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Secular Priests in Common Life

Romano Altobelli, C.PP.S.

INTRODUCTION

In this presentation I intend to return to the origins
of our Congregation: an institution of secular priests
joined in community.

I am dividing the work into two parts and I will let
the documents lead us by the hand. One goes back to the
beginnings in order to know them. This knowledge
should help us discern what ought to be done today and
what style of life to adopt on the personal and communi-
ty levels.

In the first part I will treat the need that St. Gaspar
felt to unite priests in community. The reform was
urgent because the historical situations of the clergy and
of the people called for it. 

In the second part I will focus on the community life
of these priests who were united without the bond of
vows. In particular, I will discuss how community life is
conceived and organized in the Rule of 1841 and how it
is understood and lived concretely in light of other docu-
ments dealing with the history of the Congregation.

Our general archives are a source where one can
find many documents on our topic. We will be using only
some, enough to affirm with precision that St. Gaspar
intended to found a Congregation of “secular priests in
common life.”
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THE NEED TO GATHER THE SECULAR CLERGY
IN COMMUNITY

The Secular Clergy from the Second Half of the
1700s to the Foundation of the Congregation

The general situation of this historical period is not
one of the most consoling: general decadence, enormous
difficulties, and unbelievable moral, social, and religious
conditions.

In spite of everything the Church in this period has
a multitude of saints: among others, our founder with
his first companions, Vincenzo Pallotti and Vincenzo
Strambi.

Writing about our saints, Giuseppe De Luca, a
Roman priest who died in 1962, describes this period
well:

[Our saints] had gone through infancy and ado-
lescence—to one degree or another—amid inva-
sions, deportations, revolutions, agitation in the
city and the country, hurricanes of blasphemy
and dishonor of every sort, storms of immorali-
ty and derision, of disgusting cynicism and
noisy fanaticism. God alone knows if and how
they were able to study as boys and then as
young men. Around their defenseless purity,
the bad examples closed in like legion, to use
the terms with which the Gospel defines the
filthy herd.1

The situation of the clergy obviously left much to be
desired. 

I will stop briefly here to show how opportune was
St. Gaspar’s idea to unite secular priests in community
and to show that the plans of men of God are always
anchored in reality, motivated by needs emerging from
concrete situations.

We can say that the conditions of the clergy at this
time were quite bad, perhaps even disastrous from a
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vocational, spiritual, moral, cultural and apostolic point
of view.

In general, all of religious life is in decline, even
though the number of clergy is abundant. Many, howev-
er, have entered the clerical state for reasons not conso-
nant with priestly ideals.

In the second half of the 18th century we find
ourselves before a profound decline of the Spirit
and of religious life. There was no lack of clerics
and religious: there was even an excess. Many,
however, having entered the clerical state with-
out a vocation, only to keep the income from
some benefice for the family, were leading a
worldly life. We have at that time the figure of
the “gallant abbot”: lazy, obsequious, talkative,
intriguing, defamer of his confreres and of the
institutions themselves.2

The Conditions of the Clergy in the 19th Century
The 19th century is the heir of the altogether
dissolute work of more than four centuries of
history and is above all the ‘executor of the will’
of the Enlightenment and of the French
Revolution.3

The clergy were also influenced by these ideas with
negative moral and spiritual repercussions. A culture
without faith led it to unsustainable situations, contrary
to priestly life and mission.

The moral level was very low in every class of per-
sons, including the clergy. On August 27, 1815, the
papal delegate of Benevento censures the moral and
social situation in a letter:

I was sent into a forest more of untamed beasts
than of reasonable men. . . The sixth command-
ment is not very well known here; and here, to
my displeasure one has to say, that
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unfortunately the ecclesiastical ranks are
tinged with this sin, with public scandal both in
the city and in the duchy. Here there is public
concubinage, here endless blasphemy. . . What
hurts me worst is to see that fanatic priests and
many secular ones. . . are those who continue to
offend here, who unfortunately for weakness or
for need have abandoned themselves to usurpa-
tion. . .4

Gaspar del Bufalo was aware of the situation in gen-
eral and of the clergy in particular. During his years in
prison at Imola he wrote a sad letter in 1813 to Msgr.
Ginnasi, in which he makes the Church speak as a
mother to the clergy:

My son. . . I ask you to have mercy on me so that
the spiritual weapons with which I have armed
you for your own good and your own use, as well
as for your neighbor’s, be not turned against me
by you, nor against yourself, comporting your-
self in such a way that what should serve as an
occasion or means of being more grateful, more
humble and more mortified, be for you, by your
own guilt, an occasion of being less mortified,
more liberal, more proud.5

Gaspar was aware of this miserable situation of the
clergy: “The clergy, alas, what great need there is among
them for both learning and holiness!”6

Even the prelates were involved, and their behavior
was pointed out by the seculars, who even printed sheets
in which certain entertainments are described in detail,
with the names of prelates.7

“The Lord is not happy with his sacred ministers.
Ordinations are accelerating too much: the clergy, in
general, is not formed in the life of the Spirit.”8
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Uniting the Clergy in Community 
St. Gaspar addresses this situation. He founds the

Congregation.
Here is the work of the clergy which will remove
laziness, promote the mind and learning, and
revive the idea of the early times of the Church,
in which we find the clergy united only to com-
municate the spirit of fervor and zeal for the
greater glory of God.9

How important to support our mission hous-
es, in order to shake out of inertia, to accredit
the ecclesiastics with the people, to detach them
from the love of relatives and of things, and
from laziness.10

Gaspar describes clearly the negative situation
existing among the clergy in the “Petition and Rescript”
addressed to Pius VII, for opening the house of San
Felice. In it we see also the enthusiasm of the people in
requesting the holy missions. This apostolate “animates
many secular priests.” “It is good to cultivate their zeal”
because the restoration of the religious orders, and espe-
cially the Jesuits, “is coming to mean a lack of many
occasions, of many means of exercising the apostolate
and they would easily fall back into inertia and igno-
rance.”11

We want to emphasize the last words, inertia and
ignorance, because it is evident that the clergy are inert
and ignorant. They do not devote themselves to the min-
istry; therefore they are not stimulated and motivated to
become educated, to be formed spiritually. Inertia and
ignorance sufficiently and realistically describe the char-
acter of the clergy in this period.

With the Institute, Gaspar resolves the problem.

The Congregation Really Unites Secular Priests
into Community under the Same Rule

From 1815 to 1820 the members at San Felice lived
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with the Rule of the “Gospel Workers” (Operai
Evangelici)12 founded by Don Gaetano Bonnani in 1813.
He was open to community life. Fr. Giovanni Merlini, in
his history of the Congregation and the house of San
Felice, writes:13

Until 1820 we did not live with a special rule in
form, like that of today, but we continued to
have discussions about rules, our experience,
and the spirit of the Institute as the opportuni-
ty presented, and we were writing some rules
that could be adapted to an Institute of secular
priests.14

The Congregation therefore is for secular priests.
The history of the origins notes clearly the move-

ment of the Gospel Workers15 composed of priests of the
secular clergy: Bonanni, Santelli, Gonnelli, Giampedi,
Locatelli, Odescalchi, and in 1814, also Canon del
Bufalo. The purpose of this “Holy League” was the pop-
ular missions.

When Gaspar opens the first house of the
Congregation at San Felice di Giano he uses some of
these Gospel Workers, Fr. Gaetano Bonanni and Fr.
Adriano Giampedi.a

Later it is always secular priests who join the
Congregation. Many of these do not wish to be subjected
to the rules of Canon del Bufalo and say: “But what
rule?. . . I want to do what I wish.”16

Merlini responds:
But one who did not like that method could say:
this life is not suitable for me and could leave

aThe third companion is Fr. Vincenzo Tani, who had been
among the “Signori della Missione,” but had to leave them for
health reasons. Of the three, he is the only one who remained
in the Institute. Bonanni was consecrated Bishop of Norcia;
Giampedi returned to Rome.
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with more dignity; so much more so since nei-
ther vow nor obedience held him. . . . If all who
entered had persevered, we would have in the
Institute, today in 1832, more than 300 individ-
uals. We are happy to have only a few, but they
have a single heart, a single will.17

That is how these priests united in a Congregation
have to live: one heart and one will, also at the cost of
being reduced to few members. “Whoever enters in com-
munity is placed under one administration, which is pre-
cisely the Rule and the general and local superior.”18

In 1820 Gaspar del Bufalo dictates “some rules” to
Don Francesco Pierantoni19 which were then printed in
the same year with the title, Regolamento per erigere le
Case di Missione ed Esercizi spirituali e Avvisi spirituali
per i missionari dell'Arciconfraternita del Preziosissimo
Sangue di N.S.G.C ‘Rule for Erecting Mission and
Retreat Houses and Spiritual Counsels for the
Missionaries of the Archconfraternity of the Most
Precious Blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ.’20 In these
rules he begins to delineate a clear identity for our
Congregation, spiritual, apostolic, and communitarian.

At the beginning of the Congregation, the mission-
aries were secular clergy who lived a common life. The
Regolamento affirms: “Mission and retreat houses are
erected in the various provinces or dioceses for the secu-
lar clergy;”21 in the Avvisi spirituali it is said that the
Missionaries will gather together, at a time to be estab-
lished, for mental prayer, for spiritual conferences, for
the examination of conscience, for the monthly retreat,
for the spiritual exercises; “the order of the community”
is not to be disturbed and “Omnia honeste et secundum
ordinem fiant”b as Paul says in 1 Cor 14, 40.

Because everything is to be carried out in an 

bEmphasis is mine.
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orderly way in community, the Regolamenti contain the
list of offices of the community: the superior, the director
of missions, the director of the exercises, the secretary
archivist, the vice-superior, and the treasurer. All of
these offices are necessary or useful for the good of the
community and of the individual members. In fact,
regarding the superior one reads: 

There is to be a local superior in each house, to
whom all must lend their obedience and who
will have responsibility for the progress of the
work and of each individual entrusted to his
prudent care. 

The treasurer (economo) is to render an
account to the community meeting (congressus):
“There is to be a treasurer who will have tem-
poral governance of the house and each month
he will give a financial report in the meeting.”22

The First Meeting (Congressus) of the House in
Pievetorina

These rules, then, are elucidated in the first meeting
held on June 7, 1820, at the house in Pievetorina with
the first seven Missionaries. The minutes state the
names of those present and their respective offices: D.
Gaspar del Bufalo, director general; D. Biagio Valentini,
superior; D. Luigi Moscatelli, secretary; D. Luigi
Gonnelli, economo; D. Antonio Caccia, Missionary; D.
Francesco Maria Pierantoni, Missionary; D. Innocenzo
Betti, Missionary.23

We have reported the names of the Missionaries
present at the first meeting of the Congregation to
emphasize that already in that year there was a clear
identity. In this meeting were given “clarifications of the
counsels and printed rules”24 to make clear the life of the
Community.



47ROMANO ALTOBELLI, C.PP.S.

The Transunto
In 1821 each community had the Transunto (literal-

ly, “Summary”), composed by Don Biagio Valentini and
Don Giovanni Merlini at Gaspar’s direction. He himself
examined the document. The Transunto is the first
organic rule of the Missionaries of the Precious Blood. It
remained valid until the Rule was approved by Pope
Gregory XVI in 1841. This document is important
because it traces clearly the identity of the
Congregation, which from this point is distinguished
from the Gospel Workers of Bonnani.25

The Transunto details the organization of the com-
munity. Each missionary had to participate in the com-
mon prayers, in meals and recreation taken together,
and in spiritual conferences.

Beyond the offices of superior and the others, neces-
sary for the smooth functioning of the community as in
the printed rules, which we have discussed above, there
is also the figure of the president (presidente). This per-
son “will be in charge, as one more experienced, of the
exact observance of the rules and of good order, admon-
ishing when there are recurring problems.” When there
are vacant offices, he himself will undertake them until
they are filled, “in order that the observance not suf-
fer.”26 In a community there should be no fewer than
three members.

A key feature of the community is the meeting, the
soul of the community and the source of decisions. No. 34
states: 

In order that everything proceed in good har-
mony, there is to be a meeting of the
Missionaries each month, and more often, if it is
deemed opportune, where they will discuss the
good progress of the pious works and whatever
else is necessary, in order that no individual
can make a decision in a matter.

This last phrase was added in St. Gaspar’s 
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handwriting; he makes it understood how important it is
that living in community not depend on individual judg-
ment but on making decisions together.

Living in community is not just any kind of living
together: one must take into account the individual
members with the meeting, the Rule, but above all with
what no. 44 says: “One is, in the end, to exercise charity
with all; and this is to be considered as the true bond of
perfection.”

Living in the Congregation obliges each individual
to these rules. Each will have a copy of them and they
will be read each month in the meeting. “The one who
will not accommodate himself to the rules has the liber-
ty of living in his own house, being able in the mean-
while, if he so wishes, to assist the holy missions.” (n. 45)

In 1824 the boarding school (convitto) is established
at San Felice, with 12 young men,27 in order to prepare
stable priests in the Congregation. Young men were
accepted in the clerical boarding school. Some persevere
in the Institute and others return to their homes, after
having been “trained in the ministry” as an 

instrument of the glory of God. Since [continues
Merlini] experience showed that those not
called to community life have difficulty adapt-
ing to it, and more often turn out to be trouble
rather than relief. . . it was decided that only
those would be accepted who had intentions to
persevere in the Institute.28

According to Merlini’s testimony, both written and
in actual practice, it turns out that the Congregation is
for secular priests, but united in community, with a sin-
gle heart, a single will, and with the intention of remain-
ing and persevering in it. 

In a petition to Leo XII on “The Work”c (July 1835)
Gaspar states that the Lord, in order 

. . . to check the torrent of iniquity and to



49ROMANO ALTOBELLI, C.PP.S.

straighten the heart of man [raises up an effica-
cious means] in the foundation of more houses
of mission and spiritual exercises for the secular
clergy, so as to revive in them decorum, for
example, study, and holiness, similar to the
spirit of the ancient discipline in which living
together was inculcated in the clergy.29

In the petition to Pius VIII (1829) Gaspar, recalling
that Pius VII wanted the ecclesiastics to dedicate them-
selves to the ministry of the holy missions and spiritual
exercises, and that, in fact, residences had already been
opened for this purpose, states that Pius VII “did not
wish to have an Institute with vows since the Society
would be directed to the clergy and for the clergy.”30

The proofs of what we have been stating as funda-
mental in the Congregation are innumerable. In our
general archives there are manuscripts of Missionaries
presented to clarify some points relative to the Rule on
the occasion of its approval.31

Three of these attest clearly that the Missionaries
had no doubts about the purpose of the founder and the
method of life in the Congregation.

. . . the members composing the Congregation of
the Most Precious Blood are secular ecclesias-
tics, that their purpose is directed to the obser-
vance of the canonical laws and the care of souls
and that, finally, they are united to a life of com-
munity without any bond of vow and they come
to know immediately, that it was never in the
mind of the Pious Institute to form an order of
clerks regular, but that it proposes to promote
the discipline and decorum of secular priests,

cSt. Gaspar often referred to the Congregation as simply
“The Work.”
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who are not called to vows, to animate zeal in
the works of sacred ministry, and in particular
the holy missions and spiritual exercises. . . And
this is the first, only and simple design that the
immortal Pius VII wanted carried out.32

The emphases are ours, because we want to high-
light the community life without vows, the intention of
St. Gaspar not to found a religious order in the strict
sense, the design described with the characteristics of
being the “first” and the “only,” and the “simple” one.
These three adjectives are unambiguous and dissipate
the slightest doubt.

The founder of this Congregation, not consid-
ering the special form of regular orders. . . and
other congregations obligated to vows, intended
to join the secular clergy together according to
canonical institutions, and to life in community,
so that, renouncing their own comforts and use-
less relationships, they would devote them-
selves to withdrawal, recollection, prayer, study;
and that they could then develop with maturity
for the apostolic ministry. . .

Therefore. . . he did not want to add other
bonds and special precepts other than those
uniquely tending toward forming a single heart
and a single soul (Acts 4) in the association of
simple ecclesiastics. . .33

Also in these “reflections” we stress the negative
dimension, that Gaspar was departing from secular
orders, and he was also not considering “other congrega-
tions obligated by vows.” This specification is important
so as not to be confused with apostolic congregations of
active life which have vows. The positive aspect is the
purpose of community life: through the renunciation of
one’s own comfort and useless relationships, that one
devote himself to withdrawal, recollection, prayer, and
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study so that one might dedicate himself to the ministry
with “maturity” and to forming only “one heart” and “one
soul.” The fundamental purpose of the community and
its founding cause is communion. We could state that
here we find what St. Gaspar himself said: “The friars
make the vows and my Missionaries observe them.” It is
the spirit of the Gospel counsels that interests the
founder: a spirit felt and lived. It is communion created
in community that Gaspar has in mind, and he wants
the secular clergy to reach it: for this “he intended to
gather them together.”

Gathering together the secular clergy in the
form of the canonical institutions and to com-
munity life, so that they can more freely dedi-
cate themselves to retirement/withdrawal, rec-
ollection, prayer, study and therefore to be pre-
pared with maturity for the preaching of the
Word of God and the administration of the
sacraments; this is the purpose of the
Congregation and among the works of ministry
he proposes giving the missions according to the
requests of bishops and also the spiritual exer-
cises, not less to the people than to the clergy
and different classes and communities; and
finally internally in the mission houses, where,
in a place set aside, they receive any man of any
class who wishes for a given space (of time to
dedicate himself to it).34

Like the preceding text, this one emphasizes the life
of community: retirement, recollection, prayer, and
study, but with an important nuance: in order to dedi-
cate oneself more freely and therefore with maturity
give oneself to the preaching of the Word of God. Here is
the ministry of the Word which springs from a commu-
nity life lived together, which matures through retire-
ment, recollection, prayer, and study. The ministry of
the Word exercised especially with missions and 
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d It seems good for us to insert also the thinking of Fr. G.
Quattrino on this topic of community, because he was a
Missionary who faithfully lived and interpreted the life and
idea of the founder and of Merlini. He spent his entire life for 
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up a burden rather than relief. It has also often
been observed that those who have been called
have lost their vocations on account of those
who were not called to this life. At present we
decided to accept only those who intended to
persevere in the Institute.53

The Little Things of Community Life
During the first meeting of Pievetorina, signed by

St. Gaspar and his Council, some clarifications are made
regarding the Spiritual Notices for the Missionaries
(printed in 1820, before this meeting of June 7, 1820) the
first written norms to be drafted. The first 24 numbers
treat the spiritual life, how it must be carried out during
the day, etc.

In the “Instructions on the temporal” at n.1, we
should note the attention given to the person, the sense
of justice which lovingly gives each one whatever is nec-
essary, without reducing everyone to the same level: 

Every individual who might receive commis-
sions for Masses to be celebrated will refer the
benefactor to the local superior, and these Mass
offerings will be kept in a book with the respec-
tive headings. The superior will then be watch-
ful to keep a methodical order to distribute to
the individuals; so that if among these someone
especially needy is recognized, that one will be
regarded with special charity in the disposition
of alms, which can be greater than the usual.54

Gaspar indicates other small, but important atten-
tions to observe in the relationships among missionaries
in the Circular Letter of 1825, which he sent to all the
houses with the obligation to copy it into the book of
written minutes of the meetings and read it once a
month for the entire year. That letter is of great value
because it is one of those which was used in writing the
definitive Rule.



70 C.PP.S. HERITAGE I: HISTORICAL STUDIES

It is divided in 22 points. At numbers 2, 3, 7 and 22,
we read what interests us at this time:
2. In this circumstance (study conferences) one propos-

es and responds without fire, rather with using civil,
prudent, humble terms.

3. Among the Missionaries there are never to be con-
tests, jealousies, spite, jokes with sharp witticisms,
and expressions that discourage the companions,
and that disturb the peace and equilibrium of one of
them. These should be kept far from our usual recre-
ations according to the Rule, at which each one will
always have to be present, except for a plausible
motive to be manifested to the leader. Vos estis sal
terrae—vos estis lux mundi ‘You are the salt of the
earth—you are the light of the world.’ Great words
especially for us! Faulty natures and difficult char-
acters must be corrected with the continuous exer-
cise of virtue. This must be the study of a mission-
ary, this of a lay brother, so that it can truly be said
among us—ecce quam bonum et quam iucundum
habitare fratres in unum 'behold how good and how
pleasant that brothers dwell in unity.’

7. Let there be a worthy respect among the
Missionaries so that their behavior might conform;
they will always use “lei” among themselves, and
with the lay brothers “voi.” That will avert any
excessive familiarity and confidence; but since when
meeting each other they must consider all as broth-
ers united by vocation and spirit any partiality and
distinction is forbidden, except that of positions and
offices, in accord with the Rule, and except that
mutual veneration and esteem with which we must
approach each other Honore invicem prevenientes
‘coming before one another with honor.’

22. Finally no one is to judge himself beyond that to
which the responsibility assigned him authorizes,
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reserving himself to expressing his feeling as need-
ed in the meetings; and if it should be necessary to
make up for an instruction of a companion, with
charity and respect remind him of what might be
necessary, and thus the bond of love in Jesus Christ
may be preserved.55

We highlight what establishes a healthy relation-
ship with the others in community:
• responding calmly, using civil, prudent, humble

expressions;
• there are never to be contests, jealousies, spite,

jokes with sharp witticisms, and expressions that
discourage the companions, and that disturb the
peace and equilibrium of one of them;

• each person has his faults and one’s own difficult
characteristics should be corrected;

• respect among the Missionaries and the brothers; no
excessive familiarity and secrecy; no partiality; ven-
eration and esteem that allow approaching each
other in goodness;

• not to assume more than what is established by
those in authority; express one’s own opinion as
needed and in the meetings, charitably remind
someone who falls short in his duty, preserving the
bond of love;

• all of this permits saying truthfully: it is a good and
joyful thing for brothers to live in unity!
St. Gaspar does not tire of encouraging reflection on

these realities of common life for the Missionaries who
devote themselves to spiritual exercises annually. He
knows men and knows how many difficulties arise when
more persons live together, therefore he says:

. . . infirmities are cared for with the oil of meek-
ness. . . It is neither the walls or the combina-
tion of persons that make us better, but the vic-
tory over our self-love.56
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There is much left to do for oneself and for
the Community. . . . The minister. . . tries to
build up his Confreres of the Community, espe-
cially where he lives. Each is to examine his
personal conduct compared to our. . . holy har-
mony and unity of spirit.57

Let the Spirit be uniform in all, the will in
agreement. . .58

Therefore I am not in the Institute to operate
according to my way of thinking. . .59

The practical suggestions that Gaspar gives the
superiors in the “instructions” of the first letter for keep-
ing the Community united and advancing it with the
progress of individuals, are interesting.

Let those who give orders learn how to serve.
They should rule their confreres by exhortation
rather than by command. In example, prayer,
and charity, let them excel above all others, joy-
fully and promptly administering to the needs
of all.
It is the profile of a superior.
He recommends to all:
Always show prudence, polite manners, and a
well-ordered courtesy toward each other.60

All the written minutes of these meetings prove that
these community concerns were present in practical life,
also after the death of the founder. We will report the
testimony of only two meetings for the visits held at S.
Maria in Trivio (Rome) on May 25, 1875 and January 30,
1882 by Fr. Enrico Rizzoli:

. . . even if the observance of our Rule cannot be
called neglected, still it is not wholly conformed
to the Rule so as not to have to express any
desires regarding it; and it would be in a more
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attentive readiness to appear for common acts,
. . . in the scrupulous diligence to follow the
schedule and in the study of very gentle and
courteous manners. . .61

Even though harmony reigns in the house,
and there are no disagreements, it will, howev-
er, be useful to remind everyone that an equali-
ty of affection with all, as well as behaviors, is
to be desired, as St. Paul wishes, mutually cour-
teous and anticipatory.62

For St. Gaspar, the communication of ideas is
important for relationships with others in community. If
there should be a difference in thinking, this is not a
problem, because such difference can be compatible with
harmony. This comes out very clearly in the whole ques-
tion that occurred with Fr. Innocenzo Betti about the
habit of the brothers.

I have received your letter of April l. I thank you
for writing to me when you have the opportuni-
ty. It does not upset me; rather, I thank God for
it. However, I do not think that I should refrain
from expressing the ideas that I have, even
though they may not agree entirely with yours,
except in what is substantial. Our holy union
and concord in the Lord is not altered in the
least by this.63

Here is the method he suggestions in misunder-
standings:

You say: do we not understand each other any-
more? Could all this be something permitted by
God? Let us do everything with prayer. As for
me, I shall adhere to this method: Pray, explain,
communicate ideas; and, in case of doubt,
adhere to the decision of the one who is pre-
sumed to have those helps of God without which
we could only end up with confusion. . . If,



74 C.PP.S. HERITAGE I: HISTORICAL STUDIES

indeed, we may not agree in all of our opinions
on matters that do not affect the basic rules,
what does that matter? Should we be upset? No.
Let us say:. . .  should I then say no more? Not
at all. Let us explain our position, let us pray,
and that is how we will make progress. Even
when I was in disagreement on accidental
things with the first members of our group, I
nevertheless accepted the plurality of opinions
expressed and I still went forward: no ascetical
person could object to such principles of proce-
dure. Ordinarily, ex me nulla decido ‘I decide
nothing by myself.’ I do recognize and I do
repeat that the communication of ideas is very
beneficial.64

Gaspar’s concern is not to split unity, not to lose the
esteem and respect of the other; that things would be
discussed peacefully, without agitation; that others are
also capable of counsel and of prayer. He does not doubt
the good faith of Betti: “the great veil is in the intellect,
therefore not doubting the uprightness of heart.”65

Even when he sees that dialog cannot go further, he
is clear and hard, but impelled by love. Thus he closes a
letter, again to Betti:

May peace and concord reign in us; and since
you stated that you have suffered anguish
because of me, do not have any doubts, you will
not receive any more letters from me, for, I
repeat, they are useless. By different roads, we
shall see each other again in Paradise.66

For Gaspar, his house is the common life.
Answering Betti who told him he was preparing an
apartment for his going to Benevento, he states: “You
say that you are preparing living quarters for me.
Palatium meum Vita Communis, secus nihil mihi sapit
‘My palace is community life, otherwise nothing gives
me pleasure.’”67
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These worries about attention and, I would say,
about delicacy of community life have always been pres-
ent in the Congregation, up to our times. Here is the
warm word, insistent and sometimes also forceful, of Fr.
Giuseppe Quattrino, addressed to the Missionaries in
his annual letters for the spiritual exercises. He is faith-
ful to the fundamental teachings of St. Gaspar and
Merlini; he is an attentive translator and interpreter.

We must recognize that the life of the Institute,
as it was conceived by the founder, bears a spe-
cial accent of charity. Charity, he reminds us,
flowers from mutual respect, from mutual
understanding, mutual tolerance. We cannot
expect the comprehension of others and refuse
to give ours. . . .

We must admit with bitterness that where
there is no charity, there is not the Lord. And it
is not difficult to understand. Division, discord,
murmuring, intrigue exclude God and prejudice
our ministry. If, instead, we know how to live in
charity, we will take giant steps in the interior
life and in the progress of the Institute….

We are all called to make the atmosphere of
our houses ever warmer with inexhaustible dili-
gent acts of charity.68

The primary attitude that must flourish among
Missionaries is “concord.” (cf. Praxis art. 9, of the Rule).
He meditates on it in a circular for the exercises of 1959.
For him peace is the soul of the Community, which is
composed of human, broken persons, with their own pre-
rogatives, but also united among themselves sincerely.

Peace signifies union of hearts, and therefore
union of will, because the heart, deep down, is
only the symbol of the affections, desires, lean-
ings that belong to the will.

But it is not enough to unite hearts and the
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will among themselves to have peace; it is nec-
essary that such a union happens with the legit-
imate authority.
He invites the Missionaries not to focus on the

defects of others, of the superiors, but on the gifts, the
merits, their good will, their dedication, their constant
work. And almost shouting, he says:

Why is it so easy for us to point out the defects
and so hard to recognize the merits?
And he continues:
Peace is marvelous! Its beauty lies in the fact
that, even while everyone retains their own per-
sonality with prerogatives, tendencies, different
attitudes, it unites the will and the hearts
around authority, for a common end, as hap-
pens in a splendid symphony generated by the
sound of different instruments. . . Peace in
what’s good breaks any coalition of evil, because
the latter already carries in itself the germ of
dissolution.69

It would be interesting and life-giving to do a study
on community spirituality in the Congregation through
the writings of other Missionaries, superiors and non-
superiors of all the provinces. It would be a verification
as to how the spiritual yearning of St. Gaspar has been
received and lived in one of its basic values.

Interior Life—Prayer
The common life is animated by prayer and by the

interior life, which are also means that lead toward
bringing it about.

According to St. Gaspar the Community is founded
on persons, if they are filled with God and balanced, the
Community will also be true and in communion. He is
very insistent that each year the spiritual exercises are
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made and there be a spiritual retreat day each month.
They are two means for growth in the spiritual life, of
evaluation of one’s life. He says that the Ignatian
method must be followed. The director “will study the
book of the Exercises of St. Ignatius very much, where
many documents are found for the one who directs
them.”70

He himself wrote the method to be followed for the
spiritual exercises required by the Rule.71 He indicates
the topics to be treated. After the “duties of a Missionary
regarding his own sanctification and means to attain
it. . . ,” immediately in second place he puts: “Duties of a
Missionary regarding the companions and lay brothers,
and how reciprocal edification in Community must be
promoted.”

Then, among other topics regarding the ministry, he
says that “he is to speak. . . about abnegation of our-
selves, love for suffering, the spirit of prayer, humility,
and obedience, without which the holy ministry entrust-
ed to us by God will never be well regulated. . . .”

For the seminarians he assigns as a second topic:
“Duties of a seminarian in relation to the community in
which he lives, and how the Rule is the means with
which to build it.”72

In the “instructions” to the first letter for the exer-
cises he exhorts to prayer, to contemplation and to the
apostolate: “Love to talk with God. Be an apostle while
working in the missions and a contemplative at home,
but be this in accordance with the Rule.”73

The exercises are: “. . .days that are blessed by God
who speaks to the heart in a special way. He wants to
purify and free it from every bond and raise it to lofty
aspirations of sanctity. . .”74

The Institute provides the means to strengthen
virtue.

. . . withdrawal from the world, recollection,
silence, examination of conscience, and all the
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other means enumerated in our ‘Practices.’
These means, indeed, do develop a strengthen-
ing of the Spirit and the progress to be made in
reaching perfection!. . . This interior cultivation
of the Spirit lays the foundation for the exterior
life of the ministry. We are ordained to perform
duties towards God, towards our Society, and
towards our neighbor.75

Prayer is the cornerstone of life and the condition for
a fruitful apostolate. It is to be put in first place; only
after this, should one dedicate oneself to the ministry:

Since the apostles in imitation of their divine
Master first spend time in prayer, and then, in
the Sacred Ministry of the Word—nos vero ora-
tioni, et ministerio verbi instantes erimus—often
stopping external actions to withdraw to retreat
alone and only with God, so must it be upon the
conscience of those who guard observance, that
the monthly retreat according to the Rule be
unfailingly carried out.76

Here we insist again on withdrawal as the oppor-
tune moment to listen to God, dialog with God. Every
superior has to make it a matter of conscience so that
every Missionary devote himself to it monthly. In the
meeting of his visit of S. Maria in Trivio, January 30,
1881, there was the same concern: “The monthly retreat
. . .  it is good to remind each one to make one, since it is
a practice of much spiritual profit.”77

During the meeting of May 5, 1875 “the more
earnest observance of silence” is recommended.

In his collection of letters, St. Gaspar does nothing
but recall things very important to the individual mis-
sionaries.

Assiduous prayer will be the principal support
for all of our houses.78

. . .do not neglect your day of recollection
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called for by the rule, to gently recall to your
spirit that “exercebar et scopebam spiritum
meum” ‘I was exercising and testing my spirit.’
Oh, my beloved, how sweet God's voice sounds
to our hearts in silence and withdrawal! That is
when we are enkindled with warm charity, and,
having a great love for God, our words then
become like arrows shot into the hearts of our
listeners.79

Silence is held in great consideration not only dur-
ing the spiritual exercises and retreats, but also daily at
home. To the same Silvestri who had asked to have a
harpsichord in the house of the Missionaries, St. Gaspar
answered:

. . . As a matter of principle, it cannot be intro-
duced, for very easily one contracts such an
attachment that the observance of the rule col-
lapses and private study goes out the window,
so to speak. We all live in Community. For
many, that repeated sound would constitute a
disturbance. Sometimes very nice lay people
would like to hear it: but, I do not want out-
siders coming into our midst.80

Prayer supports the community, as Don Quattrino
says:

. . . The community is upheld by common
prayer. When this is scarce and is not done, the
Community does not live, it barely gets by, and
starts drifting. . . . A community in prayer is a
spectacle that entrances angels and afflicts
sweet violence to the heart of God. The most
painful trials can beat down on this community,
but it will not grow faint, because it has with
itself the Lord of victories. Where two or three
are gathered in my name, I am in their midst.81
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Also community and personal poverty are objects of
reflection:

If it is stated that one of the pillars of the com-
mon life is poverty, we are not far from the
truth. Saint Gaspar insists that there be unifor-
mity in the common life and flight from all lux-
ury. (cf. Reg. art. 3 pro Praxi; Cons. n. 163,1)
But uniformity is based not so much on the com-
mon environment as on the type of life that is
lived in the house. Those who live a refined life
create a striking contrast with the others, when
they don’t actually offend them with their
ostentation.82

The use of common goods is a topic of exhortation.
They are to be used with great care as though they were
personal items. They must be at the disposition of all
and monopolized by no one.83

Obedience is strictly linked to community life and to
relationships with superiors. Quattrino writes, as a mat-
ter of fact: “The cancer of disobedience is self-love. . . .
Pride is a tremendous tumor. . . it nests so subtly and so
tenaciously in us as to shave off the very root of love.”

He reminds the superior that he himself must obey
others, especially God. He is superior not to do and undo
as he pleases, “but to lead the community paternally, to
build it up with his good example, to direct its apostolate
according to the laws of the Institute.”

To the subject he says he must be docile, not let the
superior find the “fait accompli,” and not to desert com-
munity acts, and not lead the superior to do our will.

Obedience is love for the Congregation. . . Of
what use would it be to work hard, work to the
extent of wearing oneself out if we did it outside
of obedience? We would reduce ourselves to so
many unconnected cells, condemned to destruc-
tion. . . . Obedience is not only love, but is also
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loyalty between superiors and subjects; it is
harmony; it is peace.84

This is the community spirituality of our
Congregation, even if it is not always perfectly realized.
This is our yearning; this is our fundamental choice. 

The Community Meeting
The community meeting is one of the fundamental

points of the Congregation because it leads to unity. Not
only is it established in the Rule to be held very often (cf.
art. 57), “pro varietate circumstantiarum” (cf. Praxis art.
58), but it is in fact held with almost a monthly frequen-
cy.

From a study of the record of the house meetings of
San Felice di Giano, Albano and Rome (S. Salvatore in
Campo and S. Maria in Trivio) we can pick up how much
importance St. Gasper, Merlini, and all the Missionaries
gave to the meeting.

Merlini himself undertook summarizing “in com-
pendium all the meetings since the opening of the said
house” (of San Felice) until 1830, stating: “From 1815 to
1820 the meetings are not found in this archives, either
because they were done orally, or because the loose
sheets were lost.”85 In two and one-half pages he sum-
marizes, overall, these first years of the house. Then, he
summarizes every meeting individually until 1830.
From this day all the meetings are recorded. The last of
the book is the “meeting of visitation held on the 23rd
day of 1859.”

In the domus primaria of S. Salvatore in Campo in
Rome, opened in 1841, there are no Community meet-
ings for seven years. Merlini takes the situation in hand
and has the superior call a meeting on July 5, 1848. In
the minutes we read: “The circumstances of the house of
S. Salvatore in Campo were such that, up till the pres-
ent day there was no formal meeting held. However, the
new general director, Most Rev. Fr. Giovanni Merlini,
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wanting to execute what is prescribed in our Rule, had
the superior convoke a house meeting of Community.”86

The minutes are signed by Merlini and by the
Missionaries of the house.

From the meetings of the three above-mentioned
houses one can say that the formal meetings are called
often, as circumstances require. Very often meetings are
recorded with a monthly frequency, sometimes also
more often. Even though there is not much material,
they meet anyway, as is seen in the book of meetings of
Giano at p. 86, where the meetings of February and
March 1836 are recorded; the first of eight lines, the sec-
ond of two.

Also if in the house there are only two Missionaries,
the meeting is held anyway.

The content has as agenda: “items of ministry,”
“items of Church and sacristy,” “economic items,” “items
of the religious house,” “Community and jobs,” “various
items.” When the date for spiritual exercises approaches
they deal with organization of these, the schedule, the
designation of the Missionary who must preach them.87

Merlini gives the method to use, almost a methodol-
ogy, during the visit meeting at Giano on November 4,
1843:

In the meetings,
• one proposes the matters to be discussed;
• there is discussion;
• the matter is resolved;
• the minutes are written, with a note as to

whether the matter was resolved by con-
sensus or a vote.

The formal meeting takes place when the
record needs it, otherwise the Missionaries can
take care of matters when they are gathered
together.88

The meeting was to be the place for solving every
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problem, every doubt. In the first meeting of Pievetorina
at n. 26 one finds this conclusion:

. . .If ever at the end some doubt should arise,
which the substance of the Rule does not note, it
will be able to be resolved during the monthly
meeting, otherwise one comes to agreement
with the general administration.89

It is clear that the meeting was to be held monthly.
This is the meaning of article 57 of the Rule: “Since the
stability of the apostolic life depends so much on the
unanimity of the individuals, the members will often be
called into the meeting by the superior.”

That everything was to be done in the meeting, and
that one was to express one’s own thinking, St. Gaspar
writes also to Fr. Tommaso Meloni at Pievetorina, where
there was some disagreement:

I have learned about the little clash with Fr.
Santarelli. What you said comes to me as some-
thing new. But are you not a Missionary like all
the rest? Everything should be handled through
the house meeting. You are obliged in con-
science, as an individual member, to state your
opinion. If this does not work things out, let
them await [my] resolution of it. . .90

To know how the need for community meetings has
always been alive in the Congregation as a means that
leads to union, it is enough to go into the general
archives a little and peruse the documents of the hous-
es. Our Fr. Antonio Velardi printed a little work in
1921,91 in which he presents “The Institute in its exter-
nal relationships” and in its “internal constitution.” In
this second part we are interested in the paragraph in
which he treats “what promotes union”: “the religious
spirit,” “prudential and directive means,” “community
meetings.”92

The piety of the associates, the spiritual exercises,
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the monthly retreat, the ascetic life lead to virtue and to
love: “where there is all this there is also harmony.”93

Human means, however, must not be lacking; the
Superior “who represents the primary life force of cohe-
sion,”94 must exercise the “ministry of justice. . . and all
the ways of prudence”: exhortation, meeting, reciprocal
clarifications and transfers of subjects in case of differ-
ences too deep and too frequent.95

The other road is the community meeting. To peri-
odically dedicate “a day in which all feel they are part of
the same family, discussing freely on what can be a sub-
ject of division: details of schedule, assignment of min-
istries, competencies of offices.” Each one “assumes his
part of the responsibility” and “the thickened clouds”
dissipate “innocuously.”

“This healthily liberal spirit of our constitutions. . .
promotes the effective and primary purpose of the com-
mon collaboration of the members, it also shows that
there is an affective goal. . . not less important.”96

The meetings must be held “with diligence
(assiduità),” “with order,” “with a bond of responsibility.”
These are the three characteristics that go back to the
Rule.

Diligence. The informal meeting is held for some-
thing of minor importance. The formal meeting should
be held no less than once a month and one can omit the
spiritual conference to avoid the complaint of the waste
of time. The lack of topics does not have to be a reason
for not calling the meeting, because it would deprive
someone of the freedom of having to say something, not
having the strength to ask for a meeting just for himself.
Even if the companions might be few, even only two, this
point of the Rule may not be neglected, because also in
two, there is a need to dissolve misunderstandings. The
author remembers “some veterans who, remaining alone
a long time, used to gladly take advantage of some pass-
ing companion, to open themselves to him and give form
to a little meeting, which, equally, was recorded and
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signed.”97

With order. Keep the same method of the “study con-
ference.” All have the right to speak, and this is carried
out beginning with the youngest.

Each is free to say his own reasons and to reply.
The meeting should not degenerate into an “inter-

minable dialectical skirmish.”
Determine the duration. A half hour could suffice if

it is held monthly and if the topics have not accumulat-
ed.

The superior presides. He will have to moderate
“with wise energy” and conclude the meeting at the time
established by all. He should not end it arbitrarily, but
at the expiration of the time, to avoid delay (longwind-
edness) and polemics.98

With the bond of responsibility. Each one must
assume his own responsibilities for what is stated, pro-
posed, defended and contradicted. Everything will be
registered in the meeting minutes, so that, in case of
errors “you know whom to attribute them to, and they do
not state differently from what is recorded.” 

Thus each one will be thoughtful before speaking,
proposing, contradicting. He will be wiser because he
will have to take responsibility himself to answer for his
words and actions.

The secretary draws up the minutes summarizing,
in order, the theses, topics, defenses. His diligence and
that of the superior will see to the reading of the minutes
with the placing of the signatures as soon as possible,
not beyond the next meeting.

Decisions and conclusions are made with secret vote
as required by the Rule, article 59, even when the par-
ticipants are few. “It has its raison d’être, since the invi-
olability of the urn can hide a trap, it can also accept a
conscientious retraction.”99

In this booklet by Velardi we found whatever
belongs to the healthy tradition of the fundamental
points of the foundation of St. Gaspar.
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It is admirable to discover that our people wrote in
order to help the Congregation progress and to pass on
the origins of the Institute. In this regard we cite a type-
written work of Fr. Amilcare Rey, for the centennial of
the approval of the Rule, with its merits and also its
time lapses.100

CONCLUSION

At the end of the work certain things appear clear,
that cannot be neglected. It is necessary to reflect on
them.
• In the history of the Congregation it has always

been stated that St. Gaspar intended to gather sec-
ular priests into community for a spiritual, moral,
cultural recovery, and to begin accomplishing the
“desired reform of the peoples.”

• St. Gaspar did not want to found a religious order in
the strict sense.

• St. Gaspar, Merlini and the early missionaries
stress community life very much, fighting against
the difficulties of the small number of companions
and against those who did not want to live a com-
munity life. 

• In the beginnings and throughout the history of the
Congregation, community has been held in great
consideration. We have always insisted with timely
reminders so that it would be implemented.

• The common life in the Congregation is conceived on
the basic style of the community described in the
Acts.

• Our communities are animated by the Spirit of love,
so that one can speak of a Community spirituality
all our own, or at least a style of community life
proper to the Congregation.
A wish: that personal charisms be recognized as did

St. Gaspar with his early companions; that we be able to
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harmonize within the Congregation in one only Spirit;
that the “vinculum liberae charitatis” ‘bond of free char-
ity’ unite all and eliminate personal and collective indi-
vidualism.

This article is a combination of a presentation given
at the workshop for C.PP.S. formators in July 2003 and
an earlier article which appeared in 1981. The transla-
tion was by Sr. Bertha Fischer, A.S.C., and Jerome
Stack, C.PP.S. The earlier article is entitled, “Preti
Secolari in Vita Comune,” in La Congregazione dei
Missionari del Preziosissimo Sangue, Rome: Edizioni
Pia Unione, 1981, pp. 7-54.
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