
SA IN T  GASPAR : EXEM PLAR OF DEVOTION  
TO PRECIOUS BLOOD

These few reflections on Saint Gaspar, you will readily under
stand, can in no way be a systematic presentation of the life of our 
beloved Founder, nor are they in any way an exhaustive statement 
of the many relations we might find between his life and devotion 
to the Precious Blood. Rather, I would have you think of them as I 
thought of them when jotting them down, as an adventure in the 
application of some of the things we have heard in the past two days. 
Think of them, perhaps, as a loosely constructed reflection, an indica
tion and example of what we might all do for ourselves as we leave 
here with the new insights and new perspectives on the Precious 
Blood that have been opened up to us during these days. We should 
end up by feeling more “at home” with the Precious Blood, 
break through all devotions and practices and find its deepest mean
ing on that level we are all seeking, the level of sanctity — that level 
where sanctity is not something we do but simply a manner of exist
ing before God. To do this we need to think a bit about sanctity, 
about Saint Gaspar and about the Precious Blood.

The saints are the incarnation of the Gospel. In their own way 
they are a continuation of God’s revelation in the Church, a mani
festation of it in a living context. Holy Mother Church gives us saints 
that we might look into their faces and there find Christ. In the great 
diversity of their lives we find, suited to our particular needs, living 
examples of the perfections of our Blessed Savior. In this respect 
we have been fortunate in our day. There has been a healthy effort 
to “humanize” the saints. This is a reaction against the saint of pious 
exaggeration, a reaction against the pale and lifeless saint. But we 
must beware. We cannot be content to limit ourselves to an apprecia
tion of the saint simply as a human personality. If our only goal is 
to “feel at home” with a saint, then we are going to miss the most im
portant aspect of his life. When we come face to face with a saint, 
it is like discovering a new dimension of life, a divine dimension. And 
before this dimension, all biography, all history and all psychology 
are insufficient. Only the light of spiritual theology can reach the
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divine character of the saint’s life. I t is true that many of them lived 
out their lives amid the same daily trivialities as ourselves. But one 
thing they have in common is that they so definitely broke through 
these, transformed them and transcended them.

We know well enough the definition of sanctity: it consists in 
the perfection of charity and the practice of heroic virtue. But the 
direction we are taking here is toward the discovery of the deep orien
tation of the very being of a saint’s life which makes these possible. 
Then we shall consider a few instances in the life of Saint Gaspar 
which express these deep orientations of sanctity. And, finally, how 
can we understand these orientations of his life in terms of the 
Precious Blood?

The life of every Christian is lived out against the background 
of eternity and the love of God. But it is just in the life of the saint 
that this background becomes the foreground, the very stuff of his 
life. It is this that transforms his least gesture. We call it a practical 
hold upon eternity and the love of God. The saint is the truly God- 
intoxicated man [filled with the Pentecostal enthusiasm we talked 
about yesterday], completely taken up with the fact that only one 
thing is necessary. This is the root of that inner life of the saint 
before which we stand in awe: that utter consecration, that dedica
tion, that perseverance, that generosity, that crucifying perfection 
in the smallest things, hour after hour, day in and day out. Giving 
himself without counting the cost. Squandering one’s self for God. 
We say that the saints have fallen in love with God. We say that 
they take seriously that most tremendous of all commands given to 
us — love the Lord thy God above all things, with thy whole heart, 
with thy whole mind, with thy whole strength.

Underlying all this is an acute awareness in the saint that his 
whole being is turned toward God, and this is the whole meaning 
of his life. There is no other. And secondly that God’s name is Love. 
This knowledge is not an idea in his head. It is not a simple inten
tion or good resolution that touches him in some accidental fash
ion. These do not make saints. I t is, to state it more exactly, a mode 
of existence, a manner of life. This knowledge is a living burden that 
weighs upon the saint’s whole being and gives him no rest. A burden 
that stretches his life toward God and eternity like those strange 
figures in the paintings of El Greco. They stand as living symbols 
reminding us of the claims of God. And our life has no other pur



pose. The saint is a great adorer. The structure of his thought and 
life is essentially religious, giving to God what is His due- He has a 
thirst unto death for the fulness that is God.

For most of us the real world is first of all in the world of things 
around us, in the experience of our senses and intellect. God is real 
too, but in some shadowy, must we say, secondary way. The stand
point of the saint is just the opposite of this. For him, as by some 
new dimension of experience, God is the first reality. God is quite 
literally for him ALL, EVERYTHING. We touch here upon the 
threshhold of that thorny problem for philosophers and theologians 
— of what value to give created things when we confront them with 
God the creator. Speculatively we are always careful at this point 
to give God all that belongs to Him and still not to disturb one grain 
of the metaphysical structure of creation by denying its reality. But 
speculatively we are not very successful in throwing light on this 
mystery. The language of love and the language of life are more 
bold. They simply declare that God is all and by comparison all 
else is nothing. God alone is sufficient and by fascination with God 
we shall not deny but simply neglect and forget everything else.

This is rather unsatisfactory for speculation, but here is an 
authentic thread that runs through the life of every saint. Here is the 
Todo y Nada of Saint John of the Cross. Here is an absolute position 
that accounts for the fact that every saint is an uncompromising 
lover. Here is the pearl of great price. Here is the treasure in the 
field for which we sell all. Here is God who loves us, for whom we 
give all and count it as nothing, regretting only that we have nothing 
else to give. Here is the basis of the Gospel morality which refuses all 
compromise, of that fire which Christ lit in the world. That fire which 
leaves our souls restless, unsatisfied, knowing that we have never 
done enough. All that is not God is nothing, the author of the Imita
tion tells us. “I am; you are not,” our Savior tells St. Catherine of 
Siena. “Do not attach yourself to the gifts of God but to the God 
of gifts,” St. Francis de Sales writes. And we know the beautiful 
summary of this classic and common teaching by St. Thomas: when 
Our Blessed Savior asked him, “What dost thou want, Thomas.” 
“Nothing but Thyself, O Lord.” Here is one authentic ingredient in 
the life of every saint. With Jeremias he can say: after experiencing 
God I looked at the earth and it was empty. He possesses nothing but 
God. And even this language is not adequate. The position and the
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vocation of the saint is better understood if we say that God possesses 
him.

Some such reflections might prepare us for what we find when 
we look upon the face of Saint Gaspar. We find there — many 
lights, many mysteries, many truths. Defender of the Church. Mis
sionary thrice-loyal to the Holy Father. Stumbling block of tyrants 
and heretics. Preacher of the Word of God without equal. But the 
title that interests us, and which we know was the one of his choice 
is Apostle of the Precious Blood. We want to find the one thing in 
his life that is the foundation of this title.

He has left us no finished treatises, theological or otherwise, on 
the doctrine of the Precious Blood. And while he preached hundreds 
of sermons on the Precious Blood we have scarcely any written record 
of them. In examining his sermons and letters we are somewhat dis
appointed in finding so few references to the Precious Blood. But 
even so, we must go beyond such references to find the source of his 
love for the Precious Blood, the symbol, expression and the summing 
up of his life. We know the zeal with which he spent his life for 
the glory of the Precious Blood. To understand this we must look 
at the very fabric of that life. And this should not surprise us. These 
days we are fast becoming aware how close the doctrine of the Pre
cious Blood is to the very center of all revelation and all theology. If, 
then, on the practical level we find that the Precious Blood is the 
meaning of St. Gaspar’s life, to understand this we must reach to 
the very heart and center of that life. We are no longer on the 
surface where biography and psychology hold sway. We are where 
the disposition of a soul before God, where the special manner of 
his response to God’s love, gives us what we are looking for. We 
are where facts bear witness to the meaning of a life before God.

If there is one thing that is easy to point out in the life of Saint 
Gaspar, it is the all or nothing position we have been discussing as 
characteristic of the existence of the saints. His was a life that knew 
no compromise when there was question of the claims of divine truth. 
His was a life of integrity before God.

Gaspar belongs to that group of saints who were vessels of elec
tion from childhood. We think of St. Therese of Lisieux in our day. 
From his earliest days he was reserved for God and for God alone. 
Because of differences of nationality, time and cultural background, 
the manner in which this expressed itself might sometimes puzzle us.
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But through it all, the thing that we cannot miss from one end of his 
life to the other is that God was his portion and God only. This choice 
dictates his every thought, his every word, his every act. In one of 
his letters to the community he tells us that such a dedication is ab
solutely necessary if we are to carry on the apostolate without losing 
the substance of our own spiritual life. From the very beginning his 
life was a total dedication. The fundamental note was vocation. 
And by his personal response he consecrated his whole life, holding 
nothing back.

Upon this naturally follows the extraordinary singularity of 
purpose with which he pursued, amid so many difficulties, but with 
a tranquil heart, the path God traced out for him. He was keenly 
aware of a mission from outside himself which had an absolute claim 
upon him. How well we are acquainted with that dramatic scene 
where Olivetti had demanded that Father del Bufalo take the oath 
of loyalty to Napoleon. His integrity and courage overcame all 
natural fear and timidity, and his words have inspired the community 
down through the years. “I would rather die or suffer any evil than 
take such an oath. I cannot, I will not, I must not.”

As we look at one event after another, his life is a series of un
broken dedications, never deviating. His zeal for souls and the mis
sions is legendary. How many examples we have of his unswerving 
love for the Church and devotedness to the Holy Father. He adhered 
fully and absolutely without question to the Church at a time when 
such absolute loyalty meant exile, suffering and sometimes death. 
To obey or die. We know his words in time of crisis in the community 
to Pope Leo X II: “If your holiness commands me to close all the 
houses of the institute, I am ready to obey. At a word from you we 
are all willing to fall gladly at your feet.” Not only all personal 
attachment must be sacrificed for the good of the Church, but Gas
par saw what is more difficult to discern: that the community itself 
has a right to exist only if it is completely and totally fashioned after 
the will of the Holy Father and subordinated to the good of the uni
versal Church.

I t  follows naturally from such dedication that Gaspar saw 
clearly and spoke often of the fact that suffering must be the normal 
thing then. The law of life is the law of the cross.

We know of Saint Gaspar’s devotion to the Precious Blood as 
the price of our redemption. And it is in no way to detract from this
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truth if we follow in our reflections another line of thought in indi
cating how naturally the Precious Blood harmonizes with the deepest 
orientations of his life which we have been considering. Christ in the 
very act of shedding his Blood is the mysterium — what we might 
call the sensible symbol, the living action — around which Saint 
Gaspar organized his life. And this symbol not only gives meaning 
to the deepest tendencies and movements of his life. It also com
municates to him the divine plan and makes known the incompre
hensible depths of God’s love.

At the heart of St. Gaspar’s life of absolute dedication — of this 
totality — there is the superabundant love of God for us and our re
sponses to that love. This is the world of absolute commitments. This 
is where love gives and promises all. And for both of these, the love 
of God for us and our response, the symbol of the Precious Blood, 
Christ shedding His Blood, is the unique and privileged symbol and 
sign. The shedding of blood is the only thing love has to bear wit
ness to its deepest meaning. Everything else falls short.

In Christ’s shedding his Blood, He manifested in a definite 
way, in practice, God’s love for men. It is a mark of love that can
not be misunderstood. And among all marks of love, Christ Him
self tells us, it is the greatest. Further, God always remains for us 
a hidden God. But at no time has that hidden love in its depths 
been more clear to us than at the moment when Christ shed His 
Blood. Here is a deep penetration of the mystery of God’s love in a 
living context. I t takes us to the most hidden center of the heart of 
God. No other action, no other symbol, can penetrate here as can 
the sign of the Precious Blood. I t takes us into the recesses of God’s 
being where He is most unlike the world we know and most unlike 
the sentiments of our own hearts — where his name is essentially 
Love. The Precious Blood speaks to us on this level. I t is the perfect 
means for expressing what is hidden in God. What is beyond under
standing we touch across the living action.

So, too, in our response to this knowledge of the heart of God. 
Here we imitate Christ in the shedding of his Blood. This is to imi
tate Him in the most formal expression of his mission as Redeemer. 
And the shedding of blood is the only language that can give an ade
quate and fitting response to God’s love for us. It is the language 
of the absolute. It is the language of martyrs. With the shedding of 
blood it is not possible to say less than everything. There is no



possibility of half-measures here. Further, the giving of one’s blood 
is an irrevocable sign. The one act that cannot be taken back, cannot 
be undone, cannot be changed. For this reason, it is the exemplary 
cause of all commitments and all consecrations, of any giving where 
we must say ALL and FOREVER. And we know that ALL and 
FOREVER are the only words love knows.

From all this we understand why the Precious Blood is unique, 
because it is the common treasure held between God and ourselves. 
I t is the common treasure which both God and ourselves find as the 
only adequate expression of our love for one another. We know that 
our whole life is but a dialogue of love with God. And the Precious 
Blood is the unique means we share with God for telling what is in 
our hearts.
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