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Scalabrini
the Saint of migrants
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TIMELESS 

More than a century has passed since Scalabrini's 
death. Why after so many years does the Church pro-
claim him a saint?  And what meaning can this procla-
mation have for us, women and men of the third mil-
lennium, already so far removed from the time when 
Scalabrini lived?
The reasons for the lengthy process that has only now 
led to canonization are quite well known. First, the 
crisis that the Congregation of the Missionaries of St. 
Charles, which he founded, experienced after his death. 
Second, the opposition to Scalabrini's views on the con-
ciliation of Church and State. And then there is always 
the wise prudence that the Church uses especially for 
the official recognition of a Christian's sanctity. Never-
theless, the process did not stop. On the contrary, Pope 
Francis, recognizing the devotion Scalabrini enjoys in 
so many parts of the world, felt the need to hasten the 
process and granted a dispensation from the second 
miracle. Therefore, more than the long delay in arriv-
ing at the canonization, it should arouse wonder that 
the Church, and in particular the Holy Father, wanted 
this canonization in our time and wanted it with an 
unusual procedure, the dispensation from the second 
miracle. The Church today needs a saint like Scalabrini, 
Pope Francis seems to be saying. Scalabrini, a saint of 
the 1800s but actually a timeless saint.
What significance, then, can this recognition have 
and what message does the Holy Father want to send 
in proclaiming Scalabrini a saint? Among the many 
activities that characterized his life as a pastor, the 
one that remains most shining was his passion for mi-
grants. Migrations were one of the great social issues of 
Scalabrini's time and continue to be so today. The Holy 
Father paid special attention to migrations during his 
years of pontificate, and in Scalabrini he wants to point 
to the model of a pastor who is dedicated to migrants 
with a special attitude.
First of all, Scalabrini's passion for migrants was born 
of emotion. Emotion indicates a soul that knows how 
to look at things not with the superficial gaze of indif-
ference, but with eyes that allow themselves to be af-
fected and moistened. The gaze filled with compassion 
does not easily forget. Scalabrini could not forget the 
scenes of migrants he had seen and that torment had 
to be answered.

Second, Scalabrini sought concrete answers to the con-
ditions of the migrants. First, by trying to engage the 
Church and the State on this social phenomenon and 
then by raising awareness in civil society through writ-
ings and conferences. He denounced the exploitation 
to which migrants were subjected, worked for legisla-
tion to protect their rights, and ensured that they found 
support in the first and most difficult moment, that of 
departure and arrival in another country, through San 
Raffaele, a mutual aid society.
Above all, Scalabrini looked at migration with the 
heart of a pastor, all dedicated to the transmission of 
the faith. It was the anguish that migrants expressed 
to him in their letters, and as a bishop he was ashamed 
of the lack of support for the faith in which they found 
themselves. Therefore, he founded first the Missionar-
ies of St. Charles and then the Missionary Sisters of St. 
Charles, a saint he left to them as a model of unrelent-
ing pastoral giving. For the transmission of the faith 
Scalabrini had emphasized in an original and anticipa-
tory way the importance of catechesis. Mission with 
migrants is true mission, a mission that emigration has 
rendered global without the need to go far.
Finally, Scalabrini went beyond considerations of the 
difficulties migrants face and their social and religious 
abandonment. With a prophetic gaze, he saw in migra-
tion one of the great forces transforming humanity, 
relativizing the barriers that are continually erected, 
and above all an instrument of Providence for the reali-
zation of the plan of salvation on humanity.
It is bishops like Scalabrini that the Church needs to-
day, firmly anchored in the territory but capable of em-
bracing the broader horizons where the new humanity 
is being forged. This is why the pope proclaims him a 
saint, why we look to him and make ourselves avail-
able so that today's migrants will find the welcome and 
protection they need and the world will allow itself to 
be changed. Migration is a social phenomenon of all 
times. Scalabrini is a timeless saint.

P. Graziano Battistella, cs, 
Postulator general

Editors: Benito Gallo, Pierino Cuman, Carlo Galli (1997 edition);
Mario Toffari, Graziano Battistella, Gabriele Beltrami (2022 edition).
Translation by Vincenzo Ronchi.
Cover painting “John Baptist Scalabrini” by Francesco Santoro.
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Preface

This small biography of St. John Baptist Scalabrini is a re-
make of an earlier work by Scalabrinian missionary Fr. 
Benito Gallo, with his collaborators Fr. Pierino Cuman, 
Fr. Carlo Galli, published in 1997, on the occasion of the 
beatification of John Baptist Scalabrini.  This edition, in 
particular, sought to highlight how Scalabrini's spiritua-
lity is based on the "Incarnation of the Son of God, made 
man in Jesus Christ, to make men and women children 
of God."   The consequence is that the Christian actively 
participates in the progression of history insofar as it 
is already the Kingdom of God that must develop to its 
fullness, under the careful government of Providence. 
Thus we have given some emphasis to the great histori-
cal, civil and social events of the 1800s and early 1900s 
in which Scalabrini actively participated, with a re-
alistic and prophetic spirit. Perhaps for Ita-
lian or European readers these events 
are familiar, but we have taken into 

account younger readers, who are far removed from 
that era, and those who belong to other nations and are 
unlikely to be familiar with Italian history and the gre-
at European revolutions of the 1800s. The images, along 
with the graphic layout, are by the Press and Communi-
cation Office of the Afro-European Region headed by Fr. 
Gabriele Beltrami, cs.

Piacenza - Motherhouse, Settembre 2022

Fr. Mario Toffari, c.s.
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YOUTH

BIRTH IN FINO MORNASCO 
July 8, 1839

Fino Mornasco: small town, in the province of Como, 
on the road to Milan. It is crowned on the horizon by 
some mountains, which bank the famous lake and 
were immortalized by Alessandro Manzoni.
Here, on July 8, 1839, there was a big party. A celebration 
in the home of Mr. and Mrs. Luigi and Colomba Scalabrini 
for the birth of their third son, whom they named John 
the Baptist [Giovanni Battista]; a celebration in the parish 
church, where the child was baptized on that same day; a 
celebration also in the small village square, because, near 
the church, his father Luigi ran a wine store. Celebration, 
therefore, throughout the village.
At that time Italy was divided into thirteen states, de-
fined by the absolutist powers in the Congress of Vi-
enna in 1815, who thought they could undo all the real 
or presumed hopes brought by Napoleon. Dominating 
them all was the potentate of very Catholic Austria, 
which extended its rule to all the Comascan territories.

THE SCALABRINI FAMILY

Luigi, his father, was a good man, an old-fashioned 
Christian. His son John Baptist would one day intro-
duce him as "an ancient patriarch, full of faith and 
hope in God." He would live in time to see his son 
elected Bishop of Piacenza.
His mother, Colomba, also possessed a deep Christian 
faith. The son always cultivated great affection for her. 
He confided that it was his mother who instilled in him 
that love for the Eucharist, the Crucifix, the Virgin Mary 
and the Saints, which marked his entire life. 
John the Baptist had two older brothers, Anthony and 
Joseph. These knew a rather stormy life. The first took 
over his father's store, but ended up in bankruptcy. 
The second tried the ways of emigration and was ship-
wrecked off the Peruvian coast. Thus John Baptist expe-
rienced the drama of emigration already at home.
Better luck befell his two younger brothers and three 
sisters. Peter left for Argentina and achieved success, 
devoting himself to teaching and scientific research. 
He published political, philosophical writings and 
named several fossils he discovered. He was founder 
and director of the Natural History Museums of Cor-
rientes and Parana and the Museo Escolar in Buenos 
Aires. Here he obtained a university professorship in 
natural sciences. He was also vice-governor of Parana. 
Angelo, having graduated in literature and philosophy, 
taught at the Liceo Volta in Como; then, hired by the 
Ministry of Public Education, he became inspector 
general of Italian schools abroad. Having strayed from 
the faith because of the materialist doctrines of positiv-
ism, he was led back to it by the cares of his brother, 
to whom he confided in a noble letter that he had re-
nounced even possible career advancement in the Ital-
ian state, so as not to put his brother bishop in difficulty. 
Excellent were his relations with his sisters Giusep-
pina Giacinta and Maria Maddalena, mother, among 
others, of two priests, Msgr. Attilio Bianchi, who, after 
some positions in the Vatican, became a Camaldolese 
monk, and Fr. Alfonso Bianchi, who carried out his 
ministry in the Como area. But the "favorite" of St. J. 
B. Scalabrini was his younger sister, Luisa. She took 
over the direction of the kindergarten created by her 
brother, the parish priest of San Bartolomeo, in Como; 
later she competed with him in social and charitable 
endeavors; she founded the Immacolata orphanage in 
Camerlata (Como). In 1937 she was the only one of the 
brothers to be able to testify on John Baptist's behalf 
at the diocesan process of beatification, which had be-
gun the previous year. 
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SCHOOL YEARS

Having completed elementary school Fino 
Mornasco, from 1851 to 1857. she attended 
the Volta grammar school in Como, where 
he lived as a guest in a friendly family in 
town. He went to Como on Mondays and 
returned on Saturdays, walking.
Often then he would gather the boys in 
the courtyard and narrate to them the 
interesting things, which he had learned 
during the week. He also spent long 
hours with his mother, not missing op-
portunities to help others and reserving 
spaces for prayer. 
But the Como high school was in turmoil: 
three years earlier in nearby Milan, in 
1848, for five days the people managed 
to drive out the Austrians, however, then 
General Radetzky retook the city and im-
posed a harsh repression. The Kingdom 
of Sardinia declared war on Austria: The 
Grand Duchy of Tuscany , the Kingdom 
of Sicily and the Papal States allied with it. 
Many priests supported the revolutionar-
ies; some bishops wrote to parish priests to 
urge the faithful to enlist. But soon things 
changed: The Bourbons of Sicily and the 
Grand Duke of Tuscany withdrew, having 
discovered that there were many revolu-
tionaries in their lands as well and that 
their states would end up like Austria. It 
was in this atmosphere that Pius IX deliv-
ered his address to the consistory of April 
29, 1848, in which the action of his army 
that had penetrated into Venetia was disa-
vowed. The change of position was caused 
by the political impossibility of fighting 
a great Catholic power such as Austria, 
which threatened a schism. The conse-
quences of Pius IX's gesture were consid-
erable. Especially impressed was Carlo 
Alberto, who wrote, "The Pope's address 
is a fact that may have immense conse-
quences. It will certainly do harm to the cause of Italian 
independence." Thus the Catholic double front opened 
up among both the young people, traditionalists and 
revolutionaries, and the priests, the first  concerned with 
national unity, the other with the power of the Church. 
In Como, too, three priests were on the list of persons 
"subject to political surveillance" (patriots), but one 

collaborationist priest, Fontana, presided over the Mu-
nicipal Council of Como, imposed by Radetzky. Thus 
the question began to creep in, "But are the Church and 
Christians opposed to the unity of the Fatherland?"
At the age of 18, having brilliantly passed his studies 
and with the positive encouragement of the provost of 
Fino Mornasco, Don Filippo Gatti, he then made the 
big decision: to become a priest.
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PRIEST

SEMINARIST
October 1857

It was the month of October 1857 when, with trepida-
tion and enthusiasm at the same time, accompanied by 
his father Luigi, John Baptist crossed the door of the 
minor seminary of Sant'Abbondio, in Como, where he 
attended two years of high school. He then went on to 
the major seminary for his four years of theology. He 
found an excellent environment everywhere, both with 
his professors and his companions, among whom St. 
Luigi Guanella should be mentioned.
He always maintained an affable and generous charac-
ter; he committed himself earnestly to his studies. He 
loved to learn everything, not only theology, but also 
the modern sciences. He particularly favored languag-
es: he knew Latin, Greek and Hebrew: he expressed 
himself well in French and German (later also in Portu-
guese); he understood English.

During this period Italy experienced the process of 
political unity through the Risorgimento movements, 
plebiscites, and at the Second War of Independence. 
Como was occupied in 1859 by Garibaldi, and finally in 
1961 the Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed. Garibaldi, 
with the Expedition of the Thousand, had conquered 
the entire Kingdom of the Bourbons in southern Italy: 
unification lacked only the Veneto (under Austria) and 
the Papal States, whose territory had been reduced to 
Latium alone. 
We do not know how the seminarian Scalabrini reacted 
to these events, the evaluation of which often placed 
even the clergy on conflicting positions. Taking into ac-
count what would happen later, we can anticipate that 
he saw the unification of Italy well, but that he sought a 
solution not to power, but to the freedom of the Church. 

The seminary of Sant’Abbondio

The Kingdom of Italy in 1861
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PRIEST
May 30, 1863

John Baptist was ordained a priest on May 30, 
1863. He was not yet 24 years old. He spent 
his first four months as a substitute teacher in 
several parishes in the diocese.
His dream of becoming a missionary to the 
Indies found Mother's permission, but not 
that of the Bishop, Giuseppe Marzorati, who, 
having other plans for him, without hesitation 
told him, "Your Indies are Italy."
At the end of the summer, he was appointed 
vice-rector, and professor of history and 
Greek at the minor seminary of St. Abbondio. 
He remained there for seven years, passion-
ately carrying out the task of training the fu-
ture priests of the diocese.
He cultivated pastoral and social activities when 
the opportunity arose. During summer vaca-
tions he engaged in parishes in Valtellina, where 
he became an eyewitness to the seasonal emi-
gration of valley dwellers to European countries.
But in 1866 on the third war of independence It-
aly annexed Veneto, Mantua and part of Friuli.
In the summer of '67 he worked unsparingly, 
in Portichetto di Fino Mornasco, in assisting 
cholera patients, so much so that he earned a 
medal for civil valor. 
In October 1868 he was promoted to "rector." 
Back to this period dates the beginning of his 
friendship with the future Bishop of Cremona, 
Geremia Bonomelli, then parish priest in Lo-
vere, invited to preach a course of spiritual exercises. 
On the occasion of the first anniversary of his friend's 
death, Bonomelli will recall that meeting with deep 
emotion: "Seeing each other, speaking to each other, 
feeling close by intimate friendship was one and the 
same thing; and that friendship so close, so dear, so 
affectionate lasted unaltered until June 1 of last year, 
when Scalabrini left earth for heaven." 

The First Vatican Council and the "Breach of 
Porta Pia"

Scalabrini was rector in the seminary of Como when the 
Ecumenical Council Vatican I, convened by Pius IX in 
1868, was celebrated: it was the first Council to which 
representatives of the temporal powers of the Catholic 
world were not invited in order to reaffirm Pius IX's vi-
sion of the Church as a restored Christian society.  The 

Church, in fact, felt quite secure politically, since the Ital-
ian government in 1865 had transported the capital from 
Turin to Florence, to hint that Rome would never be-
come one, and in 1866 had obtained Venice through the 
good offices of France’s emperor Napoleon III, who, by 
the way, in 1868 was considered the true protector of the 
Church of Rome. The Council managed to approve only 
two documents, two dogmatic Constitutions: the "Dei 
Filius" on April 24, 1870, and the "Pastor Aeternus" on 
July 18, 1870. The first tackled the situation of the spread 
of the "doctrine of rationalism, or naturalism, which 
combating in everything the Christian religion precisely 
because it is of supernatural institution, with every ef-
fort endeavors to obtain that, having banished Christ 
(our only Lord and Savior) both from the minds of men 
and from the life and customs of the peoples, the reign 
- as they say - of pure reason and nature might be estab-
lished." In addition, it defined the concept of divine inspi-
ration of the Bible. In the second Constitution, the role 

Italy after the wars of 1866-1870
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of the Pontiff in the 
Church is addressed 
and the infallibility of 
the Pope is defined. 
About the appro-
priateness, and not 
about the content, of 
this definition there 
was a considerable 
rift in the Council, 
which, however, was 
resolved when the def-
inition was done. But 
political events pre-
cipitated: in July 1870, 
Napoleon III, protec-
tor of the Church, lost 
the Franco-Prussian 
war: it was, in fact, 
the green light for the 
Italian state to occupy 
Rome, which took 
place in September 
1870. This was followed by the transfer of the monarchy 
and government to Rome in 1871 and the proclamation 
of the famous "guarentigie" laws of the Italian state, 
which were supposed to guarantee the Pope his free-
dom. The latter did not agree to become a subject of the 
Kingdom of Italy, locked himself in Castel Sant'Angelo 
and Catholics were forbidden to participate in politi-
cal life: "neither elected, nor electors." The Council was 
suspended "sine die": Pope John XXIII would declare it 
closed, before opening the Second Vatican Council. But 
in the meantime, the Catholic faithful had to wonder 
how was it possible to be a true Italian citizen and re-
main a Catholic?
In the Como Seminary, for years there had been a fierce 
struggle between Intransigents with respect to the Ital-
ian state and “Transigents”, more inclined to dialogue 
with the same state. Rector Scalabrini, broad-minded 
and always seeking God's will in human history, sought 
a solution that would safeguard the unity of Italy and 
the independence of the Church. For this he had great 
friends, such as Fr. Serafino Balestra, called the apostle 
of the deaf and dumb, from whom Scalabrini learned 
love for those unfortunates and the "phonic method," 
which would enable him to communicate with them 
not by mimicry, but by the word read on the lips. But he 
also had great enemies, the intransigents, who want-
ed him sided with them. The machine of slander set 
off. The bishop, to protect him, appointed him parish 
priest of one of the largest and most difficult parishes 
on the outskirts of Como: San Bartolomeo, a commu-
nity of about 6,000 inhabitants. It was his good fortune 
or, perhaps better, the fulfillment of Providence's plan.

PARISH PRIEST  
May 12,  1870

Scalabrini was appointed parish priest on May 12, 1870.
Here is how he himself spoke of his new apostolate, writ-
ing to his brother Peter: "I find myself well pleased to 
have abandoned the direction of the Seminary, which 
was proving burdensome to me ... Here my voice is well 
heard. If you were to see on feast days this church of mine 
of St. Bartholomew's, you would be amazed to admire a 
crowd of truly extraordinary people hanging from the lips 
of their pastor, eager always to hear the Word of God."
He kept all categories of people in mind in his pastoral 
program. For the youngest children he created a kin-
dergarten (1874), which he entrusted to the care of his 
sister Luisa and which accommodated about 200 chil-
dren; he also composed a “Piccolo catechismo ["Small 
Catechism"], written with the method of hyphenation, 
a novelty for those times. 
Scalabrini's fame in the catechetical field began to es-
tablish itself, so much so that the bishop commissioned 
him to draw up a Project for the implantation of the 
Schools of Christian Doctrine in the diocese of Como.
At the same time he started an oratory for boys, who 
generously cooperated in bringing stones and lumber 
for construction.
He also took care of the deaf and dumb, using the scien-
tific discoveries of his friend Balestra. He did not forget 
the sick, for whom he promoted the work of St. Vincent.
He had a special predilection for the world of labor, 
in which the perverse effects of the transition, politi-

The Parish of St. Bartolomeo in Como
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cally uncontrolled and left to private bargaining, from 
the agricultural and artisan system to the industrial 
one were beginning in those years: the great workers' 
movements that would write the history of the late 
1800s through the entire 20th century were beginning.
Como's main economic resource then was the silk in-
dustry. Many of his parishioners worked it at home. Too 
often, however, recurring labor crises, due to the time 
of transition, fell upon them. 
In their defense Scalabrini founded a "Mutual Aid Society" 
in the parish and at the same time personally intervened 
with the silk industrialists to secure work for his faithful. 
He will carry with him the drama of that time and as a 
bishop will know how to give an adequate response to it. 
The best of his strength, however, he reserved for the re-
ligious formation of the faithful and the preaching of the 
Word of God. In this field he distinguished himself for his 
gifts as a communicator particularly in 1872.

Only two years had passed since the interruption of the 
First Vatican Council and Scalabrini was called to give 
11 lectures on the event in Como Cathedral. It was a 
real success both for the large audience that came to 
hear him and for the clarity and theological depth of 
his exposition. Scalabrini's position was clear: yes to 
the arguments of reason, no to the claim of reason to be 
the sole source of truth and the destinies of humanity. 
In addition, an objective judgment is clearly expressed 
on the materialistic doctrines of the time, with their 
negative repercussions on the life of the Church and 
its institutions.  These lectures had a wide resonance. 
The following year it was decided to give them to the 
press: four editions were made in Italian, plus transla-
tions into French and German. Scalabrini sent copies 
to Pope Pius IX, who was highly delighted. It was an 
omen of his forthcoming designation as bishop. 

The fourth state - Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo
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BISHOP

Pius IX sought to include, among the new bishops, 
young priests of sure "Roman disposition," endowed 
with proven pastoral practice rather than high aca-
demic degrees.
His gaze also fell on Fr. Giovanni Battista Scalabrini. 
The latter had been pointed out to him by St. John 
Bosco, who had had the printing house of the Oratory 
of St. Francis de Sales publish the second part of the 
cycle of two lectures: those concerning the Pope. 

EPISCOPAL CONSECRATION 
January 30, 1876

On December 13, 1875, 
Scalabrini received notifi-
cation from Rome that the 
Holy Father had chosen him 
as bishop of the important 
diocese of Piacenza. He 
tried to tergiversate, citing 
his young age (36) and in-
experience in government. 
But Pius IX had made up his 
mind, and all that remained 
for him was obedience as an 
expression of God's will.
He was consecrated on 
January 30, 1876, at the 
hands of Card. Alessandro 
Franchi, in the chapel of the 
"Urban College of Propagan-
da Fide," in Rome. On the 
return journey, passing by 
train through the territory 
of the province of Piacenza, 
he knelt down and kept him-
self in prayer.

Scalabrini young Bishop

"As for me, indebted to all, according to my 
strength, all will I embrace by my ministry making 
myself the servant of all for the sake of the gospel, 
and sent first to the poor and the most miserable 
who miserably draw their lives in desolation, I will 
suffer with them, working especially to subsidize 
and evangelize the poor."
(Pastoral Letter to the Clergy and People of the 
City and Diocese of Piacenza-January 30, 1876)
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ENTRANCE IN PIACENZA
February 13, 1876

The solemn entry into Piacenza took place on the morn-
ing of February 13, 1876. It was a sunny day. The new 
bishop immediately made a good impression on the 
people: young, good-looking, intelligent gaze and capti-
vating smile. The commoners, exchanging first impres-
sions, exclaimed, "Cma l'è bel! (how handsome he is!)."
Entering the cathedral, Msgr. Scalabrini found it 
packed with the faithful. He climbed into the pulpit 
and addressed a vibrant speech to the crowd, which 
was moved and enthusiastic. He held, for the first time, 
the crosier that Pius IX had given him on the occasion 
of his episcopal consecration and on which was writ-
ten, "Charitatis potestas" (the power of love). In handing 
it to him, the Pope had said, "Let this be the rule of your 
spiritual government."
For his part, he had chosen as his episcopal coat of 
arms the "Jacob's ladder," with one angel descending 
and one ascending; at the top the eye of God and at the 
bottom the inscription, "Video Dominum innixum sca-
lae" (I see the Lord at the top of the ladder). 
In these two symbols (the crosier as the "power of love" 
and the "Jacob's ladder" with the Lord who, from on 
high, dominates human history) we find the entire pas-
toral program of the young Bishop of Piacenza: an im-
mense love for God, which is transformed into bound-
less love for his brothers and sisters. 

MAN OF GOD
Monsignor Scalabrini's pas-
toral and social activity was 
vast. He found his deep in-
spiration in a solid theol-
ogy, which instilled in him 
a boundless faith in the God 
of Jesus Christ: Jesus incar-
nate to make man the son of 
God, continues his work today 
and, especially through the 
Eucharist, "incorporates us 
to himself and divinizes us." 
This is why Scalabrini was in 
love with the Eucharist: be-
fore it he spent entire hours 
in adoration and meditation; 
he dedicated the 3rd Diocesan 
Synod (1899) to it.
The cross, whose mystery 
lives again in the Eucharist, 
became the center of his spir-
itual life. He loved it with true 
passion. Often - clutching the 
pectoral cross to his heart - 

he repeated, "Fac me cruce inebriari" (Let me be intoxi-
cated by your Cross).
In this perspective, referring to St. Paul, he saw the Son 
of God present and active in the journey of humanity: 
Jesus, who gathers peoples into one family and leads 
them to unification in God.
Another aspect of his spirituality was his deep affection 
for Our Lady, who occupies a prominent place in the 
mystery of Jesus' Incarnation. His love for Mary poured 
out in his homilies, as well as in his frequent pilgrim-
ages to Marian shrines.
He favored the feasts of Our Lady, and in particular 
that of the Immaculate Conception, on whose anni-
versary he sought to celebrate the most important 
events of his ministry.
To be remembered is the tenderness with which he of-
fered his mother's jewelry to Our Lady of San Marco 
(Bedonia), the Miraculous Madonna of San Savino (Pia-
cenza) and the Blessed Virgin of the Castle (Rivergaro). 
To the latter shrine he led a great pilgrimage on May 7, 
1905 (a few days before his death) and there he deliv-
ered his last moving speech on Our Lady.
He was also very devoted to the saints. For he was con-
vinced that their example could be a valuable embank-
ment in the face of the spreading anti-religious tenden-
cies of the time. All this solid spirituality - which made 
him feel that God, the Son Jesus, the Virgin Mother and 
the Saints were still present in the life of humanity - daily 
nourished his dialogue with God ("which is the most ac-
tive, strongest, most powerful part of the apostolate") 
and at the same time sustained his pastoral action.

Cathedral of Piacenza
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PASTORAL VISITS
The diocese, with an area of 2,162 sq. km. in 
the province of Piacenza and 914 sq. km. in 
the province of Parma, was almost half in the 
mountains and the rest in the hills and plains.
The population was 241,000 with 366 parishes, 
many of which were made up of a small num-
ber of inhabitants. There were 795 priests, in-
cluding 60 religious.
Economically, most of the territory was occu-
pied by agriculture, worked with traditional 
methods. It was followed at a distance by the 
silk, cotton and linen industry, which was often 
challenged by competition from nearby indus-
tries in Lombardy. In short, the labor market 
was not sufficient for a rather large population. 
And many families were forced to migrate.
Religious life also left something to be de-
sired, both on the part of the faithful, who 
were poorly educated in the faith, and the 
priests, who were not always intellectually 
and spiritually prepared and, often, too de-
tached from the people.
Scalabrini's heart burned with an eagerness to 
know his people better and better. He wanted to 
be able to say with Christ, "I know my sheep and 
my sheep know me." Hence was born the undertaking of 
the five pastoral visits, which, over the course of thirty 
years took him to all the parishes of the diocese. Many of 
these had not seen their bishop for three centuries now.
In winter he visited parishes in the city and on the 
plains; in summer he faced those in the mountains. 
These sometimes required him to climb dangerous 
paths, clinging to the neck of his mount, to avoid falling.
But when, after exhausting hours of climbing he reached 
the little village, the people enthusiastically welcomed 
their pastor, who was immediately preoccupied with con-
fessions, visits to the sick, blessings to cemeteries and con-
secrations of churches (200 during his entire episcopate).
Then there was no counting the marriages regularized, 
scandals removed, old hatreds extinguished; and eve-
rywhere religious life flourished again.
Pastoral visits also served him to gather statistical data 
on the conditions of his faithful: particularly deaf-mutes, 
the blind, orphans and migrants. He found, for example, 
that those, who had left the homeland, numbered about 
28,000, or 11 percent of the entire population of the dio-
cese. These were data and figures, which would inspire 
an original aspect of his future apostolic action. 
Those contacts with priests and faithful also suggested 
ideas for him to establish himself as a genuine innova-
tor in the governance of the diocese. He adopted new 
pastoral methods, overcame a fully administrative-
bureaucratic mentality, and established direct contact 
with clergy and people.

FORMATOR OF PRIESTS
Bishop Scalabrini, given the pastoral experiences he 
had already tried in the parish of San Bartolomeo in 
Como and thanks to the contacts immediately estab-
lished with the priests and the faithful during pastoral 
visits, had no difficulty in identifying two priority di-
mensions of his action: the formation of priests and the 
Christian promotion of the laity.
First, the formation of priests. At that time the diocese 
had three seminaries: the Urban seminary, the one in 
Bedonia and the Alberoni College. In 1876 these semi-
naries housed 184 clerics, who – after a rigorous selec-
tion - after a few years were reduced to about forty.
The bishop also worked personally to promote priestly 
vocations. To help poor clerics, he created the Opera di 
Sant'Opilio (named after a young deacon from Piacenza 
in the early centuries of the Church) in 1892.
In addition to the spiritual direction of clerics, he was 
concerned with their scholastic formation: he had the 
teaching of philosophy and theology updated, endowed 
the seminary with a physics cabinet and - with the help 
of his friend Antonio Stoppani - enriched it with a mu-
seum of natural sciences.
As for priests - still in 1876 - he reintroduced the obliga-
tion of annual spiritual exercises and the tradition of 
periodic meetings to discuss moral problems. 

Scalabrini on pastoral visit to Borgotaro (PC)
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: He took over the life of the diocese primarily through 
diocesan synods, which had not been held for 156 years. 
The first one (1879) served to lay the groundwork for a 
project to reform diocesan life. The second was celebrat-
ed at the beginning of the fourth pastoral visitation (1893) 
on the topics of catechetical instruction and preaching. 
The third (1899), now on the threshold of the 20th century, 
was dedicated to the Eucharist, and remained in the an-
nals of the diocese as the richest in religious incisiveness.

APOSTLE OF THE CATECHISM
The second priority dimension of Monsignor 
Scalabrini's pastoral work was the Christian promotion 
of the laity starting with catechetical promotion.
Just two months after entering the diocese, he sent eve-
ryone a Pastoral Letter entitled Sull'insegnamento del 

catechismo (On the Teaching of the Catechism), 
which took up the research on catechesis already 
carried out in Como. He demanded that each 
parish have a Company of Christian Doctrine 
and that religious instruction should be given at 
four levels: School of Small Catechism, School 
of First Communion, School of Perseverance 
Catechism; for adults there was a "Catechism of 
Adults," which would prepare parents to discuss 
religious problems with their children. This was 
a clear program involving Christians of all ages.
He promoted the publication of the Catholic 
Catechism (July 5, 1877), Italy's first catechetical 
magazine, which later became national (1889) 
and lasted until 1940. The periodical reported 
great success: after only one year it had 900 sub-
scribers, including five cardinals and 37 bishops.
Pope Pius IX had followed Scalabrini's efforts in 
the field of catechesis with great interest. At an 
audience on June 7, 1877, he wished to express 
his satisfaction by declaring, "Today too much 
care is taken of the second floor of houses, but 
very little attention is paid to the first floor, 
which is also fundamental. Catechism is precise-
ly the foundation from which all preaching and 
pastoral work must begin: with good catechists 
society is saved (...). In attestation of our identity 
of views, we offer the pectoral cross to Monsig-
nor Scalabrini and point him out as the apostle 
of catechism." With these words, he offered him 
a precious pectoral cross with golden chain.
His catechetical efforts were completed (1877) 
by the publication of a volume, entitled The 
Catholic Catechism. Considerations, one of the 
first true treatises on catechesis. 
Leo XIII himself, recently elected Pope, con-
gratulated it in a personal letter. An American 
Bishop, who was able to read it, claimed that 
that text "had been written by a genius."

First among the catechists was, of course, the Bishop 
himself. He often gave lectures on Christian doctrine to 
young people, who flocked to hear him and packed the 
episcopal hall.
Not only the young people, but the entire diocese re-
sponded enthusiastically to the expectations of its pas-
tor; very soon there were as many as 1,744 catechists 
(1,275 lay people, 403 priests, 36 clerics and 30 wom-
en religious), which after three years - became 4,000. 
Rightly, then, in an audience in 1883, Leo XIII could 
call Piacenza the city of catechism.
Catechesis reached its zenith in the 1st National Cat-
echetical Congress, promoted by Scalabrini and held in 
Piacenza, September 24-26, 1889.
This was probably the first such congress to be held in 
the world and was unexpectedly well attended: 10 car-
dinals, 25 archbishops and 84 bishops, including Mon-
signor Giuseppe Sarto, Bishop of Mantua and future 
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Pope Pius X, sent their membership; the 
participants at the congress numbered 
400. It was officially presided over by 
Cardinal Alfonso Capecelatro, but practi-
cally by Scalabrini; his friend Monsignor 
Geremia Bonomelli, Bishop of Cremona, 
delivered the concluding address.
Scalabrini considered it necessary to have 
a universal catechism that was unique (as 
he had called for at the First Vatican Coun-
cil) and at the same time diversified ac-
cording to the various ages and categories 
of people; this idea would find its first re-
alization in Italy beginning with St. Pius X.
Ubaldo Gianetto, a professor at the Pon-
tifical Salesian University, writes that all 
these initiatives "can truly authorize us 
to consider Monsignor Scalabrini as an 
authentic precursor and promoter of 
the present catechetical movement in 
Italy and also in other countries" (1987).

ANNOUNCER OF THE WORD
Monsignor Scalabrini cultivated a real 
passion for the Word of God. And he loved 
to preach it, as he himself confessed, as 
soon as he became parish priest of San 
Bartolomeo, to his brother Pietro. 
As a bishop, he decided to accompany 
with his homily every pontifical liturgy, 
which he celebrated in the cathedral; 
and always - his contemporaries say - he managed to 
be "new" and to interest his listeners. He possessed the 
gifts of the orator. All 500 churches in the Piacenza dio-
cese, during pastoral visits, heard his warm and charm-
ing voice resound over and over again.
To realize how much he loved to communicate with the 
public through speech, we need only recall that - dur-
ing the 100 days of his trip to the United States (1901) 
- he delivered no less than 340 speeches. 
He also used other channels, to intervene in the prob-
lems of his time. He gave to print several precise and 
timely pamphlets concerning the various ecclesial and 
social debates of the time. He published 60 Pastoral 
Letters, some of which had great resonance. The one 
for Lent 1887, entitled Catholics in Name and Catholics 
in Fact, published in a climate overheated by politico-
religious problems, had, in two months, 3 editions.
He also used the press, to announce and comment on 
Papal Encyclicals. He himself founded some news or-
gans: the monthly "The Catholic Catechist" (1876) and 
the bi-weekly "The Friend of the People," which in 1896 
became a daily newspaper and became the official or-
gan of Piacenza Catholics. 

SERVANT OF ALL
Scalabrini's entire life was marked by a deep charge of 
love for his brothers and sisters, especially the weakest. 
His examples of heroic charity came to everyone's at-
tention, especially during public calamities.
During the winter of 1879-1880, a terrible famine struck 
the province of Piacenza. He immediately established 
a steering group, with the task of coordinating the 5 
executive committees: that of soup (up to 3,000 dishes 
a day), wood, flour, pawn redemption, and relief for 
"shameful families" (fallen nobles). And the episcope 
became almost a popular kitchen. 
The funds came from offers from private individuals, 
but above all from the bishop himself, who - to meet 
the enormous expenses required in these dramatic mo-
ments - did not hesitate to sell his carriage and horses, 
and even the precious chalice given to him by Pius IX; 
to help the earthquake victims of Casamicciola in 1883 

Scalabrini crowns the statue of Our Lady of Grace from the
Rivergaro Castle - 1902
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he even deprived himself of the pectoral cross offered 
to him by the pontiff himself.
To those who warned him of the danger of being left 
with nothing, he replied, "The bishop should not fear 
misery since Jesus was born in a stable." Even his op-
ponents had to admit, albeit through gritted teeth, his 
boundless charity, accompanied by extraordinary or-
ganizational skills. Congressman Medoro Savini, a na-
tive of Piacenza, declared in parliament, "We cannot al-
low the Bishop of Piacenza to have more heart than we 
do... I am little guilty of clericalism, but I confess that 
I admire this priest and, if all priests looked like him, I 
would make myself a cleric!"

FORERUNNER OF 
CONCILIATION
The Bishop of Piacenza always had ex-
cellent relations of devotion and friend-
ship with the three popes under whom 
he exercised his episcopal ministry: 
Pius IX, Leo XIII and Pius X.
Leo XIII had just been elected Pope 
(February 1878), when Scalabrini wrote:
"To obey you and love you until death, 
this will be our ambition, the sweetest 
comfort of our life, and to your obedi-
ence and love we will strive to gain as 
many souls as we can." 
This loyalty of his to the Pope was se-
verely tested by the events of the time 
after the unification of Italy and the 
sharpening of the controversy between 
transigents and intransigents, especially 
after the taking of Rome and the Pope's 
self-isolation in Castel Sant'Angelo. 
Scalabrini's attitude was always one of 
consistency with the profession of obe-
dience and fidelity to the Vicar of Christ, 
but also with his intellectual honesty 
that allowed him to use frankness with 
the Supreme Pontiffs and to study a solu-
tion, which would allow Catholics to be 
fully Italian citizens.  
In 1882 the Italian government enacted 
a new electoral law, which expanded 
popular suffrage. Scalabrini then pre-
sented a memorial to the Holy See, in 
which he argued for Catholics to partici-
pate in political elections.
They would then elect a group of depu-
ties, committed to opposing those laws, 
which were coming out of the parlia-
ment made up mainly of adherents of 
manifestly anti-Church groups and were 

detrimental to the rights of religion and the Church.
He thought this was also the way to arrive, albeit slowly, 
at a solution to the "Roman Question" and conciliation 
between Italy and the Papacy. But nothing but elusive 
answers came from Rome.
Then, in November 1885, in a new memorial to the 
Holy See, he renewed his request to urgently initiate 
the solution of the "Roman Question," before the divi-
sion between Church and State caused an irreversible 
estrangement of so many of the faithful. 
The Holy See - according to him - could be satisfied with 
"that much of a civil princedom," which was sufficient 
to safeguard the independence and freedom of the ap-
ostolic magisterium. Calling into question the achieved 



| 16 |

unity of the Italian people, as the "intran-
sigents" demanded, would also have been 
counterproductive for the Church.
Politically, however, things did not be-
come clear. On the contrary, the Holy Of-
fice issued new provisions, which trans-
formed non expedit (it is not convenient 
that there should be Catholic elected and 
electors) into non licet (it is not licit). 
Scalabrini had no choice but to obey and 
keep silent, with sacrifice and a spirit of dis-
cipline.  From then on, however, he worked 
to create in deeds that reconciliation be-
tween religion and homeland, which was 
one of the greatest aspirations of his life. Leo 
XIII wanted to reward his heroic obedience 
by sending him as a gift his poems, collected 
in an elegant volume. Things finally changed 
with Pius X who, in 1904, allowed Bergamo 
Catholics access to the ballot box for politi-
cal elections, paving the way for the gradual 
abolition of non expedit. Scalabrini wrote 
to Bonomelli, "With the Pope we are not do-
ing well, but very well. It is another world. 
May God support him" (Dec. 21, 1904). But 
the end of intransigence, Scalabrini could 
see only from Heaven, when, ten days af-
ter his death, on June 11, 1905, St. Pius X 
promulgated in Italian his Encyclical "Fermo 
Proposito," with which he gave the historical 
turning point to the civil social and political 
commitment of Catholics. The Pope wrote, 
"Civil rights are several and of various kinds, up 
to and including the right to participate directly 
in the political life of the country by representing 
the people in the legislative halls." Then defend-
ing the legitimate position of his predeces-
sors Pius IX and Leo XIII on the "non expe-
dit" for the conditions of the Papacy in their 
pontificate, St. Pius X continues, however, as 
follows: "Nevertheless, other equally grave rea-
sons, drawn from the supreme good of society, which at all costs 
must be saved, may require that in particular cases the law be 
dispensed with, especially when you, Venerable Brethren, rec-
ognize the strict necessity for the good of souls and the supreme 
interests of your Churches and make application for it. Now the 
possibility of this benign concession from Us induces the duty in 
Catholics all to prepare themselves prudently and seriously for 
political life, when they are called to it. As usual the grain of 
wheat must die to produce fruit!
The judgment of Blessed Luigi Guanella, who passed 
for intransigent, is significant. He said, "The Church is 
an army: some belong to the vanguard, others to the center, 
others to the rear. Well, Monsignor Scalabrini belongs to the 
vanguard, but always with the Pope."
And even more revealing is the historical overview that 
Pope St. Paul VI gave of this troubled period, in a speech 

addressed to the Scalabrinians at the general audience of 
October 16, 1968: "Your Founder was famous for some of his 
positions which, we can say, anticipated the events of the his-
tory of Catholics in Italy, because he had his own particular 
views then much discussed, but far-sighted, about the position 
of the people in the Italian State, and about the participation, 
which was then excluded, of Catholics in the public life of the 
country. He never approved of the formula that was then in 
force: neither elected nor voters, did he? And that earned him 
great discussion but also the merit of having intuited what the 
position of Catholics in this country should be."
Deserving special mention is the generosity with which 
Scalabrini knew how to forgive his opponents and recon-
cile with them. "The power of love" overcame the conflicts 
of politics. He never lacked antagonists: they were called 
atheists, enemies of the faith, die-hard intransigents or 
whatever: to all Scalabrini always granted his forgiveness.



| 17 |

SOCIAL ANIMATOR
In 1874, to unify the religious, social and political action 
of Catholics, the "Opera dei Congressi" had been born in 
Italy. The Bishop of Piacenza also welcomed it, favoring 
the creation of his own diocesan committee (1881).
He intended, however, to go deeper in the work of 
evangelization and Christian social action. He revealed 
his plan on May 16, 1896 with the Pastoral Letter on 
Catholic Action.
In it he called together all the faithful in the name of their 
baptismal vocation, invited them to come together in as-
sociation and to commit themselves to action, under the 
directives of the Pope and the bishops, the only ones re-
sponsible for guiding the pastoral activity of the Church.
The diocese immediately responded with generosity. In 
1897, barely a year after the bishop's appeal, there were 
already 227 parish committees with 6,164 members.

All this was the result of the far-sighted planning of 
Scalabrini, who went so far as to say, "If in a parish it were 
not possible to establish, even with a few people, a parish 
committee, that parish would deserve to be suppressed."
Scalabrini presented that "the working class," would de-
finitively distance itself from the Church if the Church 
did not open itself to its just claims. 
Already in his address for the 3rd centenary of the death 
of St. Louis Gonzaga (1891), he stated, "In our days it is 
almost impossible to lead the working class back to the 
Church, if we do not maintain a continuous relationship 
with it outside the Church. We must go outside the tem-
ple if we are to exercise a salutary action in the temple."
In his 1892 Pastoral Letter, entitled The Catholic Priest, 
he wrote, "The priest is not only the man of the Church, 
the man of God; but he is the social man par excellence."
In 1899, a year after the tragic events that took place dur-
ing the Labor Day of 1898 (there were also 3 deaths in 
Piacenza), culminating in the massacre in Milan, where 
workers were gunned down by Plenipotentiary General 
Bava Beccaris, he wrote the pamphlet, "Socialism and the 
Action of the Clergy," in which he left us an incontrovert-
ible testimony of his ability to read history and propose 
prophetic solutions: "Seeing all those miseries... (caused 
by the wild industrial revolution n. ed.), it seemed to me 
that the evil came not so much from the will of individuals 
as from the way labor was organized, and I thought it was 
good for everyone to be able to find more equitable condi-
tions. If labor validates capital, why should it not have a 
larger profit-sharing, such that the worker is assured suf-
ficient, healthy and safe food? If labor is a physical law 
and a moral duty, why should it not become a legal right? 
If education is a duty, why not allow time for the worker to 
educate himself by limiting the age and hours of work? If 
hygiene is a social obligation, why are jobs that poison and 
shorten life allowed without due care? If personal integrity 
and welfare are two achievements of modern civilization, 
why is the life of the worker not insured against possible 
misfortunes, and his helpless old age not decently pro-
vided for?" Of two things he was convinced: "Demagogic 
socialism cannot be overcome except by opposing it with 
another socialism," namely Christian social action (April 
1899) and that: "the good and the righteous do not change 
in nature only because advocated also by villains" i.e., by 
those who are not members of the church, connected with 
doctrines contrary to it, contrary to those of the church. 
He worked, therefore, for Workers' Societies to be es-
tablished in every parish; he urged the founding of 
Rural Banks, Savings Banks, Mutual Aid and Insurance 
Societies, Consumer Cooperatives.
He extolled Leo XIII's Encyclical "Rerum novarum," the 
Church's first social encyclical, described by many as a 
most important text, which together with Marx and En-
gels' "Manifesto" and Mill's "Essay on Liberty" provides 
a complete picture of social positions dating back to the 
"social question," the birth of the bourgeoisie and social 
policies, still seeking synthesis today. 
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THE GREAT EXODUS
In the mid-1800s, Italy experienced a phenomenon of 
exceptional importance: emigration. At first they were 
leaving mainly from the northern regions. Thousands 
and thousands of men especially "seasonal" left the 
countries of the Alps and the Pre-Alps to go to work 
in the nearest and most developed nations: Austria, 
Germany, Switzerland, France and Belgium; then the 
phenomenon expanded to become one of the most se-
rious dramas in the social history of Italy. On the one 
hand, agriculture still lacking modern means of mech-
anization, could not feed a rapidly growing population 
(from 1861 to 1901 the resident population increased by 
7,850,000 from 25,850,000 to 33,700,000). On the other, 
industry still in its infancy and left to the total freedom 
of the bosses was unable to offer sufficient jobs. The 
unemployed were left with only one choice: emigrate. 
Thus more and more Italians from all regions of the 
Peninsula were forced to leave their homeland. From 

1876 to 1905 (the 30-year period of Bishop Scalabrini) 
about 8 million Italians emigrated: more than 3.8 mil-
lion in Europe more than 4 million in the Americas 
of which: 1,771,000 to the United States, 1,080,000 to 
Argentina, 1,014,000 to Brazil. The peak was in 1913: 
in that year 872,598 Italians emigrated (559,566 to the 
Americas, 313,032 to Europe). Enlisted by unscrupu-
lous "emigration agents" who tapped all their savings, 
they were crammed like beasts into the unhealthy 
holds of ships. And once disembarked, they often fell 
victim to new exploiters, who hired them on contracts 
of true slavery. The Italian government, still in its in-
fancy, found itself unprepared for this phenomenon; it 
was unable to protect its citizens. Even the Church did 
not yet know what to do; and its children left to them-
selves, were in danger of losing their heritage of faith 
and Christian traditions. 

Italian immigrants at Ellis Island – 1902
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MIGRATIONS: 
“A sign of the times”.

That gigantic exodus of Italian families risked turning into 
an immense social and religious failure, or it could be-
come a providential opportunity for the proclamation of 
the Christian faith in distant lands. In other words, migra-
tions-at the end of the last century-could be read as a "sign 
of the times" through which God was calling to action all 
the "good wills" of the Christian community, inviting them 
not to abandon the migrants to themselves, but to help 
them so that they would become bearers of faith through-
out the world. Several men enlightened by the Spirit were 
able to discern this "sign of the times" and respond to it 
with concrete initiatives. Among the pioneers were three 
saints: St. Vincent Pallotti, St. John Bosco, Bishop of Phil-
adelphia St. John Nepomucene Neumann, and, in addi-
tion, Bishop of Cremona Monsignor Geremia Bonomelli. 
The latter in 1900 started a large organization of priests 
and lay people: it took the name Opera Bonomelli and 
was concerned with Italian emigration to Europe. Blessed 
Cardinal Andrea Ferrari of Milan sent priests to Paris for 
Italian emigrants. Among all, however, the Bishop of Pia-
cenza, Monsignor Giovanni Battista Scalabrini, stood out.

AT THE MILAN STATION
Scalabrini was already familiar with the problem of mi-
gration when - as a young priest - he exercised his min-
istry in Valtellina during the summer. He touched it first-
hand during pastoral visits to parishes in his diocese of 
Piacenza, which was also affected by that sad phenom-
enon. The Piacenza station itself offered an almost daily 
spectacle of people who, having come from neighbor-
ing regions, were leaving to embark for Genoa. One day 
in Milan, here was "the lightning strike." Scalabrini was 
passing through the station and was deeply shocked to 
see a crowd of poorly dressed and poorly fed people wait-
ing for the train to leave for foreign countries. In the pam-
phlet L'emigrazione italiana in America (1887) he himself 
recounts the profound emotion that that vision imprinted 
on his spirit: " A wave of sad thoughts knotted my heart. 
Who knows what heap of misfortunes and privations I 
thought, makes such a painful step seem sweet to them! 
(...). How many disillusionments how many new sorrows 
did the uncertain future prepare for them? (...). How 
many while finding the bread of the body will come to 
lack the bread of the soul, no less than the first necessary 

Emigrants at the “Hospedaria” of São Paulo – 1890
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and will lose, in an all material life, the faith 
of their fathers? (...).  Faced with such a tearful 
state of affairs, the flush of redness rises in my 
face, I feel humiliated in my quality of priest 
and Italian, and I ask myself: How to come 
to their aid?"    Thus the drama of emigration 
pushed him to commit his whole life to give an 
answer, both on the level of concrete achieve-
ments, on the level of Christian reflection, and 
on the level of concrete animation of the legis-
lations of states. He felt it as a social problem, 
but also as an opportunity to reconcile religion 
and homeland through concrete collaboration 
between Church and State; he saw it as a dan-
ger for the loss of the faith of migrants, but also 
as a possibility to evangelize other countries. 

MAN OF ACTION
At that time many politicians and literati stood by or 
merely condemned the phenomenon of emigration. 
Scalabrini, on the other hand, tackled it with all his 
might and was on the front lines during nearly two dec-
ades. We reproduce in the table above a quick summary 
of his interventions. Politically, Scalabrini summed up 
his convictions with the slogan, "Freedom to emigrate, 
but not to cause to emigrate." That is, he recognized 
that every man has the right to choose a homeland, but 
at the same time he condemned the public authorities, 
who gave a free hand to the "emigration agents" true 
merchants of human flesh (he called them just that), 
who often drove so many unhappy people to ruin. 
He continued to demand from the Italian state a true 
migration policy, as the phenomenon that was by no 
means transient, but structural, demanded it. In this 
sense he fought against" government bills" that solved 
nothing; only with the "Visconti Venosta Law" of 1901 
would he have the satisfaction of seeing his proposals 
accepted by the Italian parliament.
Providential in particular was the association of lay 
people that Scalabrini founded in 1889 and that five 
years later took the name "St. Raphael Society" (named 
after the archangel who was a traveling companion to 
the young Tobias). Scalabrini also strongly supported it 
through its many conferences on emigration. And it set 
up various Committees in different cities, especially sea 
cities, in Italy and abroad. The most active were those in 
Genoa, New York and Boston. "San Raffaele" promoted 
religious and health care for migrants during the voyage; 
it opened schools for the maintenance of Italian culture; 
it ensured legal assistance and provided a set of initia-
tives that helped emigrants overcome the difficulties of 

1887: founded the Congregation of the Mission-
aries of St. Charles for the assistance of Italian 
emigrants and published the pamphlet "Italian 
Emigration in America" 
1888: intervenes forcefully in the national debate 
on the issue of emigration through the pamphlet 
"Bill on Italian Emigration."
1889: convinces Mother Frances Xavier Cabrini to 
send her own Sisters among Italian emigrants in the 
United States and founds the "St. Raphael Society," 
which engaged many lay people in the field of mi-
gration.
1891-92: travels the length and breadth of Italy 
and holds conferences in many cities to mobilize 
public opinion on the problems of emigration 
(Genoa, Rome, Florence and Milan in 1891; Luc-
ca, Palermo, Treviso and Pavia in 1892).
1895: founds the Congregation of the Missionary 
Sisters of St. Charles.
1900: grants diocesan recognition to the Sisters 
Apostles of the Sacred Heart, founded by Sister 
Clelia Merloni, approves their rules for a decade 
and sends them among Italian emigrants to Brazil 
and the United States.
1901: visits Italian communities and its mission-
aries in the United States.
1903: founds the monthly magazine "Congrega-
tion of the Missionaries of St. Charles for Ital-
ians who have emigrated to the Americas." After 
his death the periodical took the title "L'Emigrato 
italiano in America." 
1904: visits Italian communities and his mission-
aries in Brazil. 
1905: proposes to the Holy See a Central Commis-
sion for Catholic emigrants of all nationalities. 

tracks of the old central station in Milan
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their first insertion. He also asked the Church for spe-
cific pastoral care, including the preservation of the mi-
grants' language and culture as an indispensable means 
of defending their faith and traditions. This required 
Italian priests for Italian migrants, as well as German 
and Polish priests for their compatriots. 

PROPHET OF THE NEW TIMES
Scalabrini saw in the world's migrations the hand of 
Providence, which unifies the world: "While nations 
fall and rise and renew themselves; while races min-
gle, spread, and fuse; above the roar of our machines, 
above all this feverish activity, over and beyond all 
these gigantic achievements and not without them, a 
much vaster, nobler, and more sublime work is devel-
oping: the union in God through Jesus Christ of all peo-
ple of good will." (Address to the Catholic Club of New 
York, 1901). The same idea is also found in his "spiritual 
testament," written less than a month before his death. 
In it he called for the creation at the Holy See, of a Cen-
tral Commission for Catholic emigrants of all nationali-
ties. He wrote: "no longer suppressions of peoples, but 
fusions, adaptations in which the different nationalities 
meet, cross each other, replenish themselves and give 

rise to other peoples in whom, even in dissimilarity, de-
termined characters and determined religious and civil 
tendencies predominate (...). The Catholic Church is 
called by her divine apostolate and secular tradition to 
give her imprint to this great social movement, which 
has for its end the economic restoration and fusion of 
Christian peoples." With this in mind, he asked him-
self very realistically, "What would be the use of send-
ing missionaries into the world to spread the Christian 
faith among the unbelievers, if we were not then con-
cerned about the millions of Christian migrants, who 
already possess this faith but are in danger of losing it 
because they are left to themselves?" Several of his in-
sights will find their realization in the course of the on-
going doctrinal, religious social and political renewal 
of the Church's pastoral care of migration. His name 
will resurface in important documents of the ecclesi-
astical magisterium about migration, and the Congre-
gation of the Scalabrinian Missionaries will consecrate 
Scalabrini's ideal in its own rules of life, which state, 
"Keeping in mind the will of the Church, the intentions 
of the Founder and the events of the Congregation, we 
confirm the preferential choice, among the recipients 
of our mission, for the migrants who most acutely ex-
perience the drama of migration." 

Scalabrini at the port of Genoa
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Tommasi, Angiolo (1858-1923), "The Emigrants," 1896
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FOUNDER

Several saints in the last century founded religious 
families to meet the pressing needs of the time. Among 
them secured a special place Monsignor Scalabrini 
who -overcoming enormous difficulties- gave birth to 
two Congregations one male and one female, for the 
spiritual moral assistance to Italian emigrants. 

MISSIONARIES OF SAINT CHARLES 
(Scalabrinians)

The Congregation was founded on November 28, 1887. 
In the church of S. Antonino in Piacenza, Scalabrini 
received the oath of the first two missionaries: Fr. Do-
menico Mantese from Vicenza and Fr. Giuseppe Moli-
nari from Piacenza. The parish priest Msgr. Domenico 

Costa put not only the church but also his own recto-
ry at the disposal of the bishop: this became the first 
headquarters of the Congregation and the parish priest 
himself was its first superior. The first two missionaries 
were soon joined by 8 others (5 priests and 3 catechist 
brothers) from different regions. Thus a group of 10 
missionaries was formed, led by rector Fr. Bartolomeo 
Rolleri, a former missionary in Africa and secretary of 
St. Daniele Comboni. 
To all of them, on July 12, 1888, in the basilica of St. An-
tonino, Monsignor Scalabrini delivered the crucifix of 
departing missionaries, with the formula that later be-
came sacred:" Here, my son, is the indivisible compan-
ion of your apostolic wanderings, here is your unfailing 
comfort in life no less than in death." The service had 
been particularly solemn, celebrated in the presence of a 
large applauding crowd. When the celebration was over, 

Sergio Tessarolo, "Blessed Scalabrini" - 
Altarpiece in Loreto (AN)
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the bishop gathered his missionaries at the entrance 
of the basilica in the place known as the "Paradise." He 
embraced them one by one. They then boarded the car-
riages provided by the noble families of Piacenza and 
were taken to the station. From here the 7 missionaries 
destined for Brazil left for Genoa and the 3 destined for 
New York took the train to the port of Le Havre (France). 
The writer Cesare Cantù was also impressed and sent 
the following message:" To your blessing please join the 
vows of this old man who admires a courage and self-
sacrifice so alien to all human sight. The world will have 
the lightness of not knowing them, the ingratitude of 
forgetting them but they will proceed to the holy Mission 
having for their banner the Cross, for their word of war: 
Christ today and Christ always!"  Aspiring missionaries 
were beginning to become numerous. It was therefore 
necessary to leave the rectory of St. Antonino and rent 
more spacious premises at the Pio Ritiro Cerati. In 1892 
Scalabrini arrived at the final decision: he purchased 
from the Urban Seminary a former Capuchin convent 
with an adjoining church dedicated to St. Charles Borro-
meo and called it the "Christopher Columbus Institute." 
This became the headquarters of the new Congregation, 
"Mother House" of the Scalabrinians. On March 15 of 
the same year in a letter to his missionaries the Found-
er gave them as their patron and model the Bishop of 
Milan, St. Charles Borromeo. He wrote:" He was one of 
those men of action who do not hesitate, who do not di-
vide, who never back down; who in their every act pour 
all the strength of their conviction, all the energy of their 

will, all the entirety of their character, all of themselves." 
Scalabrini was deeply convinced of the urgent need for 
his work. In fact, during the first years after the founda-
tion to meet the emergency he welcomed priests and re-
ligious of various backgrounds on the sole condition that 
they agree to bind themselves with a temporary oath of 
allegiance. Soon, however, he understood that to guar-
antee the stability of the Congregation, a simple form 
of temporary aggregation was not enough; it was neces-
sary to ensure its future through a definitive religious 
consecration. He quickly got down to business: with the 
permission of the Holy See on December 8, 1894 in the 
newly restored church of San Carlo in Piacenza, he re-
ceived the perpetual religious vows of 17 "Scalabrinians" 
(5 priests, 11 clerics and a "catechist" brother). "It is the 
first time," he wrote in those days, "that I feel a deep con-
solation and an entire confidence in the future.

MISSIONARY SISTERS OF SAINT CHARLES 
(Scalabrinians)

Scalabrini knew that his work would not be complete 
without the presence of a Congregation of women re-
ligious, so necessary for the direction of kindergartens 
and schools, for the animation of catechism and liturgy, 
for the assistance of the poor and the sick. He therefore 
cherished the idea of flanking his Missionaries with a fe-
male branch of Missionaries. But it was not easy to real-
ize it. It could materialize through one of those providen-

P. Perotti, "Scalabrini delivers the crucifix," bas-relief - 
Church of St. Antonino, Piacenza
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tial circumstances (as Scalabrini 
called them) that at that precise 
moment in history presented it-
self to him in the person of his 
very young missionary Father 
Joseph Marchetti. The latter, 
born in Camaiore (Lucca) on 
October 3, 1869, had been or-
dained a priest in 1892. While 
accompanying to the port of 
Genoa a group of parishioners 
emigrating in Brazil, he thought 
back to an event that had hap-
pened to him two years earlier. 
On April 25, 1892, as soon as he 
was ordained a priest, he had 
attended a moving conference 
in the Church of the Servants in 
Lucca. A bishop, known to all as 
the apostle of the emigrants, was 
speaking, calling on people of 
good will to organize religious, 
social and legal assistance for 
the "weak," who were forced to 
emigrate in order not to die of 
hunger. Those words bounced 
around in his mind as he ac-
companied half of his small 
parish to the ship. He also re-
called that that Bishop Monsig-
nor Scalabrini had established 
a Committee of the "St. Raphael 
Society" in Genoa for the protec-
tion of the departed. As soon as 
possible he made contact with 
the Bishop of Piacenza who entrusted him with the task 
of accompanying the emigrants on the crossings as ship-
board chaplain. During the second voyage, which began 
on December 26, 1894, on the bastion "Giulio Cesare," he 
witnessed a drama that was to be decisive for his life. A 
young bride died leaving her newborn in the arms of her 
father who in despair threatened to throw himself over-
board. Fr. Marchetti managed to reassure him by promis-
ing that he himself would take care of the child. When he 
arrived in Brazil, a bold idea flashed through his mind: 
to found an orphanage for the children of Italians. Provi-
dence was particularly favorable to him: already on Feb-
ruary 15, 1895, thanks to the generosity of a benefactor, 
he could bless the foundation stone of the Christopher 
Columbus Orphanage on the Alto of Ipiranga (São Paulo). 
It then became apparent that there was an urgent need 
for a group of Sisters who would be available to direct the 
work. To gain time he first thought of his mother Caro-
lina, his sister Assunta and two good young women from 
Compignano (Lucca) of whom he had been spiritual di-
rector. He returned to Italy and on October 24, 1895, pre-
sented himself to the Bishop of Piacenza, his superior, 

together with his mother and the three young women. 
The following day in the chapel of the bishop's palace 
in Piacenza, they made temporary vows in the hands of 
Monsignor Scalabrini and received from him the mis-
sionary mandate, the crucifix and the first guidelines for 
their religious life. Father Marchetti, on the other hand, 
took perpetual vows as a Scalabrinian missionary. That 
celebration that took place on Oct. 25, 1895, marked the 
official founding date of the new Congregation to which 
the same charism of St. Charles' missionaries was passed 
on, namely missionary work on behalf of Italian mi-
grants. Today the Congregation founded by Monsignor 
Scalabrini also recognizes two co-founders, Fr. Giuseppe 
Marchetti and Sister Assunta. The latter became the first 
superior general of the new Congregation and, assisted 
until 1905 by Bishop Scalabrini, guided it with great wis-
dom and holiness toward full maturity.
On Oct. 9, 2013, Pope Francis recognized the authentic-
ity of the miracle attributed to Assunta Marchetti, al-
lowing her beatification, which was celebrated at the 
Metropolitan Cathedral of Nossa Senhora da Assunção 
in São Paulo on Oct. 25, 2014. 

Natalia Tsarkova - Blessed Assunta Marchetti
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SCALABRINI VISITS MISSIONARIES AND 
MIGRANTS IN THE UNITED STATES AND 
BRAZIL

1901 – UNITED STATES

The Bishop of Piacenza was an undisputed protagonist 
in the world of migrations. As the "Father of migrants," 
he could not close this hard and fascinating adventure 
without making a direct experience himself among the 
Italian communities overseas. The opportunity present-
ed itself to him in 1901, after he had solemnly celebrated 
in Piacenza the festivities of his episcopal jubilee (June 
15-17). Missionaries and bishops from the United States 
had long invited him to visit that great country of im-
migration. Scalabrini with the blessing of Pope Leo XIII 
embarked in Genoa on July 18, made a stop in Naples 
and eagerly faced the 15-day sail that was to take him 
to New York. Traveling with him were 1,200 emigrants. 
For them he celebrated the Eucharist every day, admin-
istered first communions and confirmations to several 
boys, gave catechism lessons, and cared for the sick. In 
the United States the large Italian colony was eagerly 
awaiting for him, but the local population and the clergy 
themselves had little consideration for him, because 
they were generally of Irish origin, and these poor un-
fortunates whom unscrupulous "emigration agents" 
poured onto those shores in pitiful conditions were too 
different: too dissimilar their languages and dialects, 
their culture, their religious 
manifestations. Scalabrini 
landed on August 3 in 
New York. After visiting 
his missionaries' first two 
churches (St. Joachim and 
Our Lady of Pompeii) he 
began an interminable pil-
grimage. He traveled about 
15,000 km. He often slept 
on the train so as not to 
waste time. He visited doz-
ens of cities; among many, 
Newark, New Haven, Bos-
ton, Syracuse, Utica, Cleve-
land, Detroit, Kansas City, 
Cincinnati, Baltimore, 
Providence... Everywhere 
he was received by numer-
ous and moved Italian com-
munities. The Sacred Heart 
Church in Boston for ex-
ample, although very large, 
could not accommodate 
even half of the faithful 
who flocked there.

The bishop at the end of the celebration came out with 
the monstrance and blessed a flood of people crowded 
on the square. At the White House in Washington he 
visited President Theodore Roosevelt before whom he 
warmly defended the Italian communities in the United 
States. He also presided over meetings, preached spir-
itual retreats and gave 340 speeches: famous among 
them was the one he delivered at the Catholic Club of 
New York, in which he expounded his theological vision 
on human migration. His greatest consolations came 
from his missionaries, of whom he heard nothing but 
praise. The Bishop of Harrisburg told him one day:" your 
missionaries are admirable priests...We make only one 
complaint: that they are few." He took the return ship 
on November 12. He disembarked in Naples on the 26th 
and immediately went to Rome where he expounded the 
conditions and prospects of the Italian communities in 
the United States to the Pope, the foreign minister and 
Propaganda Fide. He arrived in Piacenza on December 
4 welcomed with a massive demonstration in the ca-
thedral to the singing of a solemn "Te Deum." And he 
continued to repeat:" The consolations were too much 
greater than the modest labors. Everywhere I found a 
real explosion of religious and patriotic enthusiasm." 

Scalabrini in the Italian church of Utica (New York), 1901
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1904 - BRAZIL

Returning from the United States, the Bishop of Piacen-
za resumed his fifth pastoral visit to the diocese. Many 
dissuaded him from strenuous travel: already the last 
climbs to the villages of the Apennines made on horse-
back had aggravated his illness. Besides, he was no long-
er young: he was 62 years old. His great friend Pope Pius 
X was urging him to make a trip to Brazil as well. He then 
tackled the study of Portuguese, drafted his will, and left 
Piacenza on June 13, 1904. A brief visit to the Pope, who 
embraced him; then on June 17 he embarked in Naples. 
Accompanying him were six of his young missionaries 
who became shipboard chaplains for the 500 migrants 
traveling with them and thus enabled the bishop to take a 
much-needed rest. After a brief stop in Rio de Janeiro he 
arrived in Santos on July 9 and by train reached São Pau-
lo. Here the official reception was held in the presence of 
all the authorities, the Salesian band and the band from 
Father Marchetti's orphanage. In São Paulo he stayed for 
a month and lodged in the Cristoforo Colombo orphan-
age. He was able thus to admire the immense work or-
ganized by his missionaries: two orphanages with 260 
boys and girls and 300 fazendas to visit periodically. He 
occupied part of his time preaching spiritual exercises to 
missionaries and nuns. He also visited numerous colo-
nies and fazendas. He went as far as the states of Espir-
ito Santo, Rio de Janeiro and Parana. Everywhere huge 
crowds eagerly awaited for him. He stayed 15 days in 
Santa Felicidade (Parana), which was perhaps the best of 
the parishes held by his missionaries. "Within a radius of 

about forty miles," Scalabrini 
wrote, "radiate many Italian 
colonies...which I visited all 
amid indescribable demon-
strations”. He then passed 
on to Porto Alegre, capital 
of Rio Grande Do Sul, where 
he faced the most strenuous 
part of the journey. In fact, 
he had to go up a river ( Sept. 
12 ) to Estrella; then after 7 
hours of horseback riding 
he reached Encantado wel-
comed with immense joy by 
the entire population. That 
town for 10 days became a 
pilgrimage destination for 
thousands of Italian emi-
grants arriving from the far-
thest colonies. In Garibaldi 
he confirmed 1,500 emi-
grants. (It is estimated that 
during the 5 weeks he spent 
in Brazil he administered 
confirmation to about 40,000 

people.) To reach Veranopolis on Sept. 27 he traveled 54 
km. on a wagon pulled by 6 mules. One of his missionar-
ies wrote: "It has indeed something of prodigious the ac-
tivity that, at such an advanced age, the illustrious Bish-
op from Piacenza displays. Suffice it to say that in only 
4 days beyond visiting the homes of his missionaries at 
the fazendas, etc., he confirmed as many as 5,000 people 
passing now on foot now on horseback ( on often horri-
ble roads ) from one point to another, everywhere receiv-
ing innumerable visitors, blessing marriages, churches, 
cemeteries, sowing the seeds of useful enterprises, con-
fessing, preaching two, three, five times a day...In order 
to hear him and receive his blessing many, as in Caxias, 
stayed in the churchyard all night and then left blessing 
the holy Prelate." Having concluded his trip to Brazil, he 
went to Buenos Aires where he met his brother Peter 
whom he had not seen for 36 years. The steamer "Sarde-
gna" was waiting for him on November 11, 1904 to take 
him back to Italy. He disembarked in Genoa on Decem-
ber 5. The following day he arrived in Piacenza to sing 
the "Te Deum" in the cathedral among an enthusiastic 
crowd. Pius X sent him a gold medal and a letter invit-
ing him to Rome to report on the events of the journey. 
But his physique worn out by too many fatigues would no 
longer allow him to leave Piacenza. Death was approach-
ing inexorably. One missionary wrote:" It is common 
opinion that he himself contributed in no small part to 
the vary painful catastrophe with the strains of that jour-
ney...If this were so, we would have one more reason to 
salute in Monsignor Scalabrini the apostle and martyr of 
Italian emigrants." 

Scalabrini visits the girls’ orphanage in Brazil, 1904
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BIRTH TO HEAVEN 

June 1st 1905

It is said that Pope Pius X in recognition of the merits he 
had acquired, was proposing a promotion to Scalabrini: 
the archiepiscopal see of Ravenna or the patriarchate of 
Venice or the cardinal's purple. But the Bishop of Pia-
cenza in his humility was certainly not thinking of pro-
motions and honors. When he returned from his trip to 
Brazil (December 1904), he concluded his fifth pastoral 
visit and called for the sixth: he initiated preparations 
for the 2nd National Catechetical Congress and deliv-
ered to Cardinal Merry Del Val the "memorial" in which 
he asked the Holy See to establish a Central Commission 

for all "Catholic emigrants." By now his strength could 
no longer hold him up.  "I am tired to death," he confided 
to friends. The illness (hydrocele) that had struck him 
in May 1894 during the pastoral visit to Bardi had be-
come more acute during the trip to Brazil because of the 
stressful rides. Now it was getting worse by the day. In 
May 1905 doctors made the decision: surgery was need-
ed. On May 27, Scalabrini went to confession, spent the 
night in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, then 
entrusted himself to the surgeon. He immediately had 
the feeling that the end might be imminent. On May 31 

Urn of the Saint in the Cathedral of Piacenza
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he asked for Viaticum to be brought to him from the ca-
thedral in solemn form, renewed his profession of faith, 
and asked forgiveness from everyone. He then received 
the anointing of the sick and followed with edifying de-
votion the recitation of prayers for a good death. He gave 
thanks for the announcement that Pius X was sending 
him a special blessing; then he sighed, "Lord I am ready; 
let's go." By now delirious, he repeated anxiously, "What 
about my priests? Where are my priests? Let them in!" 
On June 1, feast of the Ascension, just before 6 a.m. he 
rendered his soul to God. That morning the city bells 
announced to the faithful not only Jesus' ascension to 
heaven but also the return to the Father of their beloved 
Shepherd. The funeral was an apotheosis. Never before 
had so many crowds been seen passing in front of a cof-
fin. The newspaper "La Libertà” [The Liberty] noted, 
“They are true pilgrimages of workers and peasants, who 
have come from all parts of the diocese to see one last time 
the blessed likeness of their Bishop, though veiled by death." 
His remains were buried in the Piacenza cemetery. In 
1909 they were solemnly transferred to that splendid 
Romanesque cathedral that he himself had had restored 
(1897-1901). His body, visited by many pilgrims is in this 
cathedral and can be seen in a beautiful urn next to the 
altar of the Blessed Sacrament. 

TOWARDS THE GLORY OF THE ALTARS
"A saint has died!" the people had immediately ex-
claimed. Archbishop Ersilio Menzani, his second 
successor on the Piacenza cathedra for 40 years, sup-
ported by the encouragement of Pius XI, opened the 
diocesan informational process in 1936 on the repu-
tation of Bishop Scalabrini's holiness and virtues; on 
March 30 the decrees for the opening of the "apostolic 
processes" were issued.  On May 11, 1982, John Paul 
II ratified the decree introducing the cause of beatifi-
cation, and on March 16, 1987, he solemnly declared 
that Venerable John Baptist Scalabrini had exercised 
the theological and cardinal virtues to a heroic degree. 
On Nov. 9, St. John Paul II proclaimed Blessed the "fa-
ther of migrants" in St. Peter's Square in Rome, packed 
with the faithful. In this year 2022, a Scalabrinian year 
proclaimed to celebrate the 25th anniversary of his be-
atification, Pope Francis recognized the great devotion 
surrounding Scalabrini in every part of the world and 
decided to proclaim him a saint, to extend his official 
cult to the whole Church.

Beatification, November 1997
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The three institutes of the 
Scalabrinian family

THE CONGREGATION OF THE 
MISSIONARIES OF ST. CHARLES, 
SCALABRINIANS
The Scalabrinian missionaries number about 650 reli-
gious scattered in 33 countries around the world. In the 
first 50-60 years of its history, the Congregation spread 
mainly to the United States and Brazil. These were the 
nations to which Scalabrini had sent the first mission-
aries. The sharp decline in expatriations in the inter-
war period, due to both the restrictive laws adopted by 
the United States in 1921-1924 and the fascist regime's 
anti-migratory policy, had led to a stabilization of mis-
sions and missionaries. The sending of missionaries 
from Italy had also decreased, due to the abandonment 
of religious vows shortly after the Founder's death and 
the commissioning of the Congregation (which became 
a Pious Society) by the Consistorial Congregation. 
The resumption of religious vows in 1934, combined 
with an upswing in vocations, thanks to new seminaries 
in Italy and then in the United States and Brazil, brought 
new life into the missions and made missionaries avail-
able for new destinations. In the second half of the 1930s 
the Scalabrinian missionaries began sending missionar-

ies to Europe, first to France and then to Germany and 
Switzerland, to replace the Bonomellian missionaries, 
whose institution had been dissolved by the Holy See 
in 1927. Ten of them were "labor chaplains" for Italians 
in Hitler's concentration camps. After the end of World 
War II, the resumption of emigration to Argentina and 
the opening to Venezuela, Canada and Australia led to 
missionary development in those nations.
In the 1960s, the need matured to expand the congrega-
tion's purpose in response to changing migratory flows, 
extending the charism to care for migrants of all na-
tionalities. With the new "Rules of Life," a new vitality 
and expansion of the Congregation began. Seminaries 
in Latin America were strengthened and missions were 
opened in Asia and with attached seminaries in the Phil-
ippines, Indonesia and Vietnam led to an expansion of 
the presence on that continent. Today the congregation 
is also present in Africa, thus in all continents. 
Scalabrinians are committed to translating the Found-
er's charism into the mission the Church entrusts to 
them among migrants. Therefore, in their encounter 
with migrants, they open themselves to an encounter 
with God; they become companions of migrants to dis-
cover with them that Jesus is part of the journey; they 
promote respect for the dignity of the migrant; they 

The general administration of the three 
institutes of the Scalabrinian Family, 2022
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create fraternity in socie-
ty and in the Church; they 
support the cultural free-
dom of migrants, bearers 
of rights and duties; and 
they witness with them 
to belonging to the King-
dom announced by Jesus.
In the pastoral field, 
Scalabrinian missionaries 
work first and foremost 
in parishes, missions 
and chaplaincies, places 
where community and 
communion are rebuilt, 
the Word is heard and the 
Eucharist is celebrated. 
For those far from their 
homeland, attending par-
ishes and missions makes 
it possible to feel wel-
comed, to feel at home. 
There are more than 170 
Scalabrinian missions 
around the world.
From the beginning, 
Scalabrinians have also 
been present in ports. It is 
a presence that continues 
now alongside seafarers 
and fishermen, impor-
tant categories of human 
mobility. The apostolate 
of the sea has turned 100 
years old and the pres-
ences among seafarers 
have been renamed "Stel-
la Maris."  Ports where 
Scalabrinians operate are 
in Buenos Aires, Montevi-
deo, Santos, Rio de Janei-
ro, Ravenna, Cape Town, 
Manila, Kaohsiung, Kee-
lung, Tokyo, Guatemala 
and Africa.
Always, the first thing 
migrants need is welcome. That is why Scalabrinian 
missionaries have developed a network of "migrant 
houses," currently 27, scattered mainly in the Americas 
and Asia. They are places where migrants find refuge. 
But they are also places where they find training so that 
they can enter the destination country with a job. For 
victims of trafficking, they are places of refuge to es-
cape from their exploiters.
Pastoral care of migrants does not stop at the moment 
of arrival, but also continues when migrants become el-
derly and have not been able to realize their dream of 

returning to their country: for them in North America, 
Europe and Australia, Scalabrinian missionaries have 
developed a dozen of facilities, which try to reproduce 
for migrants the climate of the village of origin. 
Sensitivity to care for migrants involves close collabo-
ration between the Scalabrinians and the local church. 
In particular, Scalabrinians offer their expertise in the 
offices that the Church establishes expressly for pas-
toral care with migrants, such as the commissions of 
the Bishops' Conferences and those of the dioceses. 

Statue and plaque commemorating the Scalabrinian Year, 
Mother House of the Scalabrinian Missionaries (PC)
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There are nearly 30 offices of the Church for migration 
in which Scalabrinians serve, including the Vatican Di-
castery for Integral Human Development.
In its activities, the congregation nurtures the forma-
tion and facilitates the involvement of the laity. The 
Scalabrinian laity are people who share the Scalabrin-
ian charism and devote their professionalism and time 
in the various areas in which the Congregation oper-
ates. Alongside these pastoral areas, pastoral services 
have seemed necessary: these are activities that sup-
port direct pastoral work, both toward the Church and 
society at large and within the congregation.
To be able to act properly in the world of migration 
one must, in fact, know about it. For this reason, al-
ready since 1963, the Scalabrinians have established a 
network of study centers, which deepen the analysis 
of migration, dialogue with other academic institutes, 
organize research and conferences and publish sci-
entific journals; they are located in Rome, Paris, New 
York, São Paulo, Buenos Aires, Manila and Cape Town. 
Given this long and complex experience, Scalabrinians 
are also involved in teaching and pastoral animation. 
These activities are mainly carried out by the Instituto 
de Estudos Superiores de São Paulo (ITESP), which offers 
a comprehensive program of teaching theology, in-

cluding the theology of migration, and the Scalabrini 
International Migration Institute (SIMI), which offers an 
online teaching program on the theology of migration.
Presence in the communications world is made through 
a Scalabrinian network of radio stations, which operate 
mainly in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, and through print 
periodicals. The magazine "Scalabrinians" (and respec-
tive versions in other languages) reaches the network 
of friends and supporters of the Congregation. Vari-
ous programs using modern social media continually 
inform the public about the activities the congrega-
tion carries out, while the Scalabrinian Historical In-
stitute maintains research and publications to deepen 
the knowledge of the Founder and the activities of the 
early missionaries, as well as the lessons that can be 
drawn in the evolution of the congregation's service to 
the Church in its more than 130-year history.  
For social activities, the Scalabrinians use the 
"Scalabrini International Migration Network (SIMN)" 
as a supporting body, which is also active in dialogue 
with the United Nations and other international organi-
zations to improve and strengthen sensitivity towards 
the commitments of the international community and 
civil society in favor of migrants.

Scalabrinian Missionaries in Tijuana, on the Mexico-US Border
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Scalabrinian pastoral ministry

Scalabrinian missionaries work at the service of the 
Church. In their many years of history, they have 
learned from the Founder's teaching and experience in 
what ways to be present among migrants. It is a matter 
of presence and style that changes depending on the 
nation they are in, the directives of the local Church 
and the needs of the migrants they encounter. How-
ever, there are certain characteristics that Scalabrin-
ian pastoral care has matured. It is a pastoral care that 
demands an actualized interdisciplinary reading of mi-
gration; that is based on a faith reading of migration, 
which is drawn from the Founder's teachings, imple-
mented with creative fidelity, and that is declined along 

the axis of memory and prophecy; it is an organic and 
integral pastoral care, which includes commitment 
to justice, recognition and defense of the dignity and 
rights of migrants, which implies action in commun-
ion and at the service of the local Church and which 
consists in the proclamation that the Kingdom is in our 
midst and Christ is the way; is carried out as an inter-
community praxis that seeks and proposes paths of 
communion and privileges encounters with migrants 
who are more on the margins in the journey; that is 
very attentive to valuing initiatives that make migrants 
capable of giving a reason for the hope of which mi-
grating is also an expression. 

Rome, Procession of El Señor de los Milagros 
[the Lord of Miracles]
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THE CONGREGATION OF THE MISSIONARY 
SISTERS OF ST. CHARLES BORROMEO - 
SCALABRINIANS
It was founded, as mentioned, by Scalabrini on Oct. 25, 
1895, with the admission to religious vows, the hand-
ing over of the Crucifix and the missionary sending 
of the first four sisters - Carolina Marchetti, Assunta 
Marchetti, Angela Larini and Maria Franceschini - pre-
pared, brought together and presented to Scalabrini by 
Father Giuseppe Marchetti, a Scalabrinian missionary 
and co-founder of the Congregation, who contributed 
much to sustain the spirit of the Scalabrinian mission-
ary generosity of the first members of the new women's 
congregation. The Christopher Columbus Orphanage, 
Ipiranga, in São Paulo-Brazil, welcomed the first com-
munity of the Missionary Sisters of St. Charles Borro-
meo, Scalabrinians (MSCS), and the orphans gathered 
there were the first recipients of its mission.
The beginning of the congregation was accompanied 
by successive difficulties. Thanks to the charismatic fi-
delity of the co-founder, Blessed Assunta Marchetti, the 
congregation's identity was established in the Church. 
Pius XI's decree of Jan. 13, 1934, approving the new 
constitutions ad experimentum for seven years, le-
gitimized the congregation as a Religious Institute of 
Pontifical Right. After the Second Vatican Council, the 

constitutions were renewed, and went into effect ad ex-
perimentum on Christmas 1971 and finally approved 
on June 1, 1985, the feast of Blessed Scalabrini
Today the Congregation is present in 26 countries, with 
about 520 Sisters and is made up of three provinces: 
the Province of St. Joseph, based in Piacenza, Italy; the 
Province of Our Lady of Fatima, based in Melrose Park, 
IL, USA; the Province of Mary, Mother of Migrants, 
based in São Paulo, SP, Brazil; and a delegation, based 
in Manila, Philippines.
The reinterpretation of the charism made at the special 
chapter, 1969-1971, especially the option for pastoral 
service of migrants of all nationalities, favored greater 
internationalization of the Congregation of the Mis-
sionary Sisters of St. Charles Borromeo Scalabrinians. 
Faithful to the mission the Church has entrusted to 
it, the Congregation has as its own purpose the evan-
gelical-missionary service to migrants, especially to 
the poorest and neediest. The spirit that animates the 
Congregation is that of universal communion because 
it intends to make visible the members' vocation to rec-
ognize and love Christ in the person of the migrant. 

Rome, Missionary Sisters of St. Charles Borromeo - Scalabrinians in a home with refugee women
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Apostolic Mission

The field of action in the countries where the Congre-
gation is present is vast: schools, hospitals, Psycho-
social Assistance Centers (CAPS), Alternative Health 
Centers in Brazil, Homes and Centers for the reception 
and promotion of migrants and refugees, presences in 
the coordination of the Pastoral Care of Human Mobil-
ity in Episcopal Conferences. Keeping in mind the cur-
rent reality of the world of migrants and refugees, the 
Congregation, in the process of internal reorganization 
of the Institute, has given great attention to a more in-
tegrated action in caring for the faith but also defend-
ing the rights of migrants and refugees. Since 2018, the 
Congregation has launched a specific project, charac-
terized by a temporary presence with migrants and 
refugees in emergency situations, and called Itinerant 
Service, which is carried out in different parts of the 
world. With this specific action, the Congregation of-
fers its contribution so that migrants and refugees, es-
pecially women and children, in emergency situations 
and in vulnerable conditions, are guaranteed respect 
for their dignity, attention to basic needs, and access to 
opportunities for human promotion.
In 1988, the Congregation of the MSCS Sisters established 
the Scalabrinian Center for Migration Studies (CSEM), 
based in Brasilia, which works in collaboration with uni-
versities and Civil Society, promoting seminars, research, 
studies and conferences with a special focus on migrants 
as protagonists. The Scalabrinian Missionary Sisters, in 
their areas of apostolic activity, are committed to deepen-
ing the spiritual, biblical, social, cultural and methodolog-
ical dimensions through specific courses, seminars and 
formation meetings promoted by the pastoral ministry 
of human mobility, through the Church organs in which 
they participate. Through articulation, synergy and coor-
dination with other sectors of the pastoral care of the lo-
cal Church, the Sisters seek new 
strategies and ways of formation 
and sensitization with a view to 
the reception, solidarity with and 
integration of migrants into the 
ecclesial community. The Con-
gregation's missionary action is 
developed through the following 
macro-strategies: Welcoming, as-
sistance and protection in emer-
gencies and vulnerable situations; 
Promotion and integration; Ani-
mation and coordination of pas-
toral care with migrants and refu-
gees; Priority attention to women 
and children; Strengthening the 
role and leadership of migrants 
and refugees; Training and out-
reach; Incidence, advocacy and 
networking.

THE SCALABRINIAN SECULAR 
MISSIONARIES 
Beginnings and outreach

"Our spirituality is inspired by Bishop G.B. Scalabrini, 
father and apostle of migrants, and reaches its fullness 
in welcoming the crucified and risen Jesus, the indivis-
ible companion, recognized especially in the poorest 
and most uprooted migrants": this is how the Consti-
tutions (art. 7) of the Scalabrini Secular Missionaries, 
whose history began 56 years after the death of Blessed 
G.B. Scalabrini, express it. 
In fact, their journey began on July 25, 1961. Adelia Fire-
tti, a young schoolteacher from Piacenza, had arrived in 
Solothurn (Switzerland) a few days earlier at the invita-
tion of the Scalabrinian Missionaries to start a school for 
the children of Italian emigrants, a project that in fact 
could not begin because of the difficulties that had aris-
en with Italian institutions. Nevertheless, Adelia chose to 
remain in Solothurn, sensing that, where a door closed, 
a future could open in the following of the crucified and 
risen Jesus. In this unconditional availability began - in 
the midst of migrations and in contact with the witness 
of welcome and service of the Scalabrinian Missionaries 
- the journey of the Scalabrinian Secular Missionaries, 
which the Church definitively approved as a Secular In-
stitute on April 15, 1990, on Easter Day.
At present, the Missionaries come from different 
countries, are present in Europe, Latin America and 
Vietnam and become traveling companions of mi-
grants, with whom they live their secular consecration 
- through the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience - 
from within the ordinary situations of life and the most 
diverse environments of our multi-ethnic societies: full 
consecration and full secularity.

Scalabrinian Secular Missionaries with young people during a  
meeting in Solothurn, Switzerland
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They work in particular in the so-
cial, cultural and pastoral fields, in 
the school, medical-hospital, and 
artistic sectors; in the university 
and scientific research spheres at 
various levels; as well as in Chris-
tian formation and proclamation, 
addressed especially to young peo-
ple, to foster the growth of com-
munion among diversity and the 
experience of the Catholic dimen-
sion of the Church.
Their specific vocation calls them to 
recognize in the sociological places 
of daily life the "theological place" 
where the Spirit of the crucified and 
risen Christ is present, the hidden 
treasure who wants to bring all reali-
ty to fulfillment (cf. Paul VI, Address 
addressed to Secular Institutes, Aug. 
25, 1976). Without external signs to 
distinguish them and without sta-
ble agencies, their mission is real-
ized paying special attention to relationships and to 
the person, welcoming and valuing the differences that 
migrations bring closer together, collaborating at every 
level to break down walls of division and make room 
for God's plan for the world. Migrants then become em-
blematic of that cultural challenge that provokes every 
people, group and person to be open to dialogue; of that 
social challenge that questions the coexistence in our 
cities; of that human challenge that lays bare how much 
is still unrecognized of the dignity of every life; and, last 
but not least, of that ecclesial challenge that urges the 
Church to recognize in the presence of migrants a pro-
phetic sign of its "catholicity."
From the beginning in the journey of the Scalabrinian 
Secular Missionaries, formation stood out as a priority 
of their mission. Thus along the years "J.B. Scalabrini 
International Centers" were born. In Solothurn as well 
as in Stuttgart, Milan, São Paulo and Mexico City, the 
formation project of the International Centers focus on 
the person and relationships, the starting point for the 
transformation of society and its structures. 
They offer themselves as meeting places open to all, and 
especially to migrants and young people, so that they 
may experience that communion between diversities is 
possible and discover even within the problematic real-
ity of migration the chances of a new coexistence based 
on esteem for each person in his or her uniqueness. 
Thus the formative objective of the Centers becomes a 
service in and with the local churches for the growth of 
the "Catholic" dimension of the Church, which, in wel-
coming migrants of all cultures and backgrounds, can 
express its universal face, its very origin from Pente-
cost, its being a "sign and instrument" so that humanity 
may become one family of all peoples. 

SCALABRINIAN LAY MOVEMENTS
In recent decades, Scalabrinians have felt the need 
for closer collaboration with the laity. This is a choice, 
which moves along the pastoral line of Scalabrini, who 
wrote to the laity on several occasions: ''You are not an 
old age that fades, but a youth that rises. It is up to you 
to repossess society, to remake it Christian with breadth 
of ideas and tenacity of purpose...solicitous, more than of 
the political form, of justice and the sanctity of laws, per-
suaded that religion, essentially superior to civil parties...
must serve no one party. The layman discovers and reveals 
in temporal realities the reflection of eternity. He is a priest 
of the home and of civil society. He is an apostle of truth, 
of word and example, of charity and true civilization, of 
authentic progress. The Church is his, just at it is of clergy-
men. As his own thing he loves her, defends her, he boldly 
proclaims her. He is not ashamed of the Gospel: in a secular-
ized century he witnesses to it openly, with the explicit pro-
fession of faith, with consistency, with the energy of his con-
victions, with concordant and disciplined activity." That is 
why he had founded the association "St. Raphael" and 
asked his Missionaries to promote in the parishes of 
America lay groups committed to making the lives of 
migrants more human and Christian. Many lay people 
responded, "Scalabrini is ours too!" This is why groups 
of volunteers and sympathizers are being structured 
all over the world, although in different ways, who, in 
their autonomy, collaborate with the Scalabrinians, in 
Italy and abroad in the various social works entrusted 
to the Congregation, lay people who intend to spend 
part of their time in various fields: school, health, ani-
mation, politics, study, research. 

Italy, Youth during voluntary experiences with migrants and refugees
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HIS LEGACY

Monsignor Scalabrini's whole life was animated by an 
ardent love of God and neighbor. 
The model of his work was always Jesus, the Son of 
God. He wrote first of all for himself the words, which 
he addressed to the faithful in his letter for Lent 1878: 
"Jesus for mirror, Jesus for model, Jesus for seal. He is to ut-
ter judgments, to chart the paths, to decide the choices; He 
to rule, to direct, to master our lives."
This deep faith, cultivated in prayer and meditation, 
was then transformed into love for his brothers and 
sisters, especially the poorest. He had proposed it to 
himself from the very first Pastoral Letter (1876): "As for 
me (...), I will embrace everything in my ministry by mak-
ing myself the servant of all for the sake of the Gospel (...); 
and, sent first to the poor and the most unfortunate, (...) I 
will suffer with them, working above all to subsidizing and 
evangelizing the poor." 
We find here the first great legacy, which he left to the 
priests and his sons. First of all, love for God, which 
must occupy the place of honor in the necessary syn-
thesis between contemplative life and religious and 
missionary activity. But love of neighbor was also to 
know no barriers. "Get out of the sacristy!" he repeated 
to priests. And again, "To work, to toil, to sacrifice oneself 
in every way in order to expand the Kingdom of God down 

here and save souls; to put oneself, I will say it like this, on 
one's knees before the world to implore as a grace permis-
sion to do good to it, that is the priest's only ambition."
"Every missionary expedition," he told his departing 
priests, "is nothing other than (...) the continuation of that 
which the Divine Master made, when he said to the Apos-
tles: Go, teach all nations”. Bishop Scalabrini, as succes-
sor of the apostles, always felt responsible also for the 
universal Church. That is why his action went beyond 
the boundaries of the diocese: with the Opera Mond-
ariso, with the Missionaries and Missionary Sisters for 
Migrants, with the invitation to the Church to open it-
self to migrants from all over the world. 
This exceptional openness of spirit still speaks to his 
children and urges them to be attentive to the "signs 
of the times," which are not lacking at any time in his-
tory. If the entire 20th century - as it was said - was 
characterized by the "civilization of exodus," Scalabrin-
ians know that this situation of extreme social mobility 
persists even today, indeed because of wars, political 
persecution, social inequalities, poverty and the domi-
nation of the selfishness of individuals and richer na-
tions: migration threatens to make the poor poorer, 
and even today, in many languages, resounds the al-
ready remembered cry of the Piacentini migrants en-
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camped by the Orinoco River in Latin America: "Here 
we live and die like beasts! ". And the answer can only 
be that of Scalabrini: Christianity cooperating with all 
men of good will, so that every man and woman may be 
granted civil, social, political and religious rights
Faced with the continuous rise of problems in the in-
ternational migratory field and thanks to the ever new 
impulses of the Spirit of Pentecost, Scalabrinians are 
aware that they are still in the midst of a mission, which 
the Founder first lived and bequeathed to them.
Scalabrini wrote: "To win everyone to Christ, that is the 
constant, the supreme aspiration of my soul."
Realizing this ideal meant for him to collaborate in the 
implementation of the final project of human history, 
which - he stated in the Catholic Club of New York ad-
dress (1901) - would see "the union in God through Jesus 

Christ of all men of good will." He concluded, "The serv-
ants of God, working (...) for the fulfillment of his designs, 
are numerous in all ages, but in the great historical epochs 
of social renewal there are more of them than are known, 
more than are thought."
Scalabrini was one of these servants, one of the most 
prestigious. And he also wanted in the front row, in 
the realization of God's plan, his children: missionar-
ies, missionary sisters and lay people. Who, especially 
now - fascinated by the example of the Founder elevat-
ed to the glory of the altars - feel called to follow him 
as a model, to pick up his bequests, to revive his spirit 
among migrants of every nation, language and culture. 
On all the roads of the world.

Timothy Schmalz, Angels Unawares,  
St. Peter's Square - Rome, 2019 
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Family 
TODAY

 39  Nations in the World
 1195 Missionaries and Missionary sisters
 52 Homes for Migrants
 13  Schools and Orphanages
 4  Hospitals
 13  Stella Maris Centers
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