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viendra automatiquement, si je puis parler ainsi. La Providence y 
pourvoira. Ce n’est pas à nous à songer au nombre, car ce n’est pas à 
nous à donner la vocation. C’est là toute la théologie de la vocation : 
elle vient de Dieu, c’est Dieu seul qui la donne. A nous de l’aider et 
de la développer, de la former, et c’est ce que vous avez fait... et que 
vous vous proposez de faire encore, en cultivant de mieux en mieux 
ces vocations que Dieu vous envoie. (Pie XI au Chapitre Général des 
Oblats, le 14 septembre 1932)

Let us first look for the quality [of vocations to Oblate life], the quantity 
will come automatically, if I may speak thus. Providence will provide 
for it. It is not up to us to think of numbers, for it is not us who give the 
vocation. This is the whole theology of vocation: it comes from God, it 
is God alone who gives it. It is up to us to help it and develop it, to form 
it, and that’s what you’ve done ... and what you propose to do again, 
cultivating better and better these vocations that God sends you.  (Pius 
XI to the Oblate General Chapter, September 14, 1932)

Busquemos primero la calidad [de las vocaciones a la vida oblata], 
la cantidad vendrá automáticamente, si se me permite hablar así. La 
Providencia las proveerá. No nos corresponde pensar en números, ya 
que no está en nosotros dar la vocación. Aquí está toda la teología de la 
vocación: proviene de Dios, solo Dios es quien la concede. En nosotros 
está ayudarla y desarrollarla, formarla, y esto es lo que habéis hecho… 
y lo que os proponéis hacer de nuevo, cultivando cada vez mejor estas 
vocaciones que Dios os envía. (Pío XI al Capítulo general oblato, 14 de 
septiembre de 1932) 
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Adressée à toute la Famille Mazenodienne, elle concerne la vie 
de communauté et la mission des Oblats, leur spiritualité et 
leur histoire, afin d’en faire progresser l’identité, l’unité dans 
la communion, la connaissance du présent et l’espérance pour 
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communion, to understand the present, hopes for the future.
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Roma, Oblatio quiere ser una continuación de “Vie Oblate 
Life” (Ottawa, Canadá) y de “Documentación OMI” (Roma). 
Orientada hacia toda la Familia Mazenodiana, se ocupará de 
la vida y misión de la comunidad oblata, su espiritualidad e 
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Præfatio
“tHe Most united faMilY  

WHiCH eXists on tHe eartH”

Frank Santucci, omi

T his reflection in based on what is currently happening in the 
US Province as a response to Rule 37a: «The charism of Saint 
Eugene de Mazenod is a gift of the Spirit to the Church, and 

it radiates throughout the world. Lay people recognize that they are 
called to share in the charism according to their state of life, and to live 
it in ways that vary according to milieu and cultures. They share in the 
charism in a spirit of communion and reciprocity amongst themselves 
and with the Oblates. In order to live more intensely the mission of 
evangelization according to the Oblate charism, some lay people gather 
in associations…»

From this vantage point we remember that Saint Eugene desired 
that we be “the most united family which exists on the earth” (Letter to 
Fr. Guibert, 29 July 1830, EO VII n.350). The most united family… this 
is his “Mazenodian Family!” But why not “Oblate Family?” Practically 
because there are dozens of Congregations around the world bearing 
the name of “Oblates” and only one that has Eugene de Mazenod as its 
founding “parent.” 

While acknowledging our Mazenodian roots and our tradition of 
being a family, this title more importantly also refers to an ecclesial 
reality which Pope Francis wrote about in his Apostolic Letter to all 
consecrated people on the occasion of the recent year of consecrated 
life. «In this letter, I wish to speak not only to consecrated persons, 
but also to the laity, who share with them the same ideals, spirit and 
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mission. Some Religious Institutes have a long tradition in this regard, 
while the experience of others is more recent. Indeed, around each re-
ligious family, every Society of Apostolic Life and every Secular Insti-
tute, there is a larger family, a “charismatic family”, which includes a 
number of Institutes which identify with the same charism, and espe-
cially lay faithful who feel called, precisely as lay persons, to share in 
the same charismatic reality. I urge you, as laity, to live this Year for 
Consecrated Life as a grace which can make you more aware of the gift 
you yourselves have received. Celebrate it with your entire “family”, so 
that you can grow and respond together to the promptings of the Spirit 
in society today».

“Mazenodian Family” thus refers to the reality of our charismatic 
roots and of our expression within the Church.

The vision that St Eugene had for his Missionary family on 25 
January 1816 was in response to their perception of the call of Jesus 
Christ in the Church through the need for salvation of the people of Pro-
vence at that moment. An awareness of the changing needs of people 
led them to hear the call of Jesus Christ to widen their horizons: to have 
more than one community, to become religious, to recognize Marian 
shrines and seminaries as part of their mission and then to launch into 
the adventure of foreign missions. For over 200 years we have been 
listening to the changing expressions of the needs of people for salva-
tion and discerning the call of Jesus Christ within the Church in order to 
respond accordingly by widening our horizons. It is within this context 
of Constitution 1 that we situate our discernment that our response as 
cooperators of the Savior in evangelization must be made as a larger 
charismatic family and is not restricted only to Oblates.

Historically, the first responders were the Missionaries of Provence 
who were priests. The perception of this call evolved into missionary 
brothers and priests who evangelized those in need under the name 
“Oblates of Mary Immaculate.” Gradually, the recipients of their min-
istry felt called to share more deeply in the life and spirit of the Oblates 
and many became benefactors and associates. 

The model for this could be seen as a diagram of concentric circles. 
In the center was the Oblate charism, then the next circle was made up 
of the vowed Missionary Oblates, then the next outer circle was made up 
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of the Honorary Oblates and Associates who shared our spirituality in an 
intentional way, then the next circle was made up of those who support us 
and our mission, but without necessarily living our spirituality. 

In 1995, when Saint Eugene was canonized, he was recognized as a 
saint of the universal Church. He no longer belonged exclusively to the 
Oblates, and anyone could approach him directly, and not necessarily 
through the Oblates. The picture of concentric circles thus changed. In 
the center, Eugene and his charism and spirit remained, but the model 
was now one of a “pie diagram” with every segment touching the center 
and gaining its identity and life from direct contact with the center. It 
is now that we began to speak about the “Mazenodian family” as the 
collective term that describes all those who in any way are nourished by 
the charism of St. Eugene. “Family” was the image that Eugene used of 
the community that nurtured its members, and he held up the image of 
community as a family as the ideal for all the groups he worked with: 
the youth congregation, the Oblates, the Diocese of Marseilles.

A much better image than a pie chart is that of a spring of life-
giving water in the center, with various streams that flow from it and 
bring life to those who are in need. In our province we recognize eight 
of these Mazenodian streams. One is the oldest, that of the Missionary 
Oblates who make a public oblation to a vowed life of community for 
mission. Then there is the stream of those who feel called to intention-
ally live the Mazenodian spirituality and mission as Associates, and 
who make an annual commitment to live this way of life. There are also 
the Affiliates, who are men discerning a possible Oblate vocation.

Then we have the stream of all those who participate in the Ma-
zenodian mission through sharing their prayer, their time and talents, 
and their material support for this mission: the Honorary Oblates, the 
Mission Supporter, Oblate Partners, and Youth Leaders.

Then there is that enormous stream of employees, without whom 
our mission could not unfold. They form an important part of the Maz-
enodian family and ministry – some without consciously realizing their 
link to the charism.

These categories form part of a starting model and we do not know 
how the model will evolve in the future. How will we include those 
we minister to and with: the poor with their many faces, parishioners, 
youth, retreatants, service projects, those who are in our classrooms and 
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shrines, those whom we are in contact with via social media? We share 
our blessings with them and we are blessed in return. Without doubt 
they form a significant part of our Mazenodian Family.

In this year of Oblate vocations the Provincial and his council have 
undertaken to promote the consciousness and understanding of the vo-
cations of each member of the Mazenodian family. To this end they 
have formed a committee to facilitate the process. Representatives of 
each group, or “stream” in the province form part of the committee’s 
mission to unite, to clarify, and to plan.

Unite: to promote mutual knowledge and cooperation between all 
the vocations represented in the Mazenodian Family. To this end, as 
well, we have decided to work on an awareness of the basics of the 
Mazenodian charism so that we will all be building on the same foun-
dations. We are proposing an annual theme to the Family beginning in 
2019 with “Jesus Christ, Savior and Evangelizer.” The annual Oblate 
retreats will be on this theme.  Source material is being offered for Ob-
late community monthly days of recollection, to the Associates for their 
regular meetings, and to every other branch of the Family to be used 
as they find suitable. These general themes will always incorporate the 
directions given to the Congregation by the General Chapters.

Clarify: to assist each branch to understand their specific vocation 
and expression of the charism. We Missionary Oblates have this already 
in our Constitutions and Rules, and we would like each branch to have a 
similar directory expressing their charismatic understanding.

Plan: to facilitate various initiatives to promote the understanding 
and mission of the Mazenodian Family. I have already mentioned the 
task of producing animation material around an annual theme. We are 
also involved in the planning of two province events. 

The first is the closing of the Congregational Year of Vocations 
which will be marked by a 3-day Vocations Congress at Oblate School 
of Theology attended by 40 representatives of the Mazenodian Family- 
with some invited participants from Canada. The aim of this congress 
is threefold:

 to engage in theological reflection on the meaning of charis-
matic families;
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 to celebrate and value our individual vocations and our diver-
sity in the Mazenodian Charism; and 

 to collaborate by seeking ways to work together as members of 
the Mazenodian family in our common vocation as missionary 
cooperators of the Savior to the most abandoned.

We hope to share some of this in Oblatio in the future.
The second event is the US Province Convocation of April 2020, in 

which we will cooperate with the organizing committee. The first three 
days are envisaged as a convocation of the missionary Oblates, while 
the fourth day will be a convocation of representatives of the whole 
Mazenodian family – a first for our province.

We have begun the process as a response to the Congregational call 
for a year of Mazenodian vocations. Laying the foundations is an excit-
ing process. Our committee meetings have been producing fruit. These 
ideas have been presented at all the recent meetings of the Oblates in 
various parts of the province. The response has been encouraging. As 
we present it to the various groups of the Family, there is much energy 
being created. In this way, our desire is that the fullness of the Maz-
enodian mission in the USA will stand out more clearly and will be a 
source of greater cooperation, enrichment and vocations to each area of 
mission.

All this is being done in the spirit of Constitution 168: “Each Ob-
late through his oblation assumes responsibility for the common herit-
age of the Congregation, expressed in the Constitutions and Rules and 
our family tradition. He is exhorted to let himself be guided by these 
norms in creative fidelity to the legacy bequeathed by St. Eugene de 
Mazenod.” May we soon be able to paraphrase this for each member of 
the charismatic Mazenodian Family.

«la faMille la Plus unie Qui eXiste sur la terre»

Cette réflexion est basée sur ce qui se produit actuellement dans la 
province des États-Unis, en réponse à la Règle 37a : «Le charisme de 
saint Eugène de Mazenod, don de l’Esprit à l’Église, rayonne dans le 
monde. Des laïcs se reconnaissent appelés à y participer selon leur état 
de vie, et à le vivre selon des modalités qui varient suivant les milieux 
et les cultures. Ils participent au charisme dans un esprit de communion 
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et de réciprocité entre eux et avec les Oblats. Pour vivre de façon plus 
intense la mission de l’évangélisation selon le charisme oblat, des laïcs 
se regroupent en associations…».

À partir de ce point de vue, nous nous rappelons le désir de saint 
Eugène que nous soyons «la famille la plus unie qui existe sur la terre» 
(Lettre au p. Guibert, 29 juillet 1830, EO VII n. 350). La famille la plus 
unie… c’est sa «Famille mazenodienne»! Mais pourquoi pas la «Fa-
mille oblate»? Parce que des dizaines de congrégations de par le monde 
portent le nom d’«Oblats» et une seule a comme «parent» fondateur 
Eugène de Mazenod. 

Tout en prenant conscience de nos racines mazenodiennes et de 
notre tradition familiale, il importe de voir que ce titre nous renvoie 
aussi à une réalité ecclésiale commentée par le Pape François dans sa 
Lettre apostolique à tous les consacrés à l’occasion de l’année récente 
de la vie consacrée. «Par cette lettre, au-delà des personnes consacrées, 
je m’adresse aux laïcs qui, avec elles, partagent idéaux, esprit, mis-
sion. Certains Instituts religieux ont une tradition ancienne à ce sujet, 
d’autres une expérience plus récente. De fait, autour de chaque famille 
religieuse, comme aussi des Sociétés de vie apostolique et même des 
Instituts séculiers, est présente une famille plus grande, la «famille cha-
rismatique», qui comprend plusieurs Instituts qui se reconnaissent dans 
le même charisme, et surtout des chrétiens laïcs qui se sentent appelés, 
dans leur propre condition laïque, à participer à la même réalité charis-
matique. Je vous encourage vous aussi laïcs, à vivre cette Année de la 
Vie Consacrée comme une grâce qui peut vous rendre plus conscients 
du don reçu. Célébrez-le avec toute la «famille», pour croître et répon-
dre ensemble aux appels de l’Esprit dans la société contemporaine».

«Famille mazenodienne» nous renvoie alors à nos racines charis-
matiques et à notre manière de nous exprimer en Église. 

La vision qu’a eue saint Eugène pour sa famille missionnaire le 25 
janvier 1816 était une réponse à l’appel de Jésus Christ qu’ils avaient 
entendu en Église à travers les besoins de salut du peuple de Provence 
de cette époque. En se rendant compte que ces besoins connaissaient 
des changements, ils ont entendu l’appel de Jésus Christ à élargir leurs 
horizons : avoir plus qu’une communauté, devenir des religieux, recon-
naître que les sanctuaires dédiés à Marie et les séminaires faisaient par-
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tie de leur mission, pour ensuite se lancer dans l’aventure des missions 
à l’étranger. Depuis plus de 200 ans, nous avons perçu des changements 
dans l’expression des besoins de salut des gens et nous avons discerné 
l’appel de Jésus Christ en Église de manière à ce que notre réponse fa-
vorise un élargissement de nos horizons. Dans le contexte de la Consti-
tution 1, nous comprenons que notre discernement comme coopérateurs 
du Sauveur dans l’évangélisation nous appelle à une réponse qui ne 
concerne pas seulement les Oblats, mais toute notre famille charisma-
tique.   

Dans notre histoire, les premiers qui ont répondu à l’appel furent 
les Missionnaires de Provence. Ils étaient des prêtres. Cet appel a évo-
lué pour impliquer des frères et des prêtres missionnaires qui évangé-
liseraient des personnes dans le besoin et porteraient le nom d’«Oblats 
de Marie Immaculée». Peu à peu, ceux qui ont bénéficié de leur minis-
tère ont senti l’appel à partager plus profondément la vie et l’esprit des 
Oblats et plusieurs devinrent collaborateurs et associés. 

Cette évolution pourrait être illustrée à l’aide d’un diagramme for-
mé de cercles concentriques. Au centre se trouvait le charisme oblat, le 
cercle suivant s’est formé avec les Missionnaires Oblats ayant prononcé 
des vœux, un autre cercle s’est ajouté grâce aux Oblats honoraires et 
aux Associés qui ont partagé notre spiritualité de manière intention-
nelle, puis un autre cercle s’est constitué à partir des personnes qui, 
sans nécessairement vivre notre spiritualité, nous soutiennent dans no-
tre mission. 

En 1995, lorsque Eugène de Mazenod a été canonisé, il a été recon-
nu comme un saint de l’Église universelle. Depuis lors il n’appartient 
plus exclusivement aux Oblats. Tous peuvent l’approcher directement 
sans nécessairement passer par nous. L’image des cercles concentriques 
a donc changé. Au centre sont demeurés Eugène, son charisme et son 
esprit, mais désormais le modèle est celui d’un diagramme circulaire 
(en forme de tarte) dans lequel chaque segment, en touchant le centre, 
trouve son identité et sa vie de par son contact direct avec ce centre. 
Nous avons alors commencé à utiliser l’expression «Famille mazeno-
dienne», un terme collectif qui désigne toutes les personnes qui, d’une 
façon ou d’une autre, sont nourris par le charisme de saint Eugène. «Fa-
mille» est l’image utilisée par Eugène pour parler d’une communauté 
en tant qu’elle nourrit la vie de ses membres. En présentant la commu-
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nauté comme une famille, il l’a proposée comme un idéal pour tous les 
groupes avec lesquels il a travaillé : le groupe de jeunes, les Oblats, le 
diocèse de Marseille.    

Nous pouvons recourir à une image encore meilleure que le dia-
gramme circulaire, celle d’une source d’eau vive qui constitue un centre 
duquel jaillissent divers courants qui donnent la vie aux personnes dans 
le besoin. Dans notre province, nous reconnaissons huit de ces cou-
rants mazenodiens. Le plus ancien est celui des Missionnaires Oblats 
qui s’engagent publiquement dans une vie religieuse, communautaire et 
missionnaire. Il y a ensuite le courant de tous ceux et celles qui sentent 
un appel à vivre intentionnellement la spiritualité et la mission maze-
nodiennes en tant qu’Associés et qui vivent à chaque année un engage-
ment en ce sens. Il y a également les membres affiliés, ces hommes qui 
discernent une possible vocation oblate. 

Nous avons aussi le courant de toutes les personnes qui participent 
à la mission mazenodienne en offrant leur prière, leur temps et leurs 
talents, de même que leur soutien matériel : les Oblats honoraires, les 
bienfaiteurs, les partenaires, les leaders en mission jeunesse.   

Nous trouvons encore l’immense courant des employés, sans qui 
notre mission ne pourrait se développer. Ils constituent une part impor-
tante de la famille et du ministère mazenodiens – sans que certains ne 
soient conscients de leur lien avec le charisme oblat. 

Tous ces groupes font partie de ce modèle de départ et nous ne 
savons pas de quelle manière il évoluera dans le futur. Comment in-
clurons-nous les personnes auprès de qui et avec qui nous vivons la 
mission : les pauvres aux multiples visages, les paroissiens, les jeunes, 
les retraitants, les œuvres sociales, celles et ceux qui viennent dans nos 
salles de classe et nos sanctuaires, les gens avec qui nous sommes en 
contact par les médias sociaux? Notre action envers eux est bienfaisante 
et nous sommes bénis en retour. Ils forment sans contredit une part si-
gnificative de notre Famille mazenodienne. 

En cette année des vocations oblates, le Provincial et son conseil 
ont cherché à favoriser une meilleure conscience et une meilleure com-
préhension des vocations de chaque membre de la Famille mazeno-
dienne. Pour faciliter ce processus, ils ont formé un comité à partir de 
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représentants de chaque groupe ou «courant» de la province. La mis-
sion du comité consiste à unifier, clarifier et planifier. 

Unifier : promouvoir la connaissance mutuelle et la coopération 
entre toutes les vocations qui font partie de la Famille mazenodienne. 
Pour y parvenir, nous avons décidé d’œuvrer pour que soient mieux 
conscientisées les données de base du charisme mazenodien, de ma-
nière à ce que nous construisions tous sur les mêmes fondements. Nous 
proposons à la Famille un thème pour l’année 2019 : «Jésus Christ, 
Sauveur et Évangélisateur». Ce thème sera aussi celui des retraites obla-
tes annuelles. Des ressources seront offertes pour les jours de retraite 
mensuelle des communautés oblates, pour les rencontres régulières des 
Associés, de même que pour toute activité que pourrait tenir l’une ou 
l’autre branche de la Famille et où ces ressources seraient utiles. Ces 
ressources intégreront toujours les directions données par les Chapitres 
généraux. 

Clarifier : aider chaque branche à comprendre sa vocation spécifi-
que et sa manière d’exprimer le charisme. Nous, Missionnaires Oblats, 
pouvons déjà faire cela à l’aide de nos Constitutions et Règles et nous 
aimerions que chaque branche de la Famille ait un directoire similaire 
qui exprime sa compréhension du charisme. 

Planifier : mettre en place diverses initiatives pour promouvoir 
la compréhension et la mission de la Famille mazenodienne. J’ai déjà 
mentionné la production éventuelle de matériel d’animation sur le thè-
me annuel. Nous sommes aussi engagés dans l’organisation de deux 
événements provinciaux. 

Le premier est celui de la clôture de l’année des vocations obla-
tes. Elle sera célébrée durant trois jours dans le cadre d’un congrès sur 
les vocations à l’Oblate School of Theology auquel participeront 40 
représentants de la Famille mazenodienne – avec quelques invités du 
Canada. Ce congrès aura trois objectifs : 

 nous engager dans une réflexion théologique sur le sens des 
familles charismatiques;

 célébrer et mettre en valeur nos vocations individuelles et notre 
diversité dans le charisme mazenodien; et 

 collaborer en cherchant des manières de travailler ensemble, 
nous qui sommes membres de la Famille mazenodienne et 
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avons reçu la vocation commune d’être des missionnaires et des 
collaborateurs du Sauveur auprès des plus abandonnés. 

Nous espérons partager éventuellement des fruits de ce congrès 
dans Oblatio. 

Le second événement est celui de l’assemblée de la province des 
États-Unis en avril 2020 au cours de laquelle nous travaillerons avec le 
comité de planification. Les trois premiers jours rassembleront les Mis-
sionnaires Oblats. Le quatrième jour réunira des représentants de toute 
la Famille mazenodienne – une première dans notre province. 

Ces démarches se veulent une réponse à l’appel lancé à toute la 
Congrégation de tenir une année des vocations mazenodiennes. Ces dé-
buts suscitent de l’enthousiasme. Les rencontres de notre comité ont 
été fructueuses. Les idées mises de l’avant ont été présentées à toutes 
les rencontres récentes des Oblats à divers endroits de la province. Les 
confrères ont répondu de façon très positive. La présentation de ces 
démarches aux divers groupes de la Famille apporte beaucoup d’éner-
gie. Nous désirons alors que l’ensemble de la mission mazenodienne 
des États-Unis se démarque plus clairement et devienne source de coo-
pération, d’enrichissement et de vocations dans chaque secteur de la 
mission.  

Tout ceci est réalisé dans l’esprit de la Constitution 168 : «Par son 
oblation, chaque Oblat assume la responsabilité du patrimoine commun 
de la Congrégation exprimé dans les Constitutions et Règles et notre 
tradition de famille. Il est exhorté à se laisser guider par ces normes 
dans une fidélité créative à l’héritage transmis par saint Eugène de Ma-
zenod». Puissions-nous bientôt affirmer ceci à propos de chaque mem-
bre de la famille charismatique mazenodienne. 

«la faMilia MÁs unida sobre la tierra »

La presente reflexión se basa en lo que actualmente se está dando 
en la Provincia de los EE. UU. Como respuesta a la Regla 37a: «El 
carisma de Eugenio de Mazenod, don del Espíritu a la Iglesia, irradia 
en el mundo. Algunos laicos se sienten llamados a participar en él se-
gún su estado de vida, y a vivirlo según modalidades que varían según 
los ambientes y las culturas. Participan en el carisma en espíritu de 
comunión y de reciprocidad entre sí y con los Oblatos. Para vivir más 
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intensamente la misión de la evangelización según el carisma oblato, 
algunos laicos se reagrupan en asociaciones».

Partiendo de esta perspectiva, recordamos que san Eugenio desea-
ba que fuéramos «la familia más unida que existe sobre la tierra» (Carta 
al P. Guibert, 29 de julio de 1830, EO VII, nº 350). La familia más unida 
... así es su «¡Familia Mazenodiana!» Pero, ¿por qué no, «Familia obla-
ta»? En la práctica, porque hay docenas de Congregaciones de todo el 
mundo que llevan el nombre de «Oblatos» y sólo una con Eugenio de 
Mazenod como su «padre» fundacional.

Aunque con él reconozcamos nuestras raíces mazenodianas y 
nuestra tradición de ser familia, lo más importante es que este título se 
refiere también a una realidad eclesial que el papa Francisco describió 
en su Carta apostólica a todas las personas consagradas con motivo del 
reciente Año de la vida consagrada [N. de la R. las cursivas son del au-
tor]: «Con esta carta me dirijo, además de a las personas consagradas, a 
los laicos que comparten con ellas ideales, espíritu y misión. Algunos 
Institutos religiosos tienen una larga tradición en este sentido, otros tie-
nen una experiencia más reciente. En efecto, alrededor de cada fami-
lia religiosa, y también de las Sociedades de vida apostólica y de los 
mismos Institutos seculares, existe una familia más grande, la “familia 
carismática”, que comprende varios Institutos que se reconocen en el 
mismo carisma, y sobre todo cristianos laicos que se sienten llamados, 
precisamente en su condición laical, a participar en el mismo espíritu 
carismático. También os animo a vosotros, fieles laicos, a vivir este Año 
de la Vida Consagrada como una gracia que os puede hacer más cons-
cientes del don recibido. Celebradlo con toda la «familia» para crecer y 
responder a las llamadas del Espíritu en la sociedad actual».

El término “Familia Mazenodiana” se remite, pues, a la realidad de 
nuestras raíces carismáticas y a nuestro modo de estar en la Iglesia.

La visión de san Eugenio sobre su familia misionera del 25 de enero 
de 1816 era la respuesta tras haber sentido el llamamiento de Jesucristo 
en la Iglesia a través de las necesidades de salvación de la gente de 
Provenza de aquél entonces. La toma de conciencia de las necesidades 
cambiantes de las personas los llevó a oír un llamamiento de Jesucristo 
a ensanchar horizontes: tener más de una comunidad, hacerse religio-
sos, admitir los santuarios marianos y los seminarios como parte de su 
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misión y, después, lanzarse a la aventura de las misiones extranjeras. 
Durante ya más de 200 años venimos escuchando las cambiantes for-
mas de las necesidades de salvación de la gente y venimos discerniendo 
el llamamiento de Jesucristo en la Iglesia, respondiendo, en consecuen-
cia, mediante la ampliación de nuestros horizontes. En este contexto 
de la Constitución 1 se sitúa el discernimiento de que nuestra respuesta 
de cooperadores del Salvador en la evangelización ha de hacerse como 
familia carismática mayor, no constreñida sólo a los Oblatos.

Históricamente, los primeros en responder fueron los Misioneros 
de Provenza, sacerdotes. La percepción de dicho llamamiento fue evo-
lucionando hacia misioneros hermanos y sacerdotes evangelizadores 
de los necesitados bajo el nombre de «Oblatos de María Inmaculada». 
Poco a poco, los destinatarios de su ministerio fueron sintiéndose lla-
mados a compartir más profundamente la vida y el espíritu de los Obla-
tos, y muchos se hicieron benefactores y asociados.

La representación gráfica de todo ello podría ser un diagrama con 
círculos concéntricos. En el centro estaba el carisma oblato; tras él, el 
siguiente círculo sería el de los Misioneros Oblatos con votos; después, 
el próximo círculo sería el de los Oblatos Honorarios y los Asociados, 
compartiendo intencionalmente nuestra espiritualidad; luego vendría el 
de aquellos que brindan apoyo a nosotros y nuestra misión, aunque sin 
vivir necesariamente nuestra espiritualidad.

En 1995, la canonización de san Eugenio supuso su reconocimien-
to como santo de la Iglesia Universal. Ya no pertenecía exclusivamente 
a los Oblatos y cualquiera podía ya acudir directamente a él, no nece-
sariamente a través de los Oblatos. Con ello, cambió la imagen de los 
círculos concéntricos. Eugenio, con su carisma y espíritu, siguen en el 
centro, pero el modelo es ahora un «diagrama circular» con cada seg-
mento tocando el centro y cobrando identidad y vida por contacto direc-
to con el centro. Se comienza ahora a hablar de «Familia Mazenodiana» 
como término genérico que describa a todos los que, de alguna manera, 
se nutren del carisma de san Eugenio. «Familia» era la imagen utilizada 
por Eugenio para referirse a una comunidad que cuidara de sus miem-
bros; él presentaba la imagen de la comunidad como familia a modo de 
ideal para cada uno los grupos con los que trabajaba: la congregación 
de jóvenes, los Oblatos, la Diócesis de Marsella. 
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Una imagen mucho mejor que la del gráfico circular es ver en el 
centro un manantial de agua dadora de vida con varias corrientes que 
fluyen y portan vida a quienes lo necesitan. En nuestra provincia hemos 
reconocido ocho de dichas corrientes mazenodianas. Una de ellas, la 
más antigua, es la de los Misioneros Oblatos con oblación pública y 
llevando una vida de votos en comunidad para bien de la misión. Luego 
está la corriente de los que se sienten llamados a vivir intencionalmente 
la espiritualidad y la misión mazenodiana como Asociados, haciendo 
anualmente un compromiso a vivir de dicho modo. También están los 
Afiliados, hombres en discernimiento de una posible vocación oblata.

Después tenemos la corriente de todos los que participan en la mi-
sión mazenodiana compartiendo su oración, tiempo y talentos, así como 
el apoyo material a dicha misión: los Oblatos Honorarios, los Simpati-
zantes de la Misión, los Socios Oblatos y los responsables juveniles.

Luego está la enorme corriente de empleados, sin los cuales no 
podría desarrollarse nuestra misión. Forman una parte importante de la 
familia y del ministerio mazenodiano, algunos sin percibir consciente-
mente su vínculo con el carisma.

Estas categorías forman parte del modelo inicial, no sabiendo aún 
cómo evolucionará en el futuro dicho modelo. ¿Cómo incluir a aquellos 
hacia quienes ejercemos el ministerio y con los que lo ejercemos: los 
pobres en sus múltiples aspectos, feligreses, jóvenes, participantes de 
retiros, proyectos de servicio, los que asisten a nuestras aulas y nuestros 
santuarios, aquellos con quienes entramos en contacto a través de las 
redes sociales? Compartimos con ellos nuestras bendiciones y, a su vez, 
somos bendecidos por ellos. Ciertamente, forman una parte importante 
de nuestra Familia Mazenodiana.

En este año de vocaciones oblatas, el Provincial y su consejo se han 
comprometido a promover la toma de conciencia y una mejor compren-
sión de la vocación de cada miembro de la Familia Mazenodiana. Para 
ello, han formado un comité que facilite el proceso. Los representantes 
de cada grupo, o «corriente» en la provincia forman parte de la misión 
del comité de unir, clarficar y planificar.

Unir: con el objetivo de promover el conocimiento mutuo y la co-
operación entre todas las vocaciones representadas en la Familia Maze-
nodiana. Para ello, también hemos decidido trabajar para que se tome 
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conciencia de los fundamentos del carisma de mazenodiano, de modo 
que todos construyamos sobre cimientos comunes. A partir de 2019, 
propondremos a la Familia un tema para el año: «Jesucristo, Salvador y 
Evangelizador». Los retiros anuales oblatos girarán sobre este tema. Se 
ofrecerán materiales con recursos para los días de retiro mensuales de 
la comunidad oblata, las reuniones ordinarias de los Asociados, y para 
que todas las demás ramas de la Familia los utilicen cuando lo conside-
ren oportuno. Tales temas generales incorporarán siempre las directivas 
dadas a la Congregación por parte de los Capítulos generales.

Clarificar: ayudar a cada rama a comprender su vocación especí-
fica y la expresión del carisma. Nosotros, los Misioneros Oblatos, ya 
lo tenemos en nuestras Constituciones y Reglas; nos gustaría que cada 
rama tenga un directorio similar que exprese su comprensión del caris-
ma.

Planificar: facilitar diversas iniciativas para promover el concepto 
de Familia Mazenodiana y la misión. Ya he mencionado la labor de 
producción de materiales de animación en torno a un tema para todo el 
año. También estamos participando en la planificación de dos eventos 
provinciales.

El primero es la conclusión del Año de las Vocaciones de nuestra 
Congregación; vendrá marcada por un Congreso Vocacional de 3 días 
en la Escuela Oblata de Teología al que asistirán 40 representantes de la 
Familia Mazenodiana, junto a algunos participantes invitados de Cana-
dá. El objetivo de tal congreso es triple:

 emprender una reflexión teológica sobre el significado de las 
familias carismáticas;

 celebrar y valorar las vocaciones particulares y nuestra diversi-
dad en el carisma mazenodiano; 

 y colaborar buscando modos de trabajo conjunto como miem-
bros de la Familia Mazenodiana en nuestra vocación común de 
misioneros cooperadores del Salvador para los más abandona-
dos.

Esperamos compartir en el futuro algo de todo ello en Oblatio.
El segundo evento es la Convención de la Provincia de los Estados 

Unidos de abril de 2020, en la que colaboraremos con el comité organi-
zador. Está previsto que los primeros tres días sean una convención de 
los oblatos misioneros, mientras que el cuarto día será una convención 
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de representantes de toda la Familia Mazenodiana, la primera de nues-
tra provincia.

Hemos comenzado este proceso como respuesta a la convocatoria 
de la Congregación de un Año de vocaciones mazenodianas. Sentar las 
bases es un proceso emocionante. Las reuniones de nuestro comité han 
sido fructíferas. Se han presentado estas ideas en cada reunión reciente 
de oblatos en las distintas partes de la provincia. La respuesta ha sido 
alentadora. Se está generando mucha energía al presentarlas a los diver-
sos grupos de la Familia. De esta manera, nuestro deseo es que se realce 
más claramente el conjunto de la misión mazenodiana en los Estados 
Unidos y que sea una fuente de mayor cooperación, enriquecimiento y 
de vocaciones en cada área de misión.

Todo ello se hace en el espíritu de la Constitución 168: «Por su 
oblación, cada Oblato asume la responsabilidad del patrimonio común 
de la Congregación expresado en las Constituciones y Reglas y en 
nuestra tradición de familia. Se le exhorta a dejarse guiar por estas nor-
mas con una fidelidad creativa a la herencia legada por San Eugenio de 
Mazenod». Esperemos que pronto podamos parafrasear esto en relación 
a cada miembro de la Familia carismática Mazenodiana.

Frank Santucci, omi

San Antonio, Texas
fsantucci@omiusa.org
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Historia
la Villa de la faMilia CanniZZaro en COLLI: 
de luJosa Casa de VaCaCiones de eugenio de 

MaZenod a la aCtual Casa de Pobres

Vincenzo DaViD

El itinerario de Eugenio de Mazenod en el exilio en Italia, ini-
ciado en 1791 y tras haber pasado por Niza, Turín, Venecia y 
Nápoles, termina en Palermo, donde permanece del 6 de enero 

de 1799 hasta el 11 de octubre de 1802. Cuando llega, tiene 17 años.
En Palermo, se han identificado diversos lugares frecuentados por 

Eugenio durante sus casi cuatro años de estancia. Resulta una experien-
cia interesante y atractiva cruzar las plazas y calles, detenerse en los 
palacios, en la villa y en las iglesias por donde pasó hace unos doscien-
tos años1.

Oblatio

O
bl

at
i 

1 En la tarde del 6 de enero de 1799, llegaron al muelle norte del puerto de Paler-
mo, a bordo del barco del almirante portugués Puységur, varios miembros de la familia 
de Mazenod: Eugenio, su padre Carlos Antonio, su tío canónigo Fortunato y su tío Luis, 
capitán de barco, así como y la criada Nanon. Los de Mazenod habían abandonado 
Nápoles la tarde del 3 de enero de 1799 y llegaron a Palermo, tras un difícil viaje, la 
tarde de la Epifanía. Eugenio, escribe al respecto en Souvenirs de famille: «Aquí esta-
mos en Palermo, felices de haber escapado de muchos peligros». Palermo, era entonces 
una ciudad de unos 200.000 habitantes, pero no había hotel y muchos extranjeros des-
embarcados no podían encontrar fácilmente un lugar donde dormir. Afortunadamente, 
un amigo de los de Mazenod que los había precedido los albergó temporalmente en su 
casa. La Reina Carolina rápidamente proveyó para sus necesidades, enviando al canó-
nigo Fortunato 25 onzas, con el ruego de celebrar una misa por ella. Los de Mazenod 
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La familia siciliana que acoge a Eugenio es la de los Cannizzaro. 
Eugenio establece una relación especial con la duquesa de Cannizzaro, 
Doña Rosalia Moncada Branciforte, princesa de Larderia2 y esposa de 
Baldassarre Platamone. Igualmente hermosa y profunda es la relación 
entre Eugenio y los otros miembros de esta familia: el esposo de la du-
quesa, Baltasar Platamone, Duque de Cannizzaro3, y sus hijos Michele4, 
Francesco5 y Concetta6.

tendrán durante algunos meses la oportunidad de alquilar un apartamento en el barrio 
de «curtidores honestos». Más tarde, Eugenio será hospedado en el edificio de la familia 
Cannizzaro, ubicado en Piazza Marina, y su padre y sus tíos hallarán hospitalidad en un 
palacio ubicado en la cercana zona de Kalsa.

2 Rosalia Moncada Branciforte fue la hija mayor y heredera universal de Fran-
cesco Moncada Branciforte, príncipe de Larderia (cfr. A. Mango Di Casalgerardo, Il 
Nobiliario di Sicilia, Palermo, 1912, Vol. I, pág. 584) que se casó con Concetta Bran-
ciforte y murió en Nápoles el 5 de julio de 1798. Su hijo varón, Letterio, gentilhombre 
de cámara, soltero, murió antes que su padre el 15 de junio de 1778. Rosalía, el 26 de 
agosto de 1798, recibió los títulos de Princesa de Larderia. También se invisitió con la 
Baronía y Feudo de Longarini, el Principado y la Tierra de Rosolini y la Baronia de 
Imposa, el título de Condesa de S. Antonio, el Feudo de Buscaglia, la Baronía y Feudo 
de Cipolla, el Feudo de Recactivo, con la mitad de la Salina de Villamare, ubicada en 
Marsala, de la Tierra de Roccapalumba con su estado. Estos títulos los transfirió a la 
casa de Platamone por el matrimonio celebrado en Palermo el 15 de noviembre de 1778 
con Baldassarre Platamone Nicosia, el hijo mayor de Michele, duque de Belmurgo y de 
Flavia Nicosia y Santo Stefano. (Cfr. La storia dei feudi e dei titoli nobiliari di Sicilia 
dalla loro origine ai nostri giorni, [1925], AA VV. Francesco San Martino De Spuc-
ches, Vol. IV, pág. 284, Palermo - Escuela tipográfica «Boccone del povero», 1933). La 
princesa muere en Palermo el 1 de mayo de 1801.

3 Baldassarre Platamone Nicosia, fue investido con el título de Duque de Bel-
murgo el 7 de septiembre de 1780, como beneficiario de Michael, su padre. También 
fue investido con el cargo, en feudo, de Detentor de libros de la Diputación del Reino 
de Sicilia con el título de Barón el 12 de mayo de 1799. Casó, en Palermo el 15 de no-
viembre de 1778, con Rosalía Moncada Branciforte. Fue senador de Palermo en 1777 
y 1782, Gobernador del Monte de Piedad de Palermo en 1782, Capitán de Justicia de 
Palermo en 1786-87, Pretor en 1783, Diputado de calles en julio de 1784 (cfr. Di marzo 
Biblioteca Sicula, vol. 28 pág.303). También fue Gentilhombre de cámara y Caballero 
de San Jenaro. Murió en Palermo el 9 de octubre de 1823. (Cfr. La storia dei feudi e dei 
titoli nobiliari di Sicilia dalla loro origine ai nostri giorni…).

4 Michele Platamone y Moncada, Píncipe de Larderia, Duque de Belmurgo y Du-
que de Cannizzaro, nace en 1783 y muere el 16 de diciembre de 1858. El 15 de marzo 
de 1803, se le concedieron los títulos de Príncipe de Larderia, Príncipe de Rosolini, 
Conde de San Antonio, Barón de Roccapalumba, Barón de Cipolla, Barón de la Impo-
sa, Barón de Longarini, Boscaglia, Ritibillini y Almidera, Semieri y de onzas anuales 
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Eugenio se convierte en hermano de los hijos de los Cannizzaro. 
La duquesa solía decir que había llegado un tercer hijo. Eugenio estaba 

sobre puertos y cargadores del Reino y, el 18 de octubre de 1805, el feudo de Recattivo. 
Casó a la edad de 19 años, el 13 de septiembre de 1803, con su prima María Carolina 
Ventimiglia y Moncada, de 16 años, nacida el 4 de mayo de 1787 y muerta el 8 de julio 
de 1826, Princesa de Granmonte. El tío de Eugenio de Mazenod, el canónigo Fortunato, 
participó en didcha boda. Michele murió en Palermo sin dejar hijos, habiendo muerto 
su único hijo, Baltasar, el 18 de septiembre de 1849 (cfr. La storia dei feudi e dei titoli 
nobiliari di Sicilia dalla loro origine ai nostri giorni…).

5 Francesco Platamone Moncada nació en 1784. Con rescripto del 2 de abril al 
24 de agosto de 1829, obtuvo concesión en vida del título de Duque de Belmurgo (cfr. 
Spreti V. - Enciclopedia storico nobiliare italiana, Forni Editore Bologna, reproducción 
facsímil de la edición de Milán 1928-1935, Vol. IV, pág. 644 y ss.). En Nápoles se une al 
cuerpo de los granaderos reales o guardia palatina. Francesco Platamone se estableció 
en Londres en 1813 representando a la monarquía siciliana en la corte de St. James. 
Era un noble sin mucho dinero y en 1814 se casó con una mujer escocesa adinerada en 
Londres, Sofía Johnstone, hija de George Johnstone, Director de la East India Company 
y primer Gobernador de Florida, de quien heredó una gran fortuna porque su madre y su 
hermano habían muerto. El matrimonio le dio a Francesco una dote de 600.000 libras, 
pero había poco amor entre ellos. La pareja alquiló la «Warren House» en 1817 en 
Wimbledon, hoy llamada «Casa Cannizzaro». Ahora es un hotel de lujo recientemente 
renovado y ha recuperado su encanto original. (cfr. www.cannizaropark.com; www.il-
sole24ore.com/art/viaggi/2017-05-22/londra-green-parchi-e-mostre-floreali-1203329; 
www2.merton.gov.uk/environment/openspaces / parques / parks_in_the_wimbledon_
area / cannizaro_park / cannizaro_park_history). El matrimonio se rompió en 1832 y el 
conde salió de Inglaterra para fijar su residencia en Nápoles con su amante, la señora 
Visconti de Milán. Sofía, sin embargo, se mostró irreductible, tal vez porque había 
adquirido el título de Duquesa de Cannizzaro y seguía manteniéndolo con una renta 
voluntaria y acordada, a pesar de su ausencia. Sofía murió en 1841, dejando su fortuna 
a su marido a pesar de sus infidelidades.

6 Concetta Platamone y Moncada, nacida en 1788, sucede por derecho en el título 
de Príncipe de Larderia, dada a la muerte sin descendientes de Michele, a su hermano, 
y también en todos los demás títulos de la casa de Platamone y Moncada (Larderia). 
Casó a la edad de 17 años con Salvatore Galletti, de 18 años, hijo de Nicolò, Principe de 
Fiumesalato y de Eleonora Oneto y Gravina (Sperlinga). La princesa murió en Palermo 
el 24 de noviembre de 1863 a la edad de 76 años y su esposo había fallecido ya el 9 
de noviembre de 1828 (cfr. La storia dei feudi e dei titoli nobiliari di Sicilia dalla loro 
origine ai nostri giorni…). Los Señores Galletti no se preocuparon de que se recono-
cieran los títulos de Concetta Platamone y Moncada. Era seis años menor que Eugenio. 
Eugenio frecuentó poco a Concetta y habla muy poco de ella en su correspondencia con 
su padre y sus tíos. Por el contrario, la relación y la amistad con los hermanos Frances-
co y Michele sin duda era más estrecha. Concetta Platamone y Moncada tuvo un hijo, 
Nicolò Galletti Platamone, nacido el 28 de mayo de 1813. La sucede por derecho de 
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muy apegado al segundo hijo, Francesco. El vínculo de amistad se hizo 
más estrecho tras de la muerte de la duquesa, acaecida el 1 de mayo de 
1802. Se mantuvieron inseparables hasta el día en que Eugenio marchó 
de Sicilia. Los dos hijos de los Cannizzaro tenían gran necesidad de 
compañía, además de la de su preceptor, De Galembert, y que fuera de 
su edad; en concreto, la de alguien que pudiera ofrecerles un ejemplo 
de buena conducta y sacarlos de la indolencia a la que estaban muy in-
clinados, así como del mal ejemplo de su entorno. Tras la muerte de la 
madre, quedaron abandonados a su suerte y, una vez regresado Eugenio 
a Francia, no perdieron el tiempo para dar rienda suelta a su indolencia 
innata y a sus peores inclinaciones7.

En su estancia en Palermo, el joven Eugenio fue acogido en el 
palacio por la familia Cannizzaro, ubicado en el lado oeste de Piazza 
Marina y adyacente al Palacio Partanna, hoy perdido. El edificio estaba 
ubicado en Via Bottai, en dirección a la cuesta de Partanna, casi al lado 
de la iglesia de Sta. María dei Miracoli. En el palacio del duque de Can-
nizzaro, era de destacar un cuadro de Alberto Duro que representaba el 
triunfo del emperador Constantino. El palacio fue decorado con frescos 
del pintor Carlo Sarzana. Quedó gravemente dañado por los bombar-

primogenitura a la muerte de Concetta Platamone. Casó en primeras nupcias con Giulia 
Lo Faso, hija de Domenico Antonio, Principe de San Pedro y de Enrica Ventimiglia 
(Gran Monte) el 17 de abril de 1741 en Palermo. Se casó en segundo matrimonio el 
8 de enero de 1857 en Palermo con Doña Maria Salomè Hanke de Varsovia, hija de 
Giuseppe y Carolina Stega Neller. Era la dama de honor del emperador de Rusia. El 
Príncipe murió en Palermo, sin hijos, el 26 de diciembre de 1894. Concetta Platamone 
Moncada tuvo un segundo hijo, Baltasar Galletti Platamone, nacido en Palermo el 15 
de septiembre de 1814. Sucede por derecho en el título de Príncipe de Larderia y en 
todos los demás títulos de su madre, y ello debido a la muerte de su hermano Nicolò 
sin hijos ni descendientes. Casó el 25 de junio de 1846 con Doña Carolina Buglione, 
nacida en Turín, hija de Giovanni Battista, de los Condes de Monale y Bastia, General 
del Ejército Real y de Doña Benedetta Alberti. El Príncipe murió en Palermo a la edad 
de 87 años el 5 de abril de 1902 y la Princesa murió en Palermo el 17 de septiembre de 
1797, a la edad de 77 años. Tuvieron un hijo, Vittorio Galletti Buglioni, nacido el 21 de 
junio de 1848 en Turín, Príncipe de Larderia. Vivió en Palermo, en la Piazza Marina, 
en el Palazzo San Cataldo (cfr. La Storia dei Feudi e dei titoli nobiliari di Sicilia dalla 
loro origine ai nostri giorni…).

7 Cfr. Jozef Pierloz, The Spiritual life of Bishop de Mazenod, 1872-1812 – A 
critical study, Asociación de Estudios e Investigaciones Oblatas, Roma, 1998, págs. 
84-85.
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deos de 1943, siendo retirados sus restos en el período inmediato de 
posguerra. En la actualidad se han construido dos enormes edificios 
residenciales en el emplazamiento de dichos dos edificios señoriales.

La ViLLa De LoS cannizzaro,  
hoy LLamaDa ViLLa FLorio-PignateLLi.

En verano, la familia Cannizzaro se trasladaba a la villa que poseía 
en Piana dei Colli [«Llanura de las Colinas»], entonces a las afueras de 
la ciudad, a unos 10 kilómetros del Palacio de los Cannizzaro. Eugenio, 
considerado un miembro más de la familia, iba allí gustoso.

La villa, ahora llamada «Villa Florio-Pignatelli»8, fue construida 
en 1792 por el duque de Cannizzaro en un suelo adquirido en 1729 por 
el jurista Casimiro Drago. La finca tenía un tamaño de aproximadamen-
te 19 hectáreas, lindaba con las villas «Spina» y «Lampedusa» y se ex-
tendía hasta el límite del actual distrito ZEN. Estaba rodeado de exube-
rantes campos de cítricos, pero también había viñedos y varios cultivos 
tradicionales de la zona de Palermo, como las moras y las peras.

En 1819 la villa pertenecía a Michele Platamone Moncada, hijo 
mayor del duque y de la duquesa de Cannizzaro. La propiedad más 
tarde pasó al duque de Cudia y en 1839 la propiedad fue comprada 
por Vincenzo Florio, quien, con su esposa Franca, la convirtió en la 
residencia principal de verano, añadiendo varias obras de expansión y 
restauración encomendadas al arquitecto Ernesto Basile.

La villa fue habitada por la familia Florio hasta 1902, año de la 
muerte prematura de su primogénita Giovanna. Tras este suceso, la fa-
milia Florio, hundida por dicha pérdida, cedió la propiedad de la villa 
a tres hermanas nobles francesas, Sra. De Baudeur, Sra. De Gaudart y 
Sra. Doze.

En 1907, Villa Florio fue comprada por el cardenal Alessandro 
Lualdi, quien, tras habérsela concedido en herencia la princesa María 

8 Hasta 2013, se creía que la villa de la familia Cannizzaro era la «Casena Gran-
de», anteriormente Internado Nacional y Villa Geraci, y que actualmente es la sede del 
Departamento de Policía de S. Lorenzo, pero tras una investigación bibliográfica más 
detallada realizada por el autor del artículo, con la colaboración de un funcionario del 
Consejo de Bienes Culturales de la región siciliana, se ha sabido que la villa propiedad 
del duque de Cannizzaro es la actual «Villa Florio Pignatelli».
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Pignatelli, amplió el complejo de los duques de Monteleone y Terrano-
va, viuda de Prospero Sciarra Colonna, príncipe de Roviano. En 1909, 
se trasladó allí el Instituto Femenino Pignatelli, fundado en 1866 por un 
heredero de Prospero Sciarra Colonna, que luego se ubicaría hasta día 
de hoy en Corso Scinà, Palermo.

En la villa, por lo tanto, se tenía la Obra Pía Instituto Pignatelli 
«Princesa de Roviano» junto a algunas escuelas católicas privadas. Se 
la llamó entonces «Villa Florio-Pignatelli». Más tarde, se convirtió en 
un agradable destino para excursiones y visitas guiadas, ya que la Obra 
Pía había mantenido la villa en perfectas condiciones. A mediados del 
siglo XX, se expropió gran parte de la tierra al norte para construir el 
pueblo llamado Ruffini.

En fechas recientes se abandonó la villa tras el cierre de la Obra Pía 
Instituto Pignatelli «Princesa de Roviano». Posteriormente, la ciudad 
de Palermo ubicó en dependencias anexas a la villa unas veinte fami-
lias desalojadas en 2004, las cuales han causado la ruina de la villa por 
actos de auténtico vandalismo. La villa también ha sido también presa 
de gente dedicada a la delincuencia. Actualmente es propiedad de la 
Diócesis de Palermo, aunque existe un litigio con el Ayuntamiento de 
Palermo, que también reclama el derecho de propiedad.

Hoy han desaparecido todas las obras escultóricas, se han elimi-
nado y desaparecido las barandillas de hierro y las balaustradas de hie-
rro forjado diseñadas por Basile; destruido el gran berceau (kiosco) de 
hierro, también obra de Basile; las losas de mármol de las escaleras 
han sido arrancadas y han desaparecido, cayéndose parte de la escalera; 
se ha arrancado la mayor parte de los antiguos mosaicos de mayólica; 
las paredes están dañadas, así como las bóvedas con frescos del siglo 
XIX del pintor de Monreal [Sicilia] Antonino Leto; ha desaparecido la 
balaustrada con las columnas de mármol de la amplia escalera que con-
ducía al histórico jardín, ahora reducido a pésimas condiciones.

Un punto positivo de inflexión se produjo en febrero de 2014 cuan-
do el cardenal De Giorgi confió el cuidado de la villa a la «Misión Es-
peranza y Caridad», obra de servicio a los pobres dirigida por el laico 
Biagio Conte. En los flancos de la villa, han establecido su residencia 
algunos hermanos de la misión, dando comienzo a una progresiva reor-
denación, aún en marcha, de las estructuras circundantes y del terreno.
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ViDa De eugenio en VacacioneS

Eugenio pasa hermosas temporadas en la residencia de verano de 
los Cannizzaro, a la que define como su «casa de adopción»9. Mantiene 
una correspondencia casi diaria con su padre, que vive en el distrito de 
la Kalsa, Palermo, no lejos de Piazza Marina. A través de estas cartas, 
escritas para suplir la lejanía del padre y los tíos, es posible conocer 
muchos particulares de la estancia estival del joven Eugenio.

Eugenio recibe de la familia noble Cannizzaro una hermosa y cor-
dial acogida hacia la que expresa todo su entusiasmo en la carta escrita 
a su padre en noviembre de 1799: «Mi querido papá, disfruto de todas 
las comodidades, una habitación encantadora, un baño, etc., un camare-
ro a mis órdenes, que desempolvó mi ropa esta mañana (cosa importan-
te); el traje azul ha sido acomodado; esta mañana, levantándome, pensé 
que estaba en mitad de los campos. Mi habitación tiene una hermosa 
vista. Los jefes y sirvientes se apresuran a anticiparse a todo lo que 
pueda desear. Así que, como seguramente piensas, me cuido del querer 
crearme necesidades»10.

El clima es de lo más favorable: «Aquí hace el mejor tiempo del 
mundo», escribe al tío Fortunato11.

El padre Carlos Antonio, a pesar de la distancia de su hijo, expresa 
sentimientos de felicidad y satisfacción por la forma en que Eugenio 
fue recibido por la familia Cannizzaro: «Los sentimientos que hemos 
presenciado en el momento de la pequeña visita que nos habéis hecho, 
son de lo más natural. Te perdemos de vista con pesar de corazón: te 
veremos nuevamente con placer; pero hacemos ceder a la satisfacción 
que tu presencia nos brindaría la que experimentas en una familia res-
petable que te colma de amabilidad. Así que aprovecha una compañía 
tan encantadora y diviértete bien»12.

Eugenio es acogido como un hijo de la familia Cannizzaro y siem-
pre recordará con mucho cariño a esta familia, escribiendo un día: «La 
Providencia, que siempre me vigiló desde la más tierna infancia, abrió 

9 En Souvenirs de famille.
10 Carta de Eugenio a su padre algunos días previos al 18 de octubre de 1799.
11 Carta de Eugenio a su tío Fortunato, 22-25 de octubre 1799.
12 Carta a Eugenio de su padre, 22 de octubre de 1799.
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las puertas de una familia siciliana, en la que fui admitido desde el prin-
cipio como hijo de la familia. Es la familia del duque de Cannizzaro. Su 
esposa, la princesa de Larderia, era una santa. Uno y otro me tomaron 
gran afecto, y parecían sentirse afortunados de dar a sus hijos, que te-
nían más o menos mi edad, un compañero que pudiera ser su amigo y 
darles el ejemplo de una buena conducta. algo tan raro, una especie de 
fenómeno en un país como el suyo. Desde entonces y hasta mi regreso 
a Francia, me convertí en parte de la familia: siempre estaba listo mi 
lugar a su mesa; iba tras ellos al campo en la bella estación [verano], y 
todo en la casa estaba a mi disposición como a la de sus propios hijos, 
que se consideraban mis hermanos. De hecho, en ello es en lo que me 
había convertido por el afecto, y su madre decía que había llegado un 
tercer hijo, y me inspiró tal afecto por sus atenciones, que sus hijos 
ciertamente no lo amaban más que yo. Lo sentí mucho cuando murió, 
cuando todos pudieron ver que mi dolor era incomparablemente más 
sensible y más profundo que el de sus hijos»13.

Confirmo las impresiones del joven Eugenio. Tras una primera ins-
pección realizada en 2014, puedo constatar que, desde la villa, ubica-
da en una posición elevada, se puede admirar una vista espléndida del 
paisaje circundante que no se ve desde otros puntos de la ciudad de 
Palermo. También es posible disfrutar de una sugerente vista del Monte 
Pellegrino, ubicado en el lado izquierdo de la villa.

La villa Cannizzaro fue una de las más significativas de la zona 
de las «Colli di Palermo»14 por su jardín geométrico del siglo XVIII 

13 En Souvenirs de famille.
14 La Piana dei Colli [«La Llanura de las Colinas»] se extiende al noroeste de la 

ciudad y comprende los pueblos de Resuttana, San Lorenzo, Tommaso Natale, Partanna 
y Pallavicino (cfr. Palermo la città ritrovata – Itinerario fuori le mura, Adriana Chirco, 
Palermo, Flaccovio Editore, 2006, págs. 381 y ss. Y Palermo fuori le mura – La piana 
dei Colli, Lo Cascio Pippo, L’Epos, 2000, págs.155 y ss.). En esta llanura, entre los 
siglos XVII y XVIII, surgieron muchas villas señoriales que aún subsisten sometidas 
a una caótica especulación inmobiliaria. Sólo unas pocas están en buenas condiciones. 
Desde el siglo XVIII, la aristocracia de Palermo eligió el área para sus vacaciones, debi-
do a su posición y excelentes características climáticas. Así pues, se construyeron varias 
villas, algunas de las cuales aún siguen habitadas, aunque en los últimos cincuenta años 
han perdido la mayoría de los jardines que las rodeaban. Se llegaba a las Colli por la 
carretera que, desde el pueblo de Santa Lucía, cruzaba la llanura de los cuatro vientos, 
Piazza Ucciardone y el distrito de Sampolo. Luego se llegaba a Leoni y de aquí al mu-
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de la parte posterior, con un sistema de calles concéntricas y radiales 
que convergen en torno a un espacio central con una fuente, siendo la 
de Villa Giulia el más conocido ejemplo. Se tenían espacios verdes a 
la italiana con calles y espacios dispuestos en orden geométrico y par-
terres delimitados por árboles de boj. El jardín posterior de la villa ha 
sido recientemente sacado a la luz gracias a un largo y laborioso trabajo 
de limpieza. Aún se encuentran las especies características de la «flora 
mirabilis» del siglo XVIII: cicas, laurel, boj, granados, cipreses, alme-
ces, árboles de Judas, barbadejos, palmeras, que lo han mantenido casi 
intacto hasta hoy su valor de obra de arte.

En frente de la villa hay un vasto campo de tierra fértil. A me-
nudo, las villas de la región derivan de las antiguas manufacturas y 
asentamientos para uso agrícola. Probablemente también surgieron de 

nicipio de Resuttana. La vía de San Lorenzo, subddividida en vía Resuttana, el primer 
tramo, y segundo tramo la vía San Lorenzo, mantenía el sistema agrícola del territorio. 
Las principales carreteras que llegaron al pueblo fueron la vía Resuttana, que hasta 
principios del siglo XX era un camino rural, y la vía del Fante, que discurría entre los 
parques de Villa Bordonaro, Villa Castelnuovo y el instituto agrícola adyacente.

La red de carreteras atendía una densa trama de parcelas y fincas agrícolas, toda-
vía visible hasta los años 50 del siglo XX. En San Lorenzo nos encontramos con la ca-
rretera que viene del distrito de Malaspina, que seguía en dirección a Tommaso Natale 
y Sferracavallo. A lo largo de la vía de San Lorenzo se hallaban las entradas a las fincas, 
los parques y los jardines de las villas, aún atestiguados por los pequeños cortijos que 
quedan y por los largos caminos de acceso, convertidos en avenidas edificadas. La vida 
agrícola de los fértiles campos está atestiguada por los pequeños cortijos y las casas 
rústicas con las que está salpicado el camino. El área de las Colinas se transformó en 
el último período de posguerra debido a la implementación del Plan General de 1963, 
que permitió la edificación intensiva de toda el área. El territorio ha sido modificado 
por el curso de la avenida de Estrasburgo y por el nuevo sistema vial, que se superpone 
al anterior, sin atender para nada al antiguo, destruyéndose el sistema agrícola y la 
vegetación existente.

Hoy, el desarrollo urbanístico parece finalmente detenido y las villas principescas 
y las villas de estilo Art Nouveau se alzan en medio de condominios modernos y de unos 
anónimos jardines públicos, lo cual hace aún más difícil reconocer entre los edificios 
y el tráfico el entretejido del trazado y los muros de sillería que, una vez, delimitaron 
los campos, villas y caseríos. Perdidos los rasgos agrícolas, la zona ha conservado sólo 
algunas partes de los jardines privados. El nuevo plan regulador, que supone invertir 
la tendencia del pasado, destina a instalaciones públicas las villas más prestigiosas que 
no estén habitadas por los propietarios y obliga al mantenimiento de las áreas verdes 
existentes también en las villas más pequeñas.
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la necesidad de controlar la producción de los campos. Las vacaciones 
a menudo coincidían con el tiempo de cosecha, que abarcaba el período 
de abril a octubre. Así pues, la villa no solo era el lugar de vacaciones, 
sino también lugar de producción en el que, a menudo, se realizaban 
ensayos con los cultivos. Ello garantizaba un cierto autoabastecimien-
to de las necesidades alimentarias de los habitantes de la villa y de su 
servidumbre.

En julio, hacia los días de la fiesta de Sta. Rosalía, coincidiendo 
con el comienzo del verano, la nobleza palermitana se trasladaba a las 
zonas de vacaciones: la Piana dei Colli, Bagheria y Mezzomonreale.

En estas villas a menudo había incluso una capilla familiar que 
también ofrecía servicios religiosos a los sirvientes e invitados. Pos-
teriormente algunas de estas capillas se han convertido en parroquias. 
Hay noticias de que un canónigo ejercía su ministerio en la familia Can-
nizzaro. Eugenio no sentía aprecio alguno por este sacerdote, de hecho, 
escribiendo a su padre, dijo: «El capellán que tenemos aquí es el más 
estúpido; apenas puede leer»15. Incluso el tío canónigo Fortunato se alo-
jó en la villa, para verdadero placer de la familia Cannizzaro, ejerciendo 
allí sus servicios religiosos.

En la planta baja vivían los sirvientes, disfrutando de ciertas como-
didades. En el primer piso vivía la familia noble de los Cannizzaro.

Por los Souvenirs de famille y por las diversas cartas que Eugene le 
escribió a su padre, sabemos que desde esta villa partían las excursiones 
de Eugenio con sus amigos más cercanos, como Cesare de Chastellux16, 

15 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, 30 de octubre de 1799.
16 Cesare Laurent de Chastellux perteneció a la antigua e ilustre familia de Beau-

voir-Chastellux, cuyo origen se remonta a la época de las Cruzadas. Nació en Versalles 
en 1780. Su padre, el conde de Chastellux, fue agente en Nápoles del futuro Luis XVIII. 
Entró al servicio del Reino de Sicilia en 1801, convirtiéndose en Asistente general y 
Subjefe del Estado Mayor en 1810. Después de la restauración en el trono de los Bor-
bones, Luis XVIII le encargó en 1814 que organizara la Guardia Nacional de París, 
pasando Chastellux de coronel de dicha legión a asistente mayor de la caballería ligera 
del rey. Se casa en 1809 con Louise Zéphirine de Damas d’Antigny y tiene tres hijos: 
Henriette; Caroline y Marguerite Adélaide. Eugenio mantiene y cultiva una gran amis-
tad con Cesare, precisamente por compartir valores religiosos y humanos, a pesar de 
que se había embarcado en la carrera militar. A tal respecto, escribirá en sus memorias: 
«(...) la conformidad de nuestros principios y la conducta regular que observaba igual 
que yo constituían los lazos de nuestra amistad, que nunca vino a menos. Más tarde 
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el duque de Berry17 y el Príncipe de Ventimiglia18, por los alrededores y 
por Palermo, es decir, Mondello19, Bellolampo20 y Arenella21, y también 
en lugares más distantes como Segesta22, Alcamo23 e Carini24.

entró al servicio del Rey de Nápoles y no dejó de mostrarse un buen cristiano, aun ha-
biéndose hecho militar». Queda como algo destacado en la memoria de Eugenio el viaje 
con César de Chastellux a las ruinas griegas de Segesta para conocer las impresionantes 
ruinas del famoso templo griego.

17 El duque de Berry nació en Versalles en 1778 y murió en París en 1820. Hijo de 
Carlos X, Rey de Francia, y de María Teresa de Saboya. A la edad de 11 años tuvo que 
abandonar Francia con su familia, tras las revueltas revolucionarias de 1798. Desde los 
Países Bajos se trasladó a la corte de Turín. En esta ciudad conoce a Eugenio de Maze-
nod, en el Colegio de Nobles, compartiendo el mismo dormitorio. Más tarde, se dedicó 
a ejercicios de artillería en aquella Academia militar. Fue el segundo hijo del futuro rey 
de Francia, Carlos X. Vino a Palermo, el 14 de mayo de 1800, para pedir la mano de 
una de las hijas del rey de Nápoles. El proyecto fracasó. El Jefe del Gobierno, Acton, 
convence al rey Fernando IV de la no oportunidad, obviamente por razones políticas, 
de que contrajera matrimonio con una de sus hijas. Así pues, en octubre, el duque de 
Berry abandona Palermo, tras cinco meses de estancia en Sicilia. Más tarde se instaló 
en Inglaterra para regresar a Francia durante la Restauración. El 13 de febrero de 1820, 
saliendo de la Ópera de París, fue apuñalado por un sectario, sin duda Louvel. Muere a 
la mañana siguiente. Siete meses después, nació su hijo Enrique Carlos Fernando María 
Diosdado, tras la abdicación de Carlos X, considerado por los legitimistas como verda-
dero rey de Francia, frente a Luis Felipe de Orleans (cfr. Mandel Gabriele, I Borboni di 
Francia, Mondadori, Milán, 1972, págs. 97-98).

18 Príncipe de Ventimiglia o Príncipe de Belmonte, Giuseppe Ventimiglia y Co-
ttone. Nacido en Palermo en 1766, como hijo mayor de Vincenzo y Anna Maria Cottone 
de Castelnuovo. Recibió una esmerada educación en el Colegio Nazareno de Roma, 
donde fue maestro, entre otros, M. Monti, quien luego aceptó, por la insistencia del 
alumnado, la cátedra de literatura italiana en la Academia de Palermo. A los dieciocho 
años abandona Roma para recorrer Europa: Italia, Suiza, Alemania, Hungría, Polonia, 
Francia e Inglaterra. En París, en su viaje de regreso, conoce a Charlotte Ventimille, 
de la rama francesa de su familia, y se casa con ella antes de regresar a casa, mientras 
en Francia la Revolución asume tintes más dramáticos. Por su experiencia del viaje 
europeo, es consciente del mundo en crisis y en continua transformación. Se le anima 
a hacer estudios de derecho, economía y política, junto a su interés como anticuario y 
coleccionista. De hermosa presencia, orgulloso con un toque de arrogancia, dotado de 
una actitud autoritaria, orador profundo y brillante hombre de sociedad, pronto hace del 
Palacio Belmonte, elegante residencia que, en 1784, V. Marvuglia había creado para su 
padre, un suntuoso centro de la vida cultural y social de Palermo. Eugenio lo frecuenta 
en las tardes: es un huésped bien acogido en dicho palacio. Él mismo recordará en sus 
memorias: «En la casa del príncipe yo estaba como en casa, y tendré que reprocharme 
haber olvidado las amabilidades que no han dejado de tener hacia mí, tanto el príncipe 
como la princesa, o ya sea la condesa de Verac, otra hija, que había venido a reunirse 
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En la villa, Eugenio pasa su tiempo con los niños de la duquesa, 
feliz de tener a este joven francés junto a sus hijos. La duquesa decía 
que tras Michele y Francesco le había llegado un tercer hijo. Por otro 
lado, Eugenio considera a la duquesa una segunda madre y alimenta 
una profunda gratitud y un gran recuerdo hacia ella.

con su familia, en el hermoso castillo que el príncipe había construido cerca de Paler-
mo, en la colina de Arenella».

19 Mondello, actualmente una de las zonas costeras más famosas de las cercanías 
de Palermo, se mostraba en época de Eugenio, y hasta las primeras décadas del siglo 
pasado, cuando finalmente se recuperó, como un lugar insalubre, pantanoso y malárico. 
Todavía se pueden ver dos torres del siglo XV para la defensa costera...

20 La zona de Bellolampo, ubicada en una colina a pocos kilómetros de Palermo, 
atravesada por una carretera que conduce a Montelepre, era, en época de Eugenio, un 
destino para viajes y caminatas. Actualmente alberga el vertedero municipal de Paler-
mo y de varios municipios de la comarca.

21 Arenella: Es la zona costera al este de Monte Pellegrino. Había una almadraba, 
dedicándose la gente del pueblo a la pesca del atún. En la aldea, se alzan la torre de la 
Arenella y la hermosa casa Florio, complejo de particular interés debido a la presencia 
de estructuras heterogéneas; fue adquirido en 1830 por Vincenzo Florio, famoso em-
presario palermitano. En uno de los ángulos se creó la torre particular llamada de los 
«cuatro cordones» por sus singulares agujas angulares. En el siglo XX se desarrollaron 
actividades industriales junto a la almadraba. En esta aldea cabe recordar un baño de 
Eugenio, en el que una zambullida nefasta le causó la dislocación de un hombro. Jun-
to a Arenella se encuentra el municipio de Acquasanta, donde se encontraba la villa 
Belmonte, del Príncipe de Ventimiglia, también visitada por Eugenio y construida por 
el Príncipe en 1800, siendo obra refinada del arquitecto más destacado de la época: 
Giuseppe Venanzio Marvuglia.

22 Segesta, ubicada en la provincia de Trapani, es uno de los principales destinos 
turísticos de Sicilia. Se encuentra en la provincia de Trapani y es un centro arqueológico 
famoso por lo imponente de su grandioso templo dórico del siglo V a.C. y por el teatro 
romano construido en el siglo III a. C.

23 Alcamo es un municipio en la provincia de Trapani de aproximadamente 
45.000 habitantes. En época de Eugenio la población era de unos 13.000 habitantes. 
Está a unos 50 kilómetros de Palermo. Se alza a los pies del monte Bonifato. Relevante 
es la actividad de producción vinícola. Eugenio visita la reformada iglesia franciscana, 
hoy llamada iglesia de Santa Maria di Gesù, y muestra admiración por la pintura de la 
«Virgen con el niño» de Antonio Crescenzio, conocida como el «Rafael siciliano».

24 Carini es un municipio de la provincia de Palermo, del cual dista 25 kilómetros 
al oeste. El castillo en el que Eugenio fue hospedado se remonta al siglo XII y contenía 
notables obras de arte, pero hoy se muestra en ruinas. En los alrededores de Carini hay 
varias cuevas ricas en objetos líticos y cúmulos de estalactitas.
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Eugenio también aprende el arte de la caza. El Sr. de Galembert, 
preceptor de los hijos de los Cannizzaro, fue quien «deseando enseñar-
nos a cazar, para que no matáramos el viento, quiso que primero tirára-
mos a un trozo de papel; soy el mejor, pues dos veces metí 18 [balines] 
en media cuartilla; pero no siendo suficiente, dado que es necesario 
meter 5 en un cuadrado muy pequeño, todavía no he logrado sino me-
ter 3; así que no saldré aún a matar pajarillos, y si solo vivierais de mi 
caza, no comeríais más que ese papel»25. No pasa mucho tiempo tras 
el entusiasmo de los primeros intentos cuando Eugenio revelará con 
impaciencia a su tío caballero: «No soy cazador ni lo seré; no hay nada 
tan aburrido en el mundo que correr una hora detrás de un pájaro para 
perderlo»26.

Entre los pasatiempos que más lo relajan y divierten, ciertamente 
son memorables las cabalgadas. En la villa había 28 caballos, situándo-
se los establos en la parte derecha de la villa. Eugenio tiene la posibi-
lidad de emplear los caballos guardados en las caballerizas del Duque 
de Cannizzaro y, a propósito de una cabalgada, en una carta dirigida a 
su padre, Eugenio le cuenta un curioso incidente que le había sucedido: 
«(...) Ayer monté, hicimos un largo paseo. Para mi desgracia, mis pan-
talones de Nanking son anchos y con muchos pliegues, lo que sumado 
a los de la camisa y al roce de un trote continuo y un galope un poco 
duro, causó a mi pobre trasero una llaga en cada lado. Y aquí estoy con 
una cataplasma en las posaderas (aceite con agua); es muy triste porque 
todos se burlan de mí cuando me veo obligado a sentarme de lado; soy 
el primero en reírse de ello, pues esta incómoda llaga no me duele en 
absoluto. En consecuencia, durante algún tiempo mi caballo permane-
cerá en el establo. Me puse una cataplasma de leche, estoy convencido 
de que no hará nada, pero, por deferencia a los médicos, quiero servir-
me de esta cataplasma»27.

Su padre, Carlos Antonio, insta también a su hijo a ser moderado 
en el comer. Cuando Eugenio le informa de los suculentos almuerzos 
en la casa del duque de Cannizzaro, no puede dejar de aconsejarlo pru-
dentemente: «(...) harás bien en poner en práctica el precepto de un gran 

25 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, 18 de octubre de 1799.
26 Carta de Eugenio a su tío, el caballero, 29 de octubre de 1799.
27 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, 18 de octubre de 1799.
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médico que decía que, para estar bien, siempre hay que levantarse de la 
mesa con apetito, (...) los buenos almuerzos que hacéis todos los días 
en la casa del duque podrían ser perjudiciales si no se consumen con 
moderación»28.

Y, aún: «La cara de vieja29, las galletas, los buenos almuerzos y ce-
nas de las que disfrutáis en Colli son cosas muy buenas, pero no hay que 
abusar de ellas (...). No te diré, como el viejo Arpagone30 de Molière, 
hay que comer para vivir y no vivir para comer, pero te diré que debes 
aprovechar las buenas comidas cuando las hay, pero nunca exponerse 
a perder la razón por exceso de bebida o a destruir la propia salud por 
exceso de comida»31.

Cuando muere la duquesa, el dolor es tal que la familia no quiere 
recibir a nadie, excepto a los de Mazenod. El duque con sus tres hijos 
Michele, Francesco y Concetta deciden ir y pasar un tiempo en la villa 
de Colli. Eugenio, considerado cariñosamente como miembro de la fa-
milia, va con ellos, tal como escribe su padre a su esposa: «Los siguió al 
campo, donde no querían ver a nadie más que a nosotros. Un día fuimos 
allí a almorzar, querían retenernos a todos; para la buena paz fue nece-
sario que se quedara Fortunato; la estancia en el campo es buena para 
su salud (...). No te preocupes por la salud de este querido hijo, él está 
muy afligido, como nosotros, y lo estará por mucho tiempo, pero está 
bien. Hace mucho ejercicio en el campo y cuida la comida. Pasaremos 
a verlo a menudo, teniendo a nuestra disposición todos los coches del 
duque»32.

Preocupado por la salud de su sobrino Eugenio, atormentado por el 
dolor, el tío canónigo Fortunato se mudó a la villa de las Colinas para 
estar cerca de él y tratar de consolarlo, organizando una serie de cami-
natas que pudieran distraerlo y hacer que recupere el apetito perdido y 
la salud, seriamente amenazada. Eugenio lo acoge con gran alegría y el 

28 Carta del padre, Carlos Antonio, a su hijo Eugenio, 22 de octubre de 1799.
29 Según la definición del mismo Eugenio, se trata de «una especie de torta salada 

muy buena», carta de Eugenio a su padre, 20-21 de octubre de 1799.
30 Protagonista de El avaro del gran comediante francés del siglo XVII.
31 Carta del padre, Carlos Antonio, a Eugenio, 25 de octubre de 1799.
32 Carta del padre, Carlos Antonio, a la madre, Rosa Joannis, 14 de mayo de 

1802.
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mismo tío Fortunato le cuenta a su hermano: «No te hablo de la acogida 
con que nuestro buen Eugenio me ha complacido; ella fue conforme 
a sus delicados sentimientos hacia mí y nos hemos abrazado muchas 
veces de todo corazón. Sea dicho sin elogios que es imposible compor-
tarse con la prudencia y sabiduría con que lo hace en las tristes y an-
gustiosas circunstancias que lo rodean»33. El buen canónigo aprovecha 
las circunstancias para hacer unas pequeñas vacaciones, que también le 
hacen olvidar los inconvenientes causados   por las dificultades financie-
ras que, a menudo, se mencionan en sus cartas y las de su hermano. En 
verdad que disfruta de su estancia en las Colinas. Escribiendo a su pa-
dre, Eugenio le informa satisfecho: «Fortunato duerme tranquilamente 
y cena todas las noches como un lobo. Así que el aire de las Colinas le 
hace mucho bien»34.

Eugenio se muestra un poco preocupado porque el tío, acostumbra-
do a ambientes menos refinados, podría desentonar de los nobles que 
ahora frecuenta. Así que trata de instruirlo adecuadamente e informa a 
su padre: «Hago todo lo posible para educar al querido Fortunato. Me 
temo mucho que nunca podré quitarle por completo los modales pro-
vinciales, o mejor dicho, montañeses, que quizás conozcas un poco por 
experiencia. Sin embargo, no puedo quejarme de su docilidad. También 
vosotros podréis aprovechar mis lecciones; son el resultado de largas y 
dolorosas meditaciones»35. En realidad, el canónigo Fortunato logra ga-
narse fácilmente la simpatía y la estima de toda la familia que lo acogía, 
tanto que cuando regresa a la residencia de sus hermanos en Palermo, 
todos lo extrañarán, tal como Eugenio le confía a su padre: «La partida 
de mi tío dejó en la casa un vacío muy grande. Ayer noche no hubo 
partida. Todos lamentamos que se haya ido, y lo mentábamos a grandes 
voces. No hay nadie, ni siquiera las mujeres, que no se haya rebelado, 
pues no han encontrado ya la hermosa misa. Lo habrás encontrado mu-
cho mejor; el aire de las colinas es muy saludable»36.

33 De la carta escrita por el Canónigo Fortunato a su hermano Carlos Antonio, 
fechada como «Colli, 9 de mayo de 1802».

34 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, 17-18 de mayo de 1802.
35 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, 16 de mayo de 1802.
36 Carta de Eugenio a su padre, escrita con posterioridad al 16 de junio de 1802.
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La ViLLa cannizzaro hoy: moraDa De LoS nueVoS PobreS

En febrero de 2014, el cardenal de Palermo, Salvatore De Giorgi, 
confió la villa a la asociación «Misión Esperanza y Caridad», una obra 
de servicio a los pobres dirigida por el laico Biagio Conte y fundada 
en Palermo en 1991. La obra quiere responder a los muchos necesita-
dos que carecen de un lugar de referencia en las grandes ciudades. En 
Palermo, alberga actualmente a unas 900 personas, distribuidas en tres 
estructuras distintas. Normalmente se garantiza la acogida hasta que las 
personas aceptadas encuentren una solución habitable. Muchas de las 
personas asistidas vivían en la calle y se recuperan de una condición de 
grave marginación y abandono total.

En esta «Misión» encuentran ayuda y asistencia incluso aquellos 
que sufren enfermedades crónicas o discapacidades físicas y mentales. 
Hay alcohólicos crónicos que recorren un camino de sanación dedicán-
dose a la artesanía o al trabajo agrícola. La mayoría de los acogidos en 
la comunidad son jóvenes, refugiados políticos, solicitantes de asilo o 
titulares de un permiso de protección internacional, enfermos o grave-
mente debilitados tras sobrevivir a los viajes en el mar para llegar a las 
costas de Sicilia. Cada una de las tres comunidades presentes en Paler-
mo tiene una cocina y un comedor donde se distribuyen tres comidas 
diarias. El servicio de cocina y limpieza provisto en las comunidades lo 
realizan las personas ayudadas, bajo coordinación de los misioneros y 
los voluntarios de la «Misión».

La actividad asistencial ofrecida por la «Misión» se dirige también 
a las 360 familias que reciben ayuda de la misión, sumando un total de 
cerca 1.000 personas, habitantes de los distritos más pobres de Paler-
mo.

Las estructuras de los flancos de la villa Cannizzaro albergan una 
cincuentena de personas pobres sin hogar permanente. El meticuloso 
trabajo que esta comunidad está llevando a cabo ha dado ya buenos re-
sultados: se han establecido una carpintería y una cocina; se cultiva, en 
su mayoría, la tierra de delante de la villa, ayudando con sus productos 
a satisfacer las necesidades alimentarias de la comunidad. Se ha limpia-
do el jardín posterior de la villa y se han vuelto a delinear las formas 
geométricas del jardín del Duque di Cannizzaro. Se planea una reno-
vación de la villa, trabajo muy difícil y que requiere enormes recursos 
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económicos. Se ha comenzado a limpiar y restaurar la capilla de la villa, 
gracias también al interés de la comunidad oblata de Palermo.

El contexto actual de la villa, convertida en sede de los pobres de 
la ciudad, y las actividades que allí se llevan a cabo, nos hacen captar 
una providencial continuidad carismática con San Eugenio y su opción 
preferencial por los pobres. La villa, de lujoso complejo turístico para 
Eugenio y la familia Cannizzaro, y por medio de varias vicisitudes, 
fases y cambios de propiedad, pasa a ser hoy el hogar de nuevos pobres 
que tratan de encontrar allí una nueva redención humana y social.

eL aDióS a PaLermo y eL PoSterior retorno De eugenio a Francia

El 11 de octubre de 1802, el joven Eugenio se despidió de la «Sici-
lia encantada», llegando a Marsella el 24 de octubre de 1802, tras una 
parada en Cefalú. Toda vez que Napoleón Bonaparte otorga amnistías y 
favorece el regreso de los emigrantes políticos, es el momento adecua-
do para regresar.

Los años pasados en Palermo fueron muy intensos, caracterizados 
por encuentros con personas interesantes y el nacimiento de muchas 
amistades que fueron muy queridas a Eugenio. Particularmente dolo-
rosa fue la separación de las personas que estuvieron más cerca de él 
durante aquellos años, especialmente los hijos de la duquesa de Canni-
zzaro, Michele y Francesco, con quienes vivió momentos de amistad 
muy intensos y hermosos. El propio Eugenio en Souvenirs de famille 
certifica que «la gratitud a los sicilianos no terminará más que con la 
muerte».

El mayor dolor que sufre Eugenio es tener que irse de Palermo sin 
saber cuándo podrá ver aún a su padre y sus tíos, quienes pensaron que 
debían quedarse en Sicilia, no estando dispuestos a colaborar con el 
régimen que la Revolución Francesa había engendrado.

La visita de la villa de los Cannizzaro en Colli es una oportunidad 
para volver a recorrer un pedazo de la historia vivida por Eugenio en 
Palermo, ciudad donde pasa una parte del exilio forzado y donde, a 
pesar de introducirse en un mundo aristocrático y mundano, y con la 
ayuda de la Providencia, que lo protegió de grandes peligros, comienza 
su crisis interior que lo llevará a madurar su vocación al sacerdocio y a 
la santidad.
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a CritiCal refleCtion

thomaS kLoSterkamP, omi

The First World War ended on November 11, 1918, a hundred 
years ago. From July 28, 1914, the so called “Great War” in-
volved about 40 countries and was one of the largest in history. 

Different European alliances, with their respective colonial empires, 
had rapidly spread the war across the globe. Seventy million soldiers 
were mobilized, and, in the end, almost ten million died. Another seven 
million civilians also died. 

In 1914, the Congregation of the “Missionary Oblates of Mary Im-
maculate” had existed for almost 100 years. At that time, the Congre-
gation was present in 13 countries and had about 2.250 members. The 
Congregation already had an extensive international character. All the 
countries where Oblates were present between 1914 and 1918 had been, 
in one way or another, directly or indirect, involved in World War I. 

So far major scientific studies on the Missionary Oblates in the 
First World War have not been done; neither on the international nor 
national level. Therefore, the present essay is very limited. It focuses, in 
a general overview, on the German Oblates in the First World War. Fr. 
Bernhard Haas, OMI, (*1967) 2008 thesis for a diploma in church his-
tory seems so far the only research paper on German Oblates in World 
War I.1 It focuses mainly on the historical facts.

The German Oblate Province was the most affected by the Great 
War. The Missionary Oblates had been present in Germany only since 
1895. In less than 20 years, in 1914, the Province had grown to 343 
members: 138 priests, 143 brothers and 62 scholastics. In addition, one 
has to count the 34 novices and 212 junior seminarians, making a total 

1 Provincial Archives of the Central European Province in Hünfeld / Germany: B. 
Haas OMI, Deutsche Oblaten M. I., im Ersten Weltkrieg, Vallendar 2007, 98 p. 
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of 537 men, of whom 438 served as soldiers, corpsmen, or military 
chaplains in World War I: 103 priests, 123 brothers, almost all the scho-
lastics and novices, and 122 of the juniors.2 

Note: there are no exact figures about Oblates mobilized from other 
countries. In different sources, there are some traces. In 1916, about 150 
French Oblates were mobilized: Fifty Oblates served as soldiers, 96 as 
ambulance or medical assistants, five as chaplains. Even a good number 
of Oblates from oversees bcame involved in the war: In 1914, for exam-
ple, six French Oblate priests from South Africa passed through Lon-
don on their way to the front. Oblates served as chaplains in the South 
African Defense Force. French Oblate missionaries from Ceylon and 
South Africa were called home to fight for France. One Oblate belonged 
to the British Expeditionary Force of the Lahore Division. Some Ob-
lates from Canada came to Europe with Canadian troops. Oblates from 
Britain and Ireland served the English army.3 

Before coming back to the German Oblates we need to be familiar 
with the Catholic environmental situation in Germany after 1870.

german cathoLicS on their way into the FirSt worLD war

In 1910 about 23.8 million Germans (out of 65 million) were Cath-
olics. Protestant were a two-thirds majority. Catholics felt inferior, not 
only because of numbers. Protestants had a better standing in German 
society with regard to the social and financial standards, to education, to 
the ruling class. Catholics were mainly dependent farmers and workers. 
German officialdom and entrepreneurship, the German military hierar-
chy, and the intellectual elite, was primarily in the hands of Protestants. 
German Catholics suffered from a national inferiority complex. The ef-
fect of this was an internal migration. 

2 Kriegsbeihilfe der deutschen Ordensprovinz der Oblaten der Unbefleckten Jun-
gfrau Maria im Weltkrieg 1914-1918, in “Maria Immaculata Monatsblätter, der Oblaten 
der Unbefleckten Jungfrau Maria”, 26 (1919), p. 139.

3 War News, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate”, 16 
(1915), 43-44, 225, 303, 365-369, 499-401; 17 (1916), 30-34, 206-209, 274, 293-295, 
315-319, 426-427; 18 (1917-1918), 55-56, 110-112, 178-180, 396-397, 425-428, 434-
435, 456-457, 483-488; 19 (1919-1922), 6-7, 14-15, 73-74. 
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This development started after the experience of the “Kuturkampf“4 
in 1870; a long-lasting political aggression by Protestant leaders against 
the Catholic Church. In the years after 1870, German Catholicism de-
veloped a “ghetto mentality”. Two-thirds of the German Catholics were 
practicing. Their moral attitude was strictly “ultramontane”. Apart from 
Sunday liturgies, they organized their lives in various Catholic clubs, 
societies and associations. In addition, for their political influence, 
Catholics had their own party, the “Zentrum”. Most Catholics of the 
time loved to live in their own “cultural ghetto”. At the same time, they 
had doubts about their national identity. They felt more like “subten-
ants” in the “house” of the German Empire than as true citizens.

Since the turn of the century, after the Chancellor of the Empire 
Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898) had been discharged, the protestant 
Emperor, Wilhelm II (1859-1941), himself governed the country. In 
overestimation of his own political and diplomatic capabilities, Wil-
helm II failed in making many national and international decisions. In 
spite of these developments, the situation of the Catholics in the Ger-
man Empire improved. Wilhelm II ignored the old prejudice of the 
Catholic’s “national unreliability”. Many Catholics saw the chance to 
leave the “ghetto”. To gain more national recognition, German Catho-
lics developed a new patriotism. In solidarity with “their” nation and 
“their” Emperor, all political aims, and even an option for an upcoming 
war, were acceptable.

In mid-June, 1914, as Austria was not able to solve its conflicts 
with Serbia, Germany stood up as Austria’s ally. The situation esca-
lated. Austria attacked Serbia on July 28, 1914. On August 1, 1914, 
Wilhelm II gave orders for mobilization in Germany. In the following 
days, Germany declared war against Russia and France, and attacked 
Belgium. England became involved as well. In a week’s time, World 
War I raged like a storm, involving more and more nations around the 
world. In Germany, most accepted the war. In August, 1914, a real en-
thusiasm for the war took hold of the entire German society. Wilhelm 
II summed up the feelings: “The country is no more divided by social 

4 About the phenomenon of German “Kulturkampf“ see: R. LiLL (Ed.), Der Kul-
turkampf (Quellentexte zur Geschichte des Katholizismus 11), Paderborn-München-
Wien-Zürich 1997. 
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classes, politics or religious denominations; all Germans are brothers!”5 
– As “good Germans”, even the German Oblates were prepared to join 
in the upcoming Great War. 

german obLateS on their way into the FirSt worLD war

How could the Oblates, as members of an international congre-
gation, be nationalists? In 1895, the German Province was founded 
by French Oblates. Most of the elder men in the Province had gone 
through Oblate formation in France. For Fr. Joseph Fabre (1824-1892), 
Superior General from 1861 to 1892, it was still a given that all Oblates 
had to live out of a “French Sprit”. Therefore, all Oblates had to speak 
French. It was his successor, Fr. Louis Soullier (1826-1897), Superior 
General from 1892 to 1897, who changed that system. For him unity 
among Oblates came from a common missionary Oblate charism, no 
longer from a common language. The charism is international, a lan-
guage is not. However, the result of the change went in the opposite 
direction. The new “non-French” principle promoted the possibility of 
a “national” setting. This became very obvious with the foundation of 
the German Province. The founder of the Province, the Frenchman Fr. 
Leo Legrand (1854-1940), was not named the first provincial of the 
German Province; Fr. Soullier chose Fr. Simon Scharsch (1860-1928) 
from Alsace, a young man of 35 with German as his mother tongue, to 
be the first German provincial superior. In addition, he gave an order to 
move the German Oblate scholastics from Liege in Belgium to Hünfeld 
in Germany, where the scholastics were taught in German. And, he al-
lowed the German Oblates to take care of a new mission territory in the 
German colony of German South West Africa (Namibia).6 

5 The history of German Catholicism during the time of First World War is well 
described in: W. Loth, Katholiken im Kaiserreich, Der politische Katholizismus in der 
Krise des wilhelminischen Deutschlands, Düsseldorf 1984, T. niPPerDey, Religion im 
Umbruch. Deutschland 1870-1918, München 1988; H. hürten, Deutsche Katholiken 
1918-1945, Paderborn-München-Wien-Zürich 1992; O. bLaSchke / F.-M. kuhLemann 
(Ed.), Religion im Kaiserreich, Millieus-Mentalitäten-Krisen (Religiösen Kulturen der 
Moderne 2), Gütersloh 1996; W. J. mommSen, Der Erste Weltkrieg, Anfang vom Ende 
des bürgerlichen Zeitalters, Frankfurt 2004.

6 For the history ot the German Oblate Province see: P. ScharSch OMI, Ges-
chichte der Kongregation der Oblaten der Unbefleckten Jungfrau Maria von ihrem An-
fange bis zum Tode des dritten Generalobern 1816-1897, Bd. 2/2, Treis-Karden 1952; 
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At the outbreak of the First World War, almost all Oblates in Ger-
many were of German nationality and raised as Catholics in the German 
Empire. As all German Catholics, they believed in a strong monarchy 
of God´s grace. Like most of the German Catholics, the Missionary Ob-
lates in Germany had been moved by a newly-awakened nation pride. 

Fr. Johannes Wallenborn (1873-1934), stationed at the Provincial 
House and Scholasticate in Hünfeld, wrote, in September, 1914: “At 
the train station, I could hear the shouts of joy when the people saw the 
military trains taking the soldiers to the battlefield.” About the young 
Oblates in Hünfeld, he wrote: “Impatiently they await the moment that 
they are called to arms.” Moreover, he added: “As Catholics we can 
proudly say about ourselves that no one will outdo us in our Patriot-
ism… For us Oblates it will be a lasting memory that we have been able 
to make our contribution to prepare for war.” – How could an Oblate 
speak like that?

the war aS a miSSion

The answer is easy: There was a missionary goal to fulfil! Fr. Wal-
lenborn was very clear: 

With regard to the religious and moral needs of our people, the war 
will be of an inestimable value. Families will learn to pray and to 
sacrifice! … The fog of egoism and the mist of inordinate love and 
pleasure will be taken away. A storm is coming to blow away all 
clouds to show us again heaven, with its sun of life and its stars of 
hope. Have courage and trust in God.7 

War was seen as a tool for conversion. The real enemies were not 
“the French”, “the English” or “the Belgians”; one had to fight against 
immorality and the lack of faith. Therefore, in this spiritualized view, 
harm, suffering, terror, and even death, became reasonable “sacrifices”. 

D. LeVaSSeur OMI, A History of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Towards 
a Synthesis, Vol. 2, Rome 1989. P. kraSenbrink OMI (Ed.), Und sie gingen in seinen 
Weinberg, 100 Jahre deutsche Ordensprovinz der Oblaten der Makellosen Jungfrau 
Maria, Mainz 1995; G. kameS OMI, Die Geschichte der Oblaten in Deutschland von 
1895-1995, Wiesbaden 1995.

7 J. waLLenborn OMI, „Die Fahnen flattern hoch im Wind“, Zeitgemäße Plaude-
rei, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 21 (1913/1914), p. 537-541. 
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In that regard, the Catholic Church in Germany and the Missionary 
Oblates had an interest in the war. There was no longer a difference 
between the “salvation of souls” and the “salvation of the nation”. Nev-
ertheless, this “missionary seal” was found even among non-German 
Oblates around the world. An Oblate from Canada wrote in November, 
1917: 

War develops many heroic qualities. … War has been and is yet a 
Pentecost; changing men of every situation of life into heroes freed 
from all fear … Boys must be men. Young men have undergone a 
complete moral change. … The call to arms has renewed their char-
acter.8

What an understanding? The “war as a mission”! No wonder that 
the Missionary Oblates, not only in Germany, became enthusiastic.

In fact, already on the second day of mobilization, August 2, 1914, 
in Hünfeld, the first three Oblate brothers volunteered for military serv-
ice. After ten days, 34 Scholastics were called to arms. The German Ob-
lates houses in the Netherlands, Arnheim, St. Gerlach and St. Charles, 
had been emptied in the first week of August. The house of Maria Engel-
port was converted into a military hospital. Later, the German Oblate 
houses of Hünfeld and Strasbourg became military hospitals too. All of 
this was seen as a “generous contribution to the beloved nation”.9 

This enthusiasm quickly bore fruit in a certain pride. It found its 
expression in military decorations and the promotion of military ranks. 
The German Oblates proudly published all these “signs of honor”. One 
hundred seventy-three German Oblates received the “Iron Cross”, 2nd 
class; 9 received the “Iron Cross”, 1st class. 61 Oblates had various oth-
er military decorations of honor bestowed on them. Of high importance 

8 The War Spirit, in: “The Monthly Bulletin from Vancouver”, 1 (1917), p. 28-32.
9 The following „little news“ from the German Oblate review “Maria Immacu-

lata” gives an exact historical overview on the events: Kleine Nachrichten, in: “Ma-
ria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 22 (1914/1915), p. 33-39, 76-84, 118-126, 169-171, 
209-218, 257-263, 291-295, 331-334, 365-367, 435-439; 23 (1915/1916), p. 32-38, 
74-75, 106-113, 271-275, 312-315, 343-345, 380-387, 416-419, 448-451, 483-484; 24 
(1916/1917), p. 35-38, 84-90, 125-130, 175-179, 210-210, 251-258, 302-306, 345-346; 
25 (1917/1918), p. 43-46, 96-99, 136-139, 185-188, 223-227, 272-274, 322-324, 369-
371, 417-421. See as well the statistics: Kriegsbeihilfe, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Mo-
natsblätter, 25 (1917/1918), p. 30.
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had been the military promotions. By the end of the war, the German 
Oblates counted among themselves 77 privates 2nd class, 6 privates 1st 
class, 57 corporals, 8 sergeants, 19 staff sergeants, 8 lieutenants, and 14 
commanding officers.10 It is interesting to see the same attitude docu-
mented on the “other side”. In 1916, French Oblates received about 15 
decorations and 28 promotions.11 

In the German Province, after the outbreak of World War I, “in-
evitable sacrifices” had to be made: The main missionary works of the 
Province ended in 1915/1916. All formation houses had to struggle for 
their existence, as most of the younger German Oblates and all the older 
juniors were in the battlefields. And the foreign missions of the Ger-
man province in German-South-West-Africa (Namibia), South Africa, 
Lesotho, Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Canada could no longer be furnished 
with German Oblate personal: In Namibia, the German Oblate Mission 
was cut off from adequate financial assistance, causing major difficul-
ties in sustaining missionary works. English troops occupied Windhoek 
in 1915. The German colonial power had to capitulate. In the end, the 
British allowed the German Oblates to continue their missionary work.12 
– The German Oblates, working in Transvaal in South Africa and Le-
sotho also could continue their work. Only two of the German Mis-
sionaries were made prisoners of war in 1914/1915. – Even the German 
Oblates in Canada, future members of St. Mary’s Province, erected in 
1926, had not been troubled in their mission. – In Sri Lanka, the Brit-
ish had declared all German Oblates (13 Fathers and 4 Brothers) to be 
prisoners of war in October, 1914. Thirteen of them were deported to 
Australia in July, 1915. One year later, these German Oblates were able 
to leave the Australian prison and received permission to travel to the 

10 Kriegsbeihilfe der deutschen Ordensprovinz der Oblaten der Unbefleckten 
Jungfrau Maria im Weltkrieg 1914-1918, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 26, 
1919, p. 139-140.

11 War News, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate”, 
17 (1916), p. 206. 

12 E. kLaeyLe OMI, Die Mission in Deutsch–Südwestafrika und der Krieg, in: 
“Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 22 (1914/1915), p. 279-282, 354-356, 423-426; 
D. arnoLD OMI, Wie geht es den Missionaren in Deutsch-Südwestafrika?, in: “Ma-
ria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 23 (1915/1916), p. 456-458; E. kLaeyLe OMI, Die 
Apostolische Präfektur Windhuk in Deutsch–Südwestafrika und der Krieg, in: “Maria 
Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 24 (1916/1917) p. 5-11, 46-50.
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USA. At the end of August, 1916, they arrived in San Francisco. After 
the war, these Oblates were not allowed to go back to Sri Lanka. In 
1924 they formed the future Oblate Province of St. Henry in Belleville, 
Illinois.13 

a Short DeScriPtion oF the war itSeLF

It seems to be helpful to give a brief synopsis of the development 
of the war itself. Oblates operated in the German army both in the West 
and in the East. Here is a short overview of the developments on both 
front lines: 

German troops were fighting in the West against France, Belgium 
and England. The battle of Lorraine was a German success. Beginning 
in September, 1914, the German army arrived in front of Paris and was 
unable to go forward. In November, German soldiers were stopped at 
Ypern. In the West the fight concentrated mainly on France. However, 
the war ended up in static warfare as seen in the battles of Champagne 
in the winter of 1914, Ypern in the spring of 1915, Champagne in the 
autumn of 1915, Verdun in the first half of 1916, and at the Somme in 
the second half of 1916. The USA declared war on Germany in 1917. 
After a final German offensive along the Western Front in the spring of 
1918, the Allied Powers defeated the Germans in the West. 

In the East, Russian troops had occupied East Prussia. At the end of 
August, 1914, at Tannenberg, the German army defeated the Russians. 
That same year, the Ottoman Empire had joined the Germans. Bulgaria 
followed in 1915. In April, 1915, German troops stopped the Russian 
army from entering Hungary. In the same year, Italy joined the Allied 
Powers. In addition, in the second half of 1915 the Germans conquered 
Warsaw, Kaunas, Brest-Litowsk, and Vilnius. Romania joined the Al-
lies in 1916. However, in September, even in the East the war became 
stalemated until 1917. At the end of 1917 the Russian army started to 
withdraw from the war due to the Russian October Revolution. As a 
last successful military action, the Germans occupied territories in the 
Baltic, the Ukraine, Belarus and the Caucasus.

13 R. Simon OMI, Deutsche Oblatenmissionare in englischer Kriegsgefangens-
chaft, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 27 (1920) p. 144-150, 174-179. 
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The armistice of November 11, 1918, ended World War I between 
the Allies and their opponent, Germany. Previous armistices had elimi-
nated Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
The Armistice of Compiègne marked a victory for the Allies and a com-
plete defeat for Germany. By the end of the war in 1918, the German 
Empire ceased to exist. Germany’s colonies were parceled out among 
the victors. The upcoming common uncertainty, the economic depres-
sion, and feelings of humiliation, marked the German people. Home-
coming soldiers were traumatized. There was no family in Germany 
without hardship, suffering and death. The German Oblates were no 
exception. 

VariouS exPerienceS oF german obLateS in the FirSt worLD war

What did the German Oblates experience in the war? The enthu-
siasm of entering into the war must have vanished quickly. From 1916 
onward, German warfare was less successful. The damages and losses 
had been enormous. Among the Germans, the hope of a glorious victory 
faded away more and more. Fr. Heinrich Balgo (1880-1972) described 
the sad situation in October, 1915, like a poet: 

Peace is in front of us like the promised land. We still cannot enter. 
We are still dreaming. Thousands and millions of visions of hope, 
and as many tears and lamentations, cannot convince God to open 
the gates.14

Many Oblates in the battlefield, especially the young ones, became 
homesick. They missed religious life and their “monastic” home. Their 
“new life“ on the battlefield stood in strong contrast to ordinary Oblate 
life at home. Almost all Oblate soldiers kept in regular contact with 
their community. In many situations, faith was the only comfort in the 
war’s misery. Bro. Kraume (1887-1917) wrote, in 1915 from the West-
ern front: 

We had been four weeks in the dugout. … It was like purgatory. Our 
unit was under fire from three sides. … Subsistence became impos-
sible. The cannon fire cut off the water pipeline. Two days without 

14 H. baLgo OMI, Irrwege unserer Zeit, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 
23 (1915/1916), p. 1-4.
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drinking was normal. … We often thought that our last hour had 
come. However, God and his angels have been with us. Never in 
my life had I experienced such fear. … Where I sleep, I made up a 
little altar for Our Lady. Here I pray my morning and night prayers 
and the daily rosary. That makes up for the fact that I can never go 
to Mass.15 

Many Oblate priests served as military chaplains. They mainly 
worked behind the front lines. In their pastoral care, they were con-
fronted with many extreme situations. Fr. Adolph Chwala (1868-1938) 
wrote, in 1916: 

I take care of 8.000 Catholic soldiers. … Most soldiers come for the 
sacraments. However, the static warfare requires individual pastoral 
care. … Often there is no church. Churches serve as military hospi-
tals or mortuaries.16 

The military chaplains took care of the sick, the insane, the de-
pressed, the wounded and the dying. At the same time, they made the 
soldiers believe that the victory would come. Somehow, they felt re-
sponsible that the Soldiers had to stay the course.

There is also the experience of the wounded Oblates. During the 
First World War, 161 German Oblates were wounded on the battlefield; 
61 of them very severely, so that they had to end their military service. 
Some of the scholastics had been so severely wounded that they later 
could not be admitted to the priesthood. Some examples: Sc. Johannes 
Dasbach (1893-1958) had a paralyzed hand. Bro. Hubert von der Kall 
(1889-1910) had a massive deformation in his face causes by shrapnel. 
Bro. Wilhelm Feldmann (1886-1961) lost a leg. Bro. Johannes Vogt 
(1893-1968) had a dysfunction of his lung caused by a shot into his 
chest. These are only four examples of the many German Oblates who 

15 Kleine Nachrichten, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 23 (1915/1916), 
p. 111. A similar experience of a French Oblate is described in: J. majoreL OMI, A 
Priest Soldier, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate”, 16 
(1915), p. 109-112.

16 A. chwaLa OMI, Feldseelsorge, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 23 
(1915/1916), p. 281-290.
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remained handicapped for the rest of their lives, and were limited in the 
future fulfilment of their mission.17 

german obLate-SoLDierS kiLLeD in action

Finally, there are those who lost their lives: 33 German Oblates and 
13 juniors were killed in World War I. They died on the battlefield, in 
military hospitals or were listed as missing in action. Here, briefly, are 
the names and the destinies of the 33 Oblates:18 

1. Bro. Heinrich Blum (1881-1914), Soldier, died September 
30, 1914, as a prisoner of war in a military hospital in Hurlus, 
France, after been wounded on September 26 in Souain-Perthes. 
He was 32 years of age and an Oblate since 1913.

2. Bro. Heinrich Drews (1889-1914), Soldier, was shot on October 
6, 1914, near the village of Andechy, France. He was 24 years 
of age and an Oblate since 1913.

3. Fr. Wilhelm Schwane (1873-1914), Military Chaplain, died on 
November 20, 1914, in the battle of Rzhanyye Rogi, Russia. He 
was 36 years of age and an Oblate since 1896.

4. Bro. Josef Mertz (1884-1914), Soldier, was killed in action on 
December 16, 1914, at L’Argonne, France. He was 29 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1907.

5. Bro. Jakob Wagner (1888-1915), Soldier, after been heavily 
wounded, died in a military hospital at L’Argonne, France on 
March 2, 1915. He was 26 years of age and an Oblate since 
1912. 

6. Bro. Alois Bös (1890-1915), Corporal, was killed in action on 
March 5, 1915, at Kawenczyn in Russia. He was 24 years of age 
and an Oblate since 1913.

7. Sc. Wilhelm Friedrich (1891-1915), Soldier, was killed in ac-
tion on June 6, 1915, near Neuville, France. He was 23 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1915.

17 This Information is from the personal dossier of the mentioned Oblates. See 
“Nachrufe” in Provincial Archives of the Central European Province in Hünfeld / Ger-
many.

18 The biographical data of these Oblates can be found in the Provincial Archives 
of the Central European Province in Hünfeld / Germany.
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8. Bro. Franz Kress (1883-1915), Private, was wounded and was 
a prisoner of war in Russia as of June 9, 1915. Since then, he is 
missing. He was 31 years of age and an Oblate since 1902.

9. Bro. Paul Dresel (1891-1915), Sergeant, died on July 4, 1915 
in a mobile army surgical hospital at Koniuchy, Russia. He was 
23 years of age and an Oblate since 1911.

10. Sc. Josef Ungermann (1893-1915), Soldier, was shot some-
where in Galicia, Poland on July 20, 1915. He was 21 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1912.

11. Bro. Heinrich Heinz (1894-1915), Cavalryman, was wounded 
somewhere in the East. He was missing in action as of July 21, 
1915. He was 20 years of age and an Oblate since 1913.

12. Sc. Johannes Schröder (1892-1915), Soldier, was killed in ac-
tion at Krolenska, Russia on July 21, 1915. He was 22 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1913.

13. Sc. Josef Schmidt (1890-1915), Soldier, after being wounded 
on July 21, 1915, died on August 11, 1915, in a field hospital at 
Zamosc, Poland. He was 24 years of age and an Oblate since 
1912. 

14. Bro. Emil Giebel (1895-1915), Soldier, was killed in the battle 
of Somme, France on September 25, 1915. He was 20 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1912.

15. Bro. Heinrich Dörr (1882-1916), Corporal, died in action on 
April 9, 1916 somewhere in France. He was 33 years of age 
and an Oblate since 1910.

16. Bro. Jakob Peters (1889-1916), Soldier, was killed in the battle 
near Ypern / Belgium on Aprile 10, 1916. He was 27 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1914.

17. Bro. Bernhard Jakobs (1888-1916), Soldier, was killed in the 
battle near Ypern, Belgium on April 12, 1916. He was 28 years 
of age and an Oblate since 1914.

18. Sc. Ernst Hück (1888-1916), Soldier, died in a military hospi-
tal at Kreuznach, Germany on April 24, 1916. There, after the 
battle of Verdun, he recovered from his injuries. He died of an 
immune mediated disease caught in the hospital. He was 28 
years of age and an Oblate since 1909.
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19. Bro. Karl Ganzenmüller (1890-1916), Cannoneer, died in ac-
tion on September 26, 1916 somewhere in France. He was 26 
years of age and an Oblate since 1907.

20. Sc. Josef Kister (1896-1916), Soldier, was shot in Grandecour 
at the river Somme, France on October 24, 1916. He was 20 
years of age and an Oblate since 1915.

21. Bro. Paul Fuss OMI (1894-1917), Soldier, was killed in action 
on April 30, 1917 in the region of Champagne, France. He was 
22 years of age and an Oblate since 1914.

22. Novice Josef Walgenbach (1896-1917), Soldier, was killed in 
action on June 3, 1917 in the region of Champagne, France. He 
was 20 years of age and had begun his Novitiate in 1915.

23. Bro. Adolf Kraume (1887-1917), Soldier, was killed in action 
on June 28, 1917 somewhere in France. He was 29 years of age 
and an Oblate since 1912.

24. Bro. Stefan Kahl (1892-1917), Corporal, was killed in action 
on October 9, 1917 somewhere in Flanders, Belgium. He was 
24 years of age and an Oblate since 1912.

25. Sc. Karl Dörfler (1897-1917), Soldier, was killed in action on 
October 26, 1917 somewhere in Flanders, Belgium. He was 29 
years of age and an Oblate since 1916.

26. Novice Paul Bertrand (1894-1917), Lieutenant, was killed in 
action on December 11, 1917 somewhere in France. He was 22 
years of age and begun his Novitiate in 1914.

27. Bro. Adalbert Gunkel (1897-1918), Soldier, died after a gas at-
tack near Hattonville, France on March 5, 1918. He was 20 
years of age and an Oblate since 1914.

28. Bro. Alois Herda (1884-1918), Soldier, was killed in action on 
May 8, 1918 near Bailleul, France. He was 33 years of age and 
an Oblate since 1905.

29. Sc. Johann Nepomuk Mosler (1891-1918), Staff Sergeant, was 
killed in action on May 10, 1918 somewhere in Flanders, Bel-
gium. He was 26 years of age and an Oblate since 1912.

30. Bro. Alois Diefenbach (1899-1918), Soldier, was killed in ac-
tion on August 18, 1918 somewhere in France. He was 18 years 
of age and an Oblate since 1916.
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31. Sc. Ernst Zimmermann (1892-1918), Corporal, had been 
wounded in April 1918 and died on August 28, 1918 in a hos-
pital in Hanau, Germany. He was 25 years of age and an Oblate 
since 1913.

32. Sc. Joseph Israel (1893-1918), Lieutenant, was killed in action 
on October 3, 1918, near Reims, France. He was 25 years of 
age and an Oblate since 1913 

33. Bro. Joseph Pappert (1895-1918), Soldier, died of malaria on 
October 12, 1918, in a hospital in Belgrade, Serbia. He was 23 
years of age and an Oblate since 1914.

other obLate-SoLDierS kiLLeD by the germanS

We should not forget other OMI-victims, the non-German Oblates 
killed in the First World War. Most of them are mentioned here19: 

1. The Frenchman Bro. Pierre Ferré (1850-1914) died after been 
strafed by four bullets at Dinant, France on August 24, 1914. 

2. Sc. Felis Juge (1886-1914) from France was killed in a battle at 
Puisieux in the North of France on September 7, 1914. 

3. Bro. Jean-Marie Piolot (1885-1914), a Frenchman from the Bel-
gian Province, died in action on September 17, 1914 in Meaux 
near Paris, France. 

4. After the battle at Les Éparges near Verdun, the French Bro. 
Jean Plancher (1886-1915) went missing on April 8, 1915. 

5. Fr. François Messager (1889-1915), who was acting as Corpo-
ral of the 65th French Infantry Regiment, was shot on June 9, 
1915 at Boutenac-Touvent in western France. 

6. Fr. Jean-Marie Deléglise (1874-1915) from France, former mis-
sionary in Canada and a member of the Manitoba Province, died 
on the battlefield on June 14, 1915 at Sondernach in Alsace. 

7. The French Sc. Henri Roussel (1894-1915) went missing on 
September 25, 1915. 

19 The biographical data of these Oblates can be found in the personnel records 
in the OMI-General Archives in Rome. See as well a list published in: Oblates de Ma-
rie Immaculée morts pour la France, in: Petites Annales (1914-1919), p.264. This list 
might not be complete. 
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8. The chaplain of the 173rd French Brigade, Fr. Ernest Croisier 
(1876-1915), a member of the Canadian Manitoba Province, 
was killed in action on October 26, 1915 in West Flanders, Bel-
gium. 

9. Sc. René Allard (1883-1915), Sergeant in the French army, 
went missing at the end of February, 1915. He was declared 
dead on December 31, 1915. 

10. Bro. Eugene Boinville (1880-1916), a soldier in the French 
army stationed at Verdun had been missing since February 25, 
1916. 

11. Bro. Jean-Baptist Bazin (1882-1916) from France, died as 
a soldier in Révigny, in the east of France, on September 9, 
1916. 

12. French Fr. Paul-Marie Giudicelli (1888-1917) died as a mili-
tary chaplain in the battlefields of Verdun on April 16, 1917. 

13. Fr. Stewart Phelan (1879-1916) from Northern Ireland, serving 
in the navy, died the Battle of Jutland in the North Sea west of 
Jutland during the largest naval battle in World War I on May 
30, 1916. 

14. The Novice, Joseph Hameau (1896-1917,) from France was 
killed in action on August 10, 1917 in Bikschote at Langemark-
Poelkapelle, Belgium. 

15. Sc. Auguste Bigèard (1884-1918), soldier in the French army, 
was missing as of May 21, 1918. 

16. The French Sc. Marcel Therme (1898-1918) was stationed in 
Nimes, where he died in the barracks of his unit on June 8, 
1918. The circumstances of his death have never been clari-
fied. 

17. The Frenchman, Bro. Etienne Couanet (1897-1918), lost his 
life on June 10, 1918 at Hémévillers in northeast France.

18. Fr. Aimé Dalverny (1883-1918), from France, was killed by 
shellfire at Antheuil, eastern France, on June 13, 1918. 

19. Sc. Vital Lepouriel (1898-1918), from France, died in battle in 
July, 1918. 

20. The French Novice Joseph Thorel (1898-1918) received a bul-
let in the head on July 18, 1918 in the forest of Bois-du-Rois, at 
Oise, in the north of France. 
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21. Fr. Ambroise Tizon (1866-1918), from France, who operated in 
the Army as an interpreter, died in Fougères, totally exhausted, 
on September 29, 1918. 

22. An Italian, Sc. Vincenzo Esposito (1897-1918), while serv-
ing in the Italian Army, died in Orbetello, Italy, on October 7, 
1918. 

23. Another Italian, Fr. Pietro Nuzzo (1891-1918), was missing in 
action as of October 20, 1918. 

24. The French Bro. Alfonse Assénat (1885-1918) died as prisoner 
of war in a detention center at Maria Laach in Germany on 
October 31, 1918. 

25. Finally, Bro. Jean-Marie Vignal (1865-1918), a soldier in the 
French army was missing as of November 2, 1918. 

german obLateS at the enD oF worLD war i

On November 1, 1918, the German Province numbered 367 mem-
bers: 154 priests, 124 brothers, 56 scholastics, and 33 novices. In Janu-
ary 1919, the scholasticate in Hünfeld reopened. That August, 28 nov-
ices started their novitiate in Maria Engelport. Another 24 novices were 
received in St. Gerlach. In October, 1920, the number of scholastics 
rose to 81. In 1920 the juniorate of St. Charles once again had 155 stu-
dents. It was only in 1921 that the first three German missionaries since 
the war were sent out, to Canada and to South Africa.20 

The province was about to expand as the anti-Catholic regimenta-
tion from the time of “Kulturkampf” no longer applied. The following 
houses had been founded in a short time: Höntrop, Köln-Melaten, Auf-
hofen und Niederlahnstein in 1919; Gelsenkirchen, Bingen and Kro-
nach in 1920; Essen-Borbeck, Oberelchingen, Burlo and Dresden in 
1921.21

As the result of the lost war, three new provinces had to be found-
ed: The German Oblate houses in France (Strasbourg, St. Ulrich and 
Neunkirchen) formed, in 1920, the Province of Alsace-Lorraine. Ger-

20 Kleine Nachrichten, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 27 (1920), p. 157-
158, 213; 28 (1921), p. 70, 118, 190.

21 Kleine Nachrichten, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 26 (1919), p. 156, 
250; 27 (1920), p. 60-62, 156, 212, 235-236; 28 (1921), p. 117.
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man Oblates of Polish origin opened, in 1920, a first house in Poland. 
The Polish Province was erected in 1925. The former German Houses 
of Frischau and Warnsdorf were the beginning of the new Czechoslova-
kian Province, established in 1924.

Finally, immediately after the war, the German Oblates started to 
negotiate for new foreign missions. The Apostolic Vicariate of Kim-
berley in South Africa was entrusted to German Oblates in 1924. The 
Apostolic Prefecture of Pilcomayo in Paraguay followed in 1925.22

It seems that the activity which arose among the German Oblates 
immediately after World War I was their “medicine” to cure the trauma 
of the lost war. An evaluation or at least a reflection on an erroneous 
spiritual attitude, the fatal nationalism, or on other mistakes made at the 
beginning of the war had never been done by the German Oblates. No 
necessity of reconciliation was seen. Even in his very detailed report 
for the 25th anniversary of the German Province in 1920, the German 
Provincial, Fr. Leonhard Leyendecker (1872-1958), did not mention the 
First World War.23 Was that silence diplomatic? Was it reluctance? Was 
it a psychological act of repression?

the reaction oF the generaL aDminiStration

In the entire Congregation, World War I seemed to be covered in a 
cloud of silence. It is not only that the council minutes of the German 
Province sent to Rome in the years 1914 to 1918 do not mention the war 
at all.24 Even the minutes of the provincial councils of the German “en-
emies”, the provinces of “France Midi”, “France Nord”, “Angleterre” 
and “Belgique”, do not give any statement about the war.25 

22 Keine Nachrichten, in: “Maria Immaculata”, Monatsblätter, 27 (1920), p. 215; 
J. PietSch OMI, Der Krieg und die Zukunft der deutschen Missionen, in: “Maria Imma-
culata”, Monatsblätter, 27 (1920), p. 14-16, 46-49, 80-85, 109-111; D. LeVaSSeur OMI, 
A History of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Towards a Synthesis, Vol. 2, 
Rome 1989, p. 56-57, 78-80, 85-86.

23 General Archive Rome, dossier: Germany Circular Letter Provincial 1912-
1919, P. Leyendecker, 25. April 1920.

24 General Archive Rome, dossier: Germany Council Minutes 1912-1919.
25 General Archive Rome, dossier : Anglo-Irish Consilium Provinciale 1908-

1920; dossier: France-Midi, Conseils Provinciaux 1899-1902 and 1907-1916, dossier: 
France-Nord, Conseils Provinciaux 1908-1914 and 1915-1920.
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The same attitude can be found in the Superior General´s letter 
to the Oblate world on the occasion of the Congregation’s centenary 
in 1916.26 Did Archbishop Augustin Dontenwill (1857-1931) just ig-
nore the fact that, in the battlefields of France, French Oblates might be 
fighting against German Oblates? How could he ignore it, after having 
celebrated a solemn Pontifical Mass of Requiem for the Oblate soldiers 
who had fallen in the war on November 25, 1915, in the Roman church 
of San Silvestro in capite?27 Only once, after almost four years of war, 
did the Superior General address himself to all Oblates in the battle-
field. He spoke to them as a loving father and religious superior. On 
May 9, 1918, he wrote: 

Because of the long duration of the war… I would like to send you, 
my dear sons in military service, a word of comfort and paternal af-
fection. … Let me assure you of my prayers, sympathy and pater-
nal exhortation to sanctify the time you spend in the environment 
of soldiers… Do not forget, my dear brothers, that you, even in the 
uniform of a soldier, are a religious man, called to give good exam-
ple. … Despite the difficulties, you have to go through… the test is 
part of sanctification. You are not … soldiers like the others. You 
have to practice obedience. … I count very much on your supernatu-
ral spirit. I don´t believe that there is one among you who does not 
fulfill our principal duties like the celebration of the Holy Mass and 
the Divine Office whenever it is possible… Religious mortification 
seems to be little in comparison to the physical and moral pains you 
go through for such a long time. How much I would like, my dear 
sons, to carry some of those for you. … Be faithful to you prayers, 
my dear sons, and unite yourself in spirit with the religious practic-
es of your communities! Let us together ask the good God and the 
Most Holy Virgin to guard your lives in the midst of all danger, and 
to preserve you vocation as Oblates of Mary Immaculate. May you 
come home soon, and may the test not last too long… Let us pray to 
our Immaculate Mother… to gain through her and the Sacred Heart 

26 A. DontenwiLL OMI, Letter of December 25,1915 in : Circulaires adminis-
tratives des Supérieurs Généraux aux Membres de la Congrégation des Missionnaires 
Oblates de M.I., Vol. 3, Rome 1922, p. 267-288.

27 War News, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate”, 
17 (1916), p. 274.
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of her divine son, the victory on earth and in heaven. … I bless you 
with all my heart …28 

Even here, there is no word against the war in his circular letter. 
There is no thought of the division among Oblates. There is in fact more 
care for the soldiers than for the many victims of war. 

Even after the war, the General Administration in Rome stayed 
“diplomatic”. In 1919, Fr. Joseph Lemius (1860-1923), a well-known 
theologian at this time and Procurator General of the Congregation be-
tween 1895 and 1923, came, with regard to World War I, to a simple 
insight in quoting St. Augustin (354-430): “In God’s plan evil bears 
good. … Divine Providence reigns and rules the lives of the nations!”29 
Was there no other way to react? 

Just to make us think: There is a serious contrast to the statement 
made in the international Oblate review “Mission” at the beginning of 
the Second World War in 1939: 

As members of a congregation recruited from all over the world, 
without distinction of race or color, we have only one preoccupa-
tion: Peace among the nations! We will do everything in our power 
to establish peace, as peace is a gift from God that excels all human 
sentiments. … More than ever we have a mission to fulfill that tran-
scends our own mission.30 

Moreover, in a further article the Oblate founder’s position about 
war was highlighted: 1) St. Eugene de Mazenod (1782-1861) refused 
to be a soldier. 2) He tried to free others from military service. 3) The 
founder was a good Frenchman, but he was not a nationalist. 4) He took 
care of the prisoners and victims of war.31 At the time of the First World 
War, during or after it, strong statements like that were missing.

28 A. DontenwiLL OMI, Letter of May 9, 1918 in : Circulaires administratives des 
Supérieurs Généraux aux Membres de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblates de 
M.I., Vol. 3, Rome 1922, p. 1-4, inserted after p. 326.

29 J. LemiuS, Apres la Guerre, La Guerre dans le Plan devin, in: “Missions de la 
Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée”, 53 (1919), p. 2-3.

30 Da pacem, Domine… in: “Missions de la Congrégation des Oblats de Marie 
Immaculée”, 73 (1939), p. 363-364.

31 Le vénéré Fondateur et la guerre, in: “Missions de la Congrégation des Oblats 
de Marie Immaculée”, 73 (1939), p. 420-429.
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concLuSion

The Catholic Church is international by nature. In its genuine inter-
nationality, it excels everything what is only national. The conservative 
Prussian Protestant, Otto von Bismarck, Chancellor of the German Em-
pire between 1871 and 1890, knew this 40 years before World War I. In 
his mind, a Catholic could never be a nationalist. A Catholic obeys other 
authorities than to politicians or monarchs. Therefore, Bismarck never 
trusted Catholics, and excluded them consequently from every lead-
ing position in the German Empire. With this conviction, courageously, 
he stood up against the German Catholics, by that time a third of the 
German population. In theory, Bismarck was right. Non-violence is a 
character of Christian religion and its founder Jesus Christ. If a church 
is international by nature, how can brothers stand against brothers? 

What Bismarck would have never believed is that Catholic German 
soldiers would stand up against Catholic soldiers from France and that 
German and English Catholic military chaplains would celebrate mass 
at the same time for the intention of their own victory. In World War 
I, German Catholics, and with them the German Oblates, were blind 
to this international perspective of their faith. In addition, the Catholic 
soldiers and Oblates on the other side of the front line had not been any 
better.32 The formula is fatal: While the Great War became more and 
more international, the Catholics and Oblates became more and more 
national. 

What to say in conclusion? Nothing! In the light of 17 million dead 
people, countless crippled and traumatized persons, ruined societies 
and destroyed territories there is nothing to say. The final silence of 
the Oblates in Germany, Rome, and elsewhere is understandable. The 
historical catastrophe of World War I was strictly linked to a major sin 
against the nature of the church and the Oblate Congregation. And what 
a humiliation: Enemies of the Catholic Church like Bismarck knew bet-
ter; prophets of peace from inside the church, like the church’s high-

32 With regard to World War I, it would be interesting to see some historical work 
done about the Oblates coming from the three provinces founded in 1851 “France 
Midi”, “France Nord” and “Angleterre”, or “Belgique” founded in 1905. Even some 
Oblates who originally came from these Provinces and worked in Canada, South Afri-
ca, Sri Lanka or the US, could have been involved in the Great War. Here one can still 
find a vast field for historical research. 
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est authority Pope Benedict XV (1914-1922), who called World War 
I ““the Suicide of Civilized Europe” and appealed for peace, had not 
been heard.33 

No doubt, in the end, not only were the many dead the only victims 
of World War I. First of all, the simple values of humans fell victim to 
the war. Moreover, the Catholic Church tolerated it. Today we have to 
admit, with sadness, that not only the Oblates but the entire Catholic 
Church needed the experience of World Wars I and II to come to a 
stronger commitment to justice and peace. There is no justification for 
war. The burden from the past reminds us to stand for our very interna-
tional nature. 

Thomas Klosterkamp, omi

General House, Rome, Italy
klosterkamp@oblaten.de 

33 Pope Benedict XV, Encyclical of November 1, 1914 “Ad beatissimi Aposto-
lorum principis” and Apostolic exhortation of August 1, 1917: “Dès le Début”. The 
Oblates of the “English Province” published, in March, 1915, a summary of the Pope’s 
peace message. Prayer for Peace, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate”, 16 (1915), p. 73-75. Here Oblates focused the prayers of the faithful for 
the victims of the war: soldiers and seamen, the wounded and prisoners, the widows 
and orphans, the refugees and exiles, the bereaved and dead. With regard to the inten-
tion of Pope Benedict XV, see also the Oblate initiative: M. J. rink OMI, Prayers for 
Peace, in: “The Missionary Record of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate”, 16 (1915), p. 
363-364.





O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
46

7 
 l

  
C

ol
in

 G
ar

dn
er

 a
nd

 P
ad

dy
 K

ea
rn

eyarCHbisHoP denis HurleY o.M.i.  
a Courageous and CoMPassionate leader

coLin garDner anD PaDDy kearney

Denis Hurley was born in Cape Town in 1915. His parents, who 
both came from Skibbereen in southern Ireland, had settled in 
South Africa. They were adventurous people: before their mar-

riage his father had been in the Royal Navy and his mother had learned 
to be a seamstress in the USA. Both came from families with some his-
tory of resisting the English oppression of the Irish.

the FirSt SignS oF Light

In 1915 his father was a lighthouse keeper, and as a child Denis 
lived at a number of lighthouses along the Cape and Natal coasts. It was 
this fact which led Alan Paton, the famous novelist and anti-apartheid 
activist, to say on the occasion of the Archbishop’s seventieth birthday: 
“Denis Hurley was not born in a lighthouse as some people imagine. 
His father was the keeper of the lighthouse at Cape Point, the guardian 
of the light that warns the sailors of dangers and guides them away from 
destruction. Now the son did not follow in his father’s footsteps. But 
he became a lighthouse keeper too; the guardian of the light that warns 
of dangers and saves us from destruction. The lighthouse has become a 
symbol of light and hope and our Archbishop has been doing this work 
of warning and guiding for the greater part of his life. And he has done 
it with great faithfulness for which today we give thanks.”

Hurley attended various primary schools, the first on Robben Island 
in the early 1920s when his father was stationed there. Young Denis’s 
secondary schooling was provided by the Dominican sisters at New-
castle, KwaZulu-Natal, and then by the Marist Brothers at St Charles’ 
College in Pietermaritzburg. Two incidents during his high school years 
gave him a taste of hardship and poverty, the first was being lost in a 
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cave for about 24 hours with two other boys. The second was when his 
father succumbed to mental illness and was away from home for a year 
and a half: during this time the family suffered considerable privation, 
but was helped by the Dominican sisters who provided accommodation 
until the family could find something more permanent. The Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate paid for him to do his two last years of schooling as 
a boarder at St Charles’ College because he had expressed an interest in 
joining the congregation.

In January 1932, shortly after finishing matric, he was sent to Ire-
land to do his novitiate with the Oblates, at Cahermoyle in County Lim-
erick. He did not get much intellectual stimulation from the novitiate or 
from his brief experience of the Irish scholasticate. But he was chosen 
by the Oblates to do his priestly studies in Rome, at the Angelicum 
(now St Thomas’s University) run by Dominicans, and then at the Gre-
gorian University run by Jesuits. He found much of the studies very dry, 
lacking in the pastoral training needed for priests, but he grew to love 
philosophy which trained his mind to go to the essence of problems. 
Being in Rome was a great liberation for him: he enjoyed the fact that 
the Oblate students came from a variety of countries and ethnic back-
grounds, he was fascinated by the many ancient Roman monuments, 
and deeply conscious that Rome was the centre of the universal church. 
He loved to attend major papal liturgies. 

Prominent among particular influences on Hurley at this time were 
Pope Pius XI, who was strongly opposed to Hitler and Mussolini and 
who stressed the importance of the church’s social teaching. Brother 
Hurley was impressed too by the Young Christian Workers who, with 
their ‘See, Judge, Act’ method, were beginning to make an impact on 
the Church. One of the courses in his final years was about the church’s 
social teaching, and he steeped himself in this topic. All this proved to 
be valuable and significant in later years.

Interestingly Oscar Romero, who as Archbishop of El Salvador 
was martyred by a right-wing death squad in 1980 and canonised on 14 
October 2018, was also studying at the Gregorian at the time, and he 
too was greatly impressed by Pius XI. But Hurley and Romero never 
met, though, as Hurley said, “we might have passed each other in the 
corridors.”
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In 1938 when Hitler paid a state visit to Italy, Pius XI left Rome in 
order to avoid meeting him; he also ordered that the Vatican museums 
be closed. A fellow student urged Hurley to take the opportunity to see 
the ‘great dictator’, whose cavalcade could be observed from the roof 
of the Oblate International Scholasticate, but he refused: he had no de-
sire to set his eyes upon this person whom he saw as the “embodiment 
of evil”.

Hurley was in Rome when Pius XI died. He was in St Peter’s 
Square when white smoke rising in the air indicate that a new pope had 
been elected: Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, who became Pius XII. Hurley 
heard the announcement, and was present for the first blessing and the 
coronation.

the Light beginS to Shine

The outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 meant that the 
young Father Hurley had to return to South Africa somewhat earlier 
than he had expected. He arrived back in Durban in July 1940 and was 
appointed junior curate at Emmanuel Cathedral. He soon found that 
the older priests in the community were not at all interested, as he was, 
in issues of social justice. When he described with enthusiasm a meet-
ing he had attended at the university about starting trade unions for 
black workers, the older priests actively discouraged him from attend-
ing any more such meetings. He would have liked to do so but didn’t 
feel that he could go against the strong opposition of clergy many years 
his senior.

Hurley had been made junior curate at the Cathedral because one 
of the priests on the staff wanted to become a military chaplain. This 
meant that Fr Hurley missed out on the opportunity, afforded to most 
priests of the diocese, to learn Zulu by being immersed in the language 
at a rural mission station. He regretted this for the rest of his life, as he 
never really learned to speak Zulu properly – despite the fact that he 
was fluent in Italian, French and Latin, the languages he had had to cope 
with during his studies in Rome. Still, at the Cathedral he was distinctly 
at the centre of things, and his talents were seen by many; the Bishop 
had his office there, and Hurley was master of ceremonies for all the 
great occasions at just the time when a new bishop was being sought.
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From the first, and throughout his life, he was totally committed 
and faithful to his daily meditation and to the recitation of the Divine 
Office, even at times when he had a very busy schedule. When travel-
ling in a car with other Catholics, he often asked them to join him in 
saying the rosary. 

After a few years at the Cathedral, in 1944 he became the second 
superior of the new Oblate scholasticate in Pietermaritzburg. This was 
something of a liberation for him, after the rather restrictive atmosphere 
of the Cathedral at that time. He became a member of the Pietermaritz-
burg Parliamentary Debating Society, which introduced him to a wide 
range of people and ideas and helped him to hone his public speaking 
and debating skills. He also introduced debating at the scholasticate. 
There was much discussion among the young South African priests on 
the staff about the injustices of South African society, but it all on an 
intellectual rather than a practical or activist level.

At the end of 1946, when he was 31, he was appointed bishop of 
the Natal Vicariate. This made him the youngest Catholic bishop in the 
world. He had no hesitation in accepting this high office, but later in life 
felt that he had been fifteen years too young. He was consecrated on 19 
March 1947. His first major function, the very next day, was a reception 
for King George VI and Queen Elizabeth!

There were some murmurings of discontent about his appointment, 
particularly among the French priests, who thought that there should 
have been another French bishop and who were critical of the fact that 
Hurley could not speak Zulu and had little or no pastoral experience.

Early on in his ministry as bishop, as he went about the parishes, he 
heard how much suffering there was as a result of South Africa’s racial 
policies. He began to talk strongly about these issues in the Bishops’ 
Conference, though he was far younger than anyone else. It took him 
quite a long time to persuade the other bishops that they should speak 
out against the many injustices prevalent in South African society. He 
was also opposed by the Apostolic Delegate, who chaired the bishops’ 
meetings and did not want any rocking of the political boat at a time 
when the Roman Catholic Church was viewed in official circles as the 
“Roomse gevaar” (the Roman danger). One has to remember that the 
new white Nationalist Party, with its explicit apartheid policy and its 
Calvinist outlook, had come to power in 1948. There was a general fear 
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among many leading Catholics that foreign priests and nuns would be 
deported if the bishops spoke out.

In his early years as bishop, Hurley became acutely aware that there 
was no money in the Natal Vicariate to build churches, schools and hos-
pitals. Clearly people were looking to the new young bishop to make all 
these things possible. So he decided to travel to the USA, and he spent 
six months there, going round parishes and schools appealing for mon-
ey for the missions. In this he was highly successful and managed to 
put in place sources of funding that are still crucial for what is now the 
Archdiocese of Durban. This period also did wonders for him in terms 
of increasing his confidence, and perhaps gave him an international per-
spective on South Africa’s racial situation which made him even more 
deeply convinced of the need to speak out against apartheid.

It was only after Hurley became an Archbishop, in 1951 – again the 
youngest in the world – and had succeeded the Apostolic Delegate as 
chair of the Bishops’ Conference that he was able to persuade the bish-
ops to make their first joint statement against racial discrimination.

In the early 1950s the Catholic Church started to move out of the 
shadows. Until then it had kept a fairly low profile, very conscious of 
itself as representing a minority within the country. Hurley helped the 
Church to become more confident of itself, a process greatly helped by 
the Marian Congress held in Durban in 1952 celebrating the centenary 
of the foundation of the Catholic Church in Natal with the arrival of the 
first Oblates. It was an unashamed public display of Catholicism not 
previously seen in South Africa.

At about this time, after much discussion and hesitation, the first 
joint statement on race relations referred to above, was issued. Viewed 
in contemporary terms, it was rather patronising, but at last there was an 
official response by the Catholic Church to pressing racial issues.

What really brought the Catholic Church out of the shadows was 
the Bantu Education Act of 1953, designed partly to get the church-
es to hand their schools over to the government by depriving them of 
subsidies. The Catholic Church decided, rather more on religious than 
on political grounds, that it would not go along with this because the 
schools were its principal evangelising instrument. It chose to keep the 
schools and raise a large amount of money to run them – what would 
be a hundred million rands in today’s terms. The bishops managed to 
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perform this remarkable feat, partly by using North American fund-
raising techniques and partly through the vigorous leadership of Hur-
ley as President of the Bishops’ Conference. In opposing every aspect 
of Bantu Education, which treated Africans as inferior human beings, 
the bishops, led by Hurley, had some confrontational meetings with Dr 
Hendrik Verwoerd, who was then what was called the Minister of Na-
tive Affairs.

Another major joint statement about apartheid, largely written by 
Hurley, was produced in 1957. For the first time it described apartheid 
as “intrinsically evil”, the strongest possible condemnation in Catholic 
moral theology.

In addition to the clash about Bantu Education, another bruising 
confrontation was about the so-called “church clause” which attempted 
to give the government powers to say who could worship where. This 
really aroused the ire of the churches and there was a lot of talk about 
civil disobedience. Interestingly it was in response to a threat to church 
rights rather than to general human rights. Hurley thought that more 
noise should have been made about other apartheid legislation which 
was having a devastating effect on the lives of black people.

Hurley played a leading role in the Natal Convention, a significant 
meeting of people of all races which produced an impressive vision for 
a South Africa free of racial divisions. But unfortunately he was not 
able to participate fully in the attempt to follow up this meeting because 
at about this time he began to be involved in preparations for the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. He was chosen as the only representative from 
Africa in the 101-strong Central Preparatory Commission, and so was 
frequently away in Rome. In the long run, however, Vatican II would 
have a huge impact on the way the Catholic Church in South Africa 
would begin to really face up to the injustice of apartheid.

Lighting the way

Before the Council Hurley had been involved in a whole new ap-
proach to religious education, or catechetics, in his role as the head 
of the Catechetical Commission. Hurley’s dynamic leadership helped 
to get new syllabuses and texts approved throughout the region under 
the jurisdiction of the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
(SACBC). He attended important catechetical conferences overseas 
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and also led a major continental conference at Katigondo in Uganda, 
which urged the Church to use new methods of passing on the faith.

During the 1950s Hurley was doing a lot of reading by some of 
the most progressive thinkers within the Catholic Church – for exam-
ple, Francis Xavier Durwell, Jacques Maritain and Clifford Howell. He 
was also excited by the writings of Teilhard de Chardin, who he said 
“won my heart completely.” Later on, at the Council, he made a speech 
in Teilhard’s praise, a brave move at that time when the Vatican was 
still requiring all Catholic libraries to take Teilhard’s works off their 
shelves.

Hurley’s initial reaction on hearing about the calling of Vatican 
II was to wonder why a Council was necessary. When all the bishops 
were invited to send suggestions for the agenda, he didn’t initially reply 
because he was too busy about other things. But later, when the invita-
tion was repeated, he applied his mind to the issue, and produced a set 
of suggestions which were remarkably similar to the main points on the 
agenda that eventually emerged!

As mentioned earlier, Pope John XXIII appointed Hurley to serve 
on the 101-member Central Preparatory Commission which was to 
finalise the agenda and to receive position papers from 14 commis-
sions preparing for the Council. Hurley soon discovered that there was 
a considerable clash between the progressives and the conservatives 
in the Preparatory Commission. He made useful contacts with leading 
cardinals from major dioceses in Europe: Alfrink of the Netherlands, 
Frings of Germany, Lienart of France, and Konig of Austria. Though 
much younger than them and from an unknown and faraway diocese, 
he found himself on the same wavelength and well equipped to discuss 
important issues with them.

Hurley was highly frustrated by the way the conservatives were 
handling the preparations for the council: they had no systematic ap-
proach, and the papers that they put forward were dull and reactionary. 
Many of these would later be rejected by overwhelming votes in the 
Council.

When the Council at last convened, in 1962, the conservatives tried 
to rush through the election of members for the various commissions 
which were to work on documents and decrees. But the delegates re-
fused to be steamrolled into choosing without having a better knowl-
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edge of suitable candidates. Under the leadership of the powerful pro-
gressive cardinals mentioned earlier, the assembled bishops voted for 
a delay of a few days in order to get to know their fellow bishops. This 
was a crucial moment in the Council because it gave a clear sign that 
the bishops from around the world were not going to allow themselves 
to be dictated to by a relatively small number of conservatives from the 
Curia. These curial officials thought that they would be able to dominate 
proceedings and that the bishops would simply accept the documents 
they had prepared and the commission members they favoured. 

This was an aspect of the Council in which Hurley revelled – that 
the bishops discovered their power in this large assembly. He was also 
excited by the informal meetings they had in the afternoons, when they 
were addressed by theologians, some of whom had previously been dis-
ciplined by the Vatican but who now had the bishops at their feet! He 
regarded this as a wonderful experiment in adult education. The read-
ing he had been doing in the 1950s now all made much more sense and 
he was able to see how the Church could change. He became one of 
a relatively small group who were responsible for shaping what hap-
pened in the Council. Notre Dame Press chose him as one of 24 Cardi-
nals, Archbishops and Bishops who “made the Council”, each of whom 
had a booklet published about their life, ministry, ideas and role in the 
Council.

Hurley was excited, too, about meetings with journalists whom the 
bishops present helped to understand what was happening, and were in 
turn challenged by the questions journalists posed. One of these gath-
erings took place regularly on Sunday evenings in the apartment of 
the Time correspondent, Bob Kaiser. Hurley called it the “Bob Kaiser 
Academy”.

He also enjoyed the informal discussions that took place in the two 
coffee bars established in St Peter’s, popularly known as “Bar Jonah” 
and “Bar Abbas”. It was here that the real feelings and thoughts of the 
bishops could be heard, rather more frankly than in the long series of 
prepared speeches in Latin in the formal sessions. Nevertheless Hurley 
spoke a number of times in those sessions and it seems that he always 
made an impact.

He noticed that Pope John XXIII intervened on a few occasions to 
assist the progressives in the Council, whereas later on Pope Paul VI, 
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who succeeded him in 1963, intervened on behalf of the conservatives, 
for example in keeping questions of clerical celibacy and birth control 
off the Council agenda.

Once it became clear to Hurley that the liturgy would soon be in 
vernacular languages, he thought it would be important to use the op-
portunity of having all the bishops of the English-speaking world in one 
place, to get people talking about the structures needed to take respon-
sibility for the translation of Latin texts into English. He thus became 
one of a small group of English-speaking bishops and liturgical experts 
who were responsible for founding ICEL, the International Commis-
sion on English in the Liturgy. This body he would later chair for 16 
years, and thus preside over some of the first translations of the missal 
and the sacramentary.

Once the Council formally came to an end, it became Hurley’s life-
task to make sure that its decisions would be fully implemented, partic-
ularly in the Archdiocese of Durban, but more generally throughout the 
countries for which the SACBC was responsible, as well as throughout 
the Church as far as he was able to influence events.

Light aS warmth anD Direction

But first he had to confront a situation in which one of his brother 
bishops, William Patrick Whelan, a fellow Oblate who was Archbishop 
of Bloemfontein, publicly crossed swords with him about whether the 
policy of apartheid (or “separate development” as the Nationalist gov-
ernment liked to describe it) could be regarded as Christian. Whelan 
thought it could, while Hurley was adamant that it could not, and had 
recently said as much in one of his presidential addresses to the annual 
conference of the South African Institute of Race Relations. Whelan 
issued a statement of his own, and for a while there was considerable 
confusion as to the position of the Catholic Church in these matters. 
Behind closed doors at the bishops’ conference, the Apostolic Delegate 
engineered a resolution that ended the public squabble. The bishops did 
not back down on their rejection of apartheid, but Hurley was pained to 
discover in private conversations that many of his brother bishops were 
fairly lukewarm in their support of the stand that he had taken on this 
matter.
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He faced a much bigger challenge when Pope Paul VI published 
Humanae Vitae, an encyclical which reiterated the Church’s traditional 
teaching on artificial birth control, despite the fact that it was widely 
known that the majority of the members of the Papal commission on 
this topic had voted in favour of the Church changing its teaching. Hur-
ley made a press statement saying that he couldn’t honestly support the 
Pope’s view: this was a very serious step for an archbishop and one that 
he found it difficult to make. Many people feel that this was why he was 
never made a cardinal, a role for which he was eminently qualified. He 
too felt for the rest of his life that he had permanently excluded himself 
from this high office as a result of publicly expressing his disagreement 
with the Pope.

But he became one of the most enthusiastic implementers of Vati-
can II decisions, especially in his own archdiocese and more generally 
throughout the territory of the SACBC, and even further afield through 
his leadership of ICEL. Some of the innovations for which he was re-
sponsible were the theological winter schools, his own extensive talks 
on Vatican II especially to nuns and priests, and promoting vernacular 
liturgy. He made many efforts to ensure that good liturgical music and 
appropriate hymns were available in English. One of his most striking 
contributions was being the first bishop in Southern Africa – maybe in 
the whole of Africa – to hold a diocesan synod, in 1968, just three years 
after the end of the Council.

The way in which he began to respond to forced removals in South 
Africa showed a new activism. At Limehill in northern Natal, for exam-
ple, he was present on the day of a forced removal and later helped the 
victims to erect shelters in the place to which they had been removed. 
He also challenged the minister responsible for the removals: “Before 
God, how can you bear the responsibility?” – a statement that infuriated 
the government.

He was also very active in IMBISA (the Inter-Territorial Meeting 
of Bishops in Southern Africa), the post-Vatican II structure created to 
bring together all the bishops of Southern Africa, including those of 
Angola and Mozambique. He was widely praised for helping this body 
to remain united in spite of big differences especially between the Por-
tuguese- and English-speaking blocs.
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He was a concerned and challenging figure, too, at a succession 
of World Synods held in Rome. He found these events disappointing 
by comparison with the Council because they were tightly controlled 
by the Vatican. The procedure of listening to an endless series of un-
related eight-minute speeches he found unproductive: he, and others, 
had hoped for something much more creative and collegial which now 
seems to have arrived with Pope Francis’ more extensive use of group 
discussion and his stress that there are no taboo subjects! 

In his leadership of ICEL with its various committees and its ex-
tensive use of liturgical experts Hurley was able to recreate something 
more like the spirit of Vatican II. No wonder that in the last year of his 
16 years as chair of this body it was given an award “as a model of 
collegiality for the universal church.” But there was a steadily increas-
ing unhappiness in Vatican circles about the freedom of ICEL and its 
influence not only on English liturgy but on the liturgical translations of 
many other “smaller” languages, which tended to rely on ICEL’s Eng-
lish translations rather than the original Latin. Because of its American 
connections (that’s where the secretariat was based) ICEL had access to 
more funding and staffing than the Vatican’s own Congregation for Di-
vine Worship; this may have been another source of their unhappiness.

Hurley was himself critical of some of the early translations which 
had been rushed in order to make vernacular liturgy available as early as 
possible, and he presided over the production of a modified new transla-
tion of the whole missal and sacramentary. But now, after an immense 
amount of work and financial investment, all this has been cast aside 
in favour of a completely new translation – one based on the theory of 
“formal equivalence” in which each phrase or word in the original Latin 
has to be matched by a phrase or word in English. This kind of transla-
tion is very different from those produced by ICEL in Hurley’s time, 
which aimed to capture the meaning in good contemporary English. 
A further difficulty with the latest translation is that, in its attempt to 
devise a formal “sacred” language, it makes use of words like “bestow” 
and “deign” which are no longer in common use. 

the Light DiSPeLS DarkneSS

Hurley is perhaps best known for his opposition to apartheid and 
his stand for justice. This was initially a rather academic and cerebral 
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rejection of what he called the inherently evil policy of apartheid, but 
during the late 1960s, throughout the 1970s, and even more so in the 
1980s, he became known for his prophetic and often also very practical 
leadership, especially in relation to worker rights, trade unions, con-
sumer boycotts, the active promotion of the open schools policy, and 
support for detainees and their families and for conscientious objectors. 
He also played a leading role in the establishment in Durban of Diako-
nia (now known as the Diakonia Council of Churches) and a signifi-
cant supportive role in that of PACSA (the Pietermaritzburg Agency for 
Christian Social Awareness); both bodies are among the most effective 
civil society organisations in KwaZulu-Natal.

Hurley sprang to particular prominence when he was elected Presi-
dent of the SACBC in 1981, 30 years after his first spell as President. 
It was a time when powerful leadership was needed as resistance to 
apartheid intensified and a last-ditch attempt was made by the Nation-
alist Party to assert its power and cling to a policy that was clearly 
leading to disaster. Hurley was in many respects the right person at the 
right time. (There were other strong church leaders at the time, most 
notably Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1984.) Hurley led the Catholic bishops in their opposi-
tion to celebrating the 20th anniversary of South Africa’s becoming a 
republic. He also gave crucial support to the 1983 Lenten campaign of 
Misereor, the German Catholic Bishops’ Organisation for Development 
Co-operation, which raised funds for South African justice and devel-
opment projects.

He led a delegation of bishops to Namibia and ensured that their 
report on this visit pulled no punches in its rejection of the way South 
Africa was administering this territory. His public comments on the role 
of the “Koevoet” counter-insurgency unit was what finally caused the 
government to do something that they must have long wanted to do, 
namely to bring him to court and make him answer charges. However 
the massive local and international support for Hurley that these charges 
galvanised, as well as fears concerning the evidence assembled by Hur-
ley’s defence team particularly about a number of gruesome murders 
in Ovamboland, led the government to withdraw them just three days 
before the trial was due to commence. Of course there was relief that 
the Archbishop did not have to face a gruelling and probably drawn-out 
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trial, but it was also recognised that if the trial had gone ahead it could 
have wonderfully showcased the Church’s prophetic role, and Hurley 
would have been a superb witness.

From his earliest years of priestly ministry, as we saw earlier when 
he attended a meeting concerned with founding black trade unions 
while he was still a junior curate, Hurley had a particular sympathy for 
the plight of workers. During his time as President of the SACBC this 
came to full flower when he declared that the bishops wanted “to throw 
the moral weight of the Church behind their [the workers] struggle”. He 
set up the “St Joseph the Worker Fund” to assist those who were penal-
ised for their union activities, and made sure that bureaucracy did not 
delay the distribution of relief. He rallied the support of the bishops for 
making church facilities available for worker meetings. When hundreds 
of workers were dismissed for striking at the Dunlop factory in How-
ick he championed their cause and even made church land available to 
them for farming as a way of surviveing through a lengthy court battle 
in which they were eventually vindicated. A trade union leader said of 
him: “He put himself squarely into the shoes of the workers and walked 
along with all of us.”

At this time there were some sharp disagreements among Catho-
lics. Those of a conservative bent who believed that a bishop should 
have nothing to do with politics – mainly whites – were very critical 
of Hurley. His stance was misunderstood, and he was accused of be-
ing more of a politician than a churchman. It was a difficult situation 
for him, but he endured the attacks with great patience and charity. He 
bore no malice in spite of unfair criticisms, and was always ready for 
reconciliation: for example when some years later the Dutch Reformed 
Church admitted that apartheid had been a heresy, Hurley welcomed 
this without bearing any grudge about their previous attitudes.

His profound spiritual life was manifested in other ways. He would 
often be found in an attitude of prayer, at his desk, when there were 
major decisions to be made. He never asked for or demanded of others 
what he was not prepared to give or do himself. He was always tolerant 
of the faults and failings of his priests – and ever ready to forgive. He 
showed great generosity of spirit to opponents and critics.

In addition to the famous Namibian report that led to his being 
charged, another highly significant report coming from the bishops dur-
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ing Hurley’s presidency of the SACBC concerned police conduct in 
the Vaal Triangle. Hurley presented to the media the “Report on Police 
Conduct during Township Protests: August to November 1984.” He 
also led the bishops in a special visit to Sebokeng (one of the town-
ships where police atrocities had been committed), where the bishops 
processed through the streets on the way to celebrate a solidarity Mass 
with the local community. Sarah Crowe, a journalist working for the 
bishops’ conference, who had played an important role in producing 
the report on police conduct on the basis of numerous affidavits, said 
that she deeply admired Hurley’s courage in these actions. She added: 
“I think in another life he would have been a … brilliant politician. He 
had very … clear qualities of leadership and great oratorical skills.”

There was an important policy shift during Hurley’s presidency 
in the 1980s. The Church decided to move away from trying to influ-
ence white South Africans and persuade the government to change its 
ways: instead it came to accept that the external liberation movements 
and the internal UDF (the United Democratic Front) were the major 
forces for change, and that the Church had to begin relating to them 
directly. Accordingly a delegation of bishops met the ANC in Lusaka, 
and the bishops adopted a policy in support of sanctions (though Hur-
ley was ambivalent about this as he feared that the poor would be the 
worst hit as a result). He also devoted much effort to helping to mobi-
lise the Church to a greater involvement in social justice issues. Many 
Christians, particularly whites, who had previously been largely indif-
ferent to such issues began to recognise their importance as the balance 
of power began to swing away from the government and towards the 
forces of change.

 At the same time he lent his name to a significant court action call-
ing for the release of a detainee on the basis that the police must have 
“reason to believe” that a person should be detained. If they had such 
a reason they should be able to make it known in a court of law. When 
the police refused to make known their reasons, the judge ordered that 
the detainee should be released. This was the first occasion on which 
a court ordered the release of a person detained under the country’s 
stringent security legislation. The “Hurley Case” is still studied by law 
students.
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Hurley’s daring prophetic stance led to a number of actions be-
ing taken against him. Besides the charges brought against him as a 
result of the report on Namibia, he was frequently verbally attacked 
by the government and by prominent right-wingers. He was also one 
of four church leaders (the others being Desmond Tutu, Allan Boesak 
and Wolfram Kistner) who were specially targeted for their “anti-gov-
ernment” activities, as was revealed during the hearings of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission. On one occasion his home was petrol-
bombed, and it is said that Minister Jimmy Kruger had recommended 
to the cabinet that he be banned. In meetings with the ill-tempered State 
President, P W Botha. Hurley would regularly be dressed down by an 
irate finger-waving “Groot Krokodil” (big crocodile).

the Light becomeS LoVe

Hurley’s last few years in office as Archbishop of Durban saw him 
devote much attention to the Bishops’ Pastoral Plan for the whole of 
South Africa. He chaired the special committee set up to lead this cam-
paign and gave the plan the title “Community serving humanity”. He 
chose to use the “Renew Process” as the most effective way to intro-
duce the pastoral plan to his own archdiocese, and was highly enthusi-
astic to see his people developing a new vision of what it meant to be 
the “People of God”, a favourite designation of Vatican II. 

During this time, he also pioneered an HIV/AIDS ministry in the 
Archdiocese – the first Catholic bishop in South Africa to involve him-
self in this issue.

According to the Catholic Church’s policy he had to offer his res-
ignation as Archbishop of Durban when he reached the age of 75, on 
9 November 1990. He was asked to remain in office until his succes-
sor was appointed; this happened only in June 1992. Hurley continued 
even after that as administrator of the Archdiocese until Wilfrid Napier 
OFM, who had been Bishop of Kokstad, was installed as Archbishop 
on 4 October 1992.

Hurley’s farewell Mass was attended by about 10,000 people at 
Durban’s Exhibition Centre. The huge congregation gave him a rousing 
welcome as he arrived in procession with seventy priests, six bishops 
and Cardinal McCann of Cape Town for a three-hour service. Hurley 
had been the youngest Catholic bishop in the world at the time of his ap-



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
48

2 
 l

  
H

is
to

ry

pointment. Now he was the longest serving of all 4.000 bishops. (Pope 
John Paul had recommended him as an example to the whole Oblate 
congregation for his courageous stand against apartheid.)

In his retirement Hurley became, at his own request, “Acting Par-
ish Priest” of Emmanuel Cathedral, one of the most taxing jobs in the 
Archdiocese: the cathedral is besieged by the poor and the vulnerable. 
This was a remarkable task for the retired Archbishop to take on. It was 
the first time that he had been a parish priest, even though he had been a 
bishop for 45 years. Many stories are told of his kindness. He frequently 
gave to needy people out of his own pocket. He regularly went to visit 
a sick Cathedral parishioner in a block of flats where the lift was out of 
order. At his advanced age he did not shrink from climbing six flights 
of steps to reach the sick man. 

He continued to serve on the SACBC as the liaison bishop for the 
Justice and Peace Commission, and later also for the Church and Work 
Commission. He remained active, too, on the KwaZulu-Natal’s Church 
Leaders’ Group, and enjoyed taking part in their ecumenical attempts 
to bring about peace between the Inkatha Freedom Party and the UDF/
ANC. By this time very much an “elder statesman” he was appointed 
joint chair of the Peace Accord structure for KwaZulu-Natal.

Another major tribute to his reputation as a unifying figure, re-
spected by all communities at a difficult moment of social transition, 
was his selection as Chancellor of what was then the University of Na-
tal, a role he fulfilled with distinction. The then Vice-Chancellor, Pro-
fessor Brenda Gourley, described him as “the perfect Chancellor.”

The years after his retirement as Archbishop had their sadness too. 
Hurley was troubled by seeing within the Church a retreat from the spir-
it of Vatican II, which he so cherished and to which he had made such 
a great contribution. He was especially disappointed by what he saw as 
the failure to implement the policy of collegiality, which would have 
given the bishops and ultimately all the people a greater role within the 
thinking and the actions of the Church. He was dismayed by the de-
struction of ICEL as he had known it and as he had helped to build it up 
from its inception during the Council. With Hurley no longer in office 
as archbishop and no longer Chair of ICEL, it was much easier for the 
Vatican to take action against a structure which they felt had got “out of 
hand”. He was appalled by the way staff members were treated after a 
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lifetime of distinguished service to ICEL, and could not understand why 
the style of translation known as “dynamic equivalence”, which was 
what ICEL had used, in keeping with the official policy of the Church 
at that time, was being replaced by “formal equivalence”, which takes 
no account of the profound differences between languages.

Hurley was very articulate, and wrote many articles and gave many 
addresses, a number of which have been published. He has also been 
the subject of a full-length biography, published in New York and Lon-
don and a book of tributes by a wide range of people, edited by a Pres-
byterian pastor.

He was a saintly man, but not in any merely pious sense. He was 
warm-hearted, alert, thoughtful, sensitive, and often full of wit and hu-
mour. But, as we have said and as many of those who were close to 
him have testified, he was a man of prayer, with a deep spiritual life. 
He lived frugally, was always humble, and had a constant awareness of 
those in need. Shortly before he died he said to Fr Wilhelm Steckling, 
then Oblate Superior General: “You know, more and more I realise that 
love is the only thing that matters.”

In his final years Hurley grew very close to the Community of 
Sant’Egidio and greatly enjoyed invitations to attend their major gath-
erings in Rome and other European venues, and continued to do this 
right until the age of 88. He was delighted by the way in which, as 
a community founded in the spirit of Vatican II, they expressed and 
embodied the values of the Council. The Sant’Egidio members in turn 
revered him for the living link that he provided with the Council.

After nearly ten years as parish priest of Emmanuel Cathedral, Hur-
ley retired to Sabon House, a retirement home for Oblate priests, and 
lived there with great humility and simplicity; he could have requested 
to have his own house and staff. At last he was able to give more time 
to writing his memoirs, a task which unfortunately he was able to com-
plete only up to the end of Vatican II in 1965.

Just a few days after his return from a Sant’Egidio event in Febru-
ary 2004, having attended the golden jubilee of a Durban school that he 
had opened fifty years earlier, he died suddenly on 13 February. After 
several days in which his body lay in state in Emmanuel Cathedral and 
thousands came to pay their last respects, his requiem Mass was held at 
the Absa Stadium, attended by 5,000 people. The burial took place in 
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the Lady Chapel of Emmanuel Cathedral, a church with which he had 
been closely associated since 1940.

Archbishop Hurley’s tomb is visited by many local and overseas 
people, especially during the celebration of his life and witness held 
each year by Emmanuel Cathedral on the weekend closest to the an-
niversary of his death. At the suggestion of Cardinal Wilfrid Napier 
OFM, a shrine has now been created at his tomb in the Cathedral, and 
the faithful have been encouraged to pray there for his intercession. 
Alongside the Cathedral, the “Denis Hurley Centre” has been erected 
to focus on “Care, Education & Training, and Building Community” – 
aims dear to the late Archbishop – in one of the most challenging and 
diverse communities of the archdiocese that he served for 45 years.
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origins of our Patroness of tHe oblate Casa 
generaliZia

warren brown, omi

I n January 2018, the Oblate Central Government Community 
traveled to Cave, Italy for a community development retreat at 
the convent of the Franciscan Sisters of the Heart of Jesus in San 

Bartolomeo – Cave, about an hour’s drive from the city of Rome. 
Thanks to the proximity of the town of Genazzano to the commu-
nity’s retreat, we decided to travel one morning to the shrine of Our 
Lady of Good Counsel in Genazzano as pilgrims to the shrine of the 
patroness of our Casa Generalizia. As we are in the midst of a reno-
vation of the General House and are renewing its origins, it seemed 
a good moment to remember our patroness and to give thanks for so 
many blessings.

To begin, I had to make a little study into the background on this 
devotion to our Mother Mary, under the title of Our Lady of Good 
Counsel. 1 During earlier Roman times, the site of the church in Genaz-
zano was a celebrated shrine for the worship of the goddess Venus. 
Only in the fourth century, a church was built there in honor of Our 
Lady and called the Church of the Virgin Mother of Good Counsel. 
Over the ensuing years the original church gradually fell into ruin, until 
a significant event occurred in the mid-Fifteenth Century. 

According to tradition, in the year 1467, whilst during the festivi-
ties held for the Feast of Saint Mark, the residents of the town suddenly 
heard beautiful music. A mysterious cloud was then said to have de-
scended and obscured an unfinished wall of the parish church. Then, as 
everyone watched, the cloud dissipated and a beautiful fresco appeared, 

1 I found several websites which explained the history of this devotion, in parti-
cular the Marianists’ International Marian Research Institute, at the University of Day-
ton, Ohio. https://udayton.edu/imri/ accessed on July 7, 2018.
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no thicker than a post card and only about 18 inches square (around 116 
centimeters square), of the Virgin Mary and the Christ Child. Two Al-
banians from Scutari appeared in the town with a curious tale. They had 
fled from their homeland to escape the invading Turks. Before fleeing, 
they had stopped in the church and had seen how the icon of Our Lady, 
wrapped in a white cloud, lifted off the wall on which it had hung for 
two centuries. They followed the picture until they could see the towers 
of Rome, when it suddenly disappeared. The mysterious icon of Genaz-
zano was identical to the one in the church in Scutari. 

The Pope at the time, Paul II, went to investigate and found 
that many miracles already had taken place and that in fact the icon 
from the church in Scutari was missing. This event naturally led to 
increased devotion to Our Lady of Good Counsel. Since the 14th cen-
tury the icon and shrine have been under the care of the Augustinian 
order. In 1630 Pope Urban VIII made a pilgrimage to the shrine, in-
voking the protection of the Queen of Heaven. Other Popes to travel 
here were Pope Innocent XI who, in 1682, had the picture solemnly 
crowned, as well as Pope Benedict XIV who approved placing a gold 
crown over the image in 1753. Pope Pius IX (1846-1878), responsible 
for the proclamation of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception of 
Mary, also had devotion to the image and traveled to Genazzano in 
pilgrimage in 1864. 

Perhaps, more than any other pope, Pope Leo XIII (1878- 1903) 
had a deep love for this devotion. He was born in the town of Carpineto, 
not far from the Church of Our Lady of Good Counsel, and elevated the 
shrine to the status of a Minor Basilica. In 1903, he inserted the title 
«Mater Boni Consilii» into the Litany of Loreto and also had a copy of 
the image installed in the Pauline Chapel of the Vatican Basilica. Many 
miracles have been attributed to the devotion, not the least of which 
was that during World War II, though the church itself was bombed and 
practically destroyed, the icon itself remained intact. Before the Second 
Vatican Council was convened, Pope St. John XXIII traveled to Genaz-
zano to pray for the success of this ecumenical council. 

The dedication of the Oblate General House to this devotion of 
Mary took place in 1954, during the Marian Year called by Pope Pius 
XII (1939-1958), who during that year made the proclamation of the 
dogma of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. The Oblate Gen-
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eral House, whose construction had recently been completed at 290 via 
Aurelia in 1950, was formally placed under the patronage of Our Lady 
of Good Counsel. We can refer to the General House’s Codex histori-
cus, May 28, 1954:

At 8 pm, blessing by Father General of the mosaic of Our Lady of 
Good Counsel placed over the small entrance door on via Aurelia, 
in the presence of the whole community and many visitors present 
in Rome on the occasion of the canonisation of Saint Pius X. It is 
considered as part of the Marian celebrations taking place in Rome 
during this Jubilee year for the centenary of the proclamation of the 
dogma of the Immaculate Conception.

Fr. Deschâtelets had already revealed this dedication to Our Moth-
er of Good Counsel in his report to the 1953 General Chapter, closing 
with the words: “May Our Mother of Good Counsel protect us and 
enlighten us.”2 

But I continued to wonder: why was the General House connected 
with this particular devotion to Mary as Our Lady of Good Counsel? 
The Oblates in their history have overseen the devotion to many shrines 
and images of Mary in many places around the world, including back to 
the time of St. Eugene de Mazenod, the Founder. Why was this particu-
lar devotion of Mary, Our Lady of Good Counsel, chosen as patroness 
for our General House? Though I looked into the report of the deci-
sions of the General Council prior to November, 1954, I could not find 
any specific mention of the decision for choosing this patronage for the 
General House. 

At first, I proposed that it must be linked to the fact that the site 
of the General House on via Aurelia is the former site of the “Villa Pa-
celli”. It is commonly known that Pope Pius XII, born Eugenio Maria 
Giuseppe Giovanni Pacelli, had placed his pontificate under the pa-
tronage of Our Lady of Good Counsel. And, since the Oblate General 
House stands on the grounds of the Villa Pacelli, former home to some 
members of the Pacelli family of Pope Pius XII, I had proposed that 
this was the reason for the special dedication. Pope Pacelli had even 

2 “Report of Fr. Leo Deschâtelets to the 25th General Chapter, 1-23 May 1953” 
in Circulaires Administratives, 6th volume (1953-1960), Rome, Maison General, 1965, 
p. 49-50.
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composed a special prayer for this devotion which was so important 
to him during his years as Pope and Bishop of Rome.3 This seemed 
to me the most logical reason for the General House’s special dedi-
cation. No one whom I asked at the General House seemed to know 
anything about this. 

Wanting to do more in-depth historical research into our Oblate 
traditions, I then addressed an inquiry to some of our veteran Oblate 
historians to see if they might have an answer, Frs. Yvon Beaudoin and 
Alexandre Taché, who are now living in Richelieu, Canada. They re-
ferred me to a biography on Fr. Leo Deschâtelets, Oblate Superior Gen-
eral from 1946-1972, written by his last personal secretary, Fr. Irénée 
Tourigny. In this brief but informative work, I found what seems to be 
the answer to my question. Fr. Deschâtelets had a strong Marian devo-
tion and during the special Marian Year, he addressed a circular letter to 
the Congregation in which he encouraged the entire Oblate Congrega-
tion to renew itself in Marian devotion and in contemplation of Mary’s 
role in the development and life of the Oblates.4 

In this way, Fr. Deschâtelets, serving as the Oblate Superior Gen-
eral during the special Marian Year of 1954, himself had the Gener-
al House placed under the patronage of Our Lady of Good Counsel 
because this had been his personal devotion since the time before his 

3 O Holy Virgin, to whose feet we are led by our anxious uncertainty in our 
search for and attainment of what is true and good, invoking you by the sweet 
title of Mother of Good Counsel, we beseech you to come to our assistance, when, 
along the road of this life, the darkness of error and of evil conspires towards 
our ruin by leading our minds and our hearts astray. O Seat of Wisdom and Star 
of the Sea, enlighten the doubtful and the erring, that they be not seduced by the 
false appearances of good; render them steadfast in the face of the hostile and 
corrupting influences of passion and of sin. O Mother of Good Counsel, obtain 
for us from your Divine Son a great love of virtue, and, in the hour of uncertainty 
and trial, the strength to embrace the way that leads to our salvation. If your hand 
sustains us, we shall walk unmolested along the path indicated to us by the life 
and words of Jesus, our Redeemer; and having followed freely and securely, even 
in the midst of this world’s strife, the Sun of Truth and Justice under your mater-
nal Star, we shall come to the enjoyment of full and eternal peace with you in the 
haven of salvation. Amen.

4 « L’Année Mariale et les Oblats de Marie Immaculée », « Circulaire » no. 202, 
1 November 1953, in Circulaires administratives, vol. 6, 1965, p. 78-106. 
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novitiate. Since the time of his Novitiate (1918) until the end of his 
life, Fr. Deschâtelets prayed to Our Lady of Good Counsel, upon his 
spiritual director’s suggestion,5 and so it seemed obvious that when the 
time came to choose a Patron for the new General House (the house of 
government of the whole Congregation), the Superior General turned 
to Our Lady of Good Counsel, and so this also explains the placement 
of the icon at the via Aurelia door. Moreover, it explains the presence 
of an image of Our Lady of Good Counsel in the small chapel at the 
right entrance to the Main Chapel (with the altar of the Founder’s first 
vows with Fr. Tempier at Aix in 1816). In this chapel Father General 
(Deschâtelets) celebrated Mass daily (and before the restoration of the 
practice of concelebration of the Eucharist after Vatican II), which was 
practically all of his years as General. 

From the Diary of Fr. Deschâtelets, May 2, 1973, as quoted in Leo 
Deschâtelets: Oblate of Mary Immaculate by Fr. Irénée Tourigny: 

April 23, 1973, feast of Our Lady of Good Counsel. She has been 
the support, inspiration and consolation of my life ever since the first 
hours of my Oblate vocation. Among all my papers I must search out 
that little holy card of Our Lady of Good Counsel, given to me by 
Father Laliberté, my Sulpician benefactor, just before I entered the 
novitiate. And then, there is the General House under her patronage: 
the little Oratory of the Vows especially dedicated to her. And my 
pilgrimages to Genazzano…All this passes through my mind and 
prompts me to pray with renewed fervor to Our Lady of Good Coun-
sel. May she guide me through the days which the Lord will still 
grant me in His service.6

As Fr. Deschâtelets had mentioned, he had taken several pilgrim-
ages to Genazzano and the Shrine of Our Lady of Good Counsel, of-
ten accompanied by other members of the General House community. 
Some Oblates even would take hikes there, especially during the sum-

5 “He [Fr. Flavian Laliberté] it was who told me on May 9, 1918, ‘Join the Obla-
tes of Mary Immaculate’. I have always kept the little holy card of Our Lady of Good 
Counsel I got from him after he blessed me. I owe him a debt of eternal gratitude.” Fa-
ther Leo Deschâtelets, O.M.I. (1899-1974), Superior General of the Missionary Obla-
tes of Mary Immaculate (1947-1972): A Biographical Sketch, Irénée tourigny, OMI, 
Trans. By Alfred A. hubenig, OMI, Rome, 1976. p. 25.

6 Ibid, p. 118-119. 
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mertime. Little did I know that the visit by our present Central Govern-
ment to Genazzano was simply a revival of a previous Oblate general 
leadership’s custom! 

Presently at the General House, besides the images of Our Lady of 
Good Counsel at the via Aurelia entrance and in the First Vows Chapel 
previously mentioned, there are a few other images of the Madonna 
of Good Counsel in public areas. There is print image of the icon on 
the wall on the ground floor near the community refectory and another 
one will be placed in the community recreation hall. Also, next to the 
porter’s office just inside the front door is a painting of the Madonna 
of Good Counsel greeting everyone who enters or leaves the house. 
This past January when our Central Government community concluded 
our pilgrimage visit to the Shrine and while visiting with some of the 
Augustinian priests presently serving there, they gifted us with a small 
framed tile image of Our Lady of Good Counsel, which now hangs in 
our Central Government meeting room. Let us continue to pray, in the 
spirit of Fr. Deschâtelets, to Our Lady to watch over our house and our 
community with her maternal concern: 

Virgin Mary, Mother of God and sweetest Mother of Good Counsel, 
we consecrate ourselves to your Immaculate Heart.
By you we will be brought to Christ your Son and the only begotten 
Son of God and through Him and with Him to the Eternal Father.
We will walk in the light of faith, hope and love so that the world 
may believe that Christ is the Savior sent by the Father. We commit 
ourselves to be his witnesses to the ends of the world. So, under the 
maternal protection of your Immaculate Heart we will have one heart 
and one soul to bear witness to his death and resurrection so that 
the Most Holy Trinity is worshiped, praised and loved by the whole 
world. Amen. [from a Prayer Card given at the Basilica of our Lady 
of Good Counsel, Genazzano, Italy.] 7

Our Lady of Good Counsel, pray for us! 

Warren Brown, omi

General House, Rome, Italy
brown@omigen.org

7 This is the English translation, and what follows is the original Italian text of the 
prayer card distributed at the Basilica in Genazzano.
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Vita et Missio
la forMation Continue Pour les MaÎtres  

des noViCes, aiX-en-ProVenCe, 2018

corneLiuS ngoka, omi

La communauté d’Aix-en-Provence a accueilli 16 Maîtres des 
novices de la Congrégation pour un temps de ressourcement, 
de prière, d’écoute et de partage de leurs expériences. La ses-

sion qui s’est déroulée du 10 au 31 juillet 2018 avait pour thème : « la 
formation à la vie religieuse et missionnaire oblate et l’expérience du 
noviciat ». Comme nous le rappelle la Constitution 55, c’est sous la 
conduite du Maître des novices que les novices s’appliquent à sai-
sir le sens de la vie consacrée, à discerner plus clairement l’appel 
du Seigneur et, dans la prière, à se disposer à y répondre. Pour que 
le noviciat demeure un temps et un lieu de rencontre et d’expérience 
avec le Christ, le rôle des Maîtres des novices est très important. Et la 
session à Aix voulait justement leur offrir un cadre d’expérience et de 
renouvellement dans le charisme oblat dont ils sont appelés à être les 
témoins et les gardiens. 

Ce temps d’expérience avait une triple dimension : partager et écou-
ter les expériences comme missionnaires oblats et Maîtres des novices, 
faire l’expérience d’Aix, lieu de notre fondation, en se renouvelant dans 
le charisme oblat et enfin se ressourcer dans l’exercice de discernement 
et d’accompagnement. Même si une semaine a été consacrée à chacune 
de ces dimensions, tout le temps de la session a été une riche expérience 
de vie communautaire, de partage de notre vie de foi et de renouvelle-
ment dans notre charisme.   

Oblatio
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Écouter et Partager LeS exPÉrienceS 

Pendant la première semaine, les participants ont eu l’occasion de 
partager leurs expériences, le vécu de leurs communautés respectives, 
leurs joies, les défis qu’ils rencontrent dans leur mission, leurs atten-
tes. Grâce à un questionnaire qui les avait aidés à préparer la session, 
les échanges et l’écoute des expériences ont été très enrichissants. Au 
début de la semaine, les membres de la communauté d’Aix nous ont 
présenté la figure du Bienheureux Jozef Cebula, martyr et Maître des 
novices. Son attachement à Jésus Christ et son amour pour le charisme 
l’ont conduit à vivre l’oblation jusqu’au bout. Le dernier jour de la se-
maine était réservé à l’écoute et aux échanges avec le Père général. 
Il a partagé avec les participants sa propre expérience comme Maître 
des novices et a longuement insisté sur l’importance de l’expérience du 
Christ pendant la période du noviciat. Le noviciat doit être avant tout 
un temps d’expérience ; une expérience qui s’approfondit grâce à l’ac-
compagnement et au discernement qu’offrent les Maîtres des novices 
et leurs collaborateurs. Enfin, il a offert aux participants un guide du 
discernement qui tient compte des différents aspects du cheminement 
du novice et qui peut permettre de mieux orienter son accompagnement 
et sa croissance tout au long de la formation initiale et même au-delà. 
La semaine s’est achevée avec une visite détaillée de la maison de fon-
dation et des lieux significatifs dans la ville d’Aix. 

connaître, aimer et ViVre Le chariSme obLat

Comment faire connaître, transmettre et approfondir le charisme 
oblat pendant la période du noviciat ? C’est la question qui a occupé 
toute la deuxième semaine de la session. Or, pour faire connaître et 
aimer le charisme oblat, les Maîtres des novices doivent avant tout le 
connaître et l’aimer eux-mêmes. Ils doivent en être les témoins et les 
gardiens. C’est ce que le père Frank Santucci s’est donné comme tâche 
de nous dire pendant toute la semaine.  Partant des expériences fonda-
trices d’Eugène de Mazenod et ses premiers compagnons, il a pris soin 
de bien expliquer les différents événements de la fondation, les divers 
documents de l’histoire et du charisme oblats dans leur contexte, et 
leur importance dans la transmission du charisme. Il a proposé quelques 
méthodes pour faire connaître le charisme pendant l’année du noviciat. 
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Le Maître des novices doit savoir raconter l’histoire de la naissance et 
du développement de notre charisme. Une bonne partie du temps a été 
consacrée à la place des Constitutions et Règles dans la vie religieuse 
oblate, à l’histoire de son développement à partir de 1818 et à la struc-
ture actuelle des Constitutions et Règles depuis 1982. Il a enfin proposé 
des méthodes simples pour initier et accompagner les novices à se les 
approprier comme leur Règle de Vie, pour qu’au jour de la première 
oblation ils soient capables de comprendre ce que signifie : « Fais ceci 
et tu vivras ». Pour la transmission du charisme oblat au noviciat, il faut 
beaucoup insister sur l’expérience d’une rencontre personnelle avec la 
personne du Christ qu’avait faite le Fondateur et comment le noviciat 
est le lieu privilégié pour vivre une telle expérience. Non pas comme 
une parenthèse mais comme une lumière qui éclaire toute la vie de 
l’Oblat. La semaine s’est achevée par la visite de Saint Laurent de Ver-
don où le fondateur s’est retiré pour rédiger la première Règle de 1818, 
et de la Mission de Barjols, l’une des premières missions prêchées par 
la première communauté des Missionnaires de Provence 

DiScerner DanS L’accomPagnement

La troisième semaine a commencé avec une journée de recollection 
au cours de laquelle deux membres de la communauté d’Aix, anciens 
Maîtres des novices, nous ont partagé leur expérience dans ce ministère. 
C’est une semaine qui sera consacrée au discernement et à l’accompa-
gnement. Transmettre et faire connaître le charisme oblat suppose, de la 
part du Maître des novices, d’être constamment présent pour écouter et 
cheminer avec les novices tout au long de l’expérience. Comment ac-
compagner les jeunes d’aujourd’hui dans leur discernement vocation-
nel au noviciat ? Comment mieux les connaître pour les aider à gran-
dir ? Quels défis majeurs rencontrons-nous dans l’accompagnement 
aujourd’hui ? Le père Thierry Anne, Jésuite et Maître des novices en 
France, a abordé ces questions et celles autour de la personne du Maître 
des novices et de ses dispositions à être présent et à cheminer avec cha-
que novice. Il a pris le temps de bien expliquer le sens et l’importance 
du discernement et de l’accompagnement dans la vie chrétienne et re-
ligieuse en général et leur importance à l’étape du noviciat. Grâce aux 
exemples et exercices concrets dans les ateliers et en séance plénière, 
il a amené les participants à une plus grande prise de conscience de 
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leur rôle dans le discernement vocationnel et l’accompagnement des 
novices. Il a abordé d’autres sujets importants tels que la relecture de 
vie à la fin de la journée ou après une expérience, comment organiser 
l’accompagnement des novices, la direction spirituelle pendant le novi-
ciat, les dynamiques de la vie communautaire au noviciat, l’importance 
de la supervision et de l’accompagnement spirituel pour le Maître des 
novices lui-même et la question des collaborateurs, surtout la place et le 
rôle du socius dans la vie du noviciat. Le Maître des novices ne travaille 
pas seul, il a besoin de collaborateurs compétents dont un socius à plein 
temps. La supervision et l’accompagnement lui permettent d’assurer un 
service de qualité aux novices qui lui sont confiés. 

L’unitÉ en jÉSuS chriSt 

Le temps d’intégration et de synthèse que nous avons vécu les deux 
derniers jours nous ont permis de faire ressortir les points saillants de 
l’expérience à Aix, sur les pas du Fondateur et de ses premiers com-
pagnons. L’expérience du Christ qu’a vécue Eugène de Mazenod doit 
rester au cœur de chaque expérience du noviciat. L’accueil, la présence 
et le témoignage des six membres de la communauté d’Aix ont été une 
grande richesse, que les participants ont appréciée. La majorité des 
Maîtres des novices viennent de commencer leur ministère et ils ont 
apprécié d’avoir vécu une telle expérience au début de leur mission. 
Au cours de la visite des lieux de fondation à Marseille, les participants 
ont prié devant la tombe du Fondateur et ont renouvelé leur oblation. À 
Notre Dame de la Garde, à travers la prière de consécration à Marie Im-
maculée et le chant de Salve Regina, nous avons confié à la Bonne Mère 
chaque novice et toutes les communautés de noviciat de la Congréga-
tion. Nous avons conclu l’expérience à Aix avec le symbole du lave-
ment des pieds de chaque Maître des novices au cours d’une célébration 
eucharistique dans l’Église des Missions. 

et La miSSion continue…

L’expérience de resourcement à Aix a été une belle occasion pour 
les Maîtres des novices de se connaître, d’échanger entre eux et de se 
soutenir. Pendant la prière du matin, tout au long de la session, chaque 
participant a partagé l’histoire de sa vocation avec toute la communauté. 
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Ce furent des moments d’action de grâce pour chacun de nous et de re-
nouvellement de notre vocation. La session nous a également permis de 
mieux nous rendre compte des réalités actuelles dans les différentes com-
munautés de noviciat, les joies vécues et les défis qui restent à relever.  Je 
voudrais ici souligner trois aspects qui ont retenu mon attention.

Le noViciat comme un temPS D’exPÉrience

Actuellement, nos communautés de noviciat essayent d’offrir une 
bonne formation aux candidats selon nos Constitutions et Règles et 
grâce aux programmes établis à la lumière des Normes générales pour 
la formation. La tentation est de remplir l’année du noviciat avec une 
série de programmes et de cours et de négliger l’aspect de l’expérience. 
Le noviciat doit être un temps d’expérience, une véritable école de la 
connaissance de Jésus Christ, dans la prière, dans l’oraison et dans la 
vie communautaire de chaque jour, où les différents programmes et ac-
tivités sont relus et approfondis dans la prière. C’est un temps et un lieu 
d’apprentissage et de participation à l’expérience du charisme tel qu’il 
a été vécu depuis la fondation de la Congrégation. La constitution 55 
parle d’un temps d’initiation à la vie religieuse oblate. Il s’agit d’une 
initiation intégrale qui engage toute la personne du novice à la suite du 
Jésus Christ à travers l’oblation de toute sa vie. 

ViVre La miSSion Du maître DeS noViceS 

Nous remercions le Seigneur pour les Maîtres des novices que 
nous avons maintenant, un groupe d’Oblats dévoués et bien préparés, 
qui se donnent totalement à leur mission, avec des équipes assez sta-
bles. Ils sont conscients de leur rôle comme témoins et gardiens du 
charisme oblat. Mais il arrive que certains soient sollicités ou engagés 
dans beaucoup d’autres ministères ou activités et que, peu à peu, ils 
ne soient plus entièrement disponibles pour leur ministère principal. 
Or, le Maître des novices doit consacrer tout son temps à la formation 
et à l’accompagnement des novices. Sa présence dans le cheminement 
de chaque novice est très importante et il ne peut pas minimiser cette 
responsabilité. Dans l’exercice de son ministère, le Maître des novices 
a besoin de collaborateurs qui le soutiennent dans sa mission. Même si 
certains collaborateurs interviennent de l’extérieur, la présence d’une 
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équipe de formateurs, surtout d’un socius à plein temps, est indispensa-
ble. En plus du soutien des collaborateurs et de ses supérieurs, le Maître 
des novices doit aussi compter sur le soutien d’un superviseur et d’un 
accompagnateur spirituel avec qui il puisse relire et vérifier ses expé-
riences et partager les défis qu’il rencontre dans son ministère.

ViVre L’intercuLturaLitÉ au noViciat

Aujourd’hui, un bon nombre de noviciats accueillent des candi-
dats issus de plusieurs unités et d’origines culturelles différentes. C’est 
une expérience enrichissante, certes, mais qui comporte aussi des défis. 
Comment vivre une expérience de noviciat intense tout en tenant comp-
te de cette diversité ? Il est nécessaire que le Maître des novices et son 
équipe soient outillés pour l’animation et l’accompagnement des com-
munautés interculturelles. Une meilleure collaboration entre les unités 
ou à l’intérieur de la région facilitera la préparation et la nomination des 
équipes interculturelles. Un autre défi qu’il convient de relever c’est le 
nombre des novices qu’il faudra pour faciliter une bonne expérience. 
Selon les expériences des Maîtres des novices, lorsque le nombre des 
novices est très réduit, la dynamique communautaire est plus difficile. 
Et lorsque le nombre est très élevé, il devient difficile de les suivre et 
de créer une communauté où chacun trouve sa place. Au cours de cette 
année, les différents noviciats de la Congrégation accueillent entre 3 
et 22 novices. Là où plusieurs unités collaborent et où le nombre des 
novices est élevé, il conviendra d’avoir des équipes permanentes plus 
nombreuses. Dans tous les cas, l’expérience du noviciat doit offrir aux 
novices l’occasion de la vie communautaire, lieu de croissance inté-
grale et d’initiation à la vie religieuse missionnaire oblate.

La session a été une belle expérience pour tous, surtout pour les 
Maîtres des novices qui y ont trouvé un soutien et ressourcement et y 
ont puisé des énergies nouvelles pour leur mission. Ne faudrait-il pas 
que chaque Maître des novices fasse une telle expérience de resource-
ment dans notre terre sainte à Aix au début de son ministère ? En tout 
cas, tel a été le souhait des Maîtres des novices eux-mêmes.

Cornelius Ngoka, omi

Maison général, Rome, Italie
cngoka@gmail.com
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CHallenges and signs of HoPe in afriCa 
MadagasCar regional seMinar on oblate 

forMation, KenYa, 2018

ignatiuS nabonDe, omi, anD mokone rathokoa omi

I n the year 2018, a special attention is given to the aspect of voca-
tions. Oblates in different units have come up with various engage-
ments and activities concerning vocations. They are reaching out to 

people in all stages of life, especially the young people, responding to 
the call of the owner of the harvest who said that “the harvest is rich but 
labourers are few” (Luke 10:2), to help them respond to this important 
call in our time and join the Oblate mission. While mobilising voca-
tions on the ground, we also need to prepare the ground so that when 
these seeds are sown, they may be able to germinate and grow. For the 
quality growth to take place, we need to make sure that we have good 
and empowered Oblates who will do a proper watering, manuring, and 
pruning. That is what formation is all about. 

The major superiors in the African Madagascar unit, felt that, the 
focus should not just only be placed on getting new vocations, but we 
should first of all prepare Formators to train with passion love good 
faithful servants in the vineyard of the Lord. When those who are given 
this responsibility of forming young people consider this noble work a 
special calling that God has called them to do, and they do it without 
seeing it as a burden or punishment, putting their hearts and minds on it, 
then we can further be assured that the life of the congregation and the 
life of the church at large will be in good hands. So, there was a need 
to bring together Formators from the whole region to discuss forma-
tion. From the 05th to 15th July 2018, formators from Kenya, Zimbabwe, 
Namibia, Lesotho, Democratic Republic of Congo, Cameroon, Senegal 
and South Africa, gathered in Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya. Those 
present were about thirty in number. That was indeed a good turnout, 
since the workshop of this nature was the first one to take place in the 
unit. These Formators were basically from three stages of formation 
houses, namely: Postulancy, Pre-novitiate and Scholasticate. 
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The main purpose of this workshop was to look at the present real-
ity of formation given in our houses of formation. While discussing the 
present reality of formation in our units, some questions were asked: 
How is the face of our communities look like? Are our communities 
multicultural or intercultural? Do Formators understand Oblate char-
ism? Do we present our charism in the way that our Formandi may 
assimilate it well? How do we discern with Formandi? How do we 
evaluate them? How do we attend to the community dynamics? The 
Formators spent the whole week deliberating on these issues.

During the discussions and presentations of the seminar on Forma-
tion a number of challenges emerged.

There is a positive spirit of working towards the unification of the 
Africa Madagascar Region but the learning of the languages of French 
and English remains one of the opportunities to be embraced in order to 
improve communication between the Anglophone and the Francophone 
sub regions and the congregation at large.

The different superiors of the houses of formation expressed a need 
to visit one another so as to encourage the exchange of Formators be-
tween the different houses of formation and also those who are in for-
mation. The Scholasticates in Africa are mostly consolidated and others 
need to be consolidated so as to facilitate the learning of the languages 
of French and English especially during regency and also the exchange 
of Formators as well as to promote interculturality.

A common AMR Regency program needs to be developed by the 
Regional Formation Committee and to present its draft to the AMR 
Conference for further discussions, inputs and to finally adopt it. The 
Regional Formation Committee is to collect all the existing documents 
of the different regency programs. One of these documents could be 
considered as a template and use the information from others to enrich 
it and adapt it to the context of AMR Region.

In order to facilitate the meeting of the different AMR committees 
of Finance, Formation, mission, JPIC and Youth so as to deliberate on 
the resolutions taken by the Africa Madagascar Region, the inadequate 
finances remains a serious challenge. Everyone who attended the semi-
nar saw the need of a continuation of the AMR Seminar on formation. 
Such a need led to a suggestion that the region could invited the resource 
personnel from the De Mazenod experience in Aix to give programs on 
preparation for the final vows in Africa. There is a need to develop a 
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stable content for the program of the preparations of final vows because 
it is difficult to replace the individual Formators who give inputs on the 
preparation for final vows.

The financial constrains led to the idea that the bursars of the re-
gion need to meet and work out a way forward to facilitate the unifica-
tion of the region as well and making it possible for the different AMR 
Committees to meet regularly. The idea of allowing the different com-
mittees to animate the unification of the Region came out of an experi-
ence of the restructuring of the three South African Provinces into a 
new OMISA Province. 

The Porticus Scholarship made a difference in sponsoring the sem-
inar held in Nairobi in July 2018 as well as supporting the formation of 
two OMI Formators who are on ongoing formation in Tangaza. There 
is a need of ongoing formation for the Formators of the region and the 
financial sustenance of such an initiative remains a challenge for the 
region. Some Formators expressed a difficulty of being appointed to the 
formation team without prior Formators training and it became difficult 
for them to be effective in their ministry.

Despite the challenges in formation there is hope and progress be-
cause on the level of the sub-regions there are promising sings and will-
ingness to collaborate. The Coordinating Committee of Formators is 
playing an important role of carrying out some of the resolutions of the 
Interprovincial Conference (IPC) and also advising them on issues of 
formation. They meet regularly on annual basis. The Province of Cam-
eroon has organized two meetings a year for the Formators and the Lo-
cal Superiors are also included in the meetings. Communication among 
the Formators could be improved if the Francophone Interprovincial 
Conference could organize regular annual meetings for the Formators 
on the sub regional level.

Ignatius Nabonde, omi 
Namibia 

omiprenovi@iway.na

Mokone Rathokoa, omi 
South Africa

rathokoa@gmail.com
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Familia Oblata

sHaring a CHarisM bY VoCation

Fabio ciarDi, omi

who ShareS with whom

A model is often adopted in the relationship between religious 
and laity that recalls the Ptolemaic one of the earth at the centre 
and the sun and other planets revolving around it. 

In our case, Oblates are at the centre, holders of the charism, around 
whom rotate, in concentric circles and at distances more or less close, 
people who want to share the charism, the spirituality, the mission of 
the Institute, then those who collaborate with their help and prayer, and 
finally those benefiting from the charism and who remain affectively 
linked as a sign of gratitude...

Perhaps it is necessary to adopt the Copernican system, with the 
sun in the middle and the planets rotating around it.

Referring to us, the charism itself is located in the centre and around 
it, in concentric circles, rotate the different vocations which are enlight-
ened by the charism. The closest “star” to the sun can be the Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate, consecrated persons who first received it and incar-
nated it, then other people who participate in a different way in its life.

The Institute of consecrated persons who lives the charism is not 
the exclusive holder of the charism, it always welcomes it as a gift, 
and the charism transcends the Institute and can be grasped and im-
plemented in a different way by other subjects. It is enough to think 
about how many institutions the charism of Saint Francis has been able 
to give life to, and new expressions are still emerging that refer to it: 

Oblatio
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they all revolve around his charism, not around the ancient Franciscan 
Orders, even if they naturally live in communion with them and they 
are being addressed as those having a long history of understanding and 
implementing the charism.

In the same world of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, there are 
more than 42 Institutes of consecrated life, male and female, of monas-
tic or secular type, which were born from the charism of St. Eugene de 
Mazenod and which do not revolve around the Oblates, but around the 
charism. The same for many lay people.

If this perspective is true, its implementation provokes a “Coper-
nican” revolution: it leads us to truly live the complementarity of gifts, 
donated to one another, without superiority and inferiority, placing our-
selves together at the service of the one mission.

the chariSm, giFt oF the SPirit

No one can say that he is the exclusive holder of the charism be-
cause the charism is by definition a free gift. It is the Holy Spirit who, 
poured into the hearts of believers, communicates God’s gifts and dis-
tributes the charisms, as we read in 1 Cor 12:4-6: «There are different 
kinds of gifts (charísmata), but the same Spirit distributes them. There 
are different kinds of service (diakonía), but the same Lord. There are 
different kinds of working (energhémata), but in all of them and in 
everyone it is the same God at work». The operations and energies 
which come from the Father, the source of life, and which take the 
form of ministries, in reference to Christ who came to serve, are born 
as charisms through the work of the Spirit who expresses the gratui-
tousness, the unpredictability and the perennial newness of the gift be-
stowed by the Trinity.

As a supernatural gift, the charism can never be considered sepa-
rate from its source. You can’t appropriate it. It is a free gift that can 
only be welcomed.

Among the many descriptions of these gifts of the Spirit, we can 
reread the one given by Pope Francis in a conversation dedicated to the 
«communion of saints»: 

The Holy Spirit distributes to the faithful a multitude of spiritual 
gifts and graces; the «imaginative» wealth, let us say, of gifts of the 
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Holy Spirit is ordered to building up the Church. The charisms – 
that word is a little difficult – are gifts that the Holy Spirit gives us, 
talents, possibilities.... Gifts given not to be hidden but to be shared 
with others. They are not given for the benefit of the one who re-
ceives them, but for the use of the People of God. If a charism, one of 
these gifts, serves instead as self-affirmation, then it is doubtful that 
we are dealing with an authentic charism or one faithfully lived out. 
The charisms are special graces, given to some for the good of many 
others. They are attitudes, inspirations and interior promptings that 
are born in the consciences and experiences of certain people, who 
are called to put themselves at the service of the community. In par-
ticular, these spiritual gifts further the sanctity of the Church and her 
mission. We are all called to respect them in ourselves and in others, 
to receive them as serving the Church’s fruitful presence and work. 
St Paul warns: «Do not quench the Spirit» (1 Thess 5:19). Let us not 
quench the Spirit who gives us these gifts, these abilities, these very 
beautiful virtues that make the Church grow» (General Audience, 
6th November 2013).

the chariSm, exPerience oF the SPirit

If this applies to every charism, it applies above all to the shared 
charisms manifested in the founders and foundresses of charismatic 
families. They always appear fully aware that they are moved, in giving 
life to their work, by the Holy Spirit. 

Founders and foundresses feel they are instruments of the Spirit, 
taken, inspired, led along a new path, still unknown to them, whose real 
dimension opens gradually, throughout their lives, thanks again to the 
Spirit. «Everything is the work of God», they usually say when, at some 
point in their lives, they turn back; they are amazed to see the beauty of 
the work born of them, to the point of feeling too small and unworthy to 
attribute paternity or maternity to themselves. Little Sister Magdeleine 
writes that her Fraternity was desired by the Spirit because «he inspired 
it to me with the power of Love... I did not have much to reflect on, 
because everything was so impelling, with the luminosity and speed of 
a flash»1. «Father Alberione – says the founder of the Pauline Family 

1 Little Sister Magdeleine, Il Padrone dell’impossibile, Piemme, Casale Monfer-
rato 1994, p. 317.
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speaking of himself – is the instrument chosen by God for this mission 
for which he worked for God and according to the inspiration and will 
of God»2. Mother Teresa of Calcutta considered herself a simple pencil 
with which God wrote what he liked to. Chiara Lubich continues with 
this same conviction: «The pen does not know what it will have to 
write. The brush does not know what it will have to paint. The chisel 
does not know what it will have to sculpt. So, when God takes a crea-
ture into His hands, in order to make some of His works rise up in the 
Church, the person does not know what she will have to do. She is an 
instrument. And this, I think, may be my case»3.

The different charismatic Families appear as an expression of the 
creativity and fruitfulness of the Spirit who directs his Church with gifts 
(see LG 4). In an appropriate way, the Instruction Mutuae relationes 
states that «the very «charism of the founders» appears as an experience 
of the Spirit…» (no. 11). The Second Vatican Council interprets this 
common feeling by affirming that the founders, in giving life to their re-
ligious families, acted «under the impulse of the Holy Spirit» (PC 1).

the tranSmiSSion by the FounDer

The characteristic of the charisms that give rise to charismatic 
Families is the ability to involve in the same charismatic experience. A 
founder and a foundress are such because they “pass on” their experi-
ence.

«The charism of the founders – we read in the Instruction Mutuae 
relations no. 11 – it appears as an experience of the Spirit, transmitted 
to their disciples». The evangelical word that is incarnated in the hearts 
of charismatic women and men does not remain a private gift; it has a 
collective dimension, it gives rise to a movement of persons, to a com-
munity capable of living that same evangelical word and of making 
it active in history. Founders and foundresses are such because they 
become generators of a family of sons and daughters who participate 
and keep alive the mission entrusted to them by God. A new work in the 
Church is born, the Word returns to become flesh. Paternity and mater-

2 Ut perfectussit homo Dei, Roma 1960, vol. I, p. 374.
3 4Scritti Spirituali/1, Città Nuova, Roma 19974, p. 9.
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nity are the most evident aspect of those who are recipients of a charism 
that must expand in space and time.

Francis of Assisi, in his letter to Brother Leo, naturally calls his 
companion «my Son», comparing himself to a mother4. Then «he said 
he was a woman whom the Lord had made pregnant with his Word and 
who had begotten him spiritual children»5. The same awareness of ma-
ternity is declared by Angela Merici in her Precepts, when she affirms 
that Jesus Christ «elected her to be a mother alive and dead, of such a 
noble Company»6. During the election of Ignatius of Loyola as Supe-
rior General, one of the first companions, Claudio Jay, in the ballot pa-
per motivated the choice in the fact «that God has given us all for many 
years Don Ignatius for Father»7. A strong reference to paternity is that 
of saint Eugene de Mazenod, when he writes that God «predestined him 
to be the father of a large family in the Church»; «I am father and what 
a father!». This is how he motivates his ardent love for his missionar-
ies: «I love my children more than any other creature could love them... 
It is undoubtedly because of the position in which he deigned to place 
me in his Church». God, in communicating to him the charism of the 
founder, had given to him the capacity to transmit to others, in a genera-
tive process, his apostolic project, with all the riches contained in it8. 
Charismatic people can relate to themselves and their relationship with 
their disciples what Paul said to the Corinthians (see 1 Cor 4:15) and to 
the Galatians (see 4:19): «I have begotten you in Christ Jesus».

When the founder dies, the evangelical parable of the grain of 
wheat is fulfilled, which must fall to the ground and die to bear fruit. 
His death is a painful loss for his family and at the same time the begin-
ning of a new fertility. It seems that we hear the words of Jesus echoed: 
«It is for your good that I am going away, otherwise the Spirit cannot 

4 FF, 250.
5 Oddone di Cheriton, in K. Esser, Origini e inizi del movimento e dell’ordine 

francescano, Jaca Book, Milano 1975, p. 202.
6 Terzo Ricordo, 6-8, in S. Angela Merici, Regola, Ricordi, Legati, Queriniana, 

Brescia 1975, p. 77.
7 Reported by A. Guidetti, Introduction to Gli scritti di Ignazio di Loyola, edited 

by M. Gioia, UTET, Torino 1977, p. 252.
8 See G. Soddu - T. Camelo, Vi ho generato in Cristo. Eugenio de Mazenod Fon-

datore e Padre, Frascati 1980.
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come to you» (see John 16:7); «You will do greater things than I» (see 
John 4:12). In order for the charism to unleash all its creativity, the ex-
treme gift of life on the part of the founder is necessary.

Only the entire history of an institute or movement, with the new 
multiple works, the experience of its saints, the inculturations in environ-
ments and always new situations, will account for the density, richness 
and potential contained in the initial charism. «What a mystery – wrote 
Little Sister Magdeleine – all these vocations that the Lord had given to 
me [she intended to speak of the many aspects of her vocation], but that I 
was completely incapable of fulfilling in one life and that, little by little, 
are being fulfilled through my little sisters»9. Blessed James Alberione 
said that not even in Paradise would one fully understand the vocation of 
the Pauline Family, to which he had given life, so great it was10.

the recePtion by the DiSciPLeS

We continue to read the “definition” of the “charism of the found-
ers” offered by Mutuae relationes. It «appears as an experience of the 
Spirit, transmitted to their disciples to be lived, safeguarded, deepened 
and constantly developed by them, in harmony with the Body of Christ 
continually in the process of growth».

The task of the founder, as we have just mentioned, is to «trans-
mit». There follow four other verbs that concern those to whom the 
experience is transmitted: it is a matter of «living», «safeguarding», 
«deepening» and «developing» the charism. Each of these verbs de-
serves to be investigated.

«Living», because the charism, before being the object of study, is 
a living a dynamic reality as it is the Spirit who gives it to the Church, 
and therefore it must be implemented, it is necessary to allow oneself to 
be guided and shaped by it.

«Safeguarding», because we are not the masters of it: it is an ob-
jective gift that we have received, and that we will have to transmit in 
turn.

9 Il Padrone dell’impossibile, o.c., p. 198.
10 Abundantes divitiae gratiae suae. Storia carismatica della Famiglia Paolina, 

Roma 1971, p. 21.
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«Deepening», because it always has new things to say, especially in 
the different cultural and historical contexts in which it is embodied. In 
this way the Spirit who enlightened and animated the founder spreads 
over the whole family born to him: the «charism of the founder» be-
comes the «charism of the institute», almost a collective refraction of 
the one developed by the life, experience and personal contributions 
of those being continuously called by the Spirit: the seed becomes a 
tree. Despite the historical and cultural changes, the life of charismatic 
families expresses and updates the experience that the Spirit has given 
to the founder: there is a substantial continuity between the charism of 
the founder and the charism of the institute.

This is where the wording proposed by the Council, «patrimony 
of the institute»11 comes into play, adopted by the Code of Canon Law 
which prefers it to that of charism of the institute, even if it does not 
reject the term. It implies the founder’s understanding and plans on the 
one hand and the «healthy traditions» on the other.

In the «healthy traditions» we can find the contribution given by 
General Chapters, communities, individual members of the institute 
who make the charism of the founder ferment with personal charisms, 
as Mutuae relationes reminds us: «Individual religious, too, certainly 
possess personal gifts, which without doubt usually come from the 
Spirit. They are intended for the enrichment, development and rejuve-
nation of the life of the institute, in the unity of the community and in 
giving proof of renewal» (no. 11).

What ecclesial documents do not say is that this development can 
also be the fruit of the contribution of other components, other than 
those of the «individual religious». The question to be asked is there-
fore: to what extent and in which ways have the laity linked to the char-
ism, as well as the various Institutes born from it, contributed and can 
contribute to «living», «safeguarding» and «deepening» the experience 
of the Spirit? How to receive from all members of the Family the char-
acteristics of all its components?

11 CIC, 1983, can. 578.
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the eccLeSiaL target

In its definition Mutuae relationes finally indicates a particular way 
to live the last verb: «developing». The development of the founding 
experience must be carried out «in harmony with the Body of Christ in 
perennial growth».

It is not enough to look at the roots of the institute or to limit the 
research on the development of the charism by looking only within the 
institute. It is necessary that each charismatic Family interprets its own 
charism within the horizon of ecclesial communion among all the com-
ponents of God’s people, in the light of what the Spirit says to the whole 
Church: «Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the 
Churches» (Rev 2:7, etc.). The Church is always on the way to reaching 
adult stature, to full maturity, and we with her, because we are in her 
and for her. One cannot lead a path parallel to the path of the Church.

What would have happened if our institutes had not breathed in 
unison with the Second Vatican Council? Today we cannot ignore the 
impulses of Pope Francis, who impels the whole Church, including us, 
towards a demanding evangelical life, the openness to the peripheries, 
the quest for tenderness, dialogue, acceptance...

The Spirit who has inspired the charisms of the different institutes 
is the same Spirit who today enlivens the Church with new charisms, 
with new sensibilities, with new appeals. The charismatic breath present 
in religious families must continue to vibrate in unison with the char-
ismatic breath that animates the Church today. Everything that is good 
and new born in the Christian community is ours, it is part of us, it is a 
gift of the Spirit for us, it enriches us and makes us grow.

At the beginning I used the metaphor of the solar system: the 
charism at the centre and around it the various realities that take shape 
from it.

A further metaphor is needed. The sun is not fixed, but in turn mov-
ing, part of a much larger rotation that is the galactic one. Our sun seems 
so big to us and yet it is a dot in the immense Milky Way.

This is the same for our charismatic Family, it makes no sense if it 
is not immersed in the ecclesial galaxy, in the great communion among 
charisms and vocations, where we all revolve around the great divine 
plan of building the kingdom of God.
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We don’t live for ourselves, we can’t turn in on ourselves, stay 
there and look at ourselves, otherwise we would become a sect, and 
we would wander in space like a meteor. We live for the Church, for 
humanity, for universal brotherhood, for the unity that Jesus requested 
to the Father. Only in this way does the charismatic Family make sense, 
only by forgetting in order to live «outside of itself» does it really be-
come itself.

The communion among the different charismatic Families is also 
an interpretative criterion for understanding the charism of each of 
them. Every single family needs the gift of the other, the light of the 
other, in order to understand itself in depth.

This is the invitation of the Instruction Starting afresh from 
Christ: 

The communion which consecrated persons are called to live goes 
far beyond their own religious family or Institute. Opening them-
selves to communion with other Institutes and other forms of conse-
cration, they can spread communion, rediscover their common Gos-
pel roots and together grasp the beauty of their own identity in the 
variety of charisms with greater clarity, like branches of the one vine. 
They should compete in mutual esteem (see Rm 12, 10), striving for 
the greatest gift, charity (see 1 Cor 12, 31). (…) The future can no 
longer be faced in isolation. There is a need to be Church, to together 
live the adventure of the Spirit and of the following of Christ, com-
municating the experience of the Gospel, learning to love the other’s 
community and religious family as one’s own. The joys and sorrows, 
the concerns and successes belong to everyone and can be shared. 
Dialogue and communion are also sought from new forms of evan-
gelical life (no. 31).

This ecclesial dimension of the charism has recently been strongly 
emphasized by Pope Francis. It is worth rereading first of all the inter-
vention at the Synod on Consecrated Life in 1994, when Monsignor 
Bergoglio, auxiliary bishop of Buenos Aires, warned against «exalting 
religious families for their «founding charism», ignoring their belong-
ing to the totality of the Church. The framework is the Church: conse-
crated life is a gift to the Church, it is born of the Church, it grows in the 
Church, and it is entirely directed to the Church». Bergoglio warned of 
the danger of self-referentiality, which leads to an autonomous pastoral 
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planning, to training itineraries outside the context, to focus on the prob-
lems within the institutes to the extent of absorbing the best energies. 
«One cannot reflect on the consecrated life – the bishop affirmed – but 
within the Church», even knowing that the framework of relationships 
with all the other components of God’s people «will be the framework 
of tensions», because such is life, a dynamic and fruitful tension. Only 
when it is perceived as a component of a multidimensional Church does 
the diversity of charisms acquire meaning. «The charism of a religious 
family is not a closed patrimony that must be preserved, but rather an 
«integrated facet» in the body of the Church, drawn towards the centre, 
which is Christ. In a sense, a religious family is family because it is 
integrated into the great family of God’s holy and faithful people. If not 
so… it would be a sect»12.

Hence the appeal addressed to consecrated persons in the encycli-
cal Evangelii gaudium, to «be integrated harmoniously into the life of 
God’s holy and faithful people for the good of all» (no. 130), until it be-
comes criterion of ecclesiality for charisms. «A renewal of religious life 
– he had affirmed at the 1994 Synod – must always take place within 
the wandering in the faith of God’s people, in the light of its «feeling», 
its infallible «way of believing». Religious élites have always been and 
are always dangerous: they carry within them the Essenes’ heresy that 
flourishes again at every moment in these messianisms».

Ultimately, one of the fundamental ways for the development of 
the charism in harmony with the Body of Christ is the communion with 
all the members of God’s people: «It is in communion... that a char-
ism is seen to be authentic and mysteriously fruitful. (…) Diversity, 
plurality and multiplicity while at the same time bringing about unity» 
(Evangelii Gaudium 130-131).

The charism of the institute is also understood and «updated» to the 
extent that it allows itself to be questioned by the ever new questions 
and needs to which it is called to respond. The inclusion in history is 
another essential factor for its interpretation.

In the Magisterium of Pope Francis remains the restlessness ex-
pressed in the 1994 Synod: «one is excessively concerned with one’s 
own charism regardless of its real inclusion in God’s holy people, 

12 Synod of Bishops, XVI General Congregation, October 13th, 1994.
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confronting oneself with the concrete needs of history... and instead 
of being «a gift of the Spirit to the Church», religious life, so config-
ured, ends up being a museum piece or a «possession» closed in on 
itself and not put at the service of the Church». In this sense, «being 
a Church that goes forth», the movement towards the «peripheries» 
and the other inputs that the Pope launches, are not only a pastoral 
method, a way of putting the charism into practice, but an interpreta-
tive method. The charism can be understood by bringing it into play 
with history, letting itself be questioned by it, in concrete and daily 
contact with the people in the midst of whom it is called to live and 
to whom it is sent.

I would like to conclude with the Pope’s strong appeal to the new 
contemporary charismatic forms, particularly useful to any other char-
ismatic institution: 

First, it is necessary to preserve the freshness of your charism: never 
lose that freshness! The freshness of your charism! Always renewing 
the «first love» (see Rev 2:4). As time goes by, there is a greater temp-
tation to become comfortable, to become hardened in set ways of do-
ing things, which, while reassuring, are nonetheless sterile. There is 
the temptation to cage in the Holy Spirit: this is a temptation! (…) 
The newness of your experiences does not consist in methods or 
forms, or the newness itself, all of which are important, but rather in 
your willingness to respond with renewed enthusiasm to the Lord’s 
call. Such evangelical courage has allowed for the growth of your 
movements and new communities. If forms and methods become 
ends in themselves, they become ideological, removed from reality 
which is constantly developing; closed to the newness of the Spirit, 
such rigid forms and methods will eventually stifle the very charism 
which gave them life. We need always to return to the sources of our 
charism, and thus to rediscover the driving force needed to respond 
to challenges». You are a «Movement»! «Always on the way, always 
in movement, always open to God’s surprises which are in harmony 
with the first call of the movement, namely the founding charism13.

After the affirmation of a common vocation within a single char-
ismatic Family and of an innate co-responsibility on the part of all its 

13 To the participants of the III World Congress of Ecclesial Movements and New 
Communities, November 22nd, 2014.
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components for the concrete implementation of the charism, we must 
ask ourselves which ways can be possible to live and work in unity.

the narration oF the exPerience oF the SPirit

Let us go back once again to the definition of the charism of found-
er as an “experience of the Spirit”. Since it is an “experience”, it is by 
its very nature dynamic, an evolutionary process that hardly lends itself 
to being circumscribed in schemes or definitions. More than a formula, 
it is a story, a concrete action of the Spirit in the life of a person allow-
ing to be led in new ways. Before being a definition, the charism is the 
narration of a story.

The first monastic text is the Life of Anthony written by Athanasius. 
In fact, it is presented as a Rule that explains the nature of the monastic 
vocation and how it has to be lived concretely. Rather than offering 
abstract definitions of the monastic «charism», Athanasius prefers to 
propose a concrete model of life.

Gregory the Great, Bonaventura and Nadal did the same speak-
ing of the Benedictine, Franciscan and Ignatian «charism»: they simply 
narrated the experience lived by Benedict, Francis and Ignatius. They 
were convinced that the «form» of the charism was enclosed in the ex-
perience of the origins, as Nadal clearly expresses when he writes: 

In this brief discourse of the life of Fr. Ignatius until the founding 
of the Society, we see an example of that... Of fate that the best and 
most perfect Fr. Ignatius will always follow point by point, and al-
most in him the Lord God founded the Society, and we can see the 
first form and grace that the Lord gave to the Society, that is to say 
the exercises and the ministries of the very Society, and that we have 
to imitate till we get people suitable for the Society and the confor-
mation of the first institute…14.

Often the founders and the foundresses themselves have left auto-
biographical writings. Just think about the Testament of Francis of Assi-
si, the Counsels and the Legacies of Angela Merici, the Autobiography 
of Ignatius of Loyola, of Antonio Maria Claret, of James Alberione.

14 Exhortationes Complutenses, in Commentarii de Instituto Societatis Iesu, 
Roma 1962, p. 287
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It is certainly legitimate, indeed necessary, to identify the compo-
nents of the charism and to articulate them in such a way as to allow an 
ever greater understanding of them. But one cannot pretend to fix once 
and for all the charism which, like the Spirit who gives it, by its very 
nature escapes definition and remains dynamic. You can’t define life. 
The charism can be understood by experience, by grace, participating in 
its intrinsic dynamism. Each of its formulations will have to be reread 
in the light of the historical path taken by the founder and, after him, by 
the entire Family born of him. Something similar happens with the for-
mulas of faith. They express the Good News according to a movement 
coming from the Gospel, a narration, to the Creed, a series of state-
ments. But the Creed must always be reread in the light of the Gospel, 
thus taking the reverse path: from the Creed to the Gospel.

Each generation is called upon to reread the history of its founder 
and to reinterpret it. It is called to look to its past as to its roots, so 
that it can extend its branches with ever greater force and bear fruit in 
today’s world. The tree lives off its roots. We read the past to interpret 
the present and to creatively prepare the future: a founder does not lag 
behind, he walks in front of us.

This narration is not just a storytelling. It requires deep knowl-
edge, and therefore the study of the environment, of the history of the 
origins, the analysis of the different founding moments. Knowing how 
to narrate one’s origins means grasping the charism in its development. 
One understands how God prepared a founder or a foundress in the pe-
riod before the inspiration, one relives the moments of enlightenment, 
one traces back with them the evolutionary path, until one realizes the 
fundamental elements that emerge from the narration. Ultimately, one 
grasps the genetic thread of the charism and what characterizes it. It is 
a reflection on history.

How, then, is the charism transmitted? By telling a story. We must 
learn to be fabulators.

the wiLLingneSS to be LeD by the SPirit

In order to relive the same experience as the founder, it is necessary 
to retrace from within his experience of the Spirit. Only in this way, by 
entering into the same dynamic, it is possible to know in depth the soul 
of the founder and the gift that the Spirit has given to him.



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
51

6 
 l

  
Fa

m
il

ia
 O

bl
at

a

If the initiative of the Spirit characterizes the beginnings of each 
charismatic Family, the full willingness to be led by the Spirit charac-
terizes a founder or a foundress. He introduced them to the mystery of 
the Father, making them fully aware of his paternity and of their real 
sonship; he made them conformed to Christ, grasped in some of his 
mysteries; he led them to relive the Gospel with radicality; he offered 
them the capacity for a particular reading of the signs of the times, from 
an evangelical point of view, raising their awareness of certain urgent 
needs of the Church and the world, so that they could give creative an-
swers. Through them, the Spirit wanted to give his Church a new Fam-
ily at the service of humanity – in the most diverse ways, according to 
the circumstances of time and place – to contribute to the coming of the 
Kingdom and the achievement of unity in Christ.

The founders and the foundresses follow the inspirations of the 
Spirit and pursue paths that they never imagined they would take. Be-
cause they are submissive to his guidance, they know how to be crea-
tive and, in their prophetic dimension, how to respond to their times and 
to the needs and expectations of the people of their time.

The charism is an experience guided by the Spirit: this is particu-
larly evident when one looks at the inconsistency with which founders 
and foundresses operate. Reading the founding papers of the Oblates, 
for example, the determination not to be bound by vows is clear: 

In this holy Society – Saint Eugene de Mazenod writes to his first 
companion-to-be – we will have but one heart and soul… We will 
not be bound by vows; but I hope that it will be the same with us as 
with the disciples of St. Philip who, free as we shall remain, would 
die before thinking of leaving a Congregation for which they have 
the same affection as for their mother». We would expect a scrupu-
lous fidelity to this project of freedom, especially since, in that same 
letter, he affirms it «inspired by God15. 

It takes only a few months to see the initial plan being contradicted: 
in the evening of Holy Thursday of the same year, while he was in 
adoration of Jesus in the Eucharist with his first companion, he made a 
vow of obedience with him. Less than two years pass by and the vow 
of obedience for all the members of the new institute, together with the 

15 Letter to Tempier, Écrits oblats, I, 6, Rome 1987, p. 6-7.
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vow of perseverance, is included in the first Rule. Three years later, the 
vow of poverty and at the same time the vow of chastity: four vows, 
when he had promised not to have any of them.

Examples of «infidelity» to the initial project can easily be found 
in all founders and foundresses. It is enough to recall Saint Ignatius of 
Loyola; he had excluded any form of teaching on the part of the Society 
of Jesus: «No estudios, ni lecciones», he had expressly stated. Later 
it began to establish colleges for the students of the Society, without 
external teaching (1539-1545); then the colleges began to open up to 
external students (1545-1550); finally, the teaching to external students 
began to be of primary importance (1550-1556). At the end of his life, 
the Society has only two professed houses, two houses of probation and 
46 colleges!16

Such inconsistencies reveal the truth of God’s initiative and leader-
ship of the initial experience. In the foundation itinerary, the founders 
proceed insofar as the Spirit lets them understand. They let themselves 
be guided by him with docility, ready also to change direction if the 
Spirit requests it. They don’t care about «saving face» in front of oth-
ers. They do not insist on being «faithful» and consistent with what they 
have understood up to that moment. Rather, they want to be faithful to 
God’s guidance, even when it seems contradictory.

Founders and foundresses are «guided» by the Spirit, as Jesus was 
throughout his life. It is not a question of giving up one’s own will, but 
rather of making all one’s strengths, heart, mind and abilities completely 
available for the creative action of the Spirit. Saint Thomas, comment-
ing on the apostle Paul, explains that «the Christian, in acting, shall not 
be primarily moved by his will, but by the instinct of the Spirit»17.

If Saint Eugene de Mazenod contradicts himself it is because, as 
Jeancard writes, one of his first companions, «the plan of which he was 
the worker came from a much higher level than a purely human con-
cept. It had been inspired, and somehow revealed to him, as circum-
stances opened up new horizons for his zeal»18. The inconsistency of 

16 See L. LukacS, De origine collegiorum externorum deque controversiis circa 
eorum paupertatem obortis, 2 voll., Roma 1960-1961.

17 Lect. in Rom 8, 14; ed. Marietti, n. 635.
18 J. jeancarD, Mélanges historiques sur la Congrégation des Oblats de Marie 

Immaculée à l’occasion de la vie et de la mort du R.P. Suzanne, Tours 1872, p. 71.
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Saint Ignatius is explained in the same way by Nadal, also one of his 
first companions: «He was gently led to what he himself did not know. 
In fact, at that time, he did not think about the foundation of an order; 
however, step by step, this became one of his main thoughts and he set 
out, in the simplicity of his heart in Christ».19

That «wise recklessness» suggests the paradox of a «consistent in-
consistency»: Ignatius shows all his wisdom in letting himself be guid-
ed by God through ways that apparently (according to human logic) do 
not seem wise at all. Blessed James Alberione, still speaking of himself, 
effectively describes this experience, common to all founders: «Here is 
a half-blind man, who as he moves along, is enlightened from time to 
time, so that he can proceed further: God is the light»20.

In order to continue the creativity of the past and to meet today’s 
expectations, it is necessary, in short, to retrace the spiritual journey 
that the founder and his first community have undertaken.

Are we willing to let ourselves be guided by the Spirit, as happened 
at the origins of the charismatic Family? This seems to me to be the 
central issue for the communication of the charism.

How can we concretely involve the whole charismatic Family, es-
pecially the laity who are part of it, in this journey of incarnation of the 
bright idea giving life to that work in the Church?

Surely, the spirituality that comes from the charism can help every-
one give «charismatic flavour» to every action, even to the simple daily 
life. This is a dimension that needs special attention in order to give a 
sense of belonging and meaning to one’s own life.

Charismatic sharing does not end with the spiritual journey. There 
is the sharing of the «pondus diei», of the effort in carrying forward the 
charismatic project in history, with the achievements, initiatives, works, 
training, finances...

How can we ask each other for support, concrete help, taking re-
sponsibility? How to actively involve in the implementation of the 
charismatic project?

19 Dialogi pro Societate contra haereticos (1563), Fontes Narrativi de S. Ignatio 
de Loyola…, II, p. 252.

20 “Abundantes divitiae gratiae suae”, o.c., p. 202.
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FormatiVe Sharing

A particularly important area, in the transmission of the charism, is 
that of formation. Here too the initial question arises, now expressed as 
follows: who trains whom?

I have often recalled that, while in other times, as history proves, 
the men and women religious created, spiritually nourished and direct-
ed forms of aggregation of the laity, today it can happen that the laity in-
volve the men and women religious and also help them in their spiritual 
and pastoral journey, as stated several years ago in the Post-Synodal 
Exhortation Christifideles laici: «...the lay faithful themselves can and 
should help priests and religious in the course of their spiritual and pas-
toral journey» (no. 61). Communion and reciprocity in the Church are 
never one-way.

It is not easy to implement this. Sometimes lay people who share a 
charism passively wait to receive from consecrated persons both spirit-
ual nourishment and directives for apostolic collaboration. Sometimes, 
however, they would like to intervene in the life of the Institute, even in 
areas that are not relevant for them. On the part of consecrated persons, 
there may be paternalistic attitudes towards the laity or resistance to 
their initiatives perceived as undue interference.

The type of formation offered to consecrated members of the Fam-
ily is usually deeper than the one addressed to the laity. Often having 
tools at their disposal, consecrated persons are expected to be able to 
«feed» more easily other family members who have fewer opportuni-
ties.

Then again, the laity have the possibility of experiencing the char-
ism in contexts that are often closed to consecrated persons and there-
fore can highlight aspects that are not yet fully developed. They also 
have an «external» eye, with respect to the community of consecrated 
persons, which makes it possible to see things that those who live in it 
do not see or perceive differently.

An opportunity that, in the mutual gift, can enrich both is evident 
in all of this.

The first area of dialogue and meeting, therefore, I think is pre-
cisely that of formation, beginning with the houses where the formation 
of consecrated persons is provided. In them, the scheduled presence of 
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the laity can be of help not only to open up young people in formation 
to the secular, civil, social and political world, but also to make known 
other ways of incarnating the charism.

At the same time, associating the laity with formative moments 
addressed to young people in formation can help the laity themselves to 
go deeper into the knowledge of the charism.

Undoubtedly, the laity should be offered specific and continuing 
formation, which calls for being carried on by themselves and by other 
members of the Family, such as consecrated persons.

Similarly, we should reflect on the type of formative relationship 
among the institutes inspired by the same charism, provide common 
paths both in initial and in on-going formation, without hegemonies and 
in mutual trust.

the community aS an interPreting Subject

This will be possible if we recognise that the subject who wel-
comes, lives, interprets, updates the charism and transmits it in turn, is 
the entire charismatic Family.

By definition, the founding charism is such when it is transmitted 
to a community and welcomed by a community. The experience of the 
Spirit, to take up again Mutuae relationes 11, «appears as an experience 
of the Spirit transmitted to their disciples». The charism is not a distinct 
reality from the Family to which it has been handed over. It lives in it. 
The whole Family, even before the individual disciples, is the recipient 
of the charism of the founder and preserves it. It is in it that one can have 
the fullness of light necessary to grasp the charism in its permanent ele-
ments and to enculturate it in one’s own time and environment.

The understanding of the charism is an analysis from within, by 
connaturality, almost a process of self-understanding, made together by 
all members of the family.

It will therefore be necessary to create common meeting places in 
which to share the understanding of the charism, also in view of con-
crete daily choices of life and ministry in order to respond to ever new 
demands.

For a religious Institute, the privileged moment of interpretation 
is usually the General Chapter or similar assemblies at a regional and 
local level, but also the individual local communities called to constant 
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self-consciousness. The question is: what type of presence and role can 
lay people and members of Institutes sharing the same charism enjoy 
within General Chapters or local events? Which places need to be in-
vented or, if already existing, enhanced, in order to draw on the charism 
jointly and creatively?

In any case, it is necessary to stress the importance of the dynamics 
of community discernment which has its focal point in the presence in 
it of the Risen Lord. The event of Emmaus, narrated by Luke, remains 
paradigmatic for every type of community process of interpretation (see 
Lk 24:13-32). The Risen One – we read in Luke’s Gospel –, accompa-
nied by his disciples, dierméneusen, that is explained, interpreted the 
Scripture. There is, in this accompaniment, a great interpretative teach-
ing. The Risen One, joining the journey that the disciples were making, 
indicates how the life of the Church is a journey, and Christ continues 
to be once again the accompanying traveller; a journey not only from 
Jerusalem to Emmaus, but also from the non-recognition of Jesus by the 
disciples to his recognition, a journey that the Risen One makes them 
make by interpreting the Scripture. It is the journey of a charismatic 
Family in the understanding of its Word of Life, of its charism. The 
Risen One present in the community continues to give the Spirit that 
makes it clear what he has said to the founders.

This same process could concretely happen again if the conditions 
for the Risen One to make himself present are met. «For the commu-
nity, a true family gathered together in the name of the Lord by God’s 
love which has flooded the hearts of its members though the Holy Spir-
it, – says Perfectae caritatis, 15 – rejoices because He is present among 
them». Rejoices indicates the stability of a presence that accompanies 
the journey of the community, just as the Risen One had made himself 
a travelling companion of the two towards Emmaus. Every group, even 
if small, with the presence or not of the religious closest to the founder, 
even if not equipped with particular speculative aptitudes, if the condi-
tions for establishing this presence are put in place, can proceed to the 
interpretation and, under the guidance of the Risen One who becomes 
a travelling companion, can grasp in depth the charism that has been 
communicated to it by the mediation of the founder and find ways for 
its implementation.
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It is certainly essential to have communion with the other compo-
nents of the Family, which in turn will have to deal with the Church 
which, together with the mandate to preserve the charism, also has the 
task of confirming its interpretations. The disciples of Emmaus them-
selves – and this is a further interpretative indication of the Gospel epi-
sode – report to the Eleven what happened to them and compare their 
faith with that of the apostles (see Lk 24:33-35).

the PLaceS For Sharing

In the past, religious life has created places of lively charismatic 
experimentation: monasteries, spirituality and pilgrimage centres, oa-
ses of contemplation, schools of prayer and humanization, of educa-
tion in the faith and spiritual accompaniment, institutions of social 
assistance, of employment support, villages and citadels inspired by 
the Gospel.

Today, while appreciating the achievements of the past, always 
valid, that we would like to see everywhere present, we must rethink, 
reinvent, recreate places where the Gospel can be read in its possibili-
ties, inspirations and fruits, where God can be seen and touched, new 
sketches of a fraternal humanity for the times, shaped according to a 
relationality that has as its inspiration the very life of the Trinity, the 
new commandment of mutual love.

They are not the places of utopia, which refer to a wonderful but 
non-existent world, they are the places of heterotopia, alternative, of 
authentic humanization and socialization, the «spaces of the Risen 
One», where the Lord is present and enlivens, enlightens, guides his 
community; places that make the heaven on earth visible, to a human 
humanity where the communion of hearts and goods reigns as in the 
first Christian community of Jerusalem.

Consecrated men and women - wrote John Paul II - are sent forth to 
proclaim, by the witness of their lives, the value of Christian frater-
nity and the transforming power of the Good News (…). Such com-
munities are places of hope and of the discovery of the Beatitudes, 
where love, drawing strength from prayer, the wellspring of com-
munion, is called to become a pattern of life and source of joy. In an 
age characterized by the globalization of problems and the return of 
the idols of nationalism, especially international Institutes are called 
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to uphold and to bear witness to the sense of communion between 
peoples, races and cultures (VC 51).

Will all of this be possible without the contribution of all the mem-
bers of the charismatic Family?

The first step will be to establish common areas for meeting, dia-
logue and formation among all, members of different institutes and lay 
people. The possible opening of the General Chapter to the different 
charismatic components will not have any serious impact if not accom-
panied by choices at local level, able to involve the largest possible 
number of people.

We could think of structures in which all the components are repre-
sented, such as a «family council». Common formative moments, such 
as retreats, celebrations, days of reflection, conferences, can be pro-
posed on a regular basis. Some Families, according to their nature, can 
aim for institutions run by members of the various vocations: a mission, 
a social, educational, formative work, an apostolic initiative.

The range is open and full of prospects. Going through it will be 
one of the most beautiful ways to implement the ecclesiology of com-
munion. The apostolic exhortation Christifideles laici spoke of the cir-
cularity or pericóresi of the different vocations in the Church, of their 
intimate reciprocity, of their mutual dependence, it affirms that «the 
states of life by being ordered one to the other are thus bound together 
among themselves... They are different yet complementary, in the sense 
that each of them has a basic and unmistakable character which sets 
each apart, while at the same time each of them is seen in relation to the 
other and placed at each other’s service» (no. 55). Vita consecrata, in 
turn, calls for «mutual relationships» among the various ways of life, 
«at the service of one another, for the growth of the Body of Christ in 
history and for its mission in the world» (no. 31).

If this is true for the various vocations in the Church, won’t it 
be true first of all and in an eminent way for the relationship among 
the various vocations arising from the same charism? Only with this 
synergy it will be possible to allow the charism to unleash its full 
potential.

And what if we found a way for all the Families to create a single 
charismatic front which, safeguarding their specific competencies, con-
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tributes to a Church of the people, at the service of universal brother-
hood?

Fabio Ciardi, omi

General House, Rome, Italy
ciardif@gmail.com
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Kusenberger Chair  
of Oblate Studies

The 11th annual meeting of the AOIHL executive group took place 
at St. Joseph’s Theological Institute in Cedara, South Africa, from May 
28-June 1, 2018. The meeting participants included the presidents or 
leadership representatives of all the Oblate Institutes of Higher Learn-
ing. The meetings were held at St. Joseph’s and at a Conference Venue 
near Cedara. The final day of the meeting, on Friday June 1st, the an-
nual lecture on behalf of the Kusenberger Chair of Oblate Studies was 
held in the Fr. Paul Decock Auditorium at St. Joseph’s and featured an 
address given by Fr. Ron Rolheiser entitled. There were also talks given 
by Frs. Paul Decock and Joseph Phiri related to the Oblate charism 
and St. Joseph’s Institute. Mr. Bob Kusenberger, benefactor and honor-
ary Oblate, was present along with representatives of the Oblate School 
of Theology in San Antonio.

tHe oblate CHarisM todaY 
its essenCe, ModestY, VitalitY, struggles,  

and its urgenCY

ron roLheiSer, omi

As the title suggests, this lecture will not focus on the founder 
or his personality, rich as they are. Rather it will attempt to 
articulate his charism, the Oblate charism, in simple and clear 

terms so as to highlight its vitality, modesty, and its urgency for today. 
Honesty demands that we also include its struggles. Any gospel-based 
charism, no doubt, also includes some agonies in Gethsemane.

Oblatio

O
bl
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In simple, contemporary language, how might the Oblate charism, 
the charism that Saint Eugene de Mazenod left us, be defined today?

the obLate chariSm toDay – itS eSSence

The Oblate Charism can be seen to be made up of five interpen-
etrating elements: Being Missionary; an Option for the Poor; the Cross 
as Central; Apostolic Community as an Ideal; and Mary as Patroness.

In trying to tease out what is contained in each of these elements, I 
will use the following methodology: I will introduce each with a Gospel 
text, relate that text to the founder, and then use the text to articulate the 
Oblate charism – along with its struggles.

But before doing that, for flavor, I begin with a story which gives 
an individual face to the charism: 

While serving as a Provincial in Western Canada, I was much in-
spired by something shared with me by one of our young Oblates. He 
had been ordained for just three years and had been sent to minister 
in a small town in the woods of Northern Saskatchewan. One Sunday 
evening, just as he was having his dinner after a full day of ministry, 
there was a knock on his door. It was the police. They were going door-
to-door asking people to evacuate the village within the hour because a 
forest fire was moving rapidly towards it. Initially the young priest pan-
icked: He had just one hour to pack up whatever he deemed valuable, 
knowing that the rest would in all likelihood be destroyed by the fire. He 
hurriedly began to throw things on the back of his truck when suddenly 
he came to a certain realization and stopped his panicked activity. He 
asked himself: What’s so important that it may not be lost in this fire? 
His answer reflected both his faith and his Oblate commitment. With his 
panic subsided, he took his overnight bag (always packed and ready for 
his rounds in the missions), he took the parish records (the irreplaceable 
recordings of decades of baptisms, marriages, and the like), he took the 
Blessed Sacrament out of the tabernacle, and he took his Oblate cross. 
Within minutes he was driving away from the village, consoled that 
he had all that was not ultimately replaceable. Among those things he 
deemed most valuable was his Oblate cross.

The cross is central to the Oblate charism; but what, within it, does 
the Oblate cross more particularly signify?
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We Are Missionary

In his farewell discourse in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus gives his disci-
ples this mandate: “Go into the whole world and preach the gospel to 
all creation.” (Mark 16:15)

Jesus sends his disciples out as missionaries. Eugene de Mazenod 
took those words to heart and founded his congregation precisely to be 
missionary. How is this to be understood? What makes someone a mis-
sionary? A missionary might be characterized by two interpenetrating 
elements:

The word missionary can be contrasted to the word maintenance: 
A missionary is someone who goes out from established centers of faith, 
establishes new communities of faith, sets up the resources to sustain 
them, and then moves on to where new communities need to be estab-
lished.

And missionaries are badly needed today. So much ministry within 
our churches is necessarily focused on maintenance, on maintaining our 
ecclesial and sacramental structures and ministering to people through 
them. A missionary, by contrast, goes to where these ecclesial and sac-
ramental structures do not yet exist (or have been neglected) and works 
at establishing an ecclesial community. And this is no easy task. Ken-
neth Cragg, an Anglican Bishop who wrote extensively on Christian-
Islamic relations, once commented that a missionary is someone who 
goes where he or she is needed but not wanted, and who leaves when 
he or she is wanted but no longer needed. The former Superior General 
of the Oblates, Marcello Zago, adopted that expression and asked the 
Oblates to challenge themselves with it, accepting that being a mission-
ary will bring with it the loneliness of always having to move on once 
things are established and comfortable.

Second, a missionary is a risk-taker, that is, someone who rolls the 
dice on the truth of the Gospel. This is the challenge that the Gospels 
give us in the story where Jesus asks the disciples to feed a crowd of 
five thousand people with five loaves and two fish. The story which is 
recounted with some variations in all four Gospels has this at its heart: 
Jesus had been preaching to a large crowd in a deserted place and they 
have been together for a long time. The crowd was hungry. The disci-
ples come to Jesus and ask him where they can get food to feed so many 
people, asking him (in one version of the story) whether they should go 
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into the neighboring towns and buy food for the crowd. Jesus tells them 
instead that they should feed the people themselves. The disciples pro-
test: “We have only five small loaves and two fish – and how can that 
be adequate to feed five thousand people!” Jesus, for his part, blesses 
the five loaves and two fish and asks the disciples to set them out for 
the people. The people all eat as much as they want and afterwards the 
disciples gathered up the scraps and filled twelve baskets.

What happened here? What is the deep teaching within this story? 
Some contemporary interpretations would have us believe that the real 
miracle here (and moral of the story) is that people had stashes of pri-
vate food and Jesus’ teaching convinced them to share it. That’s a nice 
moral interpretation, but misses the point of this story, that is, that the 
equation is hopeless. It is impossible to feed so many people with so 
little food!

The disciples had come up to Jesus and asked him whether they 
should go into the surrounding villages and farms to buy food to feed 
the crowd. What’s ironic about this? The Gospels want us to pick up a 
huge irony here: The disciples are with the Bread of Life – and they’re 
asking where they might go to buy bread! Yet their question is legiti-
mate. They have only five loaves and two fish with which to feed a 
crowd of five thousand. That’s a hopeless equation – a tiny bit of food 
and thousands to feed. But, and this is the key to the story, they are with 
the Bread of Life and when you are with the Bread of Life you lack for 
nothing. All the resources you need are there and there will be baskets 
of extras left over.

This incident mirrors the story in the Jewish scriptures where David 
fights Goliath. Goliath is a giant whose physical strength dwarfs David, 
a mere boy. The mismatch is so great that Goliath thinks it’s a joke, a 
mere boy being sent out to fight a giant. But God is on David’s side and 
when God is on your side, you will always have all the resources you 
need to meet any situation, no matter how great the seeming mismatch. 
So the challenge in this story is this: We stand before the Bread of Life 
so we don’t need to go anywhere to buy food or anything else. All we 
need is already here, no matter how hopeless the equation. We can safe-
ly roll the dice when we stand before the Bread of Life. We can risk.

It’s with this in mind that Saint Eugene coined the challenge which 
has become a virtual motto for the Oblates: Leave nothing undared for 
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the Gospel. The Gospel works if you work it! And he himself modeled 
that. When he had very few men in the ranks, against common prudence 
and the advice of others, he sent missionaries to both Canada and Sri 
Lanka, believing that if he trusted the Gospel and took a risk on it, the 
Gospel would prove worthy of that trust. It did.

Some years ago, while I was serving as a Provincial Superior of an 
Oblate Province in Canada, our community held its annual congress, 
a gathering each August where we spent time making major decisions 
together and working at forging a common missionary vision. One year 
at this congress, we had a unique (and welcome) problem: The govern-
ment had expropriated some land from us which we did not really know 
that we owned and had paid us several hundred thousand dollars for 
it – money we hadn’t budged for. The community was discerning as to 
where we might spend this money when one of our younger, idealistic 
members stood up and suggested that we give the money to the local 
Native Band because, in effect, we (our country) had unfairly taken that 
land away from the Native peoples to begin with. But he voiced a still 
deeper challenge: We should do this, he suggested, not because the Na-
tives were asking for it or because they needed it, but simply as a Gos-
pel gesture, as statement that we believe in the Gospels and take them 
seriously. He was voted down by a chorus of voices, sincere voices, 
who praised him for his idealism but then, without noticing the irony in 
what they were saying, went on to say “but this is real money” that we 
would be giving away – as if faith wasn’t as real. He was voted down, 
but he had a last word. As he sat down, he said: “They didn’t understand 
about the loaves,” a quote from the Gospel of Mark. After the crowd of 
five thousand had been fed, they appeared again the next day, expect-
ing to be fed again. But Jesus was saddened by this because, in Mark’s 
words, “They hadn’t understood about the loaves.” (Mark 6:52).

A missionary is someone who can roll the dice and risk real life on 
the truth and fecundity of the Gospel.

But this comes at a cost. To be someone who founds churches rath-
er than maintains them means perennially moving away from comfort 
and from the familiar into the new and unfamiliar. To be a missionary 
is to be forever having to move on, leaving loved ones and satisfying 
achievements behind. Like Jesus, he will sometimes feel that he does 
not have a rock upon which to lay his head. A missionary is essentially 
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homeless, though the grace in that is that eventually every place be-
comes home.

I grew up in Western Canada. The Oblates have a proud history 
there. With the exception of two smaller dioceses, the Oblates started 
every diocese in that huge vast region, built its Cathedrals, and were its 
initial bishops. Today there is a thriving church in Western Canada but 
with very few Oblates still ministering there. However the Oblates can 
be proud of what they did there. The churches they started are thriving 
as diocesan churches. Our child is doing well. But, that being said, it 
still must be admitted that it’s hard to be marginalized now. That is the 
pain of being a missionary.

The Option for the Poor

As Jesus begins his ministry in Luke’s Gospel, he begins them with 
these words: «The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed 
me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 
freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the 
oppressed free.” (Luke 4:18)

This, in essence, is Jesus’ mission statement and it is clear enough: 
Our preaching is meant to be good news to the poor and any proclama-
tion of the Gospel that is not good news for the poor is not the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ. Our founder took those words literally and he took them 
to heart. They ground the Oblate charism and are constitutive of its es-
sence. We are called to minister to the poor.

After his ordination, Saint Eugene returned to his diocese in Aix-
en-Provence and began to work with the poor – servants, domestics, 
fish-cleaners, and others who were not being ministered to by the struc-
tures of the church that existed then in Aix. He even learned their lan-
guage, a patois dialect that was spoken mostly only among the poor. 
The poor became the focus of his ministry. In that, he mirrored the great 
Jewish prophets who affirmed unequivocally that God favors the poor. 
Moreover he also mirrored Jesus who affirmed that not only does God 
favor the poor, but God is in the poor, so that whatever you do to the 
poor you do to God. (Matthew 25)

Since the Oblate charism has an option for the poor at its very heart, 
it is important to ask the question: Who are the poor? Is it primarily the 
economically disadvantaged? Immigrants? The unborn? The elderly? 



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
53

1 
 l

  
R

on
 R

ol
he

is
er

Looking at the founder’s option for the poor within his particular his-
torical context – Southern France in the late 19th century  – we might 
draw this conclusion (which is in essence how the Gospels also define 
the poor): The poor are the “excluded ones.” As Gustavo Gutierrez, the 
father of Liberation Theology, puts it, “The poor are those who don’t 
have the right to have rights,” of whom society is saying today (echoing 
the words that Caiaphas, the High Priest, said of Jesus before the cruci-
fixion): “It is better that one man should die for the people.” Of whom is 
this being said today? The unborn? The refugees? The persecuted? The 
economic and socially disadvantaged? The victims of prejudice? The 
sick? The mentally ill? Victims of suicide? Those on the edges rather 
than at the center?

It is being said about all of them. They are the excluded ones; they 
are the ones in whom the cross of Christ is being lived out today. They 
are the poor; and moreover they are also where the Kingdom is being 
built: “The stone rejected by the builders has become the cornerstone.” 
(Psalm 118:22)

And they are also where the Oblates have been found ministering 
through the two hundred years of their history and where many Oblates 
are found ministering today. The Oblates today can be proud of the fact 
that, in so many places, they are found on the margins of society. For 
example, if you were to go into the inner city in cities like Leeds, Dub-
lin, Edinburgh, Lahore, Vancouver, Edmonton, Laredo, or Mexico City 
(to name just a few places), and go to those parts of the city where the 
police are afraid to go, you will find the Oblates, ministering there.

Of course that comes at a cost. When one ministers with the mar-
ginalized a number of tensions will perennially be part of that minis-
try:

−	 The struggle to be with the marginalized and not end up being 
ourselves marginalized.

−	 The struggle to make a vow of love and not of alienation.
−	 The struggle for vocations and financial resources.
−	 The cost of never being at the centers of power and prestige – 

where influence can be very helpful for the poor.



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
53

2 
 l

  
K

us
en

be
rg

er
 C

ha
ir

 o
f 

O
bl

at
e 

St
ud

ie
s

The Cross as Central

As Jesus is trying to explain his mission to his disciples, he tells 
them: “To you has been given the [deep] secret of God’s Kingdom; but 
to those who are outside everything comes in parables.” (Mark 4:11)

What is the “deep secret” which is the key to understanding Jesus 
and his message?

The Gospels tell us that, in following Jesus, we can be either “in” 
or “out,” depending upon whether or not we understand a certain secret. 
Those who “get it” are genuine disciples and those who “don’t get it” 
remain on the edges, outside. But what is it that they, the disciples, and 
we, need to “get”? What’s the secret we need to grasp? In essence, it 
is the cross. We need to grasp the wisdom of the cross, the broken-
ness of Jesus on the cross; and we need to accept the invitation that is 
inherent inside the cross and be willing to live that invitation out. The 
Gospels contain the idea that if you understand the cross then you will 
understand everything else as well – you will know the deep secret. 
Conversely, if you do not understand the cross, you will not understand 
the Gospels at all. The cross is the key that unlocks the understanding 
of everything else. If you understand it, you are “in”; and if you do not 
understand it, you are “out”. Moreover, you are never forever “in” or 
“out”; you can step in and out on this. For example, when Peter betrays 
Jesus, the Gospels tell us that “he went outside.” They are speaking of 
much more than him stepping outside the door of a house. In betray-
ing Jesus, Peter, at moment, went “outside” the understanding of the 
Gospels.

Eugene de Mazenod clearly grasped “the secret.” The cross was 
central to his personal spirituality and he made it central to the Oblate 
charism. In his diaries, he writes of a foundational religious experience 
that left a brand on his soul forever. Praying before a crucifix one Good 
Friday, he was touched to the depth of his soul by the meaning of Jesus’ 
death on the cross and what that death meant in terms of forgiveness 
both in his personal life and in the life of the world itself. After that ex-
perience, like Saint Paul who had a similar experience, he too could say: 
«I preach nothing but Christ crucified.» (1 Corinthians 2:2) This now 
lies at the very center of the Oblate charism and ethos and is the very 
antithesis of any prosperity gospel; namely, spiritualities and preach-
ing which imply that if we follow Christ we will be specially rewarded 
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with good fortune in this life. The cross offers us a share in Christ’s 
life, ministry, and suffering – not special favors in this life. The cross of 
Christ, like Jesus’ other saying about the disciple having to endure all 
that the master endures, suggests, as Daniel Berrigan so poignantly puts 
it: “Before you get serious about God, first consider carefully how good 
you are going to look on wood.”

Of course there is a cost to this, beyond what sharing the cross of 
Christ means in one’s personal life. An emphasis on the cross, on the 
cost of Christian discipleship, on accepting pain and humiliation in this 
world, draws a sparse audience in most affluent circles. It is radically 
anti-cultural in most places within our world and can, as a consequence, 
leave the Oblates culturally marginalized.

Community as an Ideal

“The congregation of believers was one in heart and soul. No one 
claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared every-
thing they owned.” (Acts 4:32)

Scripture scholars today agree that this text expresses the “ideal” 
of the early Christian community as opposed to its actual reality. The 
first followers of Jesus struggled, just as we do today, to live this out. 
But what this text expresses, and what we see in Jesus who, when he 
began his ministry, immediately started forming a community with oth-
ers, is the necessity of community for effective ministry and, indeed, 
the necessity of community as a very constitutive part of Christian dis-
cipleship. Christianity is something you do with others! You are not a 
disciple of Jesus by yourself.

Saint Eugene recognized the vital place of community within both 
Christian discipleship and within ministry. Partly he learned this through 
experience rather than in his seminary training. After being ordained as 
a diocesan priest, having studied under the priests of Saint Sulpice, he 
returned to his home diocese, Aix-en-Provence, and began to work with 
the poor. He was so dedicated to serving the poor that eventually his 
health gave out. Working through this illness, which almost took him in 
death, he came to the realization that, had he died then, his work would 
have ended. He realized then what Jesus realized immediately in his 
ministry: that to be more effective in his work and to ensure that his 
work would thrive outside of his own personal efforts and continue long 



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
53

4 
 l

  
K

us
en

be
rg

er
 C

ha
ir

 o
f 

O
bl

at
e 

St
ud

ie
s

after he died, he needed to gather a community around this ideal. He 
did. One by one, he persuaded some of his priest-colleagues to join him 
in this work, and the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate were born 
– out of the idealism and commitment of a group of diocesan priests.

Hence it is no accident that central to the Oblate charism is the vital 
place of community. The 1992 General Chapter of the Oblates took up 
a line from the Dutch theologian, Edward Schillebeeckx, and made the 
line its own ever since: “What you dream alone remains a dream, but 
what you dream together can become a reality.” The Oblate charism is 
predicated on the fact that, in the end, compassion must be collective 
to be effective. Alone, no one can change the world; only a community 
can do that.

However there are different ways in which apostolic community 
can be validly lived out. For the Oblates, beginning right from the 
founder, the ideal has always been to live out what is often called “one-
roof” community, namely, that unless circumstances within the ministry 
demand it, Oblates are meant to live together within a common house, 
sharing daily prayer, daily meals, and daily fellowship. It goes without 
saying that this is not an easy task. Idealistic conceptions break down 
quickly within the grind of life, the clash of personalities, the demands 
of ministry, and the legitimately different needs of various individuals. 
One-roof community lived out by adults of the same sex is a test of 
Gospel fidelity. It is for this reason that many religious communities 
today no longer enshrine this as their ideal for community and define 
religious community for themselves in ways that do not necessitate liv-
ing under the same roof. As well, the ideal of “one roof” community is 
not necessarily dictated or mandated by Scripture. Indeed, sometimes 
the opposite seems true in the early Christian Church. For example, 
in the Acts of the Apostles, Saint Luke writes that, immediately after 
Jesus’ ascension, the believers were all huddled in one room (out of 
fear) and shared the same space but did not have community with each 
other. Then Pentecost happened, the Holy Spirit descended upon them, 
and they left that shared space and scattered to the ends of the earth 
and, now, in geographical distance from each other, they were in com-
munity with each other. A strange paradox but, understood biblically, 
living under a shared roof does not necessarily make for community 
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and distance does not necessarily break down community. Apostolic 
community happens on the basis of a shared spirit, not a shared roof.

So why then the initial and present emphasis within the Oblate 
charism on a shared roof since that ideal is not necessarily mandated 
by Jesus? For this reason: Living together concretely in the same house 
can be a great aid to fidelity. Simply put, we tend to be more faithful 
in our commitment to prayer and to our vows when we are daily and 
visibly accountable to each other. One of the great spiritual figures of 
our generation, Henri Nouwen, in a disarming humility, once wrote that 
he preferred to have someone travel with him when he was on the road 
giving lectures. Why? Because when he had someone with him he was 
less likely to give into various temptations that beset him. As he so 
humbly admitted: “If I am in a hotel room by myself and the television 
channels offer pornography, the temptation can be to watch that. When 
you are with someone else, it’s easier to be faithful.”

Still, sometimes the demands of ministry dictate that an Oblate live 
alone. The founder, knowing this, left the Oblates his own formula for 
how to stay in community with each other across the distance. He rec-
ommended a practice termed “Oraison” that each Oblate community 
and each Oblate individually is asked to do each day; namely, once a 
day, for half an hour, to sit by yourself, or together with others if you are 
more than one in community, in silence, ideally in front of the Blessed 
Sacrament, and just be there, not alone (even if you are alone) but in 
solidarity and oneness with all other Oblates around the world. This 
has always been and remains a cherished practice among the Oblates, 
their way of being in community with each other – across geographical 
distance and across personality differences.

Mary as Patroness

“Standing near the cross were Jesus’ mother, and his mother’s sis-
ter, Mary (the wife of Clopas), and Mary Magdalene.” (John 19:25)

Karl Rahner once made this comment on the various Marian appa-
ritions that have taken place in history. Looking at all the apparitions of 
Mary that the church has deemed credible, be that in Lourdes, Fatima, 
Guadalupe or elsewhere, one sees this common denominator: Mary 
has always appeared to a poor person and never appeared to a pope, a 
wealthy businessman, or to a theologian in his study. She has appeared 
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to small children, a poor peasant, and to a young woman of no status. 
Mary, as she so eloquently states in the Magnificat, favors the poor and 
is the patroness of the poor. Much of the piety and devotion that sur-
rounds her might aptly be termed “the mysticism of the poor.”

Our founder, when he was searching for a patron under which to 
put the congregation, was initially intending to name the congregation, 
the Oblates of Saint Charles, after Saint Charles Borromeo whom he 
much revered. However, as he was reflecting on this, he came to real-
ize that since this is a congregation founded to serve the poor, the most 
appropriate person to have as a patron would be Mary, since she is pre-
eminently the patroness of the poor.

But how is this to be conceived? Beneath the crust of piety, healthy 
and unhealthy, that surrounds Mary, what inside of her life and inside of 
her person most makes her the patroness of the poor? What ultimately 
endears her to the poor is not her singular dignity as being the mother 
of Jesus. Not that. What, at the end of the day, endears her to the poor 
and makes her their worthy patron is her poverty and her helplessness – 
qualities with which the poor identify. But even this should be carefully 
understood.

In John’s Gospel, as Jesus is dying on the cross, Mary is standing 
under the cross. What is contained in that image? This is a mystical 
image and it is anything but pious. What is Mary doing while standing 
under the cross?

On the surface it appears that she is not doing anything at all. She 
does not speak, does not try to stop the crucifixion, and does not even 
protest its unfairness or plead Jesus’ innocence. She is mute, seemingly 
passive, overtly not doing anything. But at a deeper level she is doing 
all that can be done when one is standing helpless, under the weight of 
the cross: she is holding and carrying the tension, standing in strength, 
refusing to give back in kind, and resisting in a deep way. How so?

Sometimes well-intentioned artists have painted Mary as prostrate 
under the cross, the wounded mother, helplessly distraught, paralyzed 
by grief, an object for sympathy. But that does not honor what happened 
there nor teach its lesson. Prostration, in this situation, is weakness, col-
lapse, hysteria, resignation. In the Gospels, “standing” is a position of 
strength. Mary “stood” under the cross. She was strong there. Still, why 
the silence and why her seeming unwillingness to act or protest?
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In essence, what Mary was doing under the cross was this: Her 
silence and strength were speaking these words: “Today I can’t stop the 
crucifixion, nobody can. Sometimes darkness will have its hour. But I 
can stop some of the hatred, bitterness, jealousy, and heartlessness that 
caused it – by refusing to give it back in kind, by transforming nega-
tivity rather than retransmitting it, by swallowing hard, in silence, and 
eating the bitterness rather than giving it back in kind.” Had Mary, in 
emotional and moral outrage, begun to scream hysterically, shout an-
grily at those crucifying Jesus, or physically tried to attack someone as 
he was driving the nails into Jesus’ hands, she would have been caught 
up in the same kind of energy as everyone else, replicating the very 
anger and bitterness that caused the crucifixion. What Mary was doing 
under the cross, her silence and seeming unwillingness to protest not-
withstanding, was radiating all that is antithetical to crucifixion: gentle-
ness, understanding, forgiveness, peace, light, courage, and not least 
a helplessness that draws upon faith and hope, the helplessness of the 
poor who are being crucified everywhere.

The poor understand this because they experience it in their lives. 
There are times when all they can do is to stand helpless under the 
cross, that is, absorb poverty and injustice. And in those moments, they 
recognize their patroness, Mary, the exemplar of how faith stands inside 
of helplessness.

The Oblate charism, under this aspect, invites us to stand with 
Mary, with the poor and helpless, trusting that God will eventually “lift 
up the lowly.”

But there is a second aspect as well to honoring Mary as the Patron-
ess of the poor and the Oblate congregation. Mary is also the voice of 
the poor.

In John’s Gospel, Mary’s name is never mentioned; she is always 
referred to as “the mother of Jesus.” This is significant because in John’s 
Gospel, unlike the Synoptic Gospels where Mary is portrayed as the 
exemplar of faith, Mary is presented as the mother of all humanity, as 
Eve. As well, in John’s Gospel, Jesus is always portrayed in his divinity, 
never in his humanity. Hence, in John’s Gospel, conversations between 
Jesus and Mary always have a double dimension, namely, they aren’t 
just talking to each other as mother and son; they are also talking to 
each other as “Eve” to “God.”
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Thus, when we look at the famous story of the Wedding Feast at 
Cana (John 2: 1-11) we see that it is a story that is as much about Mary 
as it is about Jesus. Note the initial words of the story: “There was a 
wedding feast at Cana and the mother of Jesus was there and Jesus 
and his disciples were also there.” As we know, at a key part of this 
story Mary goes to Jesus and says: “They have no wine!” At one level 
this speaks simply of Mary’s sensitivity, her wanting to spare her hosts 
some embarrassment. However, in John’s Gospel, since this is also a 
conversation between “Eve” (the mother of all humanity) and “God,” 
we see that Mary’s role here is that of giving voice to human finitude, as 
she does in the Synoptic Gospels in the Magnificat. Indeed, that won-
derfully expresses what ministry to the poor and the Oblate charism are 
meant to do: Help give voice to human finitude.

Finally, one last thing about Mary, Marian devotion, and the poor: 
In the Americas, both in the North and in the South, most of the indige-
nous tribes are now baptized Christians. However there is a notable dif-
ference among these various tribes in how they, at one point, understand 
Christianity. In North America, for the main part, even though most of 
the indigenous peoples are Christian, they still understand Christianity 
to be a non-native religion, something that is foreign to them in its ori-
gins. Significantly this is not true for any of the indigenous peoples who 
have been touched by Our Lady of Guadalupe. For them, Christianity is 
a native religion. It is for reasons like this that our founder chose Mary 
as the Patroness of the Oblate Congregation.

the obLate chariSm toDay – itS urgency

As we have seen, the Oblate charism might be summarized in sev-
en words: Missionary, the Poor, the Cross, Community, Mary. When we 
look at the Church and the world today we see an urgent, critical need 
for each of these elements:

Missionary: Recently I was challenged by a bishop who asked me 
why I was not more directly catechetical and doctrinal in my writings. 
“Why,” he asked, “don’t you write more directly about doctrinal things? 
Because that’s what people today need.” I answered him this way: “I 
write the way I do because I am a missionary and as a missionary I am 
focused more on evangelization than on maintenance. I went to World 
Youth Days when they were held in Toronto in 2002. I loved what I 
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saw; a million young people enthused about their faith and wanting to 
know more about their faith. But, as a missionary, I was conscious too 
of the fact that while there were one million young people there, there 
were fifty million young people who weren’t there.”

The church today knows how to do maintenance better than how to 
be missionary. For the most part, we know what to do with a person who 
walks through our church doors. But today we struggle to get people to 
walk through the doors of our churches. And, not least, certainly in the 
secularized world, the people who struggle to find our church doors are 
our own children, family members, friends, and relatives. Each of the 
last three popes has called for us to focus on a “New Evangelization.” 
That, clearly, is a missionary task.

The Poor: We live in a world in which the gap between the rich and 
the poor is widening rather than narrowing. And this is true everywhere. 
In our world, millions of people are, in effect, deemed disposable. So 
much of our world is blind to the poor, from the unborn, through refu-
gees and migrants, through the millions upon millions of people caught 
up in poverty, hunger, disease, discrimination, violence, trafficking, and 
countless other injustices. Less than 10% of our world owns more than 
90% of the wealth of our world – and the situation is worsening.

As we know, any preaching that is not good news for the poor is 
not the Gospel of Jesus. The call to discipleship today asks that we put 
our talents and our lives at the service of the poor. As Daniel Berrigan, 
so challengingly, puts it: “How can we honor ourselves if we allow oth-
ers to be dishonored?” Issues of poverty and justice are, today, the most 
important issues in our world, and the poor have few advocates.

The Cross: Inside our secular culture today we see, more and more, 
the prevalence of various gospels of prosperity. Religion and spiritual-
ity have become too identified with personal flourishing, the Church 
has frequently become the church-compliant, and social justice issues 
have too often morphed into “lifestyle” issues rather than concern for 
the poor. In much of the world, we have lost the asceticism of the cross 
and Christianity and our churches have become comfortable, resisting, 
as did Jesus’ first disciples, Christ’s walk to Jerusalem and the cross that 
awaits them there. Our culture needs prophets again, disciples who can 
challenge us with the centrality of the cross within life.
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Community: Our world today is struggling with community at eve-
ry level: Individuality is breaking down community, neighborhood, and 
family; more and more people are espousing that they are “spiritual 
but not religious” (meaning, “I want God but not community”); there 
is an ever-growing bitter divisiveness within our countries, Churches, 
and families; and more and more of our youth are struggling to build 
genuine community beyond the “virtual” communities they construct 
through social media. More and more, we are becoming the adult chil-
dren of Rene Descartes, whose lonely cry (“I think, therefore, I am”) is 
becoming all the more powerful now, five hundred years after he first 
uttered it. There is a deep longing for community most everywhere in 
the world today, and too few are the laborers working towards a har-
vest.

Mary: Devotion to Mary, while a rich food that nurtures the lives 
of millions of Christians, has also too often encrusted Mary in a piety 
so saccharine that it turns off millions of other sincere believers. Our 
world and our churches need Mary more than ever today: as an exem-
plar of mature faith, as a voice that keeps praying the Magnificat so as 
to give advocacy to human finitude, as faith that stands helpless but 
strong under all the crosses where the crucifixion is still happening, and 
as mysticism for the poor so that someone can religiously touch their af-
fective center. Our world, more than ever, needs Mary, not as an object 
of piety, but as an advocate for the poor.

a Poem to the FounDer – Saint eugene De mazenoD

I conclude with a poem, written by a Canadian Oblate, Jerome Har-
ry Hellman. The poem was originally written to celebrate the sixtieth 
anniversary of Saint Mary’s Province in Canada in 1986.

Here are Father Hellman’s thoughts as he addresses the founder:

I’ve looked upon your various pictures, seen your statue:
I’ve stood beside your tomb in France, prayed before your relic 

on the 21st of May.
I’ve read your preface to the Rules, some of your letters, all of the 

constitutions, I think.
I’ve been variously moved, touched to the bone, bristled, smiled 

at times, even rebelled, I think,
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That you could be – had no choice but to be – so radical.
Radical to the point of Gospel folly,
And, what’s even harder, I’ve felt that you ask the same of me.
You, who as far as I know, entered heaven without fanfare, and 

there – even there, you can’t refrain from guiding, yes, cajoling, 
scolding, wooing and caring.

Caring’s a word describes you well.
Caring enough to weep, to honest-to-God weep, or “chastise us 

with the valor of your pen,”
a goose quill.
For all I know
You might have used a goose quill to write red rage or deep red 

love for the Savior and his poor.
Had I met you in Southern France in 1816 or in ’26, when you 

spilled out and spelled out our Rule,
I’d have fled you by a continent or two, and surely would have 

told you that I’d rather take my
chances with the Lord himself than have you call me to account.
The kingdom of heaven makes strange pen pals.
You’ve written your share for my benefit.
I think it’s only fair to have my turn.
All I want to do is ask
What in heaven’s name made me, called and compelled me to be a 

Missionary Oblate of Mary Immaculate?
There are titles unlikely enough for me, but this!
Oblate – offered, poured out, spent – Oblate?
Missionary Oblate of Mary Immaculate.
You could have rounded up a regiment of angels to do such things 

as pour out their blood and guts,
except that they had none.
And so you turn to men, the likes of us, each and every one 

endowed to illustrate
all the sins and virtues in the book.
Well, if that’s what it takes, then that’s what you’ve got.
Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate.
It does have a lovely ring to it.
Eugene de Mazenod, Saint!
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Bishop, Founder and Father,
We both know that I was no more your choice than you were mine.
I’d have fled you, as I said,
but him, Jesus? and his mother, Mary?
Who can turn his back on them?
No, I’m named and claimed with my brothers here assembled;
with all our spots and wrinkles, called to love each other …
You’ve told us to form community with Jesus and with each other,
and then we’re sent, driven and drawn to bring the Good News to 

the poor.
God only knows, and I hope he doesn’t tell all of it to you, how 

well or how miserably poor we’ve
done it.
But this I must say: Your charism works!
and we’ve caught it, some more, some less,
but we’ve caught it!
It comes upon us, not exactly like a summer’s cloud,
more like an anointing, an unseen wave of warmth,
to love,
to touch,
to empty out ourselves,
to speak, to sigh,
to try and try
to pray, and thus to know your charism works.
By heaven it works!
Pray God, my founder and my father,
pray God,
as long as there are poor,
it always will.

Ron Rolheiser, omi

San Antonio, TX, US
rrolheiser@ost.edu
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st. JosePH’s sCHolastiCate and institute  
and arCHbisHoP denis e HurleY oMi

PauL b. Decock, omi

At the entrance of the main building of St. Joseph’s at Cedara, 
you will notice at your right hand the foundation stone put 
down by Archbishop Hurley on August 6, 1951. As you enter 

the complex another reminder of the Archbishop awaits you, the Denis 
Hurley library. Inside the library the attention is usually be attracted by 
a bust of the Archbishop, which was unveiled as part of the opening of 
the ‘Hurley week’, a week-long celebration on the occasion of the 50th 
anniversary of his episcopal ordination on March 19, 1947. The Library 
also holds the Hurley archives: his correspondence, talks, notes and 
exchanges with other participants during Vatican II. They also hold the 
documentation on the famous Koevoet trial, by which the Apartheid 
government thought they could condemn and imprison him.

The Archbishop’s involvement with St. Joseph’s did not start at 
Cedara on August 6, 1951. He was involved in it from the very begin-
ning, in 1943, when it was still situated at Prestbury, near Pietermaritz-
burg. He enjoyed telling the story of how he was in suddenly called to 
move from the Durban Cathedral, where he was the junior curate, to St. 
Joseph’s in order to start the course in philosophy. Fr. Pat Holland, who 
had been appointed as lecturer in philosophy at St. Joseph’s and who 
was on his way back by boat from England, did not arrive and there was 
news about him. When he finally arrived in South Africa after having 
been at sea for 100 days escaping the German submarines, Fr. Hurley 
was relieved of his task and returned to the Cathedral, but not for long.

By the end of that year, the first superior of the Scholasticate had 
to resign because of ill health, and Hurley was appointed in his place, a 
function which he fulfilled until his appointment as Bishop in charge of 
the Natal Vicariate at the end of 1946. 
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During these 3 years as Superior he was able to set the tone for the 
formation programme: a serious commitment to studies, not studies for 
the sake of studies, but in view of the apostolate in the church and in the 
wider society: the emphasis was on preaching, liturgy, and guidance of 
God’s people. He also established a course called: sociology, catholic 
action, and actualities, and he challenged the students to hold debates 
on social issues.

By 1952, four years after the imposition of Apartgheid, he managed 
to convince the Bishops’ Conference of Southern Africa to issue a first 
challenge to the Apartheid policy. It should be noted that the document 
was in part the fruit of discussions with the formation team and lectur-
ers of St. Joseph’s. Opposition to Apartheid became one of the marks 
of St. Joseph’s. In response, the Security Police kept a close watch on 
St. Joseph’s; they even suspected that arms for the ANC passed through 
St. Joseph’s! 

Vatican II immediately had a major impact on St. Joseph’s as 
throughout the years of the Council the Archbishop enthusiastically 
reported about the directions taken by the Council. His involvement 
and commitment to Vatican II inspired and stimulated St. Joseph’s to 
search for a renewal of priestly formation, a renewal of the liturgy and 
catechetics, and opened the doors for ecumenical collaboration. 

In the Jubilee Magazine of St. Joseph’s in 1968, the Silver Jubilee, 
the Archbishop published an article on Initiation to Priestly Formation. 
There he stressed again the need for an apostolic orientation to the stud-
ies, the need for skills development, and particularly for personal spir-
itual formation. Interestingly, he suggested that the initiation to priestly 
formation could be shared with religious of both sexes, with apostolic 
laity and with candidates for the permanent diaconate. 

In response to this St. Joseph’s worked out an overall study pro-
gramme focusing on three dimensions inspired by the See, Judge, Acts 
approach of the YCW: Human Sciences, Theological Response, Pasto-
ral skills. 

With regard to ecumenism, it will be remembered that the idea of 
the Pietermaritzburg Cluster of Theological Institutions was sparked off 
by an address held by the Archbishop at one of the ecumenical gather-
ings in Pietermaritzburg. St. Joseph’s was seen as a crucial factor in this 
set up as we could function as a link between the White Natal Universi-
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ty and the Black Federal Seminary. St. Joseph’s has struggled all along, 
already from the time of Archbishop Hurley, to be multiracial, against 
the innumerable government laws making this absolutely illegal. 

We remember Archbishop Hurley as a Guardian of the Light. This 
expression was used for the Archbishop by the well known author of 
Cry the Beloved Country, Alan Paton. The Archbishop’ father had been 
a lighthouse keeper on Robben Island and, later on, along the coast 
of Natal. Alan Paton applied that image to the Archbishop himself: he 
shone as a guardian of the light. It was indeed very inspiring to see 
him standing in the streets of Durban holding up a placard denounc-
ing forced removals, or pointing out the violence of the South African 
Defense Force in Namibia, or marching among the church leaders at 
the head of a demonstration against the abuses of the Apartheid Gov-
ernment. 

Vatican II was his great love. Whenever we invited him to come 
and give some lectures on Vatican II, he was always enthusiastically 
ready. It was very inspiring for our students to be exposed to this im-
portant and critical Council Father, who had contributed very actively 
to move the Church forward. The indices at the back of the studies on 
Vatican II mention his name very frequently. In one of his interventions 
on the theme of Church and the State he argued that the Church should 
not first of all claim her own rights but rather defend human rights, even 
if it leads to conflict with political authorities. 

In his own ministry in the Archdiocese he was a defender of the 
poor and the marginalized. He was a moving model for all of us who 
are called to bring good news to the poor. Even in the dark times, he was 
Guardian of the Light.

Paul B. Decock, omi

Cedara, South Africa
decockp@ukzn.ac.za





O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
54

7 
 l

  
Jo

se
ph

 P
hi

ri

tHe CHallenges to forMation  
in tHe oblate CHarisM

joSePh Phiri, omi

Eugene de Mazenod, the founder of Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
(OMI), founded the congregation to respond to the challenges 
of his context as captured in the Preface to Constitution and 

Rules (CC&RR). He wanted his missionaries to be filled with zeal for 
God, men with ardent love for the Church, that they are willing to give 
their lives if need be for the salvation of souls” (OMI, 2012:10). More 
than 200 years later, Oblate Formation must focus on forming men who 
will continue this great work for ages to come. They must be formed to 
be men who love Jesus Christ passionately and the Church uncondition-
ally. This is a challenging task. This paper seeks to highlight the chal-
lenges to formation in the Oblate Charism that flow from this task.

PreSent context For miniStry

A look at the present context show that we are living in world 
of extremes. For example, there is extreme suffering in the world. 
Many people are living under deplorable conditions: socially, eco-
nomically, politically, and spiritually. In their letter to the Oblates, the 
Capitulants of the 36th General Chapter captured the current context 
for ministry in the following words: “We observe new forms of pov-
erty, especially among young people: fundamentalism, individualism, 
materialism, consumerism, addiction to the digital world… But, we 
also see the suffering of families, youth, the lonely, and the elderly.” 
(Acts, 2016:5).

The context shapes the way the formandi respond to the formation 
process. The African context, like the global context, is overwhelmed 
by a wide spread of behaviours that are not life giving. For example, 
there is rampant alcohol and drug abuse. The rate of divorce and fam-
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ily breakdown is high. In families, there is child neglect and abuse, and 
gender based violence. These evils impact the candidate for religious 
life. Furthermore, in our society, we experience criminality, promiscu-
ity, corruption, human trafficking. These challenges in our current con-
text for ministry directly and indirectly affect the ministry of formation. 
They raise a number of challenges for the formation of men who love 
Jesus Christ passionately and the Church unconditionally. 

Formation ProceSS

Formation is a mystery, it is “a divine action that the Father carries 
with the Power of the Spirit, to mould in those he calls, the image of the 
Son” (Cincini, 2005:14). It is a process that brings about transformation 
in the person and that affects the person’s entire mode of existence, and 
it is a lifelong process. “Formation should not be understood as a par-
ticular act done at some particular time of one’s life” (Souza, 2007:92). 
Rather, formation lasts all one’s life; it can be said that formation ends 
only at death.

Formation is not a simple communication of any particular con-
tent. First and foremost, it is a process of assimilating the sentiments 
of Christ. However, forming young hearts and minds in the footsteps 
of Jesus the Good Shepherd is both challenging and a delicate task. It 
involves ‘moulding’ young persons into the likeness of Jesus the Good 
Shepherd. The objectives of formation are well stated in Vita Conse-
crata (# 65): 

- The preparation for total consecration of oneself to God in the 
footsteps of Christ, at the service of mission.

- Formation will have to involve the whole person, every aspect of 
his individuality, behaviours and intentions-Physical, Spiritual, Intel-
lectual, Affective, Community, Apostolate, and Moral.

Oblate formation, whose goal is to help formandi become apostolic 
men, capable of living the Oblate Charism (OMI, 2012:63), take[s] seri-
ously the challenges of society in which the formation house is situated. 
As indicated in Vita Consecrata, formation must affect the individual at 
all levels, that is, human, spiritual, intellectual, and apostolic, etc. In the 
following section, I will raise the challenges to Oblate formation in our 
African Context.
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human Formation

As indicated above, in our African context, we are faced with many 
challenges. There is a break down in family life. For example, it is com-
mon to have candidates in religious house who have experienced family 
violence, traumatic incidents, and extreme poverty. The first challenge 
therefore is on the human level. Oblate formation which focuses on 
forming men who love Christ passionately and love the Church uncon-
ditionally begins at the level of human formation. According to Fr Jetté, 
a formed Oblate is

Someone who has found a centre in his life. He has met Christ; he 
loves him and gives himself to Christ to continue with him the work 
of people’s redemption, especially among the poor. He is someone 
with sufficient knowledge of himself, his strengths and limitations, 
and who accepts himself without hatred or vanity, and who has ar-
rived progressive mastery of one’s imagination, ones sensibility, and 
one’s passion (F. Jette, The Missionary Oblate of Mary Immaculate. 
Address and Written Text, 1975-1985, Rome 1985, p. 229). 

A good solid human formation is a prerequisite for religious for-
mation. Formators, whose role is to accompany the formandi, need to 
encourage formandi develop caring behaviours. In the General Norms 
of Oblate Formation, (GNOF), the human qualities to be cultivated are 
listed. For example, human maturity is displayed as “capacity for perso-
nal control shown during years of formation, openness to others, being 
objective… capacity for wonder” (GNOF, 2013:175). In other words, 
formandi must possess human qualities that show one to be a person of 
principle and conviction. 

Lack of genuine human formation produces weak religious which 
is manifested as lack of freedom; for example, formandi hiding behind 
the “mask”, insincerity, and bitterness; the formandi are not open to 
relate with formators in a positive way. These signs are more visible 
especially when a formator enforces strict adherence to the terms and 
conditions of the formation house.

Apart from hiding behind the mask and not relating well with for-
mators, lack of freedom is also displayed in an inability for close re-inability for close re-
lationships with others in the community. Hence, the formandi, who 
lack human development, generally experience difficulties in handling 
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their emotional conflicts. As a consequence, feelings of hostility, fear, 
envy, inferiority, authority complex, passive aggression, selfishness, 
entitlement, and excessive aggression can easily be observed in the for-
mandi. 

Furthermore, formandi who have not developed caring behaviours 
or good human qualities, are often confused with their sexual identity. 
They are not open to sharing their natural struggles with their spiritual 
directors and formators. Mostly, they fear being misunderstood and mi-
sinterpreted by formators. As a result, the formandi find it difficult to 
love females in a non-genital manner. Others show excessive depen-
dency. They cannot stand on their own. Such formandi are incapable of 
taking on responsibilities in the community; they are incapable of living 
the Oblate charism.

SPirituaL Formation

The second challenge is to form men who are spiritually mature. 
Spiritual formation is meant to set the foundation for a lifetime of reli-
gious ministry and spirituality. In a world of extreme poverty, it can be 
said that a religious vocation not strongly founded on a God experience 
is doomed to failure. 

It is not unusual to have formandi in formation houses whose voca-
tions are not motivated by a personal option for Jesus Christ, but rather 
influenced by social security, careerism, ambition for upward social 
mobility. This is usually seen soon or even immediately after ordina-
tion or final profession whereby those who exit initial formation tend to 
display attitudes that are not based on a God experience, for example, 
they have no fidelity to the Church.

The challenge for formators, in their work of accompanying for-
mandi, is to encourage a mature development of faith. Mature faith is 
exhibited by a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and the Church. 
This is seen in one’s commitment to a routine of personal and commu-
nal prayer. “Prayer is a way of listening to God and discerning His call 
to truth” (Keating, 2010:885). In prayer, a formand receives God, who 
reveals, unfolds, and gently raises the truth about his life. In God, the 
Formand comes to live in truth (Benedict XVI in Keating, 2010:886).

Furthermore, growth in spiritual life is displayed as having love for 
the Eucharist by attending and participating actively in the Eucharistic 



O
bl

at
io

  
 l

  
55

1 
 l

  
Jo

se
ph

 P
hi

ri

celebration. Prayer life and love for the Eucharist can assist a form-
and to establish attitude, habits, and practices in the spiritual life that 
will continue after final profession or ordination. The expectation of the 
spiritual formation is that “the religious strives to grow in the life of the 
spirit in faith, hope, and charity through the following of Christ in the 
constant conversion of heart” (Souza, 2007:93).

PaStoraL Formation

The third challenge is in pastoral formation. The world of extremes 
needs a different type of religious leadership. It needs ministers who 
have good human qualities such as a sense of social justice, compas-
sion, and humility. Social justice involves the promotion of the values 
of self-development and self-determination (Speight & Vera, 2004:111). 
Compassion is having concern with the suffering of others, accompa-
nied by the urge to help. According to Pope Francis, “true compassion 
does not marginalise anyone, nor does it humiliate and exclude; much 
less consider the disappearance of a person as a good thing” (National 
Catholic Reporter, 2017.) And humility has to do with being a modest 
leader. In Encarta Dictionaries, it is defined as “the quality of being 
modest or respectful” (Encarta, 2009). Thus, leadership that has a sense 
of social justice, leadership that is able to listen to others with compas-
sion and humility is desirable for our current context.

The challenge in pastoral formation is therefore to facilitate the pos-
sibility of formandi developing an ability take initiative, and the ability 
to work with others. Apart from ability to work with others, formandi 
must develop abilities to promote social justice. This can be achieved 
by signing them to ministry settings where they can get involved in 
social services or social actions. In these settings, they can begin to 
understand the complex issues that face our society in general. 

acaDemic Formation

The world of extremes promotes self-serving attitudes. As a re-
sult, people are not aware of what is going on around them. “This lack 
of in-depth awareness of the world, unfortunately, can lead formandi 
astray. It can lead formandi into being conditioned by and comfortably 
settled into the prevailing materialist culture” (Saffiotti, 2005:9). As a 
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consequence, formandi do not develop the ability to look at their life 
style with a critical eye. The challenge is to encourage education that 
promotes a style of thinking and thought organization that involves a 
change in mentality, culture, activities. 

Much time of the current generation of formandi is taken up with 
social media. The world of information technology, easier and faster 
means of communication, social networking, trivialization of sexuality, 
and trivialization of objective religious values and ideals” (Sebastian, 
2015:1) pervades the current generation of formandi. They are left feel-
ing fragmented with competing information. Many come into graduate 
studies having not developed or acquired a personal method of study. 
Formation programs therefore have to provide a context in which form-
andi develop a personal method of study, and assimilate what they have 
learned in a Christ-centred life. While pursuing academic demands, 
caution should be given to formandi. They must be aware of the dan-
ger of overreaching ambition far beyond ones intellectual or emotional 
capacity.

roLe oF Formator

After highlighting the challenge to form a man who loves Jesus 
passionately and the Church unconditionally, what is the role of for-
mators? 

In GNOF, a formator is described as a man who is well integra-
ted, a man who is readily available and approachable (2013:30). He 
is a man who is mindful of his own need for growth. A formator must 
be convinced that “formation work is a true ministry of the Church” 
(GNOF, 2013:20), therefore, strong commitment is required on the part 
of formators.

The role of a formator is to accompany those undergoing forma-
tion. To accompany, means to journey with. In order to journey with 
someone on a human level, it requires that a formator be capable of 
understanding another person. Formators must be able to point out the 
human obstacles to growth in vocations, especially those that are less 
obvious to the candidate himself.

The Formator plays a mentoring role in the life of a formand. Thus, 
formators must have human qualities such as being empathic, compas-
sionate, upright, and just. Spiritually, formators must be people of God. 
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They must be familiar with the path of seeking God. They must be sen-
sitive to the action of grace. 

Finally, the formation environment must be supportive. Formators 
must create an environment where formandi can feel free to live their 
commitment honestly and with integrity. The formation context must 
strive for cohesion and flexibility. New members must feel welcome 
without neglecting the tradition of the congregation and the way the 
charism has been lived for many generations. Formators then are the 
keepers of the congregation’s traditions, values, norms, and practices.

concLuSion

To form a man who loves Jesus passionately and the Church un-
conditionally is a challenge, especially due to the complex issues that 
affect the current context for ministry. Formandi need to be aware of the 
issues that affect the world or the context in which they are living. In 
this paper, formation has been presented a as process not something that 
happens at once. Formation is always ongoing until the end of one’s 
life. I have also highlighted the challenges of formation on human, spir-
itual, pastoral, and academic aspects. Formators, as role models, are 
challenged to facilitate the formation process. Their role is to accom-
pany formandi on the formative journey. This is not an easy task.
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iCherchons d’abord la qualité [des vocations à la vie oblate], la quantité 

viendra automatiquement, si je puis parler ainsi. La Providence y 
pourvoira. Ce n’est pas à nous à songer au nombre, car ce n’est pas à 
nous à donner la vocation. C’est là toute la théologie de la vocation : 
elle vient de Dieu, c’est Dieu seul qui la donne. A nous de l’aider et 
de la développer, de la former, et c’est ce que vous avez fait... et que 
vous vous proposez de faire encore, en cultivant de mieux en mieux 
ces vocations que Dieu vous envoie. (Pie XI au Chapitre Général des 
Oblats, le 14 septembre 1932)

Let us first look for the quality [of vocations to Oblate life], the quantity 
will come automatically, if I may speak thus. Providence will provide 
for it. It is not up to us to think of numbers, for it is not us who give the 
vocation. This is the whole theology of vocation: it comes from God, it 
is God alone who gives it. It is up to us to help it and develop it, to form 
it, and that’s what you’ve done ... and what you propose to do again, 
cultivating better and better these vocations that God sends you.  (Pius 
XI to the Oblate General Chapter, September 14, 1932)

Busquemos primero la calidad [de las vocaciones a la vida oblata], 
la cantidad vendrá automáticamente, si se me permite hablar así. La 
Providencia las proveerá. No nos corresponde pensar en números, ya 
que no está en nosotros dar la vocación. Aquí está toda la teología de la 
vocación: proviene de Dios, solo Dios es quien la concede. En nosotros 
está ayudarla y desarrollarla, formarla, y esto es lo que habéis hecho… 
y lo que os proponéis hacer de nuevo, cultivando cada vez mejor estas 
vocaciones que Dios os envía. (Pío XI al Capítulo general oblato, 14 de 
septiembre de 1932) 
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