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FOREWORD 

Holiness is the complete fulfilment of the human 
personality and, as such, is the very hallmark of its 
own uniqueness. 

If this be true, then when two saints have joined 
forces in a project, the outcome cannot be considered 
as the work of one only; nor again as the sum-total 
of both contributors, but rather as a totally new and 
original creation-one that clearly bears the impress 
of its co-makers. 

This seems to me the inevitable conclusion to which 
this new booklet leads us, step by step. It is not a 
preconceived thesis, but the outcon1e of historical 
research recently undertaken; which by the sheer weight 
of its documented evidence draws us stage by stage to 
the final synthesis. 

It has not been an easy task. More so, as it has 
involved making emerge from the shade those very 
aspects of M. Mazzarello's personality that she tried so 
hard to conceal, so that only the figure of Don Bosco 
would shine. Over the years such an attitude has 
led to the opinion that Don Bosco was the greater 
luminary, ~ sort of "Brother Sun" in a solar system 
whose satellite "Sister Moon"-in the person of Mother 
Mazzarello-drew her lesser light from his. 

Now the truth has gradually emerged that in reality 
we are dealing with two great luminaries, each with 
its own special greatness and brilliance. From their joint 
contribution, one combining originality and harmony, 
there has risen in the Church "a Community of Conse­
crated Apostles, brought about by a gift of the Holy 
Spirit and through the direct intervention of Mary, Help 
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of Christians." (Constitutions F.M.A. 1975, Art. 1). 
For this reason, at a given mon1ent in time we have 

begun to speak of Mother Mazzarello as "a co­
f oundress"; a title now officially recognized in the 
Constitutions (Art. cit.); since she has shared both 
by her fidelity and own enterprise in the foundation's 
charisn1. If the word fidelity reaffirn1s the decisive role 
played by Don Bosco, the word enterprise stresses the 
important originality of M. Mazzarello's contribution. 

Such a contribution, spelt out in close detail in this 
present study, was not 1nerely that of a faithful 
feminine version of Don Bosco's own work and spirit. 
Insofar as we can talk of any "version", by that fact 
alone we are already dealing with a valid, original 
contribution; with a "co-foundation". In fact, as 
every good translator does a real work of art by re­
producing the original masterpiece, while lending it 
the genius of his own style, so we can say that M. 
Mazzarello expressed the core of Don Bosco's thought 
in her own well-versed dialect, adding her own 1nature 
spirituality and apostolic experience. 

For M. Mazzarella, it was not simply a question of 
turning out a carbon-copy for girls, of what Don Bosco 
had done to benefit the boys. Again, we are not 
dealing purely with a psychological adaptation to 
feminine needs. The very fact that this opinion has 
been held so long, till now in fact, goes to prove 
Mazzarello's humility; at the same time it highlights 
just how hard it is to grasp and make one's own the 
mystery behind anyone's personality. 

It would be a mistake in M. Mazzarello's case to put 
down to some sort of "passive fidelity and receptivity" 
on her part, certain signs observed in her life: such 
as, the tension involved in realizing an ideal; her 
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scrupulous regard to preserve the original spirit; and 
her exactness in cherishing and passing on a heritage 
by becoming its living witness, never once tampering 
with or dimming the initial light. 

But all this is not enough on its own. The author 
goes far beyond this point with a documentation that, 
although far fro1n exhaustive, is already totally con­
vincing. More so, since the author uses such caution 
and altnost Socratic moderation in drawing any con­
clusions of his own. 

Don Colli puts forward the clain1 on solid grounds 
that, even before her meeting ,vith Don Bosco, there 
,vas present in M. Mazzarello an independent vocation 
parallel to his; that, fitting in with God's providential 
plan, she had already come to maturity as a chosen 
instrument; that Don Bosco had neither formed nor, 
strictly speaking, chosen this instru1nent, but had met 
her-under God's guidance-along the way. 

We could say that in Mary Mazzarello Don Bosco 
had had prepared for him by God "a Helpn1ate like 
hitnself", to recall the biblical expression; that God had 
pre-ordained her for Don Bosco and that with the 
wisdom of the saints he had "discovered" her, giving 
her that final formation before seeing her off on her 
Great Divine Adventure. God's fire, alight within her 
for so long, was now to fuse with Don Bosco's to make 
but one flame. 

In the context of these facts, it is wonderful to read 
and reflect on this divinely inspired project. It will 
serve to confirn1, if need be, just how truly the 
Salesians and the F .M.A. can claim, in all humility 
and gratitude, that their Families have been raised up 
"by God's initiative" and "through the direct interven­
tion of Mary". 

D. Gino Corallo. 
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THE MEANING Q,f THE BO,OK'S Tl:Tl.E 

Having been asked for a conference on Don Bosco 
and Mary Mazzarello to deepen our insights into the 
spirit of the F .M.A. Institute, it seemed to 111e rather 
pointless and a trifle acadetnic to present a simple 
comparison between the holiness of one and the other. 
By the same token, again, a simple study of the personal 
relationship between the two founders seemed to fall 
short of the mark. 

We cannot say that Mary Mazzarella was really "the 
spiritual daughter of Don Bosco" in the same sense 
that Jane De Chantal can be called "the spiritual 
daughter" of the Bishop of Geneva. We cannot even 
call her "a spiritual child" in the same way as we can 
of the pioneer Salesians who were, without exception, 
all formed from childhood onwards by Don Bosco 
personally; and so were able to absorb his spirit to 
the full. (A rare if not unique happening in Church 
History, and one which after the initial phase was to 
be repeated in the F.M.A. Institute.) 

In fact, when Don Bosco first met her in Mornese 
in 1864, Maria Domenica Mazzarella was no longer an 
adolescent girl, but already a mature woman with a 
programme of spiritual fonnation behind her: one 
wisely mapped out by the hand of Don Pestarino. 

This plan of formation was to leave an indelible 
n1ark on her own spirituality, and clear traces of it 
were to flow on into the Institute's initial char.ism 
when the Spirit called her to set up her Foundation. 

Not even after the first meeting, nor even after the 
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In titute had started, can we say that Mary really 
becan1e "a spiritual daughter" of Don Bosco, in the 
ense ref erred to earlier. Insofar as Don Bosco was 

the founder of the Institute, he intervened more at the 
institutional level than at the level of spiritual direction 
properly so called. At n1ost, we can speak of "spiritual 
direction" in a broad sense; in the strict sense, Don 
Bosco never wanted to take this task on himself. At 
the start, he entrusted it to Don Pestarino personally, 
and after his death he passed it on in turn to other 
Salesians in who1n he had full confidence: Don Joseph 
and Don John Cagliero (cousins), Don Costamagna, 
Don Le1noyne, etc . . . Under Don Bosco's general 
direction, all these had as much influence as he did 
in shaping the distinctive features of this emerging 
Congregation. 

If, however, as seems likely, we cannot accept a 
spiritual dependence of Mary Mazzarella on Don Bosco, 
neither can we accept that her animating spirit was 
quite unrelated to his. It was not an altogether different 
spirit from the one that had inspired Don Bosco to 
found his Festive Oratory and, later, his Salesian Con­
gregation: two diverse spirits-Oratorian and Congre­
gational-that would later harn1onize under grace to 
form his Institute's charism. 

Besides these two possible ways, Providence was to 
reveal a third, even more admirable way. That very 
Spirit which had raised up Don Bosco was now to 
move Maria Don1enica as well, in an equally n1ysterious 
way. It was to lead her along a path parallel to his, 
granting her a spirit similar to his own until the day 
their paths would come together to undertake a com­
bined mission to save the young. 

The young wo1nan who in 1864 had stood fascinated 
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by Don Bosco's words was not an adolescent carried 
away by passing enthusiasm, but a spiritually mature 
woman. In Don Bosco's voice she had detected clear 
echoes of her own inner voice that had led her in 
revealing stages, throughout what seemed chance events, 
to make a start at Mornese on a work "which had the 
flavour and familiarity of Valdocco's Salesian Spirit". 
(Castano. L. "Salesian Holiness"-Turin, SEI, 1966, 
p. 35) . 

Her unqualified loyalty to Don Bosco, her docility 
and obedience bear no trace of an automaton, a poor, 
unlettered country-girl fascinated by the imposing per­
sonality of the Saint and Wonderworker; it is a fidelity 
wide-awake to the plan of God that can only be 
fulfilled in a single, shared mission to save the young. 

It is in this context of "a refined Salesianity" lived 
out and witnessed to by M. Mazzarella, that we would 
like to unearth from the initial charism of the Institute 
just what was her own personal contribution and, again, 
what was Don Bosco's part. 

Given the importance that Vatican II has placed on 
the initial charism of each Religious Institute, which it 
sees as the central reference-point of any reform-in 
fact, as the perpetual reservoir of the Holy Spirit-then 
no one can fail to see just how vital and urgent (at 
least, in theory) such a reflection as the present study 
should be in our times. 
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CHA.Rl·SM o ,f THE INSTITUTE'S FOUNDATION 

Before going straight into the study of each co­
founder's contribution, it seems necessary first to 
clarify what we mean when we speak of "the 
foundational charism" of the F .M.A. Institute. As my 
own terms of reference indicate, it is not my purpose 
here to give an abstract conference on Charisms in 
general, or on Charis1ns of Religious Institutes in 
particular: topics already well covered elsewhere. I 
silnply want to outline briefly what this concept means 
when applied to the F .M.A. Institute. 

By the foundational charism of the F .M.A. Institute, 
we 1nean "the original grace": the experience, the 
spiritual reality lived out first at Mornese and later at 
Nizza during M. Mazarello's own lifetime, and taken as 
a whole. Even from this loose definition on its own, 
we can understand what a co1nplex reality is involved 
in the concept; we can appreciate just how many 
factors-alongside the all important action of grace­
have gone to shape such a charism and make it a 
reality. 

0 bviously not all these factors have exerted an equal 
influence on the Institute's foundation; there is a 
gradation. Yet each of them, in history, has helped 
fashion the Institute's identity in some special way, or 
from some unique angle. To draw a profile, it is not 
only the bold outlines that serve our purpose, but 
even fine details which at first glance seem unimportant; 
yet even to alter only a line or two, however faintly, is 
enough sometimes for the profile to appear no longer 
true to the original. 
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By far the most decisive element in defining such a 
charism is the personality and intention of the Founder, 
which is enshrined in the Religious-apostolic project 
that underlies the very base of the Institute. 

But, in turn, what is also decisive, though on a 
s1naller scale, are the instruments that served Don 
Bosco in bringing such a project into being. Among 
these, the figure of Mary Mazzarello holds undisputed 
pride of place; she it was whom Don Bosco chose as 
foundation-stone of the rising Institute. Her work in 
this regard has been so influential as to merit for her 
in all justice the title of Co-foundress. 

However, we would misunderstand the reality of the 
situation if we did not recognize also the important 
influence of those other Sisters, who, with and like M. 
Mazzarella, have done their bit to create that spirit of 
Mornese which still remains the fresh, sparkling spring 
frotn which all future F.M.A's can and must draw the 
pure spirit of the Institute. 

At Mornese, just as at Don Bosco's Oratory_, the Cano­
nization of M. Mazzarello n1eant not only the official 
Decree of Holiness for one person, but the canonization 
of an actual Spirit, of an environn1ent of holiness that 
Maria Dominica had helped more than anyone to 
create. But such a holy ambient could not have come 
about without the supporting influence of all the other 
Sisters. The very beautiful volumes of the Chronicles:, 
moving in their simplicity, offer ample documentation 
to support this theory. There the lives, and still 1nore 
the premature deaths of so many heroines and poor 
ones among the pioneers, provide testimony to the 
intense love of God and souls that reigned at Mornese. 

Far fro1n din1inishing the merits of M. Mazzarella uch 
evidence puts her in a clear light as the very pri1n --
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mover in fostering such an atmosphere of fervour and 
heroic holiness. 

This analysis, thin. as it is, of the elements that went 
into shaping the charism of the F.M.A. Institute makes 
us aware of the shortage of material on the topic. I 
ask your pardon if I confine myself, instead, to con­
sidering the major contributions of Don Bosco and 
Mary Mazzarello. 

Even if this present section is incomplete, I think it 
will prove beneficial, although it still needs to be 
grafted in, at a more leisurely rate, to the more 
important influences still to be considered. 
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DON B01SCO·'S CONTRIBUTION 

In the presentation of the text of the Constitutions 
printed in 1878, Don Bosco exhorted the F.M.A. to 
keep always present in their prayers the soul of Don 
Pestarino, their "First Director", who1n God "had used 
to lay down the foundations of the Institute". 

Despite this statement, stemming from Don Bosco's 
humility and respect for the former Daughters of Mary 
Immaculate, I think that no-one today would take from 
Don Bosco the title of Founder. Indeed, as the Institute 
did emerge with its clear Religious-apostolic aim, with 
its special life-style, and with its own education system, 
it was something - if not contrary to - at least far 
beyond the horizons first envisaged by either Don 
Pesterino or Mary Mazzarella. 

This • fact lends compelling weight to our method of 
tying the Charism of the Institute to the Founder's 
original intention. Such an intention, in this light, 
becomes a vital key to our understanding of those 
helpers who assisted Don Bosco in getting his project 
off the ground. 

1. Dion B,osco,'s. mo,tives in founding 
the F.M.A. Institute 

We can disregard here the motive given by Don 
Bosco of wanting to found the Institute so · that it 
"would be a living monument" in the church of his 
gratitude to Mary, Help of Christians (c.f. Chron. 
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I ,306) . This is a purely personal n1otive that tells us 
absolutely nothing about the intrinsic ain1 of the work. 
Instead we would prefer to ask what was the precise 
reason why Don Bosco did actually decide to found 
the F .M.A. Institute? 

(A decision taken, too, despite his own very strong 
reluctance to undertake such an apostolate for girls. 
cf. M.B.X., 594) . 

We have no clear or more explicit answer any­
where in Don Bosco's life than this one: "To set up a 
Religious Institute that ,vould take care of young girls, 
with the same programme that the Salesians have 
already put into action among boys." (TO DON 
PESTARINO IN 1862-M.B.X,218); "To do now 
for girls that little bit of good which we have already­
by God's grace- begun to do among boys." (DIS­
COURSE TO ORATORY-CHAPTER MEMBERS, 24th 
APRIL, 1871-M.B.X, 594). 

From the time of Don Bosco's general statement, 
spoken in confidence to Don Pestarino, to the explicit 
concrete proposal that he 1nade to his Council Members 
to set his project afoot at Mornese, with the nucleus 
of the Daughters of Mary In1maculate under Don 
Pestarino's direction, some nine years had elapsed; 
1862 to 187 L During these years many other people 
had shared Don Bosco's secret, at least in part. (IN 
1863, A LETTER TO MRS. PROVERA., M.B. VII, 
297; IN JUNE, 1866, A CONVERSATION WITH 
DON LEMOYNE, M.B. VII, 418; IN 1870, A CON­
VERSATION WITH DON FRANCESIA, CHRON. I, 
232-233). However, we cannot detect the slightest 
trace of a change fron1 Don Bosco's original intention. 
It remains just as clear and just as precise: to found 
a Religious Institute of Women that would be not only 
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a Sister but a Twin-Sister of the Salesian Congregation. 
The only difference would be the diversity in the field 
of work (boys-girls) that ste1nmed from the diversity 
of roles (1nen-women) in the Salesian Identity. 

It is this san1e project that Don Bosco presented to 
Pope Pius IX in private audience in 1871, having first 
obtained an affinnative vote from his Council (cf. 
M.B.X, 597) . And it is still this very same project 
that, after a suitable period of reflection, gained the 
approval requested. "My advice", said Pius IX, "is 
that they have as their scope the instruction and 
education of young girls, just as the n1embers of the 
Society of St. Francis De Sales are already doing on 
behalf of boys." And he concluded, "As regards depen­
dence, let them depend on you and on your successors 
to the same extent that the Daughters of Charity of 
St. Vincent De Paul depend on the Vincentians 
(" Lazarists") . Draw up their Constitutions along 
these lines, and start the experiment." (M.B.X, 599) . 

Don Bosco took this advice about the relationship 
that should exist between the two Institutes in a very 
literal way. Father Peter Stella claims that, apart from 
what had to do with the government and discipline of 
the House and Institute (Const. F.M.A 1878, TIT II, 
Art. 3), "the end-result of such legislation left the 
Sisters in a condition of almost total dependence on 
Don Bosco and his representatives." (P. STELLA: 
DON BOSCO IN THE HISTORY OF CATHOLIC 
THOUGHT AND PRACTICE, I, 198). 

And, in order to keep this bond of dependence, the 
sa1ne Don Bosco who in his time had agitated so 
vigorously to have his own Salesian Congregation 
approved by the Holy See, now did precious little or 
even displayed positive opposition to obtaining such 
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approbation for the F .M.A. This attitude of Don 
Bosco's was to cause quite a considerable delay on the 
part of the Holy See in regularizing such an unusual 
situation. (cf. STELLA, O.C., 203-207). 

It remains for us to ask just why Don Bosco adopted 
such an attitude. Rejecting as quite unthinkable the 
suggestion that Don Bosco wanted to keep the Institute 
in a state of perpetual subservience, Father Stella puts 
forward the fallowing hypothesis: 

"Perhaps he saw in front of him at that thne these 
gentlefolk, so compliant, who n1ade up the F.M.A.; 
and he was convinced that their very vital work ,vould 
be blessed provided they were guided and set to work 
along practical, common-sense lines. He must have 
seen how urgent it was that the Sisters be not only 
kept going, but correctly instructed and inspired; all 
formed by the same Spirit and given experience in 
educational work that hardly one of them had been 
prepared for." (STELLA, 0.C. 205). 

All these are credible enough theories-all things 
considered-but they are based solely on the passing 
historical position in which the Institute found itself 
at that time. Yet in the overall picture of the ultimate 
aim mentioned earlier, does such a desire to keep two 
Institutes tied one to the other (and leaving aside the 
formal bond of juridical dependence) throw any light at 
all on their deeper need for a vital, intrinsic connec­
tion, in order to bring about the project envisaged by 
their common Founder? We are speaking, namely, of 
a single Salesianity which would attune itself diffe­
rently, but only in response to the different demands of 
an apostolate for young girls, instead of for young 
boys. 
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2. Realizatiion of Don Bosco,'s pla.n through the 
formulation of the te-xt o·f the Constitutions 

I think that we are all convinced of the 1najor 
importance of a Co1:1stitution for determining the 
identity of a Religious Institute. While leaving the 
direction of the Institute to his collaborators, on this 
point over a long period of time, Don Bosco showed 
how personally concerned he was in drawing up the 
text. 

The beginnings of this work confirn1 Don Bosco's • 
clear aim spoken of earlier. The very day (24th April, 
1871) on which he publicly committed himself to this 
work in front of his own Salesian Chapter, to ask their 
advice in founding the F.M.A. Institute, he forwarded 
to Mother Enrichetta Dominici, the Superior of the 
Sisters of St. Anne, the text of the Constitutions of the 
Salesian Congregation (probably still in manuscript 
farm) . He did this so that "she could be kind 
enough to read it and see if it could be adapted to an 
Institute of Women Religious"; while he in turn was 
agreeable "to accepting those chapters or articles of 
the Rule of St. Anne which could be adapted". (UN­
EDITED LETTER IN GENERAL ARCHIVES OF ST. 
ANNE SISTERS) . 

Even a sketchy outline of the path followed by Don 
Bosco in reaching the formulation of the text of the 
Constitutions would be to go beyond the 1nodest 
boundaries set for this booklet. (We will refer readers 
to the historical notes on the Constitutions of the 
F.M.A. by SISTER GISELDA CAPETTI). 

We would like to confine ourselves here to a co111-
parative sumn1ary of the text of the Constitutions f 
1885 (the first redaction during Don Bosco's lifeth11 ) 



with the Constitutions of the Sisters of St. Anne, and 
with the text of the Salesian Congregation approved 
by the Holy See in 1874. (cf. M.B.X, 956-996). 
Precisely because it is a sun1n1ary, we evidently cannot 
dwell on every detail. 

Still, to appreciate Don Bosco's way of thinking, I 
think it will be sufficient-and probably 1nore useful­
to pause at the 1nore significant details, those that open 
up a way for us to trace those basic tendencies which 
guided the founder in drawing up the text. 
! For exa1nple, aware as we are that he kept the 
Sisters of St. Anne text as his working base, it will 
still be of . interest to pick out not only what has been 
borrowed f ro1n such a text, but even more what has 
been omitted; to see, on the other hand, what has been 
introduced fro1n the Salesian Congregation text; and 
what, finally, has been inserted specifically for the 
F.M.A. alone. 

In -gene,ral 

Broadly speaking, we can say that by comparison 
with the Salesian Congregation text, the F .M.A. con­
stitutions reflect deeper spiritual motives and keep 
1nore closely attuned to feminine psychology; while, 
contrasted with the St. Anne Sisters' Constitutions, 
what comes through is a tendency to simplify all Reli­
gious discipline. 

In particular - the scope 

Concerning its fundamental ain1, vve can discern a 
close parallel with that of the Salesian Congregation. 
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In both of then1, we are dealing in the first analysis 
\vith "seeing to one's own perfection and being of help 
to save one's neighbour", especially young people of 
the poorer classes. As a logical flow-on, it follows 
that both Institutes "will, before anything else, set 
about bettering themselves in Christian Holiness, and 
then spend their lives in helping their neighbour". 
(Const. F.M.A 1885, TIT. I Act I, 3; cf. Salesian 
Society Const. 1874, Chap. I, Art. 1, 2). 

External organization of the· Institute 

While the Sisters of St. Anne depended on each local 
Bishop (TIT. III), the F.M.A. Institute is under the 
highest and iinmediate dependence "of the Rector 
Major who in each house is represented by the 
Director" and, for the whole Institute, "by a member 
of the Salesian Superior Chapter or by another suitable 
priest with the title of Director General of the Sisters" 
(TIT. II, Art. I) . Their dependence on the local 
Bishop is limited "to the administration of the Holy 
Sacraments and to the carrying out of the Liturgy." 
(TIT. II, Art.4). 

'Vow of chastity 

Here Don Bosco preferred to draw his inspiration 
in the main from the text of the Sisters of St. Anne 
(TIT. XIII) which was more closely attuned to fe1ni­
nine sensitivity on this topic. 

Yet, besides this, he drew also fron1 the Salesian 
Constitutions (Chap. V, Art. l, 6) the heavily under­
lined theme that "in this Institute the virtue of chastity 
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must be cultivated to a high degree". (TIT. II, Art. 1) ; 
the recommendation is repeated "to flee from idleness" 
(TIT. III, Art. 3), and in place of the warnings "he 
who does not have a well-founded hope" etc. and "of 
the greatest carefulness in dealing with the young who 
had already been victims of hun1an passions" (Chap. 
V, and 2, 3), he stressed instead the flight "from any 
sort of friendship that is not for Jesus Christ's sake" 
(TIT. III, Art. 3). 

For the F .M.A. only he singles out the close relation­
ship that exists between the Vow of Chastity and their 
Consecration to God in Christ. • 

"It is for this reason", he reminds the1n, "that they 
make the Vow of Chastity, by which they consecrate 
their very selves to Jesus Christ, pledged to keep them­
selves, mind and heart, as His own pure and spotless 
brides." (TIT. III, Art. I). 

Vow of obedience 

In the F .M.A. text, Don Bosco condenses a little all 
the spiritual motives found in the other two texts 
(Sisters of St. Anne TIT. XIV; Salesian Const. Chap. 
III) . 

He does not speak, either, of "blind obedience", as 
is found in the St. Anne Sisters' Constitutions; although 
in their guidelines he does want to see "an obedience 
without delay, without objections, and without any 
sadness; without judging or criticizing the clear or 
hidden reasons for the order". (TIT. IV, Art. 2) . 

We can point to the familiar tone of the parallel 
article in the Salesian Constitutions, Chap. 4, Art. 5, 
" Let no one obey while resisting iri word, deed, or 
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heart". The ever-so-slight difference in tone help us 
discern an altogether different psychology. 

From the Salesian Constitutions (Chap. 3, Art. 3), he 
introduces the last article (TIT. IV, Art. 5) . "Let no 
Sister take upon herself as a busybody the presumption 
of asking for anything or refusing it. On the other 
l?and, if she should realize that something is really 
harmful or necessary, let her mention it to the Superior, 
who will, with all promptness, provide what is needed 
-according to the Spirit of the Institute." 

This is a very important article, because it indicates 
the type of relationship desired; . it shows in detail the 
filial style of obedience and the paternal or maternal 
use of authority that Don Bosco wanted to see at the 
very heart of his houses; so that there would be no 
trace of the old monasticism about them, just a slight 
trace of a social community, and the all-pervasive Spirit 
of the Family. 

Vow of poverty 

Since the text (like that of the Salesian Congrega­
tion) was f orn1ulated for an Institute "whose daughters 
must be true Religious before the Church, while at the 
san1e time Free Citizens before the State" (LETTER, 
OC. TO M. ENRICHETT A), then the accent falls 
more on "detachment from every earthly good" rather 
than on mere absence of ownership (TIT. V. Art. I). 
It is a detachment that is proved by a life of total 
community, by not keeping anything for one's private 
use "without the special permission of the Superior" 
(BID) ; and by a complete readiness, when need arises, 
"to suffer heat, cold, thirst, hunger, weariness and 
contempt, if . this be for the greater glory of God and 
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the salvation of one's soul." (TIT. V, Art. 5) . 
This article is taken from the Salesian Constitutions, 

where it is found not in the context of poverty but in 
the section on admission to the Society (Chap. XI, 
Art. 10). 

At the end of this short chapter on Poverty Don 
Bosco inserts an article that has a strong Franciscan 
flavour about it. "To rouse themselves to the observance 
of voluntary poverty," he advises, "let the Sisters re­
flect that it is precisely this virtue that makes genuine 
followers of the Divine Redeemer, who was rich and 
became poor, and who, in order to leave us a great 
exan1ple, took Poverty as a Bride, being her life-long 
Companion from birth till death." (TIT. V, Art. 6). 

This heritage our founder has bequeathed to his 
Spiritual Daughters only. In it one can detect, perhaps, 
far-off echoes of his youthful aspirations; in it we can 
see, for certain, a reflection of the more-than-Franciscan 
poverty of his own childhood. 

Structures of the Institute 

Apart fron1 the total dependence of the Institute on 
the Rector Major and on those who represent him at 
any level (especially in relation to outside matters) 
the Institute's structure for internal government closely 
fallows that of the Salesian Congregation. But there 
still re1nains the task of singling out exceptions that 
are unique to the F .M.A. Constitutions. 

Concerning the criteria for the election of the 
Superior (a topic not dealt with in the St. Anne or 
Salesian Constitutions) Don Bosco underlines the point 
that she should be not only exemplary, prudent and 
zealous but must be noticeably "gifted with charity" 
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(TIT. VII, Art. 14). In the following article, a most 
beautiful one, really, it is again stressed that she n1ust 
be without the slightest ambition (let alone mania!!) 
to hold power . 

.. Though we cannot imagine that a humble F.M.A. 
could let herself be led by ambition to use deceit and 
intrigue to obtain promotion, nevertheless to prevent 
that possibility, we declare that any Sisters who are 
notoriously .ambitious, just as they are unworthy and 
inept, should be regarded as ineligible." (TIT. VII, 
Art. 15). On the strength of these criteria, it is not 
hard to see Don Bosco's wish that only those Superiors 
who reflect the humility, simplicity and motherly good­
ness of M. Mazzarello herself should be eligible to 
succeed to the direction of the Institute. 

There is still a final detail that lends a touch of 
f e1ninine psychology to the task entrusted to the Vicar. 
(A task similar to that of the Catechist General-old 
regime!-in the Salesian Congregation (cf. Chap. IX, 
Art. 8) : that of adn1onishing the Superior whenever 
she fails in her duties. In order that she should not 
1nistake "the fireflies for the lamplight" and not see 
her duty as a pedlar of gossip, he insists that "she will 
not give any correction unless the matter is serious, 
and not before having prayed for God's light to know 
if the correction intended is really beneficial; and 
whether the time, place and manner of giving advice 
are appropriate." 

On the other hand, to lighten the Vicar's burden, 
the article goes on: "Fron1 time to time let the 
Superior herself freely come along to ask whether she 
has any observations to make, to afford the Vicar the 
chance of carrying out her kindly service more easily." 
(TIT. VI, Art. 6). 
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Spirit of the Institute and the essential virtues 

We can find a description of the Spirit of the 
Institute su1nmed up for us in a short article of the 
chapter dealing with the Novice Mistress. (TIT. IX, 
Art. 6). Here it declares that the Spirit which the 
Novice Mistress must try "to instil into and animate 
the novices with" is a "Spirit of charity and gentleness, 
a spirit of abnegation and sacrifice." These phrases, 
short as they are, still focus on two keypoints: the 
'·'charity-gentleness' complex and the "abnegation­
sacrifice" combination. In this way, they portray for 
us, in · a few brush strokes, the authentic spiritual 
features and identity of the F .M.A. 

It is within the ambient of this Spirit, that the 
Chapter entitled "The Essential Virtues Proposed" 
should be read (TIT. XIII) . This whole brief chapter 
is an extract from the Constitutions of the St. Anne 
Sisters. 

What is hnportant for us to etnphasize in such a 
context in order to grasp the Founder's way of thinking 
is not so much the different order of the virtues listed, 
but the difference in degree of importance that it 
proposes, 1najor variations from the original. 

For example, first rank is not given to "si1nplicity 
and virginal n1odesty" (Const. St. Anne TIT. VIII) 
but to "patient and zealous charity not only towards 
the very young children, but also towards older adoles­
cent girls." Then expanding the range of such apostolic 
charity, Don Bosco adds, "Charity towards any other 
person with the aim of doing greater good for souls". 
(TIT. XIII, Art. I) . 

At the second level are ranked "simplicity and 
modesty", from which Don Bosco has erased the 
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adjective "virginal", but has added the very Salesian 
phrase "with holy cheerfulness", to give a unique tone 
to the preceding phrase "simplicity and modesty". 

Elsewhere, dealing with the qualities that novices 
should have, Don Bosco had already pointed out very 
clearly the apostolic-educative aim of such virtues. 
"Let the novices", he enjoins, "be cheerful, sincere 
and open-hearted" (St. Teresa) because "only those 
Sisters with such a character can attract young people 
to piety and religious practice." (cf. TIT. IX, Art. 5) . 

Following "simplicity and modesty with holy cheer­
fulness", he then comes to, "a spirit of 1nortification, 
both interior and exterior." He concludes this article 
with the phrase "a rigorous observance of poverty", 
taken fron1 the Constitutions of the Sisters of St. Anne. 

At the third rank, instead of "the spirit of prayer" 
Don Bosco puts "obedience of will and judgment", to 
which he adds that virtue dear to M. Mazzarella: 
"humility in receiving any advice or correction, gladly 
and without any remarks, besides accepting whatever 
duties are entrusted to her." 

At the fourth and final level comes the spirit of 
prayer "through which", Don Bosco adds, "the Sisters 
will devote themselves with all eagerness to the prac­
tices of piety." Then, again taking his cue from the 
St. Anne text, he goes on, "Let the Sisters keep them­
selves in the presence of God and give themselves up 
completely to His kindly Providence." 

We may possibly be surprised by the fact that Don 
Bosco puts the Spirit of Prayer in the very last place. 
But we should not forget in this regard that the Salesian 
n1otto-the very badge of identity-is not "work and 
prayer" (Benedictine) but "work and temperance". 
(M.B. XII, 466). What stands out in the Salesian is 
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not his prayer, but his humble work; generous without 
fail, dedicated, and with no self-interest. However, we 
ought not beat around the bush. Work, as Don Bosco 
intends it, demands an intense spirit of prayer, a deep 
piety, which is at the one time its secret spring and its 
ultimate explanation. 

That this is Don Bosco's viewpoint is confinned for 
us in the last article. It is another precious rule that 
Don Bosco gives only to his Spiritual Daughters. 

Having concluded the outline of essential virtues, 
Don Bosco sums up: "These virtues ought to be 
constantly practised and become part of the fibre of 
every F .M.A., because both the active and conte1npla­
tive life must grow apace in the1n; reflecting both 
Martha and Mary, a life of apostolic zeal and of angelic 
holiness." (TIT. XIII, Art. 5). 

Here we find Don Bosco's secret revealed, the 111ost 
demanding aspect of the entire Salesian Spirituality­
an intense activity that never sinks into activism; a 
deep spirit of prayer that never wanders off into 
escapism or singularity, but which is translated with­
out fail into action, nan1ely apostolic work for God 
and for souls. 

Distribution of time, and practices of piety 

Comparing the daily time-table of the F.M.A. with 
that of the Sisters of St. Anne, we can say that Don 
Bosco has left a lot more room for work and less for 
com1non prayer, to fit in better with the life-style that 
he wanted to see in his Institute; even if, as is the 
case, the F.M.A. prayer-time is longer than that allotted 
to the Salesians. 

From the Chronicles it is clear that this brief time 
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given to prayer proved more of an obstacle to postu­
lants in adapting to the new life of the Institute than 
even the quite incredible poverty did. The reason is 
that Women Religious, according to the mentality of 
that time, were regarded as people dedicated above all 
to prayer, and not to work. 

Invited to reconsider on this point, Don Bosco 
emphatically repeated his wish that "his daughters 
should be simple in everything, even in piety, so as 
not to weary the young girls with devotions better 
suited to enclosed nuns than to religious in the active 
life." (Chron. II, 54). 

Keeping to this principle, as he had already done 
for his Salesians, Don Bosco did not impose any other 
practices of piety upon the Sisters "besides those in 
use among devout christians at that time". 

There are still two points, finally, where Don Bosco 
tends to break away from his contemporaries in the 
Religious Life: a greater liberty in approaching the 
Sacran1ents of confession and co1nmunion (TIT. XVII, 
Art. 4 and TIT. XVII, Art 7). 

Religious discipline-
silence, enclosure, general rules 

It is in this section, especially, where we notice that 
Don Bosco tends not only to modify but to remove any 
trace of f orn1alism, to simplify Religious Life for 
women. 

For example, it is not said as it is in the St. Anne 
Constitutions, that during recreation "the Sisters may 
attend to light manual work or not, depending on the 
discretion or kindness of the Superior". (TIT. IX, 
Art. 3) . In its place, instead we find "let them get 
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on together as good Sisters, encouraging and cheering 
up one another"; even n1ore, that "sensible and harm­
less games. to brighten up body and soul should not be 
forbidden". (TIT. XIV, Art. 4). 

Elsewhere we read, "among themselves let the 
F.M.A. be as happy as real Sisters, laughing and 
joking, etc., but always in such a way as the very 
angels do." (??!!) (TIT. XVIII, Art. 8). 

Again differing from the St. Anne Constitutions, 
Don Bosco wants all his Daughters to take their 
recreation together, so "they should not absent them­
selves from recreation without permission". (TIT. 
XIV, Art. 4). 

The reason behind this sharp, no-nonsense tone of 
obligation seems pretty obvious to me: for Don Bosco, 
the recreation and playground were precisely the time 
and place where the family atmosphere, so essential 
to his educational systen1, was to be fostered and 
spread. 

In order to encourage · "recollection, piety and union 
with God" (TIT. XVI, Art. 1) , as the Sisters of St. 
Anne had done ( c.f. TIT. XI) , the founder divides 
the day into periods of strict and n1oderate silence. 
He simply reduced the first to the " Eucharistic Silence" 
(from evening prayers till after Mass next morning) ; 
and from the second he exempts all recreation times, 
so that his daughters can unwind and enjoy them­
selves to the full (cf. TIT. XVI, Art. 3). Besides 
that, he also makes allowance for a short break during 
work time (cf. TIT. XVI, Art. 4). 

To build up a mood of mutual trust between 
Superiors and Sisters, Don Bosco then goes out of 
his way to deprive the Superior of any privileges that 
could engender coldness in relationships. As for 
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example " the faculty of suspending Sisters from Holy 
Communion, for their spiritual benefit". (cf. St. Anne 
Const. TIT. IX, Art. 11) ; or the right of "deciding 
the appropriate time and place for an outing" (TIT. 
X, Art. 4) ; or of designating on who1n they had to 
depend when outside of the Religious House: "on 
her return let the Sister relate to the Superior every­
thing she has done from the moment she first left the 
House", etc. (TIT. X, Art. 2) , St Anne Const. 

He removes other regulations, also, such as "The 
Chapter of Faults" (TIT. XV, Art. 28) which, even 
when they do not lead to legalism, as they normally 
do, still risk stirring up ill-feeling in the heart of the 
comn1unity. 

It is interesting to see how Don Bosco resolves the 
q~estion of too frequent visits by the Sisters' parents. 
He does not "close the door in their face" (St. Anne 
Const. TIT. XV, Art. 6), but he invites the Sisters 
themselves to ask their parents not to come habitually 
more than once a month. (cf. TIT. XVIII, Art. 4). 

Again he omits from the F.M.A. Constitutions the 
detailed regulations about the appearance of their room, 
their clothing, linen and religious habit. (cf. St. Anne 
Const. TIT. XV, Art. 11-21). 

There is only one point about religious discipline 
where Don Bosco tends to be rigorous and inflexible; 
it is that concerning Enclosure (Cloister), especially 
where it refers to dealing with those of the opposite 
sex. It was a point on which the good Daughters of 
the Immaculate at Mornese had already expressed their 
disagreement, when Don Bosco, through Don Pestarino, 
had presented them with the first draft of their Con­
stitutions; since they had considered it impracticable 
for their situation. (cf. M.B.X, 696). Despite this, 
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Don Bosco would not budge f ro1n his stand, and in 
the draft of the 1885 Constitutions we find the Chapter 
about Enclosure (cf. III, XV) no less final and no less 
clear-cut than the corresponding chapter of the St. 
Anne Sisters' Constitutions. (cf. TIT. X). 

I think that this was due to the fear (sometimes it 
may seem to be a phobia) that Don Bosco had about 
scandal; a fear that provoked from him a defensive, 
negative reaction: namely, a set of n1inute regulations 
that put not only the young in the 1noral ilnpossibility 
of comn1itting sins, but adults as well. 

Conclusion 

I think that even this sketchy outline of the text of 
the 1885 Constitutions should be enough to prove 
Don Bosco's intention in founding the F.M.A. Institute; 
and to depict the broad features of its spiritual identity: 
namely, a feminine version of Salesianity. 

3. Dir·ect intervention of Dion Bosco in 
the foundation of the l·nstitu'te 

For all their vital itnportance in the birth of the 
Institute, the Constitutions could still re1nain an abstract 
life-project, impressive but ineffective, if they were not 
made to come alive in real life. The proof of their 
value comes only from their power to become part of 
the life-stream of the Church, whereby they flow with 
utter fidelity along the way that leads to perfect 
Charity. 

And it is during this delicate stage of passing fron1 
the letter to the life-giving Spirit, that splits and devia-
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tions can be 1neasured. It is this crucial moment of 
contact with real life that calls for extra care on the 
part of the founder, so that the Institute does not 
deviate from that first itnpulse he has given it, nor 
fro1n the direction mapped out for him by God's Spirit. 

In such a context, we want to reflect briefly now on 
how Don Bosco can1e to intervene directly in the 
Institute 's foundation. 

Small steps to1ward the· f1oundation 

The first thing that catches our eye at this stage is 
how Don Bosco proceeded so cautiously; not only in 
bringing the Institute into being, but in letting other 
people know about his project. Don Stella confirms 
this point: ' 'Don Bosco was slow to reveal his pet­
projects and special works while they were still in the 
pipe-line" (STELLA, O.C. I, 206) . 

This could be put down sin1ply to innate shrewdness 
were there not another 111ore convincing explanation in 
Don Bosco's case. 

Speaking about the start of his Salesian Congrega­
tion, Don Bosco adn1itted, "The Virgin Mary had 
indicated to tne in a drean1-vision the field in w·hich I 
had to work. So all along the way I had with me a 
finished blueprint from which I could not and would 
not deviate. In one way, I was totally responsible for 
the success of the project. I saw clearly those lines I 
~had to keep to, and the methods I had to adopt to 
bring it about. And so I dared not risk letting such a 
design come to nothing through exposing it to the 
arbitrary opinion or wishes of other people". (M.B. 
III, 247). 

From 1nany indications, what was true for the 
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Salesian beginnings is equally true for the F .M.A. 
(cf. M.B. II, 407; VII, 218). Whether from special 
divine inspirations or from man-made requests, Don 
Bosco was personally convinced that here again it was 
God's will to found such an Institute (M.B.X, 585-
599); but he waited for clearer signs of just how, or 
when, or with whom all these plans had to be fulfilled. 
(cf. M.B. VIII, 418). In his reticence, he unfolded 
his project only in stages, according to the emerging 
signs that he recognized as he went along. 

Perhaps we cannot include in this category the first 
direct intervention of Don Bosco-already spoken of­
when he had the initial conversation in the train with 
Don Pestarino in 1862; (M.B.X, 586) nor again that 
short note sent via Don Pestarino to Maria Domenica 
and to Petronilla in that same year (cf. M.B. IX, 618). 
The work at Mornese, just begun, was hardly sufficient 
as yet to let Don Bosco see in it the long-awaited 
sign for the fulfiln1ent of God's plan. Undoubtedly 
both the train-conversation and the short note were to 
become providential factors in such a plan. The 
exact words of the note I "Pray, then, but do all you 
can for young people; do your utmost to prevent even 
one venial sin." M.B. X, 586)-an authentic summary 
of Don Bosco's n1ission and educational systen1-were 
falling on receptive, well prepared ground. 

In turn, Don Pestarino's joining the Salesian Con­
gregation, his increasingly detailed reports about the 
growth of the work, and above all Don Bosco's own. 
personal visit to Mornese in 1864, had all helped the 
founder become aware that here, right before his eyes, 
he had found the nucleus of his future Institute. 

In letters to priests and in confidential remarks to 
his assistants, Don Bosco now begins to unveil his 
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project more clearly; but only in March 1869 does he 
personally take the decision to begin his work. Letting 

. things mature slowly and moving only when sure of 
his facts, was a constant norm in all Don Bosco's 
projects (cf. M.B. II, 39). Just as it was a constant 
norm that, once he had decided to launch a project, 
he would do so gradually by tentative experiments, but 
always heading in the one direction towards his 
ultimate goal. 

The first direct intervention we can consider is the 
well-known "note-book" delivered to Maria Domenica 
and to Petronilla: a few short pages "written in Don 
Bosco's own hand, containing a time-table and a short 
rule that he thought suitable- for them and their girls, 
in order to n1ake a start on a regular way of life". 
(M.B. X, 591) . The guide-lines of this notebook, 
now lost, have come down to us from a redrafting by 
Mother Petronilla: 

-"Try to live habitually in the Presence of God." 
-"Make frequent use of ejaculatory prayer." 
-"Go about things in a gentle way, patient and 

pleasant." 
-"Look after the girls with close attention, keep 

them always occupied and growing in a life of 
piety:-simple, pure and straight-forward. 
(M.B. X, 592) . 

This is an expansion of the 1862 notes. With a few 
deft touches of the heln1, Don Bosco was steering the 
little craft of Mornese, without anyone realizing it, 
towards the shores of Salesian Religious Life. 

In a visit to Mornese in May 1870, for the ordination 
of Don Pestarino's nephew, Don Bosco had a chance 
to test if the fruit was now ripe. It was then he 
decided to push ahead. 
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On January 30th, 1871, most likely, he dropped a 
first vague hint to Don Pestarino. (M.B. X, 593). 

0 n April 2 4 th, 18 71, he con1n1i ts hi1nself to speak 
openly for the first tilne to the Oratory Chapter­
members ( cf. M.B. X, 594) , requesting a 1nonth for 
reflection and prayer. 

Having obtained their affirmative vote on May 24th 
-a significant choice of date!-he writes on that very 
day to Mother Enrichetta Do1ninici; Superior of the 
St. Anne Sisters, so that she can draw up a draft of 
Constitutions for Religious W 01nen, along the lines of 
the Salesian Congregation's text. In n1id-J une he co1n­
n1unicates the decision he has taken to Don Pestarino 
(cf. M.B. X-597), pointing out the basic lines of the 
future Institute's rules, and authorizing hin1 to choose 
fron1 an1ong the Daughters of the hn1naculate those 
Sisters whom he thought should be the foundation 
stones of the work. 

It is interesting for us to dwell briefly on the criteria 
that Don Bosco gave Don Pestarino for discerning 
those who had a religious vocation. It is the last but 
the most decisive touch of the helm to reach the shore 

' 
he was heading for. 

The initial choice 

In Don Bosco's eyes, those best-fitted to be f ounda­
tion stones of his projected Institute are "those who 
are obedient even in trivial matters, who do not take 
offence at corrections received, and who do reveal a 
spirit of n1ortification". (MEMOIRS OF D. PESTA­
RINO, MACCONO, 181 AND NOTE I, 178). 

Undoubtedly we are dealing with very radical 
criteria of selection here, and-fro1n a Salesian view-

42 



point-very down-to-earth ones which leave little roon1 
for sentiment or poetry. But for Don Bosco, more 
pragn1atic than any other saint, they are listed as the 
most solid. They are a good index of love of God, 
of piety, of the degree of all f onns of self-renuncia­
tion: of the absence of self-importance, self-love and 
self-will. Don Bosco will return repeatedly to such 
themes in later sections, in such a measure that they 
can be regarded as feature-points of the Institute's 
identity. 

We would like to ask here why Don Bosco, nonnally 
so slow in coming to a 1nature decision, so cautious 
in bringing his projects into being, den1anded such 
rigorous selection-criteria at the very start of the 
F.M.A. Institute? 

There could be several explanations. 
First of all, simply because it was the beginning of 

the Institute, Don Bosco did not want to take risks 
in choosing his foundation stones. He wanted to see 
his work constructed on solid foundations that could 
sustain the entire edifice yet to be built. 

Secondly because, unlike the history of the Salesian 
Congregation's foundation, Don Bosco was not faced 
with adolescents who could be forn1ed gradually, but 
with adult persons who had already acquired a certain 
formation and ,vho, even more, had to be introduced 
now to a way of life so unknown as to be never 
dreatned of. 

What Don Bosco detnands fron1 the Daughters of 
the hnmaculate is a real "leap in the dark" at his word, 
seen as the very Word of God; even more than "a 
leap in the dark", since he foresees the enormous 
difficulties in the prickly situation at Mornese. Because 
of this, Don Bosco has need of people who are totally 
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available, prepared to yield their own viewpoint, their 
special tastes, the comparative peace of a life that was 
safe and tranquil, even if not comfortable. 

These same preoccupations e1nerge from short notes, 
in question-and-answer form, jotted down by Don 
Pestarino, and to be passed on to the first aspirants in 
Don Bosco's name. 

-"What advice or suggestions has Don Bosco left 
for us? That we need people who can obey rather 
than command; that we have plenty who can give 
orders. People who do not grumble, but show good 
humour when anyone gives them advice or corrects 
their defects." 

-"Where does the esteeen1, the reverence which we 
111ust have towards Superiors stem from? That they 
pander to our whims and let us have our own way? 
Or rather that they look for our good, the good of our 
souls, for good order and for the good spirit of Jesus 
Christ." 

-"What is the most itnportant thing to look out for, 
and the most important to be on our guard against in 
this new Institute? To get to know and carry out the 
Rules, to acquire the spirit of abnegation and mortifica­
tion; to obey rather than command; to align ourselves 
with the Superiors who are the very ones that have 
the welfare and expansion of the Institute 1nost at 
heart; who have a deep knowledge of their own co1n­
munity and of other Institutes, while the rest of us 
know little or nothing about such a con1munity ." 
(M.B. X, 611-612). 

The change in life-style that Don Bosco asks fro1n 
his simple Daughters of the Immaculate is so dramatic 
that some shortcomings on the part of a few is easy 
to understand. (e.g. Petronilla cf. Chron. I, 272-273). 
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Soon, however, such hesitation vanished, thanks to 
swift decisions and to the persuasive strength of Maria 
Do1nenica. Don Pestarino knew that, at the right 
1noment, she would help the other Sisters to under­
stand and accept whatever changes were needed_, even 
if she had grasped their meaning only in principle. 
(Chron. I, 254). 

On the other hand, the solid foundation given them 
by Don Pestarino was so sturdy that he could assure 
Don Bosco, "they were ready to obey and to make 
any sacrifice for the good of souls, their own and 
others." (Chron. I, 270). 

It is beyond dispute that such total availability to 
God's will, through Don Bosco's hands, of the entire 
pioneer group (including Don Pestarino) , was to be a 
decisive factor in shaping the early heroic spirit. 

But it is a genuine heroism, with no posing or 
artificiality; so simple and natural that it is unaware 
of its own existence. We recognize it from Mother 
Enrichetta Sorbone's following description, "a shining 
obedience and simplicity, exactness in carrying out the 
rule; an admirable recollection and silence, a spirit of 
prayer and mortification, a childlike frankness and 
innocence; fraternal charity in words and actions, and 
such a holy-cheerfulness and joy that it made the House 
almost a Paradise". 

Later on we shall see just ho,v influential Maria 
Domenica's presence and activity were in fostering 
that pristine Spirit. 

Here we would like to stress again that this way of 
pure faith was the only possible one that could keep 
the frail little Mornese community together against the 
violent storms it would soon have to experience: the 
hostility from their village neighbours; incredible 
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poverty; upsets caused by unsuitable me1nbers 
Blengini, Bacchialone, the Arecco sisters, Sim­
beni, etc.) : and above all · the continual loss of 
generous souls struck down by death in their prime. 
Here there was 1nore than enough to discourage anyone 
who had not yet given herself totally into God's hands. 
In view of what was to happen later, the words Don 
Bosco spoke to the Sisters on the first Reception Day 
(5th August, 1872) have a prophetic ring about them: 
"Become saints, and in tilne you will be able to do so 
much good for so many souls, provided you keep a 
lowly attitude . . . Take courage and be comforted, 
since this is the only way you will achieve anything 
in this new mission of yours." (M.B. X, 617) . 

Development and dang.ers 

From the occasional reports of his own assistants, 
and from his own personal visits, Don Bosco was 
delighted with the progress and fervour. (cf. M.B. X, 
628; XI, 26 ; XII, 65. XIII, 76) (M.B. X, 622; XII ., 
298). 

The spirit of abnegation that he witnessed, and above 
all the rapid growth of the work in the face of 
tremendous difficulties, drew f ro1n him expressions of 
genuine wonder. He is on record as adn1itting that 
"without doubt, it is not n1y work but a special inter­
vention of Providence." (TEXT OF CAN. ANFOSSI, 
M.B. X, 688) . 

What concerned him 1nore and more, however, was 
the nun1ber of deaths among the very young Sisters. 
As time went on, he was beset by increasing fears that 
his simple, docile Daughters had taken too seriously 
his teaching on total self-denial and sacrifice, thinking 
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only of heaven and overlooking life here and now. 
In 1874 in a conference to new Superiors, he had 
already given a short talk on n1oderation, requesting 
them to "co1nply as far as possible with the inclinations 
and talents of both novices and Sisters when allotting 
jobs and duties." Don Bosco went on, "Son1e think 
it is a virtue at times, a sort of rein on self-will, merely 
to assign some duty that goes against the grain; while 
instead great harn1 is being done thereby, both to the 
Sister in question and to the whole Congregation. It 
is far better to concentrate on teaching them self­
mortification and how to spiritualize and sanctify these 
natural talents of theirs, by directing the1n always to 
God's glory". (M.B. X, 637) . 

Later on Don Bosco spotted a tendency to mortify 
themselves even beyond the limits already imposed on 
them by their poverty. Since they worked so hard, 
they needed to keep up their strength with substantial 
1neals, more so as most of the Sisters were still young. 
Mazzarello's kindly solution, to provide special dishes 
for those who needed them, was not acceptable, as it 
could have led in ti1ne to possible a buses of the common 
life. (cf. CHRON. I, 252-253). 

Don Bosco's personal request to enlarge their menu 
was not exactly enthusiastically received by the Sisters­
the pioneers especially; despite M. Mazzarello's avowal 
of "total availability"! ("If Don Bosco wanted us to, 
we would be ready to devour a whole chicken each." 
M.B. X, 360) . When Don Bosco gently tried to over­
come their scruples at Bargo San Martino, the Chroni­
cles relate (II, 216) ; "Mother was promptly informed 
of it; and while the increased 1nenu was far from her 
"heroic-n1ortification" ideal, she replied: "If that's 
Don Bosco's order, Amen! So be it!" 
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But it must have been an "Amen" that can1e more 
f ro1n the head than the heart, since Don Bosco had to 
come back to this very theme, in a more pointed way, 
at Nizza in August, 1880. (cf. M.B. XIV, 663). 

But there was a deeper worry that troubled Don 
Bosco at this time. The tension apparent in his spiritual 
daughters, as they attempted to ham1ner out perfection 
by sheer will-power that left little roo1n for hun1an 
nature after the initial enthusiasm, simply increased 
the risk of not only damaging their health but of 
dulling their spirit. This would 1nake them less 
credible witnesses to the joy of the Beatitudes among 
young people. 

This fear came out in the annual n1eeting of 
Directors at Alassio on February 8th, 1879. Dealing 
with the F .M.A.'s progress, it was noted with satisfac­
tion, "their numbers have grown considerably from year 
to year"; but it was also put on record, with sadness, 
"too many of them have fallen sick and died." (M.B. 
XIV, 49). 

In the discussion that followed this report, it is 
interesting to note that Cagliero, the Sisters' Director 
General who was closer to then1 than anyone, in 
attempting to detect the cause and remedies, did not 
insist so much on their poor diet, etc., but on other 
reasons. In short, he suggested, "there should be plenty 
of activity, fresh air, a frequent change of jobs for 
Sisters employed in the kitchen, a courtyard or garden 
attached to every house, where without embarrassment 
from outsiders, the Sisters could play, or shout, run 
around or unwind to clear their minds from any oppres­
sive problems. In his opinion, many were falling sick 
simply because of mental anxiety: from scruples, nerves 
and the like." (M.B. XIV, 50) . 
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Cagliero's theory seems backed up by what the 
Chronicles remark at the time of the deaths of Sister 
Belletti (cf. II, 237) and Sister Emma Ferrero (cf. 
III, 252). 

Such concern explains the recom1nendations that Don 
Bosco made to the Sisters of Alassio during his visit on 
January 3rd, 1880 ... "By all means work, work as 
much as you can . . . but in such a way that you 
can keep on working for a long time. Don't shorten 
your life with privations and over-tiredness, or with 
1nelancholy or any other peculiarity that sets you apart 
from the others." (M.B. XIV, 254). 

There were other similar reminders to the superiors 
at Nizza on August 21st, 1879: "Let the young 
Sisters have plenty of exercise; see they have such 
physical activity, which they need, by doing little jobs 
in the vineyards and gardens. This will do a lot to 
improve their health." (M.B. XIV, 258). 

Don Bosco's last words 

I think that such a mode of thought can explain why 
Don Bosco gradually changed the em'phasis of his main 
ideas when giving conferences to the F.M.A. 

At the start of the Institute, the themes on which he 
concentrates are much the same as "the criteria for 
choosing candidates" suggested to Don Pestarino: 
obedience and observance of the rule (cf. M.B. X, 610-
612, 622, 647); humility, simplicity, self renunciation, 
a hidden life (c-f. M.B. X, 617, 622, XIV, 257); a 
spirit of sacrifice, work (cf. M.B. XIV, 257, X, 647). 
To these are added other qualities of a more incidental 
kind; mutual love (cf. M.B. X, 622) prayer, the great 
gift of peace, avoidance of sin (cf. M.B. X, 674). 
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Don Costamagna seems to synthesize all these then1es 
quite neatly, when relating Don Bosco's ideas after the 
Decree of Approval of the Constitutions, 1876, he 
maintains that the Institute will have a great future 
provided the F .M.A. "remain simple, poor and morti­
fied". (M.B. XI, 366). 

Apart from obedience and observance of the Rules 
which are proper to any Religious Life, it seems that 
Don Bosco does not have any other ideals in 1nind for 
his Spiritual Daughters apart from that of a woman 
whom he held in such high regard during his life that 
it amounted almost to a cult-his own mother. 

Such an ideal of simplicity, humility, poverty, hard 
work, and a spirit of sacrifice was not n1eant to be 
an end in itself, but to be put entirely at the service 
of Charity, as in Mama Margaret's case. Here again, 
we must stress that the pioneer F .M.A's did have such 
a living ideal right before their eyes in Mary Mazzarella. 
Such a_n ideal we find held up to the1n in a letter 
sent to the F .M.A. by Don Bosco on May 24th, 1886, 
on the occasion of the Second General Chapter of the 
Institute (cf. CAPETTI, PROGRESS OF THE INSTI­
TUTE IN THE COURSE OF A CENTURY, I, 130-
135). 

In this letter are set out all the virtues that he was 
gradually inculcating through the text of the Constitu­
tions, through Retreat conferences, and through private 
conversations: a spirit of mortification and sacrifice; 
hard work, poverty, humility, obedience and exact 
observance of the Rule; control of worldly affections, 
good health, friendliness, and cheerfulness. They all 
came together here into a single framework, as if we 
were meant to look at a finished portrait of the spiritual 
identity of the F.M.A. as seen by Don Bosco. 
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At a later period, however, for reasons already 
noted, we see that Don Bosco places less emphasis on 
these themes of poverty, sacrifice, work and mortifica­
tion. For his Sisters were already working so hard 
and placing so much stress on mortification that they 
could no longer see clearly that "obedience is more 
pleasing to the Lord than sacrifice" (cf. I. SAM. 15, 
22) . Already at the start of their Religious Life, he 
had frankly told his Salesian sons: "It is necessary 
that everyone of you must be prepared to make heavy 
sacrifices ... not of health, not of n1oney, not of harsh 
external Penances, not of extraordinary fastings, but of 
your own will." (M.B. VII, 47). 

Now keeping to such principles, Don Bosco focuses 
the attention of his Spiritual Daughters on obedience 
and the observance of the Rules, which, in his mind, 
formed an integrated whole to the point where the 
Superior had to become "almost a Living Rule". (M.B. 
XII, 81). 

We notice that this change of emphasis does not 
imply that Don Bosco is under-rating the spirit of 
sacrifice, of mortification and self-denial; as if the 
conferences of that earlier period had now lost some 
of their valid worth. It implies only that there was 
need now "TO INTERIORIZE" such sacrifice. 

We know what a central place Don Bosco had given 
to obedience in the outline of Salesian virtues. (cf. 
Dream of the Mantle, M.B. XIV, 183-87; STELLA, 
O.C. II, 526-532). It is not strange that now, as he 
drew near the end of his life, he wanted to make his 
Sisters perceive still more clearly just how important 
obedience really was (cf. Chron. II, 37, 339, 341; 
M.B. XVII, 217, 626). 

I-Iere the criteria for accepting postulants serve as a 
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key to enlightenment (cf. M.B. XVII, 269); "they are 
to have good health, and give pro1nise of genuine 
obedience; if such obedience is not acquired in the 
novitiate, then it will never be." 

Such reminders are heard from Don Bosco up to his 
dying breath. One cannot forget that, on his very 
deathbed, when requested by Don Bonetti for a last 
memento for the F.M.A., Don Bosco had said, 
"Obedience. Practise it; get others to pratice it." 
Admittedly, obedience as Don Bosco intended it is not 
the obedience of a remote-controlled robot, nor that of 
a slave or mercenary, but rather the obedience of a 
son or daughter. In his eyes, obedience is nothing 
else but the love of God and one's neighbour in its 
most exacting f onn. 

. 
4. Indirect inte,rvention .of Do,n Bo,sco 

through his collaborators 

At the "Informative Process' for the Cause of Beati­
fication and Canonization, Cagliero has stated that Don 
Bosco always regarded the young as his special mission. 
There£ ore he found it hard, Cagliero observed, to 
devote hitnself to the confessions and spiritual direc­
tion of women. This delicacy he even pushed to 
extremes by not undertaking the personal direction of 
the very F.M.A. Institute that he had founded. For 
that duty he always delegated one of his priests, to look 
after their spiritual and material direction, with the 
title of Director General. (M.B. X, 638). 

One could, perhaps, disagree with the "delicacy" 
motive, even if Cagliero comes across as the most 
credible and best qualified witness to give such testi-
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1nony. However, the fact is certain that, apart from 
the redaction of the Constitution which he compiled 
personally and apart f rotn reserving for himself the top 
direction of the Institute, Don Bosco did invariably 
call on other helpers for its immediate direction. Now 
by the fact that in matters of government, Don Bosco 
respected to the full "the wisdon1 and ideas of his 
subordinates, leaving plenty of breathing-space around 
each one of then1", as Father Caviglia says so aptly 
(CAVIGLIA - DON BOSCO - AN HISTORICAL 
PROFILE, 168-169), it inevitably happened that at the 
start of the Institute especially, Don Bosco's "direc­
tion" could not help but be influenced by the diverse 
personalities of those helpers he had chosen to act in 
his name. 

Now we shall pause to consider such an influence, 
briefly and not at great depth, confining ourselves to 
the part played by each of Don Bosco's helpers in 
giving the initial trust -to the Institute. 

Importance 10 ,f D·o1n Pe•s.tarino 

Speaking of Don Pestarino's role (1878, Presentation 
of Constitutions), Don Bosco stated, "The Lord used 
him to lay down the foundations" of the F.M.A. 
Institute. 

While not taking this to mean that Don Pestarino 
was actually responsible for its foundation, neither can 
we underestimate in any way the key-role that he did 
play. I think this is a point that has to be re-thought 
and re-evaluated, if we want to discern the spiritual 
identity given by the Holy Spirit to the emerging 
Institute. 

Precisely because Don Bosco had not farmed the 
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subjects who · had come together in this new Institute 
and had intervened n1ore at the institutional level than 
at the level of spiritual direction in founding it, we 
must give time to reflect on the one who had first 
formed the founding-Sisters, and had later helped them 
become part of the new project proposed by Don 
Bosco. Since the F .M.A. pioneers were drawn from the 
Daughters of the Immaculate, all spiritually prepared 
by Don Pestarino, it was inevitable that the ne,v plant 
would have in its make-up, something of the roots fro1n 
which is sprang. 

The events at Mornese were quite different fron1 
those at Valdocco, where Don Bosco had been impelled 
by the Holy Spirit to begin right from scratch, fron1 
grass-roots in fact. At Mornese, Salesianity had to be 
assimilated, both by Don Pestarino on one ~ide and by 
his spiritual daughters on the other; as a vital part of 
their life-style, granted, but without erasing their earlier 
formation. 

Rather than abstract reflections, a concrete exa1nple 
will illustrate the point we are trying to make. Such 
a classic example we have in Mary Mazzarella. We 
choose her, both because of the major role she played 
in shaping the Institute's spiritual features and identity, 
(so major, in fact, that she merits the title of CO-
FOUNDRESS), and for the reason that we have 
ample, documented evidence of Don Pestarino's 
influence on her spiritual formation. 

When Mary first 1neets Don Bosco, she is anything 
but a woman at the start of the spiritual life. From a 
rather reluctant, greedy and vain young lady, Don 
Pestarino had brought her along in carefully graded 
stages to the point of real heroism and total com1nit­
ment. Her obedience in assisting her relatives struck 
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down by typhoid is striking proof of this. 
We know fron1 the records that Mary was not the 

only fruit-even if the most advanced-of Don Pesta­
rino's spiritual direction. The entire countryside of 
Mornese had been spiritually transformed by this 
zealous priest. (M.B. VII, 295) . 

When Don Bosco opens up a new way for Mary 
and the other Daughters of the Im1naculate, they will 
enter into it with enthusiasm, but without abandoning 
any of their fonner spiritual experience. More so, 
since the one who directs their first new step is the 
very same guide-Don Pestarino-w ho has accom­
panied the1n up till now. 

Even when this guide is replaced by another, this 
past spiritual experience will always remain a beacon 
-especially in Mazzarello's case-a safe reference­
point to guide the young Sisters along the . way of 
perfection. 

These are si1nply a few reflection-points, rather than 
proof of our thesis. But I think they are sufficient to 
clarify our suggestion of how important Don Pesta­
rino's role was in the Institute's foundation. 

Role of the Sister·s of St. Anne 

The part played by the Sisters of St. Anne is 
evidently not on a par with that of the Directors whom 
Don Bosco chose. It is a minor role by far, with only 
a passing influence limited to the Institute's initial 
stages and to the specific task asked of them. They 
had been sent to Mornese by Don Bosco not so much 
to pass on their spirit but, as Don Pestarino correctly 
explains, "to teach the locals how to organize Religious 
Life in a comn1unity." (Chron. II, 2). 
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Don Bosco chose then1 in preference to others 
because, first of all, he had already 1nade contact with 
them from the start of his priestly ministry; and then 
because they had a sin1ilar mission to the one he 
intended to entrust to his Spiritual Daughters; and, 
finally, because through their contact with Don Bosco, 
some of their spirit and disciplinary regulations had 
filtered through into the F.M.A. Constitutions. 

In the final analysis, it was the Sisters of St. Anne 
who were entrusted with the task of giving a lead to 
Don Bosco's lowly daughters; so rich in virtue, these 
F.M.A., but so hopelessly inexperienced in Religious 
Life and the field of Education. The St. Anne Sisters 
were meant to advise them on the many practical little 
points that arose, so that they could be transformed 
into a Religious Community dedicated to the education 
of young girls. And it was precisely in this role, we 
can see, that they went about their business. 

The Chronicles tell us, "they showed the Sisters 
how to answer applications from prospective boarders 
and postulants; how to set up an orderly laundry and 
marking-system for the girls; how to settle them down 
in the dormitory, dining-room and chapel; how to 
conduct outings; how to deal with the pupils' parents, 
and how to regulate their correspondence." (Chron II, 
21). 

At Mornese the Sisters of St. Anne were to deplore 
"the excessive poverty of life and furnishings, and the 
absence of habitual external discipline; but they took 
note also of "the great spirit of fervour" and the 
"moral leadership" of Mother Mazzarello (cf. CHRON. 
II, 21-22). Only they wondered, would "the good 
spirit of these dear Sisters of Don Bosco, so keen to 
imitate their founder, ·together with Sister Mary's 
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aptitude in passing on this spirit to her Young Institute, 
still be enough to make it succeed. Was it possible 
that the postulants, especially those from better-off 
families, could adapt to such rustic simplicity, to so 
much hard-work and sacrifice?" (CHRON. II, 26). 

If their doubts, in the event, were to prove 1nainly 
unfounded about the eventual outcome and about the 
postulants' capacity to adapt-so great was the fervour 
of the pioneer "MORNESINE", little Mornesians, that 
they proved then1selves capable of weathering every 
difficulty, they were not so far out in their fears that 
the Institute could not survive long in that a1nbient of 
extreme poverty and harsh mortification. 

It was a pity that, although they had decided to 
111ention this point to Don Bosco, in practice they had 
not said a word to him about it, right up till the end 
of their assignment (cf. CHRON. II, 47); confining 
themselves to extolling the capabilities and holiness 
of M. Mazzarella. Had they 1nentioned their fears to 
Don Bosco, perhaps some of the grievous trials at the 
start of the Institute might have been avoided. 

Contributio,n of Don Costam1agna · 
and of Do,n Caglie·r,o 

Don Pestarino had given a body and soul to the 
Congregation; in spirit he was totally Salesian. He 
was ready, then, as he showed during the ups and 
downs of the Mornese Institute, to sacrifice everything 
including his good-name for the sake of Don Bosco. 
His Salesianity, however, had its limitations; unlike the 
other collaborators who were to succeed him in the 
Direction of the Institute, he had not grown up with 
Don Bosco, and so had not ·been able to absorb the 
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attnosphere and spirit that Don Bosco knew how to 
create so well for the young people at the Oratory. 

I think that the one who contributed most to filling 
this gap in the rising Institute was Don Costamagna. 
He was sent by Don Bosco to Mornese as Director, 
after the death of Don Joseph Cagliero, who in turn 
had followed i1nmediately after Don Pestarino. 

Young, lively, exuberant, zealous (perhaps a trifle 
overzealous!) and very attached to Don Bosco, he was 
to bring "a peaceful revolution" into the tranquil 
Mornese clin1ate. The Chronicles record, "Above all, 
the Director knows how to seize every opportunity to 
purify the spirit, and to endow the College with the 
likeness of Valdocco. Young, full of life and culture, 
zealous for holiness and the apostolate, he has an eye 
for everything: piety, study, work and religious forma­
tion." (CHRON. II, 116). 

Costamagna, however, did not n1erely recapture the 
youthful pulse of the Oratory's working days, but that 
of festive-days as well: triduu1ns, novenas, feasts, 
academies, and little stage-productions. (cf. MAC­
CONO. ST. MARY MAZZARELLO, I, 282). 

Since Costamagna was most exact in fallowing not 
only the orders but the slightest wishes of Don Bosco, 
(IBID. 372), so Mother Mazzarella saw in him Don 
Bosco himself, just as she had seen hin1 in Don 
Pestarino and in Don Joseph Cagliero; and so she 
respected his least wish." (CHRON. II, 116). With 
such an affinity of soul on both sides, M. Mazzarello's 
assin1ilation of the Salesian Spirit could not have been 
any deeper. 

In Don Costamagna's character there was only one 
drawback that could have had serious consequences, if 
it had not found a corrective in Mother Mazzarello's 
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n1oderation. Young and inexperienced, he thought the 
only way to holiness vvas to lead the Sisters through 
every form of self-denial possible. (cf. MACCONO, 
0. C. I, 3 7 4-3 7 6) . 

Such an approach, besides leading to edgy nerves, 
ran the risk of introducing at Mornese a clin1ate of 
tension utterly foreign to Don Bosco's spirit; a spirit 
that was so hun1an and so understanding of human 
frailty. M. Mazzarella, who sincerely ad1nired Costa1na­
gna's grand qualities of sin1plicity, goodness and zeal 
-as well as acting as the Co1nmunity's lightning­
conductor during his stormy moments!-" did not 
hesitate to let him know", the Chronicles relate, "when 
she thought his zeal had carried hin1 too far; inspired 
as she was by the simplicity of the saints and the 
respect of a humble daughter." (CHRON. II, 116). 
Humble in turn, "as soon as such faults were pointed 
out to him, Don Costamagna would change his 
approach, and ask pardon of everyone, even, if need 
be, in public." (cf. MACCONO, as above). 

In this way through humility, charity and deep 
mutual esteem, Costamagna and Mazzarella would suc­
ceed in clearing the tension, preserving a clhnate of 
Salesian joy and serenity so essential to let people 
grow, freely and spontaneously, in charity. 

There was another matter, however, of such a 
delicate nature that Mother Mazzarella did not dare 
n1ention it to the Director, "for it could have seemed 
too disrespectful and might have led to unhealthy 
rumours." So she confided, instead, in Monsignor 
Scotton, but took care to extol the virtues of the 
Director and the Community rather than her hidden 
fears." The Chronicle records the fact in this way, 
"Anin1ated by his usual zeal for the perfection of souls 
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entrusted to his priestly n1inistry and by his admirable 
childlike simplicity, not yet taught by personal ex­
perience, Don Costamagna used to treat the Sisters and 
girls with a fatherly freedom, in view of everyone." 
(CHRON. LL, 216). 

What concerned l\1other Mazzarella was not so 111uch 
Don Costamagna's conduct as such, but the risk of his 
setting a precedent of an over-f an1iliar relationship for 
future Salesians and the F.M.A.: "I would not want 
that, through 111y fault, a principle should be intro­
duced", M. Mazzarella confessed, "which may seen1 
of no consequence at present, but which in time could 
become an abuse and a danger." (CHRON. II, 216). 

Even here the delicate reserve of Don Bosco's 
spiritual daughter, allied to a broad liberty of spirit, 
brings to bear a ref onn perfectly in harmony with the 
spirit of her father. 

Don John Cagliero 

Perhaps after Don Bosco and Don Pestarino, the 
one who was closest of all the other Salesians to the 
ups and downs of the Institute's early days was Father 
John Cagliero, nan1ed Director General by Don Bosco 
even during the lifetime of Don Pestarino. It is not 
so easy for us today, unfortunately, to pinpoint the 
exact role that he played in the founding years. 

Probably Don Bosco chose him as his deputy for 
the F .M.A., not only in so far as he was a member of 
the Superior Chapter, but because he had wider ex­
perience of femine environments. It is interesting to 
note Maccono's remark on this point, when narrating 
the Meeting of the chapter-members for the approval 
of the F.M.A. Institute. Here is the quote in question: 
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"When Don Bosco asked Don Cagliero for his opinion, 
everyone smiled, because all knew how closely tied up 
he was already with so many Institutes of W on1en 
throughout Turin; and how partial and experienced 
he was towards that particular apostolate. They all 
smiled, then as if to suggest that Cagliero's vote could 
not help but be anything else but affirmative-or 
affirmative-plus." (MACCONO. O.C. I, 176). 

We find Cagliero always present and deeply involved 
in the Institute's moments of joy or sorrow; in difficult 
situations we find hin1 acting with great tact and 
authority. The Sisters are always delighted to see 
him, and his visits are regarded as a blessing that 
reflects Don Bosco's fatherly goodness and care for 
his Spiritual Daughters. We see a reflection of this 
genuine fraternity and cordial respect between Don 
Cagliero and the F.M.A. in the letters sent to hhn by 
Mazzarello. There emerges from these an altogether 
different relationship from the one seen in her letters 
to Don Bosco. Towards Don Bosco, M. Mazzarella felt 
deep veneration, the same sentiments she had ex­
perienced at their first n1eeting. (''Don Bosco is a 
saint, and I can feel it.") It was an interaction that, 
with the passing of the years and deeper familiarity as 
they both grew older, ca1ne to be blended with a deep 
spiritual affection. 

This is revealed to us by an unusual episode recorded 
in the Chronicles, when the Mother House had already 
been transferred to Nizza. There we find that Mother 
Mazzarella "with the artlessness of a child took Don 
Bosco's arm, pressed it affectionately to her heart and 
said, 'Father, we're all so very fond of you!' Surprised 
by this gesture of Mazzarello's, so out of character, Don 
Bosco gazed at her with such fatherly pleasure, that we 
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could all see there a meeting of saintly souls". 
This incident was remarked on by the Sisters, and 

later one of them, with the typical frankness that 
M. Mazzarello encouraged, remarked: "Mother, what 
have you done?" as if to say, "what boldness you've 
shown!" And Mother, all goodness and simplicity 
replied, "Why? Have I done something wrong?" 
. (CHRON. III, 72). 

On the other hand, from the correspondence we 
catch her different attitude towards Cagliero: a cordial, 
childlike openness, complete confidence, and deep, 
sensitive affection. Even on her deathbed she will 
pray to the Lord for Don Cagliero's arrival, and wait 
for it as a special grace. 

In a discussion among the members of the Superior 
Chapter, it was ren1arked, "What links the F.M.A. to 
the Salesian Congregation is not the Rules but affection. 
Don Chicco, Don Cagliero and Mother Mazzarella 
herself, before dying, had insisted on making the 
relationship with the Salesian Directors closer all the 
time." (M.B. XVIII , 288). 

I think Don Cagliero's unique role was that of being 
a living-bond-of-communion. It was through him. that 
Don Bosco's thoughts, wishes, and fatherly concern 
for the F.M.A. became an on-the-spot reality; and it 
was through hitn, likewise, that the needs and demands 
.of his spiritual daughters reached Don Bosco's heart. 

It is very much to Cagliero's credit that the Institute 
became part of the family of the Salesian Congregation, 
at one in charity, even during Don Bosco's own life­
titne. 
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M·O;THE:R MA.ZZARElLO'S CON'1'RIBUTIO·N 

We have spoken of the many collaborators whon1 
Don . Bosco leaned on to make his apostolic project 
become a reality: this reality was a Religious Institute 
that would be the feminine version of the Salesian 
Congregation. 

We have deliberately kept till this late stage, con­
sidering her itnportance, any detailed discussion about 
the one who, more than anyone, worked side by side 
with Don Bosco to make his project come alve; 
namely, Maria Domenica Mazzarella. 

Mazzarello's help came more fro1n a providential 
encounter with Don Bosco, than from a calculated 
choice. It is difficult to know if Don Bosco spotted 
Mazzarello's gifts of grace and nature right from the 
start, or if he had spontaneously discerned that this 
lowly Mornese farm-girl would be the underpinnings 
of the work intended to become "a living n1onument 
of his gratitude to Mary, Help of Christians." Don 
Bosco's reply to Monsignor Scotton's negative com-
1nents about M. Mazzarella gives us a hint that he had 
so1ne intuition about her: "We shall see what the 
Madonna will make of this Mazzarella." (CHRON. 
II, 216). But it could be, again, that he was simply 
letting himself be guided by circumstances in "going 
ahead as the Lord inspired hitn, and as circu1nstances 
demanded." (M.B. XI, 87). 

The convincing testimony of Don Pestarino, the 
esteen1 shown by the Sisters in electing her as leader, 
and the admiration of the St. Anne Sisters must have 
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111ade Don Bosco increasingly aware of the rare gifts of 
nature and grace that she possessed. 

A witty remark of Don Bosco's to Cagliero, who 
was concerned about the accommodation-lack in their 
new house, with a large inflow of retreatants expected, 
shows us that he appreciated her sterling worth. 
"Don't worry", joked Don Bosco, "you'll see that 
Mother kno,vs how to manage. She is a "MAZZA­
RELLO", so she has at her disposal not only the 
"MEZZI" but the " .MEZZARELLI" as well." (A 
play on words to highlight her skill with "little details" 
as well as with "MAJOR ORGANIZATION". TR.) 
(CHRON. III, 69). 

Certainly she was a chosen soul whom the Lord had 
prepared in every detail and had brought, at the ripe 
moment, to meet Don Bosco to help him carry out the 
project assigned by God. 

Fidelity of Mazzarello, to t·he Holy Spirit 
and to Don Bo•sco 

An assessment of Mother Mazzarella in Don Pes­
tarino's Me1noirs, published in the Salesian Bulletin 
after his death, portrays her above all as the woman of 
unqualified obedience, "The Faithful Woman." "She 
proved herself always ready", he testified, "to accept 
any advice from her superiors and pro1nptly gave proof 
of her respect, humility and submission. So close 
was she to her superiors in will, judgement and Spirit 
that she admitted she was willing to sacrifice every­
thing, her life included, to follow them and to do good 
for souls." (M.B. X, 618). 

While Don Pestarino's testitnony refers only to the 
very early period on one hand, when M. Mazzarella had 
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not yet realized the extent of her responsibilities flow­
ing on from leadership of the Institute, on the other 
we have to counter-balance it with the weight of Don 
Lemoyne's evidence: "She was frank and sincere in 
expressing her own opinions, and she knew how to 
stand up for them; but then later she would bow to 
the decisions of Don Pestarino." (M.B. 644). 

For all her lack of culture, Mazzarello is too rich a 
personality, too complex, to imagine her as· being 
without a mind or will of her own; simply a docile 
pawn of authority, dominated by the ideas and com­
mands of other. people. Even in her undeniable 
docility we can spot signs of spiritual freedom, of a 
willing inner co-operation with the breath of God's 
Spirit, which was at work both in her and in Don 
Bosco to give shape to God's saving plan. 

In Mazzarello's eyes such "faithfulness" meant that 
"fidelity to Don Bosco first, was in fact "fidelity to the 
Holy Spirit". (And first, here, signified not only in 
order of time, but in the scale of values.) 

Fidelity to the Spirit 

We shall leave till later a brief outline of the 
spiritual journey travelled by M. Mazzarella under the 
impulse of the Holy Spirit and Don Pestarino's 
guidance. Here we simply want to highlight the fact 
that Mazzarello's "Salesianity" already existed prior 
to her first meeting with Don Bosco; that is, as we 
have stated in the introductory section, that the very 
same Spirit that raised up Don Bosco had also inspired 
Mother Mazzarello. In a mysterious way it had led het 
along a path identical to his, endowing her with such a 
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similar spirit that they could unite in one single mission 
to save the young. 

For all its importance in Mazzarello's life, her meet­
ing with Don Bosco did not 1nean a really radical 
change of direction; it simply meant a more clear-cut, 
precise awareness of both her road and her destination, 
towards which God was already leading her. 

A a very young girl she had been moved by the 
Spirit to consecrate herself, freely and forever, to the 
Lord as a virgin. (cf. MACCONO, O.C. I, 411); even 
though she had been dissuaded by Don Pestarino from 
entering Religious Life. (cf. CHRON. I, 63). But in 
the Daughters of the Immaculate, she had found a way 
of satisfying the deep inclinations of her spirit (at least 
in part) ; and thereby became a household word for her 
apostolic zeal among the young girls and their mothers. 
(cf. CHRON. I, 76-77). 

On this point, I wonder could we make a faint com­
parison between Mazzarello and Don Bosco? In young 
John's case, we must concede that it is his apostolic 
zeal among his own age group that appears first, and his 
desire to consecrate hitnself totally to God comes later 
(cf. MEMOIRS OF ORATORY, CHAP. I, 6-8; M.B. 
I, 863) . In Mazzarello's case, it is her total life-long­
consecration to God that comes first, and it is along 
this road to the Lord that she develops her zeal to 
help the young. 

It was her typhoid-illness, a result of her heroic 
obedience to Don Pestarino, that gave a different, 
unexpected turning to Mazzarello's life. Her apostolate 
among young girls, which till that time had been 
marginal to her spiritual life, now became its central 
motive:-the very raison d'etre of this new vigour that 
flowed again to strengthen her body, weakened by 
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sickness. (cf. CHRON I, 95-96). A 1nysterious vision 
confirmed her in this resolve. (cf. CHRON. I, 96-97). 

Among the many little crosses and upsets that seemed 
like a re-screening of the Oratory's early days, there 
gradually emerged a project that was a f ac-simile­
within the narrow confines of the Mornese village­
of all that Don Bosco had built up at Valdocco. There 
was a workroon1 for girls, a small-scale orphanage, 
and a little festive oratory. M. Mazzarella and her 
companions still belonged to the Daughters of the 
hnmaculate, but the very demands of their newly 
chosen apostolate gradually led them to adopt a diffe­
rent life-style; one that would separate them more 
and more from the others (cf. CHRON. I, 138-139, 
142-145)). 

In the light of the work-to-come, it is interesting 
to see what sort of spirit prevailed at Mornese before 
Don Bosco. We have read, "Mary was keen to 
bring young girls to God, and yet she did not bore 
them with devotions, recommendations and prohibi­
tions." (CHRON. 7,103); taken with other remarks, 
this clearly indicates the end-aitn (SALVATION OF 
YOUTH) and the method (LOVING-KINDNESS) of 
Don Bosco's work. 

Salesian through and through, with its own special 
tone adapted to f err1inine psychology, these seem to be 
the hinges on which Mazzarello's educational activity 
revolves: "Keep well away from vanity which spoils 
every good work; be sincere at any cost, because lying 
is the devil's daughter! don't remain idle, since idle­
ness is rust upon your soul". (CHRON. I, 127). 

Mazzarello's special love for the most neglected 
girls, for those in trouble, for those who came from 
families of doubt£ ul morality, or for those who had 
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