending his flock
from the brutality of those barbarians." (56) Bishop Ni
cholas Z ilv i was in grave danger when a little less than
a year after his appointment as vicar apostolic of the di
ocese of Sardica or Sofia (A pril 29, 1796), he was sought
by these evil men who were threatening to k ill him. But
he escaped from themwith unbelievable
difficu lty, suf
fering hunger and fe a r . (57) "Fleeing from this terrible
menace, several Catholics crossed to the left bank of the
Danube and a short distance from Bucharest founded two
towns, which are still flourishing." (58)
At the end of the twenty years we are treating two
more fathers left Ita ly (1796) to reinforce the diminished
missionary group in Nicopolis at precisely the moment
when the barbarity of the Kargeli was breaking out
afresh with even more violence, and in the following
years Bishop Z ilv i and Bishop Dovanlia died. (59) It was
to F r. Nicholas Ottaviani (60) and Bonaventure Paolini
(61) that the bishop was referring when he described his
satisfaction in a letter to "Propaganda F ide:" "Their good
conduct has given particular ed ification ." (62) But it was
written that their ministry was to be like a meteor in its
swiftness.
The former died in Svistov on June 30, 1802,
aged th irty -five, hardly fiv e years after he had arrived
in B ulgaria; the latter fe ll victim to the plague in Belene
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and died
eight.

on

December 28, 1803, at

the

age

of

thirty-

In a few years the mission had been decimated by
the ravages of the Kargeli and of the plague.
The only
survivor was Fr. Francis Mary F erreri, who succeeded
Bishop Dovanlla in 1805 and was the first Passionist
bishop of the diocese of Nicopolis. These events must be
seen as part of the mysterious warp and weft of human
a ffa irs, and seen above all with the eye of faith.
The
first Passionist mission to foreign lands, begun in humil
ity and extreme poverty, was to have a disconcerting
destiny: that of the Cross with its shadow and its ligh t.
Before ending this brief outline of missionary his
tory, a brief reference must be made to China. Soon after
the first expedition of Frs. Ferreri and Sperandio (1781),
the cardinal prefect of "Propaganda F ide," Leonard Anton elli,
asked the superior general,
Fr. Gorresio, to send
some missionaries to China, to Peking to be exact.
In
spite of the great effort made on behalf of Bulgaria and
the foundations which were about to be made in Ita ly ,
the father general also wished on this occasion to make a
generous response to His Eminence.
He therefore sent out
a circular letter to the local communities, as a stimulus,
and at the same time to test their reactions to the new
proposal to send missionaries to the Far East.
We learn from a letter Fr. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi,
the consul tor, wrote to Fr. Vincent Mary Strambi, provin
cial of the Presentation, that various members of that
province "volunteered" for the mission to China, (63) as
was the case also, we believe, in the other province of
Our Mother of Sorrows.
Although so far distant and so
different in language and customs, the Passionists were
quick to respond to this new call to work in a land
which, for those very reasons, exercised a great fascina
tion over their spirit as evan gelizers. All that remained
to be done was to have the fin al word of the Sacred Con
gregation, which however merely "thanked them for their
goodwill" without taking any effective steps to fin alize
the matter. (64) We now know that this was due to the
intervention of the French ambassador to the Holy See,
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C ard in al B ernis, (65) who "in s is te d th at French m ission
a ries be s e n t." (66) O bviou sly p o litic s had p r e v a ile d .

What mattered, however, was that the young Con
gregation should liv e the commandment to preach the gos
pel in the Catholic sense.
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NOTES

1. The first steps towards this mission and later towards
Bulgaria occupy a large part of AGP. For our period the fol
lowing are of interest: A. IV-III/1 from 1 to 4; A. IV-III/1
and 2; copies of letters in Vatican Archives and of Propagan
da Fide, documents of Bishop Dovanlia, bishop of Nicopolis.
Also interesting are: An. 357-359 (f. 88v-89r), 369-375 (f.
93r-94v); Bg GB, pp. 72-73, 93, 100-101; La nostra missione
nella Bulgaria settentrionale.
Sunto storico in Boll CP, II
(1921) pp. 303-307; Stanislaus van Melis, Il lavoro apostoli
co dei padri Passionisti in Bulgaria e Valacchia: 1781-1820,
doctrinal thesis (in Dutch) (Rome,' 1954); E. Zoffoli, op.cit.,
p. 1068-1080; Aa. Vv. , Terre di Missione di S. Paolo della
Croce (bilingual Italian-English), edited by Caspar
Caulfield, (Rome, 1976).
2. Fr. Giorgini, Regulae et Constitutiones, op.cit., p.
8.

3. C . Caulfield, op.cit., pp. 9-32.
4. Cardinal Antonelli was prefect of "Propaganda Fide"
from 1780 to 1793.
5. Fr. Francis Mary of Divine Love, from Levaldigi, (Cu
neo), born in 1740, professed in 1762, died in 1813. He was
41 years old and was later to become the first Passionist
bishop of Nicopolis.
6. Fr. James of the Sacred Wounds, from Carbognano (Vi
terbo), born in 1749, professed in 1762, died in 1811 during
the Napoleonic suppression. He was 32 years old.
7. An 357-359 (f. 88v-89r); Bg GB, p. 72; Ivan Sofranov,
"Nicopolis.
I primi missionari Passionisti", in Aa. Vv., C.
Caulfield, op.cit., pp. 33-36.
8. John Octavius Bufalini, from Città di Castello, born
in 1709, titular archbishop of Chalcedon 1750, apostolic nun-,
cio in Switzerland in 1754, cardinal on July 21, 1766, trans
ferred to Ancona on December 1, 1766, died on August 3, 1782.
9. The Annals give Caldistat, which we think should read
Carlstadt. This name could only refer to a city in Sweden.
10. Bishop
Francis
Anthony
Fracchia, of the Battistini
Congregation, titular archbishop of Teodosiopolis on Septem
ber 7, 1778; patriarchal apostolic vicar of Constantinople on
September 26, 1778; died in 1795.
11. An 369 (f. 93r).
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12. An 370-375 (f. 93r-94v)
13. Bishop Paul Dovanlia, of Philippopolis (today Plov
div), born 1733, vicar apostolic of Sofia in 1771, bishop of
Nicopolis on September 16, 1776, apostolic administrator of
Wallachia Minor on October 2, 1776, died in 1804.
14. Graduate of the Urban College, Propaganda Fide, named
vicar apostolic of Sofia on April 29, 1796, died in 1880.
15. An 381 (A. f. 23v).
16. I . Sofranov, op.cit., p . 36.
17. Fr. James communicates this in a letter to his brother
Fr. Sperandio, vicar general of the diocese of Civita Castellana, in November (1782).
18. An 381 (A. f . 23r-23v).
19. Letter of Bishop Dovanlia to Propaganda Fide, Archives
of the same name.
20. An 373 (f. 94r).
21. J . Bogere, "L1Evêché de Nicopolis en Bulgarie," in
Echos d 1Orient, 18 (1916-1919), pp. 160-165.
Some maintain
that the diocese was re-established towards 1655 by Pope Al
exander VII, at the instance of the Emperor Leopold I . (See
La nostra missione nella Bulgaria settentrionale, op.cit., p .
304).
22. Paul ici ans was the name given to the Manichees in the
Middle Ages. They speak also of Bogomiles, Bulgaros, that is
to say, those who in the twelfth century embraced this her
esy.
23. War 1806-1812.
24. Turkey went to war with Russia in October 1768.
25. This new congregation was founded three years earlier
by a Genovese priest, Dominic Francis Olivieri, born on Nov
ember 1, 1691.
The founder died on June 13, 1766 with fame
for sanctity. Unfortunately the little institute died out be
cause of political turbulence at the end of the eighteenth
century.
26. An 371 (f. 93v) .
27. Archives of Propaganda Fide, in Congressi Bulgaria 7 ,
pp . 134-137.
Ibid., Documents (Appendix), p . 21.
29. Archives of Prop. Fide, op.cit., ibid
Ibid., p. 23.
31. Ibid.
32. Ibid., p . 19.
o
CO
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33. The third missioner is the native priest, Fr. Nicholas
Zilvi
34. Ibid., p . 33.
35. Ibid., p. 35,
36. An 462 (II f, 26v )
37. Ibid.
38. Bishop Ignatius de Battyany, from Nemetujvar; born in
1741:
student of German-Hungarian college in Rome appointed
by the empress and queen of Hungary, Maria Teresa; bishop of
Transylvania on June 28, 1780, died on November 17, 1798.
39. An 462 (II f. 26v).
40. Bg GB, p. 93.
41. An 462 (II f. 26v).
42. S . van Melis, op.cit., note 64, p. 142.
43. Ibid., Documents (Appendix), p. 36.
44. A little Bulgarian city close to' Orese.
45. Bg GB, pp. 100-101.
46. An 485 (II f. 35v).
47. S . van Melis, op.cit., note 10, p. 144; see also Archives, Propaganda Fide writings presented in Congress, Bulgaria 7, p. 331.
48. Zealous.
49. "Students," it would refer to the missionaries of the
diocescan clergy, past students of Propaganda Fide.
50. S. van Melis, op.cit., note 19, p. 145; see also Ar
chives, Propaganda Fide.
51. Ibid., note 15, p. 144; Archives, ibid., p. 367.
52. Ibid., note 25, p. 145; Archives, ibid., Bulgaria and
Valiachia 8, p. 21.
53. Ibid., note 17, pp. 144-145. Archives, ibid., p. 95.
54. The Kargeli disappeared after years'of struggle with
the Turks.
55. He was buried in the cemetery beside Bishop Sebastian
Canepa of the Baptistines.
56. We have no information about this anonymous mission
ary, according to "La nostra missione nella Bulgaria,"
op.cit., p . 305.
57. The date of death given by S. van Melis, op.cit., p.
54, 1800, is registered generically in Remigius Ritzler-Pirminus Sefrin, Hierarachia Catholica Medii et Recentioris
Aevi, 1730-1799, (Patavii, 1958), p. 384.
58. La nostra Missione della Bulgaria settentrionale,
op.cit., p . 305.
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59. The date of Bishop Dovanlia's death is also uncertain
and oscillates between 1804, (S. van Melis, op.cit., pp. 5960), and the cautious Hierarchia catholica, op.cit., p. 310:
died before August 5, 1805.
60. Fr. Nicholas of Jesus, Roman, born in 1767, professed
in 1793.
When he arrived at the mission he was four years
professed and 30 years of age.
61. Fr. Bonaventure of St. Teresa, from Garresio, (Cuneo),
born in 1765, professed in 1782, ordained in 1788.
62. S. van Melis, op.cit., p. 145, note 24.
63. AGP, Letter of January 3, 1782; see also E. Zoffoli,
S. Paolo della Croce, Storica critica, op.cit., I, p. 1075,
note 50.
64.

Bg GB,

pp.

72-93.

65. Francois-Joachim de Pierre de Bernis, from St-Marcel
de l'Ardeche (Lyon), born in 1715, ambassador to Venice in
1751, to Vienna in 1756, cardinal in 1758, archbishop of Albi
in 1764, ambassador to Rome in 1794.
66. C.
Caulfield, op. cit., p. 31, and p. 32, note 38, in
which the author affirms that the Vincentian Fathers confirm
ed this information when he was residing in Peking (19391941).
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C hapter XVII

WITNESSES OF HOLINESS

A . SOME EXAMPLES OF SANCTITY

A basic declaration of the first text of the rule and
constitutions stated that the end of the new Congregation
of the Passion of Jesus was "the greater glory of God,"
( 1) through the evangelical perfection of its members and
their ministry of evangelization in and for the church.
This divine glory is simply the sanctity the Passionist
must strive to achieve through ignominy and in the power
of the Cross. (2) Thus understood, the Croês is the only
possible school of sanctity for him, if indeed the "divine
mysteries of the most holy life , Passion and death of Je
sus Christ are truly the object of individual and com
munity contemplation, " because it is here, according to
the constitutions,
that sanctity is learned, and i f the
soul corresponds faith fu lly to the graces and gifts of
God,
"in a short time it is totally on fire with holy
lo v e." (3)
The history of the origins and also of the period
with which we are dealing amply confirm the truth of the
declaration of the prim itive rule about the value of "the
school of sanctity of the Cross." The founder himself was
the first to understand and testify to this when, seeing
more and more religious companions around him "inflamed
with divine lo v e ," he confessed humbly and with consid
erable embarrassment that they were walking "va lia n tly
in the way of perfection" (4) and that they were truly
livin g "saintly liv e s , " adding : "They w ill be my accusers
on the day of my judgment". (5)
Apart from th is, we know the basic constituent of
the Passionist apostolic community in its contemplative
and missionary soul, as it appears in the two decades
after the founder' s death. Its motor power was a body of
numerous ardent servants of God who left the impress of
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the dynamism of the Spirit of that community, beginning
with its highest superiors: the generals, Fr. John Baptist
Gorresio and John Mary Cioni, and the provincials of the
Presentation and of Our Mother of Sorrows, who are a l
ready well known to us. (6) After these came many other
religious, who were richly gifted with prayer and a v a ri
ety of individual charisms;
they were often masters and
spiritual directors, whom we have met in the preceding
pages. And there were others about whom history must not
remain silent. As a starting point we take those who may
perhaps be looked upon as true examples of the diverse
types of sanctity found in the Passionist family.
1. A b is h o p : Thomas M ary S tru zzieri (1706-1780)

On January 19, 1780, five years after the founder's
death, a distinguished companion and spiritual son of
his, who had exemplified simplicity of life , poverty and
sanctity, also died. He was Bishop Thomas Mary Struzzie
ri, bishop of Todi, the first Passionist called to episco
pal ministry. (7) He was seventy-three years old.
Until
two o'clock in the morning a continuous procession of
people from the city and from the country filed past the
mortal remains of their Pastor.
This spontaneous act of
homage clearly manifested popular opinion of the bishop
who had so often turned severe punishment away from To
di.
In an ancient document we find this testimony:
"He
always governed his people with great love;
a ll looked
upon him as a holy bishop and acclaimed him as father
of the poor." (8)
One day in the spring of 1743 in Rome he met Fa
ther Paul of the Cross in the Church of the Immaculate
Conception in the Capuchin monastery near Santa Maria
dei Monti.
It was then that Paul won for his Congrega
tion a thirty-seven year old priest, who was well trained
in the humanistic-philosophical disciplines at the famous
Nazarene College of the Scolopians, and a graduate in
canon and in c iv il law from Sapienza University. (9) This
was Fr. Thomas Struzzieri. In Rome a b rillian t career lay
before him. His fathey dreamed of him as a distinguished
member of the Roman curia, but Fr. Thomas resolutely
-

428 -

chose the vocation of a preacher and missionary,
and
thus with other priests became responsible for the evan
gelization of a large sector of the Roman Plain, the Marittima and Campagna, and the Abruzzi. ( l ’O)
Thus the Passionists gained a famous missionary
and orator, (11) "and he, in turn, won the singular
grace of forming part of that very first Passionist family
which gathered around the founder between 1741 and 1750.
He entered the novitiate of the Presentation retreat, was
clothed in the Passionist habit on February 2, 1745, and
professed by special papal dispensation on April 16 the
following year. (12) The Passionist community occupied
three retreats (the Presentation, St. Angelo and St. Eutiz io ), and was at that time livin g in the "age of m agic."
Fr. Thomas was deeply impressed by this, and testified
to it in words which may be described as gems of the
prim itive literature of Passionist spiritu ality: "When I
first set foot in the retreat of Monte Argentario, it was
like entering paradise, for 1 read in the faces of those
religious the sanctity of their liv e s .. . .Such was their
love of prayer that 1 can testify that, from the first
months, our Lord gave them the g ift of prayer, the key
to other graces;
and very frequently, after Matins some
of them used to remain praying before the Blessed Sacra
ment, as also in their cells until the hour of Prime.
Re
creations were a school of prayer.
Never did they speak
of the times, of the country or of worldly a ffa ir s , but of
God, the conversion of souls, of shedding one's blood for
the fa ith , or the lives of the saints, so that one left re
creation more fervent, more anxious to do great things
for God and to suffer for love of Him, than one left the
exercise of prayer itself.
In short, when I arrived there
1 seemed to find myself among angels, and felt that 1
was unworthy to share their company.
The very walls
seemed to breathe holiness and 1 seemed to be in hea
ven ." (13)
His profession, at the age of almost forty, was con
sidered "memorable" in the little Congregation. (14) Soon
Fr. Thomas was alternating between contemplative solitude
and missionary preaching.
He had to assume responsibil
ity for the foundation and government of the retreats

which were gradually opening in the Province of Our Mo
ther of Sorrows. (15) Later he became provincial, then
first general consul to r, and in 1760 the Holy See appoint
ed him as theologian to the Apostolic Visitor of Corsica,
Bishop Caesar Crescenzio De A ngelis, (16) whom he even
tually succeeded in this office, until he was transferred
to the bishopric of Amelia, fin a lly becoming bishop of
Todi. (17)
The moral stature of Struzzieri far exceeds what can
be said of him here in the space of a few lines, not only
as preacher and missionary, superior and founder of
communities, and direct collaborator with Paul of the
Cross, but also as bishop and above all as a man of
God.
The words of the saint about him are like an etch
in g :
"F r . Thomas.. .behaves like ' a true Is r a e lite ' and
would give his life many times over for the Congregation.
Thank God.
God puts him to the test with much work,
' within and without, right and le f t 1." (18) St. Vincent
Mary Strambi, who followed him in the episcop a cy, com
pleted the founder' s incisive portrait with his own en
gravin g saying "he had the g ift of p ra y er;" (19) indeed,
he fam iliarized himself with the constant remembrance of
God and assiduous meditation on the truths revealed by
him.
"His special delight and greatest joy were converse
with God, interior recollection and holy p ra yer." (20)
During the ten years of his apostolic vis it to Cor
sica , Struzzieri clearly showed his a b ility for this d iffi
cult mission.
The image he v iv id ly projected was that of
a courageous and prudent man, a pastor fille d with the
spirit of God and with fid elity to the Church; a Passionist ready for any sa crifice, always w illin g and able to
preach the word of God. This was Bishop De A n gelis' as
sessment of him. (21) The Corsican general, Paschal Paol i , (22) described him as the "prelate gifted with wisdom
and z e a l." (23) But the island situation was lamentable.
First the war with Genoa, followed by the war with the
French, rendered Struzzieri ' s mission ' d ifficu lt and hazar
dous .
He whose chief concern was the religious situation
of the island tried in every possible way to avoid con
flic t with the contenders, thereby meriting the respect of
a l l , to such an extent that General Count de Vaux, lead
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er of the French victory at Pontenuovo (May 8, 1769), ar
ranged that he should be offered the bishopric of Aleria,
with the promise of elevation to the office of metropolitan
archbishop of the island.
(24) The humble prelate felt
unable to accept this offer, content as he was to have
served the Church and the Corsican people without any
ulterior motive.
Furthermore, he had no need of these recommenda
tions, since Clement XIV, who had openly manifested his
total satisfaction with the positive success of the aposto
lic visitation, (25) was also thinking of sending him to
Poland as
nuncio (26) and later making
him cardinal.
(27) The
immense difficulties of
the Corsican mission,
which he had borne so well, made Bishop Struzzieri long
to withdraw to the retreat among his Passionist brethren,
but the w ill of the pope and the encouragement of the
founder himself made him accept the transfer to Amelia
and Todi,
as has been said.
In spite of his precarious
health, he did not spare himself in this diocese but gave
himself over to preaching and pastorally animating the
clergy, the religious and the people.
His preference for
the religious and spiritual aspect of his ministry was
c le a r, although he by no means neglected the indispens
able external duties and undertakings such as the forma
tion of the clergy ( seminaries), the religious life of
monks according, to rule (monasteries), and pubic charity
( hospitals).
It was characteristic of the man that, a l
though his constitution had been severely affected by
privation and illness, he was truly indomitable. When his
strength declined the clergy and people of Amelia and
Todi understood how true were the words of a certain
French Calvinist o fficia l, who said one day on leaving
the bishop' s residence in Corsica:
"At last I have met a
bishop who is truly apostolic!" (28) With one accord the
people called him a saint.
At his death occurred Mastin i' s statement, in our opinion, summed up his life very
w ell: "Happy the holy Church and happy the people who
have bishops of this mold, more devoted to souls than to
themselves!" (29)
The first Passionist bishop who served the church
in Corsica, Amelia and Todi always remained a Passionist
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in the deep core of his heart (30) and his prayer, in the
total g ivin g of himself to his brethren and spiritual
sons, in his witness to poverty and his detachment from
temporal things, in his unfailing work of evangelization,
in his constant bond of unity with his Congregation and
especially with the holy founder towards whom he was
always humble, loyal and obedient. (31) On October 18,
1775, a little before midday, Bishop Struzzieri was at the
bedside of the dying saint bidding him farewell and beg
ging him in the name of all those present, "Father Paul,
in heaven remember the poor Congregation for which you
have worked so much
and all of us, your poor sons!"
(32)
Three years la te r, Bishop Struzzieri presided over
the seventh general chapter of the Congregation by order
of Pope Pius VI (May 1778).
It was the first of its kind
to be celebrated after the founder' s death and it was
entirely fittin g that Bishop Struzzieri should manifest in
that solemn assembly the historic continuity and fid elity
of the Institute to its original charism.
He was beyond
question its most illustrious son. (33)
2. A p r ie s t : John Jacomini (1724-1786)

F r . John Jacomini entered the Congregation almost a
year before his fellow countryman F r . John Mary Cioni.
(34) He was about to enter the Friars Minor of Aquila,
but in Orbetello he heard about Father Paul of the Cross
from the Sances family, where the saint was staying be
cause of anilln ess.
F ather Paul accepted him for the
infant Institute in 1745, as a lay brother, and w illin gly
worked as cook or helper wherever his labor was neces
sary.
Later he studied for the priesthood and was or
dained in 1753. (35)
As a priest he continued to be the humble, w illin g
religious that he had always been. He continued the task
of questing for alms and the other works done by the
brothers.
He never desired or sought office or recogni
tion,
he never shirked hard work or trials for the good
of the brethren, but always was generous, charitable and
totally se lf-s a c rificin g . His health was not robust but
this did not prevent him from "ill-trea tin g his body,"
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notes his biographer,
"by travellin g on foot wherever he
went and making excuses and pretexts for refusing to ac
cept a mount when benefactors offered one." He was im
pressive in the modesty of his look, his words and his
gestures, "a clear sign of innocence of heart;" impressive
too was his spirit of prayer which in the retreat and out
of it made him appear to be "abstracted and lost in
God." (36)
"His simplicity was p roverb ia l," writes F r . P h ilip ,
"so great and so unusual that he appeared to have
reached the state of childhood inculcated so much by Je
sus in the gospel.
The good F ather believed im plicitly
everything that was said to him, never suspecting in
others the duplicity which his own heart could not har
bor .
In the matter of purity he was so untainted, and
everything contrary to the angelic was so alien to him,
that as he went about the city all that he saw and
heard, the words,
gestures and propositions of licentious
persons meant nothing to him, or as it is told, he misun
derstood them so completely in the contrary sense that
when he returned to the retreat he would recount it all
to the religious at public recreation as though he were
tellin g them interesting and important items of news."
(37) So great was his love for the retreat, for silence
and p ra yer, that he shunned useless company and know
ledge.
He was, however, always w illin g to go out quest
ing for alms and fu lfillin g other duties and errands in a
spirit of love and sa crifice." Everybody thought him a
sa in t, not only in the Papal States but also in the king
dom of the two Sicilies and in Naples itself where he of
ten was sent from Terracina to negotiate delicate matters
for the Congregation.
"This appreciation," F r. Philip
makes clear, "came not only from the common, ordinary
folk, but also from people of high standing, princes,
gentlemen, la d ies, lords of the court and ecclesiastics,
whose custom it is to watch keenly and to weigh criti
ca lly every word, every action, and every step of the
servants of God." (38)
F r. John' s name was on everybody' s lip s , arousing
admiration and reverence for doing immense spiritual
good, especially in Terracina, where he spent the greater
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part of his life and was very popular. Nevertheless, this
simple and humble father was no preacher or missionary,
having neither the gifts nor opportunities for those ac
tivities .
Neither was he a confessor of the people ( his
confessional surrounded by penitents) because, as has
been said, his superiors had to withdraw him from that
ministry.
Undeniably, the case is almost paradoxical. In
the retreat he fu lfille d the very delicate apostolate of
spiritu ally directing and helping priests who were making
retreats. (39)
Providence assigned to him another ministry of par
ticular responsibility.
Pius V I , knowing F r. John' s v ir 
tues and the esteem in which he was held, chose him as
his confessor after the death of F r. Joseph Del Re (1781).
"In this o ffic e ," F r. Philip informs us, "his only aim was
the spiritual benefit of Christ' s v ic a r , and he was most
careful not to let other interests intrude.
For instance,
once a person,
to whom F r. John was greatly indebted,
sought to use the confessor' s influence with the pope to
obtain some favor for himself or for others;
but the fa
ther , simple and gra tefu l, yet at the same time firm and
prudent, replied to this request in a letter (April 2,
1784)s " I reply b riefly to say that you ask a difficu lt
th in g, the office I hold at present is one to make anyone
tremble, therefore I have resolved not to receive any re
quest for favors from the pope, not even if it were my
own father who made i t , and he has been in eternity for
many yea rs.
Ask me, therefore, to serve you in some
other way, for I cannot in th is, I am sorry to say. I
think it better to tell you this plainly and simply as
good men should talk to each other: yes, yes, no, no. I
have been open with you, do not think that I am offend
ed, my love and esteem for you are unchanged." (40)
"For the rest," ' continues the biographer, "Pius VI
always had singular affection for this good father, had a
high opinion of him, and showed it on many occasions.
F r . John had spoken to him of some disorder which had
to be remedied.
The pope was givin g the appropriate or
ders when one of his retinue, as is the custom of courti
ers, accused the person who had made the complaint of
falsehood. But the pope silenced him by sayin g: ' Be qui
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e t , the person who told me of this is incapable of lyin g,
it was F r. John, my confessor. ' After his death (F r .
John' s ) the pope did not forget him. When his name came
up in conversation the pontiff spoke of him with great
appreciation.
And he would in certain contexts quote him
sa y in g : ' That holy man, F r. John said so'. " (41)
As we have said, his health was poor.
"His weak
constitution, under the rigor of a life too strictly peni
tential, often suffered lon g, serious illnesses" which in
1783 brought him to death's door:
dysentery, intestinal
c o litis , dropsy, gout, little by little reduced him to a
shadow.
Pius VI "on seeing him so emaciated, weak and
suffering from a stomach complaint, gave him a box of
good chocolate, and ordered him to use it for himself
only not for the others." Apart from proving the pope' s
affection for his confessor, the chocolate did no good at
a ll.
He had reached the end of his life .
It was a pure,
luminous and moving end. On February 8, 1786, after re
ceiving the last sacraments, the holy religious begged
pardon of the . whole • community in a touching colloquy.
All noticed how he fixed his eyes on the C ru cifix, then
closed them, gently smiling. (42) The body remained fresh
and fle x ib le , in spite of the tremendous rigor of winter
that y ea r. A multitude of people flocked from Falvaterra
to the retreat of St. Sosio to which the father had been
transferred a year before; they venerated the dead priest
and took relics and pious objects in remembrance of him.
His reputation as a wonderworker, already established in
his lifetim e, did not decrease: his predictions, prodigious
cures and other charisms had drawn a ll hearts to him,
and each one, from the simplest of the faithful to Pius VI
himself, felt that F r. John was his saint and his friend.
(43)
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3. A la y b ro t h e r: John De P a u lis (1749-1793)
The Ciociaria gave Bro. John De Paulis to the Con
gregation of the Passion, a man in the flower of his
youth, (44) very kind-hearted, capable of hard work and
self-sacrifice.
He was twenty-one years old when he en
tered the novitiate at the Terracina retreat.
Everybody
knew him for what he was, an uneducated countryman of
sanguine temperament, but gentle and flexible at the
same time.
Once he had been accepted and had come un
der the influence of novitiate training he gradually dev
eloped a courteous manner and modest demeanor which
were pleasing and edifyin g.
He was ready to take, on
tasks of every kind, but was chiefly employed in tailor
ing for the community and in questing for alms. The ta il
or shop under Brother John' s care was a model of tid i
ness and cleanliness. In this setting he revealed himself
as an industrious and exact artisan for a reason not
difficu lt to discover: his deep interior life .
He was indeed a man of great prayer and union
with God.
Although he had no time to grow old since he
died at the age of fo rty-fou r, he offered to the Lord his
first and second youth, glowing with simple ever-in
creasing fe rv o r, worthy of the primitive Passionist school.
The witness he gave of Christian virtues was taken seri
ously and the' people appreciated it at its true worth be
cause they knew that his heart was totally given to God.
His temperance and discretion, for example, were out
standing and edified the la ity to such an extent that, to
quote the biographer, "some of our benefactors showed
great affection for him and held him in highest esteem.
One of them in particular, who was a keen discerner of
genuine virtue, always spoke of him even after his death
in terms of great p ra ise ."
So well was he accepted among seculars that his
superiors used his popularity as a reason for sending
Bro. John out questing for alms whenever there was need,
and this exposed him sometimes to il l treatment, (45)
which he was magnanimous enough to overlook.
He was
good at seeking alms and quite naturally radiated the
kindness and the sense of the supernatural that was in
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his heart.
On one occasion when he was begging wine at
a vineyard in Ceprano he was humiliated and insulted by
the owner, a woman: "She proceeded ligh t-h ea rted ly," the
biographer recounts, "to f i l l her wine cask but no sooner
had she done so than a hoop broke letting the wine run
a ll over the place, leaving not a drop in the container
to the total dismay of the lady.
No one in the neighbor
hood doubted that this was a punishment sent by God and
St. Sosio to chastise the woman for refusing the alms and
offending the religiou s." (46)
Our Blessed Mother held a special place of honor in
his spiritual life and in his rigorous yet cheerful Passionist austerity.
She was his schoolmistress in whom he
confided and to her he had recourse in everything. This
explains his "eagle flig h t" towards the conquest of the
virtues and the heroism of the options they involved, the
exceptional degree of self-sacrifice and fortitude they im
posed.
We are not greatly surprised, therefore, by his
spirit of penance, especially on Fridays, and his modesty
which gave him the victory in difficu lt tria ls. For exam
ple,
"he was once assailed by a most violent temptation
which for several months beset him so powerfully that he
would break down and weep inconsolably during the day
and at night, so great was his fear of succumbing and
fa llin g over the precipice.
He intensified his prayers to
the Mother of God, beseeching her help, repeating acts in
her honor many times each day until fin a lly through her
intercession he won the victory and recovered his seren
it y ." (47)
Bro. John became a good figh ter, and Providence
sent him many a severe tria l to train and strengthen his
faith and fortitude.
He was engaged as porter at St. Sosio's retreat.
So great was his reserve that he did not
know even one of the women who came to the door with
the exception of the community's benefactor. This attitude
instead of edifying them, so annoyed these ,formidable
visitors that they dubbed him "the unfortunate." "A ll the
same," Fr. Philip notes, "he let them say what they liked
and never regretted the strict guard he kept over his
heart.
Once during the summer he was questing alms in
Pontecorvo.
On going to a threshing floor to ask for a
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contribution, he found that the devil had prepared loss
rather than gain for him. Two shameless girls there at
tempted to seduce him by their language, but he lowered
his eyes, turned his back on them and, deeply embar
rassed, escaped from the scene. His purity had stood him
in good stead and he sedulously avoided that place ever
a fter." (48)
It was not that he dramatized the difficu lties and
vicissitudes of human existence; he simply accepted trials
and found the key to their solution in the gospel.
"If
your eye scandalize you, pluck it out, and cast it far
away from you;
it is better for you to enter into life
with one eye than to have two and be thrown into hell
f ir e . " (Matt. 18:9).
It must be said that Bro. John was
well versed in the rules of Christian combat:
"abstain"
as well as "sustain." On one hand he distanced himself
from the world, sin, concupiscence, and falsehood, and
on the other, voluntarily took upon himself the debts of
so many brothers enmeshed in and conditioned by e v il.
The humble John was a good Cyrenian for many such, us
ing chains and disciplines in expiation, making repar
ation for them, in communion with the sufferings of
Christ. When in less than five days his young life was
cut short by a stubborn bout of m alaria, after he had
been transferred to St.
Sosio retreat at Terracina to do
some tailoring for the community, they all understood
clearly that Bro. John had been a true Passionist and
one of their great spiritual men. He died in the service
of charity as he had lived for love.
4. A c le r i c : C a s p a r S a lc i

(1766-1788)

Outstanding among the various clerics who died in
the course of these two decades (49) was Caspar Salci,
aged twenty-two, of the c iv il Province of Viterbo. (50) It
fell to his lot to have a privileged childhood and adoles
cence and an excellent religious and academic education
with the Maestre Pie (founded by St. Lucy F ilip p in i). The
mothers in his town held him up to their sons as an ex
ample . Early in his career his thoughts turned towards a
religious vocation and he entered the Dominicans fir s t ,
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and later the Passionists, being received by the provin
cial, F r. Vincent Mary Strambi (1783)»
He made his re li
gious profession of vows at eighteen.
He completed his
studies in philosophy at the Presentation retreat (17841786) and in theology at Sts. John and Paul in Rome
(1786-1788).
These communities soon noticed Caspar' s f i 
delity to the rule which he strictly observed and which
was for him an authentic book of life . Prayer was a pri
ority for him. But his prayer was not only according to
the bell and the horarium.
Whenever he could he would
go to church or to the chapel to converse with God.
On
feast days he spent long hours in p ra y er. "Evidently the
Lord did not fa il to give him consolation in prayer and
much sweetness, for it was not unusual to see his eyes
brimming with tears." (51)
This spirit of prayer exacted and at the same time,
engendered, that "piety" which, far from interfering with
genuine asceticism and Christian mysticism, represents
almost the summit of spiritual fecundity, whether it ap
pears in the theology of the saints and friends of God in
the amplitude of the mystery of "the communion of saints"
or in the devotional practices approved by the Church
and used in the school of spiritu ality established by the
founder. Silence, in which great souls are formed, char
acterized Caspar' s fervent prayer life and his growth in
evangelical detachment from all that was earthly and
temporary.
The biographer stresses that "he was so de
tached from the things of this world that he seemed like
one dead." (52) The deliberate practice of asceticism gave
him dominion over his senses and a heart that was sim
ple, pure and penitent.
He had much confidence in his spiritual fathers and
docilely followed their guidance showing a maturity and a
sense of responsibility outstanding for his age.
Once in
conversation one of these spiritual guides told him that if
he behaved well the superiors would love and appreciate
him.
On hearing this he became very serious and replied
that he had given much thought to the question of wheat
we can hope for from man but that in his heart he was
unsatisfied.
He went on to sa y: "Suppose we could have
a ll we desired on this earth. What then?" He was saying,
-
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in effect, that his heart was set on God alone. (53)
Clearly this answer, dictated by divine wisdom, was very
much to the point.
In the school of Christ crucified he rapidly became
so strong in faith and love that his spiritual vision dis
cerned the power and majesty of truth unfolding before
his eyes.
He was not a man who aimed at creating an
impression of his own superiority.
On the contrary, he
was averse to all outward show, not only from a motive
of humility, but also because he was experienced in com
muning with the suffering Christ.
This explains why he
bore the heavy burden of misunderstanding and humilia
tion caused at times by his spiritual fathers and his
companions in religion. Unaware of his true nature, these
men allowed themselves to form negative judgments of
him.
But he overcame this uncomplainingly like a true
servant of God, humble and strong. Thus in the radiance
of truth, he became "a master" for his community and a
light for many of his young companions.
At this point when superiors were beginning to have
high hopes for Caspar his health began to decline.
His
constitution, never
robust, was undermined
by study,
penance and serious spiritual tria ls, and he began to
have repeated bouts of haemoptysis.
He was confined to
the community infirmary and pronounced incurable by the
doctors. The illness confirmed everbody's opinion that his
spiritual life was solidly founded, because it was put to
a severe test in his last days when he collapsed (Febru
ary 11, 1736) and was given the last sacraments.
Soon
afterwards he recovered his strength and asked to have
an image of Our Lady placed at the foot of his bed.
It
was a wise request.
Terrible spiritual crises came upon
him, anguish and despair of salvation, followed by the
exact opposite: "He seemed to be at the gates of Heaven
adoring the most Blessed T r in ity .. .he was about to be
glorified in heaven...he wished all to make known to him
the graces they desired,
because he could obtain them
. . . " (54) The demon took on the guise of his spiritual
father, no less, to deceive the
poor young man.When his
true spiritual father entered revealing the deceit, the
dying man was overwhelmed by another most serious cri-
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sis, (55) this time of despair.
He kept on repeatin
anguish:
"I am g o in g ...to the d e v il's mansion." § The
religious were distressed by the unhappy state of the
young cleric and redoubled their prayers.
Finally at the invocation "Mary, mother of grace,
mother of mercy," peace returned to his soul, freeing him
from every e v il. "You do not know the wonders this great
Lady has worked," he told all those present, as he held
the image of Our Lady in his hand.
"You w ill experience
them a ls o ...!
I f you knew the great grace she has just
now obtained for me!
You cannot imagine the state to
which that beast had reduced me.
How the enemy strives
to ruin us!
But, for the glory of God, our Lady has
helped me to win the vic to ry ." And he kept on kissing
the sacred image.
The superior general, Fr. John Mary
Cioni, intervened once and commanded the devil to leave
the sick man in peace.
Death was close at hand.
The
night before February 29, 1788, joining his hands on his
breast, Caspar "his eyes fixed on the beloved image of
the Blessed Virgin Mary, died peacefully, suffering no
agony and commending his soul into the arms of his Cre
a tor." (56)
Five years of Passionist life consciously embraced
and radically lived by a young man of twenty had made
him an authentic expert in the way of divine love, and
he had matured by the power of the Cross.

B. A LONG LINE OF WITNESSES

It would be unjust to restrict this account of the
testimony of the Passionist school of sanctity to a few
examples of holy men.
In fairness we consider it neces
sary to give an overall view of it, bearing in mind,
above a ll, the nature of this school, the majority of
whose members were the first companions and disciples of
the founder. This was its unique and unrepeatable value,
since the companions and disciples ensured the historical
continuity and made it liv e again in the new generation
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of Passionists who are rightly considered to be true serv
ants of God and faithful witnesses to the gospel.
F r. B ern ard in e R otilio (1723-1776).
He lived many
years with the founder. A zealous missionary, his prefer
ence was for the poor country people. As a confessor he
was much sought after because of his gentleness and
charity, and he was much loved by religious and lay
people who looked upon him as "a most affectionate spir
itual fa th er." (57)
F r . Anthony Tom asini (1703-1777).
A member of a
very distinguished family, after his ordination to the
priesthood (1726) he went to Madrid as a tutor of the
royal pages. He was over forty years old when he entered
the Congregation and he proved to be of great help in
the temporal administration of various foundations.
He
was also the founder' s secretary. A deeply virtuous man,
he wished to live the hidden life in the monastery, dedi
cated to prayer and meditation on death. His look was
severe, but in fact he was very courteous, agreeable and
most ch aritable, a true gentleman.
His death was joyful
and en viable: he died with the names of Jesus and Mary
on his lip s . (58)
C leric Anselm Pran d o (1756-1778).
A pleasant young
man, who died at twenty-two years, while he was still in
the novitiate, to the great sorrow of his companions, who
admired his religious demeanor and his outstanding fer
vor . (59)
F r . Bonaventure B agn asco (1723-1779).
He entered
the infant Congregation during a mission preached by the
founder, from whom he received the habit at Monte Ar
gentario with eight companions (1723). The sacrifices and
privations which were part of life in the early founda
tions ruined his health irremediably.
Indeed, throughout
his life , he suffered at times from strong and persistent
headaches and nervous attacks.
He genuinely believed
that he would be useless to the Congregation and accept
ed ordination only at the command of the founder. He de
dicated himself to the humblest chores in the community
( especially in the Tuscania retreat, where he enjoyed

being "the little sacristan of the Blessed V irg in "), so he
sacrificed to the nascent Institute the possibility of a
b rillia n t apostolate which he never exercised, abandoning
himself generously to the Cross of Jesus. (60)
Bro. U b a ld C orazzin i (1725-1780).
Before he became
a disciple of the founder he was a brickmaker
in the
Tuscany Marshes. His outward appearance did not change
after he became a Passionist.
He was
rather ugly in
looks and
untidy in his person, but he threw himself
with such
ardor into the search for perfection that his
virtues made him "shine like a luminary among the b ril
liant stars." A man of deep p ra yer, poverty and abnega
tion, he worked as a carpenter in the
building of the
new retrea t, St. Joseph' s at Monte Argentario, and also
engaged in the task of questing for alms. Many of those
who knew him believed he was a saint and after his
death wanted personal keepsakes as objects of devotion.
(61)
F r. F ran cis Cosim elli (1724-1781).
A fervent Pas
sionist , he suffered from a strange infirm ity which lite r
a lly bent
him double and made it necessary for
him to
use crutches. When he had an attack he would fa ll to the
ground, his body writhing and contorted.
In addition to
this he suffered much from spiritual desolation.
His life
was a veritable martyrdom which he suffered with unal
terable patience and generous abandonment to the w ill of
God. (62)
F r. Bartholomew Pepino (1737-1783).
He was a clas
sic example of the ascetic, contemplative and, at the
same time, the penitent.
He punished his body to the
point of martyrdom "with iron spikes and steel discip
lines ," struggling vis ib ly against the demon. (63) His
apostolic option was for the poor and those souls in most
need of help. He died suddenly while preaching in the
papal prisons of Civitavecchia and assisting the sick in
the hospital.
He had the fame of sanctity during his life
and that of a wonder-worker after his death. (64)
Bro.
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town with his guitar, singing and collecting alms for the
souls in Purgatory. No sooner had he entered the Congre
gation than he fe ll ill of tuberculosis.
In accordance
with medical principles of that period, he was isolated
from the community to avoid the danger of contagion, and
lived in a little house not far from the retreat in Tuscania.
The extraordinary patience, humility and fortitude
with which he accepted eight years of separation
greatly
edified and impressed his companions. He died at the age
of thirty-seven, lovin gly kissing his cru cifix, departing
from a life which, humanly speaking, had no meaning,
but was full of Christian heroism. (65)
F r . G i le s B o t t a (1 7 3 3 -1 7 8 4 ).
The well known apostle
of the marshes. When in the summer of 1784 he was sent
out to beg wheat, he had an attack of malaria and had
to return to the retreat at Corneto immediately.
He was
nursed by two religious who were absolutely useless. The
poor in valid , silent and patient, said only th is:
"Bro
thers I am dying, and I die in the holy habit, but you
w ill not be so fortunate." And indeed the two of them left
the Institute eventually.
The dying man, already in his
agony, was unable to take the broth prescribed by the
doctor.
The infirmarian chose the best possible way of
persuading him to do so, sayin g, " F r . Giles, as you have
been obedient all your life ,
be so now at the hour of
your death and take a little broth." At once he opened
his mouth and drank it.
And so this religiou s, who more
than any other seemed to personify the singular charism
of Father Paul of the Cross in the forbidding marshes,
gave up his soul to the Lord in a great spirit of obedi
ence. (66)
F r. Thom as
F ossi
(1711-1785).
Born of a wealthy
family on Elba, he became a Passionist after the death of
his wife.
He was accepted as a member of the Congrega
tion by the holy founder, who from 1735 had been his
spiritual director.
Ingenuous and sometimes fitfu l in his
fe rv o r, he embodied the typ ica lly paulacrucian spirit of
contemplation, renewing the spiritual feats of the desert
fathers: penance, fasting and prolonged prayer. (67)
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F r. C andido Costa (1707-1788).
A learned religious,
well versed in theology, Sacred Scripture and Patristics.
The founder accepted him at the age of fifty-one;
later
he was also noted for the profundity of his interior life
and prayer.
" It may be said that he was always pray
in g ." Simple and affable, a wise counsellor, he was much
in demand as spiritual director by religious and the la 
ity , while at the same time exercising a most valuable
apostolate among the sick. Four years before his death he
had a serious psychic and mental breakdown, that proved
to be a veritable calvary, but which he accepted with
exemplary faith and humility. (68)
F r. Thomas S a g n e ri (1746—1789) •
A surprising and
unpredictable man in his speech, he was always motivat
ed by zeal and ardent charity.
At once simple and pro
found , he won the appreciation and esteem of his com
panions, ecclesiastics and lay people, and was
univer
sally considered "a holy man." His inspiring life came to
an end at Terracina in a spirit of constant oblation to
the Lord and to his fellowmen.
He was forty-three years
old. (69)
F r. Louis B o rell (1725-1789).
A superior loved by
his religious, an apostle of the confessional, and an as
cetic of cheerful and liv e ly temperament.
His life was
prayer.
He would often repeat to his community,
"My
sons, we are always in the presence of God," as well as
the laws of humility as summarized by the venerable
founder in the four Ns: " I can do NOTHING; I want NOTH
ING; I am NOTHING; I know NOTHING." Everybody marvel
led at his candor and guilelessness.
After his death he
was mourned by his brethren and by seculars, especially
the poor. (70)
F r . Anthony P a s t o re lli
(1740-1790).
As we have
said, he was the nephew of F r. Marcoaurelius, the found
er ' s companion, "who had taught him," as F r . Philip
shrewdly remarks, "what it profited him to have a
saintly uncle, since only after that uncle' s death was he
made a superior." In truth he was not ambitious to hold
office and although his poor health prevented him from
being a missionary, his intense apostolic activity as a
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confessor and spiritual director built up the Church.
He
resided in Terracina and was confessor to Pius V I.
Of
well-balanced asceticism, he loved the monastery. The im
pression he gave was that of a man "whose life was a
continual p ra yer," enjoying and generously radiating the
fulness of peace of heart." (71)
F r. Joseph M ary G ioiello (1731-1791).
He served the
Congregation as local superior and master of novices,
to
the honor of his noble name. Above all he witnessed to a
hidden and radical sanctity, the characteristics of which
w ere: a high degree of prayer in which he was constant;
"desert" days at
special times of the year ( described by
himself as "little feast d a ys"); ,an heroic spirit of pen
ance, the "tribute" being exacted of his poor body,
"brother ass;" an ardent devotion to our Lady, who was
venerated in the retreat at Paliano and affectionately
named by him the "P u glia n ella ." (72)
F r. Dominic B artolotti (1709-1792).
His piety and
fervor were said
to have been a source of inspiration to
the community of
Tuscania and of St. Sosio. The people of
the towns and villa ges looked upon him as a saint be
cause they saw
the richness of his love for God and
neighbor, and knew him as the servant and spiritual fa 
ther of a ll.
The biographer clearly states:
"There was
something prodigious in this servant of God." Transferred
from Ceccano two years before his death, he foresaw that
the end of his life was close at hand, (73) and he pass
ed away in deep peace as if he had fallen asleep. (72)
Bro. Joseph B onifazi (1731-1792).
He was the famed
sacristan of the basilica of Sts. John and Paul (1767—
1790).
His first spiritual director was the founder him
self, whom he later served as assistant infirm arian.
Austere, hard working, devoted to prayer and available
to others, especially the poor and the sick, he spent the
last two years of his life in Ceccano fu lfillin g the office
of porter and infirmarian with cheerfulness and the most
delicate charity. (75)
F r . John B aptist Po rta
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which in fact he did in a most praiseworthy manner (he
was also postulator of the founder's cause for beatifica
tion) . Of sanguine temperament and brimful of energy, he
edified his companions and the people of God by his out
standing virtue and intense apostolate in popular mis
sions and retreats, for which he was highly esteemed
everywhere.
He underwent the tria l of a long illness be
fore commending his soul to the Lord, "with profound qui
et and peace of mind" in the presence of the Sts. John
and Paul community. (76)
C leric Andrew B a stia n i ( 1735-1794 ).
His case is an
unusual one.
He could not be ordained a priest because
of serious illnesses (77) and his profound humility. There
must have been something extraordinary in his virtue as
he was referred to as "the holy man." In addition to the
g ift of prayer, God favored him with "knowledge of events
happening at a distant," the ab ility to foretell the future
and especially efficacy in his prayers of intercession for
others. (78), After an illness of two months he took fligh t
to heaven "to the holy envy of his entire religious fam
i l y . " (79)
Bro. Joseph Anthony Peiretta (1734-1796).
By nature
he was unprepossessing in looks,
but God changed him
into "a beautiful ugly man, " as the founder himself af
fectionately called him.
Indeed religious and seculars
alike saw the beauty of heart and soul of this holy Pas
sionisi.
He lived fo r , and was possessed by God. Every
body was aware of th is.
He was industrious in his
questing for alms, austere with himself and had a thirst
for p ra yer. He possessed the g ift of prophecy.
He ended
his days at Caprarola where he had gone to b eg.
His
last words were "To heaven,
to heaven ' . . . ! " Priests and
people wished him buried in their city.
Many graces are
attributed to his intercession. (80)
Bro. Bartholomew, C ald ero n i (1732-1796).
A well bal
anced man, singularly competent as an infirm arían, and
a religious fille d with the spirit of the gospel.
The lon
gevity of the founder' is attributed to him since he at
tended him for the space of twenty y ea rs. As tailor and
in questing for alms, he helped the Roman community and
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won the esteem of churchmen and la ity .
He used to wash
the feet of his brethren in community with great care af
ter their journeys, as well as on Holy Thursday.
After
death our Venerable Father appeared to him three times
as though he wished to repay him in this way for the
long years of filia l charity with which he had cared for
him.
He outlived the founder by twenty-one years, re
turning "with great calm and tranquility of sp irit" to his
heavenly Father after a long and painful illn ess." (81)
F r . John Andrew Monetto (1749-1801).
A man of ex
traordinary interior l i f e , endowed by God with many spe
cial charisms ( discernment of spirits, prophecy and bilo
cation) , he was consumed with the most ardent love of
God. This angelic apostle led innumerable sinners back to
the way of virtue, thanks in part to the tremendous pen
ances he inflicted on himself.
He directed countless souls
in the way of evangelical perfection, outstanding among
them a Benedictine nun and mystic of the monastery of
St. Lucy in Corneto. F r . Monetto in spirit called her to
assist him at the hour of death, which in fact she did.
She was thus enabled to see the celestial personages pre
sent: Jesus, the Blessed Virgin, St. Joseph, St. Catherine
of Siena, St. Rose of Lima, many angels and saints,
among these the Venerable Father Paul of the Cross with
others of his saintly spiritual sons. (82) The people took
him as a saint, and tried hard to obtain objects used by
him, while they described apparitions and told of cures
obtained through his intercession. (83)

C.

DIFFICULTY OF DISCERNING TRUE SANCTITY
IN PRACTICE

Doubtless there are many other persons of note who
might be included in this g a llery of exemplary religious,
but those whom we have recalled w ill suffice to recreate
that evangelical scene and to give us some knowledge of
those men who were the backbone of the nascent Congre
gation, before and after the founder' s death.
More would
be needed to reconstruct the atmosphere of. the century,
its typical mentality, its illusions and ingenuousness, its
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absolutism and form ality, its severities and its fear of
lib erty, but at least the scanty elements revealed by the
documents of the epoch enable us to compare ideas and
attitudes which were very different from those of today,
especially those which refer to detachment from the world
and may be described as "exaggerations" bordering on
scrupulosity in all that concerned relations with women
and re la tiv e s .
Scruples.
The superior general, Fr. John Baptist
Gorresio, is said to have been a notable victim of scru
ples.
(His biographer makes this cle a r). His scrupulosity
was such that he was the victim of "a tormenting over
exactness about triflin g matters ;
he would examine his
conscience and afterwards at his confessor' s feet accuse
himself, singling out and dwelling on the least matter"
which might be a motive for sorrow. (84) Fr. Sylvester
Bordesi ( 85) was sim ilarly noted for scruples. He was un
doubtedly distinguished for his religious knowledge and
fe r v o r , but, as F r. Philip states precisely,
"except for
his shining example of goodness, he was unable to be of
much service to the Congrégation." His scruples almost
drove him insane, to such an extent that for many years
he had to be dispensed from celebrating Mass and pray
ing the Divine Office.
This lasted until he was seventyfour and made him the object of both compassion and r i
dicule.
He was seen constantly striving to formulate in
tentions in audibly for all that he did, or va cilla tin g
between yes and no, at times picking out here and there
affirm atives and negatives of the theologians and loudly
declaring that they were far beyond his understanding,
and at others fleeing from a scruple he had overcome lest
it entrap him again. His suffering ended in the retreat of
St. Sosio after forty-seven years of religious life . (86)
Another instance, we venture to describe as specta
cular,
was the life of F r. Vincent Bertolotti (87) which,
while highlighting his rigorous asceticism, also presented
the shadow side of extremism.
He was made responsible
for supplying data for the informative processes connected
with the founder ' s cause for beatification and canoniza
tion in Gaeta, 1777.
The bishop, the vicar general, the
canons, the c iv il and m ilitary officials and other impor-

- 449 -

tant dignitaries visited him by night at his lodging "to
discuss spiritual matters (88) with him." "When the
meeting ended they obtained a free passage for him on
the boat to Fondi, but when he discovered that there was
a woman passenger aboard, even though she was an aged
benefactor of ours, he refused the generous offer made to
him, and made that long journey to the retreat at Terracina but he refused the offer of a carriage which a
benefactor made to him." (89) He was not a misogynist we
think;
rather it was his scrupulous desire to observe the
dictates of the rule to the letter (90) that caused him to
behave in this way, as well as the deeply felt need for
solitude and contemplation which so strongly characterized
his Passionist consecration. (91)
It fared b a d ly , very badly indeed, with some Passionists who happened to be nephews of superiors, the
great ascetics. F r. Anthony P a sto relli, for example, was
the nephew of F r. Marcoaurelius companion of the found
er , provincial from 1758 to 1766 and con suitor general
until his death (1753-1758, 1769-1774) in 1790, and Fr.
Joseph Mary Gorresio was the nephew of the superior gen
eral, F r . John Baptist.
We are aware of the absurd pass
to which F r . Joseph came when his austere uncle would
not think of having him ordained to the priesthood, and
the provincial, F r . Joseph Del Re, could not even mention
his name, but had to use the circumlocution: "He of whom
we cannot speak." (92) F r. Anthony also ran the risk of
having to abandon thoughts of the priesthood. The found
er had
to intervene personally in order to have him or
dained,
since his holy uncle, "insofar as it depended on
him seemed to wish his nephew to remain a cleric all his
l i f e . " When F r . Marcoaurelius attended the first provinci
al chapter of Our Mother of Sorrows Province to preside
as thefounder' s delegate, all
the chapter members show
ed their surprise at his request that no office be con
ferred on F r. Anthony. F r. Philip comments on the mat
ter : "So great was his detachment from everything that he
seemed
unwilling to recognize him even as a relative. A
memorable example of how to remove far from elections
and government office a ll ties of flesh and blood, nation
alism and all other considerations that are merely found-
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ed on human predilection, as these things bring dire con
s e q u e n c e s (93)
Certainly in their dealings with blood relations,
these great men were motivated by a noble spirit of jus
tice and a marked degree of asceticism, which was in a
sense typ ica lly Passionist and worthy of admiration. But,
we may ask, was it truly exemplary? Could it be put
forward as evangelical perfection in and for itself?
Have
the relatives of religious no right to justice and Chris
tian charity?
Besides this, relations with members of the family
were based on the most absolute detachment possible. The
Passionists of that era were animated in certain attitudes
and decisions by the spirit of the ancient anchorites and
fathers of the desert. For instance, on one occasion, the
superior general, F r. Gorresio, speaking to a young Pied
montese postulant who had brought him greetings from his
relatives replied coldly that he was not in the least
interested.
Furthermore, when the young man said that
his own eighty year old father wished to see him at least
once more before dying, he assured him:
"It is enough
that we shall meet in heaven, if God grants us the grace
to arrive there." (94)
We already know the famous provincial of the Pre
sentation, F r. Anthony Pucci. (95) Once when travelling
to Tuscany, his journey took him past his native town,
Pieve di Controne ( c iv il province of Lucca) "where he
knew his aged mother,
whom he had not seen since he
entered religion, was still liv in g . It would have cost him
little to pay her a short v is it , but the fervent priest did
not think in that way, and passed on, offering the sa
crifice to God: all the more remarkable in him who was
tender and warm-hearted." (96)
F r . John Baptist Porta, as postulator in the found
er ' s cause for beatification and canonization (1776-1792),
had to undertake tirin g journeys and hard work to set up
the informative processes in the diocese of Alessandria.
For this purpose he was obliged to pass through various
places where, the biographer w rites, "it was difficu lt to

- 451

find lodging since the Institute was unknown.
It is to
the point, and worthy of mention, that although he could
easily have visited his home town (97) and his family,
he never thought of doing so, nor wished to approach
them even for an instant." (98)
Fr. Claude Crescenzi (99) was of the same mold. His
biographer notes, "Everybody knew that, although he l i v 
ed for a long time in the St. Angelo retreat, he never
asked leave to return to his home town and his relatives,
in spite of the fact that they only lived a very short
distance away.
It is also told that once, on learning
that a nephew of his was quite wayward, he made it his
business with the authority to have a suitable punishment
inflicted on him; and this was really done. (100) In this
case the intervention was inspired "not by flesh and
blood" but by justice and charity: "he took his nephew' s
faults on himself in the same spirit of boundless a va ila 
b ility which moved him to make himself the beast of bur
den for the retreat from the time he was a cleric.
His
chief interest was to relieve his companions of every ha
rassment and take it on him self." " It astonished everyone
that he could take on and fu lfil such and so many of
fic e s ." (101)

D. WITNESSES OF THE WIDER PASSIONIST FAMILY

Let us look now at witnesses to sanctity who in one
way or another lived the whole or part of their conse
cration in religious life or in the world, as spiritual
children of the founder, Paul of the Cross. They contin
ued children of the Congregation, too, after his death,
for it is evident that it was the sain t' s great plan to
bring to life a vast spiritual movement in the Church,
thanks to the life and ecclesiastical promotion of the
masculine branch.
There was also a place for the femi
nine offshoot together with secular priests, and celibate
or married members of the la ity .
The Annali of Fr. Cioni
and the Cronica of F r . Philip recognize this dimension,
making it stand out significantly in relie f. We must obvi
ously turn our attention to it now. 1
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1.

A clo istered nun: Mother M ary C ru c ifie d C ostantini

(1713-1787)
Daughter of a wealthy family in Corneto, she re
ceived an excellent education in her own home and was
an exemplary and diligent student of the Maestre Pie F i
lip p in i.
She vanquished a brief period of attraction to
feminine vanities, entered with the Benedictines at the
monastery of St. Lucy (1733), and made profession of
vows on November 22, 1734» taking the name of Sister
Mary Candida Crucified. After a few years she met Father
Paul of the Cross, who became her spiritual director.
Spiritual direction was for her a necessity, not because
the community was lax but because of her own deeply felt
need for close union with God and a life of austerity, as
well as a strong attraction to mysticism.
"Disapproval and criticism were not lacking and
even recourse to ecclesiastical superiors, as well as gos
sip among persons outside the monastery." ( 102) However,
with the
support of her new spiritual director, who di
rected her for about thirty-seven years, she faithfu lly
and perseveringly remained firm to the principles he gave
h er. No wonder, then, that she reached a high degree of
the mystical life with locutions, visions and ecstacies
which are signs of the presence of and union with God in
her soul.
Thus, Paul formed her with a sure hand "on
the road of dark fa ith , " having very clear the goal of
mystical death. ( 103)
When at the end of almost forty years from the first
conception of the idea, the foundation of the monastery of
Passionisi nuns became a r e a lity , May 3, 1771, in the
city of Corneto, she had travelled a long road, (104) and
the divine Artist was preparing the fin al touch to his
work in h er. ( 105) It is certain that the departure of
this sister from the monastery of St. Lucy left her nuns
bathed in tears, ( 106) while the firs t Passionisi commun
ity of women were privileged to have her as mother and
co-founder. She was imbued with the Passionisi charism
by Paul of the Cross, who had probably discussed with
her the formulation of the first rules and constitutions of
the new Congregation, and later on, with the cooperation
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of F r . John Mary Cioni, the organization of the same com
munity ' s spiritual and temporal life .
The clothing of the twelve "fervent young women"
was a great event for Corneto, for the Costantini family,
(107) and for the Passionist spiritual family. The follow
ing y ea r, (May 20, 1772) the profession took place, in
virtue of which Sister Mary Crucified Costantini became
Mother Mary Crucified of Jesus and was elected president
of the Monastery of the Presentation of Mary Most Holy,
an office which she held for twelve yea rs.
At seventy-seven she was obliged to mitigate her
usual penances because of her weakened physical condi
tion resulting from an incurable tumor and the total
blindness which fe ll upon her in her last two years. As
F r . Cioni, her biographer, w rites, "she became like holy
Job, so patient was she in her poor bed." (108) On the
night of November 16, 1787, "they begged her to give us
a last blessing," a witness w rites, "and taking the cru
c ifix she blessed us a ll. Meanwhile the pain and catarrh
were increasing.
Towards eleven o ' clock on Thursday
night she spent a long time talking alone with Canon
Agostini, (109) who emerged deeply consoled by this col
loquy and said,
' She is enjoying heavenly peace and
tranquility of conscience: see how she su ffers! But she is
not satisfied, she wishes to suffer still more. ' This drew
tears from a ll who heard of it ." (110)
And so the first Passionist nun departed for heav
en : spiritual child of the founder, she had lived on fire
with love of God, "gifted " by the heavenly Spouse with a
"secret" and most painful wound, which she had begged
of the Crucified from the time she had been in the mon
astery of St. Lucy, invoking him with mystical ardor: Tu
mihi sponsus sanguinis es! ( I l l )

2.

S ib lin g s of the fo u n d e r: M ary T eresa
an d F r . Anthony Danei

Mary Teresa and Fr. Anthony Danei, sister and
brother of the holy founder, followed him to heaven to
wards the end of the eighteenth century.
His sister Mary Teresa died on February 2, 1792, a
nonagenarian with such fame for sanctity that she was
referred to as "ven erab le." (112) Her obituary notice
reads : ". .. virgo devota, proba et timorata a teneris annis usque ad finem ." (113) Born in Tagliolo near Ovada
(Alessandria) about the year 1703 ( ?) ,
she lived almost
her whole lifetim e in Castelazzo Bormida. The Annali de
scribe her as a "chaste v ir g in ,
very austere, reserved
and virtuous, a woman of solid piety.
A long illness
borne with the greatest resignation set the seal on her
outstanding virtue.
When the v illa g e women visited her
she used to chide them gently for their va n ities.
She
used to say: ' A heavy scourge w ill fa ll on the w orld'
and this came to pass indeed, at the hands of the
French." (114)
When Mary Teresa asked Father Pau l' s help for
their other sister Catherine, who was on the eve of her
marriage, (115) the founder replied from the retreat of
St. Eutizio, October 20, 1753: "I would give my life blood
to help you, but the truth is that I see absolutely no
possibility of givin g you what you ask, as 1 liv e strict
poverty and our Congregation has no income at a ll;
our
retreats get barely enough alms to support the religious
according to our holy r u le ... .So have courage my dear
sister: I have great confidence in you, and it is because
your soul is very dear to God that his Divine Majesty
makes you walk the royal road of the Cross all the time.
You are fortunate!" (116)
Mary Teresa made a deposition about her holy bro
ther for the Informative Process at Alessandria, July 1517, 1777, from which it is evident that in spite of her
seventy years she had an excellent memory and was ad
mirable in her precision of statement. (117)
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Three months later, April 21, purified by a long
illness, the last of the Danei fam ily, F r. Anthony, went
to his eternal repose.
He was a secular priest and an
early companion of the founder at Monte Argentario when
the Congregation was in its infancy. (118) He was like
wise his colleague in the apostolate of evangelizing the
people. In this a ctivity he stood out as one of the most
intelligent and capable missionaries of the time.
He was
by temperament anaffable man and an extrovert, a good
conversationalist, fond of dialogue and social life .
Being
unable to adapt himself to the solitude and austerity of
the Passionists, he was twice sent away from the Insti
tute.
After returning to his own birthplace he continued
to preach, an activity for which he was singularly g ift
ed.
He also made a deposition in the Informative Process
at Alessandria, on July 7 and 12, 1777, givin g particu
la rly valuable testimony
to the sanctity of his brother
Paul. (119) Mary Teresa and Fr. Anthony were buried in
the Danei family grave at the church of St. Martin of
Castelazzo. And the chronicler records, as though writing
an epitaph, "the house of Danei came to an end." (120)
He was re-echoing, we think, a sorrowful but calm re
flection the founder himself had made th irty-six years
e a r lie r , when
on hearing of the death
of his sister Ca
therine before her projected m arriage, wrote to his bro
ther Joseph:
"I see that the remembrance of our poor
house is dying out completely in this country, and I
cannot express how much
I rejoice in God for a reason
that I neither can nor should explain ." (121) It seems to
have been the subject of a hard but illuminating medita
tion manifesting above all the faith and inner strength
developed through mystical communion with Christ Cruci
fied, the only source of which is the "kenosis" or selfeffacement of Jesus, a great mystery, a grace of the Holy
S p irit, which can only be lived but can neither be des
cribed nor explained.
Paul of the Cross accepted this
mystery in the only possible w ay: in silence.
3. An a r t is a n : Lucy B u rlin i (1710-1789)
g ir l,

There now enters upon the scene a simple country
a weaver.
A mystic of exceptional quality, directed
- 256 -

by Paul of the Cross, she was to become the exemplar of
a long line of individuals formed in his school. Her name
was Lucy Burlini, the "maiden" of Piansano of the c iv il
province of Viterbo (122). She came to know the holy mis
sionary when he preached his first mission at nearby
Cellere, about 1736-1737 , confided in him spiritu ally and
received from him "some rules for her sure direction,
which later proved in practice to be very advantageous
and easy to f u lf ill. " (123) The second meeting with him
took place in 1741 on the occasion of his next mission at
Cellere, and this was truly decisive because of the per
fect mutual understanding which developed between them,
an intimate communion of souls which lasted forty yea rs.
Lucy described it thus: "He (Father Paul) spoke to me so
movingly of God that 1 was carried away in a way that I
cannot explain.
I can only say that his spirit communi
cated itself to me in such a way that I felt more than
ever fille d with a fervent desire to love and serve Jesus
Crucified." (124)
The foundation of the retreat in her neighborhood at
Tuscania, (March 24, 1748) gradually made it possible for
her to have more frequent contact with the saint, and al
so facilitated the valuable collaboration of this weaver of
Piansano with the fathers of the new community, who were
extremely poor from the very day they took possession.
With great generosity Lucy collected flo u r, oil and cloth
woven by the good people of Piansano, and brought them
to those fathers. (125)
Meanwhile Lucy's spiritual path was marked by a
steady ascent in mystical union, thanks also to the help
of a p riest, F r . John Anthony Lucattini, (126) a spiritual
son of Father Paul, who later became archpriest of Pian
sano. Lucattini was the intermediary through whose hands
Father Pau l's letters of spiritual direction passed; he re
ceived them and explained them to the simple illitera te
Lucy,
and acted as. confessor to the "pious maiden." In
spite
of the fact that in the atmosphere of the time, it
aroused criticism and unfavorable comment, Father Paul
and Lucattini resolutely formed Lucy in the practce of
daily
communion, (127) thus providing her with direct
means for inflaming her heart with infinite love for Je-

sus. And
the Lord one day gave
her an extraordinary
sign by reaching out from the Cross and enfolding her in
a divine embrace while she was engaged in fervent con
templation before the Crucifix that was venerated in the
parish church.
This took place one evening in the month
of August 1751 • The saintly director rejoiced greatly on
hearing th is. Exactly three months earlier he had encour
aged her in the way of sanctity by saying, " I wish you
to enter ever more deeply into the desert, and there in
that divine solitude within you in the most intimate
depths of
your soul be reborn in the Divine Word to a
new life of love.
God dwells in you:
God entirely pene
trates your being, and you are in him.
Totally trans
formed in
his love, etc.
Ah, my mind loses itself and
words fa il
me! But 1 rejoice at my in a b ility to speak of
the marvels of the Lord." (128) Lucy was well aware of
these marvels and once when making her confesssion to
the saint in the retreat church of Our Lady of the Oak
she became conscious of "an inexplicable fragrance totally
unlike any perfume of this w orld." (129)
Lucy' s mystical experience was essen tially, and in
its true identity, the grace and ab ility to be crucified
with Jesus.
Soon she had "jewels" for her adornment:
suffering and misunderstanding in her family circle, such
severe pains in
thelower limbs (a form of suffering she
had experienced intermittently since she was twenty) that
Father John Mary Cioni said in 1778 that "Lucy's whole
body was one great wound for nearly forty yea rs." (130)
This was a mysterious transposition of the terrible mysti
cal sufferings of her director in his being and spirit (to
the extent that it almost broke her down p h ysica lly) so
that she might have "a taste of the suffering of Father
P a u l." (131)
It was not
by mere chance that Lucy was the first
of his disciples
for whom Paul anticipated, and to whom
he proposed the meaning and purpose of "the mystical
death." (132) He had seen her "raised in a short time to
the heights of contemplation," (133) even to the attain
ment of "sublime union with God in the superior part of
her soul," (132) culminating later in the highest degree

- 258 -

of transforming union (Christmas 1763) and in spiritual
marriage with the Divine Word ( Christmas 1764). (135)
. The soul of Lucy B urlini, then, was a most pure
one, and it reached the fin al "stage of the divine itin er
ary" when human beings become celestial in body and
s p ir it. It was thus that Father Paul saw her when at the
age of seventy-one, in
1765, he preached his last mission
in Piansano and had his last meetings with the holy
w eaver. She found a pretext for inviting him to her home
to show him the loom
and the poor rooms where for so
many years she had worked and suffered, upheld by the
words and letters he had sent her from afar. (136) Both
were thinking of the long desired monastery for women in
Corneto, which was to become a rea lity six years la te r ,
where her old dream of belonging to the first group of
nuns would never be fu lfilled because of her health.
According to the
designs of God, Lucy was to re
main a "secular Passionist." She indeed who, by her con
stant p ra yer, her hidden love and her gift of self-immo
lation, had contributed so much to the spiritual good of
the Congregation, she from whom the founder had sought
ligh t and support in the difficu lt times the Congregation
was experiencing, and whom he had informed of its ups
and downs, its problems and even the little chronicle of
its daily a ctivitie s. He knew that she would be interested
because it was her own family, that is, the Passionist
fam ily. We must emphasize this point because it exactly
reflects the mind of the founder and spiritual director,
Father Pau l, who, writing to Lucy a short time before'
Pentecost 1751, asked her to pray for him and for our
Congregation. "Our," because it belonged to him and to
her at the same time: "At the forthcoming feast of Pente
cost ," were his words, "1 hope that you w ill not forget
me and our Congregation, I say "o u r", because I know so
well that we have a common life in God, etc." (137) The
exalted communion of two mystics, of two Passionists.
The b ib lica l vision of the "doves," that is to say,
of the Passionist nuns which Lucy had had twenty years
before the foundation for women was established in Cor
neto, made of this poor artisan one of the greatest colla-
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borators of the Congregation and of the Passionist sp iri
tual family in the world. (138)
4. A ben efacto r:

Bishop T ib e riu s Ruffo (+1781)

The benefactors of the Congregation have a place of
particular merit in the Passionist spiritual family and
this has been so from the very beginning. We have a l
ready mentioned the special bonds which linked some of
them to the Roman community of Sts. John and Paul. They
were men outstanding for their piety and evangelical
virtues as well as for their fraternal charity towards the
Institute of St. Paul of the Cross: Bishop Tiberius Ruffo,
Cardinal Joseph Garampi, (139) Abbot Thomas Ghignardi,
(140) Anthony F rattin i, (14-1) Charles Giorgi, (142) all of
them buried in the basilica on the Celian Hill, which may
be described as the "shrine of the Passionist communion."
The chronicler, Father Cioni, devotes more than the
usual amount of space to the personality of Bishop Ruffo,
enabling us to make him known more intimately now as
we are dealing with the theme of witness to sanctity in
the Congregation of the Passion.
Bishop Ruffo, who is described as "a man who
greatly benefited the Congregation," held a post of high
prestige in the Roman cu ria, that of "papal chamberlain."
Member of a princely Neapolitan family of the same name
and cousin of Fabrius, he eventually became cardinal
deacon, a renowned man of politics and a soldier in the
service of Ferdinand IV of Bourbon, king of the two Sici
lies . (143) We may say that he underwent a kind of cri
sis in 1763. (144) It happened that in 1770 he took part
in a retreat F r. John Baptist Gorresio preached to the
noble family of Duke Lante, whose friend he was.
The
meditation of the "four last things" brought home to him
the fr a g ility of terrestrial things and he felt strongly
impelled to become a Passionist.
So strong was this im
pulse that he wished to retire to the small, uncomfortable
hospice of the Most Holy Crucified during Holy Week.
It
was a matter that required very prudent handling and
the founder himself "temporized uncertain as to whether

- 460 -

he should accept him or not." But Ruffo continued to in
sist that "it was neither melancholy nor an obsessive
idea that motivated him, but real disillusionment with the
impermanence of created things." And so it was that the
general, Father Paul, resolved to speak directly to the
Holy Father, Clement XIV.
The pope did indeed receive the saint and his
companion F r. Cioni, in audience. He considered the mat
ter and decided against accepting Bishop Ruffo on account
of his advanced age and his "fits of melancholy," but
granted him, nevertheless, participation in the spiritual
goods of the Congregation, as if he were an oblate. (145)
The poor prelate was disappointed, but he obeyed the
discerning pontiff with sincere humility, uniting himself
ever more closely to the Passionist family "by ties of de
votion and affection" and begging to be allowed as a fa
vor at least to live with the Passionists of Sts. John and
Paul.
But this was not granted either.
Exercising great
patience, he resigned himself to residing with the Theatine Fathers at S. Andrea della Valle monastery.
As a
compensation, the founder suggested that he should be
come a priest, and to this he agreed.
And in truth he
"made an excellent preparation beforehand, including a
retreat at the monastery of Sts. John and Paul and a
thorough training in the sacred ceremonies after which he
was ordained to the priesthood in 1776. In consequence of
this he used to say:
"I am a priest out of obedience to
Father P a u l."
In the eyes of the Passionists he was not only an
excellent priest but a "fervent religiou s." "He wished to
have a copy of the holy ru le," the chronicler adds,
"which he used to read with great devotion and put in
practice as far as he could." Two or three times each
week, sometimes fou r, he would come to the Passionists to
celebrate holy Mass, and he used to assist on the great
feast days of the year in what he called "his Church."
He prided himself in the thought that he was "a son of
the Congregation," and frequently walked to the retreat
in summer as well as in w inter. Consequently he asked
and obtained the use of two rooms which he himself
cleaned with great humility.
On those days he joined in
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the common life to the edification of all the religiou s,
who wondered at his profound modesty and discretion. The
father chronicler lays particular stress on th is: "What is
even more of a wonder is the great love and respect he
always maintained unchanged for all the religious in
general, and for each one in particu lar, as from the
first day of his acquaintance with them, without ever
meddling in matters of government or anything else."
(146)
"He was most generous towards the Celian Hill com
munity and donated many vestments and sacred vessels,
even precious ones, as well as good collections of books
for the lib ra ry (the works of Cardinal Tommasi, of Teofila tto, of Baronio and Teodoreto ).
"He would have done
even more," the chronicler comments, "but his means were
insu fficient, and no wonder, because he was so lavish. A
year ago he assigned to us fiv e scudi a month and once
when leaving Rome he made a present to the retreat of
his two carriage horses so that they might be sold and
the proceeds used for the upkeep of the house." We owe it
to him that Pius VI gave the Passionists the valuable sa
cred vestments which had belonged to the Jesuits and
which where lying unused and almost forgotten in the
Monte dei Pietà.
He made a pilgrim age to Loreto at the end of No
vember 1780 which considerably injured his health, in
addition to his being imprudent in other ways. For exam
ple he walked to Sts. John and Paul on Christmas Eve in
the extreme cold. The religious of that community remain
ed with him affectionately day and night until his death
on January 2, 1781. (147)
His cousin, Bishop Fabrius, was appointed as his
executor and it was arranged that he should be buried at
Sts. John and Paul. His funeral was not that of a noble.
(148) On the evening of January 3, the body of Bishop
Tiberius Ruffo was taken by carriage ' to Sts. John and
Paul, accompanied by two parish priests, and two assis
tant parish priests of the parishes of the Our Lady of
Monterone and of the Holy Apostles respectively, because
as the chronicler tells us : "a lawsuit was in process
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about his residence." The following morning the priests of
the Celian Hill community with some guests celebrated
Masses in suffrage for him, as well as sung Matins and
a solemn requiem Mass.
The most beautiful and fittin g commentary on the
death of this poor deceased and his modest funeral is
that of the chronicler himself:
" It seems as i f the Lord
heard and answered his prayer after his death.
Since he
had so ardently desired to wear our holy habit during
life and was forbidden to do so by the vicar of Jesus
Christ, after his death he was clothed in it by command
of the same v ic a r ." (149)
The habit of the Passion,
then, clothed the dead body of Bishop Tiberius Ruffo only
when he was so reduced in means to such an extent that
his funeral ceremony was of the poorest because of the
meanness of men and the selfishness of rela tiv es. It was
his good fortune that he still had the love of the sons of
Father Paul of the Cross, that is, the love of the family
of his choice.
5. A dom estic: Bartholomew C ia v a g lia

(+1781)

The domestic servants or garzoni, as the men who
helped the Passionist communities with the ordinary work
were called, also breathed in the atmosphere of fervent
sp iritu ality which characterized the Congregation before
and after the founder' s death. The apex of that atmos
phere was the spirit of prayer supported by the two "or
ganic p illa rs" of the charism of St. Paul of the Cross:
solitude and poverty.
The records present us with portraits of saints of
the domestic sphere, whose fervor perhaps even surpasses
that of the religious themselves. We know that while F r.
Louis Borell was rector at Tuscania (1772-1778; 1781-1784)
the evangelization zeal and dedication of that community
was equal to that of even the most fervent novitiate.
Following his example and stimulated by his fervent ex
hortations "a ll of them radiated the spirit of recollection,
prayer and most edifying m ortification." In the domestics
attached to the retreat, who came under this spiritual
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influence, the records
emphasize
that
a
remarkable
change was noticed: "they developed a likin g for mental
prayer and began to attend to the practice of solid v ir 
tues ." (150) The same happened in the Province of Our
Mother of Sorrows where the chronicler, F r. P h ilip , kept
records of domestics who reached heights of asceticism
and even mysticism.
We concentrate here only on Bartholomew C iavaglia.
(151) He was formerly in the service of the priest,
Pompey Angeletti, of Ceccano, before he entered the service
of the "Fathers of the Passion," a few years after the
foundation of the retrea t. (1748) The priest agreed to this
only out of respect for Fr. Paul.
The Passionists, there
fore , took in a domestic servant and acquired a servant
of God. (152)
He asked his superiors for a transfer to another
retreat so as to be at a distance from his rela tiv es. "So
he was sent to the Terracina retreat," F r. Philip writes,
"where they needed a man of exactly his quality.
Since
they were just beginning, they were in the process of
building and, thus, had no garden of any kind.
It was
here that the loving plans of God for the elevation of
that chosen soul were discovered.
Only once, and then
only in ciden tally, was he taught how to make mental
p rayer, but that was sufficient to give him a taste for it
so that he developed an insatiable hunger for this divine
exercise, celestial food of the pure in heart.
He applied
himself to it so earnestly that he was continually pray
ing, and when he had a free moment, as well as when he
deprived himself of sleep and rest, he dedicated this time
to p ra yer.
"God who is rich in mercy rewards the fid elity of
his servants a hundred-fold and seeing this soul so lovin gly transported into him, he wished to bind him with
even closer ties and was pleased to grant him the inesti
mable gifts of prayer and tears." When he went to pray
er , the fligh t of his spirit to God was so swift and his
absorption in Him so deep, that he did not even hear
anyone ca ll him. Bathed in copious tears during his time

-

464

-

w

of rapture, he returned to the ordinary world of men and
affairs only when someone shook him vigorously.
"After some years spent at the Terracina retreat he
was transferred, in obedience, to the retreat at Paliano
as a member of the household for the rest of his life . Ac
companied by his great spirit of prayer he then continued
the same tenor of life , more heavenly than human.
In
winter he would rise from sleep soon after the religious
returned to their rooms from Matins.
In summer he rose
at the signal for Matins and used to spend all the inter
vening hours before Mass in p rayer.
"It was his custom to take his place in a corner of
the church close to the holy waster font, sometimes lean
ing on the bench but more often upright, unsupported and
motionless as a statue. Such an intimate relationship with
the Divine Majesty gained for him an an gel' s tongue. He
would on occasion discourse about God in language so
inflamed with divine love that .his listeners were filled
with deep compunction; which explains why, from the time
he was at Terracina, he was known as the saintly gar
dener.
He showed special concern for his fellow workers,
other domestics, and full of grace and zeal he used to
instruct them in how to pray,
warned them about the
dangers to avoid, about the importance of keeping custo
dy of the eyes and distancing themselves from persons of
the other sex."
"No wonder that a life so h oly, pure and stainless
won the esteem and veneration not only of seculars but
also of religious.
The latter thought so highly of him
that when private or common need arose they would send
him to pray and sometimes even dispensed him from work
to give him more time to intercede with God, convinced
that the humble, simple, pure prayer of this holy man
was a powerful support for the retreat and for the whole
Congregation.
One of the provin cials, a man of learning
and discernment, speaking about him during his lifetime
and reflecting on his great virtue declared: ' I f this man
does not obtain miracles nobody w ill. ' For this reason
also the vice-superior general, F r. John Baptist Gorresio,
w illin g ly granted Bartholomew' s petition and by rescript
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of May 14, 1777, accorded him the p rivilege of suffrages
after his death and burial with the religious as a bro
ther tertiary.
Bishop Thomas Struzzieri greatly loved
and esteemed him, as is clear from a letter he wrote to
him after returning from the apostolic visit to Corsica
when he had been appointed bishop of Amelia. (153)
"His inner devotion never interferred with his ex
ternal work; moreover he loved work so much that he
rea lly hated to be idle and was never seen to be unoccu
pied.
When his prayers, in church were finished, if wet
weather or any other reason prevented him from working
out of doors, he would get the vegetables intended for
the fath ers' meal, select them very carefully and take
them to the kitchen, or he would set about mending his
worn-out clothes and sh irts.
In fine weather he would
take the tools necessary and,
without eating anything to
fo rtify himself, go to work in the fie ld , keeping at the
task until near midday.
Then taking up his tools he re
turned to the retreat.. . .Pure in soul and body he kept
himself detached from everyth ing. He voluntarily practiced
severe mortification. Totally reserved in his dealings with
externs, when he was sent out on any business he car
ried out his duty very carefully and returned to solitude
immediately."
The biographer does not tell us what his last i l l 
ness was.
Bro. James of the Heart of Jesus (154) warned
him of his approaching death.
The sick ' man responded
serenely:
"And how long do you want to live?
You w ill
die after me." In fact Bro. James died ten days after
him.
He was buried in the p riests' grave, because that
of the brothers resisted all efforts to open it.
His con
temporaries interpreted this as a sign from heaven of a
wish to reward the sanctity of this holy man, who died
on the feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel (July 16, 1731)
aged seventy years, "thirty of which he had spent serv
ing the Congregation, and honoring it with his virtu es."
(155)
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Before concluding the subject of sanctity, let us re
call here what we said at the beginning about the su
preme end of the Congregation of the Passion of Jesus:
"the greater glory of God," loved and brought to rea liza 
tion in contemplation and in preaching "the divine mys
teries of the most holy life , Passion and death of Jesus
Christ, since it is in this that sanctity is Learned. (156)
We must also recall the discourse on Passionist ap
ostolic community regarded as a "cenacle," the life of
which is "holy prayer" and "holy union with God," able
to generate "men of God," genuine "apostolic workers" and
therefore "witnesses to sanctity." This is a form of testi
mony which undoubtedly reveals ( and must reveal) a se
lect group of resolute and courageous individuals who re
make and who live again the way of the Cross of Jesus,
using all the means that God had revealed and asked of
them: solitude, poverty, penance, through faithful confor
mity with Jesus Crucified.
What we have said up to this point about this wit
ness to sanctity still possesses value and proves that the
charismatic and institutional utterances of the founder
and of the representative organs of the Congregation are
not to be dismissed as just beautiful theory or as based
on an utopian dream impossible of realization. They ema
nate from an original design conceived and proposed un
der the inspiration and the power of the Holy S p irit.
Sanctity was a massive rea lity which stamped the history
of the Passionist family in the two decades after the
founder' s death.
We could say, moreover, that it was a
"clamorous" rea lity because it succeeded in totally im
pregnating the entire body of the community of Paul of
the Cross,
to such an extent that we have to come to
think of sanctity as an heroic state common to those Passionists, due to the outpouring of the Spirit and to the
tangible example of the founder and his first companions.
In other words, for the majority of those Passionists
the image
of
the "apostolic man," understood
in the
strictest sense as an evangelical and therefore holy man,
was everything and explained everything in their birth,
presence and development in the Church of the eighteenth
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century.
This explains why our Passionists of that time
exacted solitude and humility, it explains their extreme
poverty,
their renunciation of education as a personal
"possession" (with consequent academic title s ), their well
known unwillingness to put themselves forward in public
and compare themselves with other religious orders. These
things meant nothing to them. Not only th at; they desired
to be accounted as nothing,
deliberately sharing the ex
perience of the apostle, St. Paul. (157).
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Chapter XVIII
DEPARTURES

Passionist history from the beginning of the Congre
gation is not an unbroken record of saints and distin
guished religiou s. There were also mediocre and even un
worthy men, as always happens in the history of poor
mortals, whether in society or in the Church. Fortunately
these were few in number, and the unworthy members
were genuine exceptions. Fr. John Mary Cioni used a very
significant term,
"the c iv il dead," that is to say, those
who died c iv illy and socially to the Passionist community.
The bull Supremi Apostolatus of Clement XIV recognized
the authority of the general chapter to expel members
from the Congregation,
and it empowered the superior
general and his council (1) to do this outside the time of
chapter, so that, to quote the rules and constitutions, "a
sick sheep, that refuses to be cured, may not infect the
others." (2)
This had happened in the founder' s lifetim e. An ex
ample was the case of F r. Charles Marchiandi, (3) a fa
mous missionary, a man whose learning far excelled that
of the other fathers. (4) Preaching and personal success,
social relationships with numerous people, high office be
tween 1765 and 1772, (5) all this gradually went to his
head.
He came to loggerheads with his successor, the
provincial of Our Mother of Sorrows, F r . Vincent Bertolott i , who was well known as a servant of God, and asked
permission to go back to his family in Piedmont for
health reasons. Seeing that he did not return, the found
er recalled him. So, at the end of 1774, he returned to
the Congregation but lacked the courage "to go to Father
Paul in Rome and go back to his province" of lower La
zio.
He remained at Monte Argentario and from there f i 
nally left for his own region where the Sacred Congrega
tion of Bishops and Regulars and the diocesan bishop of
Asti made him desist from wearing the Passionist habit.
F r.
Philip ends his account of this painful episode by
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w riting: "As a secular he was no longer the great man
he had been, but was reduced, in spite of his great
a b ility , to teaching grammar to children.
It was an im
mensely important lesson for those to follow, for neither
good principles, learning, advanced age nor past tenure
of office guarantee perseverance in a religious vocation if
a man' s spiritu ality declines and he lets his passions
dominate him." (6)
Two years after the founder' s death another dis
tressing case, this time widely publicized, rocked the lit 
tle Congregation,
while F r . Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi was
provincial of the Presentation.

A. THE DISASTROUS CASE OF FR. FLOR1AN CURIONI
F r. Cioni prefaces his account of the series of re li
gious expelled from the Congregation after the founder' s
death in this way: "At the beginning of the current y e a r,
1777, another member, of deplorable memory, was dismiss
ed from the Congregation. His name was F r . Florian Curio n i, a former Conventual Minor.
(7) He belonged to the
St. Angelo community at Vetralla, where F r . Valentine
Bistolli was rector, and was a true servant of God though
more gifted in prayer than in discernment."
One fine day Curioni disappeared from St. Angelo.
What had happened? We must go back a little to F r. Fe
lix Torquati' s detailed account of the a ffa ir . (8) A
benefactor, Nicholas Berardi, of Visso, (9) who used to
spend the winter in Veiano,
near V etralla,
insisted on
leaving the considerable sum of 20,000 scudi in the hands
of F r . Valentine, in spite of his reluctance. After a time
Berardi took back half of the amount, which, as F r.
Philip remarks, "was a fortune for us." B erardi, whose
family was very wealthy, had been a professed cleric and
had left for reasons of health. (10)
F r . Florian was not a man to be idle for lon g. He
spent much of his time in the workshop of a carpenter
from Ronciglione, who had gone to work at St. Angelo,
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but no one knows whether this man was implicated in
what happened or not. F r . Felix declares, "Only God
k n o w s (11) Bro. Lawrence Berni, of Vetralla, told Fr.
Felix himself that the money had been deposited in a safe
inside a wardrobe.
It was after the withdrawal of the
10,000 scudi already mentioned, that the rector put the
other half (7,000 in notes and 3,000 in gold coins) under
the bed in his own room, perhaps, as F r. Felix (12) re
marks, "without taking enough ca re."
Having
discovered the hiding
place, apparently
through the simplicity of the ta ilo r , Bro. Bonaventure Lad i , (13) "the so-called Passionist" easily got a dispensa
tion from night o ffic e , stole the box, which he later left
in the woods, and escaped with the carpenter to Viterbo,
where he dressed as a secular. Here the robber spent the
night at a belt maker' s house.
Knowing that he was be
ing pursued, however, he fled towards Tuscany, in his
hurry leaving the 7,000 scudi in notes under his pillow.
Berardi recovered them very soon but the rogue had es
caped with the 3,000 gold coins to Geneva (14) in Swit
zerland, where he sought refuge.
He even had the ef
frontery to attempt to enlist the help of the apostolic
nuncio.
"He was told that he was no longer a member of
the Congregation and should therefore look after himself
and that he had an obligation to restore the money to its
rightful owner." (15)
Unfortunately the episode was widely publicized be
cause the public authorities (16) had intervened in the
search for the ex-religious.
When informed of the dis
graceful a ffa ir , Pius VI was particularly understanding
and affectionate towards the Congregation which had suf
fered such unmerited dishonor.
He was dissuaded from
punishing the criminal publicly, only by the prudent and
praiseworthy intervention of the vice-general, F r . Gorresio,
(17) who took the necessary measures himself:
the
formal expulsion of Curioni from the Institute.
This extraordinary and distressing episode occupied
the entire y e a r, 1777, greatly disconcerting the poor Passionists, as the chronicler sadly w rites:
became fabulam
et proverbium omni populo. (18) Using the testimony given
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by contemporary religious, F r . Felix concludes the sad
story of Curioni thus: "The unusual nature of this occur
rence , which attracted so much attention after the found
er ' s death, greatly distressed the vice-general, fillin g
him and the whole Congregation with consternation at a
time when the Institute was flourishing and attracting
excellent subjects.
It did not occur to anyone to prevent
the press from publishing it.
The spiteful were delighted
about it and spread the story all over the province (of
Viterbo) by means of
the Gazette. That wasdoubly to
our
detriment:
we were
discredited with the
bad and the
good, who said that the story of the deposit was an ex
cuse and that the money really belonged to the Passionis ts ." (19)
F r . F e lix 's objective assessment of the event brings
his Memorie to an end in these words: "Furthermore, let
i1 be a warning to
those who come after us that
we
should not have to wait for the decree of the following
general chapter, (20) which strictly forbade the accep
tance of such deposits in the future from any person for
any motive.
Simplicity has its limits and must never be
separated from prudence, and the same must be said of
discreet condescension. In fin e , the a ffa ir is inexcusable
and we can only acknowledge F r. Valentine' s good w ill.
He was certainly a good servant of God." (21)

B.

SHORT-LIVED PASSIONISI VOCATION OF
A POETIC GENIUS: FR. JOSEPH DURAO OF ST. RITA

Seven months after the expulsion of F r. Florian Cu
rioni another took place.
It was equally noised abroad,
and it had some distinctly original elements.
This was
the case of a Brazilian who entered the Order of St. Au
gustine, and graduated in theology at the Portuguese
University of Coimbra, F r . Joseph Durao of St. Rita,
(22)
a very learned man, "a litera ry scholar and a lin gu ist."
Having disagreed with his superiors in Portugal, he went
to Spain (1762).
Later because of friction between the
pope and Spain about the Jesuits, he went to Rome where
he obtained laicization from Clement X III and took a post
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in the Library of Santo Spirito.
old.

He was over fifty years

When he presented himself to the superiors of the
Congregation, Durao's
intellectual
qualities
impressed
them very favorably and there was general agreement
that his was "an extraordinary vocation." On these
grounds they accepted him. His new name was F r . Augus
tine of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. (23) He spent a singu
la rly fervent novitiate, passed the most humbling and
difficu lt tests of his vocation, and convinced the superi
ors of his great potential as one who would work for the
good of the Congregation. (24)
He completed his novitiate and made his profession
of vows. The superiors in appointing him as lector of the
philosophy students at Our Lady of the Oak retreat at
Tuscania made a mistake.
In spite of high hopes, "he
proved to be quite unsuitable for us, " F r. Philip states,
"and especially for training the young men, who under
his direction ran the risk of going insane.
Remembering
what had happened during his own novitiate, (25) he be
lieved that the devil was renewing his harassment in that
retreat, so on noticing any of the students pale, troubled
or melancholy, he thought that he was possessed.
He
would ca ll one or other of them to his room, sometimes
many of them together, would make them kneel down,
forehead touching the flo o r, while he exorcised them,
in
sulting the demon in his native language, calling him:
Caciurro, caciurro, namely, "d o g ". (26) But the provinci
al arrived (27 ) with a more powerful exorcism which was
a solemn reprimand for the students and a change for the
lecto r. The South American was sent to Rome on the pre
text that because of his linguistic a b ility he was needed
to hear the confessions of foreign pilgrims to Rome who
were coming to gain the Holy Year Indulgence (1775)."
(28)
Passionisi spiritu ality gained little by this transfer
from the chair of philosophy to the confessional in the
basilica of Sts. John and Paul;
neither had philosophy
benefitted much beforehand. Soon this became clear to the
superiors, who were observing him closely, for he had
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begun to neglect prayer, to associate too much with se
culars, while at the same time "often showing deep mel
ancholy when he was among the religiou s." He was ac
cordingly given timely monita salutis.
It was therefore
opportune that he received an insistent invitation from
his Augustinian companions urging him to return to Por
tugal where the politico-religious situation had improved
after the breach between Portugal and the Holy See was
healed.
The fact that they sent him the money for his
journey, together with his having providentially received
"an internal locution," persuaded him to ask for a dis
pensation, which his superiors glad ly granted in August
1777.
He dep arted "highly edified by the Congregation"
and on reaching Portugal he wrote letters full of benevo
lence, declaring that every day he wept and lamented the
good fortune he had lost through being too ready to be
lieve in his inspirations.
It is true that the Passionists
lost a lite ra ry genius, but the problem of adaptation for
a man of his years after a colorful career led the
chronicler to the conclusion: "This is a clear example to
us proving that we should not receive those who are ad
vanced in years because once the first fervor is past,
they find it very difficu lt to adapt to our life ." (29)

C.

WEEDING THE LORD'S GARDEN: OTHER DEPARTURES

Another chronicler, . F r. Joachim P e d re lli,
distin
guished historian of the Congregation, (30) informs us in
his Appunti o Schemi di cronaca, preserved in the Ar
chives of ,St. Eutizio, about other departures from the In
stitute. Two of these are rather unusual escapades.
The fir s t , Bro. Bartholomew Chiappini, was a Ro
man, probably a novice, since his name does not figure
in any lis t . He ran away from Monte Argentario dressed
in the clothes of a domestic servant, Francis, and unex
pectedly met Bro. Cajetan Rota in Montalto di Castro, who
at that time of year must have been questing for alms
there.
The moment the fu gitive saw him he attempted to
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escape but Bro. Cajetan overtook him on horseback.
He
had to make a clean breast of the a ffa ir, confessing that
he had made up his mind to run away while the commun
ity was at prayer and that he was heading for the re
treat in Corneto, hoping they would receive him there.
Naturally Fr. Jerome Gori (31) did not take him in,
and
the poor runaway had to be content with a gardening job
in Corneto city, later finding humbler work as a porter
with a Bruschi family.
But Chiappini's adventures were
not o v er, for we find him later in Rome, where he met a
tragic end, stabbed to death at some inn by a criminal.
The circumstances are not clear.
A ll we know is that,
having been stabbed in this way, he told his assailant
that he would pardon him if he died, but not otherwise.
Providence took a hand in the strange game and the un
fortunate fu gitive died, assisted by the man who had
wounded him.
And so he gave back his unquiet soul to
God, we hope. (32)
No less adventurous, though even less well docu
mented, is the case of Bro. Joseph Dominic Albento (33)
%ho was expelled from Our Lady of the Oak retreat near
Tuscania "for scheming, lies and breaches of observance."
"And he caused us no little tribu lation ," according to the
A nnali, " because he appealed to the minister of Turin,
(32) claiming much more than he had received when
leavin g the Institute. But the minister used his discretion
when he heard what the superiors had to say." (35) The
brother then betook himself to the Order of Friars Minor
in Tuscania where Fr. Palombelli was guardian, the per
son who had him arrested one day by the ba.rgello (36)
for certain misdemeanors.
But the bold Joseph got to
grips with him, and in the struggle "both fell to the
ground, the bargello wounded him in the head and he
d ie d ."(37) He had already having taken the habit in
another Institute.
F r . Lawrence Bonosi, (38) who as a student had
never been in the least troublesome, like a "dead ca t,"
after his ordination began to become restive, making com
plaints and grumbling about the food. On Easter Sunday,
1778, he secretly left the Monte Cavo community, making
his way straight to Rome to the cardinal penitentiary,
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"who declared that he had incurred excommunication and
sent him to the Sts. John and Paul retreat to make a re
treat. He persisted stubbornly, however that he wanted to
leave
the
Congregation, and the
sacred Penitentiary
granted him a dispensation from vows, ad evitanda maiora mala. (39)
The following year the dismissal of Bro. Francis
Aloysius Franceschi (40) created a disagreeable impres
sion in the Congregation, as he had been the skilled and
devoted nurse of the founder from 1766 until his death.
In the register of those sent away, however, a later
writer expressed a very unflattering judgment about this
man. (41) He had developed tuberculosis, which the or
dinary remedies did not seem to cure, so "he asked and
obtained permission to go home for the summer to his na
tive clim ate, where he appeared to improve.
But on his
return to the retreat of the Presentation, he gradually
relapsed, and eventually asked for a dispensation and
returned to the garlic and onions of Egypt." (42)
A few days before the death of Struzzieri, January
13, 1780, a professed student, Joachim Salvatico, (43) a
Piedmontese "died c iv illy ." He asked to leave for health
reasons. The superiors agreed, and he left from the Pre
sentation retreat, was laicized and returned to the Baby
lon he had abandoned. (44)
B iblical imagery and language, as we see, flow na
tu rally from the chronicler' s pen.
In concluding his
work, 1793, he stated that "the Lord wished to cleanse
his garden of noxious weeds." There were two religious
brothers "who insisted on leaving the Congregation," as
well as a student and a brother, both of whom requested
to be dispensed from vows. The former were granted dis
missal "rather than retain unruly, troublesome members"
and the latter "for their habitual inobservance of rule."
But there were also a priest and a brother who refused
to go when dismissed "for in corrigib ility in non-obser
van ce." These two resorted to every means possible, "to
avoid being stripped of the habit." Nevertheless the gen
eral council did not yield but firm ly implemented its de
cision. (45)

The priest yielded in the end; (46) "he left peace
fu lly and went back to his own town." The brother in
stead began a series of subterfuges and petitions. The
ichpp.pidTer ends his narration by pointing out the moral
of 'these two incidents: " It is unwise to expel anyone from
the Congregation in Rome, it should be done from the out
side retreats.
But it avails little to appeal to higher
authorities when one is in the wrong." (47)
Thus, in the twenty years we are treatin g, the
number of those alienated, the " c iv il dead," reached f i f 
ty-seven.
Of these, thirty were priests and clerics,
twenty-seven were brothers.
A significant figure when
compared to the fifty-nine ( sixteen brothers) laicized in
thirty years of the founder ’ s lifetime, 1745-1775.
In this same twenty year period, the highest num
ber of departures took place while F r . Gorresio was gen
era l, forty-nine; and precisely ten in the two years from
1776-1778, seventeen
during
1779-1784, and
twenty-two
during 1791-1796; while in Fr. Cioni' s six-year period as
general there were no more than eig h t, five of whom were
brothers.
I f we add to these fifty-seven departures the 106
deaths which occurred in the same two decades, we get a
total of 163 "natural and c iv il deaths," as F r. John Mary
Cioni explains in the Annali.
Compared with the total of
203 professed religious (132 priests and clerics and sev
enty-one brothers) who belonged to the Institute at the
end of 1796, the number of religious of the spiritual
family of the venerable Paul of the Cross who died within
the space of twenty years was certainly very high.
It is true that numbers are not everything, but it
is equally true that history cannot be written without
taking them into account. In this case the number of de
partures from the Institute, which was in need of vigor
ous numerical growth to meet the expansion required by
new foundations and missions at home and abroad, repre
sented a key problem affecting its present and above all
its future.
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This problem imposed one essential condition: that
the government of the Congregation maintain the balance
between severity and moderation so that "without stretch
ing the cord and running the risk of breaking it, there
should be an • harmonious combination of austerity and
humanity, values embodied in the government of the
founder to such an extent that the religious used to say,
"Would to God that all superiors of Orders Regular were
lik e our own!
I f a member has to be changed from one
retreat to another, the matter is tactfully broached to
him beforehand, his consent is awaited, so to speak, and
his wishes then carried out." (48)
Only by harmonizing austerity and humanity was it
possible to assure the v ita lity of the moral body of the
Congregation, as was clearly evident in Fr. Cioni's ten
ure of office as general.
Both conditions were indispens
able, for without austerity there could be no "following
the way of the Cross" in the eremitic-cenobitic manner
proper to the founder's charism, (wrtitten into the rules
and constitutions), and without humility all would have
been an illusion, creating personal and community ten
sions and initiating the decline of the community as the
Passionists experienced it at the close of the eighteenth
century.
"Cleansing the Lord's garden of weeds," to use the
chronicler's terminology, is a law of life when carried
out within reasonable limits, otherwise it spells death.
The Congregation experienced something of this in the
twenty years of the "succession," as is clear from the
statistics cited above and from the sadness hidden in the
dry lines with which the chronicler registers those "dead
to the Congregation," in the Annali.
The restoration at
the end •of the Napoleonic suppression was to give a fresh
and definite impetus to the numerical, organic, and moral
growth of the Passionist family in the new century.
For the rest, those who "died to the Congregation"
are a witness to human fr a ilt y , under pressure on the
one hand from conflicting tendencies: strength and weak
ness, the a b ility to resist and the desire to surrender,
the power to choose or to refuse when presented with
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different options; and on the other hand, confronted with
a community as luminously evangelical as that of the
Passionists, because although they were directed and
animated by true servants of God, "no man may glory
before the Lord" (1 Cor 1:29).
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NOTES

1. The Papal Bull indicates the principal reasons for
expulsion:
religious incapable of fulfilling the duties of
their state;
those who have committed some crime,
or are
perversely immoral, disobedient or obstinate.
2. F . Giorgini , Regulae et Constitutiones, op. cit. ,
texts of 1775 and 1930, p. 33.
3. Fr. Charles Joseph of St. Gertrude,
from Castagnito
(Cuneo). born in 1730 or 1731, professed in 1749, ordained in
1755, left the Congregation in 1774.
4. CAdd, II, p. 67.
5. Was elected rector of Monte Cavo and of Monte Argentario when very young (1759-1764), then general consultor
at the death of Ven.
John Baptist,
the founder's brother
(1765-1769), and provincial of Our Mother of Sorrows Province
(1769-1772).
6. CAdd, II, pp. 67-68.
7. Fr. Florian of the Mother of God, from Venice, born in
1744, ordained (?), professed November 20, 1775,
left on
January 11, 1777. An 317 (f. 75v) .
8. A source which completes the narrative of the Annali,
consisting of a few loose sheets in Fr. Philip Torguati's
handwriting, which we call "Memorie" in the Archives of St.
Angelo.
9. A small city of the civil province of Macerata.
10. It is certain that Berardi was professed under of the
name of Nicholas of the Holy Spirit on May 22, 1772 and was
expelled from the Congregation in May 1775.
11. Fr. Felice, "Memorie," p . 2.
12. Ibid.
13. Bro. Bonaventure of the Conception,
from Orvieto
(Terni), born in 1728, professed in 1752, died in 1797.
14. Fr. Felice, "Memorie," p . 3. However, Fr. Cioni speaks
of Lugano and other towns of Switzerland in An 319 (f. 75v).
15. An 319 (f. 75v).
16. The "Sacred Council," the Secretary of State and the
bishop of Viterbo intervened by means of special circulars.
17. In "Memorie" Fr. Felice notes:
"Fr. John Baptist
Gorresio could have ordered him to be arrested, all the more
so because Pius VI was determined to have him punished with
the utmost rigor of law, but he judged it better to turn a
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blind eye to it,
because it would not have recovered the
3,000 scudi,
and because such a punishment would have
enlivened the affair and would have kept the memory of the
event and the shame of it fresh in the public mind."
18. In a brief fascicle entitles "Notizie varie" accom
panying volume I of the Annali quoted by Fr. C. Raponi in An
318, note 36.
19. Fr. Felice observes: "The people are afraid to receive
the Passionists,
to give them lodging in their homes and to
give them alms. In one city they even said: 'The Passionists
have given us the robber (Fr. Florian) before they gave us
the Saint (Fr. Paul of the Cross).' Half a century has passed
and it is still talked about." "Memorie," pp. 3-4.
20. DR, Decree 153, referring to chapter XIII of the rules
and constitutions.
21. Fr. Felice, "Memorie," p. 4.
22. Born in 1722 at Cata-Preto, diocese of Mariana in the
State of Minas Geris. Went to Portugal for higher studies.
Made religious profession with the Augustinians of Lisbon on
October 12,
1738.
After leaving the Passionists,
he was
elected to the chair of theology at Coimbra (1778). An epic
poet of standing, he is considered one of the great Brazilian
poets. He died on January 14, 1784.
23. Clothed
in the religious habit
at St. Joseph's
novitiate on Monte Argentario on January 16,
1774 and
professed one year later.
24. An 319-321 (f. 76r).
25. This reference is to diabolic manifestations which
occurred during the year of novitiate (1774);
the founder
himself intervened because of this.
26. Actually "cachorro" used in a very insulting sense.
27. Fr. John Mary Cioni (1775-1778).
28.. Bg GB, pp. 37-38. See also An 320 (f. 76r) .
29. An 320-321 (f. 76r).
30. An outstanding personality who will appear in our
history in the restoration period,
especially during the
generalship of Fr. Louis Pighi (1821-1827)
31. Fr. Jerome of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel, from the Isola
d'Elba,
(Livorno) born in 1734, ordained in 1759, professed
in 1765 and died in 1798.
32. Fr. Joachim Pedrelli,
"Appunti," Archives of St.
Eutizio.
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33. Bro. Joseph Dominic of the Assumption, from Garessio
(Cuneo), professed 1768, left 1778.
34. Perhaps a reference to the diplomatic representative
of the king of Sardinia to the pope and therefore resident in
Rome.
35. An 326 (f. 7 7 v ).
36. Chief of Police.
37. Fr. Joachim Pedrelli, op. cit., Archives of St. Eutizio.
38. Fr. Lawrence of the Holy Spirit,
from Scagnello
(Cuneo), born in 1750, professed in 1771, ordained in 1775,
left April-May, 1778.
39. An 326 (f. 77v).
40. Fr. Francis Aloysius of St. Theresa, from Sammomme Pistoia, born in 1746, professed in 1763, left in 1779.
41. In the register of departures, n. 70, we read: ’'This
was the infirmarian who so annoyed our blessed founder,
especially in his last illness." His deposition in the
Ordinary Process at Rome is one of the most valuable,
full
and rich in detail. POR, III, pp. 171-364 (f. 734r-1239v).
42. An 334 (f. 80r).
43. Joachim of St. Ann, from Garessio (Cuneo), professed
on November 20, 1775.
44. An 337 (f. 81v).
45. An 494 (II f. 39v).
46. This Fr. Camillus Acosta of St. Charles,
from Gaeta,
born in 1761, professed in 1782, ordained in 1786 and left on
December 6, 1793.
47. An 494 (II f. 39v), numbers 1211-1212.
48. Rose Calabresi testifies to this in POR, IV, p. 156
(f. 2010v). Fr. Joseph Cima confirms this in POR, III, p. 153
(f. 684r-684r),
speaking of the founder's "discretion" and
"great charity" in dealing with his religous.
Bro. Francis
Aloysius Franceschi refers to a rebuke given to some fathers
who were unwilling to preach a mission:
"Ah, my beloved!"
said the Saint, turning to the most able among them.
"I see
only too well that you have neither enthusiasm nor zeal for
the glory of God.
It distresses me that I must adore God's
will in this and recognize it as a judgment for my sins. The
devil has triumphed but God will provide.
When I had the
strength,
nothing deterred me,
neither fatigue nor cold,,
neither ice nor snow, neither the intense heat, nor rain, nor
sickness, nor bad weather. I went out at all times in every
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k3.nd of weather and, with God's help, all went well. I see
that you don't have the courage. If I were not ill, I would
go help my neighbor without a moment's hesitation." He then
added: "Go to your rooms, there is no more to be said." The
following day those priests begged the Saint's pardon and
went out on the mission assigned. POR, III, p. 257 (f. 960r960v).
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Chapter XIX
THE POWER OF AN EXEMPLAR

A.

GLORIFICATION OF THE FATHER OF
THE PASSIONIST FAMILY

The twenty year period following the founder's
death was decisive for the continuity of direction of the
Congregation, as we have seen up to now, but it also
manifests the deep-rooted conviction formed by his succes
sors and disciples of Pau l' s exem plarity, and obviously
of his sanctity. Undoubtedly this conviction existed while
he was still a live. But after his death, as is logical, it
reached the plenitude of historical and theological cer
tainty.
It was a conviction held by the entire people of
God.
It must be borne in mind that the sanctity of the
founder was being manifested and repeated in the holi
ness of that first fervent Passionist community.
In ren
dering testimony to the heroism of their father, his sons
and spiritual heirs were endeavoring also to acknowledge
fu lly the exemplarity of the school of spiritu ality of
which he was the peerless master.
This school included
a ll the elements of the new movement in spiritu ality he
created in the church of his time: the Passionist Congre
gation and its sisters the cloistered nuns, secular priests
and laymen livin g in the world, single and married men,
a ll of them enlightened and guided by his mastery in the
following of Christ, "by the royal way of the Cross."
The Passionists did everything possible to achieve
the glorification of their spiritual Father, not from a mo
tive of foolish pride but as a duty, in response to the
expectation and unanimous voice of the Christian people
who believed him to be a saint.
This explains why his
companions and disciples, who would also have been can
didates worthy of public recognition by the Church, re
mained in the shadows. Only after a century and a half
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had passed were steps taken to initiate historical pro
cesses for some of them with the Sacred Congregation for
the Cause of Saints:
they are Bro. James Gianiel of St.
Aloysius (+1750), the venerable John Baptist of St. Mi
chael the Archangel (+1765), brother of the founder, and
Mother Mary Crucified Costantini of Jesus (+1787). (1)
The founder's fame for sanctity may well be seen
as a crest rising up in a wide sea of men in whom he
himself had recognized the "hallmark of sanctity," as we
know, men like Fr. Fulgentius P a storelli, Fr. Marcoaurelius Pastorelli, Bishop Thomas Struzzieri,
(2) and many
others.
In other words, if the ecclesiastical Her of the
ordinary and apostolic processes gave an impluse to the
canonization of the founder, the Church's process of dis
cernment affected all the other people, and in the human
and spiritual conditions and surroundings in the midst of
which he had testified to love of God and neighbor, with
total purity and genuineness.
Therefore the difficu lt and
impressive operation called upon the whole Congregation,
as if inviting it to contemplate itself in a mirror where
it would discover its own identity.
This is the meaning contained
processes of Paul of the Cross.

in the canonization

With the utmost sense of reponsibility the Passionists heard the universal voice which spread abroad the
sanctity of Fr. Paul.
All the witnesses are unanimous in
this and furnish proofs.
The testimony Bro. Bartholomew
Calderoni gave is of the greatest value;
it synthesizes
and sums up all the others: Father Pau l's reputation for
sanctity "had its origins, as I have said, in the virtu
ous actions, the holy and penitential life led by the ser
vant of God until his death, and in the graces and mira
cles obtained through his intercession after his death.
This reputation was no idle rumor set afoot by the peo
ple, nor was it stirred up by the religious of the Con
gregation; neither was it the work of common people,
vulgar and ignorant, since if it had been merely empty
rumor it would soon have died away and not have lasted
throughout the lifetime of the servant of God, much less
have outlasted him until the present time.
On the con-

tr a r y , the aforesaid reputation has always lived on, con
stant and perennial, and until this very day is in full
strength. . . . However, as I have said, it is constant and
solidly founded on virtu es; it continues to be accepted by
noble persons, by the learned, the prudent, by religiou s,
by the pious and trustworthy, who know perfectly well
how to distinguish a true from a false reputation for
sanctity.
Moreover, the opinion held of the servant of
God,
Father Paul, was not restricted to a few persons
but was widespread among a l l , or at least the majority
of the people in the places where the servant of God was
known.
Not only is the aforementioned fame of sanctity
constantly held in Rome, where Father Paul lived for
some time,
where he died and lies buried, but also in
other places where he stopped for a time and worked for
the spiritual benefit of his neighbor;
and fin a lly
wherever his name is known: in Tuscany, in the Kingdom
of Naples, in the Genovese region, in Piedmont and in
other outside kingdoms.
In parts of some of these the
servant of God is known only by name, but his fame for
sanctity remains because of his name, as we have seen
from
the
evidence
given
in
the
course
of
this
examination.
To my knowledge nothing has ever been
sa id , done or written against this
solidly founded,
unchanging fame." (3)
This
being
so, the
founder' s
fame
for
sanctity, combined with the numerous graces obtained in
various places through his intercession, encouraged the
Passionists in their filia l devotion to promote popular
devotion to him, which they did by widely distributing
pictures of him.
In a short time they initiated the long
process of his cause for beatification and canonization.

B.

THE ORDINARY PROCESS IN SIX DIOCESES

The vice-general, F r. John Baptist Gorresio, was
the prime mover of the cause.
His efforts to promote,
conduct and complete the first phase of the processes
were truly extraordinary.
To provide the large sums of
money required,
he appointed various religious and
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priests to go out in search of funds. (4) Other donations
were contributed spontaneously by benefactors, so that in
the course of two years (1777-1779) six informative or
ordinary processes were carried out and finished at the
same time: in Rome,
V etra lla , Alessandria, Orbetello,
Corneto ( Tarquinia) and Gaeta. (5) F r. John Baptist Por
ta was appointed postulator of the cause in September
1776.
He was an in telligen t, dynamic person, who the
following winter visited the places where Father Paul of
the Cross had preached missions in order to collect the
primary documentation necessary.
He did this at great
personal trouble and inconvenience. (6)
On the basis of this documentation and of that Fr.
Cioni procured, the lawyer Silvester Anthony M ariotti,
secretary and chancellor of the Sacred Congregation of
Rites,
compiled the "articles" for the ordinary processes,
the first of which was begun on January 7, 1777, and
completed on July 19, 1779, authorized by Cardinal Mark
Anthony Colonna. The first witness, F r. Cajetan Suscioli,
a Roman, canon and theologian of the cathedral of Sutri
and pro-vicar general of the same diocese, began his de
position on January 29,
feast of St.
Francis de Sales.
The vice-general, F r. Gorresio, celebrated the Mass at
his altar in the basilica of Sts. John and Paul. (7)
There
followed
the
processes
in the
other
five
dioceses, (8) to which 102 witnesses were summoned to
give testimony.
It was a generous example of an
incomparable
range
of
persons,
ideas,
problems,
situations and opinions,
a colorful mosaic of c iv il and
religious society, liv e ly and dramatic,
typical of the
century of Enlightenment and of the great Revolution.
We cannot completely study the subject here, but
neither can we fa il to present some features of this sin
gular collection of people of such socio-religious interest:
they include a bishop ( Bishop Struzzieri, of Todi, for
merly apostolic visitor during the long war between Cor
sica and Genoa);
twenty-one secular priests (of varying
rank and d ig n ity ); a minor ecclesiastical; fourteen r e li
gious priests ( among them eleven Passionists);
ten Passionist brothers;
eighteen nuns ( eight Carmelites of Ve
tra lla , two Poor Clares of Orbetello, fiv e Benedictines,
-
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three Passionists of Corneto-Tarquinia); twenty la y men
(twelve single and eight married);
sixteen lay women
(seven single and nine married).
But it is well to know
more about the social and economic conditions of the se
cular witnesses.
Among the men we find:
four noblemen
proprietors, a master of the palace of the Holy Father,
Pius VI (Anthony F rattin i), six minor proprietors, three
officals of "His Sicilian Majesty," a state employee, a
doctor, a head bricklayer, a coffee and groceries mer
chant, a coachman, a shoemaker;
among the women: the
widow of the administrator-general of the principality of
Piombino, five proprietors, four widows of the middle
class, an elementary school teacher, a poor woman, two
domestic servants, two weavers (one of whom was Lucy
B urlini). (9)
While they were proceeding to choose a lawyer (10)
with a view to the formal introduction of the cause, the
corresponding "Summary" was published and sent by F r.
Gorresio to a ll the communities. At the appropriate time
he requested a large number of letters from cardinals,
bishops, prelates and learned seculars petitioning the
pope to introduce the cause. (11) For the same purpose
he also obtained a rescript from the Sacred Congregation
of Rites, 1782, naming Cardinal Henry of York as cardi
nal defenfer of the cause. (12)
It is undeniable that in barely six years the cause
had progressed and had gone through very important
stages with stupendous speed. On December 22, 1784, Pius
VI fin a lly put his signature to the introduction of the
cause. (13) The pontiff who, as F r . Cioni w rites, had
hastened "to commence the ordinary processes for Father
P a u l' s cause," (14) was happy to conclude the first
phase of it and begin the second, (15) or the apostolic
processes.
The religious of the Congregation continued
with increasing dedication to support the cause by pray
er ,- and also other donations. (16) The Passionists were
very poor.
They were facing expenses of this kind for
the first time and had to make extraordinary collections.
But1 the apostolic processes required considerable further
e ffo rt.
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C.

FR. STRAMBI'S BIOGRAPHY OF THE FOUNDER AND
THE APOSTOLIC PROCESSES

At this stage in the founder's cause a biography
was needed.
Many of his spiritual sons as well as his
friends and admirers in various regions of Ita ly had de
sired and requested it.
In 1782 the task of writing it
was formally entrusted to F r . Vincent Mary Strambi, who
was at that time provincial of the Presentation Province,
(17) and residing in the retreat of St. Angelo. He fu lfill
ed the work with the meticulous exactness of a scholar
and the spiritu ality of a saint. Indeed the book must be
considered more the fruit of prayer, wisdom and thè tes
timony of a d iscip le, than as a purely literary composi
tion. He begged the prayers of others for the accomplish
ment of this work, ( 18) which he wrote after studying the
fourteen volumes of the ordinary processes and a ll of
Father Paul ' s letters, with the collaboration of some
young priests, in the poor little cell of the early desert
Paul inhabited at the beginning of the Congregation. "He
himself confessed to Cardinal Lambruschini that he had
written it from beginning to end on his knees." ( 19)
This much-desired book came,.put
four years later
(20) and won approval of the competent judges as well as
the enthusiam of a ll spiritual persons.
In a very short
time the first edition was out of print.
"The work,"
writes F r. P h ilip , "brought much honor to the Congregation
and was of great spiritual benefit, especially to souls
dedicated to prayer. One worthy ecclesiastic and director
of souls had no sooner obtained the book than he put
aside a ll others, saying he "found in the life of Father
Paul all he needed both of theory and of practice." (21 )
Divided into two parts, the historical (24- chapters) and
the spiritual (41 chapters ), the work reflects the best
qualities of its author:
a fu lly documented and faithful
history, written by an "exact theologian, a man filled
with the spirit of God and experienced in the ways of
interior perfection." (22) One learned bishop very truly
observed : "You Passionists do not need treatises on as
ceticism , the life of your founder, Strambi wrote, is the
best of them a ll." (23)
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However, there is a "bu t." The theologians appoint
ed to revise the text, F r. Joseph Hyacinth Ruberi, procu
rator general,
and Fr. Hyacinth Heghli, ex-professor of
theology, exceeded the powers the superiors had given
them to correct and modify the work.
They obliged the
author to make changes, deletions and additions, and
they rigorously pruned the part which dealt with "the
publication of certain extraordinary gifts of the saint, in
spite of the testimony to them made in the course of the
processes." The reason for this was their fear that they
would prejudice the cause.
They were adamant in their
insistence that this part be suppressed. Poor F r . Vincent
suffered much as a result, but he accepted the decision
with perfect humility and obedience. (24) Notwithstanding
a ll
this, we must recognize with Zoffoli that "until this
day this life has righ tly and unanimously been regarded
as the most satisfying and inspiring interpretation we
have of P a u l' s spiritual message." (25)
Since the first edition was out of print, Strambi
was planning a second which would include suitable
adaptations and additions in the ligh t of the experience
he
had gained only a few years after his elevation to
the episcopate. His aim was to provide the reading
pu blic, whose liv e ly interest in the great figure of Paul
of
the Cross continued to grow, with a book of this
kind, complete and up to date.
"Our knowledge of this,"
writes the biographer,
"is derived from some letters he
wrote in 1818 about his plan.
While givin g missions in
the city of Foligno in 1822, he had made arrangements
with the printer Tommasini for the publication of the
second
edition of
the
work
with
the
variations
desired, but a variety of circumstances contrary to his
w ill intervened, and his resignation from the episcopate
soon a fte r, quickly followed by his death, deprived the
public of this precious treasure." (26)
Two centuries after the publication of the first edi
tion of Strambi' s book, we believe that this emphatic
statement of his first biographer is no exaggeration, be
cause the way was paved in the rich spiritual literature
of Passionist hagiography for other works in the same
s ty le : a saint writing about another saint, a mystic dist
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covering the "precious treasure" of another mystic. (27)
Strambi's work, therefore, may be described as a classic
in the spiritual literature of the eighteenth century
within the ambit of the Passionist school.
It is certain that the cause of the founder, who
was named "venerable" immediately after the papal Decree
of Introduction,
according to the custom of the time,
benefitted greatly as a result of the biography Strambi
wrote and knowledge of the saint was far more widely
diffused among the pu blic.
In addition an important
event took place: the biographer of the Venerable Father
Paul of the Cross was named postulator of the cause,
April 16, 1790, succeeding Father John Baptist Porta who
had fu lfille d the task with great zeal and a b ility for a
period of fourteen yea rs. The reason for this change is
to be found in the principle established by the ninth
general chapter (1790) "that no one shall hold office in
the Congregation in perpetuity, not even the office of
postulator of our venerable Father' s cause shall be
perpetu al." (28)
Thus F r . Stambi, who had been elected second gen
eral consultor by the same chapter, began to work stren
uously to bring the "ite r" of the processes to a
successful
end.
In
fact
the '
Cardinal
V ica r, Colonna, formed
the
tribunal
for
the
Roman
apostolic process,
November 27, 1792.
The testimonies
began with F r . John Mary Cioni, June 12, 1793, the same
year in which the apostolic processes commenced in
Corneto
and
Vetralla (V iterb o), and
were
completed
respectively in 1803 and 1804.
The Roman process was
concluded December 3, 1803. (29)
Meanwhile the enormous task of researching and ex
amining the writings of Venerable Father Paul had been
undertaken, after the relevant decrees from Rome and
from the corresponding dioceses where Passionist retreats
were established had been received with instruction for
the customary minor processes. The chronicler refers to it
in these words: "After diligent examination of the said
w ritings, more especially of the superabundant letters,
the theologians commissioned, who had spent some years
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of study and scrutiny on them, pronounced that they were
of sound doctrine and above censure. Accordingly, a full
and very favorable decree was published, which of course
included the usual clause: Reservato iure promotori fidei
obiectandi." (30) Pope Pius VI confirmed it on August 27,
1794. (31)
There was cause for satisfaction, all the more so
because the work of examining the writings and complet
ing the three apostolic processes had been carried out
against a background of political unrest when the revo
lutionary movement originating in France was convulsing
the country. Later on, the Napoleonic w ars, the imprison
ment of Pius V I I , and the general suppression of the
Congregation would delay the encouraging progress of the
cause for twenty years so that it was happily and suc
cessfully concluded only when by decree of Pius V II the
heroic virtues of our venerable founder, Father Paul of
the Cross, were recognized on February 18, 1821. (32)
F r . John Mary Cioni concludes his Annali with the
news of the apostolic processes of Corneto and Vetralla
(1795), having for almost twenty years recorded the prin
cipal stages of the long progress of the cause of our be
loved founder, who had been his penitent and spiritual
son. At the ordinary process in Vetralla he had presented
his own abundant and authoritative testimony, which oc
cupied thirty-three sessions, from February 21 until April
30, 1778. (33)
When closing his eyes on the light of this world,
February 7, 1796, F r . Cioni had good reason to be happy
in the knowledge that the apostolic processes of the cause
were progressing so rapidly, that cause, which he had so
fu lly supported not only out of esteem for and devotion to
the venerable founder, but also because of the spiritual
enrichment it brought to the Church and the Congrega
tion, and because it so greatly illuminated the charism,
im plicitly proclaiming and setting the seal upon its value
and evangelical fruitfulness. In other words the interest
and significance of this canonization lay not so much in
the honor and glory it reflected on the sons of Paul of
the Cross as in his intercession and above all in his ex-
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emplarity as a Father and his unequalled witness to the
Passion.
Fr. Pau l's numerous apparitions after his death to
his spiritual daughter,
Rose Calabresi, accentuated the
rea lity of that intercession and the strength of the exemp la rity, as she herself testified with such great simpli
city during the processes.
When her brothers were ex
tremely worried at the vagaries of the seasonal weather
and the danger to the grain crop in 1777, she consoled
them by saying, "Our daddy, Father Paul, w ill take care
of it ." And in fact this happened. (34) It strikes us as
truly symbolic that all his spiritual children,
no matter
what their social or spiritual condition, considered and
called him "daddy," namely, father. They formed part of
a new and v ita l current of spiritu ality in the Church
and in society.
The cause of the venerable Father Paul of the Qross
responded, then, to
this
need
for
holy
fatherhood,
without lim its, that would never be discontinued, such as
only a canonization could recognize and guarantee by
means of the Church in an historical dimension, and
transcending history:
fatherhood of a masculine and
feminine Congregation of the Passion of Jesus, and of the
a ffilia ted
feminine
institutes, fatherhood of
a large
secular spiritual family of priests and la ity , of the
unmarried and the married, who had lived his charism in
the world from the origin of the Passionist foundation
and who live it to this day.
The hope, and let us say the ambition of this
fa
ther-founder was in ’ fact that his spiritual family "might
last to the end of the world for the benefit of holy
Church." (35)
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NOTES

1. In fact, the Ordinary Process for Bro. James took
place at Acquapendente 1889-1891, and in Coira, Switzerland,
1890;
it was taken to Rome in 1911 and the Introduction of
the Cause was signed in 1924.
The Ordinary Process for
Fr. John Baptist was held in Viterbo 1909-1910, and the
Introduction of the Cause was signed in 1930.
Finally for
Mother Crucified the Ordinary Process was at Tarquinia 19241930, and the "Positio super introductione causae" was
presented in 1969.
2. We cannot understand why the processes for
canonaiztion for the first Passionist bishop were never begun;
there is much documentation about him from the beginning of
his life to the present day in the Congregation as well as in
the diocese of Todi.
3. P0R,IV, pp. 339-340 (f. 2488r-2489r).
4. Bro. Dominic Casaretto of St. Fulgentius was one of
these.
Born in Rupinaro,
a suburb of Chiavari, in 1733,
professed in 1757. At first he was a shopkeeper,
then he
emigrated to Grosseto and from there entered the Passionist
Congregation.
5. Bg. GB, p. 79.
6. An 308 (f. 73v).
7. It was
the first on the right from the entrance to the
basilica. But now the altar of St. Saturninus is there.
8. An 312-315 (f. 74v-75r); 321 (f. 76v).
9. .Depositions were made at the Roman Process by 20
witnesses (5 volumes of 2,867 folios); in that of Corneto, 24
witnesses (2 volumes of 810 folios); in that of Alessandria,
9 (1 vol. of 516 folios); in that of Gaeta, 9 (1 vol. of 514
folios); that of Vetralla, 23 (3 vol. of 1770 folios); in
that of Orbetello, 17 wintesses (2 vol. of 841 folios). The
publication of this enormous documentation
(4 volumes)
providentially carried out . at the expense of the General
Postulation of the Congregation over a span of ten years,
(Rome, 1969-1979), gives us easy access to the sources. Fr.
Gaetano Raponi,
C.P.
edited the publication and has an
excellent analytical index of subjects.
10. An 363 (f. 91r).
11. Bg GB , p . 79.
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12. An 378-379 (A. f. 21v); Acta CP, XX (1935), pp. 517518.
13. Ibid., XIII, (1936), p. 70.
14. An 312 (f. 74v).
15. See documents referring to this first phase in Acts
CP, XIII (1936), pp. 70-74; XIV (1939), pp. 73, 230; XVIII
(1953), pp. 83, 112.
16. We find this in the "Register of Masses and Mass
stipends...."
Even the two missionaries in Bulgaria,
Frs. Francis M.
Ferreri and James Sperandio, writing the general, Fr. Goressio in 1782,
told him that they were celebrating their
Masses for the founder's cause as they had no other in
tentions. An 375 (f. 94v).
17. Fr. Ignazio del Sacro Costato, the first biogra
pher, seems to attribute the initiative in writing this bi
ography to Strambi, who wished to conteract the evil in
fluence of "harmful books," which flooded Italy. Ignazio, op.
cit., p . 97.
18. Writing to a religious, for example, he begs: "For the
love of God remember my work on the life of Father Paul for
which I need prayers more than ever." Ignazio, ibid., p. 133.
19. Stanislao, op. cit., p. 133.
20. Vincenzo M. Strambi, Vita del ven.
servo di Dio p.
Paolo della Croce,
faithfully drawn from the Ordinary
Processes, dedicated to Pius VI, (Rome, 1786), pp. XVIII-556.
21.
Bg GB , p . 80.
Ignazio, o p . cit, p .
22.
23.
Stanislao, op. cit., p . 1 3 3 .
24.
Ibid., p . 1 3 4 .
cit., p .
25.
E. Zoffoli, S. Paolo della Croce, I., o p .
1534.

Ignazio, op. cit., p . 99. '
We may speak of a "chain" of these works having a
"common link": a relationship between biographer and subject
born of and nourished by the Spirit: Fr. Norbert Cassinelli
(+1911) and St. Gabriel of the Sorrowful Virgin +1862), Fr.
Germano Ruoppolo (+1909) and St. Gemma Galgani (+1903), Fr.
Generoso Fontanarosa (+1966) and Lucy Magano (+1946).
The
list is not complete,
but it describes the best known
figures,
because it treats of saints and servants of God
whose causes for beatification and canonization have been
introduced.
26.

27.
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28. An 428 (II f. 34r).
29. An 492 (II f . 38v), 501-502 (II f. 42v).
30. "The promoter of the Faith reserves the right to
object." Acta CP, XIII (1936), pp. 172-173; An 495-498 (II f .
40r-41r).
31. Bg GB, pp. 102, 107.
32. Acta CP XV (1944), pp. 140-141.
33.

P0V,

I,

pp.

29 -19 3.

34: Calabresi's testimony is very important, since it
refers especially to the Saint's great mystical experiences
in which she herself participated.
P0R, IV,
p . 173 (f.
2074 v ) .
For the the or so apparistions after the Saint's
death, see ibid, pp. 169-173 (f. 2037v-2047v).
35. Sr. Mary Crucified of Jesus (Costantini), co-foundress
of the Passionist Nuns, in P0C, II, 512 (f . 339v).
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