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THE CHARISM OF THE OPERA, 
THE ECONOMY AND TODAY’S CHALLENGES 

LUIGINO BRUNI1 

 
 
 
Premise 
 
Before starting our conversation, I would like to clarify that I am not an expert on 

the life and thought of Fr. Calabria. I have read some things, but I invite you to take 
these reflections of mine simply as an external contribution of a person who has two 
characteristics. The first characteristic is that at the training level, I am an economist 
and I deal in particular with the history of economic thought and the philosophy of 
economics; the second characteristic consists in the fact that for about ten years I 
have been dealing with that particular type of economy that arises from charisms, 
assuming that these economies are different from those that arise within institutions 
of other type. In this sense, a few months ago I published a book, entitled “The other 
half of the economy”,2 referring precisely to the idea that there is another less visible 
half of the economy, linked to the combination of “economy­gratuity­charisms”. The 
reflections contained therein come precisely from my experience of recent years in 
contact with the various charisms. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
In this meeting I would like to say four things. First of all, I will make a brief 

introduction on poverty, which seems to me to be a very important aspect for Fr 
Calabria. With the second point I will try to answer the following question: what logic 

1     Luigino Bruni teaches the history of economic thought at the Lumsa University of Rome. He is a columnist 
for the newspaper Avvenire and the author of numerous books on issues related to the economy of 
communion and civil economy. For many years he has been part of the Focolare Movement. The text 
shown here is the transcript, not revised by the author, of the speech made on the occasion of the 
Consultations of Delegates of the Opera Don Calabria on 28 August 2014 at the Don Calabria 
Multifunctional Canter in Verona. The meeting was attended by the General Council and the Delegates of 
the Poor Servants of Divine Providence, a delegation of Poor Servants sisters, as well as lay people and 
men religious with management tasks in the social activities of the Opera in Italy. 

2   L. BRUNI ­ A. SMERILLI, L’altra metà dell’economia, Roma, Città Nuova, 2014.
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does a charism have in economic and social life? As a third point, we will ask ourselves 
instead what are the challenges of charismatic activities today, that is, the places in 
which the future of any charismatic work (Opera) is at stake (therefore yours too, 
although what I will say is not specific to the Opera Don Calabria). Finally, the 
conclusion will concern the theme of the rapport with poverty. 

 
 
Poverty and charisms 
 
I am starting from an episode that struck me and is well known to your Calabrian 

family. It is an episode at the origin of Fr. Calabria’s vocation, one of the founding 
events of the charism. I am referring to the son of the carousel, that is when Fr. 
Calabria, returning home one evening, finds a poor child in front of the door and 
decides to welcome him into his home. In this I see a fundamental principle of the 
charism that have done important things in history, that is what I call “anti­immunity”.

 
There are two ways to help the poor. One is philanthropy, where someone rich 

builds an organization to help the poor, delegating to that organization the task of 
looking after it. This is a typical way of the capitalist system: to start institutions that 
take care of the poor so as not to have to deal with them personally. This is the case, 
for example, of the entrepreneur who founds a hospital in Africa... Let it be clear that 
there is nothing wrong with philanthropy, but it is equally clear that in philanthropy 
a sort of immune system is created, where the philanthropist he immunizes himself 
from the poor, that is, he helps them as long as they stay away from the eyes and 
from the heart. On closer inspection, it is a very prevalent system nowadays. 

The approach of the charisms to poverty is quite different. In fact, the charisms bring 
children into the house. It is a completely different logic. In this regard, the case of the 
son of the joust brings to mind the episode of St. Francis kissing the leper in Rivotorto. 
He doesn’t just give him bread, he brings it to himself. He doesn’t keep him away so as 
not to touch him. And this seems to me to be the foundation of Christian charity. 

So, Fr. Calabria’s Opera is not simply a work for the poor, but an activity where the 
poor live with me. This is a first fundamental element of true charisms. When a 
charismatic opera no longer has the poor in its home but helps them by living in rich, 
well­off and immune places, then it has probably already lost its charism. One of the 
great dangers of all charismatic society that are born by bringing children home is no 
longer welcoming children at home but creating institutions that welcome them in 
third places. When this happens, the activities are perhaps also useful but they lose 
their charismatic dimension and at the same time the houses are emptied and 
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impoverished of spiritual life, becoming sad places where there is no providence. The 
history of charisms could also be told in this way: societies that are born with children 
in the home and then take the children out of their homes, they create classic 
institutional works and the homes of religious become very un­Christian places. 

But what exactly does it mean today to take care of the poor? Evidently one of the 
main challenges lies in the fact that among the orphans and the poor of the early 
twentieth century in Verona and the poverty encountered in Africa, South America, 
Asia and in the modern Italian cities there has been a long way. And therefore, the 
first challenge that also arises for charismatic works is to understand who are the real 
poor today. 

Trying to answer this question briefly, what we see, studying poverty today, is that 
poverty is a matter of capital. When we find a poor person, what comes to light in a 
very strong way is that they are not only poor because of the scarce streams of 
income, but also and above all because of the scarcity of capital. Of course, when I 
find a poor person, I often see a scarcity of flows, but behind it there is a lack of capital: 
human, spiritual, civil, relational, social. In essence, there is a shortage of capital which 
produces a lack of income. So, if one wants to cure poverty, he must not deal with 
flows, but with resources, that is, he must make sure that these people have the 
capital, starting from the relational (i.e. the family) and educational capital. This is 
why if one goes around the world one sees that charisms have spontaneously created 
educational institutions, because they have understood that to help a poor family the 
first thing to do is to send the children to school, parallel to the material aid that is 
necessary when for example there is not enough to eat. 

But if it is true that poverty is a matter of capital, then those who try to help the 
poor in a charismatic way are condemned to live with a fundamental injustice. In fact, 
the capital that each of us has as a gift can only be shared up to a certain point. For 
example, the fact of having grown up in a family of a certain type, having had access 
to an excellent education, having received a Christian education and having been able 
to strengthen one’s interiority... I cannot donate all these resources to the poor man 
who I am trying to help and who has not been able to enjoy the opportunities that I 
have had. Between me and the poor boy, no matter how much I do, there will always 
remain an unavoidable disparity, so whoever helps a poor person has to live with the 
underlying pain of a situation that cannot be completely rebalanced. 

A form of suffering typical to those who really want to help the poor is to live with 
this form of injustice, dictated by the fact that we have something that we cannot 
share even if we want to. You can share many things, but you cannot share the fact 
that you were loved as a child, that you studied... Being aware of it, and suffering from 
it, is already a first form of love. Here, I believe that if I do not feel this suffering, I will 
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hardly be able to help the poor within a charism. Maybe I can do it in some other 
institutions. 

Suffering for a wrong world is the precondition for truly dealing with poverty from 
a charismatic perspective. 

 
 
The charisms 
 
In the world there are people who see differently and more than others. Some of 

these people end up being artists, others instead initiate charismatic activities, often 
in the religious sphere but not only in that. In fact, it happens that a charismatic hears 
a voice calling him to see things that others do not see, but not everyone understands 
where that voice comes from. For Fr. Calabria, as for so many others, that voice was 
the voice of God. 

In any case, beyond everything, charisms are immense gifts, because all those who 
have a charism make the world more beautiful. Without charisms the world does not 
work in any sector. Today many charisms flourish in non­religious places, I am thinking, 
for example, of social cooperatives or international cooperation... The problem, if 
anything, is that the dominant culture today no longer sees them because it does not 
have the right eyes. 

So, what is a charism? I want to give a simplified definition, certainly not complete, 
but which seems to me suitable for the context in which we find ourselves: charisms 
are gifts of having different eyes that allow us to see things that others do not see. 
They are eyes that allow you to see treasures where the world sees problems. For 
example, the charismatic sees an orphan and sees Jesus inside. This is why the 
charismatic is passionate and loves what he does in the physical sense of the term. If 
there is no such passion, there cannot be a charism. 

Mother Teresa, faced with the social scums of the city of Calcutta, said: «Don’t call 
them problems, call them gifts». Don Lorenzo Milani, in a famous letter, wrote: «Today 
the salvation of our parish arrives: a family with six children all with disabilities». 

The charismatic is a person who is moved from within. He does not respond to 
incentives, but obeys this gift that he feels he has and that corresponds to the best 
part of himself. On closer inspection, there is no greater freedom than that owned by 
a person who follows a charism. 

A charism is a gift of gratuitousness and of different eyes that makes you see the 
world in another way. In this sense, charisms make men capable of redeeming poverty, 
not just of managing it, because they see a beautiful thing in it and think that it can 
become a gift for everyone, that is, a blessing and a salvation. 
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Conversely, if one does not know how to see the presence of a gift within poverty, 
one ends up immunizing oneself from it, confining it to a place far from one’s eyes. 

Those who follow a charism tail the best part of themselves, like Jesus, St. Francis, 
Fr. Calabria... This happens because the charism lives within the person. But the fact 
that a charism is initially embodied by a person does not mean that that individual is 
the leader and all those who adhere to that charism become followers. 

Whoever knows a charism from within, sees that it is embodied by a community 
of people. Of course, there is a founder, but there are also many realities and people 
who obey the best part of themselves, that is, who follow the internal and not the 
external law. 

Whoever enters a reality like yours has received a personal call. Vocation is never 
abstract. Especially today, for religious people, a vocation is a call to a particular 
charism. There is no generic vocation to be a religious. A person who responds to a 
true vocation adheres to a charism because he discovers that he already had that 
charism inside. A vocation is an encounter between the person and the charism which 
is that person. 

So, when we meet someone who has a true calling, we need to know that he 
comes to us already being perfect. Our task, on the path of formation, will therefore 
be to make him discover that he was already made like this: «I was always like this 
and I did not know it». If the person arriving does not already have the gift of that 
particular charism, the formation is useless. 

When you are dealing with people who come to your communities, you are dealing 
with extraordinary things. They are people who came there to follow the best part of 
themselves! 

 
 
Charisms and Activities 
 
In light of the definition we have given of charisms, the next step is to see how 

they can be incarnated in actions. In other words: what is the difference between a 
“charismatic” hospital and a public one, or between a “charismatic” school and one 
of some other institution? 

A first characteristic of charismatic activities, in my opinion, is precisely that the 
poor live inside the house. Inside our houses there must be physically the poor. The 
day when in a charismatic opera the poor who knock at the door begin to annoy, is a 
sign that we are losing the charism. 

Our way of being with the poor must not be immune (i.e. we must not put them 
in structures outside our homes). For charismatics, fraternity with the poor, proximity, 
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embrace with them is fundamental. Even because, in my experience, providence 
comes only where there is this fraternity. Therefore, the lack of providence is the clear 
signal that something is wrong at the charismatic level. It is not the benefactors who 
have suddenly become selfish; but perhaps they don’t come precisely because we 
have lost the dimension of fraternity. 

Providence is a signal that resembles trout in rivers: when the water is clean they 
are there, otherwise they disappear. And a similar argument could be made regarding 
volunteers. When they no longer come, especially young people, it is not because 
they are bad, but because we are unable to attract them with friendship and 
prophecy. If we do not embrace the lepers, we will not be able to attract young people 
or providence. The poor are blessed because theirs is the Kingdom of God and we 
can testify to this only by living in communion; a communion made up of true charity, 
pats and hugs. Otherwise ours talks risk seeming to be just empty and no poor person 
will be willing to believe they are blessed. 

A second characteristic of charismatic opere rests in the fact that the charism 
should have effects in the governance of these activities. The structures should also 
become charismatic, not just the spirit. It is not only the choices that are important, 
but also the way in which choices are made. In this sense, the charisms must be 
creative, inventing ways to manage a kindergarten, a school, a hospital in a charismatic 
way... Sometimes there are in the charism itself these indications regarding the 
governance of the works, other times you have to find them. A charism is alive if it 
continues to give reformers who absorb the charism and innovate. A charism does 
not die if it generates reformers, that is, people who return to the charism and do 
other things. There is no alternative! 

 
 
The challenges 
 
Communion and poverty 
 
The first name of Christians meant: “those who are along the way”, that is, those 

who walk the road. So, the first Christians were those who followed Jesus, that is, the 
poor who followed Jesus and the apostles. In this regard, the episode of the rich young 
man mentioned in the Gospels is interesting. To him, who wants to earn eternal life, 
Jesus tells him to sell everything he has, give it to the poor and then follow him. 

Turning to the Acts of the Apostles, we read instead that Christians sold what they 
had and handed them over to the Apostles, who then redistributed it according to 
need. A passage therefore takes place, because Christians no longer gave everything 
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directly to the poor, but to the Apostles. Thus, began that type of poverty typical of 
monasticism, where individuals were poor while institutions were richer and with 
wealth they did works for the poor. 

With Francis of Assisi we have a return to the road. In this sense, Francis was a 
great reformer of monasticism, reporting an instance of poverty of people and 
institutions. I believe that Francis also gives us an important message: a charism is 
alive when every now and then closes the institutions and returns to the road. This 
happens because we cannot live in the midst of poverty by staying inside rich 
structures. It can be done for a while, but then a true reformer would have to sell 
everything and get back on the road with the poor. Because the poor, the real ones, 
are on the streets. Vocations are on the streets. If we do not meet the man and 
woman of today on the road, we do not renew ourselves and we risk losing our 
charism. So, the first challenge is to have the courage to quit and start over from time 
to time. 

 
 
Change the answers to be faithful to the founder’s questions 
 
When a charism enters history it has charismatic questions, that is, foundational 

themes: for example, children, orphans, the sick... The founder himself, with the first 
generation of the opera, answered those questions, giving birth to schools, 
orphanages, hospitals... 

Over time, however, a problem arises in all charisms. Which? That we become 
attached to those first answers of the founder to the point that we forget the 
questions. If a charism does not change the answers, it loses the questions. If we do 
not make the small effort to ask ourselves: “But today what would Fr. Calabria do in 
my place in 2014” and we continue to do what he did a century ago, we simply lose 
our charism. The charism is not to become attached to historical answers, but to 
change them in order to become attached to the questions. 

 
 
The law of self­destruction of charisms (challenge of the reformers) 
 
There is a historical law according to which a charism after the founder has an 

immense need for reformers, but the management of the charism does not want 
reformers because it is afraid of losing the original charism. In this way one runs the 
risk of living on memories and a movement that lives on memories no longer attracts 
young people. If we are not able to welcome people who have innovative ideas, even 
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if it is perhaps complicated, if we do not make sure that this charism can give birth to 
something else, the charism tends to become a place of nostalgia. 

 
 
The Marian principle 
 
The Church lives by two great principles: Petrine and Marian, where the first 

represents the institution while the second creativity.3 Charisms are first of all 
prophecy and therefore are close to the Marian principle of creativity typical of the 
female gender. Hence, if a charism does not have some strange things inside, but is 
too faithful to the Petrine principle, then it dies out. Charisms have a duty of prophecy 
from which they cannot exempt themselves if they do not want to finish. In fact, it 
must be clear that even a charism can become very institutionalized if it does not 
always live an internal dynamic of challenge, of prophecy, without allowing itself to 
be questioned by people who are a little more “prophetic”. And an institutionalized 
charism ends up thinking it is self­sufficient, no longer feeling the need for the 
“charisms” that are people. 

 
 
Alliances with the laity, those good ones 
 
It is evident that today a charism that carries out opera cannot do so only with 

men and women religious. But neither can we do it only with lay people who have 
the sole requirement not to be clerics. It is not enough to be lay people to take care 
of the opera of Fr. Calabria, because it is necessary to be lay people who participate 
in the charism. 

All the difficulty that there is in choosing lay collaborators is to find that at least 
some of them, not all of them, have a vocation to the charism, that is, that somehow 
when working for the opera feels a little intrinsic motivation, feels a passion for that 
charism. And not only because in the morning the meditation is done on the texts of 
Fr. Calabria, but because this person somehow has that charism inside. I know it is 
very complicated, but if you do not find lay people who join your activities with a little 
charism, the opera will die or become something else, within 10­15 years. Fr. Calabria 
lives if in the opera there are people with the charism of Fr. Calabria, including the 
laity. This also applies to consultants. To be consultants for charismatic works you 

3   The definition of these two principles is from the writings of the Swiss philosopher and theologian Hans 
Urs Von Balthasar.
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need a little love for the charism, otherwise choices are suggested that lead to the 
death of the charism. But, I know how difficult this marriage is. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
A charism is alive as long as it is able to listen to the cry of the poor, as long as it 

cries out for those who have no voice and knows how to arouse Moses who know 
how to respond to the needs of our outskirts. We need Moses who know how to listen 
to the voice and set out on the road, even if the desert is in front of this journey.
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MANAGEMENT AS A PROPHETIC SIGN  
IN TODAY’S WORLD 

EZIO FALAVEGNA1 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
When we speak of Charism and prophecy, it goes without saying that we are 

dealing with two elements that recall each other. Simplifying, we could say that the 
Charism highlights the experience of the gift, or rather of a grace entrusted to 
someone; prophecy, on the other hand, is the dynamism within which that gift is 
delivered, that is, a way in which that gift finds the possibility of expressing itself in 
space and time. 

Here then is that there is no prophecy without Charism, nor Charism without 
prophecy. This is evident if we look from the perspective of Sacred Scripture, but it is 
also evident if we refer to our daily experience. For example, when we receive a gift, 
the logic of the gift leads us to a double tension: on the one hand we know that this 
is a gift and we carry the person who gave it to us in our hearts, therefore in this logic 
the relationship with “the other” Is a fundamental component; on the other hand, 
however, we are called to use that gift. For example, if I receive a pen as a gift, I will 
clearly remember who gave it to me, but at the same time I will use it. In other words, 
I will always have in mind the origin of that gift, but I will not place the pen in a 
museum for this, but I will try to use it as needed. 

Prophecy is precisely this ability to continually put into play the relationship that 
lies at the origin, that is, the friend who gave me the gift, and the concreteness of life, 
where I am called to “spend” that gift. 

 
 
 
 

1     The talk reported here is the reflection proposed by the author at the meeting of the managers of the 
Opera Don Calabria, held in Maguzzano (Brescia) on 9 and 10 June 2016. The text has not been revised by 
the author. Mons. Ezio Falavegna, a priest of the Diocese of Verona, has a licentiate in systematic theology 
from the Theological Faculty of Northern Italy in Milan and a holds doctorate in pastoral theology from 
the Pontifical Lateran University in Rome. The author’s full speech is also available in video format on the 
Opera Don Calabria YouTube channel: www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria.1.
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The Charism, a story of freedom 
 
When we speak of Charism, both Calabrian and of many other realities, we keep 

in mind that the first aspect to emerge is the relationship that is inside the Charism 
itself. In fact, it is not a monolithic reality, but a dynamic one. The Charism is associated 
with a name, placed in a story that is made up of names and faces. It is like when God 
gives his name he says: «I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of 
Jacob...». He is a God who gives himself in a history made up of relationships. 
Therefore, it is not possible to understand a gift, the singularity of an event of grace, 
separating it from the faces within which the gift is given. 

The Charism also comes from a history made up of relationships, faces and names. 
It is a gift linked not only to the one who gave it, but also to those who become its 
guardian over time by giving it a face. 

This is the beauty: there is no Charisma if separated from a story, from a name. 
There are many charisms, but in all of them, on closer inspection, there is a 
relationship at the base. So, if we want to understand the Charism and the prophecy 
we cannot ignore the experience of those relationships and those names. There is 
the memory of people who have welcomed that Charism and hand it over in their 
life, in their history, in their experience. 

But there is more. The Charism, in fact, cannot be understood within any history, 
but is always within the history of salvation. A Charism is never a mere list of news 
events. Instead it is a set of events in which we are called to read the process of a 
reality of salvation that makes that story a history of salvation. If it were not so, those 
facts would be just many fragments, maybe even beautiful and important, but 
somehow “dead” and “bygone”. 

The Charism is therefore linked to a relationship, but at the same time it is also linked 
to a place, to a fragment of life, to a very concrete experience, which reveals itself as a 
sacred place. I really liked the image used by Pope Francis, in the last assembly of the 
Italian bishops in Rome, when he said, pointing to the face of a parish priest: «My priest 
is barefoot». This expression is not to be understood in economic terms, but rather 
refers to a beautiful biblical expression in which God says to Moses: «Do not go any 
further, take off your sandals because the place you are standing on is holy ground». 
Remaining barefoot means recognizing that you are in sacred territory, however 
disastrous that place may be. The Charism is precisely this: it is the experience of a gift 
placed within a relationship that knows how to inhabit a specific place, recognizing it 
as sacred. Here then is that the one who lives in the Charism is barefooted. 

A third aspect of the Charism is this: as we have said, it is always born within a 
relationship and takes shape in a story, but this happens in a dynamic of liberation 
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with respect to a wounded reality. Every Charism, every experience of grace is linked 
to a commitment to freedom, to a harmonious and fully expressive relocation of life. 

In the beautiful text of Leviticus quoted above, when God introduces himself and 
says: «I am the Lord your God, God of Abraham, of Isaac...», then he adds these words: 
«I am the God who brought you out of the land of Egypt so that you would no longer 
be their slaves, I broke your yoke and made you walk with your head held high ». 

This is the Charism: it is the gift of a relationship that God weaves into a history 
aimed at awakening awareness of the dignity of the other. Hence, there is no Charism 
if it is not placed in the perspective of a liberation, of a renewed dignity. This applies 
to all the situations in which we live, be they educational, health care or whatever. 
The Charism makes it possible to restore dignity within a wounded history. 

In this regard, there is a very beautiful expression used by the Psalmist in Psalm 2: 
«I want to announce the decree of the Lord. He told me: you are my son, today I have 
begotten you». What is the greatest dignity that allows one to raise one’s head, to 
walk with one’s head held high? It is indeed this: to proclaim that we are children of 
God who is Father. 

This great dignity should be the motive that impels us to serve others. The dignity 
of man and woman that comes from being a son / daughter of God is more than 
enough reason to justify putting oneself at his service. There are many gospel parables 
on this. Think for the example of the reason for forgiveness. St. Irenaeus, commenting 
on the parable of the merciful father, at a certain point says: «But why does God, that 
father, forgive that son?». Certainly not because the young man is convinced that he 
was wrong, nor because he has given guarantees: he simply forgives him because he 
is a son and this is more than enough reason in the eyes of God. 

If done in this way, the act of serving is placed in the perspective of “generating”. 
We are called to serve others simply because they are sons and daughters. No other 
reasons are required... 

Finally, taking up a text by Benedict XVI, the Charism lives on a specific mission: to 
introduce men and women of our time to the relationship with God. This does not 
mean proselytizing. For proselytise here we mean a reasoning of this type: «I care for 
you, or I take care of you, only if you come to my side». One cannot reason in this 
way in the places and activities where the Charism is revealed. The Charism is much 
more than that. Charism means allowing the other to access the free and universal 
relationship of God, who in his way of relating with us is not in the least concerned 
with conquering us, but rather wants to make us free. 

Whenever Jesus heals someone, think for example of the son of the widow of Nain, 
or when he revives Lazarus or the daughter of the head of the synagogue, he always 
says: «Let him go». True healing never consists in appropriating the other, but rather 



24

in freeing him/her. The beauty of the Charism which takes shape as a prophecy also 
lies in this process of liberation. Charismatic action is an action that wants to give back 
full freedom to the other, even if it is very far from my way of seeing, feeling, and 
thinking. 

The great dignity recognized to men and women represents one of the greatest 
expressions of the Charism understood as a gift. This is the perspective from which 
to look and here is also the real pastoral challenge. It is not a question of undertaking 
who knows what initiatives, but rather of enhancing what is beautiful and sensible in 
human life, in the light of the Gospel and of a relationship with God who has the 
extraordinary ability to show how beautiful life can be. humanity. 

If we were able to empower people to become men and women, we would have 
said the highest word of the gospel about life. The goal is not to make those who are 
not or are no longer a Christian a Christian. The goal is to generate men made of full, 
new, perfect humanity which is that of Jesus Christ! The great desire of God is that 
man live, and live fully. After the healings, Jesus never bothered to bring anyone to 
the temple to pray, while he tried to rehabilitate the person by restoring the dignity 
of man and woman and through this dignity to experience the fatherhood of God and 
his own identity as a son. 

Sometimes it also happens to us to fall into the trap I mentioned earlier: we take 
care of others, we give them back their dignity, but deep down we think in this way 
to bring them to our side. Instead Jesus says exactly the opposite: «Let him go», he 
repeats after the healings. His is a “generative” gaze, it is the gaze of a mother and a 
father. Generating “in faith” therefore means placing a relationship in a new history, 
fully expressive of one’s own identity, free and different from our images or our 
projects of appropriation. Just like it happens for parents and children. 

 
 
Between prophecy and Charism: the story of the prophet Jeremiah 
 
To enter into the specifics of the relationship between management and prophecy 

within the works born of a Charism, I would like to start from a very concrete figure, 
namely the prophet Jeremiah, who seems to me significant in relation to our theme. 

The prophet is the one who speaks in the name of God, the God of the covenant, 
the God who has a plan within the history of man. Therefore, the prophet always lives 
inserted within a well­defined historical, political, social, religious context and to 
understand his message it is also necessary to know the historical coordinates within 
which he moves. This is true for all prophets, even for the present ones, including Fr. 
Calabria. 
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Jeremiah is placed between 627 BC. and the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC, but his 
prophetic activity will continue afterwards. The time of Jeremiah is marked by two 
very important facts: the first is the premature death of the righteous Josiah, and the 
second is the establishment of Babylon, with the famous deportation of the Jewish 
people. 

As a result of these historical events, the prophet also goes through various phases 
that may seem to contradict each other, as it also happens in our experience. In short, 
Jeremiah seems to experience enormous contradictions: for example, he witnesses 
the fall of Jerusalem, but then he is not deported to Babylon along with his people. 
He remains in the city with the small remnant of Israel, and from this place he will 
continue his task of proclaiming the Word. In the story of Jeremiah, I read a story that 
is not so far from ours after all. We too are living in a context in which seems to be a 
fall, at least of values. 

So, Jerusalem is falling apart. But Jeremiah remains there, he is not asked to go 
elsewhere. He stays there in Jerusalem and from within that lost city he announces a 
reason for hope. The words and gestures of the prophet are all linked together and 
express the importance of their bond. 

It seems to me that looking at the figure of Jeremiah and linking it to our theme 
we can highlight three aspects. Before describing them, however, I would like to say 
something about Jeremiah’s vocation, from which his story begins. In the Bible it is 
said that the Lord turns to him and says: «Before I formed you in your mother’s womb 
I knew you, before you came to light I consecrated you». Jeremiah replies that he is 
not ready, that he does not know how to speak because he is too young. But the Lord 
insists and then stretches out his hand, touches Jeremiah’s mouth and says: «I will 
put my words on your mouth». 

Immediately after his vocation, Jeremiah has two visions, and it is from these 
visions that I would like to highlight the first significant aspect of his figure with respect 
to the relationship between prophecy and Charism. In the first vision, the Lord says: 
«What do you see, Jeremiah?». And Jeremiah replies: «I see an almond branch». And 
God: «You have seen really well, because I watch over my word to make it come true». 
Therefore, that almond branch becomes the sign of a vitality: the word is able to 
generate, bears fruit. But one thing happens immediately afterwards. God says, 
«What do you see now?». And Jeremiah: «I see a boiling pot, whose mouth is slightly 
inclined from the north». This time the Lord tells Jeremiah that he has seen well, as 
from the north he will spread misfortune on all the inhabitants of the earth. They will 
come, destroy Jerusalem, ruin and take everything away. 

Probably Jeremiah will have been blown away by these two visions. On the one 
hand, the word of God that bears fruit, on the other, destruction and despair. “But 



26

which side is God on? Is it He who is ruining everything or He who keeps his word?”. 
How to reconcile the first vision, in which God says that he watches over his word to 
fulfil it, thus becoming a promise of salvation, with the second vision in which the 
space of historicity is represented with its events of ruin and destruction? 

Jeremiah will always live on his skin in this tension, constantly confronting himself 
with the hardness and fatigue of life. But if we look closely at this apparent 
contradiction, we can read one of the challenges in which prophecy and Charism 
meet. In other words, how is it possible to manage what is entrusted to me in the 
contradiction of things? 

Well, the first act in which the prophet places himself is precisely in this 
contradiction: he finds himself in the contradictory space of a concrete history where, 
however, he is called to trust in a Word that generates salvation. «I am with you to 
save you», God will say to Jeremiah. 

I believe that this is the first great word of prophecy that we are called to deliver 
in the contexts in which we operate. When we often find ourselves operating in 
contexts of fragility, of wounds, of remoteness, of marginalization, there is a boiling 
pot that is ruining everything, yet God tells us: «I am with you to save you». 

There is also a second very beautiful image when at one point, Jeremiah collides 
with another prophet, Ananias. In this context, Jeremiah is in a “cage”, with a yoke 
attached to his back. Ananias, who is the prophet, calls everyone and announces to 
the people: «The Lord tells me this: I will break the yoke of the king of Babylon, within 
two years I will return all the furnishings of the temple, I will return my people and 
truly Israel will experience the beauty of salvation». 

Jeremiah, who is questioned, replies to Ananias: «So be it, really so be the Lord, 
that the Lord may realize what you are prophesying». Then Ananias makes him take 
off the yoke and says: «Go, Jeremiah, truly the Lord is with you!». Then Jeremiah 
goes away, but after a while he returns because a word is addressed to him in his 
turn and says to Ananias: «You have broken, it is true, my wooden yoke that I had 
on my shoulders, but God says: in its place I will make one of iron». At this point 
Jeremiah denies Ananias and affirms: «It is not true that this people will be free 
within two years, but it will be a long time, a time of purification, a time that will 
have to see conversion of attitude, of renewed commitment. Israel will first have to 
motivate itself in hope starting from the relationship with the Lord». And Ananias 
dies after two years. 

This episode seems to me emblematic and significant for us too. Faced with the 
difficulty of the moment that we live in all contexts, there is always the risk of reading 
reality in two different ways: that of Ananias and that of Jeremiah, both prophets! 
Ananias proclaiming a quick solution: within two years everything will be fine. It is 
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the logic within which we often deliver false promises, to understand, as politicians 
often do, where everyone seems to be the prophet on duty and has the immediate 
solution for everything. Jeremiah instead announces a long time, indicates a process 
in which the prophecy is placed. It is much more difficult and in some respects 
unpopular to indicate processes of change, because this urges us to take care of 
changes in mentality, to deliver realistic objectives capable of measuring themselves 
against the reality of people, offering stages in which to indicate the possible path. 
And then he asks for patience, the act proper to those he loves and with responsibility 
knows how to place the present in a future full of hope. 

This comparison between Ananias and Jeremiah also reveals another important 
aspect, namely that the truth of the Word cannot ignore the comparison with 
historical reality. In other words, the prophet is never inattentive to reality, he does 
not deliver empty words, but he is rooted in the history to which he belongs, in the 
realities that are his own. In this way he really knows how to indicate within that 
history the processes that very often are long courses, requiring patience, in which 
that announced hope will manifest itself. Jeremiah almost seems to be saying: «Don’t 
believe in easy prophets! To those who give you empty words promising immediate 
solutions and who have all the answers». The true prophecy is anchored to the reality 
of history within the patient times of people’s growth, with the courage to pay in 
person and to see many times also the failing reality of one’s choices, of one’s paths, 
but always in harmony, in a continuous confrontation with the people. A bit like what 
happens to Jeremiah. This is another important dimension, because there is always 
the risk, even in the context of managing things, of easy solutions that do not consider 
the real historical and concrete processes within which life is placed. 

 
 
Prophecy as a rebirth from a moment of crisis 
 
There is a third aspect for which I would like to take inspiration from the story of 

Jeremiah. We know that Jeremiah was in Jerusalem and it was entrusted to him to 
write to the exiled people in Babylon. In particular, I dwell on a letter to the exiles, 
which we find in chapter 29. It is a letter full of trust and hope, but with a very different 
style from that of Ananias, who told the people not to worry because the solution 
would come quickly. Jeremiah, on the other hand, invites the people to live, to 
continue their lives with strength and courage. By writing to the exiles he wants to 
encourage them, he wants to push them to make that time of exile as a positive 
experience beyond pain. You try to make that difficult moment you are experiencing 
become a place of humanization. 
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Today is also a time of great opportunity, of openness in accepting even the fatigue 
of the moment, recognizing it as a possible starting point for a new life, a fruitful life. 
Here is the face of the prophet. It is the face of him who in difficulty indicates that 
true salvation occurs when we are capable of living fully in the land where we are 
given to live, even if far from where we would like. The prophet also lives the moment 
of exile to the full. And here I return to Jeremiah, who says to those who are in exile: 
«Live well in Babylon... do not give up on living!». He even goes so far as to say: «Plant 
gardens, plant trees in Babylon, plant flowers in the gardens!». 

I believe that here is the announcement of a life capable of building, planting, 
welcoming the land of exile as a land of possible life, a land in which the working of 
the promised salvation can begin. Here then is that the choice of living in exile 
produces a promise of the future. We must not remain anchored to a past that will 
never return, but open up to the new and different perspective of a covenant that is 
always renewed, and in any case in a new and unknown way: this is what the prophet 
tells us. 

Hence, the question is: how to inhabit this land? How to live in this place of exile? 
In this regard, Jeremiah is quite clear. In fact, he says to build, plant, build a house to 
take up residence there, get busy for the good of that country, as if to say: «Look, your 
life depends on the life of the country where you are, not somewhere else». 

Perhaps here we can understand the logic of the incarnation, of a God who takes 
up dwelling among us. I try to say it in other words: it means being there, being here 
in this place even if we consider it as our exile, making one’s voice heard, saying the 
desire for the future here, in the situation and moment we live in, recognizing it 
anyway, even this place of exile, as a space for a future, a hope, a possible path that 
lies ahead of us. Here is the prophet. The prophet says: «Live there!». 

For us too there is often the risk of thinking that we are never where we want to 
be: when we are at work we continue to talk about vacations, when we are on 
vacations we talk about work! This can also happen where we manage things: thus, 
we run the risk of never being present in the place and moment where we live. Instead 
the prophet says: «Live it! Plant trees there!». Of course, it is not that the dream of 
returning to Jerusalem does not exist, but this dream is above all a stimulus to take 
care of one’s life by living and building the future where one is now. And this is 
certainly not easy. The Prophet says: «Even in exile you can discern the promise of 
salvation from the divine Word. God tells you that you will return to Jerusalem, but 
you must be able to read his presence in the place where you are now». 
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From prophecy to management 
 
What processes and experiences are we called to put in place to realize what 

Jeremiah tells us and what the prophets tell us in general? Upon careful analysis, it 
seems to me that the prophets in their speech also give us concrete indications on 
what to do. First of all, Jeremiah, like all prophets, is a person who wishes to place 
the fundamental nucleus of faith at the centre and measure himself against this, 
making sure that the nucleus questions would put in discussion of his own concrete 
choices. In other words, the true intelligence of the prophet is not primarily that of 
making a sociological, political, economic interpretation of the choices to be made 
because they are the most advantageous. Instead, the first thing to do is to question 
one’s choices starting from the very core that should generate them: faith, the 
Charism, the historical space within which the relationship with God has been given 
to me. 

Sometimes it happens instead that we look around and discover experiences that 
are perhaps more enchanting, that is, it seems to us that they work better than our 
institution or our way of working. In itself it is not said that the comparison is negative, 
but we must remember that there is a starting point: what questions my choices is 
not the fact that things work better there, but it is the relationship with the core 
fundamental from which we come. The yardstick is the relationship with God, that is, 
the core of one’s faith 

The prophet does not want to simply offer hope beyond everything, but offers us 
an experience of God. He offers us, precisely starting from this experience, a new 
understanding of man and of history. In short, it is not enough to look at things from 
a political perspective, but it is necessary to read reality in the light of faith, starting 
from the experience of the Charism and of the gift. 

Some might think that an attitude of this type is at risk of fundamentalism. But the 
prophets answer us: «Absolutely not!». In fact, their experience in the Bible teaches 
us that the primacy of faith does not mean avoidance of the commitment of history, 
it does not take away concreteness or autonomy from the political choices to be 
made, but rather offers motivation and direction. So, while not directly political, the 
speech of the prophet who speaks of God and man is anything but irrelevant to the 
commitment we have in the world. Of course, it is not a directly political treatise, but 
it is fraught with political consequences, yes. 

An example, in this regard, is represented by the theme of gratuitousness and the 
universality of God’s love, which is the foundation of the dignity of every man and 
woman. What can this principle do if we put it at the centre of our faith experience? 
First of all, it can remove the root of the possibility of legitimizing experiences that 
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favor the marginalization of men and women. In fact, if you say: «At the center of my 
experience of faith there is a God who loves everyone freely and universally», this 
leads me to make very concrete political choices. Moreover, this leads me to become 
the promoter of a radical solidarity, which finds its origin precisely in that model of 
God’s gratuitous and universal love. 

Another example concerns the commitment for the least, for the marginalized, for 
the poorest. This commitment is not the center of faith, but it is a derivation. In fact, 
the relationship with God is always at the center of faith. Starting from this nucleus, 
I am called to alter all choices with evident consequences that have repercussions on 
the concreteness of life. 

Underlining the core of faith, as the prophets do, does not therefore mean 
promoting religious integralism, but rather ensuring that that core orient us in 
concrete choices. And when this happens, the result is shocking. 

In addition to the importance of the nucleus from which everything starts, the 
prophet emphasizes another aspect: the primacy of God. However, it is not the 
primacy of an abstract God marked by doctrines, but we are talking about the God of 
the living. When God presents himself, He is a God who wants to help man. In the 
dynamics of the prophets, man is not at the service of God but it is God who is at the 
service of man. There is no need for so many temples to let God live, because the 
abode of God is man himself, the living man with all his frailties and weaknesses. Every 
man is a temple because he is inhabited by God. Then affirming the primacy of God, 
as the prophet does, means continually revealing the presence of a God who is in 
solidarity, a God who bends down, a God who cares, who gets involved, crying with 
the man. 

But at the same time the prophet continually reiterates to man that there is a need 
for God, that man in spite of everything is continually searching for a meaning in life 
and that profound restlessness that man lives inside is the reflection of one’s distance 
from God. To avoid this need means to deny man himself. Also, in this case it is a 
passage with not indifferent political implications, especially as regards the 
management. In fact, not satisfying this irrepressible human request in an authentic 
and correct way means denying the primacy of God. And therefore, it means to offer 
separating prospects of salvation. 

Where is the prophet who proclaims the primacy of God in management? He does 
it where man is embraced, where he is with the least, where the wounded man is 
welcomed; he does this every time this radical need of man is affirmed to give 
meaning to his life by mending the distance from God. 

This aspect also concerns the life of a community, such as a parish. After all, there 
are many agencies that provide services similar to those present also in the parish. 
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So sometimes I ask myself this question: “Compared to this work that others do, how 
does what we do differ, perhaps with poorer tools and skills? I believe that the 
difference lies precisely in the proclamation of this primacy of God, a proclamation 
cultivated inwardly and then handed over as a gift to others. Here is “the most” that 
we can offer. 

Otherwise one would say: «But what sense does it have for an Opera to take charge 
of a hospital, a school or a soup kitchen... couldn’t the State do it?». The meaning is 
not in the logic of efficiency, but in that of the primacy of God capable of giving an 
answer to man’s radical need to be able to give fullness to his life. 

If this aspect is not evident in our activities, as the prophet reminds us, then how 
do we differ from others? How is our management different? This is an ever­growing 
issue. I am thinking, for example, of the economic management of a parish: certainly, 
when the economic affairs commission works, the criteria for decisions are not always 
pastoral ones. Sometimes it happens that we lose clarity about the values   that should 
guide us. But it is precisely together that we can continually recall the heart of our 
mission. And our mission cannot be closed between the walls where the commissions 
meet. From our meetings that distinguishes us “most” must emerge. Our choices 
cannot immediately enter into a perspective of efficiency or return in economic terms. 

This is even more true in some areas, such as the one of formation and education, 
which we know are by nature at a loss. Or rather, we know we are at a loss according 
to the criteria of the world, as if you do formation, you do not make a product and 
you do not return the money invested. Everything is seen in the logic of productivity 
while the concept of gratuity disappears. 

 
 
In the world, not against the world 
 
A third element of the process that we are called to activate concerning the attitude 

towards existing structures. The prophet, on this, never places himself in a perspective 
of confrontation, even when confronted with realities born from a non­believing point 
of view. Of course, he sees a difference between a believing and non­believing 
institution, but he does not transform it into a contrast between a vision of faith and 
a worldly vision. The prophet witnesses a radical difference that is experienced by him 
within the structure in which he finds himself, not outside or in opposition. He is not 
afraid of a cultural vision different from his own, but rather promotes a new culture 
from within. And this can sometimes subvert existing structures. 

In other words, the prophet is never concerned with creating a structure for 
himself, as if that were the true structure of God; instead he places himself inside the 
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wounded, fragile city and from within this context he creates a process that promotes 
a different culture. If there is an alternative that the prophet wants to implement, it 
is not the opposition to the other, but the transformation of society from within, 
promoting a culture of values   centered on that core of faith and that primacy of God 
as described above. 

Unfortunately, in our reality it sometimes happens that we act in a contrasting 
perspective. Perhaps it is said: «Since the municipality has a soup kitchen there, then 
I too will make one as a parish». Or: «Since there is a school of a certain type, then I 
also do an alternative school...». The prophet doesn’t act like that, he’s not worried 
about it. His concern is rather that of generating another cultural vision from within, 
knowing that this is the real challenge. In front of a town square, he does not build a 
town square for him. But inside that town square he places his presence and his vision. 

Another important point concerns the constancy of the prophet in affirming that 
the only primacy is that of God. This indeed he does so many times even with 
vehemence! On this point the prophet sometimes gets angry. He gets angry when 
some prefer to raise thrones to other masters. But the controversy, even in this case, 
is not directed against the structure. The target of his anger, on the other hand, is the 
pride of man, who pretends to put himself in God’s place by managing things as a 
master and not as a guardian who must guard the primacy of God. Here, then, the 
prophet becomes angry with all those sovereignties that do not give a glimpse of 
God’s working style. Therefore he promotes a movement opposite to that of Babylon. 
Babylon is the proud claim to rise to the top, that is, a claim to manage, to dominate 
the place where one is. Instead the movement of the prophet is to descend 
downwards: from heaven to the heart of history. And this is the profound difference 
between the throne of God and the manmade throne. The throne of men, against 
which the prophet gets angry, indicating it as idolatry, is the logic of those who have 
the will to rise to dominate, bend others to their own interests. Instead, the primacy 
of God approaches man to love him, to save him. This is also the logic present in 
religious communities, where perhaps one can also be the superior general of a 
congregation, but when he has finished his mandate he can be in the kitchen 
preparing food for the other brothers. And this seems to me very much in line with 
what the prophet indicated! 

The place where we live must be a place of service, but not a service that serves 
for self­affirmation and power (your throne), but an opportunity to affirm the throne 
that belongs to another. In this regard it is interesting to note that the prophets often 
wish that there is an termination time for all the kings of the earth, that sooner or 
later all must fall from their throne. This is a very different point of view from the 
clerical one! I’m talking about my area: if they give you a parish of three hundred 
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inhabitants, it is hoped that they will change it to one of at least eight hundred and 
so on until you turn seventy­five. Which is really absurd... The prophet, on the other 
hand, rejoices when he sees the thrones of man fall. Some prophet says: «Come down 
from the throne, before God destroys it». This becomes an appeal to those called to 
manage services: managing from a perspective of prophecy means favouring a logic 
of service and never of self­assertion. 

 
 
To be prophets today? 
 
Pope Francis, speaking of the present times, says that today we are not living in 

an era of change but a change in era. And this is significant, because we keep saying: 
«There is a change taking place», instead we are asked to wake up and recognize that 
it has already changed. Things have already changed and the real problem is to see if 
we are in this new world. 

Another interesting statement comes from biblical scholar Bruno Maggioni when 
he says: «It is not a question of adapting the Gospel to new situations, but of rethinking 
the Gospel within these new situations». Rethinking the Gospel... how pregnant this 
expression is and how many consequences it carries with it!  

Starting from these two statements, it seems clear to me that what is asked of us 
managers of activities born from a Charism is first of all the ability to promote a new 
culture. But which culture? A culture that is truly capable of understanding that the 
complexity in which we are living (ethnic, cultural, religious, economic, social, etc.) 
does not necessarily lead to a loss of identity, but can instead become an opportunity 
for growth and maturation of our identity. Precisely for this reason we are called to 
read the time we are living as the opportunity to give birth to a culture that overcomes 
the fear of complexity and diversity. 

Let’s understand well: the fact of being aware of the risks that this entails is a sign 
of intelligence. But the awareness of these risks shouldn’t frighten us. It may even seem 
almost trivial to say that the first way to be prophets and to manage with the prophetic 
style is precisely to admit the existence of complexity. Because, if we do not start from 
this awareness, the risk is to operate in fragmentation if not even in improvisation. 

Certainly, the prophet also experiences his own struggles, the difficulty of 
understanding the time in which he lives, but he is always faithful to the way in which 
God acts. And this is especially true when his words, his lifestyle has broken or has 
come into conflict with the consolidated system at the political, social, religious level. 
It is precisely there, where the prophet surprises us and scandalizes us, that we must 
see the sign of the newness of God who acts. 
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Here then is that if we want to manage our Opera by promoting a new culture, 
perhaps we too must begin to surprise and scandalize. Instead we run the risk of not 
surprising anymore. 

The real way in which some prophets entered their context was to cultivate and 
manage a new culture closely linked to the prophecy of their Charism. And in doing 
this they often surprised and scandalized their contemporaries, because they acted 
in a very different way from the ordinary one. 

I believe that if a community is no longer capable of surprising, perhaps that 
community has some problems or at least has lost part of its prophetic capacity. 
Instead the prophet shines in time precisely because he was able to surprise and 
change things with respect to the usual way of operating in society. 

Another element of prophecy, and we have also seen it in Jeremiah, is that of 
knowing how to manage the situation while being in the minority. Of course, recognizing 
oneself in the minority also involves some risk. For example, when one feels in the 
minority he could resign himself or withdraw into himself. And very often we see that 
this retreat takes the form of conservatism or even closing in on a hedgehog in a 
polemical, hostile perspective. Perhaps everything is sometimes linked to a desire for 
purism: to return to the initial purity one becomes somewhat uncompromising. 

There is also another risk associated with being a minority. In fact, it can happen 
to slip into radicalism understood as exasperated activism. Since we are few – it is the 
reasoning – we overload ourselves with work in order not to lose positions. We are 
few, but we do not give up being present everywhere. 

The condition of a minority, the awareness of being a minority, should instead 
educate us to be renewed in an impulse of openness. Ours is the logic of the grain of 
wheat which should be placed in the earth and not remain inside a crystal case. In 
this regard, it is significant that in the parable of the mustard seed Jesus tells the story 
starting from the perspective of the smallest of all seeds, which then becomes a tree. 
It does not start from the perspective of the big tree, but of the small seed. 

Being aware of being a minority leads you to take care of the little seed by 
contemplating it in its horizon of being a tree. And at the same time, it allows you to 
take care of the fragment in the horizon of the whole. It is this situation of minority 
that today can say a new word of prophecy and that allows us to embrace the true 
condition of poverty, precisely because it is a situation that educates us to cultivate 
the essential of the Gospel and to make it a little more visible. 

Today one of the problems that we find ourselves having also at the pastoral level is 
precisely that of going to the essential. We have such a wealth of doctrinal elements 
that sometimes, if someone asks us to explain the Gospel starting from its essential 
elements, we get into difficulty. This is also why sometimes being a minority is a great 
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opportunity. It allows us to return to the insight to what is essential. We could even say 
that the fact of being in a context that is no longer favorable to faith perhaps represents 
a prophetic occasion, an extraordinary moment that allows us to return to the essential. 

Becoming aware of being a minority means returning to a more evangelical style, 
not thinking about the logic of power but acting in a disinterested way, no longer 
feeling that you have privileges but rather returning to the Gospel perspective of 
giving everything. 

Perhaps the minority situation can also help us to no longer work on our own, but 
together. To rediscover alliances, as the Italian Bishops say in the pastoral guidelines 
of this decade: educate to the good life of the Gospel. Being a minority would perhaps 
allow us to work a little more from the perspective of the whole, because by myself I 
know that I can’t do it and therefore I try to glimpse what are the possible alliances 
in the spaces in which I find myself. And this could lead me to give everything with 
the utmost generosity even within initiatives that may have been born outside the 
home, not managed directly by us, but which are delivered to us. In short, being a 
minority is not necessarily a disaster: it could be a great opportunity. 

 
 
Watch over the essentials 
 
Continuing on our path, it seems important to me to underline that the prophet is 

the one who manages while continuing to watch over. To be vigilant: this is perhaps 
the first responsibility we have. In this case, vigilance means being careful not to lose 
sight of the ultimate foundation of the Opera. That is, we do many things, we are 
committed to the defense of man and his dignity, but we want to establish all these 
things by recognizing that God is truly the one who first defends man’s dignity. The 
primacy is of God and not ours. 

Hence, like the prophet, we are called to be vigilant so that what is in the first place 
in our management of things remains within us, making sure that where we work the 
good news that God is in favor of all is always manifested. And if he has a privilege, 
because God is never neutral (it is true that He loves everyone, but He is not neutral) 
but is for those whom we have marginalized, the last ones. 

In other words, we must ensure that the source that motivates us remains 
unchanged with respect to the service, conditions and tools that we put in place to 
help people get back on their feet. And this vigilance asks us not only to be aware 
that God is “first” in our actions, but also asks us to be careful to be free in this. 

Being free in proclaiming the primacy of God means not letting ourselves be 
tempted by the logic of power or worldliness that could soften our choices. But to 
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have this it is necessary to be disinterested, that is to say, it is necessary to watch over 
gratuitousness. And gratuitousness is precisely one of the parameters for verifying 
the presence of God in our working. 

How can we watch over this dimension of gratuitousness? An important attitude 
seems to me to be the ability to place oneself in defense of every person, whoever 
he is and wherever he is. Here, we say we are free, that is, when we do not enter 
privilege logics or preferential lanes into our way of operating. 

Another aspect of watching over gratuitousness is to be careful so that the 
preference is for the last, people who are so “last” that they will never have the 
strength to put pressure on us. 

Another element that asks us to be vigilant and that makes us feel that we are free 
is when we are inside the world simply in the name of God’s needs and human rights, 
and not enslaved to one side or another or to a political logic rather than the other. 

In this sense, to be truly prophets in freedom we are called to obey the truth. 
Which truth? What Jesus taught us, or the truth that consists in making one’s life 
solely a space of gift. I would like to say: «To be vigilant so that our opere live in terms 
of social justice and not of economic profit». 

 
 
The courage of hope 
 
As mentioned, being vigilant means maintaining a close bond with the primacy of 

God recognized as the source of our working. But this does not mean that the prophet 
isolates himself from the context in which he finds himself. Indeed, the prophet is 
sensitive to the questions of his people and strives to build something together with 
them. He doesn’t build a niche for himself. 

And this passage leads me to make a final provocation: the prophet manages his 
gift by inhabiting the world. This does not mean conforming to the mentality of the 
world, but it means living in the world starting from the logic of the primacy of God. 
In this regard, just think of when Jesus indicates that the connotation of the Christian 
experience is joy. How can evangelical joy be lived, for example, in a context of drama? 
It is possible only by looking at the Gospel. That is, with the gaze of one who sings 
history, like Mary in the Magnificat, always recognizing her supported by the hands 
of God: only he can look at the world even in time and in the reality of human 
suffering, reading it as a story not of desertion but of care. 

Another example is the ability to manage things by inhabiting the world in 
solidarity with the world, with any kind of world. John’s Gospel expression is very 
beautiful: “God so loved the world that He sent His Son”. It means that God does not 
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enter the scene in opposition to the world, but to say that he loves it. This is the style 
of the prophet. The prophet is not alone against the world! The only one who has 
attempted this attitude is Jonah, who in the face of the punishment that hangs over 
Nineveh stands on the mound next to him to enjoy the fact that God is destroying 
the city. And yet God does not destroy Nineveh! So, Jonah, who is there waiting, gets 
angry with God and goes so far as to curse Him. But God does not destroy the city, on 
the contrary he asks Jonah to inhabit the story of Nineveh. 

I believe that this is the style that we must make ours: to inhabit the world in full 
solidarity. Precisely because we are in the world, but we have a different point of view 
and a primacy that motivates us differently, here we must also have a certain distance 
from the world. In what sense? In the sense that the world is not everything for us! 
Precisely for this reason we know how to be happy inside the world without making 
it an idol, without having the claim that the world may give us what it cannot give us. 

For this we can add that a prophetic way of being in the world is to never lose 
hope. Because we believe in the primacy of God and God is the last one who resigns 
himself and is the first great person interested so that our history reaches its fullness. 
Precisely for this reason the prophet, inhabiting the world, is also capable of 
discovering the places where the world is a victim of idolatry, understood as a place 
of non­authenticity, a space in which we risk distorting our identity. 

This way of living in the world requires courage, but it really allows us to unmask 
idolatries even where they sometimes have deceptive forms. Only if we inhabit the 
world can we afford to criticize it for the ambiguities and deceptions that can be 
hidden there. 

 
 
A new way to operate 
 
Another aspect that I like to hand over to you, as the courage to express prophecy 

with respect to managing, in order also to the reality of the Charism, is that the 
prophet is the one who always knows how to grasp the newness. Earlier I spoke of 
the astonishment of the novelty, of God’s breaking into history, evident also when the 
Baptist, in front of Jesus who comes to him to be baptized, says: «But it is I who need 
to be baptized by you, and you come to me?». 

In the advent of God there is the surprise of an unexpected encounter. But to 
surprise us we need to be free, we need to be open to novelty. Basically, even this 
prophet, the Baptist, matures the surprise by being fundamentally inside an 
encounter. If he hadn’t been on the square or there at the Jordan, if he hadn’t been 
there and ready to go beyond his expectations, he probably wouldn’t have recognized 



38

him. If he had not cultivated the hope of a “new” encounter, he equally he would not 
have recognized him. It is this unprecedented reality that we must dwell, without 
being afraid to acknowledge our efforts too. I think also in this case of the Baptist: he 
welcomes and recognizes the new, but at a certain point, when he is in prison and 
does not see an answer to all his waiting, he sends his disciples to ask: «Are you the 
Messiah who must come or should we wait for another one?». And Jesus does not 
give a definitive answer, but still sends him back to life: «Tell the Baptist: the blind 
sees, the lame walks». It almost seems to say: «If you are not open to life, to history, 
to the encounter with relationships, enjoying the little things, the spaces for healing, 
that is, the ongoing paths that hope realizes in people’s lives, you will not be able to 
read the breaking of God into your history». And this is a trait that we too should 
cultivate: the amazement and novelty of God’s breaking into history, which is also 
manifested in the weakness and fragility of the world. 

Again, it is important to cultivate the essential. We know that the Baptist lives his 
service in the desert, at first sight a place where there is no life, but right there was 
the growth of a people. The signs of essentiality are in his way of dressing, in his way 
of eating: everything must be essential. He wore a camel­skin suit, a leather belt 
around his hips, his food was grasshoppers and wild honey. In line with what has been 
said so far, I take the liberty of saying that it is not a question of a renouncing style 
towards things, but of the courage to renew, to refocus our gaze on what asks us to 
have the primacy, which in this case is the relationship with God and not the dress. 
The attitude of the Baptist is not contempt for things, but living those things with a 
style and a measure that we call evangelical. 

What the Baptist reminds us of is a permanent style of conversion, where we are 
not pushed towards new things to do, but we are pushed to know how to operate in 
a new way. This is the great challenge. We always think it is about launching new 
initiatives, but perhaps it is simply about introducing a new style into what we already 
do. And perhaps the novelty is not very far away if we live this. 

But to live this one must live in the essential and in order to live in the essential 
one must be in a permanent state of conversion. We should make ours the evangelical 
dictate: “When you go, do not bring with you neither saddlebag nor sandals”. Instead 
we often carry an entire wardrobe with us when we move... 

We should learn and go back to being wanderers, pilgrims on the roads of history, 
who along the way know how to recognize and carry with them the essential. Perhaps 
right here we should help each other considering what is really essential. And on this 
the prophets, of yesterday and of today, have a lot to suggest us.



CONGREGATION OF THE POOR SERVANTS OF DIVINE PROVIDENCE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE ACTUALIZATION 
OF THE CHARISM 

IN THE MANAGEMENT 
OF A RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATION 

 
SALVINO LEONE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CALABRIAN MANAGEMENT





41

THE ACTUALIZATION OF THE CHARISM  
IN THE MANAGEMENT OF A RELIGIOUS 

ORGANIZATION 
SALVINO LEONE1 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Looking at the articulation of your program I would like to make a foundational 

reflection on the charism – which you have already discussed and since in the 
afternoon you will deal with some more specifically on the technical­operational 
aspects of management, on management plan, what management means and so on 
– also in relation to the theme that I had been assigned, “Fidelity to the Charism 
Today”. Because many times in these formation meetings one immediately thinks 
about operational aspects, and it is right, but losing sight of the fact that if there is 
not a solid robust foundation, to all this, there is a risk of resolving the question in a 
pragmatism and an operation devoid of content, devoid of solid roots. 

In my opinion, it is necessary to define, as Paul VI did during the Council, the term 
“resourcement”. It is a word that cannot be easily translated into English, it means 
going back to the sources, going back to the roots, going back to the origins and 
making these heritages the engine that later heats up the operational activity. If this 
is missing, everything is extinguished. Even in the best enterprises, in the best opera 
(works), if this propulsive thrust of fidelity to the charism fails, it extinguishes. 

Then I will try to articulate it in this way today. First of all, a broad introduction 
with exegetical insights from the parable of the “Good Samaritan”, a parable that we 
all know, in some ways a little underestimated, but to which it is important to pay due 
exegetical attention, because in it there are many foundational ideas for the Charism 
and for the various charisms in the socio­health sector. And then I would decline this 
fidelity to the charism into three aspects. The charism as memory (here is the 
specificity of the founding charism), the charism as a presence (the reinterpretation 

1   The intervention reported here is the reflection proposed by the author at the meeting of the managers of 
the Opera Don Calabria, held in Maguzzano (Brescia) on 9 and 10 June 2016. The text has not been revised 
by the author. Professor Salvino Leone, medical specialist in Obstetrics and Gynecology, completed his 
theology studies at the Pontifical Lateran University and at the Theological Faculty of Sicily, where he obtained 
his doctorate and where he currently teaches Moral Theology. The author’s full speech is also available in 
video format on the Opera Don Calabria YouTube channel: www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.



42

of the charism in today’s socio­health management) and then the charism as a 
prophecy (that is, fidelity to the charism in today but above all in future perspectives). 

 
 
The parable of the Good Samaritan 
 
Let us begin immediately by introducing these exegetical insights from the parable 

of the good Samaritan. I will recall it for you briefly, very quickly. It is this, we all know 
it, but I am interested in referring to the parabolic method, used by Jesus, a method 
that after two thousand years we are just beginning to rediscover, that is, the method 
of Narrative Ethics. 

For years we have been somewhat the victim of a normative ethics, made up of 
precepts, prescriptions, norms while we know very well that in the Gospels even the 
teachings and ethical contents are most often expressed in a story. When Jesus is 
asked: «What must I do to have eternal life?». He replies: «Now I will tell you a story». 
«Who is my neighbor?». «Now I’ll tell you a story». So, faced with this dimension of 
attention to others in the condition of difficulty, of need, which unites all your opera 
(works), in the generic and not in the specific, we could say that Jesus tells this parable. 
Let us try to analyze it in its fundamental points. 

«A man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho». Anyone who has been to the Holy 
Land knows very well that this road that goes down from Jerusalem to Jericho is still 
very tortuous and can also be used for traps. The size of the descent is not irrelevant. 
The whole Gospel of Luke, and the parable of the Good Samaritan is placed in the 
Gospel of Luke, is a text built geographically, dynamically, spatially on these 
coordinates of ascent / descent: Jesus descends in the incarnation then ascends to 
heaven, the Spirit descends, the church ascends, Jesus ascends to the temple, Jesus 
ascends to Jerusalem, descends into the tomb, rises again... So, this characterization 
of descending and ascending is not a mere restrictive datum, but has its theological 
reason. In the dimension of descent there is a component of humiliation, there is a 
dimension of lowering, which instead in the ascent then disappears and is overcome. 

«And he ran into the bandits who stripped him, beat him and left him half dead». 
For bandits, the Greek term is “léstais”, from the verb meaning to steal, take away; in 
other words, a swindler. So, he runs into people who take something away from him. 
And if we refer this to the sick person, the sick person is not a person from whom 
something material has been stolen, yet his health has been stolen. So, the stumbling, 
suddenly finding oneself in a situation in which something is taken away, is significant 
in the story. They undressed him, “Oi ekdùsantes”: this is the same verb that is used 
by Luke for the stripping of Jesus on the cross, when it is said that they take off his 
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garments. Therefore, in undressing this person, which we often read as a pure 
descriptive fact, there is an existential dimension: this poor man is stripped off what 
belongs to him. There is an existential metaphor: the patient is spoiled, stripped from 
what is his. Sometimes even physically, which we pay little attention to: we think of 
the patient in intensive care, the patient in the surgery room who does not have his 
clothes, who has a tunic, a gown. And what could appear as a marginal, secondary 
thing is not so for the person who suffers it, because one’s dress is as if it were a 
second skin, it is somehow part of the ego. 

«By chance a priest was passing by the same road and when he saw him he passed 
to the other side. Even a Levite, who was passing in that place, saw him and passed 
by». The priest was, fundamentally, an expression of civil power – in Jewish society, 
the priest was more the civil power, in their theocratic regime, unlike what it is for us 
– and the Levite was the religious power: state and church, we could say today, they 
are not attentive to the needs of the sick person. Priest and Levite pass by. Here there 
was a big problem of religious purity: we have always seen these priests and Levites 
in a negative way, the parable presents them to us like this, but in some way, they 
were not, they were observers of the law. Touching a wounded person, touching a 
person with blood, made one unclean. And hence they wanted to keep themselves 
pure. Sometimes for us the purity in our actions exceeds what is to get our hands 
dirty; instead, the Pope Francis has repeatedly said that he likes a Church that gets 
her hands dirty. We have to get our hands dirty when we take care. This priest and 
Levite do not want to get their hands dirty. There is a road, the wounded man is on 
the road. This too is a typical Lucanian term, the whole Gospel of Luke takes place on 
the street. It happens on the street: Jesus walks and they ask him for miracles, Jesus 
goes towards the temple in Jerusalem. The idea of   the road, the following, the 
disciples set out following Jesus, is important. Because here the road is not a simple 
geographical connotation. And these, priest and Levite, pass over, on the other side 
– sometimes in the translations these semantic subtleties are lost: “antìparelthen”; 
“antì”, on the other side. We will see what happens in the rest of the story. 

«On the other hand, a Samaritan who was traveling, passing by him saw him and 
took pity on him». Let’s take a look at this figure of the Samaritan. First of all, who was 
the Samaritan? The Samaritans were people absolutely opposed by the Israelites, they 
had somehow contaminated themselves with pagan cults, with Canaanite cults. 
Therefore, they were considered some of the impure, people to be marginalized, to be 
removed. And this is one of the great surprises of the parable. At the moment in which 
that Pharisee, that boy, asked Jesus: «Who is my neighbor?» ­ because the idea of   
neighbor exists in Israel, is not that it was absent, but the neighbor was considered the 
one nearby, the co­religionist and whoever shared an ethnicity with Israel, when they 
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ask him: «But you tell me with clarity who should I understand as neighbor?», with a 
paradox Jesus says: «Well, by neighbor, the closest neighbor», means this – is the 
farthest. That is the Samaritan. So, this figure of the Samaritan is a slap. There is almost 
an ironic aspect to this parable. The figure of the Samaritan, here, is not only a good 
person, one who was basically a bit distant, but a good person. No, he is much more: 
he is the most distant for Israel, he is the one you completely marginalize and here he 
becomes the closest person to you. We will find similar things when he says: «The 
prostitutes and the tax collectors will precede you into the kingdom of heaven». But 
how, a prostitute precedes us in the kingdom of heaven? Yes, the seemingly most distant 
and most despised person precedes you. This Samaritan was also on a journey, “odèuon” 
in Greek ­ you see, again the theme of the road. And what happens? Look, while the 
priest and the Levite pass by accidental, the Samaritan was on a journey, that is, very 
likely he had something to do, he was in a dimension of travel, unlike the priest and the 
Levite who passed by there a little by chance. This Samaritan “took pity on him”. That 
term, compassion, deserves some reflection. The Hebrew word for compassion is 
‘rachamim’ which is the plural of the word ‘rachem’ which is the mother’s womb. It is 
very beautiful that the Hebrew language, when it must make a reference to God’s mercy, 
to God’s compassion, compares to the womb, to the maternal womb. What is the 
womb? An organ that expands to accommodate another life. Then God’s mercy is the 
capacity that God has to expand himself in order to welcome the other. Which in a very 
hieratic conception, very static in the idea of   immutable God was already in some way 
revolutionary. The idea that God changes himself... how does God change? He is not a 
man, who changes his mind! But no! In order to be merciful, God changes himself. The 
term was translated in Greek with the verb “splancnìzo” – here the term is 
“esplancnìsthe”, which recalls the bowels, many know that we are talking about the 
bowels of mercy. If there are doctors here, or people who have done medical studies, 
they will remember that in embryology there are some embryonic sketches in the foetus 
which are called “splanchnopleura”, “splanchnocranium”, which are the sketches of 
these organs, which refer precisely to this visceral dimension of the “splanchnos”. So, 
the idea of   compassion is something that moves inwardly, that upsets the bowels, is 
much stronger than a simple one: «Oh look, poor fellow, now I am going to help him». 

«He came close to him, bandaged his wounds by pouring oil and wine». «He came 
close to him», the Greek word is “prosèlthon”. Do you remember before? The priest 
and the Levite antì­parelthen, passed to the other side. They are the two opposite 
verbs: one means “he came close to him”: “pròs­”, another “far”: “antì­”. Exactly the 
opposite. «And he poured him the oil and the wine». The oil was considered an 
analgesic and the wine was considered a disinfectant. Here is something quite 
interesting and it concerns the use of resources. The Samaritan in this very early phase 
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makes use of the available resources, probably he had only a little oil and a little wine: 
he uses them. They were resources of their own time and resources available: what 
is the creative management of resources. What does he do then? He probably cleaned 
up these wounds and then put oil and wine on him without thinking that there were 
no structures where he could do it, that there was nothing else, etc.: in the meantime, 
he gives him this. Here there would also be a broader parenthesis, but I only mention 
it and then we leave it aside. Someone also wanted to see a sacramental allusion: oil 
to the anointing of the sick and wine to the Eucharist, which is a legitimate 
interpretation, but exegetically we do not take it into too much consideration. 

«Then, load it onto his mare». We know that he brings it over “one’s own”, in Greek 
“ìdion”, which is an adjective that refers to one’s own, to his, in reference to what is 
absolutely inalienable. For example, it is used in the legal forms of inheritance: that 
is, this is your thing, from this moment no one can take it away from you anymore. 
The idea that he loads over his own, what is his, means that makes him share 
something of him. He doesn’t just put it on something that he had because it was 
simply entrusted to him. No no! He is loading it onto his own mare. 

In all this there is a very interesting extrapolation of a possible Christological value. 
Which, for those who work in a Christianly inspired institution like yours, is important. 
We know that Luke’s version of Jesus’ birth tells us: «They wrapped Him in swaddling 
clothes and placed Him in a manger because there was no room for them in the inn». 
This is the official version. He doesn’t tell us where this manger was. The extrapolation 
that has been made, especially in the protoevangelium of James – which is an 
apocryphal book of the fourth century – is to set this manger in a cave. And since then 
we know that all the tradition up to our cribs set the birth of Jesus in a cave. Because 
the mangers, in general, were found in the caves, but they were not only in the caves. 
Basically, they were in the stables. The problem is that this Greek word, “phàtnei”, 
has been translated as “manger”. “Phàtne” indicates the place where the horses eat, 
which is actually a manger, but it is not the only place where the horses eat. Because, 
according to another reading, “phàtnei” could indicate the feeding bag. Those bags 
that you put on horses, where you put food for transport. And then someone says, 
and it is perhaps much more in keeping with the scene, – but I don’t want to spoil the 
poetry of the crib – the idea that this child was born on the street: at a certain point, 
Mary gave birth, there was no place where she could give birth… at one point, she 
took this baby and stuffed it into the horse’s feeding­box. It would be a birth on the 
street, in conformity with Luke’s theology, would be the birth of Jesus as “bread”: the 
bread is put in this manger. Then assimilating it to the idea of   John of Jesus as bread 
of life, and then he was born in Bethlehem which means “village of bread”. All these 
things have made us lean towards this possible exegetical hypothesis, a little daring, 
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if you like, of a Jesus born on the street and stuck there. It is a hypothesis, I said, it 
depends on the interpretation we give to “phàtnei”, but this would be an even 
stronger Christological value for the help of the Samaritan. 

«Then he took him to an inn and took care of him». The Greek term for inn is 
“pandokèion”, which means “that welcomes everyone”. Hence it is a broader term 
than our “inn”. The inn welcomed everyone, welcomed any kind of problem, of 
pathology. Here you are, we begin to approach our structures, which can 
accommodate the disabled, the sick, the psychiatric patient, the nursing home for the 
elderly, that is, all the different types of what we do. “And took care of him”: 
“epemeléthe autoù”, from the verb “epimeléo”, composed of the verb “meléo”, took 
care of him, had an interest in him, did not limit himself to treating him: “epì­”, of 
above, he is in the upstairs taking care of him. 

«The following day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper saying: 
take care of him – therefore, you too must do what I did – and what you will spend 
more I will refund you on my return». And here we have the economic dimension of 
assistance. The Samaritan has his feet on the ground. He doesn’t limit himself to 
smiles, he doesn’t say: «There is no money»; he says, «No! The money is needed!», 
«Eh, I don’t have it...»,  «Oh well, I’ll give it to you!». He is part of him to the other. 
Many times, we complain: «Well, with our taxes we have to finance the reception of 
immigrants...». This is what the Samaritan does: he takes some of him and gives it to 
assist a stranger. But this is a fundamental point, for the Opera Don Calabria, as well 
as for other works of a social­welfare and socio­sanitary nature, because it is the 
moment in which individual hospitality becomes institutional hospitality. It is no longer 
the individual who welcomes, who cares, who assists, but the whole institution. An 
institution becomes hospitable. Hospitality is no longer the individual fact of a person, 
but it is an entire institution that is “Samaritan”. No longer the single individual, but 
the Opera: the hospital, the retirement home, the welcome home, the outpatient 
clinic... this is what becomes a “Samaritan”, which becomes a reality of welcome for 
the “other”. And this becomes a universalistic metaphor of this innkeeper who is the 
one who welcomes everyone. We will see now going forward during the day, most of 
the founders, if not all, even if he had specificities, in himself never dedicated himself 
in a sectoral way to a very small part, but he also did something else. That is, he 
dedicated himself to everyone. If there was another person who asked for something 
he did. St. John of God, who assisted the sick, if there were prostitutes who were in 
need, he intervened for the prostitutes. Don Bosco, who took care of youth, if there 
is the Pope who asks him for money for the Salesian church in Rome, he starts asking 
for money for something that has nothing to do with what his charism was, the 
institution: that is, the dimension of welcoming everyone. 
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«Which of these three do you think was next? Who took pity on him». So, the 
“plésion”, the “closest”, as I told you with the semantics of proximity, with the 
attributive inversion: for us the “neighbor” is the unfortunate to whom we have given 
help. In reality, in the logic of the Gospel, the neighbor was the one who welcomed 
him. Literally, the Greek text says: «whoever has shown mercy to him». We say: who 
has been compassionate, who has been merciful, but the text says: «who has done 
mercy». In fact, it is in the encounter, in the reciprocity that mercy is built. When we 
go to meet the sick, we are not only givers of good but also recipients of good, it is in 
the dimension of reciprocity that we find the meeting. From this point of view, the 
metaphorical image of Veronica is splendid: a woman who goes to wipe his face and 
actually imprints him on her handkerchief. Whoever invented this figure of Veronica, 
then inserting her into the Via Crucis, clearly had this perception: I try to wipe away 
the tears and in fact, I who go away consoled, comforted by his tears, because in 
reciprocity we generate mercy. Hence the fundamental idea of   reciprocity prevails. 

«Jesus said to him: Go and do the same yourself». He had asked in the beginning 
who was the neighbor, Jesus says: «I didn’t tell you who your neighbor was, I tell you 
a story». I was telling you at the beginning of the method of the story. The method of 
the story can be summarized as follows: you asked me a question, I tell you something, 
at the end of this something I overturn the question and you who must give me an 
answer. And at that point I nailed you. It is not I who answered you, it is not I who am 
telling you: «you have to do this», but you yourself have said what you have to do. 
So, when I say to you, «who is the neighbor?», It is you who have told me now who 
is the neighbor, and it is exactly what you said. «Jesus said to him: go and do the 
same!». Here, too, the Greek verb used is not exactly the equivalent of our “go!”. 
There can be various translations of this imperative, the one we use is basically for 
liturgical use, so it must be understandable to everyone, simple, pleasant to listen to 
in Italian and so on. Literally, the verb used is “poréo” (“poréuou”) which means ferry 
yourself, set out. Luke’s great theme of the journey, of the road, returns again. Then 
Jesus tells him: «Ok! Get on your way, ferry: I told you who is neighbor, I told you an 
episode from which you can draw your own conclusions: Go and do the same, so pass 
to do what you have to do!». 

Basically, those whom we today call the founders of these great institutions, of 
these great religious families, are none other than people who have understood all 
this, have done the same and have made the individual charism into an institutional 
charism, giving life to an institution which then reflects all this. 

This was, in my opinion, a kind of broad, great, foundational introduction, because 
every time we speak of our Opera, of the Opera born of our charism, we must refer 
exactly to this. 
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The Charism and the Memory 
 
At this point, therefore, we must reflect on three things: memory, presence and 

prophecy. 
Let’s start with the charism as a memory. We know that memory does not only 

serve to remember a past fact, but it serves to grasp some elements of this past fact 
that can remain in the present and that can be significant for the future. 

So, I make a brief reference to some figures of founders, I will stop a little more on 
Fr. Calabria, for obvious reasons. Why do I do this very quick roundup? Precisely to 
reiterate what was said at the beginning about specificity. Otherwise we could say, 
and it is also true, that all have been saints of charity: and this is undoubtedly true, 
because in the operational, welfare sphere, everyone has given body to charity. But 
everyone did it differently. 

I begin with St. John of God, partly for my personal reasons, as I grew up in the 
context of the Fatebenefratelli.2 St. John around the age of forty has an explosive 
conversion, we could say: he goes into the streets, shouts, tears his beard, so they 
take him for a madman and lock him up in an asylum. In that place he has the 
opportunity to speak, to reflect – it is not known whether it was a real madness or a 
simulation –, he sees how the mentally ill are treated and says verbatim, according to 
the version of his first biographer, that he was his contemporary and therefore very 
faithful in this: «Jesus Christ grant me time and give me the grace to have a hospital 
where I can gather the poor abandoned and deprived of reason and serve them as I 
wish»: “hospitalitas”, which was the motto of the Fatebenefratelli. What does this 
mean? That the specificity of this illumination is not the assistance to the sick, but 
the assistance to the sick in a hospital structure. The giving of a hospital. That the 
hospital will then be a retirement home, it will be a center for AIDS patients... then 
the story goes on. But the specificity, in this case, is the dimension of the welcoming 
of the patient in a hospital reality, because this was his experience. Therefore, the 
activity of the Fatebenefratelli outside their own hospital is unthinkable. 

This is not the case, for example, with the Camillians. Even St. Camillus was 
hospitalized for some time in a hospital for a wound in his leg, but realizing that an 
action inside the hospital was indeed unfeasible for him, he was advised «that he 
should leave the hospital and have a home in the city where his every approval could 
give rise to his Opera». That is exactly the opposite. As if to say: «In the hospital you 
cannot do anything, forget about the hospital, do things outside». And the Camillians 

2     A hospital established in 1585 and currently run by the Brothers Hospitallers of Saint John of God.
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do things outside. For Camillo, therefore, the important thing is to serve the sick with 
all perfection, not so much to do it in the hospital. 

A third one, whom I want to quickly mention, is St. Vincent de Paul who, together 
with St. Louise of Marillac, founded the Daughters of Charity in an absolutely original 
way. With these two founders there is a complete revival of the work of the sisters. 
Which, before, was basically in the monasteries in a strictly monastic dimension. In 
the Rules of the Daughters of Charity it is said that these nuns «must have as a 
monastery only the houses of the sick and the one where the superior resides, a 
rented room for a cell, a parish church for a chapel, and city streets for cloisters, 
obedience through enclosure, fear of God through gratitude, holy modesty through 
veil». He is undermining what was the religious ideal up until then. Here there is an 
innovative courage, what we could call, in a very modern expression, gender 
integration: it is equating what men did at that time, especially in the Institutes of 
consecrated life, with what could do thereafter a woman. An effective charity, and 
not just an affective one. That is, they did not just go to church to pray, but went out 
into the streets to do all this: for which one should not only be good, but competent. 
So, not just an interior goodness in doing this, but an effective competence. Let’s not 
forget that professional nursing schools will then arise and so on. Therefore, also a 
structured, wise, sensible dimension of assistance in this sense. 

Finally, as regards Fr Calabria, I dwelt on two fundamental points of the Opera and 
then on another aspect that connects us to the actualization of the charism. 

«This Opera of the Lord I felt confused even when I was a cleric and the Lord gave 
me a clear sign, when one winter evening he made me meet at the door of my house 
a poor child of about five years abandoned by everyone and that I picked up and put 
in my room sharing the bed with him». This is a passage that alone deserves a very 
profound exegesis: there is the encounter, we could say, with Christ who manifests 
himself in a child, there is the historical occasion that becomes the existential occasion 
of the call, there is a dimension of discernment, there is grasping compassion, as we 
would have said according to the parable of the Good Samaritan, for this child 
abandoned by everyone, and then sharing: «I put him in my room sharing the bed 
with him». Therefore, the first dimension is the attention to poverty, this dimension 
of attention to poverty which then also affects the denomination of the Opera. 

A second element: «God’s Providence will take care of it: we must not rely on 
capital put to good use in the bank or on public requests or subscriptions: nothing to 
ask but also nothing to refuse». Another dimension of abandonment to Providence, 
also had by other saints, of course, but which here becomes a structural component 
together with the dimension of poverty: on the one hand poverty, on the one hand 
Providence. 
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There are also other areas that I have not explored for the sake of brevity: such 
as the role of the laity and the ecumenical spirit that certainly make it a precursor 
of Vatican II, in times when these ecumenical openings, attention to Jews, were 
absolutely unthinkable. And this strong role of the laity. You know it better than 
me, the layman in the Opera is in some way assimilated to the priest without a 
difference of dignity, of order, of degree. In my opinion, the dimension of the saint 
is always that of seeing with simplicity and clarity what, perhaps, the institution 
sees after a hundred years. In fact, many times these choices are not painful choices 
nor the result of who knows what reflection, but they arise spontaneously, in an 
extremely simple way. 

 
 
The dynamic action of the Charism 
 
Speaking therefore of the specificity of the charism, I am referring to article 

number 9 of the first Constitutions. In the first Constitutions we find things that if we 
read them like this, in a literal way, we could say: we can close all the activities, all 
the houses. And that’s not so! This is not the case precisely because fidelity to the 
charism entails, as we will see, the adaptability of the charism. 

Here, then, is the text of the article: «The spirit of faith and abandonment to Divine 
Providence excludes, on our part, requiring fees or compensation for the receiving of 
young people or other people in need or for any service in their favor, if not could 
give anything»: therefore, we eliminate any fees, any agreements with the State, etc. 

«[Forbidden] to exercise any form of advertising both in view of material 
advantages and to increase the fame of the Opera»: we remove the Opera from the 
internet, from Facebook or from any other image there may be. 

«[Forbidden] to promote begging, charitable fundraising, lotteries and the like, 
give public thanks and adapt behaviours that could overshadow the action of Divine 
Providence». 

Now you understand well that a literal fidelity to what is said in this text would 
be unattainable. But we will see that precisely here lies the dynamic action of the 
charism: remaining faithful to the Spirit that we find in these words and adapting 
them historically. We know that in the Middle Ages there were many pauperistic 
(mendicant) orders and that they all became extinct. Only the Franciscans, in the 
various families, have moved forward, because they have understood that if one 
puts on his shoes and does not walk barefoot, he is not betraying the charism of St. 
Francis. If one cuts his beard and does not go with a long beard, he is not betraying 
the charism of St. Francis. That is, the dimension of adaptability is an intrinsic part 
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of this charism. So, let us try to see in what it is concretized, what are the 
expressions of the charism, because this then helps us to understand fidelity to the 
charism in today’s life. 

So, at the center we have the charism, which basically has these five connotations: 
the first is Pneumaticity. The charism is a gift of the Spirit. The charism is not the fruit 
of human qualities. This is important, because unfortunately the word “charisma”, 
especially in the Anglo­Saxon language, but also in the Italian, is often attributed to a 
quality of the person, when we say “a person who has charisma”, a charismatic leader. 
This is not the charisma. The charism is a gift of the Spirit: free, given to those who 
want the Spirit. Why was it given to Fr. Calabria and not given to me? It is the Spirit‘s 
“business”, not because he was better and I was less good or vice versa. We do not 
know. And we know very well, even Fr. Calabria knew, the human shortcomings that 
have existed and may exist in all of this. But it is precisely those human insufficiencies 
that bring out the work of the Spirit. St. Paul was already full of these expressions. 
That is, the fact that I am a fragile, miserable person, even Sacred Scripture speaks of 
a stammering Moses, makes it clear that what is inside here is not your own doing, 
but the work of God: the charism is a gift of the Spirit. 

The second element of the charism is Ecclesiality (of the Church Community). This 
is something that can disturb a little in the context of the Opera. The charism does 
not actually belong to the Opera, it does not belong to the institute of consecrated 
life, but it belongs to the Church. The Opera is the guardian, it owns, in some way, is 
entrusted to the Opera: it must preserve, cultivate, promote, and increase it. But the 
possessor and recipient of that charism is the Church. If we conceive the Church in 
her reality – and Vatican II taught us this – the Church is all of us. So, all of us are 
custodians, in a certain sense, of that charism. However, being recipients of it means 
that this charism in some way affects us all. 

Another characteristic of the charisma: Expansiveness. We spoke earlier of the 
charismatic specificity and it is right. But precisely in the context of this specificity, if 
we grasp the deeper ratio of this specificity, this also leads us to see the expansiveness 
of the charism. The charism, that is, spreads, the Latin term is “expansivus sui”, on all 
those who in various ways participate in this charism. The Calabrian charism spreads 
to all of you who participate in various ways in the Opera of Fr. Calabria. It spreads to 
me too, but much less than it does to you. That is, the closer one is to the heart 
beating of the Opera, to the heart beating of this charismatic foundation, the more 
one is invested by the charism, without a formal giving, even if it is true that in many 
institutes there are third orders, associations of lay people, etc. But even without this 
there is an expansiveness of the charism: the very fact that you are dealing with a 
specific institution expands upon you. 
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A fourth element is Dynamism. The charism is dynamic, it is not static, which is 
why I told you that, if we stopped at the literal detail of the Constitutions, the Opera 
would be at a standstill. But no, it has its own dynamism, we understand that in our 
time this sentence of the Constitutions can be interpreted according to the times, this 
thing must be done in another way, this other thing must have this type of expression. 
And who is the owner of all this? Who had all this in custody? It is the Opera that is 
the holder of the charism in the context of the Church itself. Certainly, if something 
were done with a spirit contrary to the charism, the same ecclesiastical authority 
would intervene. Because the charism belongs to the Church, the Institutes of 
consecrated life belong to the Church and are within the Church. Then from this point 
of view we must consider a vocational incarnation in the charism, the foundational 
handing over. That is, the charism is embodied in a vocation: I am calling you for this, 
sometimes in a linear way, sometimes in a more twisted way. Usually in a more 
convoluted way. But in the end, there is a vocational incarnation: I discover my 
vocation and everything is entrusted to the foundation. But that, you understand, for 
all of you who are part of the foundation, it means responsibility. 

 
 
The Charism as presence 
 
As a second step, I would like to talk about the Charism as a presence, that is, I 

would like to re­read the Charism from the perspective of today’s management, 
especially in the socio­sanitary field. Let’s start with the vocational incarnation and 
the foundational entrustment. What does it mean? It means that when we deal with 
the issues of our daily activity, the issues of our Institute, of our professional life, in 
the context of a charismatic institution, we cannot help but have a foundational 
reference. Sometimes we also have it in very explicit terms: the founder who left 
something written, who said something, who did something quite similar to what we 
are doing. Other times the reference must be an interpretation of the spirit of the 
founder: what did he want when he did this? Why did he do this? What was the 
deeper meaning? This is fidelity to the charism. Then maybe I’m doing something 
profoundly different, but fidelity to the charism is fidelity to what the spirit of the 
charism is. 

In the context of Ecclesiality, charismatic adaptation must be kept in mind. I said 
before that the charism can be adapted to various historical situations, but to do this 
I must be able to read history. And the story changes. And I cannot always reapply 
the categories I used thirty, forty years ago. Of course, it is difficult to do so, also 
because before the changes took a very long time, they took place over the course of 
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the century, today a new social network comes out overnight and everything changes! 
Today we are in a difficult context: there are economic problems in the health sector, 
there are new technologies, there are a whole series of problems, which we will see 
later in the context of the prophecy, which lead us to be careful about this adaptation. 
charismatic. Because the charism must be adapted, but not betrayed! Instead there 
is unfortunately an adaptation that could be a betrayal. 

How is the charismatic adaptation carried out in this area? It is achieved by 
listening. With a triple listening: the first is listening to the Word of God, which is still 
insufficiently received and listened to. I wanted to start with a reference to the Word 
of God precisely out of fidelity to this scheme. If we do not listen to the Word of God, 
we cannot live the charism. The popes from Paul VI onwards, John Paul II, Benedict 
XVI, Francis, continue to repeat it, but the devotional component between 
apparitions, miracles, processions, etc. continues to be prevalent. Fidelity to the Word 
of God is fidelity to the charism. If I do not discover the riches of the Word of God, 
and I do not rediscover them with the filter of my Institute, with the filter of my 
specific charism, then I will have difficulty in realizing it. 

The second is listening to the Church: there is a journey that the Church makes. 
Where the Church is moving to? With Pope Francis we have become accustomed to 
surprises within the Church. But are we following them? This does not mean focusing 
attention on the single word: even the word “mercy” used in this year is not new, but 
how it is updated and lived? And then there is listening to the world. This maybe a bit 
more difficult for us. The great Protestant theologian Karl Barth said that theology is 
proposed with the Bible in one hand and with the Newspapers in the other. I say this 
to students of moral theology: «If you don’t have the newspapers in your hand, you 
can’t do theology». Because you need to know what people think. We talked about 
the family, we had two synods, a questionnaire, an apostolic exhortation: the Pope 
was very careful at the beginning to understand what people were thinking, then all 
this was somewhat eclipsed. But what do people think? Let’s listen to the world! In 
the person we have in front of us what is the universe behind us? What do the young 
people in front of us think? What is their language? What do the families in front of 
us think? What do the workers and professionals in front of us think? What does the 
politician in front of us think? That is, let’s try to understand the world! The world, as 
in the meaning of John the Evangelist, is not necessarily the enemy, or darkness. No! 
The world is the reality in which we are immersed! Understanding what people think 
means understanding what we think, because we are the people. What is our 
sensitivity? If we dress in a certain way today, it is not how we dressed fifty years ago, 
obviously something has changed, so also changed the way of thinking. We cannot 
speak of charism and the actualization of charism if we are not listening to the world. 
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«The Church is an expert in humanity» said Paul VI. We must also be experts in 
“worldliness”, that is, to be experts in the world. There should be no more experienced 
reality of the world than the Church. 

All of this must involve several steps. The first is that of an evangelization within 
our structures. I’m still talking about “presence”, not “prophecy”, which we will deal 
with later. Evangelizing means bringing the good news. Unfortunately, we have often 
given a moral meaning to this “good”. Because for us “good” is moral. In reality, ‘good’ 
does not have a purely moral meaning, it has a meaning of global perfection. It is a 
bit like at the end of creation, in Genesis, when «God saw that it was good». It does 
not say that the light, the world, the plants, etc. they were morally good, but they 
were perfect, they were well done, they were well organized. My Scripture professor 
once told me that the best way to translate this term “good” would be: “Ok!” That is, 
God saw that it was “ok!”, Perfect, it didn’t need anything. Except one thing he saw 
was not that good, which was man. Because when he came to create man, he said: 
«It is not good – the official translation of the Bible hides things a little, because here 
the Hebrew word used is always the same: it is not “good” – that man is alone». 

As if to say: «I made this whole universe, but man, alone, can’t handle it. I have to 
make him someone who knows how to handle it». And in fact, he creates the woman, 
who finally gives him a hand, because it is as if she were saying to man: «You don’t 
know where to put your hands in creation!». Here is this idea of   “good”, of evangelizing, 
of bringing the good news full, complete, which basically means overcoming the sense 
of seeing everything through pain [dolorismo]. This sense of everything being painful 
still persists in our structures. No founder was pervaded by this sense of pain. Even 
being tributaries of the theology of his time, all these great saints of the sixteenth or 
seventeenth century actually went in the face of pain, always trying to heal it. 
Unfortunately, we continue to be tributaries of this culture of pain. Expressed in many 
ways: for example, in the fatalistic assumption of the idea of   resignation. «Resign! What 
can you do?!». But why do I have to resign myself?! Resignation is not a Christian virtue. 
The Christian is not resigned to evil. Neither for himself nor for others. The Christian is 
not resigned. The Christian is combative. The Christian carries the sword, as Jesus says, 
does not bring quiescence to evil. It is a reductive vision of the Will of God. We often 
call the Will of God into question in the face of sad, mournful events. The father dies, 
the job is lost... «Eh, what can you do, God’s Will be done!». One never hears an 
invocation, mention of the Will of God when a child is born, when a person gets 
married, when he has obtained a job, that is, in the expression of beautiful events in 
life. Maybe yes, there is the attitude of thanksgiving, of gratitude, but the Will of God 
in these circumstances is rarely called into question, contrary to what practically always 
happens in the face of mournful events. 
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Does the expression “God’s Will be done” remind you of a good thing or a bad thing? 
A bad thing! Because it is assumed that the Will of God is the evil of man! If I say: 
«God’s Will be done!» only when there is evil is this inferred. This vision must be 
overcome. It is necessary to overcome this concept and to trace the Will of God in joy, 
in the good of man. If the guests of our houses stay there, it is to rediscover a Will of 
God that goes to meet them. God goes to meet them in the good, that he tries to help 
them in the body, in the spirit, in the psyche, in the affections: in what is their need for 
help at that precise moment. The pessimistic view of existence: «we were born to 
suffer» is false. We weren’t born to suffer, we were born to rejoice. Unfortunately, we 
are not always able to live this joy to its fullest. Sometimes we have to rediscover it 
also in the context of suffering, of course, but that is not the purpose of life. The atoning 
concept of suffering: «Ah, what harm have I done to deserve this?». You have done no 
harm, because pain and suffering are not the expiation of a sin you have committed. 
Jesus also clashed with this reality: do you remember, in John’s Gospel, in the healing 
of the blind man, when it is said: «But did he or his parents’ sin?»... since the blind 
man was born like this and cannot have sinned, his parents might have sinned! And 
Jesus replies: «Neither he nor his parents», which means: «Get this nonsense out of 
your head!». Yet, strangely this prevails to the present day. Even the idea of   suffering 
as a sign of divine fondness: sometimes some elderly chaplain said: «Eh, suffer, it means 
that you are loved by God, that God favors you!». And you feel like saying: «But why 
doesn’t He love another?!?! Friends as before, I’m not offended!». 

Essentially, it is necessary to overcome the commandments in favor of evangelical 
ethics. Which does not mean that the commandments no longer have meaning, but 
we are too anchored to the commandments, because they have a very preceptive 
language: «Do not kill», «Do not commit adultery», «Do not give false testimony». 
But the evangelical ethics is something else, it is different. Also, this morning we heard 
it in the Gospel, about adultery. What matters is not that you do not commit adultery: 
it is your heart. In reality that passage is not a tightening up of the norm, but an 
internalization of the norm. The ethics of the Beatitudes is not advice, it is not like 
the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience, it is an imperative! If 
someone asks you to take four steps, walk five steps. If someone asks you for the 
tunic, give him the cloak too. It is not advice, He encourages you to do certain things. 
But we are not careful about this. We are attentive to «do not kill», «do not give false 
testimony», «do not commit adultery», etc. 

Then, the primacy of conscience over the law and of the person over the institution 
should be emphasized. These themes are also very present in Pope Francis’ catechesis. 
Conscience: We will go to hell or heaven with our own conscience, not with the 
conscience of others. Conscience is the proximate norm of moral action, the one that 
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must push us to act in a certain way. Therefore, the primacy of conscience over the 
law, over the norm is also the primacy of the person over the institution. How many 
times in our social and health structures we are harnessed by our institutional rules, 
by authorizations, etc., through a series of things that go against the person! We need 
pliability, elasticity in this sense. 

Finally, the importance of using new communication languages   should be 
emphasized. The Church, that was the great broadcaster of the Word, which tells to 
preach on the roofs what it has heard in secret, does not always use the new 
communication languages   adequately,  instead these languages are needed   also in 
our Opera. In the ancient Fatebenefratelli hospital in Palermo the frescoes in the 
hospital rooms, the light and the paintings were placed in such a way that the patient 
was not struck by the light and could look at the life of St. John of God through the 
illustrations, grasping through this language some aspects of evangelization are 
communicative. They were the languages   of the time. We too must find new 
languages   of evangelization, even within our Opera. 

 
 
Prophecy and Charism 
 
After having seen the memory and the presence, let us try to understand briefly 

the prophecy, in relation to charism. Let us also try to give some founding elements 
to prophecy, because prophecy does not want to be a list of things to do, but serves 
to embody the prophetic spirit of the charism. Prophetic spirit basically means two 
things: you know that the prophet is the one who speaks in the name of God – 
“prophemì” is the Greek verb that literally means this – and who, in speaking in the 
name of God, evidently plans a human action for the future. So, we should now try 
to see in the current socio­health context how the charism can have its own 
expression, looking for a certain charismatic foundation, which each one on their own 
will then examine in subsequent works. 

First of all, I believe that the central point of Opera, of the socio­health institutions 
of Christian inspiration in their entirety, should be that of charismatic excellence. That 
is, they should truly represent the crown jewel of social and health care in Italy and 
in the world in general. Which has happened in the past. Often the religious of some 
Institutions have been specifically called to certain realities precisely for the testimony 
of goodness of assistance, for the proof that they had given of goodness of assistance 
in other activities. 

I believe that this charismatic excellence must be expressed in three areas. First of 
all: no less than the others. The elementary level is to do nothing that can be inferior 
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to what others are doing. But this “no less than the others” should then express itself 
in something different: in doing more than others. The thing becomes demanding, 
because we are well aware of the difficulties, such as reduced fees, staff difficulties, 
etc. But more should be done than the others. It would be nice if we could say: «They 
do this examination only in this hospital», «they do this diagnosis only in that center» 
and that these centres are institutions of Christian inspiration. 

Things must be done “no less than others”, but they can also be done differently. 
It would be necessary for all of our Opera to emanate a different aroma, to have this 
attention to the different man: with us the attention we have for you is different, the 
welcoming dimension is different. How to do all this depends on the distinctiveness 
of the management plans, etc. All this, as I said before, must be done with the 
newspaper in hand, that is, trying to understand in the context of our current reality. 
And we know very well that we are facing a complex crisis that affects the social and 
health works. We know very well that many of our activities are being closed due to 
the impossibility of moving forward. So, let’s say that the expressions of the crisis in 
somewhat synthetic terms are these: there is a crisis of appropriateness, authority, 
sustainability, motivation, relationality, bodiliness and identity. These, in my opinion, 
are the critical dimensions of today’s socio­health care and therefore those in which 
prophecy is highly needed. Because the prophecy does not address static situations, 
peaceful situations, situations in which there is, so to speak, nothing to say or nothing 
to do. 

Let’s start with appropriateness: we know very well that a whole series of 
interventions and procedures are inappropriate today. Inappropriateness today, is 
sought to be overcome through the so­called plans of “choosing wisely”, that is, the 
so­called choosing wisely. Almost all scientific societies have identified five or six 
points to improve performance, which are points of wisdom: for example, not taking 
an x­ray when there is a stomach ache, that is, avoiding interventions that overload 
certainly, they also overload the citizen, the sick patient, if only with a stress due to 
extra examinations, etc. We know that all of this often clashes with the problems of 
defensive medicine. In defensive medicine, since I have to defend myself from possible 
aggressions, attacks by the user, I try to do as much as possible. But doing more 
doesn’t mean doing better. As the English say: “less is more”. That is, less is actually 
more. But all this must be mediated, all this must be transmitted. Here then is the 
charismatic resource. Here then is how attention to man and not only to legal 
protection, not only the just concern of the state of health appropriateness, can be 
present in the context of our Opera. 

A second critical issue is the crisis of authoritativeness. Today we rely more on 
Facebook, on the internet, on social networks, etc. that not often on the expression 
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and opinion of the doctor, on what the structure tells me and so on. It is necessary to 
restore authoritativeness to the professional figures. It is important that a patient 
who has a problem does not go to the social forums to ask if there is another lady 
who has had the same problem and how they treated her and how she found 
comfortable. But ask you, ask us. Ask the Institution. But all this can be done if the 
institution is hospitable, welcoming, if it finds ways and forms to really give 
authoritativeness: and then that famous inn of the good Samaritan (‘pandokéion’) 
should itself be the proving institution. 

Medicine cannot have authoritativeness, the individual operator ­ of course, that 
too ­ cannot have authority, but it is important that the structure be authoritative. 
On the other hand, today, we know well that the managerial autonomy of the Opera 
leads us to give ways and forms of this authoritativeness in which to re­propose the 
charism in different terms. If once the children were brought to a priest because he 
was known that he would somehow would have taken care of them, now you have 
to go to that structure because you know very well that there you can be adequately 
assisted. 

Sustainability: just a few days ago the Ministry – I did not have time to read it 
otherwise I would have brought you some data – promulgated guidelines for 
sustainability, which concern the fight against waste and control of expenditure. We 
know well, because we suffer on our own skin, that in our activities we often have to 
jump through hoops to guarantee that standard of assistance, perhaps without being 
able to hire other staff, without being able to make those innovations that we would 
like to do. There is a restraint in spending that must be done. But in this control of 
expenditure we must never forget the charism, that is, we must not forget how the 
charism can intervene in all this, how attention to the sick must be the priority. It will 
be in a planning of departments, departmental budgets, etc. but this aspect must be 
kept in mind. 

It is not possible to put your hand to the wallet, which we then find empty, without 
having in mind the image of our founder, who tells us to do certain things. This is the 
approach that must also exist in the economic part. I have always been struck by the 
figure of St. John the Great, a saint between the 1500 and 1600 who was the first 
canonized saint of the Fatebenefratelli. He had had two intuitions, which at the time 
had been little considered. The first was to merge all the small hospitals that were in 
Jerez de la Frontera, in Andalusia, into a single hospital. Everyone said it didn’t make 
sense, because it was convenient to have their own little hospital, because the priests 
had their own hospital, the Portuguese had theirs, and so on. In reality he had realized 
the enormous waste that all this entailed. Then he talked about this reform to the 
bishop ­ he was an enlightened bishop ­ who approved it, but there were many 
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obstacles. And the second was the following: then assistance was made only on the 
basis of begging, the offers that were collected in alms, he said that once all this was 
collected, a part had to be set aside for structural works, the maintenance. At that 
time, this was unusual: they took the money and used it to feed the sick. This is to 
say how even an economic attitude must deal with the charism and with what the 
charism can bring in this sense. An important point is also the citizen’s empowerment. 
Unfortunately, we come from a past in which we have partly speculated on health 
care. Think of absenteeism, extra sick days, etc., all examples of little responsibility. 
Being able to empower the citizen, to do this educational work, I believe is a task of 
modern existentiality. And our activities cannot be extraneous to all this. 

The motivation: because I decide to work in a structure of this type as a layman? 
Or why do I decide to do it as a religious? As a layman it is an economic motivation ­ 
because you earn well ­ or employment – because perhaps there is more room than 
others –: yes, sometimes yes. But that push, that fire of passion that could once have 
pushed one to become a doctor or a nurse, where did it go? We are well aware of the 
difficulties that exist: it is an unrewarding job, unattractive salaries, etc. But where 
did this ideal push go? Perhaps our works could be an ideal place of thrust, which in 
the religious sphere becomes a vocational thrust. Why do I have to be a religious in 
this institute of consecrated life, if I then have to be an accountant? Or should I be an 
administrator? I can also do it outside of an Opera. So, this is truly a commitment, a 
challenge to find the vocational roots and the specificities in which to be able to 
combine the vocational aspects with the working attitude in this area. 

Relationality: who teaches us the relationship with the guest of our structure? 
Nobody teaches it! If not perhaps some training courses, for example, on 
communication. But in the curriculum, who teaches to deal with a person? Who 
teaches what to say, what not to say, how to say it? And this does not concern, as was 
believed, only the doctor. This concerns everyone: it concerns the doorkeeper, 
because a person’s first approach to the hospital is not with the doctor, but with the 
receptionist; it’s about who does the cleaning; it concerns who delivers a medical 
record; it’s about who is at the CUP; it concerns any operator of the facility. Knowing 
how to relate, therefore. Sometimes this relationship is difficult. Of course, relating 
to a lovely, polite and nice person is easy and we all do it, but relating to an unpleasant, 
rude and disrespectful person is much more difficult. But we are called for the sick, 
not for the healthy, it is that person who is in need that we must reach. Not all of Fr. 
Calabria’s “good children” or Don Bosco’s boys were good boys, indeed, most of them 
weren’t! They will become so later, thanks to this charismatic presence. Here then 
the structure can become a source of good relationality, of good empathy with the 
sick person. Many times, it is said that it takes time for this. No, it is not true! You 
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know very well that an advertisement lasts a few seconds and, in a few seconds, it 
must achieve a very important purpose: to sell a product. If he does it right, those 
few seconds are effective. If we know how to do it well for us too, a few seconds are 
effective. We look at the bedside tables of the sick. The bedside tables of the sick are 
glimpses of life. A glance is enough and we know if he is a believer, if he is a non­
believer, if he has a sweet tooth because he has sweets, if someone thinks of him 
from home, if he does not think of them, if he reads, if he does not read, what he 
reads: just a look and we entered his world. It is a question of practice, it is 
understanding that the other, as La Pira said, is someone who concerns me. 

Corporeality: today in medicine there is a crisis of corporeality. The patient of the 
past was a very ‘manipulated’ patient, touched. He was a patient who was touched, 
who was observed. Then there was a gradual departure. It is very indicative what 
happened, for example, with the stethoscope. First the doctor placed his ear on the 
patient’s chest, then the wooden stethoscope was introduced, so the doctor had 
already distanced himself a little because he put the stethoscope between him and 
the patient, now we have the stethoscope, with which there is a considerable distance 
from the patient. This is a metaphor for this progressive distancing. Many times, the 
investigations are essential, we know very well that the diagnosis is no longer made 
on the patient, it is done on the slide of the histological examination, it is done on a 
plate, on an MRI scan, that is, it is done on the image of him, not on the patient. So, 
there was this loss of physicality. Now, I am not saying that we do not need to have 
the histological examination or the resonance, it is clear that these things are 
necessary, but we must supplement these investigations with a physical contact, with 
a feeling of the patient’s perception of the sick body. The episode of the leper healed 
after the Sermon on the Mount is interesting, when he approaches Jesus and asks to 
be healed and Jesus, touching him, says to him: “Be healed!”. He touches him. The 
Greek verb used means touching by physical contact, he put his hand on top of the 
wounds. Which, moreover, from a theological point of view, has its own value. In my 
opinion, the real miracle is not having removed the leprosy, but having touched him. 
That is, the physical approach to the patient. As will happen with other saints, think 
of St. Francis embracing the leper, touching the sick person. It is precisely this meeting 
of physicality that nowadays risks not being there anymore. 

Identity: we are experiencing a health identity crisis. The traditional medicine, as 
you know, was made of prevention, treatment and rehabilitation. Today, for example, 
it is accompanied by the medicine of desires. A whole series of social welfare activities 
are of desire medicine. Think about aesthetic medicine. Think about reproductive 
medicine. Think about some forms of sports medicine. To anti­aging drugs. A whole 
series of attentions of contemporary medicine go a little beyond the traditional field. 
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And they find us displaced, even in the actualization of the charism. Because, you 
understand, the charisms of the founders have always been addressed to a man in a 
situation of need. Here we are no longer faced with a medicine of need, but of desires. 
How do we compare the charism with all this? I believe that a cultural effort is needed 
on the part of the Opere (Works) to read the charism in depth (each with his own) 
and understand how all this can be part of this original charism. And then there is the 
other problem of unconventional medicines: let’s think of acupuncture, of other forms 
of alternative medicine. All of these medicines express a need for attention to the 
person who is suffering more than traditional medicine does. And then there the 
charisms of the founders can find us equipped. 

To return to the discourse of charismatic excellence: what should be the key to 
reading the whole future of prophecy? In this regard, the British express themselves 
very well with this semantic assonance: “High touch, high tech”. That is to say: “a high 
touch, a high technique”. Where high technology points to scientific excellence. 
Certainly not all of our works are centers of excellence, but scientific excellence is also 
achieved in everyday life. We must demand, expect, that our operators, our doctors, 
our nurses, but also our administrators have their own excellence. Technical excellence 
is not enough, anthropological excellence is also necessary. We must be able to 
understand the man in front of us, we must do everything for the man in front of us. 
Where everything, we know very well, is not only from a medical point of view, from 
a technical point of view. But all, also and above all, from the anthropological point 
of view. 

I want to conclude with a little narcissistic touch, referring to a book I wrote on the 
illness of some saints, about ten saints, extensively covered on all the documentation 
we have. One of these saints is Fr. Calabria. On which you know that, during the last 
period of his existence of him, he had this disease which also prevented him for a 
time from governing his Opera. This is to highlight how the experience of suffering, 
illness, discomfort must not be an obstacle to a dimension of moral improvement, to 
an existential structuring of full life, full existence. I believe that our charismatic 
memory, our charismatic experience, our charismatic prophecy must be exactly this: 
to make people feel good. The synthesis and essence of this fidelity to the charism is 
exactly this: to make people feel good. This must also be the goal of all management 
plans, of all our charismatic adjustments, with respect to what we do live in our Opera.
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THE PRINCIPLE OF GRATUITY 
AND THE LOGIC OF GIFT 

STEFANO ZAMAGNI1 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
I have been asked to share a reflection around a theme of extraordinary relevance 

which is the theme of the gift. I will start with this premise: the culture of the gift in 
our societies, especially in the Western ones, i.e. those of advanced capitalism, in 
recent decades was literally expelled, removed from the texts in school education and 
in general from public life. 

This has not happened by chance, but it is a very refined culture operation. The 
fact is that the capitalist economy model cannot go hand in hand with the principle 
of the gift. In capitalist logic, in fact, it is possible the donation, but not the gift. 

 
 
Donations and gifts 
 
But exactly what is the difference between donation and gift? Donation is an 

object, it is what in common language is called a present. If I give you an object, I have 
made a donation to you. The gift, on the other hand, is not an object, but it is first of 
all an interpersonal relationship. That is, with the gift a subject wants to enter into 
relationship with another. In this relationship, then, there may also be the transfer of 
an object. For example if I see that you are hungry I will feed you. But the object, the 
feeding, comes after the recognition of your identity. 

1   The work reported here is the reflection proposed by the author at the meeting of managers of the Opera 
Don Calabria, held in Monte San Zeno (Verona) on 8th and 9th June 2017. The text has not been revised 
from author. Stefano Zamagni, from 1985 to 2007 taught History of Economic Analysis at Milan’s Bocconi 
University. For the University of Bologna he has held numerous positions, including the presidency of the 
Faculty of Economics, in particular by engaging  himself in studies on the non profit world. He was president 
of the National Agency for the third sector during the last Prodi government. He is co­founder of the School 
of Civil Economy. The author’s full speech is available in video format on the YouTube channel of the Opera 
Don Calabria: www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.
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In this sense, the clearest example is that of St. Francis of Assisi. Before the 
conversion, St. Francis was a very rich entrepreneur and very good at his job. Before 
the conversion he made donations because he was not an egoist. But he had them 
done by his servants, who told him to bring food to the lepers. So if we were to use 
modern terminology, we would say that at that stage of life he was a philanthropist. 
The philanthropist, in fact, is the one who makes donations. 

When he was converted, the first gesture he made, after being despoiled, was to 
go to the leper by himself, hug him, kiss him and eat with him in his bowl. So he 
brought him food, but he did it in a completely different manner form before, that is 
in a relational form. 

 
 
The gift and social cohesion 
 
The prevailing culture admits the donation, i.e. philanthropy. And who are the 

philanthropists? Just the rich! If one is not rich, he is not considered a philanthropist. 
There is even a ranking in this regard compiled annually. 

And if one is a Christian, he knows very well that the Christin God does not make 
donations, but gifts. Jesus gave himself, he did not come to bring us things. In the gift 
I put myself at stake in the relationship with the other. In the giving I do not even need 
to look at your face because I don’t know to whom or how the money I’m going to 
give away will arrive. 

Why is this distinction important? Because, over the last century, the principle of 
the gift as a gratuity has been erased by our culture and replaced by the principle of 
donation as munus, which in Latin means present. This fact, has been the source of 
so many deviations for which we have been suffering both on social and even 
existential level. 

The basic problem is that in giving, even though we do not think, we can offend the 
dignity of the other. Because if I give alms to you while you are in need, you who receive 
my alms could even hate me. Seneca wrote this just two thousand years ago. In one of 
his letters to Lucilius, the Roman philosopher, he says at one point: «There is no more 
fatal hatred than that of he who receive a donation but is not in the conditions of 
reciprocating it. Who have received, sooner or later will kill his benefactor». Whenever 
we do charity, we offend the dignity of the other, because the one who receives, in his 
heart, will feel humiliated and then will think: «If you want to help me, first come and 
talk to me, then if ever, you will give me even some pennies». 

So here is the first implication of the conversation we are doing: the principle of 
the gift creates social cohesion, creates the spirit of fraternity that is one of the 
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cornerstones of the Opera Don Calabria and also of many other organizations. It is no 
coincidence that the principle of fraternity in the social area, has been introduced by 
the Franciscans. Saint Francis called his Friars, brothers. 

After all, then, philanthropy tends to split the society and foment social hatred. It 
will split society between those who give, who are good and those who receives, who 
are the outcasts: this last, must bow their heads and be content with what they 
receive, but in their hearts they mature a sense of rebellion and are offended in their 
dignity. Conversely, the gift culture is respectful of the dignity of all involved. 

 
 
Gift and poverty 
 
The second implication of this argument is that the donation can be made only by 

those who have the money. And who doesn’t? Who does not have money are 
excluded from the possibility of making donations. 

The theologian Jean Danielù, one of the theologians of Vatican II, in one of his 
writings says, that the highest form of charity is not giving, but allow the poor to 
donate. In fact, why if one is poor should not be able to give? Of course the poor 
cannot make gift. But this does not mean that he cannot donate? Otherwise, if we 
thought so, we’d be racists, committing a grave sin for us Catholics. 

The donation is not just giving money. It can be giving a smile, give a word of 
comfort. If we remove from people, only because they are in bad living conditions, 
the possibility of donating, we remove from them the joy of living. In the Gospel, in 
fact, it is written that there is more joy in giving than in receiving. But then if I take 
away from the poor the opportunity of donating, it means that I take away from them 
the joy, so I’m selfish. 

That’s why, the Opera Don Calabria and many others must return to the 
fundamental principles of the Gospel. Because sometimes, in good faith, we fall into 
such errors, getting influenced by high pressure in the opposite direction coming from 
contemporary society. And here we return to the starting point: capitalism wants 
donations but not the gift. 

 
 
The principle of reciprocity 
 
The third implication of our argument is linked to the principle of reciprocity. Even 

the word reciprocity has been deleted from the vocabulary and the lexicon. Now it is 
coming a little ‘back, but until a decade ago in the books, especially of economy, it 
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had been eliminated. The reason is that it was thought that the principle of reciprocity 
could be replaced by the principle of the exchange of equivalents and the principle 
of redistribution. 

At this point we should make a consideration at first. In order to work, each model 
of social order is based on three principles: the principle of exchange, the principle of 
redistribution, the principle of reciprocity. The principle of the exchange is the 
contract, that is, if you want an object from me you have to give me the market price. 
The redistribution, rather means, that there is an body, the state, that through taxes 
assign the amounts available to various socially useful purposes. Both of these 
principles are certainly useful and necessary. 

However the problem is that in the last two centuries, the third principle, the 
principle of reciprocity, has been deleted, because it was made to believe that a 
company to operate needs only exchange and redistribution. And that has been a big 
mistake, because the exchange is very different from reciprocity. 

What is then the difference between the exchange of equivalent value and the 
principle of reciprocity? To explain it is useful to think of a family. Sometimes it 
happens that interfamily relationships are guided by the logic of exchange. But in that 
case, the family is very likely to go broke. The obvious example is that of the mother 
who tells her daughter: «How much for tidying up or washing dishes?». It is a mode 
that in the long run may not work and in fact it is morally harmful. 

But in normal families, relationships are always reciprocal. A reciprocal relationship, 
in fact, occurs when inside a relation one of the subjects sees that the other is in need 
and is disposed to help him without asking him first what he will get in return. In the 
relationship of reciprocity, a person comes to help, because he is moved by the 
principle of the gift as a gratuity. Sure, if I move in this way, I do it based on an 
expectation that the person helped, when I find myself in the same situation of 
discomfort, will do the same with me. But this expectation is not an obligation. A little 
as it happens to the parent who gives something to his son, he does not consider it 
lost because it is part of him. 

 
 
Subsidiarity and proportionality 
 
In the exchange I will have to give you the equivalent value (the price), in reciprocity 

I give you in proportion to my possibility. I can help you today, you can tomorrow and, 
if you’re not in a position to do so, you will do what you can. On the other hand all 
the Christian actions, are based on reciprocity. The relationship between the Christian 
God and men is reciprocal and not of exchange. If this relationship were made of 
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exchange, we would be desperate, because how could we give back to God the value 
of what he gives us? Jesus does not want this, he needs just a small gesture from us 
jus to show that we want to enter into relationship with him. 

Therefore the logic of the gift as a gratuity, creates reciprocity relations. When this 
occurs, families, congregations, communities are fine. Conversely, if you plan to rule 
them based on the principle of exchange or authority, it is the end because the 
authority becomes authoritarianism. It’s just reciprocity, where it is present, that 
allows the flourishing of institutions. 

If in our society things go wrong it is not because there is a shortage of resources. 
The problem is that it lacks that spirit of reciprocity that allows you to appreciate the 
resources and above all to put them to good use. 

 
 
The difference between the word Opera and the word Activity 
 
Finally, the fourth implication of this argument is the distinction between the word 

Opera and the word activity. The difference is important and Don Calabria had intuited 
it, this is why he has called Opera the organization he founded. 

The activity is a human action that transforms the object to which it is addressed. 
If I am a carpenter, and I modify the legs of a table, that is an activity. An Opera instead, 
is an action that not only transforms the object but also the subject. Today when we 
talk about work, we think only to work as an activity and not as an Opera. But in this 
way the work is being debased! The work seen in this way, is just the action in which 
you do certain things, so at the end of the month you receive the money to live. 

Instead, the work is first and foremost something that transforms the person 
acting. In fact we know ourselves, and we affirm our dignity through the work and 
with the work. So the work is first of all an Opera, then it is clear that should also be 
an activity where you do things, but this is next. 

That’s why taking off the work to people is the most serious social crimes, because 
it means removing from people the right to flourish. No coincidence that Pope Francis 
said that we have to give a work to everybody, and not only an income. If I give you 
an income but I do not give you a work, I do not give you the opportunity to develop 
your talents and then to develop your personality. That’s the reason why the basic­
income is not a good idea, because it is against the principle of donation and on the 
contrary supports the gift. It is a gift of the state to those who are unemployed. 

On the contrary it is necessary that the work is given to all. And this is possible, it 
is not a utopia. In past centuries, I could not state this, but today I can! If we do not 
give it to everybody, it is just because we do not want to. 
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The logic of the gift and the life of a community 
 
What I said is true in general, but is especially true with regard to the life of a 

community or a congregation. In the last century, but especially since the after­ war 
period to today, the spirit that guides the action of the capitalist market has ended 
up arriving even inside our communities, creating big problems. In fact, the market 
logic of efficiency in exchange, when enter inside the community, splits them. 
Similarly, if I reduce a marriage to a contract between husband and wife, when I see 
that there is no more profit in it, I interrupt it. 

In my opinion, it’s just in this dynamic, that the devil get in. In many cases, he uses 
precisely this reasoning that want us efficient. 

In fact, the efficiency is a means, it cannot be a purpose. The purpose of a 
community is not efficiency, but the common good. And to reach that goal we must 
also be efficient, that’s to say, we must not waste resources, know how to wisely 
manage them and so on. But when I confuse the means with the purpose, that 
community will go to ruin because it loses its identity. 

 
 
The importance of motivation 
 
The motivational systems of people are of two types. That is, each of us, when is 

induced to action, is driven by a double system of motivations: extrinsic motivation 
and intrinsic ones. The first is when I do something for the reward I will get from. For 
example: I’m a doctor, teacher and so on.. only for the position, for the pay... 

What is then the intrinsic motivation? The one that is commonly known as 
vocation, that is to say, what I do is judged by me as an expression of good. So I work 
as a doctor because I have a vocation to save people’s lives, do the teacher because 
my vocation is to educate boys and so on. 

We should know that in each of us the two types of motivation are present. What 
changes is the proportion. There are people who work mostly for extrinsic motivations 
and vice versa. For example: Don Calabria would he have done what he did for 
extrinsic motivations? Of course not, he did it because it was his vocation. Or Mother 
Teresa, for instance did she do what she did for money or awards? 

A portion of extrinsic motivation is functional, it’s a thing wanted by the nature. 
Animals, for example, have only extrinsic motivation. A wolf that is hungry, where it 
finds something to eat, he eats, without asking too many questions. What determines 
the different percentages of the two types of human motivation? It depends on 
education. If I bring up a child only following the exchange logic, i.e. the donation, it 
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is clear that as adults this will perform a behavior dictated much more by extrinsic 
motivations that intrinsic. And vice versa. That’s why upbringing is important. To 
educate, in fact, means “e­ducere” (Latin), i.e. pull out. The educator helps the young 
person to come out of himself to integrate into reality. Which, thinking well, is exactly 
the opposite of education, which means otherwise, to put in information in the 
student’s head. It is evident that today what exactly lacks is the education, because 
we think that it coincide with the instruction. 

 Upbringing is what it serves to balance the two types of motivation. In this sense 
it is also understood that those who feel a religious vocation since their young age, 
must be prepared because it will enhance their intrinsic motivation that will 
accompany them in their journey of life. 

 
 
Motivation and organization of work 
 
Why this distinction is important for organizational and management purposes? In 

reality this is a distinction that few people make. What everyone is talking about are 
the reasons, but without further distinctions. The reason is simple: in complex 
organizations, as may be the Don Calabria, today we, economists, are able to 
demonstrate that success depends on the intrinsic motivation of those who work in it. 

Reversing the reasoning, if the members of that organization are mainly motivated 
by extrinsic reasons that organization will end up failing. The same thing goes for 
business, albeit with some different characterizations. Extrinsic motivation, in fact, 
works only with incentives (salary increase, etc.) but this, when it happens, 
undermines the relationship of trust. My co­worker will say: «Why he gives me the 
incentive? Because obviously he does not trust me. If he does not trust me, I do not 
trust him». Same thing occurs for the control systems: they are very expensive and 
show lack of confidence. 

How to do then in order to recover confidence? The thing that is needed is to 
enhance the intrinsic motivation of employees. 

If an organization does not give value to the intrinsic motivational component it 
cannot be successful, because to get results one must give commands or incentives, 
but these cost money. Not only that, but if I create a police system, people after a 
while find the way to circumvent it. The good administrator is the one who uses the 
intrinsic component values  . How? First beginning to speak. Today we know in the 
behavioral sciences a number of ways to tell if a person has intrinsic or extrinsic 
motivations. Speaking, then, you can understand from the personal life of that person 
how he feels, how he behaves etc... 
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To enhance intrinsic motivation we can do lot of things. For example we can 
promote periodic meetings and seminars throughout the year. Intrinsic motivation is 
cultivated as a vocation. It is not sufficient to say: “Now I feel the vocation and am 
ok.” The vocation must be pursued and followed. 

If at management level we do not base our organization on these reasons, there 
will be nothing to do. On the other hand our Catholic organizations can never compete 
with the capitalist structures that having at disposal great capitals, are able to pay 
much more. We cannot compete with them on extrinsic motivations! So we have to 
compete on intrinsic motivation because we can leverage on values   that others do 
not have. Values   on which we are credible, but others are not. Try to talk of Christian 
charity within an enterprise capitalist! They take you for a madman. 

We must intervene in the process and in the places where decisions are taken and 
implemented to enhance these motivations. Otherwise, we may create the disconnect 
that Jesus in His time called hypocrisy. In fact people make beautiful and moving 
speeches, but in everyday life they   organize things in a contrary manner compared to 
those speeches. When this happens, it is clear that after a while, people seeing this, 
either go into deep crisis or go away. We must learn consistency. But in capitalist 
enterprises this problem does not exist at all, because they only works with monetary 
incentives and legal obligations. We cannot. 

 
 
Governance and consistency 
 
We must sit down and study how we can change the internal organization, the so­

called governance, to ensure that there is complete consistency between the 
principles recited and the principles applied. Otherwise people then will make a 
scandal out of it; maybe they do not say it but they think so and then produce less on 
the job etc... 

Speaking in these terms has practical and economic implications. Organizations 
that do well without much money are those that have found a way to put into practice 
the idea of   enhancing the intrinsic motivation. And it is clear that in doing so, you get 
another positive result: that the people are happy. 

Work is like a medal that has two faces: the face of the fatigue and the face of joy. 
If I organize the production process in a way that it does not bring out the element of 
joy, then I am stupid because I show that the work is just exertion, and this does not 
enhances the intrinsic motivation of employees. And then people will produce less, 
they makes less and if they may, they will try to rip you off. It is a matter of practical 
intelligence. The rigor is not sufficient, it is much better to have creative people! 
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These ideas that are typical of the heritage of the Christian tradition, have a 
definitive meaning: a Christian has never put in opposition work and joy, because the 
person want happiness. In this regard, the Greek word to indicate happiness, 
Eudaimonia, is very appropriate, it means just “blossoming.” We are happy when we 
blossom. We need to open ourselves, like a bud. Today, giving people the opportunity 
to experience the joy which is never separated from fatigue, is a great achievement 
of civilization that goes beyond the anti­Christian idea that it only suffering and pain 
are required. Christianity is the religion of joy. Translating these ideas in both a 
conceptual and a scheme organization level, is the smartest way today to undertake 
the management of Opera. 

Finally I would like to propose a thought of Tagore, Indian poet winner of the Nobel 
Prize in Literature in 1913: «When the sun set down, don’t cry, because tears will 
prevent you from seeing the stars». 

So, when we are in difficulties, we don’t have to cry, because our tears will prevent 
us from seeing the stars, which are always present, even in the darkest moments of 
history. And the Opera Don Calabria is one of these stars.
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POVERTY AND THE COMMON GOOD 
The management of the opera (works) called by God 

to be Providence for his people 
GUILLAUME JEDREJCZAK1 

 
 
 
The poverty of St. Francis 
 
As soon as we pronounce the word “poverty” an image immediately comes to 

mind: that of the poor man who abandons his clothes at the feet of the bishop of 
Assisi to go and live begging in the splendid  villages of Umbria, Italy. Since the 
thirteenth century, poverty is the other name of St. Francis, it takes his face, makes 
his voice resound and recalls his questions and his choices. In the history of spirituality, 
there is one prior and post Francis. This saint has strongly marked our spirit not only 
with the extreme forms that he has given to Lady Poverty, but also for the prominent 
place that he has ensured in his spirituality. This form of poverty has become the 
evaluation criterion for all other forms of life, be they secular or religious. 

This vision of poverty that the Church has canonized is however marked by a very 
specific context: that of the birth of commercial capitalism in the Italian cities during 
the early Middle Ages. In this era of transition, a wealthy class of merchants emerges 
who travel the streets of the known world with the aim of exchanging a large number 
of products from one region to another. We thus move very quickly from a hierarchical 
society, founded on social classes characterized by well­defined specialized jobs, to a 
society where new actors, traders, shake up the established order. They no longer 
work the land like the peasants, they no longer use weapons, except for fun like the 
young Francis. Following only the frontiers of goods, they progressively detach 
themselves from other social classes. 

1   The talk reported here is the reflection proposed by the author on the occasion of the meeting of the 
managers of the Opera Don Calabria, held in San Zeno in Monte (Verona) on 8 and 9 June 2017. The text 
has not been revised by the author. Fr. Guillaume Jedrejczak, a Trappist monk, was the abbot of the abbey 
of Mont­des­Cats (France). He is the author of numerous publications on the Gospels and on the Rule of 
St. Benedict. His current ministry leads him to various countries, where he animates retreats and study 
sessions for religious and laity. Since 2012 he has been president of the “Fondation des Monasteres”, an 
important French body that aims to help in the management of the assets of Benedictine monasteries. 
The author’s complete speech is also available in video format on the Opera Don Calabria youtube channel: 
www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.
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In this totally new context, in which we still live in a certain way, a context that 
heralds commercial capitalism invading the rest of the world, ancient landmarks 
disappear, traditional solidarities are dwindling, each must find its place again, and 
many remain on foot, on the side of the road. 

In the centuries that preceded the rural exodus that gave birth to our 
megalopolises, Francis, who had experienced the new form of commercial wealth, 
had the intuition to see this new form of poverty, contesting with it the new world 
order.  

This revolution had other effects, which resulted in a new vision of power in 
society. In fact, we have passed from a perception of the community based on 
patriarchal power to a dimension of fraternity where power has been transformed 
into service. This second revolution Francis and his brothers have fully accepted! 

In Francis’ vision, and in conformity with the revolution that took place in his time, 
the relationship with things became crucial. Previously, the ownership structure was 
essentially collective. The slavery that expressed the bond of the individual with his 
land was not perceived as a slavery, but as a security and social insurance. The lord, 
the common goods, community work represented a type of society that took charge 
of the individual from birth to death, albeit with the drawback of permanently tying 
him to a place, without the possibility of going elsewhere. Undoubtedly, there were 
few who had the desire to free themselves from these constraints. 

In the epoch of Francis, however, everything changed. There are many people who, 
like Messer Bernardone, Francis’ father, enrich themselves by freeing themselves from 
the limits of a world which had up till then been strongly divided and folded back on 
itself. And it is clear that, in this context, the relationship with things becomes crucial. 

 
 
The poverty of the origins 
 
On closer inspection, at the origins of Christianity, poverty did not refer to a 

relationship with material things, but rather to a relationship with a specific human 
group. In the Gospels, for example, poverty takes the form of an extraordinary 
freedom on the part of Jesus with regard to social classes which at his time were 
extremely rigid. Jesus was at ease in all environments, he was simply himself in the 
banquets of the powerful as in the midst of the most inexperienced, or on the edge 
of a country road. Evangelical poverty therefore took the form of this sharing. A few 
loaves and two fish are enough to feed the crowds in which all the social groups of 
the time mixed. The poverty of the Gospels is first of all that which has freed himself 
from the bonds linked to belonging to a specific social group. 
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In the Acts of the Apostles, the emphasis was on sharing, ownership in common. 
On the contrary, Ananias and Safira are the symbol of those who would like to take 
advantage of the situation by keeping “a keen portion” for the future, in case a deal 
goes wrong. Everything was common to all, it was given to each one according to his 
needs, the Acts of the Apostles reports. The insistence of the Apostle James on the 
fact that it is not convenient to make differences between the rich and the poor in 
the early Christian community, well underlines the importance of this new solidarity 
established by the Gospel. It is this vision of poverty as the pooling of resources and 
taking charge of the needs of each one that profoundly marked the monastic life of 
the first centuries. 

With the apostle Paul, another element enters the Christian vision of poverty: the 
importance of work as a source of income. Paul refuses to depend on the generosity 
of others, to profit from the capital of sympathy he benefited from among the first 
communities. He works with his hands to support his needs. This does not prevent 
him from encouraging early converts to be generous to members of other churches, 
but he values   that he himself must lead by example by working. This estimate of the 
value of work, in a society where there was mainly the slave trade or the lower classes, 
deeply marks our civilization. Idleness, which was then the characteristic of the 
wealthy social classes, has become a vice and a defect, and no longer a privilege as it 
was considered by the Romans. Here comes the relevance of the Rule of St. Benedict 
inviting us to avoid the vice of idleness! 

 
 
The poverty of the first monastic communities 
 
Work becomes the characteristic of the first monks of Egypt whose concrete life is 

organized around a binary rhythm: prayer and work, ora et labora, which the Rule of 
Benedict takes up and combines in two different forms. For the solitary, it takes the 
form of a simple and independent craftsmanship that allows them to provide the 
necessary for their needs, giving alms and welcoming guests. For the community, it 
takes the form of large agricultural enterprises, where the sharing of goods and 
resources makes it possible to provide for the needs of each one, welcoming all those 
who knock on the door of the community. 

The description of the first community of Jerusalem in the book of Acts then 
becomes, according to the interpretation given by Cassian, the reason for the birth 
of the first communities of the desert. 

The spread of community life in the early centuries, with the gradual adoption of 
the Rule of Benedict, of which one of the main sources is Cassian himself, inserts this 
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spiritual insight into the history of the West. Poverty is conceived first of all as a 
sharing of the resources necessary for subsistence and attention to the needs of each 
one, removing the idea of   individual property. If property exists, it is common and no 
one can prevail over another with any privilege, whatever his origin, his capacity, his 
material and intellectual contribution or his place. Benedict founds a republic of 
equals in which the ownership of assets is not the criterion that determines the 
identity of a person. 

In fact, in the Rule, the problem does not exclusively concern goods. In the 
monastic tradition, poverty touches other fields: Benedict says it very clearly in 
chapter 58 when he combines the abandonment of all forms of personal property 
with the fact that he no longer disposes of even his own body. This dispossession thus 
affects not only things, but desires, the will to dominate or even the way of clinging 
to one’s ideas. Putting things and the means of production in the hands of the 
community, Benedict resolutely places himself in the perspective of the first 
community of Jerusalem, Acts 4:32. In this way he follows in the footsteps of Cassian 
and Augustine, differentiating himself from the first monks of Egypt who instead still 
knew individual property. 

The economic surplus linked to this mode of production very soon gave rise to the 
construction of monuments, the creation of libraries where the culture of the time 
was preserved, and this allowed its diffusion and transmission. In this way culture was 
no longer the privilege of the wealthy and fortunate classes, but became accessible to 
all, whatever their origin, knowing that the community was equally charged with the 
intellectual formation of its members. In a way, this intellectual poverty has created 
an unprecedented community wealth that has profoundly marked European culture. 

Monastic poverty has therefore always had a double dimension: by proposing 
personal detachment from the goods for spiritual purposes, it has proposed, at least 
theoretically, a type of society of equals in which each one received what was 
necessary and could develop his gifts for the service of together. These are essential 
characteristics encouraged by Benedict in his Rule. 

 
 
Poverty and freedom for Benedict 
 
In fact, for Benedict the problem is not in things, which are good in themselves, 

but in the heart of man who is moved by the desire to possess. His definition of the 
poor materiality is indeed very significant, because he takes up the passage of the 
Acts (“each gave himself according to his needs”) to explain that, basically, monastic 
poverty does not mean lacking who knows what, but rather consists in being satisfied 
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than necessary. The problem then moves towards the definition and management of 
the superfluous. In fact, in the Rule, we have, in germ, all the challenges of our 
contemporary society. The common good and personal interest are not opposed but 
complement each other. 

For Benedict, the real problem, as has already been said before, does not lie in the 
things that are neither good nor bad in themselves. The problem is what happens in 
the heart of man. Indeed, poverty for Benedict is linked to the relationship we have 
with the power of our heart’s desire. When he distinguishes, in the first chapter, true 
monks from those who pretend to be, Benedict highlights an essential element: the 
relationship they have with the desires of their heart.. Those who do their own thing 
follow these desires, they are slaves to them. 

For Benedict as for the whole ancient monastic tradition, poverty is not a value in 
itself, but is at the service of true interior freedom. For him it is, first of all, a question 
of freedom towards the desires that crisscross us and corrupt us. 

In doing so he gives a very particular orientation to monastic poverty, which in fact 
is to be interpreted as “poverty of oneself”. In other words, it is a question of 
discovering a new, radically different identity. We are not the desires that cross us and 
that, very often, pull us here and there with disordered and contradictory movements, 
like thoughts. For Benedict, we are not our desires, contrary to what we instinctively 
think. These desires are foreign to our true identity and prevent us from knowing 
ourselves, they hide us from ourselves. 

His whole pedagogy consists in freeing from its crust this true being that we are 
called to become. And to get there, we must avoid that desires push us in bad 
directions, preventing them from imprisoning us in artificial choices that make us 
waste our energies in useless searches. Benedict promotes, long before his time, a 
true spirituality of economy of energy, an ecology of being in which everything simply 
finds its rightful place, at the service of our true humanity. 

 
 
Poverty as a path of humanization 
 
Benedict therefore works on desire, or rather on the multiplicity of more or less 

coherent desires that overwhelm us. But, first of all, it must be specified that he has 
an extremely positive vision of the power of desire, as indeed all the Fathers. Far from 
wanting to break it, he wants to channel and orient it. But, to do this, we must avoid 
the ineluctable dispersion that constantly threatens it. 

In a surprising way, Benedict consecrates numerous chapters of his Rule to the 
needs we call elementary. You have to nourish your body and your spirit, get dressed, 
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rest… The real problem, therefore, is another: distinguishing between the necessary 
and the superfluous. Benedict returns to it on several occasions and in a way that he 
leaves us surprised. In fact, far from the somewhat legalistic vision that monastic life 
could sometimes give with its subsequent reforms, Benedict insists on very concrete 
aspects. 

He emphasizes, first of all, that the multiplicity of temperaments must be 
considered. What is sufficient for one is perhaps not enough for another. It is 
necessary to consider what he calls “the infirmities” of each one. And that is why he 
has very broad rules. Because the problem is not that everyone eats the same thing, 
but that everyone gets refreshed. Benedict thus subtly modifies the way of asking the 
question. The real problem is not the things but the look I put on them. 

But the real risk is that I measure every reality starting from myself, according to 
my own criteria. The problem, then, is that I establish my personal need as a general 
norm that is equally imposed on others, thus placing myself at the center of the world. 

Hence the real challenge of poverty is to counteract this swelling of the ego that 
takes itself as the norm of everything and that ends up shrinking the world and making 
a fly an elephant depending on the place from where it is scrutinized. 

In the Rule, the crucial point is that of opening oneself to the otherness of the 
other, giving up the infantile claim of being everything. This is true in the material 
field, but also in the domain of ideas. The chapter 3 on how to exchange views is, 
from this point of view, very significant. Learning to express an opinion without forcing 
the hand of the other, learning to listen without censoring what we regret, accepting 
to walk together towards a better decision without expecting to reach the perfect 
and absolute good: these are all steps that require a good dose of detachment and 
the ability to accept that the decision taken may not correspond at all to what I had 
thought. On the other hand, it is clear that it is not obvious to be able to develop such 
a detachment, even in discussions. 

 
 
Poverty as a prophetic model of management 
 
For Benedict, poverty is the highest form of intelligence. Because it puts everything, 

every prejudice, every idea back in its right place. Through his pedagogy of lack, 
Benedict puts man’s deepest desire back at the heart of his search. He does not 
quibble about details but avoids falling into the traps of those rigidity that is often the 
expression of a secret need for domination. 

In this society of equals which is the monastic community, where each occupies a 
different place in the body of which Christ is the head, all are indispensable, but all 
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are not interchangeable. As a monk from my community humorously said, the Father 
Abbot can be absent for a week, this doesn’t change anything, but a day is enough 
for the cook to provoke a revolution. By promoting this synergy, Benedict warns 
against the one who attributes greater importance to himself thanks to what he brings 
to the group. Of course, it is in no way a question of denying the unique gift that each 
one brings to the building up of the community, but of preventing this gift from 
becoming an obstacle for himself and for others. 

Monastic poverty has the extraordinary effect of encouraging the distribution of 
personal gifts, but this is only useful if they are used for the service of the community 
body. A gift, whatever it may be, material, artistic, intellectual, emotional or spiritual, 
is not a gift except when it is put at the service of all, when it enriches each brother. 
Looking at things from this perspective, one understands why smallness and jealousy 
can become destructive in a community, paralyzing what constitutes its true wealth. 

Monastic poverty is not marked by denial, but is on the contrary constituted by 
this mutual enrichment of the gifts of each one. Monastic poverty is in fact the 
development of common wealth. Because true personal development only makes 
sense if it becomes the service of the brothers. 

This form of poverty is therefore a true prophetic social and economic model that 
is not based on the exclusion of the weakest or the selection of the strongest but on 
the sharing and inclusion of each one’s gifts. It is a model that has proven its strength 
and effectiveness over the centuries. It not only favors the development of 
communities that harmoniously transform their environment, but allows each one to 
discover and use the unique gift he has and is himself, at the service of the body as a 
whole. 

This is not a utopia, because it took place over the centuries and gave rise to the 
Europe of monasteries. He modelled landscapes and invented agricultural and 
industrial models. It has not only preserved and transmitted culture, but it has also 
improved and enriched it. 

While Franciscan poverty challenges a model of society, that of commercial 
capitalism which places individual accumulation at the center of all things, Benedictine 
poverty offers a trustworthy alternative to the cult of money and the values   of 
triumphant individualism. With its model of society of equals and forms of democratic 
government, it offers a concrete example of government in which man has everything 
in his place when he agrees to dominate his old demons and channel the power of 
desire for him. Founded on mutual consent, and not on the repression of the law, the 
monastic model re­enchants our world by restoring a central place to every human 
being, an important member of a single body that finds its meaning only in 
communion lived and shared every day.
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MANAGEMENT AND PROPHECY. 
WHEN ECONOMY MEETS THE GOSPEL 

ALESSANDRA SMERILLI1 
 
 
 
The question is neither rhetorical nor obvious: is an economy that evangelizes 

possible? To answer this question, we will ask ourselves what an economy is and what 
“an economy that evangelizes” means, that is, an economy that brings good news, 
an economy that is at the service of an integral human development. 

 
 
Economy concerns everyone 
 
To introduce the topic of economics, I start with an autobiographical fact. I myself 

had a hard time agreeing to study economics. I was asked when I was in the novitiate, 
but I wasn’t convinced because I didn’t feel that I had begun the journey to become 
a Daughter of Mary Help of Christians and then enter a field that seemed totally 
foreign to our charism and our mission. Therefore, I struggled a lot at the beginning. 
However, I must say that the superior who asked me at that time did not only choose 
well, but very well. When she spoke to me about it, I remember that she told me: «At 
the moment the economy is not in the spotlight – it was 1996/97 – but there will be 
years to come when the economy will be at the center of the world and there is a 
need for people who are prepared with a certain vision of reality, not only to be inside 
the debates, but also to educate people, because ours is also an educational charism». 
So I began the path of study in economics. 

I realize that when we talk about economics we are talking about a multifaceted 
world. Over the years, I have worked with many congregations and organizations with 
an ideal driven that want to live the economy in an evangelical way and, based on my 
experience, I can say that this is possible. But it is possible as long as we do not give 

1   Sister Alessandra Smerilli gave this talk on the occasion of the 91st Day of Calabrian Studies, April 20, 2018 
at San Zeno in Monte. The text is a transcript of the talk and has not been revised by the author. Sr. Smerilli 
is a professor of political economy and statistics at the Pontifical Faculty of Educational Sciences Auxilium. 
She also teaches economics, ethics and finance at the Faculty of Philosophy at the Salesian Pontifical 
University and in the master’s program in civil and non­profit economics at the University of Milan­Bicocca. 
In 2021, Pope Francis appointed her undersecretary for the Faith and Development Sector of the Dicastery 
for the Service of Integral Human Development and later interim secretary of the same dicastery.
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in to certain temptations that arise along the way. Because it is easy to talk about 
evangelical economics on a theoretical level, but then the difficult part comes when 
we approach concrete, bureaucratic questions, with the result that we find ourselves 
making choices that are not at all evangelical. Therefore, we must always ask ourselves 
how we are living this dimension. 

It is true that economics can seem difficult to understand, as can finance because 
they are very technical disciplines. However, it is important to learn about them, I 
believe there is room to be able to understand the basic elements through study. We 
mustn’t see economics as something that dominates us or as a set of formulas and 
theories that we can encounter in a degree course, but first and foremost as a 
dimension of life. And so, like all other dimensions of life, we must educate ourselves 
in it. An important part of this is played by the family: just think of education for work, 
for saving, for gratuitousness. But in addition to the family, I think it is important that 
economics be lived, taught and explained from childhood, because certain choices 
must mature with us in life. 

I have seen itineraries of education to the faith, proposed also by us Salesians who 
are supposed to be experts in the field of integral human education, that were based 
on an intimate journey with Jesus but with little openness to the social dimension. 
Then, when we get to the stage of youth, let’s say around the age of 18, the social 
doctrine of the Church, education for the common good, and so on, appear in the 
itineraries. Well, I wonder how we can make choices for the common good, for civic, 
social and economic participation, if we have not learned from an early age, for 
example, that the neighborhood belongs to everyone, or that we should not only be 
interested in our own small vegetable garden and so on... This is why I say that we 
must all take care of the economy and not leave it in the hands of technicians alone. 

 
 
The economy we don’t want 
 
Economy is a word that derives from the Greek “oikonomia” which means 

management of the home, where by home we can mean both the domestic walls and 
the home of all, that is, the earth. Therefore, it means administration of the house, 
of the substance, of the patrimony, but at the same time, custody of the planet. This 
is what the economy is all about, and in Evangelii Gaudium Pope Francis reminded us 
what kind of economy we do not want. In #53, he writes, «We have created a “throw 
away” culture which is now spreading. It is no longer simply about exploitation and 
oppression, but something new. Exclusion ultimately has to do with what it means to 
be a part of the society in which we live; those excluded are no longer society’s 

88



89

underside or its fringes or its disenfranchised – they are no longer even a part of it. 
The excluded are not the “exploited” but the outcast, the “leftovers”». 

 “In this context,” writes Pope Francis in No. 54, «some people continue to defend 
trickle­down theories which assume that economic growth, encouraged by a free 
market, will inevitably succeed in bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in 
the world». This is a passage that needs to be explained well. In relation to it Pope 
Francis has been attacked especially in the American and Anglo­Saxon contexts 
precisely because of his criticism of the theories of so­called “favorable spillover.” 
What theories are we talking about? These are theories that imagine the world a bit 
like a sea where there are big boats and small boats. Economic growth raises the tide. 
According to this metaphor, if the tide rises, both big boats and small boats rise and 
are better off, so economic growth favored by the free market would always be a 
positive thing. 

In fact, Pope Francis does not criticize economic growth per se. He criticizes the 
effects of some growth left to its own devices, because it’s not true that if the tide is 
rising then automatically everyone is better off. Things are not that simple. In support 
of Francis there is a Nobel Prize winner who has dealt with such arguments. He is 
Angus Deaton, who received the economics prize in 2015 for his book “The Great 
Escape. Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality.” In the book, Deaton tried to 
reflect by bringing a lot of data to the topic of inequality and showed that the narrative 
of positive spillover theories is too simplistic. Things are more complex than that. 

First, he showed with his data that inequality in the world is growing. He asks: does 
it matter to me if I stay the way I am while someone else gets richer and richer? He 
says we can’t answer that question unless we look at three parameters together: 
wealth, inequality and health. We can’t talk only about economic inequality if we 
don’t also talk about health, wealth, participation in a democratic life. And in fact 
Deaton criticizes what is normally used as a criterion for judging different states of 
the world, understood as different possibilities of life. This is the Pareto principle, 
which very simply says that if by moving from state A to state B some improve their 
economic situation and none worsens it, then we can say that B is better than A. And 
this is a universally accepted criterion. However, Deaton asks: but does this principle 
hold true even if inequality increases? In other words, is it really true that the world 
gets better if a few earn a lot of money and everyone else earns little or nothing but 
is not economically worse off than before? And Deaton asks the question: if a few 
earn a lot of money and with that money they can buy, as happens today, the public 
debt of entire nations, if they can use their money to influence the media and direct 
political life and impose choices that do not take into account the poorest, well if all 
this happens... are we sure that the Pareto principle is valid, that is, that the increase 
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in inequality does not create any damage when some get rich and others remain in a 
stationary economic condition? 

Complicating the issue further, Deaton makes us reflect on the fact that it is true 
that the development we have had in the last 200 years has been far­reaching, has 
removed many people from extreme poverty and has generated the great flight of 
those who have become emancipated. But he adds that those who remain behind 
today in what he calls the great flight from poverty have fewer and fewer 
opportunities. Deaton says, “The children dying in Africa today would not have died 
in France or the United States even 60 years ago. So this makes us question ourselves, 
to the point that this is one of the most debated economic issues today. And those 
who believe in integral human development, as we do, should make their voices heard 
in this regard: development must take into account all the dimensions of the person 
and no one should be left behind. 

 
 
The society of inequality 
 
Every year Oxfam produces a report on inequality in the world. For example, in 

2016 it showed us that 8 people owned the same wealth as 3.5 billion people, or the 
poorest half of the world’s population. The year before it was 16. So you see how the 
concentration of wealth in the hands of a few is increasing dramatically, almost 
exponentially. And in the 2018 report evaluating 2017 they wrote this: «Over the past 
year, the number of billionaires has increased as never before: one more every two 
days. Every two days there is one more billionaire on the planet. The wealth of 
billionaires has increased by $762 billion over a 12­month period. An increase that, 
comparatively speaking, represents seven times the amount of resources needed to 
lift 789 million people out of extreme poverty, that is, the number of people in the 
world who live on less than one dollar a day». 

Of all the wealth created in the last year, 82% went to one percent of the 
population while the less affluent 50% did not benefit from any increase. We are 
not saying that someone has worsened, even if someone will certainly have 
worsened, but in the face of a 50% of the world’s population that has not had any 
increase, 82% of the wealth created in one year has gone to 1% of the world’s 
population. Therefore, wealth is produced, the point is how it is distributed, how 
many can benefit from it. 

Oxfam points out through data one very important thing that we will come back 
to: the dangerous, low­paid work of the majority of the world’s population feeds the 
extreme wealth of the few. In a video that I recommend you go watch on youtube, if 
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you search for the 2018 Oxfam report, they show just that: what a senior executive 
at a large, dislocated garment company in Bangladesh earns in four days is equivalent 
to what a worker at that company earns over a lifetime. 

The worst working conditions – the report continues – are for women, while almost 
all the super rich are men. Governments – this is a recommendation they make – need 
to create a more equitable society by prioritizing ordinary workers and small farmers 
over the rich and powerful. 

And how is the situation in Italy? In Italy, not only have we seen an increase in the 
concentration of wealth in the last few years of crisis, but the poorest 10% of the 
population have seen their incomes decrease. So in Italy we don’t just have the issue 
that some earn a lot and others don’t; we also have that the poorest have seen their 
conditions worsen. For example, between 2007 and 2016, the incidence of absolute 
poverty (i.e., not even having enough to buy the essentials to live) increased from 
3.1% to 7.9%. This means that out of every 100 people, 8 are at risk of poverty, 
struggling to get the basic goods to live. It is a frightening figure, but what is even 
more frightening is that the incidence of absolute poverty in Italy today is higher 
among young people up to 34 years of age than among the elderly; something that 
did not happen in 2007. 

In fact, the incidence of absolute poverty in 2007 among young people was at 
1.9 percent; in 2016, it is at 10.4 percent, much higher than seniors over 65 who 
have seen a decrease in the incidence of poverty instead. Why is this a troubling 
and also unintuitive statistic? Because in our heads there is always the idea that the 
categories most at risk and to be protected are the elderly, instead in this historical 
moment in Italy – and this has been happening for 2­3 years now for the first time 
since the post­war period – young people are the ones most at risk of poverty. On 
the contrary, it is normally the elderly, namely grandparents, who in some way 
contribute to mitigating these conditions of poverty by giving support to younger 
family members. 

Another fact to reflect on is that, contrary to the European trend in which the 
number of people suffering from severe material deprivation has been falling, in Italy 
it has been increasing. So we have gone against the trend, despite the fact that the 
crisis has been generalized with respect to Europe. In light of all this, it is clear that 
inequality is increasing and with inequality comes an increase in the number of poor 
people, at least in some contexts, and this is certainly not an economy in line with 
the Gospel. 
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The opportunities for change 
 
The data we have just outlined, in order to be properly assessed, must be 

connected to the fact that the world is changing and changing very fast. And these 
changes can certainly give us new challenges, but also opportunities. A very 
explanatory chart in this sense is one that shows what is happening on the Internet. 
For example online you can find graphs that show that in one minute on the internet 
156 million emails are sent, 452,000 tweets are sent, 4.1 million videos are watched 
on youtube, 900,000 logins on facebook, 3.5 million searches on google, 751 thousand 
dollars are spent in one minute of shopping and so on (data 2017). It was a little less 
in 2016; in 2018 it will still be increased and so on. We are in an age where everything 
is spinning very fast, where information is taking on more and more value, including 
economic value. 

And how is the economy turning around? The largest cab company in the world 
does not even own a car and it is Uber that earns 15 times more than Hertz, a 
multinational company that has many cars. The world’s most popular social media 
outlet does not create any content on its own and earns 130 times more than the 
New York Times, which has to pay journalists to get its news. The world’s largest 
hospitality provider doesn’t even own any real estate, it’s Airbnb, and earns 8 billion 
more than Hilton, which has 745 thousand rooms in 4,500 hotels. The largest retail 
company in the world doesn’t even own a store and that’s Amazon... 

From this and much more we understand how the world is changing in our hands, 
also in terms of what has value and what does not. Another fundamental aspect of 
the current economy is the value of information: the information that passes through 
the network but also that which we give away unconsciously; the profiling of our data 
that becomes a marketing tool, that becomes a source of research for products, is 
assuming an ever greater value, with impacts that are not always proportional.  

This situation can be a challenge, but at the same time it is a great opportunity. 
Today, little is needed through the network to move the world. An example is an 
episode that occurred in 2013, when a person managed to sneak into the account of 
a journalist of the Associated Press agency, typing the news of two explosions at the 
White House with Obama injured. This news, that obviously not having been verified 
by other agencies lasted one minute, it happened that the New York Stock Exchange 
suddenly collapsed, followed the next minute by a return to normal level. The person 
who by stealing a simple password has made such an operation, if in the meantime 
has bought and sold shares has become a billionaire. 

Many other more constructive examples could be given. For example, young 
people in Sicily get together and, with an app, begin to create things that go around 
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the world and become world leaders, or young people who get together in a town 
near Milan, on the border with Switzerland, and become space sweepers, that is, they 
invent tools to go and collect debris in space and become world leaders. In short, we 
are in the presence of extremes that touch each other: little is enough to create 
disasters, but little is enough in a well combined way to have great opportunities. 
Therefore, this is a time that, also from an economic point of view, calls for a 
repositioning and an understanding of where to move. 

 
 
Business is business. Or not?  
 
The issues we have seen, such as inequality, poverty, problems that run through 

our economies, are the result as we said of what Pope Francis called an economy of 
exclusion. But what has failed in economic theory and development models? Why 
have we arrived at this point, sometimes even without realizing it? 

A first aspect that we need to look at is the following: the economy has been built 
on what is called a dual logic. That is, many times we say “business is business... a gift 
is gift”, that is, business is business, while gift and friendship are something else. And 
many times, unfortunately, we also reason in this way. 

According to this vision, the places, the logic, the times of the gift, 
gratuitousness and friendship are different and well separated from those of the 
market and business. On the other hand, the mantra of business that is studied at 
school is the maximization of profit, and woe to mix the two logics, otherwise we 
would denature both gift and economy, because economy must be built as a 
morally neutral zone. 

In this regard, I would like to recount an episode that happened to me recently. 
One day in class, I was talking about companies and entrepreneurs, and I referred to 
them as those who have a project, a dream to realize, and who set to work and are 
not happy until this project is realized. I added that normally the project is the answer 
to certain needs and that profit is necessary for the company to survive. But profit is 
not the purpose for which the entrepreneur works because he has other ideals if he 
is a true entrepreneur. The entrepreneur is more of a dreamer than a profit maximizer. 
At the end of the lecture, a third­year economics student came to me with tears in 
her eyes and said, «I thank you because in my classes I have only ever heard of the 
entrepreneur as the one who must minimize costs and maximize profits. My father is 
an entrepreneur and I didn’t recognize him in my studies. Today I finally saw my father 
also in what I studied». In other words, reality is often much broader and different 
from the theoretical representations we make of it. 
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The fact that dual logic is so widespread has precise consequences on reality and 
on people’s behavior. In fact, we must remember that economic theory reasons about 
people, it does not reason about the stars as astrophysics does, so if I am wrong in 
my predictions about how the planets move, the planets will continue to move as 
written in the laws of nature; if, instead, I theorize in a positive and normative way, 
that is, as a good thing, that the entrepreneur must be a profit maximizer and cost 
minimizer, and everyone studies that it must be so, people behave accordingly. For 
this reason, if we want to change people’s behavior in the economic sphere, it is 
necessary that we also change the way we narrate the economy. 

 
 
The invisible hand of the market 
 
We know that Adam Smith is considered the founding father of economics. Since 

his name is Adam, we went in search of what his original sin was for which the 
economy was built this way. Smith’s most famous quote, the one found in his seminal 
text entitled The Wealth of Nations is when he writes, «It is not from the benevolence 
of the butcher or the brewer or the baker that we expect our lunch, but from their 
self­interest. We appeal not to their sense of humanity but to their interest, and we 
never speak to them of our needs but of their advantages». 

What is Smith telling us here? That I cannot expect my lunch to depend on whether 
the brewer, the butcher or the baker are good, but on the fact that they do their 
personal best. If they do their best, I will have a good lunch because if there is a market 
and if the market works, if they do not behave well, I can change butcher, baker or 
brewer. So it is in their interest to give me a good lunch at a fair price. Smith continues 
a few pages later: «It is only the beggar who has to turn to the goodness of the butcher, 
the brewer or the baker to get his lunch». 

In some respects Smith may have been right: when the market works we are 
independent of the benevolence of others in order to be well off. But what is the 
point? The point is that from this premise, i.e., that if everyone looks out for his or 
her own interests, everything works and we are well off if we are independent of 
the goodwill of others, Smith arrives at other far more questionable conclusions. 
He says: «Any action which proposes as its direct aim that of promoting the common 
good will produce perverse effects for business and society». That is, everything 
works as long as everyone seeks his own self­interest and there is a kind of invisible 
hand that puts everything together and makes it go well. But if he gets out of his 
own interest and is concerned with the good of others and the common good 
accomplishes something that jams the whole mechanism and so – Smith writes – 
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«I have never seen anything good done by those who claimed to be trading for the 
common good». 

Continuing with another passage from Smith, the main pitfall that hides this way 
of thinking of his emerges. Here are his words, «Gratuity is less essential than justice 
to the existence of society. Society can subsist without gratuitousness. Civil society can 
exist between different people on the basis of consideration of individual utility without 
any form of love or mutual affection». That is to say, we start from the premise that 
everything works if each one seeks his own interests in a prudent and wise way, 
therefore in order to live we must not depend on the benevolence of others, and we 
come to say that benevolence, gratuitousness and love are not essential for society, 
they are important in private life but not in public life, and indeed in public life we 
must try to do without them. 

This whole tradition of thought, which I can’t summarize in the short time we have, 
has its culmination shortly after the middle of the last century when an economist, 
Dennis Robertson, writes a provocative article entitled “What does the economist 
economize?” and his whole article contains the answer to the question: according to 
him, the economist economizes love, because he says that love is a scarce virtue and 
at least in economics we try to do without it. 

Looking closely, I think that it is precisely this dual logic that makes the economy 
somewhat unpalatable to those who, I am thinking for example of us religious, would 
like to live an evangelical lifestyle. After all, how could we adhere to a vision that says 
it is possible to do without love and the common good? However, there is another 
question that I have asked myself since the beginning of my studies in this field. And 
it is this: is it possible to look at economics in a different way? I believe so, and it is 
this perspective that has made me passionate about studying the subject. 

 
 
Civil economy 
 
In reality, there is another tradition that has matured over time and has a different 

vision from the one originated by Smith. This is the civil economy which is a tradition 
of thought but also of practice. This vision sees the entire market and every form of 
business as integral and complementary human realities where contract and gift can 
be allied and not antagonistic forms for a more civil society. In fact, the basic idea is 
that if the typical dimension of the human being is its openness to gift, to 
gratuitousness, and if the economy is a human activity, then an authentically human 
economy cannot disregard gratuitousness. In this regard, it is good to point out that 
gratuitousness does not mean “free”, it does not mean doing things without being 
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paid. Gratuity is something much bigger. It is not something I do, but a way of doing, 
it is about the passion, the soul that I put in doing things. Gratuity is to consider others 
as an end and not as a means; to consider the other, even my competitor, my customer, 
my supplier as an end and not a means, as people to be respected and loved, because 
loving and knowing how to do business are not in contradiction with each other. 

This is why an authentically human economy cannot ignore gratuitousness. In this 
sense, it may be useful to compare Smith with the man who inaugurated this tradition 
of civil economy, Abbot Antonio Genovesi. It was Abbot Genovesi himself who, in 
1754, even before Smith, founded in Naples the first university chair of economics in 
the world and it is no coincidence that he called it the chair of civil economics. Instead, 
with Smith, political economy was born.  

If we compare them, at the anthropological level, for example, Smith writes that 
what all human beings have in common is the propensity to exchange and barter. 
Genovesi, on the other hand, says: «What distinguishes human beings from other 
species is the reciprocal right and duty to help and assist each other». What does 
Genovesi mean? To clarify this point I read other passages of his: «Man is a naturally 
sociable animal: goes the common saying. But not every man will believe there is no 
other animal on earth that is not sociable... In what way then is man more sociable 
than the others? ... [in] the reciprocal right to be assisted and consequently his 
reciprocal obligation to assist us in our needs». And then he continues: «To this almost 
impossibility that is in the men to possess all the virtues and to the property that they 
have to possess any one it is ingenious and aspires to remedy the invention of the civil 
life. This shows the true essence of civil life to be an exchange of virtues and natural 
faculties that men give each other in order to achieve human happiness». 

In this passage, therefore, we see that civil life is described as an exchange of 
virtues in order to achieve human happiness. The whole tradition that stems from 
Genovesi, from the Neapolitan and then Milanese school of economics, in other words 
the Mediterranean tradition in this field, sees economics as the science of social 
welfare, the science of happiness. That is, economics is a discipline that serves to 
make us feel better. 

If we then look at the recommendations regarding economic policies, Smith saw 
the extension of the market as an engine for developing civic virtues such as honesty 
and fairness. He gave the example of the Dutch – we are at the end of the 18th century 
– in fact he described them as an example of fairness and honesty and said they were 
like that because they traded a lot. According to him, it is therefore the extension of 
the exchange market that increases the civil virtues such as honesty and fairness. 
Therefore, his recipe for economic policy was to build roads and bridges to favor the 
market because where the market arrives, the virtues arrive. 
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Genovesi has a very different view. He believes that public faith, understood as 
shared trust (from fides, that is, etymologically, the rope which binds us all together) 
is the true soul of commerce and not a consequence of it. Therefore he recommends 
not to build bridges or roads, but to build moral channels because where there are 
virtues, the market will work well and bear good fruits. 

This is an enlightening vision if we think about the current scenario described 
above, with the inequalities and problems we are facing today. Genovesi’s recipe is 
to build moral channels, because if virtues are put into circulation, the market will 
work better. In this regard, he gives the example of the Appian Way. He says: «You 
would not even see the beasts pass through the most beautiful, wide, firm road, the 
Via Appia, if it were infested with fear, slavery, anger, avarice, penitence, misery». For 
Genovesi no one would dare to walk on a road full of dangers, so according to him it 
is true that we must build roads and bridges, but if we do not build moral channels 
those roads will not be crossed. Development cannot be created simply by building 
infrastructure if it does not start from a base of civic and moral virtues and shared 
trust. Only if there is this base does the market bear good fruit and development. And 
he writes: «There is nothing more true in human affairs than this maxim: every policy, 
every economy that is not founded on justice, virtue and honor destroys itself». These 
are truly timely and prophetic words for the period we are living in! 

 
 
Economy and Environment 
 
Today there are many experiences, businesses and organizations that try to live 

according to the principles of civil economy and are also successful. We spoke in the 
title of prophecy: “Management and Prophecy. An Economy that Evangelizes.” Pope 
Francis tells us that being prophetic means waking up the world, seeing things that 
not everyone can see, and walking for those things to happen. To us religious the Pope 
says: evangelical radicalism is not asked of you, because that is asked of all Christians, 
prophecy is asked of you. You must wake up the world and wake up the world also in 
the economic sphere. This is an important theme today, one that is worth reflecting 
upon because it is a keystone that involves an increasingly relevant area such as 
sustainability, as highlighted by the Pope in Laudato sì. 

Up until a few years ago, the world of sustainability and the world of poverty did 
not easily understand each other and were often on opposite sides of the civil battles. 
There was the world of environmental protection, whale protection, plant protection, 
etc., which had a different language, different goals, different enemies than the world 
of NGOs and those who worked to fight poverty. Today we are realizing that this is 
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not really the case. The fundamental message of Laudato sì tells us that sustainability 
is one, that everything is interconnected. In other words, environmentally 
unsustainable behaviors immediately translate into new and old forms of poverty, 
while inequality and social exclusion also produce unsustainable lifestyles and 
pollution. So everything goes hand in hand and everything must be taken seriously. 

Being prophecy today cannot be limited to a single area; we are no longer credible 
if we announce the preferential option for the poor and do not do the same for the 
earth. Today the challenge of prophetic lifestyles and of a different economy is at once 
environmental, social and also spiritual. Never before has the question of the spiritual 
sustainability of our lifestyles arisen as in our time and in our West. 

 
 
Sustainability 
 
The point is that economics struggles to understand sustainability and this is for 

several reasons. The first reason is the following: the way economics has been 
theorized and experienced, it is difficult in economic science to understand the 
category of limit that is not a budget constraint. The only limit provided is that of not 
having the resources, while other types of limits enter very hardly into an economic 
discourse. 

Just think, for example, of the way in which economic models, even the simplest 
ones, draw the so­called indifference curves, i.e., curves used to see the level of 
indifference of the consumer with respect to different combinations of goods. The 
purpose, clearly, is to identify the most convenient combination of goods for the 
producer to be submitted to the consumer in order to guide him in his purchasing 
choices. In the moment in which one goes to construct these curves of indifference 
that help the choice of the consumer, one starts from axioms, understood as self­
evident truths that do not have to be demonstrated. In this case there are four axioms: 
the axiom of completeness (possibility of expressing oneself on all existing objects 
and on all combinations), the axiom of continuity of preferences (the axiom of 
continuity requires that the preference on a pair of baskets does not change drastically 
if the quantity of goods in the baskets considered change little), the axiom of 
transitivity (i.e. if A is preferred to B, B is preferred to C, it means that A is preferred 
to C). On these three axioms it seems to me there is little to discuss. 

The problem, in my opinion, lies in the fourth axiom which is called “principle of 
non­satiety. This principle says that having more is better than having less. According 
to this principle having 100 pairs of shoes is better than having 99 and having 150 
pairs of shoes is better than having 149. This axiom says that having more will never 
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hurt us. Then economic theory also tells us that the hundredth pair of shoes is worth 
much less than the first pair, that is, the additional utility is much less, but there will 
never be a disutility. Having more is always good. This concept in the basic economic 
theory is considered an axiom, it means that from there we start, we do not argue, 
and on that we build everything. It is evident that if this is the case, economics has 
difficulty seeing the limit. 

To demonstrate that this axiom is not so unassailable, it would be sufficient to 
quote Gandhi, who said that it is stupid and irrational to have 5 when 4 would be 
sufficient, because it is a waste. 

Another issue for which economics has difficulty in understanding sustainability 
concerns the paradigms chosen to build economic models. These are paradigms that 
come either from biology or physics. Conversely, the plant world has never been used 
as a model, yet the plant world has so much to tell us. Of course this is a provocation, 
but in truth more and more economic studies are moving in this direction. I think for 
example of the organization of the Internet network that covers the whole planet and 
that recalls in a certain sense the image of the roots of a plant. 

In an interconnected, fast­changing world where the web is the icon of today and 
the future, perhaps the way plants organize themselves would have something to say 
to the economy as well, considering the fact that plants occupy 99 percent of the 
earth’s biomass. This means that over time they have been able to adapt much better 
than the animal kingdom, which occupies only one percent. After all, everything that 
plants have learned to do, they have learned without being able to move. Animals in 
front of a problem can run away, plants cannot, therefore they have learned to 
communicate and to be intelligent in another way, using their whole body. This means 
for example that when a plant breaks it can be reborn and rebuild itself because it is 
not divided into organs, while we have different organs, some of which are vital and 
some are not. A bit like computers, where there is the motherboard which is the most 
important organ and then there are the peripherals... 

There are scientists who are studying the world of plants, hypothesizing that from 
that world, which perhaps we don’t yet know well enough, may emerge insights may 
emerge on how businesses can be organized in alternative ways. 

Models of new machines are beginning to be built that take their cues from plants, 
such as an intelligent machine for planetary exploration with very low energy 
consumption. Perhaps even economic models could be revisited and revisited by 
taking into serious consideration what this world can tell us. 
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Ideas for a Prophetic Economy 
 
I would like to close with some ideas regarding a prophetic economy, starting from 

what we are told in the encyclical Laudato sì. At the macroeconomic level, in Laudato 
sì we clearly have the idea of a multidimensional well­being, with the invitation not 
to consider only income, only GDP, only quantitative measures, to indicate whether 
we are well or not. According to Francis, well­being has many dimensions, including 
spiritual and relational. These dimensions must also be taken into account to 
understand whether we are well or not, even when making comparisons between 
countries and cities. In this sense, something is moving, especially in Italy, because in 
the last budget law the so­called well­being indicators were included: 12 
multidimensional indicators on which forecasts must be made and the impact of laws 
must be studied. 

What is the point of all this? It’s that if I don’t see some things I don’t think about 
them, whereas if I’m confronted with them then I start to think about them and move 
in the direction of change. So if among the indicators there’s equal pay for men and 
women, there’s the obesity rate, there’s something about pollutant emissions, if the 
legislature every time it goes to make laws has to take into account the impact of that 
law on those parameters and not just on budget constraints, then you really start to 
acquire a mindset of sustainability. 

In Laudato sì, the discourse on microeconomics is also very interesting, that is, the 
area that concerns the choices of individuals. Today there is much talk of the social 
responsibility of business, of business working for the common good and not only to 
enrich shareholders or entrepreneurs. On the other hand, in Laudato sì, the Pope 
speaks of a social responsibility of the consumer, because in the end, the behavior of 
companies can also depend on the choices of consumers. Here’s what Pope Francis 
wrote on the subject for Peace Day 2015: «We must choose whether to buy products 
that could reasonably have been made through the exploitation of other people. Some 
of us either out of indifference or because we are distracted by daily concerns or for 
economic reasons turn a blind eye, others instead choose to do something positive». 
And in Laudato sì he also writes that «buying is always a moral act as well as an 
economic one». This is a fundamental passage, because we cannot simply complain 
about how things are going in the world of economics if we do not make conscious 
choices in what concerns us, that is, in the purchase of products, services and so forth. 

Unfortunately, we do not always behave responsibly in this area. I am also speaking 
of us religious. Prophecy is inherent in our charisms and we should be prophetic in 
our choices even in the economic sphere, while at times our prophetic capacity stops 
when faced with economic decisions of convenience, perhaps only for a small gain or 
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a small expense. And we do not realize that through these choices also passes our 
evangelical witness of attention to the person. I became aware of this aspect when 
at a conference in Switzerland I heard a young Chinese scholar who, after a lecture 
on the subject of patents and the rights of some fishermen in a district of his country, 
concluded his speech with an appeal in which he implored us to stop buying products 
made through the exploitation of labor. Otherwise it is useless to fight for the 
recognition of the fundamental rights of workers. 

In other words, as long as I continue to buy products from companies that exploit 
workers, I am responsible for what happens in the world and the increase in inequality. 
This is true for goods and services but it is also true in finance. There is no time to go 
into it, but finance is not as complicated as they would have us believe. An investment 
fund is a fund that has in it shares of companies, bonds, that is, debt securities of 
companies and nations, and I can decide through my choices whether to invest in 
funds that give money to companies that produce or trade in arms, that are in the 
gambling sector, that are in sectors that are not compatible with environmental 
sustainability, I can choose whether to invest in bonds of states that have the death 
penalty, of states that do not respect human rights. I can choose whether or not to 
do so, and I must be aware that when I buy a bond, I am financing that reality. Of 
course, in order to decide, I must be informed, I cannot be an expert on my own. 

These may seem like difficult questions and some may wonder what they have to 
do with the Gospel. I think that the primacy of the person, as indicated in the Gospel, 
should be a criterion that enters much more into our choices of savings and 
investments... The Pope himself tells us that sometimes we make irresponsible choices 
out of indifference, because we don’t think about it, because we don’t realize that 
keeping money in that bank rather than another means being complicit or not. 

If we want to live a prophetic economy and do our part so that the economy is 
different from what we saw in the first part of this meeting, I believe that each of us 
can take steps towards more conscious choices. Some might argue that this is not 
what changes the world. We agree, we need to work on many fronts, but I also believe 
that no one can shirk their responsibilities, especially once they have become aware 
of the mechanisms that perpetuate the inequalities of the current system.
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THE COMMUNICATION IN AN ORGANIZATION 
BORN FROM A CHARISM: COMMUNICATE WELL 

FOR THE MISSION 
FEDERICO LOMBARDI1 

 
 
 
Thank you for the invitation to this meeting, because I’m always glad to have 

opportunities to fraternize with people who are dedicated to serving the Church and 
have a spirituality and a charism. So I will try to interact with you and give you some 
ideas on the subject that I have been asked to. I premise that I will, not as a 
theoretician or as a professor, because I never have systematically studied social 
communications and I never have even taught this subject. Therefore I don’t think to 
be a specialist, but «a worker in the vineyard of the Lord» as Ratzinger said; that’s to 
say, a person who has been told to do one thing and try to make it in the best way 
possible. By carrying out this work, I tried to think well about what I was doing, but I 
have even tried to integrate the competences in the field of communications with my 
religious life and my faith. 

 
 
God is the first communicator 
 
The first point I want to start from, is exactly this. If I’m not wrong, you are raising 

the question of how you can live in this society of communication, by saying well what 
you do and what you are. You want to do it according to our times and our situations, 
but at the same time you do not feel entirely up to the task, because communication 
is not part of your apostolate, in spite of other institutions and congregations that 
work just in this field. You were not born to speak about the future, you were born to 
serve the last ones and bear witness with your faith in Providence. 

1   The work here reported is the reflection proposed by the author at the meeting of managers of the Opera 
Don Calabria, held in San Zeno in Monte (Verona) on 24th and 25th May 2018. The text has not been revised 
by the author . Father Federico Lombardi, a Jesuit, has been from 2006 to 2016 director of the Vatican 
Press Office, succeeding Joaquín Navarro­Valls in his role as spokesman for Pope Benedict XVI and Pope 
Francis in the early years of his pontificate. Since August 2016 he has been chairman of the board of the 
Vatican Foundation Joseph Ratzinger ­ Benedict XVI. In the past also he has been director general of Vatican 
Radio and the Vatican Television Center. The author’s full speech is available in video format on the YouTube 
channel of the Opera Don Calabria. www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.
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So then, someone might ask this question: what has to do the communication with 
the service to the needy? To respond to this apparent contradiction I will bring a 
consideration that has comforted me a lot. I am a mathematician and I have never 
thought I had to care about communication. When I was asked to work in this field, I 
have been forced to think well about, in order to understand the meaning of my new 
apostolate. And one thing that helped me a lot in this research, it was just 
understanding and feeling that God is the first communicator. 

Our God is a God who communicates the ministry of life. Our God is a Trinity, 
therefore, is communication, exchange among people and mutual gift. The creation 
itself is communication. It is not by chance that the first page of the Sacred Scripture 
says: «And God said...». The word of God has created the world so the creatures are 
just the realization of God word, who has expressed it in order that it could be heard, 
seen, understood. And then God enters into relation with the creature He has created 
in his image and likeness, in order He could talk to him. God speaks with Adam, with 
Abraham, with Moses. He speaks through prophets sent to speak to His people in 
order to show them the right way. 

And now we come to Jesus, who is He, Himself the incarnation of the Word. Jesus 
is without any doubt a communicator. Just think of what he does in the three years 
of his public life: He communicates, speaks and makes gestures that serve to explain 
who God is. He makes Him known by words and acts which complete and integrate 
each other. 

And then what does Jesus make with the apostles? He sends them to 
communicate, sends them to proclaim the Gospel that is communication. And what 
does the Holy Spirit do when He descends on the apostles at the Last Supper? Fill 
them with courage, enables them to speak in order to be understood in all languages. 
Even the life of the Church that spread in the world is communication: St. Paul who 
goes around and travel preaching; the apostles, missionaries, the Church’s Fathers 
who write constantly and teach. One could go on, because the whole history of the 
Church is concerned with the communication of the Gospel, that is, the word of God 
in the history of the world. 

Believers have appropriated of all the tools that their time was offering them to 
communicate their faith: the words, writings, art... 

 
 
The communication on service of the Church 
 
Returning to our original question, for me it was very important to understand that 

communication is not something unrelated to our history and to our vocation. It is 
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not true that communication is a separate field from life, even when we talk about 
religious life. Sometimes we tend to think that on one hand there is the good priest, 
the good religious who does his duty, then there’s a boundary line beyond which there 
is also a good communicator who is able to communicate well. In reality it is not so. 
We are Christians and so, we, as believers, are witnesses and then communicators of 
the faith and the Gospel. 

We can say that since the creation, but perhaps even before, communication is 
part of the life of God and then the life of the Church. If we put this in perspective, 
we begin to look at communication as a serious matter that concerns us closely and 
in which we have been always immersed. The Church and its Magisterium has lived 
the communication for itself, of course, but in modern times has even begun to talk 
more explicitly, given its increasing importance that the activities and the media have 
assumed in history in the lives of our brothers and our sisters’. There was a time during 
which we used the press, then radio, television and film, more recently Internet and 
so on. Why? Because in our time, it is natural that faith would be expressed and 
communicated through contemporary instruments. 

Not surprisingly, if we look at the Church’s teaching, we see, for example, that the 
Popes of recent decades have often spoken of the development of communication in 
a positive and encouraging way. This has always struck me because personally I am 
sometimes a bit pessimistic since I have seen the countless disaster which at times 
are brought when communication is misused. But then reading the documents of the 
Magisterium of the Church, I am induced to have a substantially balanced and positive 
view, sometimes even optimistic. 

With the growth of communication there are two important things that could also 
grow. The first is the human person that has new possibilities to communicate, to 
meet, to manifest, to learn, to be informed of... in other words communication allows 
the person to develop at best his capacity. The second thing that increases for the 
believer, is the ability to communicate his faith, the Gospel in a broader and even 
more effectively way. 

This potentiality had been understood for some time by the forward­looking 
persons who owned also a great apostolic zeal. I refer in particular to Father Riccardo 
Lombardi who, incidentally said, is my uncle, he was probably the biggest radio 
preacher of his time, when radio was the most innovative communication medium. 
But I also think of Don Calabria who to communicate has at his disposal only pen and 
letters and with these tools he used to communicate a lot. 

Basically we can say that the communications media are a way by which the word 
of the Gospel and the zeal of the apostles can be expressed positively. Moreover, the 
Popes have always warned us not to look to the modern tools with fear or in a 
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negative way and not to do battles against the development of social communications, 
because they can be means of growth of the human person, of his vocation as a 
person before God and can be a good way to spread and teach the gospel and faith. 

 
 
From mass media culture to the culture of communication 
 
Looking at recent times, and here I say something obvious, without any doubt, we 

need to realize that the communication is changing dramatically. There is no need to 
be technical to understand. I began working at “Catholic Civilization” which was and 
is a bimonthly paper magazine. Then I was called to work at the radio, which operates 
very differently. Then there was the television that was another thing and every mass 
media had its own specificity and was spread over channels and with different 
modalities. 

One of the decrees of the Second Vatican Council entitled “Inter Mirifica”, counted 
for the first time, the instruments of social communication between the beautiful 
discoveries of human genius and helped to give them a positive and optimistic 
reading, just like it has already been mentioned before. But the presupposition was 
just the fact that each medium worked in its own way and separate from the others. 

Today, however, the various mass media are no longer so separate. With the fateful 
advent of the digital world and Internet now intertwined and fused together they 
have opportunity to reach us in a much more extensive away, much more continuous, 
much more powerful. In light of this, now we talk much less about social 
communication, we talk more and more about the fact that we are immersed in a 
“culture of communication.” We live in this environment saturated with 
communication and we cannot get out, even if we want to. It is a cultural aspect which 
pope John Paul II had already spoken about, in “Redemptoris Missio”, which said 
among other things that the world of communication, like an Areopagus of the 
modern age, is capable of unifying humanity and turning the world in a true global 
village. 

The means of social communication have become so important as to become for 
many people the principal means of guidance and inspiration in their behavior as 
individuals, within their families and society. It is a complex problem because such a 
culture, beyond its content, arises from the fact that there exist new ways of 
communication with different techniques and languages   or at least unusual. Ours is 
an age of global communication where many moments of human existence take place 
through media processes, or at least have to deal with them. In this sense, among 
those I will just merely remember here, the formation of personality and conscience, 
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the interpretation and structuring of affective relationships, the coming of the 
educative and formative phases, the elaboration and diffusion of cultural phenomena, 
the development of social, political and economic life. 

What I have proposed you is only a brief summary, but already it tells us that the 
world we live in is pervaded by the power of communication tools with related 
technologies that make up the environment in which we live. This is a new situation, 
an epochal change which we live in. Just look around, for example, when we are on 
the bus or in the subway. It’s an exercise that I often do and it is very instructive. I 
always watch what others are doing while they are on the bus with me and it often 
happens that I am the only one or even one of the few people that is not attached to 
the phone or that is not talking loudly with earphones in the ears. But the same thing 
could be said, looking around in the street. 

 I must say that I sometimes rest aghast before this scenery, probably I belong to 
another age. But I realize that this is the world where people actually live. Even in this 
room where we are now we talk and communicate looking one another in the eyes... 
but at the very moment in which everyone has an antenna and a receiver, it happens 
that inside the room we are no more alone and the available communications go far 
beyond my speech or your questions. In front of our nose, even at this time, there 
are circulating thousands of different speeches, images, news, silly or clever words, 
good or bad. 

In other words, we live in a space full of communications, messages and words. 
We’re continually in this situation from morning to evening. At this point let me quote 
a Jesuit our predecessor, whose name was Teilhard de Chardin. This great intellectual 
was very fascinated by the evolution of humanity and was capable to give a reading 
of it, in a spiritual form. In his description of the world, he says there’s lithosphere, or 
the rocks and minerals that make up the core of the Earth; then we have a very thin 
biosphere where are living human beings; and then above, there is the noosphere, 
namely an environment in which thoughts and words are communicated. Teilhard de 
Chardin was not living in a digital world yet, anyway he realized that humanity goes 
in a direction in which the intensity and richness of communication grow dramatically. 

We now live in this sphere of communication in which we are continuously 
interconnected, whether we like it or not. Someone for work, as it happened to me 
for a long time, some others for different reasons, the fact is that we cannot help but 
walking around with our smartphone and receive text messages, e­mails, calls, and 
so on... We realize that these technological extensions are now part of our personality 
and of our being; even if they are physically outside of us, we always keep them close 
to us, even in our pocket. In a while, I am convinced, these things will increasingly be 
also inside us, maybe in our head in the form of microchips... 
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Individuals and communities on the network 
 
Another big change from the past concerns the direction of the communication. 

Once, the mass communication was one­way, that is, the power to communicate was 
fully on the mass media side, while the people were the passive recipient. Today, in 
this integrated system in which we live, It’s the social media to have the lion’s share, 
so there is a high degree of interactivity and as a consequence, the communication 
goes in all directions. 

It ‘a good or a bad thing? I do not know, but this is the situation and we have to 
accept it as it is. 

A trend in this direction comes from the message that the Popes addressed to the 
believers in the days of social communications. The latest messages, in fact, aim more 
and more to suggest the most appropriate attitude to experience this particular 
situation. 

It makes no sense to say that we do not like the current culture of communication. 
We live in this world and it is here that we have to live our Christian faith and testify 
it. If we live as believers in this world, we need to understand this world and believe 
in it, so as to find the way to testify the faith, both as individuals and as a community. 

Certainly on this point the problem of formation comes up. For example, how to 
form members of religious communities? And how to teach them to live serenely in 
this world of communication, and use in a convenient way, the mobile, social media, 
Internet, etc.? How to face the issue of how long time to devote to these instruments 
and the issue of distinguishing useful contents from those who on the contrary do us 
harm? These are big issues that affect closely religious life, but this is not the theme 
of today’s meeting. 

However, the use of instruments is not only an individual problem. We are also in 
this world as a community and we have a mission, a charisma. The whole Church is a 
community that pursues a mission. So the questions we should wonder about, in my 
opinion, are these: what does it mean to be the Church in a network time? How do 
we build a community and how can we foster relationships within it using modern 
communication tools? 

 
 
The primacy of the human being 
 
Beyond all what we can tell one another about communication, I am convinced 

that there is always a primacy of the human being compared to communicating. The 
most important thing is first of all, what we are. Of course here, we are not speaking 
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of a “being” closed in itself but about a “being” who interact with the world. For this 
reason, it continues to make sense, in my opinion, asking ourselves and making it 
clear, who we are. It is the reflection on the charism which remains crucial, because 
if we do not have a strong awareness of the charism, then we have nothing to 
communicate. So the starting point, even for the Opera Don Calabria, is to wonder 
who we are in the sight of God? Who we are in front of the Church? What we are 
called for? 

If we have no awareness of our identity, either we have nothing to communicate 
or we get us crushed by people’s communication flow. 

Secondly, the primacy of the Human being is fundamental also because what we 
communicate must be authentic. Our communication is effective if it expresses a real 
identity and if it brings a testimony of faith, convincing and credible. The means 
change, the culture too, but in the end one communicates what he really is. 

I’ve been thinking a lot, while working as a servant of the Popes, on the way they 
used to communicate. Well, the thing that struck me is just the correspondence 
between the effectiveness of their communication and the coherence with their 
person. Why was pope John Paul II so effective at communicating? Perhaps because 
he had been an actor and so he could speak well, by using correctly high, low tone 
and pauses?, Or because he could make some good witticisms? Certainly not. But 
because he was considered authoritative by all journalists in the world as they knew 
very well that he said what he thought, he did not speak to seem different from what 
he was and knew how to keep his position even when it might cost him a lot. 

The authority and credibility of communication depend on the authenticity and 
consistency of those who communicate, be it a person or a community. 

Why pope Francesco has authority? Because people see the coherence between 
what he says and what he does. For example he says we should be attentive to the 
poor and then he lives poorly!! 

There is a fundamental aspect that belongs to life before communication 
technique. There is a primacy of the Being. In several passages of papal speeches 
relating to the World Day of Communications, it is said, that all modern 
communication tools such as e­mail, sms, social networks, chat and so on, can be 
forms of fully human communication, but this depends from the heart of men and 
not from technology. It is not the technology that determine whether the 
communication is authentic or not, but the human heart and his ability to make good 
use of the means at his disposal. 

I think this is a great truth that can give us great confidence. We all are not required 
to use these technologies with great enthusiasm. I, for example, not being a digital 
native, confess that I struggle and it costs me effort to keep up with some tools.  
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On the other hand the awareness that communication depends first on the heart 
of man makes me say that we shouldn’t anyway despise the new media. Indeed, 
everybody according to his means, his talent and his intelligence must realize that he 
is living in this world and therefore he must know he has to foster the use of these 
means. 

Pope Francis does not do the tweets, however, he is an intelligent person and he 
has his collaborators who do tweet with his words. The same was true for Pope 
Benedict etc... 

Of course, not all have to do everything, but in every community it is good that 
there is an awareness, that, all will sympathize with those who then express the 
communicative skills and technique. Everyone must be aware that we couldn’t help 
communicating, because in a culture where communication is so pervasive, the very 
act of communicating is a dimension of existence and thus of the Church and of those 
who do work in the Church. 

Here then, for example, the simple fact of having a website reveals the awareness 
that we live in this world and in this culture. Now, to persist today in not having a 
website or to disrupt the other network tools, is not at all a symptom of extraordinary 
virtue, but on the contrary, it shows only that we do not understand well how the 
world works and underestimate the fact that people could also look just there and 
expect to be able to contact us as they do with any other institution. And that overall, 
there’s nothing wrong using them. 

 
 
Internal communication and family spirit 
 
Going a bit more about the communication of an institution like Don Calabria, it is 

clear that, simplifying, we must distinguish between two distinct categories: internal 
communication, that is, for the life of the community, and the external one with which 
we express ourselves to those who are outside of our community and may be 
interested in our charism and what we do. 

Both of these types are important. First of all, the communication is one of the 
ways through which one cultivates communion within the community. All founders 
of religious institutions were concerned that there were forms of internal 
communication through which they can send good inspirations, news or directions 
to the community life. I refer to St. Ignatius who had kind of a system of letters that 
had to send in different parts of the world. Even the Opera Don Calabria will have its 
bulletins which in many cases are supplemented by the use of digital tools that allow 
us to share information very quickly. 
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This type of communication is essential and the use of these internal tools should 
be encouraged more and more, in order that the messages could really reach the 
recipients and thus people could become aware of being part of a community. In this 
category of course, we must include also the letters of the superiors, Casanti, the 
appointments etc... There are a lot of internal communication and of course we cannot 
mention them all, but I think that, in order to be effective in content and ways, they 
have to show some values   that are characteristic of our institution. For example, from 
the internal communications there must emerge the sense of family, which for don 
Calabria was very important, as it clearly appears through his writings. I think family 
spirit means that, when we talk about us there must emerge clearly if we love one 
another or not, whether we care or not about one another, if we want to increase the 
value of our news and we want to infuse courage to the fulfilment of our missions... 

We can do one thing in a cold way, or we can let you understand that it has been 
done with all our heart, affection, participation, a desire of interest and mutual 
encouragement. Here, the fact of knowing that you are well­liked and appreciated by 
others even in communities is absolutely essential. 

 
 
Charisma is a treasure to be shared for the good of the Church 
 
Of course there are many important things to communicate inside the Opera and 

you have to do it well. But I do not go into the technical merit of how to do, for my 
speech is aimed to underline the role of communication in the exercise of your 
mission. 

In other words, the crucial question is this: how can you integrates communication 
with the fulfillment of your mission? It is a very delicate issue for the Opera calabriana 
because don Calabria is a founder who invited his brethren to humility and discretion. 
So how to get out of this dilemma, and how to communicate what we do? 

To answer these questions we start from a premise that is related to what we said 
before: we communicate who we are and our activities are only the fruit of our 
charism. And a charism, as Saint Paul says, is given for the common good and not just 
for those who receive it from God. A charism is given to be put at the service of the 
Church and of humanity. So if you have a Charism you are called to share it and in a 
sense to donate it to others. It has been given to you not only for yourself but for 
everybody and so it is obvious that you need to communicate how the charism is lived 
in the mission. This is a great treasure that we cannot keep for ourselves! 

Thinking of you and about the present moment of the church before this meeting, 
I am deeply touched by the fact that, the things which Don Calabria was talking about, 
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and which you are facing now, are in large part, the same which Pope Francesco tells 
us every day. When Pope Francesco says you have to make a preferential option for 
the people, look at things from the point of view of the suburbs, emphasizing that 
the poor are at the center of the gospel etc..., when he says that, he says essentially 
the same thing that you try to live. 

Poor, disabled, unemployed youth, and prisoners released from prison, children 
abused or abandoned, sick, or suffering people in hardship: are those of which pope 
Francesco tells us constantly, saying they should be the center of attention for the 
Church. 

In my opinion, even when you communicate, you carry out your mission and 
express it, you should become aware of the fact that living your charism and manifest 
it means to participate in a very full title to the mission of the Church and even more 
to the mission of the Church in a very strong way as it is proposed in this convincing 
and expressive pontificate, by Pope Francesco. 

All this has a lot to do with communication, because it is important that you and 
all those who come to you, could understand this way with which you act, whose aim 
is going in the same direction that the whole universal Church is undertaking. 
Otherwise it will seem that you are doing maybe some good things, but that you are 
doing them on your own, and out of this world. 

Your spirit, your charism is essentially according to the Gospel, the Gospel as it is, 
and this is perfectly in line with what pope Francesco use to say. All these things which 
we are talking about, have not been invented by the Pope but by Jesus. At the most, 
the Pope is able to express these truths in today’s world with great effect and it is 
good that we insert us in this same track and help people to understand that the 
things that he says, for the universal Church, are also daily lived realities, in the local 
church and community life like yours. 

The preferential option for the poor is at the heart of the Gospel and this has 
already been said by Benedict XVI on a visit to the shrine of Our Lady Aparecida. The 
great theologian said that the option for the poor is implicit in the Christological faith 
in the God who became poor to us to enrich us with his poverty. This has become a 
clear reference point also for pope Francesco and all those who heard him. 

It is not a coincidence if, among the Gospel texts most quoted by pope Francesco, 
I think you have noticed, we find the Beatitudes: Blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed 
are those who mourn, blessed are those who are hungry and thirsty for righteousness. 
And another text much loved by him, is Matthew 25, where Jesus speaks of the 
criterion by which we will be judged when we present to the Lord: I was poor and 
you’ve assisted me, I was hungry and you gave me food, I was in prison and you came 
to visit me, or the converse: I was in prison and you didn’t come to visit me and so on... 
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The Pope has always expressed these concepts with extreme clarity and in the light 
of the above mentioned passages, it is evident that to put into practice the Gospel 
sine glossa it is already in itself a form of very expressive communication. A form of 
communication that is deeply present in the charism of Don Calabria. 

 
 
A message of hope from suburbs 
 
Yours is the look of those who live in the suburbs, that’s to say we identify us with 

those who live badly and so we understand well, what does not work in today’s world 
and why. Your message is not typical of those who live in the center of towns and 
are well, but it is that of someone who lives in a place where people feel 
uncomfortable. This last therefore, is a special place, because it let you understand 
the consequences of errors and wrong choices that are made in the center. So you 
have a strong message to spread, even going against the dominant culture. And even 
in this, there is a strong harmony with the message of pope Francesco, who is 
strongly critical towards the “culture of waste”. I do not need to explain to you this 
culture and its manifestations, because they are just the same you constantly face 
during your daily activities. 

And then, always in line with this, the Pope criticizes the globalization of 
indifference, that’s to say, this widespread insensitivity to all situations of injustice, 
poverty and suffering that exists in today’s world. On the other hand, he promotes 
the value of social solidarity lived in charity. And then other values   such as: attention 
to the person and his dignity; the ability to look into the eyes of the poor who asks 
for alms without turning our eyes away, as we are often tempted to do; the talent to 
be moved, to weep at the suffering of the people without hiding or be ashamed; or 
more the tenderness, the ability to accept, to embrace, to give a caress, and to 
demonstrate that your attention is not only human but also spiritual. 

Once again we are talking of values   which are perfectly in line with your charisma 
and that you are able to express and communicate with your being and your acting 
like Opera. For example in Don Calabria it is very strong the attention of not caring 
only about the material aspect of the person who is ill, but also of its inner, spiritual, 
emotional and religious dimension. 

And if we live in an evangelical way, the preferential choice for the poor, if we try 
to put them at the center and to look with their eyes, if we cultivate attention, passion 
and compassion for them, actually the experience of suffering can change. Suffering, 
in an evangelical perspective, can become experience of salvation and then of joy, of 
grace, of communication in love, forgiveness. 
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In a recent letter of your Casante we speak about the prophecy of joy in a way that 
I feel in good harmony with the exhortation “Gaudete and Exultate” of Pope 
Francesco. Joy is another of the messages most appreciated by the current pope: the 
joy of proclaiming the Gospel, the joy of love in the family, the joy that comes from 
life renewed by love... 

Here, I believe that this is the charism that you have to live and express: the 
attention to the little ones, those who suffer, to people in need in different forms. An 
attention that is spiritual and that implies in the faith to live the situations of suffering 
and difficulty in a different way, becomes redemptive, experience of grace and joy. 

These are the good news that we need and that you can communicate every day: 
those of joy, of redemption, and the transition from despair to hope. 

Another of the famous documents of the World Day of social communication, that 
of 2017, entitled “Communicating hope and confidence in our time,” says just to 
spread the good news that the world needs to hope, because the world is very lacking 
in hope and very full of darkness. Then I, in my naivety, I think the Opera Don Calabria 
owes a huge treasure of good stories that should and could be collected, and that is 
good news for the world of today. It’s just what you do every day, what you are called 
to by the Lord. 

 
 
The evangelical force of good news 
 
I invite you to reflect and think about how you in the communication, especially in 

the outside one, you can spread this good news and these positive messages. I mean, 
to put the poor at the center, and highlighting the experiences of life renewed by 
grace and by Christian love. I think there will be a sea of   images and stories about 
your activities with people in difficult or in marginal situations, with people with 
disabilities, with the lives which runs inside “family­ homes” and so on. 

Let me give you an example in this regard. Browsing a little in your sites, in this 
recent days, while I was thinking about this meeting, I came across the website of the 
Opera in Roma and, in the photos of some smiling, mentally handicapped, well, I 
found it all wonderful. They are simple pictures, they have not called the Hollywood 
photographer to do them, yet the message that appear through, a serene and sincere 
expression of joy of a handicapped person, for me personally, it’s something that 
moves me and makes me feel good in depth of myself. I think that are things just like 
these, that you can say and that are worth saying. This is just an example, but you 
have got many more at disposal and we must strive to share them, because it’s just 
here that you can understand what it means when the poor receive the good news. 
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While I was coming to this meeting this morning, I came up with the passage in 
the Gospel where we find John the Baptist who send his disciples to Jesus to ask him 
if he is the one who is to come. And Jesus simply answers: the lame walk, the blind 
see, the poor have been preached the Gospel. And then He tells them to go and tell 
this to John the Baptist. And he understood. Jesus did not said to His disciples to go 
to John and tell him that He was God. No, He simply said that the poor received the 
Good News and to tell him that disabled people smile instead of being locked in their 
suffering. 

If you can communicate this, I think you have done everything you should do. 
I would add that many of those who nowadays take care of people in need, use 

different forms of interesting and creative communication. A few days ago I was in 
Saluzzo, in my native diocese, here live the Cenacle Community of Sister Elvira. They 
were in a the square performing a show where they staged the parable of the Good 
Samaritan and other things concerning the message that the community life wanted 
to give. This is just to say that the communication creativity is found not only within 
the sites and social media, even if they are important, but that there are many other 
forms of it, that according to the activity and the recipients, can be effective as well. 

 
 
Promoting a culture of prevention 
 
There is one final message I would like tell you, more complicated in some ways, 

but I think also that touches closely the themes of communication. The issue is the 
protection of children and vulnerable people. You know that in recent times, the 
problem of abuse and pedophilia, unfortunately has deeply touched the Church, 
including the Italian Church. In recent years, the credibility of the Church and the 
beauty of its mission of education and commitment to children, disabled, vulnerable 
persons etc., has been horribly hurt by these very serious problem. Stories that have 
undermined what instead must always be a treasure of charity, apostolate, beauty of 
our mission  

I believe that we cannot close our eyes and pretend as if these problems do not 
exist. So, thinking about what and how we communicate, I think we should also be 
able to say clearly that our work, our places, our activities towards children and 
disadvantaged people are safe places in which the theme of environmental protection 
and respect are seriously guaranteed with all our capabilities. 

I’m not referring to the communications to do in an emergency in which there has 
been a scandal, this is another issue. I’m talking, in the light of the very bad experience 
of this scandals, of how be sure that these things could not happen anymore. So how 
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can we do? Just promoting a culture of prevention and widespread protection 
involving educators, involving institutions that are dedicated to vulnerable people and 
involving their families. And this culture must be promoted and communicated. We 
must be completely aware of this problem and introduce it as a primary issue in our 
culture, so we will do a great service for our society which is, at present, far backward 
from this point of view: not only the Italian Church but the whole Italian society. 

You, who have the charism of education to vulnerable people, you can and should 
try to move forward and be active in the field of communication, culture, protection 
and prevention. A short time ago, we were speaking about the joy that we can see in 
people who have got the experience and the renewal of their lives thanks to the grace 
received. Well, the exact opposite of this joy is the suffering of people who have been 
abused or raped or have not met this love in others, but rather a manipulation of the 
spiritual or educational power. 

I close with one last point that, probably, will be developed with the other speakers 
during this meeting. The Opera Don Calabria is not the only one that deals with these 
things in the world and in Italy. Fortunately, there are also many others with which 
you operate in solidarity and neighborhood, although perhaps with different points 
of view. Therefore I urge you to work in a network in facing the problems and even in 
the way of how communicating. So offer one another information, get connected and 
give a shared communication on how to carry out more social solidarity and humanity. 
In this field I think there are great opportunities to communicate better and in a much 
more effective way.
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SAINT JOHN CALABRIA’S LOVE 
AND HIS RELATIONSHIP WITH SOCIETY 

CLAUDIO GUGEROTTI1 
 
 
 
Introduction  
 
After a long time, I reread Fr. Calabria’s biography and one particular aspect of his 

personality struck me, which was the ability to build bridges.  
Fr. Calabria had a complex personality. Sometimes, we wrongly consider him just 

a good priest who was always nice to everybody. 
In reality, he was introspective all the time. Even communication, which is one of 

today’s main topics, was filtered by his attention to God’s will and his relation with 
the Lord. In effect, it was a daily relationship and God was a real companion. Not 
words, but deeds. Fr. Calabria was not talkative, but he lived in God’s presence, and 
this was so real that it regulated his daily routine. In the light of this, it is obvious that 
the Poor Servants have a huge responsibility to live their founder’s charism. In fact, 
they are supposed to live a genuine family relationship with God at any time and in 
any daily situation.  

I know that Fr. Calabria gave a great gift and a massive responsibility to all of you. 
Therefore, I would like to share some thoughts with you, and I hope they will be 
helpful to develop the theme of this meeting. 

 
 

An extraordinary network of human relations  
 
What a strange human phenomenon is this John Calabria! He was born into 

precariousness; he was a mediocre student at school, often because starvation did not 
even allow him to stand up. A young man who was barely admitted to the priesthood, 
certainly he was not a great traveler or a devourer of refined or exotic books. 

1     The speech reported here is Mons. Claudio Gugerotti’s contribution for the Calabrian Management 
meeting, which took place in San Zeno in Monte (Verona) on Thurday 24 and Friday 25 October 2019, the 
main topic of which was: “From islands to bridges: communication with the territory”. The author did not 
review this text. At that time, Mons. Claudio Gugerotti was apostolic nuncio in Ukraine. In July 2020, he 
was nominated Nuncio to UK. In the past, he was nuncio in Belarus, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. The 
author’s full speech is available on PSDP official Youtube channel: www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.
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However, why was this man one of the most famous characters of his time? Despite 
the limits of what we call today “his narrow territory”, or the good that he did during 
his life, he was able to weave incredible relationships not only in the ecclesiastical 
context (even with the highest and sometimes inaccessible hierarchies), but also with 
atheists, famous writers, members of different churches and sometimes even of 
different religions. Moreover, how did this happen, since he did not share intellectual 
ideas or scientific topics with them, but he had enthusiastic personal relationships, 
he shared life passions, dreams and utopias, exchanged mutual ideas for a more 
beautiful and more universal humanity? 

My analysis will necessarily start from the relationship between this special human 
being and the environment around him. However, it is not about his personal and 
intellectual growth, but it is about his extraordinary modesty that broadened his 
horizons.  

Other personalities he got in touch with came from a multicultural environment. 
On the contrary, the Veronese priest did not come from the same context.  

Fr. Calabria started his mission in the city center of Verona, often without a house 
or in a borrowed one, without food, without contacts, except for daily contacts. Then, 
he started building relationships with the most incredible personalities: from Pope 
Montini (who was not pope at the time, of course) to Lewis, to the Orthodox 
Metropolitan (Visarion Puiu), to the Jews. Let’s think about this: Fr. Calabria went to 
the synagogue in Verona and he had expressed his solidarity with the Jewish 
community just when Italian Government approved the racial laws!  

At the beginning, fr. Calabria used to meet the simplest and most modest layers of 
society, but evidently, his interaction with them is so specific and unique that it attracted 
the attention of many people, even in Verona, who belonged to a very different layer 
and to a distinct existential and intellectual sphere. Indeed, his relationship with the 
family of Counts Perez is a well­known example. They were mere neighbours, but there 
was huge social difference in contrast to this physical proximity. Of course, they were 
pious people, deeply religious and certainly interested in doing good deeds. However, 
this is not enough. When they first met the young Calabria, something triggered an 
internal revolution that made Count Perez aware that he had to improve his employees’ 
conditions, and he committed to fighting against social injustices. 

After spending time with fr. Calabria, Count Perez decided to leave everything and 
follow him. He used to take on the more humble tasks, to live in poverty. Sometimes 
they did not know what to eat at noon... You see, this is a “bridge” that is difficult to 
explain in rational terms. 

John Calabria is the sign of this orientation and the sign of the direction for those 
who are interested in respecting justice and charity in their social duties. 
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In the end, count Perez quitted his job and left his responsibilities to follow Don 
Calabria and share his daily life. Moreover, the irony is that: when his sister went to 
protest, in the name of the family, and accused fr. Calabria of manipulating her 
brother, she ended up leaving it all as well.  

 
 
The power of the Impossible: faith rises in daily life  
 
Perhaps did this man have supernatural powers? Maybe did he manipulate people 

to suppress their free will? Perhaps did overwhelming ideals that destroy any personal 
resistance inspire him? Nothing like that. He is a man possessed by extreme coherence 
thanks to the faith that animates him. He is a “living gospel”. A man who simply 
introduced himself as the mirror of the God in whom he believed, in a society still 
dominated by Christianity, but with worrying signs of surrender to other lifestyles. 
Those who see him feel that Jesus Christ is not simply the hero of a novel, but the 
love of God that becomes incarnate in the present time (we would say in the society) 
and that inspires the same feelings that Christ inspired in those he met on the road 
to Palestine. 

This “alter Christus” does not receive this definition because he belonged to an 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, but he contaminated the interlocutor with a passionate 
anxiety that inflamed him, opened up unimaginable horizons, and impelled him to 
live them as possible. He is the territory, he becomes the territory and changes it 
according to the way in which he deals with people. Honestly, if I had to find a 
comparison, even if they are very different from each other’s, it reminds me of Gandhi. 

This is the power of the impossible, lived in simplicity, in poverty, but also driven 
by an ideology, in this case faith, which inspires him. 

The first observation that comes to my mind is how the relationship between Don 
Calabria and the world around him is completely different from the approach of the 
other well­known heroes or ideologists. 

For this reason, we are here today not only to study the sociological impact that 
Fr. John Calabria had on the society in which he lived or for his philanthropic beliefs. 
In fact, I would insult him if I used the word philanthropist to designate him, because 
he always refused to accept it. Indeed, what most led him to reject this qualification 
is the fact that the philanthropist is the origin, it is the creator, and it is the conscious 
initiator of what it creates. Instead, he feels like a creature constantly kept alive by 
the love of God, someone who lives and sustains himself by a constant miracle of 
God’s mercy. For this reason, John Calabria works constantly as God wants. Fr. 
Calabria’s vocabulary is full of words that express his nullity before God, the sole 
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author of what happens in the world: nothing, misery, rag, poor servant. In addition, 
he wants his teammates to be the same and he wants this congregation to be the 
same. 

What a lot of similar expressions he used to say he was just an instrument in the 
hands of the Creator! 

Therefore, not a philanthropist, nor the main actor in an activity that changes the 
territory, but a faithful antenna of God’s will. This is the attitude Fr. Calabria had in 
the infinite sectors he ventured on.  

It is so true that publicity, social admiration, even veneration for Fr. Calabria caused 
him a deep disgust, which is also theological not just a problem of temperament. In 
fact, during the last tragic years of his existence, he did not consider himself as 
instrument in the hands of God anymore. He felt abandoned by God, he felt like a 
sinner, a betrayer. These are the last tragic years of his existence.  

 
 
The tight shoes philosophy 
 
We must pay attention to Fr. Calabria’s certainty of being an instrument of love in 

the unexpected situations that God raises around him. He encouraged John to 
accomplish heroic deeds and even though God demanded not to take part in political 
or militant experiences, he helped John to develop harsh, I would say merciless 
criticism of society and the Church, especially when they are disconnected from God’s 
will for the present time, that means the territory, the entire world. 

We define Fr. Calabrian as a prophet of the Second Vatican Council, not because he 
elaborated specific or theological theories, but simply because Fr. Calabria understood 
that what existed did not allow him to have at his disposal effective tools that would 
let him accomplish what God wanted in that circumstance. He felt like he was wearing 
“tight shoes”. In addition, when he said his shoes were tight, he meant his shoes were 
tight. He did not do a philosophical analysis to say why the shoes were tight. He needed 
wider shoes to walk well and properly towards those people, he wanted to reach. The 
world, the Church, society gave him tight shoes. His anguish for the territory forced 
him to ask for more, even if he would never elaborate subtle analysis to explain where 
this came from and why it should change. Whether it were equality between PSDP 
laity and priests, or the excessive rigidity of the Catholic Church to the other 
religions,(or the attitude towards those who left priesthood, or the narrow­mindedness 
towards his social projects etc.), fr. Calabria had already understood how inadequate 
was reality in relation to the ideal that God asked him to put into practice. He drew 
attention to what other academics studied and then theorized.  
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All this happened because he had met a person or come across a situation that 
made him notice the inadequacy of what should have been done for that person. In 
certain aspects, this is a unique way to exercise such charism.  

 
 
The territory is our Providence! 
 
And here we come to a second point that I consider important in the evaluation 

of John Calabria’s specificity: he was empathic with every single person he met. It was 
as if he immediately perceived the immense dignity of the people and, putting his 
heart in the heart of the others, he wanted to bring to light this dignity. However, this 
is not Illuminist philosophy nor Humanistic; in fact, fr. Calabria was interested in the 
intimate and personal story of any people he met, and most importantly in their 
personal calling to life.  

Do you remember this famous quote: “I am a sensitive plant”? Fr. Calabria, the 
cantor of divine providence. According to him, everything must happen if, how and 
because God wants it.  

He spent most of the time praying, meditating and working to understand God’s 
will. Many times, he recognized it coming to his home, through the simple events of 
the day; and when such events did not allow him to achieve this will, he assumed that 
the time was not ripe yet, or he thought he had misinterpreted the divine will itself. 

It is very hard to be inspired by such a demanding Saint. First, he constantly had a 
mystic attitude. In addition, when he felt that this divine intimacy could fail, this 
caused him the deepest anguish. At the same time, such spiritual intimacy was also 
the basis and inspiration that helped him to make his choices. For John Calabria, 
territory is all he comes across, only because God wants it so.  

Since we are used to projects, to logical deductions, to put intuitions into practice, 
even if charismatic, this perspective is extremely difficult to understand. The only 
mean we can use to understand it is that of trying to enter the founder’s order and 
to recreate the charitable attitude that inspired him. The territory that surrounds us 
generally looks at those who continually mention God and his providence with great 
suspicion and often with so much irony that the word providence itself has 
disappeared from the Italian vocabulary. The challenge is to reformulate such a word 
by using our language, our mental categories, and the anthropological and cultural 
foundations that are comprehensible to the current politics, science and even 
theology. It is therefore up to those who refer to the testimony and charism of St. 
John Calabria to find the way to live what he lived, to communicate it in 
comprehensible terms, especially his immense confidence in the dignity of people 
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and in his ability to perceive their needs and perspectives. The fact is that if we want 
to be his own followers, we cannot ignore his almost physical communion with God 
and his absolute confidence in God’s will. How can we do it? I really do not know, I 
cannot explain it. However, if we remove this aspect from St. John Calabria’s charism, 
we will tear the entire castle down.  

 
 
A love network made of personal relationships  
 
It is very dangerous for us to make Don Calabria’s intuitions an excellent social 

project, reasonably elaborated, coherently developed and, above all, well funded. We 
are impressed by the fact that in Fr. Calabria’s writings and rules he firmly rejected 
any form of propaganda, any rhetorical gratitude, he was against any commemorative 
plaque of benefactors. We will quiver at the idea of distancing ourselves from showing 
off, albeit the praiseworthy intent to help other people. Today the ideal of “Nothing 
to seek and nothing to refuse” requires a heroism and above all a fantasy almost 
similar to madness; especially nowadays... if you do not use such instruments, you 
are not able to obtain what you intend to do to achieve your mission. 

Even when some of his disciples intervened in the Vatican hierarchies to get 
something, (and they acted in line with the purposes of his mission) Fr. Calabria 
rejected this type of pressure, because it means that we do not trust in the providence 
of God, which can provide us with the necessary things we really need.  

The fact is that John Calabria literally believes in this Providence. He knows that 
something is necessary for him and so he waits in the chapel or in the garden, praying 
until the necessary comes. How can we wait today in the garden of the world, which 
is more like a jungle than a garden? The fruit that providence will send beyond all 
human predictions. This is a very primary question for those who refer to St. John 
Calabria’s charism. 

Today the territory can no longer be just Verona and, indeed, it has not been for a 
long time, even materially, since the Calabrian Mission became a worldwide mission 
of the Poor Servants of Divine Providence. At this point, we could think that the 
relations with the whole world that this poor priest was able to maintain are already 
taking place through the progressive development of the mission he started. However, 
I think that, despite being a man of infinite curiosity and limitless horizons, John 
Calabria reached the world with his ideals, and not just because he physically traveled 
or started his activities all around it. 

He could reach all parts of the world not thanks the communication tools that 
connected the world’s most powerful people to each other, because communication, 
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then as now, is unfortunately in the hands of the world’s most powerful people. On 
the contrary, he could reach it through personal contact, sometimes not even physical, 
mainly epistolary, with people whose inner nature and aspirations he felt deeply. John 
Calabria loved worldliness not because of the spaces it can reach, but only because 
of the network of love that constitutes personal relationship that God inspires. The 
rest will come later, it will come by itself, and it will come unexpectedly. He talked 
about it with the people he met. The language he used with his multiple contacts was 
always spiritual. It is the passion for this world to become similar to the Kingdom of 
God. It is anger, because he had not achieved it yet. It is the outrage at those who 
hindered the progress of this mission. The natural result of these relationships was 
always simple and personal prayer, which John Calabria considered the true force that 
sustained and inspired the world. He ran away in horror at the use another tool, tactic 
or cunning mediation. He considered it a betrayal of God’s will, because only God is 
the protagonist and John is only an instrument in his hands. For me, once again, today 
this challenge is so radical and it only needs supernatural answers. 

Certainly, Common good, shared projects, human rights, freedom, legality and 
justice are part of a common culture that has been developing over the centuries. 
However, it is much more prophetic and challenging to demonstrate that all these 
things come from an assiduous and obedient listening to God, who gave himself up 
to death and thus he became victim of injustice and abuse as full expression of his 
passion for human creatures. 

 
 
The anxiety of a charism that cannot settle for routine 
 
Finally, the issues I have raised today are not opposed to the management 

principles of today’s world. However, one thing is clear: creating a philanthropic or 
charitable network like many others is something different from what fr. Calabria 
experienced throughout his life. 

I know that I am raising questions that are far from reassuring you and, in any case, 
you already know, since you live the charism of the Founder. However, I would be 
dishonest if I had not mentioned this “more”, infinitely more, which makes John 
Calabria and his mission a mystery and a grace for all the times. If routine replaced 
the healthy anxiety they arouse, that would be “a warning bell”. But, knowing that it 
will not be so, I only have to support you in the search for a “further”, which many 
will consider totally utopian, which they may even mock, but which is also the 
priceless and unrepeatable gift that John Calabria offered to the world and the Church.  

Thank you.
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THE GOOD ADMINISTRATOR, OR STEWARD,  
IN THE LIGHT OF THE GOSPEL 

ROBERTO MANCINI1 

 
 
 
From a sense of guilt to a sense of responsibility 
 
In past centuries the doctrine of original sin was particularly rooted in our society. 

It still carries a considerable weight, for example in the vision of man as intrinsically 
a “sinner.” According to that doctrine, even before we are born we are already capable 
of committing evil, even through hereditary fault. This is obviously an improper 
reading of the origin of the human condition, a reading that is neither biblical nor 
evangelical. 

On the one hand, this doctrine makes us most guilty, by inheritance, even before 
the freedom of the human being is formed; on the other hand, it makes us utterly 
irresponsible, because if we come from original sin and then do evil, what else could 
we do? It would be like scolding water because it wets. 

All of this causes two negative side effects. First of all, it obscures our vocation to 
being filial (being children of God). According to the Gospel, the human being, like 
Jesus of Nazareth, is a son or daughter of God. However, this condition is obscured if 
we look at human reality with this stain, with this darkness of evil that marks us from 
the beginning. 

Secondly, this blame does not favor the taking of responsibility at all. Translating 
it into an existential key, we could say this: the sense of guilt has never induced anyone 
to return to goodness after having committed evil. On the contrary, the sense of guilt 
leads us into a closed circle, where perhaps we may feel sorry for having done 
something wrong, but we cannot stop doing it. 

1   The text reported here is the reflection proposed by the author on the occasion of the meeting of the 
managers of Opera Don Calabria, held in San Zeno in Monte (Verona) on October 24 and 25, 2019, 
dedicated to the theme: “From islands to bridges: management and charisma in network with the 
territory”. The text has not been revised by the author. Roberto Mancini is full professor of Theoretical 
Philosophy at the University of Macerata. He also taught Cultures of Sustainability at the Academy of 
Architecture of the University of Italian Switzerland in Mendrisio. He has been a member of the Board of 
the University for Peace of Marche. For this University he is responsible for the School of Other Economy. 
The full speech of the author is also available in video format on the youtube channel of Opera Don 
Calabria: www.youtube.com/user/doncalabria1.
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So we must be very careful to distinguish between a sense of guilt and a sense 
of repentance. With a sense of guilt, one sinks into oneself and does not change 
one’s life. Repentance, on the other hand, is a rebirth, that is, it leads us to finally 
take note of the suffering we have created, it makes us feel it on our skin, and then 
it allows us to see the alternative ways of life, the ways of reparation and the ways 
of rebirth.  

What matters, therefore, is not the sense of guilt, but the sense of responsibility 
that allows someone to look for a way to translate the love of God into the condition 
in which he finds himself. 

 
 
The true freedom of the children of God 
 
In the biblical lexicon son means “resembling the Father.” One is recognized as a 

son because he becomes capable of acting, in his own small way, with the same 
quality of love with which the Father acts. Here then, as Paul says, man understood 
as son has the freedom of the children of God. 

Contrary to what happens in our society, in the Bible “son” does not mean “minor,” 
“underage,” “dependent,” “not autonomous.” By now, in the current understanding, 
only friars minor are not offended if you call them by the name of “minor.” In the 
context in which we live, we all aspire to remove ourselves from the condition of 
children in order to become autonomous. For us, the value of the person is the so­
called “autonomy,” which we then interpret as the freedom to assert ourselves, to 
expand ourselves, regardless of the relationship with others. 

Instead, the evangelical announcement gives a different and deeper meaning to 
being children. In the Gospel, filial means translating the love of God into existence, 
into what we live. Only by translating this love can we say that we exist and live as 
sons and daughters of God. 

This idea of   filial is the concrete foundation of what we call “fraternity” and, in the 
feminine, “sorority.” We will never be able to understand and live fraternity and 
sorority if we do not pass through this acceptance of being loved as sons and 
daughters of God. 

This is a perspective that impels us to renewal both as individuals and as Christian 
communities. But in reality, the vocation to being filial is for everyone and, therefore, 
we can say that all humanity is called to the communion that comes from being filial. 
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The value of sharing 
 
The vocation to fraternity and communion can be considered from two points of 

view: personal and collective. 
From a personal point of view this is a difficult step for us. If we are sincere, in 

listening to the Gospel there are beautiful passages, consonant passages, 
announcements of revelation. But in other passages the Gospel is frightening, we fear 
it because it proposes to us the value of sharing, while most of the time we consider 
sharing as a loss. Exactly as happened to the rich young man, who understood that 
he had to lose everything he had built up. The text says: «He went away sad», 
rejecting Jesus’ proposal. 

Furthermore, the Gospel calls us to welcoming: «I was a stranger, I was hungry, I 
was thirsty...» (Mt 25). Yet, we tend not to be so welcoming. Rather we think of our 
standard of living, of the well­being to be defended, we think of being masters in our 
home and so on. We have the idea of   baronetcy, of primacy, the others come later. 
For us it is natural: a great many Catholics have absorbed this mentality, despite the 
frequency of the sacraments, the Mass, the reading of the Gospel. So much so that 
one may think: «But what Gospel did they read?!». 

The fact is that this mentality is radically opposite to that which exists in the Gospel 
text. A Catholic cannot say: “Italians first”, “We first”, “Christians first”. I tell you things 
that are obvious, but they must be dusted off, because today the climate is such that 
we are dragging ourselves inertially towards this type of ideology. 

From a personal point of view, there is yet another effort to consider. It comes 
down to this... A human being is like a tree: we put down roots. The soil in which we 
take root are parents, family, habits, our psychological security system. Each of us has 
our own healthy and less healthy gratifications. In short, we build a network to which 
we are very attached. 

However, when we encounter the Gospel we are asked to take root in God’s love. 
This is not exactly the same as taking root in the family, in habits, in defense systems, 
in what we own, that is, in everything we do not want to lose. On the contrary, the 
Gospel tells you: «Open up your primary and original attachment to life, now put down 
roots in the love of God!». Faced with this proposal, we resist. So much so that we 
can attend the Sacraments and listen to the Gospel without really understanding all 
of this. The Gospel seems distant from life. Life goes one way, the Gospel goes another. 
And this contradiction, if it persists, hardens our hearts. 

It is difficult for a Catholic to make himself available for the path of a new rooting. 
It is a bit like asking a tree to uproot itself from its soil and go and take root in the 
arms of God: in that fertile soil of generous, gratuitous, faithful, merciful, just love, 
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which is proper to the love of God. Crossing this border, accepting this uprooting, 
makes us anxious because we are called to experience a freedom that is scandalous 
for the contemporary mentality. 

 
 
From the culture of the market to the culture of the Gospel 
 
The culture in which we are immersed goes in a totally opposite direction to that 

of being rooted in the Love of God. It is the culture of the market, where the primary 
objectives are to compete and accumulate. The market is this great worldwide 
institution where everyone must be competitive, otherwise they are thrown out and 
cannot survive. This culture knows only freedom as the ability to take, and to take 
squared, which is accumulation. 

The Gospel instead asks us to experience the freedom of losing something, because 
if you want to hold back everything you will have chains that will prevent you from 
living as a child of God. What are the things we want to hold back? They are always 
the same, no great imagination is needed: power, money, image, reputation, ego. In 
this regard, it is enough to think that whoever followed Jesus of Nazareth the first 
thing he lost was his reputation. Jesus had a bad reputation, as we are told several 
times in the Gospel, especially in the eyes of those who exercised power in his time. 

To experience the freedom of the Gospel, therefore, one must lose something to 
which one is attached. Jesus even speaks of the family: «Whoever loves his father, his 
mother, his son, his brother, more than Me, does not know the Kingdom of God». With 
this he did not want to condemn the family, but he meant: «Any good you attach to 
more than me becomes your idol, that is, it closes the ability to love your brothers and 
sisters; it is better for you that you get rid of it!». 

From the evangelical point of view, the loss of what we care about is not a penance 
or a waste, but the key to gaining access to true sharing. Only in this way will we 
discover that the true richness of existence lies in everything we share. 

In the mentality of the “market” if you give something without profit it means that 
you lose it. The concept of a gift is unknown, unless it is a promotional giveaway, which 
serves to fuel the addiction: as the drug dealer does, who gives you the first dose for 
free so that you get addicted, and then you will have to buy the successive doses at 
increasingly higher prices. 

In the logic of the evangelical life, on the other hand, almost exactly the opposite 
happens: we truly possess only what we share. What you keep (the so­called 
“economic crisis” should have taught us), what you put in the bank, what you play 
on the stock market, what you set aside just for you is already ruined, it is already 



135

wasted, you don’t really have it; on the contrary, if anything, you risk that you are 
possessed by the good you want to possess, it is it who commands you, it is not you 
who manage it. 

You understand well that managing and administering in an evangelical way requires 
the ability to act on the basis of a logic different from the one we are used to. 

To administer means to maintain profound freedom, not to be enslaved by what 
one administers, by the results, by the schedules, by the desire to accumulate. An 
administrator must be a free person and a person of integrity. All characteristics which, 
in our common experience, are rare because corruption and dependence on power 
and money often seem to prevail at certain levels. 

 
 
The freedom to lose 
 
In the Gospel, the freedom to lose is the key to breaking the chains of addiction. 

The freedom to lose allows us to discover that deep down we are giving up the 
suffering that we were building with our own hands. 

On the other hand, the Gospel is never for the suffering, not even when it asks us 
to give up something. It is for the happiness of human beings. It is no coincidence 
that the magna carta of the Gospel are the Beatitudes, where a Greek word is used 
which means total and irreversible happiness. It is a message of love, not of suffering. 
And the cross is the testimony of love that is capable of facing suffering, not of salvific 
suffering. It is not the suffering that saves. Many traditions within our Christianity 
have exalted suffering as if it were a merit, as if it were the heart of the Christian 
message. Instead the Gospel message is the exact opposite: it is love that saves, not 
suffering. Suffering crushes, hardens the hearts, breaks relationships, closes the paths 
of existence, takes away your future, takes away the joy of living, closes your heart. 
This would be a very strange message! 

On the contrary, Christianity is Love capable of facing suffering, of sustaining it, in 
order to reopen the experience of goodness. But to live love one must be free, and 
to be free one must renounce what makes one addicted and enslaved. In other words, 
we need to break the chains I mentioned earlier: gain, possession, image, power, ego. 

Those who administer are called to cultivate this love and to do so they need to 
draw directly from the source, that is, from the Gospel. We all need to have a guide 
who educates us. 

A bad steward would be one who thinks he can do it himself and does not care for 
his source of good. The source gives light, energy, inspiration, strength to accomplish 
the things we believe in. If one does not have a good source, he practically deprives 
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himself of the ability to implement the things he is called upon to implement. Gandhi 
said: «Man is not bad, he gets tired, he is like a dead battery». Without a source that 
teaches us to love, how will we be able to transform utopia into reality? 

In truth, we are quick to declare as “utopian” some of the best meanings of life 
and of the Gospel. We prefer to think that those are values   that are impossible to 
realize, rather than asking ourselves if by chance we are the ones who are unable to 
achieve them because we have too many chains and too many dependencies. 

Do you understand? It is not the Gospel that is impossible! We are the ones who 
have gotten too far away from it. So we must eliminate this distance and to do so 
we are called to be re­born, to choose the guides and references that help us to 
walk towards the Gospel, aware that we live in a community where no one is left 
alone. 

  
 
The way of humanization 
 
The first approach that we have with the love of God, and here Judas also is our 

brother, is betrayal. We often fail to uphold this love. We fall asleep, we get distracted, 
we choose other values, another path. In theory we would like to, also because we 
were born in a Christian land. But when it comes to passing from theory to practice 
we are inclined to evade the teachings we have received.  

However, this shouldn’t scare us. In fact, the Gospel never expresses a judgment 
of condemnation towards those who are unable to respond to love. Instead, it reflects 
the point of the journey in which we find ourselves. And every time it tells us: 
«Wherever you have arrived, you can get up, you can resume the journey». In the 
Gospel, conversion is always possible, despair never prevails. 

This is why reading the Gospel requires not only faith in God, but a profound trust 
and esteem in the transformative potential of the human being. In spite of sin, in spite 
of addiction, man is always capable of responding with love to God’s love. We must 
not forget it! 

The Gospel is the way of humanization. Living as Jesus of Nazareth lived is a path 
that leads man to fully realize his own humanity. For this reason the Gospel is not a 
patrimony of Christians alone, but of all people. On the other hand, if he does not 
humanize himself, man can also dehumanize himself, and in this case he is capable of 
unspeakable things. 

Pope Francis says in Laudato Sii at n. 205: «Man is certainly capable of degrading 
himself in forms that we will not know». It is useless to blame animals. For example, 
when we say homo homini lupus, which seems an intelligent phrase and even in Latin, 
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we do not know what we are saying. In comparison, the wolf is calm and tame. It is 
the human being who, when perverted, is truly dangerous: not because he is 
animalistic, but because he is inhumane, which is another thing. 

Just think that once the torturers used to hide themselves, while today they put 
the video on the net, at the cost of getting caught. In other words, evil in today’s 
mentality has become an emotion, a spectacle, it is no longer something to be 
ashamed of. You understand what level the degeneration the inhuman can reach. 

However, even in the face of the most absolute evil, man maintains his divine origin 
and for this very reason he is capable of regenerating himself, of redeeming himself 
and of returning to goodness. Never assume that the human story is finished, even 
in the face of a dying person, in front of one who is at the end of life, because in us 
there is an incandescent spark of divine dignity. We are not just human, we are human 
with divine origin. 

 
  
The society of power 
 
In what context are we called today to experience this evangelical vision of man? 

There are many critical issues. For example, we see how walls and wars have 
multiplied in today’s society; mass migrations have intensified and they have become 
unstoppable. 

Secondly, we are destroying the planet. Even climate devastation risks putting an 
end to the conditions of human survival on the planet. It is something that by now 
we will have to begin to see, even if, for the moment, the news of the football 
championship arouses more resonance for us. 

We are just looking elsewhere. We are going in a direction that leads to ruin, which 
prevents the survival of humanity. It is not catastrophism, it is science that has been 
telling us, for decades now: «If you alter the climate, in addition to all the other things 
we alter, it means that you jeopardize the conditions of human life on the planet!». 

For what reasons have we arrived at such a negative situation? The main reason, 
in my opinion, is that we are used to basing society on power. And power, here is the 
great misunderstanding, we understand it as if it were freedom, effectiveness, 
possibility, a good thing. Without power we say we are powerless. 

Because of this misunderstanding, we are used to justifying power almost always. 
There are three main justifications used: 

I. Power is good because it is possibility, it is freedom (modern man is one who 
has mistaken freedom for power, and therefore is really confused); 
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II. Power is neutral, and with great banality we justify it by saying: «It depends on 
how you use it». In this perspective there would be good administrators and 
bad administrators, good mayors and bad mayors, there could be good 
presidents of the council and bad presidents of the council, it depends on how 
you use it... 

III. The realist variant says: «Power is bad, power is domination, power is self­
referential, that is, it thinks only of itself». However, it is inevitable to use it, so 
it is better that I use it rather than someone else. 

  
Whether we understand it as good, whether we understand it as neutral, or 

see its evil, we always find ways to justify it in the end. In other words, ours is a 
society of power. And it is precisely for this reason that there is little room for 
coexistence and justice, while the future appears closed and the system creates 
many victims. 

Why is all this happening? What’s the misconception? The big misunderstanding, 
in my opinion, is this: power does not mean possibility. We link power (noun) to power 
(verb), that is, to be able to do, to be able to choose. But this is not true! 

Whoever wants to conquer power, exercise it, keep it – in Italy there are people 
who have exercised power for fifty years, even with the reputation of being Catholic 
– whoever wants to do this must put himself in a very precise logic: if he wants to 
stay at the power, he does not have the freedom to choose, to open himself up, but 
must follow a very specific sequence of behaviors. On the other hand, those who are 
subjected to power obviously have no chance, because they suffer the power of 
someone else. 

Seen from this perspective, it is clear that power becomes a mechanism that 
creates slavery and not freedom. 

 
  
The profile of the good administrator 
 
1. From power to authority 
 
If we want to talk about power in a positive way, for example referring to a good 

pope, a good mayor, a good administrator, a good parent, a good teacher, we must 
necessarily change the word. Instead of “power,” we must use the word authority, 
which in Latin does not refer to the one who commands you, but to the one who 
makes you grow. 
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Let’s think about our life experience. If we found a teacher who made us passionate 
about something, who respected us, helped us mature, that was authoritative. That 
is, he had an authority because he made us grow. 

Likewise, an administrator must also have authority. Not just because he’s 
esteemed, not just because he’s not corrupt or overbearing. A good administrator is 
called to make the reality entrusted to him grow. He is the one who allows an 
institution or a community to flourish. He is not even one who ensures ordinary 
administration. He is really a reference figure for those entrusted to him. 

  
 
2. The ability 
 
Another fundamental word for a good administrator is ability. It does not only 

mean being skilled, but also knowing how to welcome, broaden the gaze and the 
heart in order to have an overall vision. This is the ability. 

 
  
3. Service 
 
Third word: service. In the Gospel there is not a single line of justification of power, 

while there is everywhere the indication of service. Just think of the gesture of 
washing the feet. It seems to me that the meaning, in the context we are talking 
about, is very clear. 

Notice that Jesus denounces the temptation to power as something diabolical, to 
the point that he says to Peter: «Satan, get behind me!». Which means that each of 
us becomes a Satan when imbued with the worship of power. Please note that Jesus 
told this to Peter, not Judas. Anyone who gets caught up in that temptation loses his 
humanity. 

A very different value is attributed to service. Here we see that administering 
means taking care of the common good, of people, of the relationships and the goods 
that are entrusted to the administrator. But not because he puts them in the bank, 
plays them on the stock exchange and makes them profitable, but because he takes 
care of them, respects their dignity and improves the quality of relationships. This is 
a responsibility that qualifies the way of administration. 
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4. The government 
 
We take another fundamental word for the good administrator from the political 

lexicon: government. 
Beware, however, that this term does not mean the ruling of the people. It is not 

absolute authority that commands over who is subjected to it. In this regard, how 
much effort has also been made by the Church, especially before the Second Vatican 
Council, in conceiving authority in terms of service and not of power. Think of the 
division between clergy and laity, of the difficulties of living a true communion in the 
people of God. 

What matters, for a good administrator, is therefore not governing people, but 
governing problems. An administrator is authoritative if he knows how to give answers 
to problems, not if he imposes himself on people. Rather, it is necessary to develop a 
dialogue, a confrontation, with people, in order to arrive at consensual decisions, 
which are shared and do not fall on the heads of those who have to undergo them. 

 
 
5. Providence 
 
To mature this vision of the role of administrator also requires an acknowledgment 

of human frailty. For this, another word is fundamental, namely Providence. 
If Jesus were to say to us today: «Look at the birds of the sky, the lilies of the 

field...», what would we think? Perhaps many would say that Jesus is a feel­good 
person, who has understood nothing of life. We would almost despise him. 

Unfortunately, today we are much more inclined to believe in technology, in capital, 
in military strength, in imposition. We are primitive despite this “varnish of 
modernity”, we are faithful to idols that are actually very ancient. 

How, then, can we find a meaning that allows us to recover the word Providence 
today? 

First of all, Providence means that God does not abandon us. He is not a God who 
abandons humanity and creation. And it does not measure humanity with the criteria 
of merit and guilt. He is not a God who blackmails with the power to send people to 
hell. Instead he is a parent God, a loving God. 

Secondly, Providence means that God recognizes frailty. Men need Providence 
because they have frailties, they even have to deal with the fact that they are mortal. 
With all these limitations, it is not that convenient for man to bet on power. 

God is not scandalized by frailty. In the same way, the good administrator is not 
afraid of weaknesses, but sees them and learns to recognize them. Each of us can 
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have a disability, not just physical. There are those who are blocked by fear, who by 
conformity, who is consumed by old age. And so on. 

Our fragility in God’s gaze is not a problem, it is not a scandal. Frailty is an 
expression of our dignity. So those who administers must embrace frailties and build 
an organization so that no one should be sanctioned for such weaknesses. 
Unfortunately, however, the opposite often happens: normally power exorcizes 
fragility and when it sees it, it tries to strike it and eliminate those who carry it. 

In the mentality of power, those who grasp a fragility take advantage of it to defeat 
the rival, while in the evangelical mentality fragility recalls tenderness, hospitality, 
solidarity, an attitude of care. You already understand on which side the good 
administrator is standing. 

Providence also means having a vision. Let us think of the so­called parable of the 
Good Samaritan: he not only collects and brings to the inn the man who was robbed, 
but also leaves him some money for what may happen when he is not there. 

The good administrator makes a project, has a profound vision of time, does not 
limit himself to managing the emergency or living the immediacy to obtain consensus, 
as politicians often do, whose duration is at most until tomorrow, or until in the next 
elections. 

Unfortunately, the politics of electoral consensus is precisely the negative example 
of administration. The politician is an administrator of the public good and as such 
should act for the common good. But if he makes his choices in order to be re­elected 
in the next election, he will most likely not be a good administrator. In fact, in the 
current logic, what it takes to be elected is inversely proportional to what it takes to 
be a good ruler. The best, the most capable, the most dedicated to the common good 
are not selected in elections. 

Conversely, those who are elected very often do not know how to give answers to 
problems, that is, they are not a good administrator. Indeed, he sometimes makes 
things worse or brings out the worst in their people. 

Good stewardship is the other way around. He is someone who makes plans, who 
has a profound vision, because he knows very well that every living organism, whether 
it is a person or an institution, needs continuity, it cannot live in precariousness. And 
it needs projects that make people and relationships flourish. Furthermore, the good 
administrator must get out of the logic of individualism, which is also widespread in 
the Catholic world. 

Individualism has nothing to do with the logic of the Gospel. It is as if a fish wants 
to live on the sand. It is not possible to live the Gospel in an individualistic way. One 
can attend the sacraments, feel Catholic, listen to Radio Maria, go to see Padre Pio, 
but if he wants to do it alone he does not live an ounce of the Gospel. It is one thing 
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to paint one’s usual existence with religious paints, another thing is to make oneself 
available for a new birth, that is to convert. Being religious in a formal way is very 
easy, even the mafiosi go to processions. Putting ourselves in the perspective of a 
conversion of life and doing it together, in a community way, practicing justice, that is 
another path, much more challenging but also much more Christian! 

  
 
6. The community 
 
In light of what I just said, I would like to close the profile of the good steward with 

the word community. Administrators are rooted in a community, which can be a civil, 
religious or social community. 

The community is not identified only with a place or with an institution. The 
community is made up of people and the administrator has a responsibility towards 
people. Let’s consider, for example the Catholic Church, since we are here in an 
ecclesiastical institution. How many buildings, how many structures, how many 
availabilities the Church has that remain empty, unused in a world of people who have 
no home. We have an overabundance of material structures. But what are we to do 
with material structures if they are empty of humanity, if there is no human 
community? 

The true administrator is one who walks with his community; the true meaning of 
the community is not the place, it is not the structure, it is not the capital you manage. 
Community is the event of the fall of the barriers for which you felt on one side and 
the others on the other. A Polish poetess says: «You and I are as different as two drops 
of water»: the other has the same dignity, the same fears in the heart, the same 
intelligence, the same humanity that I have. 

The administrator is one who lives the community in the heart and in the deeds, 
internalizes the relationship with others as precious. Then he understands the value 
of structures, buildings, machinery, computers, the value of money that should not 
be wasted, which should not be condemned in the abstract, should be put at the 
service of the common good. Starting with those who are most deprived, 
marginalized, excluded. 

If I am an administrator like this, I hope that there would be many people and 
communities who on this kind of path. Those who witness this journey of conversion 
and learning, could really say: «These really seem to be sons and daughters of God, I 
too want to become one, too».
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PRESENTATION 
 
 
 
In the appendix to the Calabrian Management booklets, we have inserted a text 

that is the result of an in­depth study carried out by the PSDP Congregation. This 
document was drawn up in 2006 by the former casante Fr Waldemar Longo, who 
decided to summarize the reflection he had previously made in collaboration with 
the General Council, the Delegates and the heads of PSDP Provinces, as well other 
experts in the field. 

This document focuses on the relationship between Providence and the 
management of the Opera, and there you will find still relevant insights that can help 
you to manage PSDP activities in accordance with St. John Calabria's  charism and 
spirituality. 
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DEAR BROTHERS, PEACE AND JOY IN JESUS CHRIST 
WALDEMAR LONGO 

 
 
 
As you know, during the last meeting of the Delegates, Provincials and 

Administrators of the Congregation, we dealt with the theme “Spirit of abandonment 
to the Divine Providence and management of the activities in the contemporary 
world”. This meeting brought to conclusion a long journey that had begun during the 
preparation of the 2002 General Chapter. During the Chapter it was agreed to 
postpone the deepening of the “Preparatory Document” to the Communities and to 
the assemblies of the individual territorial realities, in order to reach the point of 
offering some concrete indications in the annual meeting of Provincials and Delegates. 
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1 - INTRODUCTION  
 
 
 
With joy, I send you this letter which besides being the fruit of an intense and 

passionate work done by everyone individually and as a community, carries some 
important aspects of our spirituality as well as some criteria for discernment and 
practical indications. The latter can only be indicative, as the application of the same 
must take into account the territorial context in which it is inserted. Furthermore, I 
would like to express my conviction from the beginning, that is, the rule will have 
value only if we have the spirit of abandonment in the Providence within us and with 
holy jealousy if we try to protect it, live it and pass it on as we have received it from 
our founder, Fr. Calabria.  

Then, as we do the verification and examination, let us not try to be original at all 
costs. In 1931, Fr. Calabria himself felt the need to pause himself and pray intensely 
to the Holy Spirit so that He would indicate whether he should continue with the one 
and the only foundation of faith, trust and abandonment in the Providence or he 
should change something.  

Since the time of Fr. Calabria, many things have changed and today, remaining 
faithful to the foundation of abandonment to the Providence, we must be able to live 
in our present­day time with updated ways. This updating is a must because the 
Charism is not a “letter” or a formula to be applied, but it is an evangelical principle 
of life that enlightens and makes us faithful to what does not pass, pushing us, at the 
same time, to be creative in order to respond to the new demands.  

Of course, today the world has changed and continues to change at a speed that 
sometimes frightens us. Without being open to the newness, without the spirit of a 
“flying team” as our founder called it, we might risk by repeating the ways of the past 
using a language that people no longer follow. What matters is that we do not deviate 
from the Charism and the Opera does not yield to the temptation of human security, 
but we remain abandoned only to God. So let us renew our faith, faith in God, to 
whom nothing is impossible, because He is the Lord of history, who with his 
Providence governs individuals and the entire universe. 
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2 - THE ACTIVITIES TODAY 
 
 
 
We live in an era in which the economy seems to assume the role of the only 

criterion of human evaluations. Nevertheless, not even the best economists seem to 
have clear ideas about where the world is going. For us, the management of the 
activities and the economic aspects connected to it, represent a serious and necessary 
instrument, unable, however, to constitute a single criterion, since it is at the service 
of the Charism and the mission. A first consideration in this regard should be made 
by noting the fact that while once the activities were mainly managed by us, religious, 
today the role of the laity in this aspect is very indispensable. Firstly, it is because of 
the reduction in the number of religious and then, above all, it is because of the 
affirmation of the category of the Church as a communion that comes to us from 
Vatican II that values individual charisms as gifts at the service of the Community. In 
this sense, the lay people and the consecrated persons who live the Charism, 
represent the greatest wealth of the Opera. What matters, therefore, are not walls 
or means, but the truly convinced people whose life is illuminated by the Charism 
that has been gifted to them. In any case, it is the Community that guarantees the 
validity of the activities carried out on a charismatic level.  

For this to be effective and not just a theoretical or unrealistic statement, it is 
essential to regain the Community as a place of growth, life and sharing, the 
Community that to a certain extent, is a family in which different roles are exercised. 
If it is deemed necessary, some communities should also be closed in order to be able 
to have the presence of at least three religious, two of whom carry out the essential 
service of being superior and administrator (treasurer). Our Constitutions (no. 182) 
clearly state that the administrator must be the “first collaborator” of the superior at 
the service of the community. This must be true both at the level of the local 
community and at the level of the Delegation/Province as it is true in the 
Congregation. This is an indispensable factor for our institutions to function well. 
Where this data is contradicted or weakened, our realities have sadly and dangerously 
begun to creak. The administrator must be granted a certain autonomy which 
however, must only concern the technical aspect of his competence. For the rest, he 
must depend on the superior and on the community. Otherwise, there is a risk that 
it is the administrator and not the superior with the community who will determine 
the lifestyle of the Community itself.  
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3 - PREPARATORY DOCUMENT  
 
 
 
The Assembly dealt with various themes, focusing more on the theme of the “Spirit 

of abandonment in the Divine Providence and management of activities in the 
contemporary world”, underlining the following points. 

 
 
Models of Administration  
 
With regard to the four modalities of administration indicated in the document, it 

was agreed that in large activities it is no longer possible for the religious community 
to manage the administration alone. Today councils of administration and equivalent 
bodies are indispensable. The lay people who take part in our activities can enrich us 
with their professionalism and competence, dimensions that no longer or only to a 
very limited extent, are within the reach of individual religious. However, the religious 
should be the majority in the boards of directors or management, in order to 
guarantee the charismatic path of the Opera. In such situations, for many reasons, it 
can happen that not all consecrated members of the Community take part in the 
councils. In these cases, it is essential that these brothers too are informed and 
consulted in the decisions that define the course of the activity. In recent years, there 
have been interesting experiences ­ in small activities of formation and in the parish, 
pastoral activities ­ of the important role of a council that helps religious to grow in 
collegiality. Often, by letting ourselves helped by the laity with their different 
sensibilities, we can have those innovations that many conditionings would otherwise 
block. We cannot forget to involve young consecrated ones in our activities, who as 
young brothers must have the opportunity to bring their contribution both 
operational as well as of the ideas, in the management of our family’s assets, because 
tomorrow it is their responsibility leading and directing the activities. 

The management of the activities today cannot disregard an “activity carried out 
as a network” in which ecclesial, public and civil structures of the territory are 
involved. This need for dialogue entails the burden of maintaining our charismatic 
identity and the prophetic charge connected to it. The Founder was a man of great 
visions and therefore, was ready to help any good work in the service of building the 
Kingdom. Let us keep in mind that thanks to this networking carried out in activities, 
a space is opened up for a prophetic witness capable of contributing to the creation 
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of a mentality that seeks prudent, honest and effective administration in the fight 
against corruption (an authentic plague of the modern world that always mortifies 
those who are more fragile and do not have the means to defend themselves). In this 
regard, I hope it is not superfluous reiterating that in the Opera we should not pursue 
paths that look for human protections, bribes and authentic corruption, even if our 
activities have to be put back. In fact: “The moral order interests us much more than 
the material one”.1 

In the management and administration, Fr. Calabria saw a privileged opportunity 
for the practical proclamation of the Gospel. While managing our activities, the 
administrator must make use of the science of administration and this service he 
renders can become for him an opportunity for evangelization. It strikes me that the 
figure of Bro. Perez, immediately after the promulagation of “Rerum Novarum” 
updated all the employment contracts of his employees in the light of Pope’s 
indications. Msgr. Mancini, entrusted to carry it out, certified that Perez’s generosity 
exceeded “Rerum Novarum” itself. Fr. Calabria used to recommend that while dealing 
with the affairs of this world, we needed to act in such a way that it was a true 
evangelization. One must not highlight oneself, but be at the service of an Opera that 
in no way equal to others in everything, not even in the management of the activities.  

One might argue that by doing so, we could become weak before the 
overwhelming power of large corporations. But, I ask myself and you, “Is this not, 
perhaps, the weakness or fragility of the Gospel, that is, a fragility in the eyes of world 
as such becomes paradoxically an instrument of effective defence and propagation 
of the values of the Kingdom?” Let us keep in mind and heart the prophetic words of 
Fr. Calabria: «The Opera will be great, if it remains small... poor... humble». Let’s 
remember this well: our business is totally different from that of the world, it is 
“accumulating treasures that do not rust”.  

 
 
A Proper Style 
 
In order to administer well our works and activities, however, it is not enough to 

avoid corruption or any equivocal method, but we must live our own style. In this 
regard, I bring to your notice a letter from Fr. Pedrollo to a brother that sums up the 
style of the Poor Servant very well:  

 

1   Delegazione Italiana (a cura di), “Miei amatissimi Fratelli”, Lettere di don G. Calabria ai suoi Religiosi, 
2001, Tipolitografia don Calabria, Verona, p. 555. 



«1) Do not aspire to do huge and showy things as we offer ourselves as humble 
tools in any big and difficult undertaking, so that we may not be misled by 
specious arguments.  

2) Do not precede, but follow the Providence. Let us remember our Father’s 
words: ‘Follow, do not anticipate the hour of the Lord’. So, a lot of patience, 
a lot of prayer, a lot... before the tabernacle, I clamour. Since it is the 
interests of God, since it is a supernatural work, let us not forget that these 
interests and work can never be carried out at the table or on the tram or 
in the car or the like, but only on the prie­dieu (on the knees) ‘in multa 
oration, in lacrimis, in gemitibusmultis’ without haste: because tomorrow 
(and even today) is not in our hands but in the hands of the Lord.  

3) Human Protections: “The Opera will be great when it is small, it will be rich 
when it is poor; It will have divine protection when we do not seek human 
protections and securities. These ones also we need, living among men, 
but let us learn how to wait and grasp God’s moments. Without haste; 
without anguish”. ‘Help yourself for the heaven to help you’ must be taken 
with infinite discretion by us. And when we have some good protection, let 
us learn to use it in the Lord, with every thoughtful delicacy as gifts of god, 
without fear of losing them, as long as it does not depend on us.  

4) Asking: we must feel an instinctive, a natural tendency not for asking, but 
for not asking. We must feel fatigue to do so; pray and aslo ask (not 
anything though) for advice before deciding. Let us know how to do things 
without countless things and to keep ourselves free.  

5) Racing to the millions! But it constitutes a big danger. Nothing should be 
done, when some extraordinary opportunity presents itself, without 
depending on legitimate authority. In dependence is the safety».2 

 
What is stated here, if well understood, cannot lead us to passivity or fatalism. Fr. 

Calabria supported, promoted and implemented many initiatives for the good of the 
Kingdom. He threw himself into all fields, at 360 degrees, but he always did them with 
an evangelical style and without losing sight of the fact that the first activity that we 
must administer well is the spiritual life. Without this, the action becomes profanation.  

Once we have identified an activity willed by God, we must place the person at 
the center and use the best means to achieve our goals, because God is a good Father 
and is prodigal towards his children.  
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2   Don Luigi Pedrollo, 10 giugno 1954. 
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Sources of Providence  
 
If in the so­called “heroic years” the Opera lived only depending on Providence 

bestowed by spontaneous donations, later it was the Founder himself who accepted 
different forms of production as a source of Providence. It is enough to think of the 
laboratories of Costozza, San Zeno in Monte and so on. Could the founder have 
changed the address and identity here? No, but while remaining faithful to the 
Charism, he was able to adapt to the times. In order to guarantee this, he established 
some criteria: first of all, we are made for evangelization both in old and new 
situations of poverty. Our works and activities should focus solely on this. By remaining 
faithful to this purpose, if some activities assume contribution without coercion or 
force, then this too is Providence. The important thing is that we should not reverse 
the situation in which we struggle to have economic security for our activities. We 
should not give in to the temptation of competitiveness of the modern world that 
often unfairly tends to make a clean sweep of those who can become an obstacle to 
their business. If this happens, we need to reflect on whether the time has come for 
us that business and move towards the search for new forms of poverty that no one 
wishes to take up and takes care of. If we don’t go beyond the laws of market or 
business, then we are no longer prophets and are not different from everyone else. 
Even when we adopt the tools of the science of administration, we should keep that 
spirit of supernatural faith, that spirit of service to the poor, that family spirit that 
distinguishes us and that marks our identity. If in one of our houses these aspects are 
not understood and practiced, then part of our spirit would be missing and our 
identity would remain wounded. In order to live the management and administration 
with prophetic spirit, we must carry out an intense formative activity both for our 
consecrated persons and the lay people who work in our institutes. Science alone is 
not enough; we also need a profound “administrative spirituality”.  

 
 
The propoganda 
 
We live in a world of communication. While today information is essential, our 

Founder’s principle of not accepting propaganda or thanks that would lead to that, 
remains firm. Therefore, the general Councils of the Province or Delegation are to be 
vigilant so that the various means of communication and Internet sites remain at the 
service of true information and propaganda or publicity is avoided at all costs.  
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4 - THE SUSTENANCE OF THE MISSIONS 
 
 
 
The self­sufficiency of our initiatives about which we speak, above all, in the 

Missions, is a good intuition, but be careful not to put ourselves in place of the 
Providence, otherwise “it would withdraw”. Furthermore, the idea of self­sufficiency 
could lead us to profitable activities, distancing ourselves from the poor. It is true that 
our Founder himself worked to ensure that the Providence arose in the territory in 
which a community was operating, as in Costozza, but it is also true that in the light 
of St. Paul who stimulates sharing among Christian communities, our Founder wanted 
us to live the spirit of family and sharing among various communities, having in 
ourselves the family­feeling right down to the concrete levels. Furthermore, we cannot 
become an international agency for the collections of resources to be distributed in 
our Missions. If we do not see signs of Providence, even small ones, in the area in 
which we work and operate, then we must doubt whether we are living the pure and 
genuine spirit of the Opera! In this sense, in the next few years in certain parts of the 
world the support coming from Italian benefactor should diminish (especially that 
which comes from the so­called “adoption from distance”) to make room for local 
and native ones.  

In any case, what the Constitutions say in number 20 remains as a fixed point: «If 
in the heart of the Congregation any activity arises or is entrusted to it that requires 
or possesses, for its regular functioning, some fixed material means, it is up to the 
Superior General with his Council to decide on such exceptions, in the light of the spirit 
of the Opera, which in any case has to be witnessed». On the other hand, with regard 
to requests or questions that are to be sent to the ecclesial or civil bodies in charge 
(eg: Missio, Adeveniat, private foundations, etc.) they have to receive the necessary 
guarantee and approval of the local councils (of Delegation or Province) and only 
subsequently, they can be submitted to the consideration of the General Council. The 
Congregation is equipped with bodies like local administrators (treasurers), Procura 
Missioni and the Ummi in order to represent and to follow various projects. Therefore, 
the free hitters who present themselves to institutions around the world who 
scrounge should renounce themselves.  

 



5 - THE OPERA AND THE TERRITORY  
 
 
 
As regards the territories in which we are present, we must always be careful not 

only to grasp the existing poverty, but also to send signals of awareness to local 
churches and civil society about the need of the poorest.  

From a historical point of view it can be said that, despite knowing how to adapt 
to the times, Fr. Calabria never renounced his action and the Opera to be founded on 
the base of abandonment to the Providence. The “Social State” itself is not disavowed 
by him but in certain cases, he recognized it as a means of Providence. In any case, 
the fact remains that the Opera belongs to God and it is He who guides it. The 
activities that enjoy a fixed subsidy from the state or from the bodies in charge must 
admit that the Providence exists and takes care of the needs of the poorest. Our 
houses should always have aspects that contrast with the mentality and way of 
administering of others. Let us, therefore, strive to offer the best possible service, 
because the person is and must always remain the centre of our interest. But no 
reservations, no security of any kind for tomorrow! The Providence will take care of 
our future and our security lies in abandonment in her maternal hands. We must 
never forget what our Father has established: «Don’t possess anything; live each day 
without keeping aside anything for tomorrow which the Providence will think of, as it 
thinks and provides for today».3 Therefore, what remains in our budgets, what is left 
over, must be used for the spread of the Kingdom of God and if something remains 
still, let us help the poor and other institutes with the same target and mission.  

 
At the start of each page of our budgets, these words of our Founder Fr. Calabria 

must be imprinted: «The Opera was founded without a penny»4... Because «Jesus did 
not say: without money and without means you can’t do anything, but instead: 
without me you can’t do anything. The money and the means, let them not make us 
forget the abandonment to the Divine Providence; If so, we would be the ones who 
will be abandoned».5 
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3   G. CALABRIA, Promemoria, 17 dicembre 1947, ms. Archivio Generale PSDP, Verona. 
4   G. CALABRIA, Promemoria, senza data (8375/D), ms., Archivio Generale PSDP, Verona. 
5   G. CALABRIA, a don Pietro Murari, 13 dicembre 1952, ms. Archivio Gen. PSDP, Verona. 
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6 - OVERCOMING GUARANTISM  
 
 
 
We have learned and repeat it willingly: «No good work should be left due to lack 

of means». A sacrosanct thing, because we have to go beyond human prudence. 
However, let us not fall into the trap of lightening the statement and live a guaranteed 
life for which no work is left because: “there is the provincial administrator and the 
General administrator!” It is a fact and it often happens that the Provincial/Delegation 
or the General Administrators find themselves in great and unexpected surprises.  

Faith, trust and abandonment in the Divine Providence is not a formula to apply, 
but a spirit to live. Let us overcome the temptation to transform the Charism into a 
letter or formula to be applied blindly. The Charism is life; it is a Gospel in action; it is 
faith, great faith; and therefore, even the little things should be lived and experienced 
as something great in the perspective of the Kingdom.  

Therefore, living the abandonment to the Providence needs a lot of discernments, 
prayers, advice of the wise persons and consultation with the instances of the Opera, 
holding firm the word of the Casante as the final word. That will be possible only if 
we implore the Holy Spirit who can enlighten us during our plannings, decision­
makings and evaluations, with the unique aim of remaining faithful to the pure and 
genuine spirit of the Opera. Ours is a granite program as the Gospel is. Let us live it 
fully and completely. Otherwise, if we limit ourselves to some isolated points, they 
can be misleading.  



7 - CRITERIA FOR DISCERNMENT 
AND LOYALTY TO THE CHARISM 

 
 
 
The management or the administration is only a tool to implement the great 

project of the Opera. For this reason, discernment of our activities should be done 
constantly on the basis of the following points:  

 
a) Seeking the will of God 
Abandonment to the Providence is an attitude that must be present in us even 
before we start any work, be it istitutional or personal. It is a matter of having a 
basic availability: being available to the Kingdom of God and at the service of the 
Church where humanly speaking there is nothing to expect.  
It means to be available even in the small choices and in the events of life. It is 
therefore making us available to listening and discerning God’s will to realize not 
ours but his designs and plans for his greatest glory.  
Let us learn from Jesus who has taken on human form to fulfil the will of the Father6 
up to the point of proclaiming it on the cross: “not my will, but yours be done”.7 
For Jesus, the abandonment in the hands of the Father is the alpha and the omega 
of his life. Thus, also the Christian who wants to follow the footsteps of Christ 
should not comply with the mentality of this world, but with the will of God.8 As a 
whole, as in our activities, in our personal life too we need to question and evaluate 
always whether we are in accordance with God’s will.  
 
b) Let us recover and regain the “more apostolorum” or “living like the Apostles”.  
It has been like this since the beginning of the Opera and we want it it continue. 
The missions that we opened recently, we didn’t start with pre­established 
projects, with all the necessary means and efficient equipment, but with the simple 
presence of a community that sought to live our Charism.  
The people of these places received the message and the beauty of abandonment 
to the Providence and felt themselves involved in the activities. The works and 
equipment are useful and necessary to manifest our Charism, but they come as 
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6   Gv 4, 34; Eb 10, 7. 
7   Lc 23, 46. 
8   Rm 12, 2. 



the fruit of a life deeply marked by our spirit. If “the Opera was founded without 
a penny”,9 as Fr. Calabria used to say, this signifies that it is not the means or human 
protections that count or matter.  
If we maintain faith in God and place nothing ahead of it, then we will favor and 
support the Providence. A warning that matters us the consecrated, also the lay 
people, is this: human means without the Gospel within us, do not guarantee 
faithfulness to the Charism and even lesser the stability of the works.  
 
c) Persons are the first Providence  
In the management of the works, let us not forget that we, the consecrated and 
the lay people, are the main resource, the first providence: «Dear Fr. Luigi, we have 
no resources, no stock market funds; the resources and cash funds are all us, and 
do not ever doubt that if we do well, everything will proceed to the greater glory 
of God, for the good of our souls and for the spread of the Opera...».10  
Certainly, in the management of the activities, we need to have our heads on our 
necks, but Fr. Calabria also taught us that it is not less important the charismatic 
verification or examination: «When we lack the Providence, let us examine and 
verify whether we are living the pure and genuine spirit of the Opera».11 Therefore, 
we are called to create a climate of examination also with the laity so as to see 
whether we are living the Charism, whether the activity is still in line with our 
charismatic priorities, whether our lack of humility, our sin without making 
amendments don’t become an obstacle for the Providence.  
«Extreme poverty..., an earthquake that destroys everything, an assault from 
outside enemies, are all roses and flowers; they help us well to fortify and expand 
the great Opera. The thing that can destroy it, stop it, is the lack of charity, faith in 
human protections and sin».12 «Instead of worrying, thinking and being anxious, 
first of all, let’s do our examination of conscience and see whether there is any 
obstacle to be removed, that prevents the Providence».13 
 
d) The radicality of the Gospel  
Both the laity and the consecrated let us commit ourselves to live our Calabrian 

vocation with evangelical radicality.  
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9   G. CALABRIA, Promemoria, 17 dicembre 1947, ms. Archivio Generale PSDP, Verona. 
10 G. Calabria a don L. Pedrollo, 1 agosto 1920, ms. Archivio Gen. PSDP, Verona. 
11 Delegazione Italiana (a cura di), “Miei amatissimi Fratelli”, Lettere di don G. Calabria ai suoi Religiosi, 

2001, Tipolitografia don Calabria, Verona, p. 437. 
12 G. Calabria a don Luigi Pedrollo, 1 agosto 1921, ms. Fondo “Pedrollo” Arch. Gen. PSDP, Verona. 
13 G. CALABRIA, Conferenza ai religiosi, 4 maggio 1929, ms., Arch. Gen. PSDP, Verona. 
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It is a question of accepting and living a joyful, serene and effective obedience to 
God the Father and to his meditations:  

­ In order to affirm with the life that is beautiful, depending on God as “minor 
children”, who are not self­sufficient, who let themselves be conditioned by the 
project He has for us, does not mortify our personality at all, being available 
and capable of giving up personalistic projects even if they are excellent in 
themselves;  

­ in order to show that living abandonment means surrendering oneself totally 
into the hands of the Providence, accepting to be merely free and responsible 
instruments for the fulfilment of his plans;  

­ in order to renounce the ever lurking temptation to present ourselves as 
masters of the activities and not as servants, let us remember that what we are 
called to manage and administer we have received them freely and we have 
the responsibility to distribute them freely: “freely you have received, freely 
give”. Let us also be clear that in general these goods come from the poor for 
the other poor.  

 
e) Serving the poorest 
If we fail to comply with this imperative, it is inevitable that we would turn out 
to be managers of activities which is not according to our spirit and the activities 
will become more and more ours and not God’s. In this regard, I recall what our 
Constitutions affiram at number 19: «The Poor Servant’s special apostolic 
vocation leads him to a continual search and option for the most needy: the 
outcasts, the weak, the sick, the marginalized, the abandoned, those who lack 
the light of faith or those who live in ignorance and disordered moral life through 
the rejection of God’s love, the victims of oppression and misery. Therefore, our 
religious will regard these children of God as the precious gems and wealth of 
the Congregation, and they will dedicate themselves totally to them because this 
is the area of work that God has assigned them». Let us remember that the poor 
are our wealth and the Providence will manifest itself, if we remain faithful to 
their service.  
 
f) The Casante  
Even with the creation of the Provinces and perhaps even more, the Casante will 
remain the charismatic figure capable of saying the definitive word on issues 
concerning the spirit of the Opera. For that matter, countless quotations of Fr. 
Calabria, I can give you. Here just one is enough: «May you have the utmost 
confidence in the “Casante” of the Opera now and in the future. This thing is so 
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important for our spiritual advancement and for the growth and development of 
the Opera itself. The Casante represents God for you, and is the authentic 
interpreter of the divine will and of the pure and genuine spirit that must animate 
the Opera».14 
 
g) The importance of the local community 
I believe that what has been said so far is of primary importance, but it seems to 
me essential as well to pause and reflect on the importance given to the local 
communities as guarantors of the Charism.  
The economic aspect affects both positively and negatively the life and identity of 
the Community as well as the activity. It seems to me that in some situations we 
have placed ourselves on our own: the superior thinks of spiritual things, the 
administrator, the material things and thus, everyone goes ahead on one’s own. 
Instead, between the two, there must be great communion and collaboration while 
respecting their own sphere. This also applies to the Councils (Delegation, Provincal 
and General). They are diverse functions but are related to the one and the only 
body, that is the Opera. It is this body that must be affirmed and stressed, and not 
the individual sectors that make it up, which if stressed so much can risk to turn 
into some miserable “operettas” of someone.  
Only, like this, we will be able to come true the wish of Fr. Calabria: «Apostolic 
priests and apostolic brothers, full of faith and filial abandonment to God, will 
undoubtedly be generators of many good works as much as the need of the 
present society demands, so much trusting in the Providence so as to amaze the 
world. Forgive me for the expression! It came out of my heart spontaneously. 
God is and will be with us; the Opera belongs entirely to him» (My beloved 
brothers, p. 438). 
 
I finish with some hints to the mysticism of Fr. Calabria. One day during a period 

of crisis in the Congregation, Fr. Calabria taken by discouragement, wondered whether 
he should change the lifestyle or despite the situation, he should continue to trust 
totally in the provident God. Jesus replied him: «stay calm, stay quiet, stay secure and 
carry on reflecting on your nothingness, miseries and sins that I have forgiven you so 
that you may always remain humble and not proud and only to me, you may owe 
honour and glory, thinking that I choose for my works the weak and imperfect things, 
the things that are not to confuse what they are...!  

14 Delegazione Italiana (a cura di), “Miei amatissimi Fratelli”, Lettere di don G. Calabria ai suoi Religiosi, 
2001, Tipolitografia don Calabria, Verona, p. 589. 



Let the Providence be the object of our conversations, of our discourses and as one 
who embraces a state, a vocation, a profession often speaks of one’s own profession, 
let us often speak of God and of the Divine Providence.  

“Speak, speak”, it seems that the Lord is telling me, ‘of my Providence and go 
ahead; do not fear the trials, the difficulties because these, when they are sent by me 
and not caused by you, serve admirably to make more evident this attribute of mine; 
you continue your way in my trials and in silence, in prayer show me your needs; tell 
me your needs that know, and do not fear that at the right time I would come to your 
aid. I only recommend to you (I remind you), rags, clay the great solicitude in seeking 
my Kingdom. And for temporal things, follow the ordinary way without anguish, 
without anxieties, with living faith in Me. Otherwise, how can you say and call 
yourselves children of Providence and show this attribute of mine that I want to make 
known to the world through you?».15 
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15 G. CALABRIA, Conferenza ai Religiosi, Pentecoste, 24 maggio 1931, ms. Archivio Generale PSDP, Verona.



CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
What is written here, perhaps, will not solve all the practical problems in which 

we are inserted and which at times take away our sleep as well. Certainly, these 
reflections will not improve our budgets... However, I hope that they will descend into 
your hearts and they will be read with a spirit of faith. We all know, the Lord Jesus 
told us and our Founder experienced it first­hand, that a grain of faith can move 
mountains. May it be so for too: may our faith, trust in the Divine Providence fill the 
valleys of our fears and level the mountains of our doubts!  

 
May Mary Most Holy, the Immaculate, the Purest Mother of Providence put in our 

hearts the ardent desire to serve her Son, and increase in us the passion for the service 
of the Kingdom that is to come.  

 
In Christ Jesus,  
 

WALDEMAR J. LONGO 
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