
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
JUDITH’S 

TENT 
  

Called apart 
Eremitism and cenoby 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 
Year I 

October 2022 

Cottolengo Monastic Notebooks 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 1 

Mother Elda’s Introduction   3 

 

Editorial      5 

 

Deepening study 

Called apart      9 

 

Time for creation 

Prodigiously, 

the forest becomes the cloister 45 

 

Sacred History 

Historical hints on the foundation 

of the “Sacred Hearth” Monastery 71 

 

Spacing 

Unbowed: A memoir 87 

 
 





 

Mother Elda’s Introduction 3 

With joy and much gratitude, I present the first issue 

of “Cottolengo Monastic Notebooks”, a periodical of the Fam-

ily of Contemplative Life of our Congregation: Sisters of St. 

Joseph B. Cottolengo. The birth of this initiative, for some 

years desired and hoped for by many Sisters in our Cotto-

lengo monasteries, found the decisive push in the Assembly 

of the Contemplative Life Family during the XI General 

Chapter. 

The “Monastic Notebooks” are the fruitfulness of a com-

munion lived and nourished among the Cottolengo monas-

teries, a process that has transformed individual and parallel 

paths into synodal and communional paths that reflect the 

beauty of diversity welcomed and harmonised.   

This Periodical is the fruit of research, study, reflection 

and sharing by the Sisters of contemplative life to actualize a 

synthesis, always new, between the monastic tradition and 

the charism of Cottolengo, in the light of the Magisterium, 

to continue, in the Little House and in the Church, to an-

nounce «like Mary Magdalene on Easter morning, announce to 

us: “I have seen the Lord!” (Jn 20:18)» (Vultum Dei Quaerere, 

no. 6). 

Each Notebooks is monothematic, that is, it contains an 

exhaustive study of a theme, then there are three sections 

that remain constant, and it will be published in two 
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languages, Italian and English, so that we can enjoy the rich-

ness of the internationality of our Congregation. Deo gratias 

to the Sisters of the Editorial Staff for their valuable service. 

I am certain that it will be an interesting Periodical, a 

pleasant read, a valid instrument of ongoing formation, of 

sharing among the Cottolengo monastic communities, and of 

hope and trust in the future. Deo gratias! 

 

 

Turin, 14 September 2022 

Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross 
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The widowed Judith remained three years and four months at 
home, where she set up a tent for herself on the roof of her house. 
She put sackcloth about her loins and wore widow’s weeds. She 
fasted all the days of her widowhood, except sabbath eves and 
sabbaths, new moon eves and new moons, feastdays and holidays 
of the house of Israel. She was beautifully formed and lovely to 
behold. Her husband, Manasseh, had left her gold and silver, 
servants and maids, livestock and fields, which she was maintain-
ing. No one had a bad word to say about her, for she was a very 
God-fearing woman (Jdt 8:4-8). 

Judith, a wise and daring woman, forged her heart in as-
siduous prayer, mortification, and fasting. She is rightly re-
garded as a model and figure of a Cottolengo Contemplative nun 
for the integrity of her life as governed by the Liturgy, for the 
prudent and detached use of wealth, and for the perceptive and 
humble gaze on God and on the present time1. 

Placing herself voluntarily in a singular and marginal 
dwelling – a tent built on the terrace of the house – recalls of 
the precariousness of life and the ephemerality of transient 
goods, while not denying the solidity of the structure, of the 
building in which the tent is mounted. In a similar manner, our 
monastic communities are based on solid membership in the 
Congregation of the Sisters of Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo 
and at the same time have the possibility of a more agile and less 

 
1 Cf. SISTERS OF SAINT JOSEPH BENEDICT COTTOLENGO, Acts XI Gen-

eral Chapter. “Outside the walls”: the courage to dare new ways of evangelization, 
Celle Ligure 31 October-27 November 2021, no. 78. 
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structured management, facilitated by the small number, and 
stability of belonging of the members of the communities. 

Judith develops an honest speaking style based on faith in 
the omnipotent and unknowable Lord as she leads a penitent 
and sober life (cf. Jdt 8:11ff).  

Like every woman, Judith is interwoven with concrete-

ness, her spirituality, her intercession takes on corporeality, she 

feels the weight almost physically of her brethren and of the 

holy things and she welcomes it all. 

How can we fail to recognize our mission of nuns in this 

assuming of responsibility: the fate of humanity rests on us! The 

role of Judith involves more than just praying to God; she risks 

her life for the community to which she belongs, for her people, 

utilizing her feminine gifts, and succeeds in her endeavor be-

cause she puts her faith in the «God of all power and might» 

(Jdt 9:14), whom she acknowledges as «the God of the lowly, 

[...] the helper of the oppressed, the supporter of the weak, the 

protector of the forsaken, the savior of those without hope» 

(Jdt 9:11), and «the God who is provident for those who have no 

one to think»2 . 

Having accomplished her feat, she remains in profound 

gratitude to the Lord and raises a canticle of praise to Him 

(Jdt 16:1-17). With simplicity she returns to her daily life. 

Judith is an outstanding woman, many of whose attitudes 

can be traced to the spirituality of our Cottolengo monastic life. 

 

 
2 Cf. Regole Orali del Venerabile, no. 151, in L. PIANO (curated by), 

Raccolta delle Regole delle famiglie religiose della Piccola Casa della Divina Prov-
idenza anteriori all’approvazione pontificia, Torino 2000, par. 2120, p. 681: The 
Superior «must not have human regard in accepting, nor take offerings from 
those who with these want to induce in accept someone, having to accept the 
most needy, those who have no person who thinks for him, because such is 
the mission of the Little House». 
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Judith’s tent is an ideal place of formation of con-

science, in which we can know ourselves, God, the society in 

which we live in order to read them with ever greater acumen 

and to be able to intelligently make available to God and our 

brothers and sisters our qualities as Cottolengo nuns. 

The Cottolengo Monastic Notebooks are divided into four 
sections: a Deepening Study of a monastic theme; a section de-
voted to ecological reflection (Time for Creation); a Sacred History 
page of our monasteries or of Cottolengo nuns; and a Spacing, 
an open section where the Family can share reflections, spiritual 
experiences, readings, and other items…a tent in which one can 
find herself and others as well in the Family, to reflect and grow 
as Cottolengo consecrated women. 

 
The first issue develops the theme of monastic eremitism 

in relation to the monastery: the Deepening Study focuses on bib-
lical, historical and magisterial issues with a close look at cur-
rent experiences and particular attention to the Cottolengo nu-
ances of this form of consecrated life 

An original perspective of Camaldolese spirituality that 
focuses on the monk’s connection to the forest is expressed in 
the environmental rubric, Time for Creation. 

The Sacred History includes a report on the “Sacred Heart” 
Monastery, the beginnings and foundation of this Cottolengo 
monastic community. 

Last but not least, the nuns of the “Jesus the Priest” Mon-
astery in Tuuru recommend a fascinating article on Wangari 
Maathai’s autobiography, who won the 2004 Nobel Prize. 

 
Enjoy the reading! 

the Editorial Staff 
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Introduction 

The word eremitism, which in its etymology evokes the de-

sert, indicates a fundamental archetype present in societies of all 

times and common to some philosophies of the Greek tradition, 

(for example Pythagoreanism, Stoicism, Neo-Platonism), to the 

great religions and also to Christianity: in fact in all of them, 

eremitism represents the way to live in a radical way the values 

of the professed faith in a rigorous context of solitude, silence, 

detachment and asceticism, far from the compromises and the 

relaxations of the customs that often mark the social and 

worldly life. 

In this study, the origin and development of Christian er-

emitism won’t be dealt with in details; rather it will be pointed 

out how through the centuries the coenobitic and eremitic di-

mensions have always been in dialogue, sometimes even in a re-

lationship of tension, constituting in any case a mutual enrich-

ment and a fruitful partnership for monastic life in general. 

After having illustrated the biblical foundations of the er-

emitic life, its history will be briefly developed from the perspec-

tive of symbiosis between the solitary and coenobite way; we 

shall then focus on the documents of the recent Magisterium 

relating to eremitism, before reviewing some current examples 

of hermit experiences realized in monastic realities; at the end 

some charismatic ideas will be introduced. 
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1. Eremitism in the Scripture 

The desert is present in every page of the Scripture 
through the whole history of salvation. The people of God were 
born in the forty years of exodus in the desert3, place of solitude 
and infinite space, where one meets the majesty of Yahweh4. It 
is a time of test, of passage that will be repeated over the centu-
ries to renew the same experience, so well explained in the book 
of Deuteronomy: 

Remember how for forty years now the LORD, your God, has 
directed all your journeying in the desert, so as to test you by 
affliction and find out whether or not it was your intention to 
keep his commandments. He therefore let you be afflicted with 
hunger, and then fed you with manna, a food unknown to you and 
your fathers, in order to show you that not by bread alone does 
man live, but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of 
the Lord. (Deut 8:2-3) 

Many prophets, of which Elijah is the prototype, are re-
called in the desert: Hosea sings the desert as a time of the peo-
ple’s engagement with their God (cf. Hos 2:16-17.21); Jeremiah 
has words of admiration for the Rechabites who refuse the 
houses, the vineyards, the sown lands (cf. Jer 35); the sons of the 
prophets who revolve around Elisha keep away from urban set-
tlements and agricultural progress. 

The Deutero-Isaiah describes the fulfilment of the prom-
ises of deliverance from the Babylonian exile and the return to 
the Promised Land, as a new exodus across the desert: «A voice 
cries out: In the desert prepare the way of the Lord!» (Isa 40:3). 
The desert will flower (cf. Isa 32:15; 41:18; 43:19ff). 

 

 3 Cf. A. LOUF, Uno sguardo monastico: cosa narra un solitario alla chiesa?, 
in P. BEAUCHAMP- A. LOUF (curated by), La solitudine: grazia o maledizione?, 
Edizioni Qiqajon, Magnano 2001, pp. 65-78. 

4 Cf. J. GRIBOMONT, Eremo, in G. PELLICCIA – G. ROCCA (curated by), 
Dizionario degli Istituti di perfezione, Edizioni Paoline, Roma 1976, vol. III. 
coll. 1260-1264. 
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On the threshold of the New Testament, John the Baptist 
and his disciples, perhaps imitators of Essenes, return to the de-
sert of Judah to announce and prepare for the coming of Messiah. 

For Jesus, the desert constitutes an obligatory passage: he 
passed forty days in memory of the forty years of exodus and 
temptation of the people in the desert, living a primary experience 
for himself. In fact, it is in the desert, undergoing the temptations 
of the devil, here for the first time associated with the desert (cf. 
Luke 4:4-14 &parallel) that Jesus comes into contact with the sin-
ner’s triple sickness namely craving for the senses, love for money 
and love for power. He overcomes it with the Word of God and 
the strength of the Holy Spirit. It is from the heart of the desert 
that Jesus penetrates the heart of man, wounded by sin to trans-
figure him. 

After this episode, which takes place at the beginning of Je-
sus’ public activity, the desert almost completely disappears from 
his life. The Mountain, the Nocturnal prayers, the solitude and 
the temptation of Gethsemane remain, preserving its constitutive 
elements. However, His lifestyle (intimacy with His Father, the 
prospects of giving up assets and a family life, itinerant and no-
madic life often lived in the shadow of persecution) will be asso-
ciated from the first monasticism to the desert. To those who fol-
low Him, Jesus offers the typical goods of the exodus: the manna 
or the multiplication of the loaves, the living water, the bronze 
serpent, the light in the night and the new law. 

In the Acts of the Apostles, the Christian communities are 
inserted in Jerusalem or in other pagan cities. Their scattering 
and flight came after 70 AD during the revolt moment against 
Rome. Not even Paul tends to isolate the Christians. The Reve-
lation, on the other hand, takes up more decisively the aspiration 
to the desert – a spiritual desert – to shelter from the temptations 
of this world. However, it will have little influence on monasti-
cism; at least the initial one. 
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2. Eremitism and Monastic life 

2.1. Dawn 

The eremitic life has been present in the Church since the 
first centuries. 

Paul of Thebes (Egypt) who escaped from the persecu-
tion of Emperor Decius in the fourth century in the desert – 
where he found a congenial place for prayer and meditation – 
(which he never abandoned) is recognized as the first hermit. 

With the Edict of Constantine and the end of persecutions, 
a lively ascetic movement especially in the deserts of Syria and 
Egypt developed. These movements had anchorites who lived 
in total solitude and others who gathered in groups of cells, 
named laura, far from each other, but who could count on mutual 
support, under the guidance of a single spiritual father – all met 
for the Sunday synaxis. 

In its dawn, eremitical life is presented as particularly 
lively and personalized. In fact, each anchorite lived his own as-
ceticism according to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. We find 
stylites, dendrites and ascetics who almost totally renounced 
sleep; others who underwent rigorous fasting and others still 
who renounced any shelter of the house or clothes. 

While Pachomius, Basil5 and Augustine are great sup-
porters of coenobitic life to the detriment of eremitism, the mo-
nastic history knows another type of eremitic life: the solitary 
path led by religious belonging to a community, together with 
this or in relation to it, wisely combining the advantages of both 
and reducing the respective risks6. 

 
5 Basil composes the most famous critique of solitary life: «To whom, 

then, will you wash his feet? Who will you take care of? Whose last will you 
be, you who live only with yourself?» (Regolae fusius tractatae, 7). 

6 Cf. A. DE VOGUE, A propos d’un canondu nouveau Code: le vie solitaire 
en symboiseavecune communaute, Abstract of “Collectanea Cisterciensia”, 
(1988/3). 
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Already Athanasius in Vita Antonii, in order to give credit 
to eremitic life, proved that it was through the crucible of soli-
tude that Anthony ended up being invested of a universal pa-
ternity, that made him even more available to humanity, with-
out endangering the radical solitude, the interior deserts that he 
continued to love and to seek7. 

Evagrius too responded to this problem with aphorism, 
which opened to the immense prospects: «A monk is one who is 
separated from all and harmoniously with all united». 

Cassian8, fascinated by the examples of the extreme soli-
tude encountered in his wanderings in the desert, writes about 
the risks of eremitic and coenobitic life (cf. Conference XVIII), ar-
guing that no one should embrace solitary life without being 
formed for a truly long period in the coenobium and above all, 
that the leaving the community must not be caused by the lack 
of virtues and intolerance of the community yoke, but by «the 
desire for more sublime progress and of Divine contemplation». 

Jerome, in his most important note on the Egyptian 
monks (Letter XXIII to Eustochio)9 in which he describes for the 
first time the Christian coenobitism tells of the anchorites of 
lower Egypt, who lived desert life to the full. They were monks 
who came out of the monastery «without bringing any food 
other than bread and salt». In Jerome’s view, anacoretism is the 
supreme form of monastic renunciation, much more than the al-
ready austere existence of the coenobites. The most important 
feature is the relationship that binds the anchorites to a coeno-
bium: no one confronts the formidable battles of solitude with-
out preparing themselves through the path of community. Je-
rome however doesn’t say whether the anchorites continue to 
depend on the monastery of origin or not. 

 
7 Cf. A. LOUF, Solitudo pluralis: la vita solitaria in Occidente, in BEAU-

CHAMP - LOUF (curated by), La solitudine: grazia o maledizione?, pp. 129-146. 
8 Cf. GIOVANNI CASSIANO, Conferenze ai monaci, Città Nuova, Roma 

2000, vol. II, pp. 233-234. 
9 Cf. GIROLAMO, Le lettere, Città Nuova, Roma 1961, vol. I, pp. 216-220. 
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Posthumian, of which Sulpicius Severius collects the 
testimony, clarifies it. In fact, he saw in the Nile valley the great 
monasteries with hundred and more monks, from where, with 
the Abbot’s authorization, hermits that remained under his care 
and benefited from his help. There is also the example of a monk, 
who settled 9 km from his monastery and to whom the Abba 
had children take bread to him and regularly visited. 

Similarly, the Palestinian monasteries seemed to have had 
a fringe of hermits who remained in contact with their commu-
nity of origin, under the responsibility of the Abbot. 

For all, the idea remains that the real solitary fighters are 
those who have undergone a long training in a monastery and 
have been tested by community life, practicing humility, mas-
tering their appetites, poverty and other virtues. 

Do the Anchorites keep any relationship with community 
from which they emerged? To this question the story of John 
of Diolcos, in the Delta Nile offers the beginning of an answer: 
a coenobite for thirty years, then a hermit for twenty year, this 
monk ended up returning to the monastery. Since the monk 
seemed to reconnect with his community of origin, one can pre-
sume that he never lost contact with the monastery of origin. 

In the West, of the four Abbots of the Islands of Hyeres, 
to which Cassian dedicated his last Conference, one of them 
founded and directed a simple monastery, but the other three 
had under their jurisdiction hermits who had come out of their 
monasteries, and who lived nearby, pro-voking the vocation of 
the coenobites with their sublime example. These anchorites 
obeyed the coenobite-Abba, in the manner of the Egyptian her-
mits of Sulpicius Severus or the solitary Palestinians of Jerome. 
Furthermore the geographical configuration of the small islands 
imposed a much closer relationship between the hermit and the 
monastery. Not being able to go away, the monk depended on 
them for all his needs and for his relations with the continent. 
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The same situation was found in the same period on the 
already famous islet of Lérins. Originally marked by a decided, 
almost exclusive coenobite option, this monastic group seemed 
to develop a hermit branch. Two contemporary documents, the 
Second Rule of the Fathers and Eichers’ De laude eremi, spoke of 
«cells» close to the monastery.  

Therefore, up to the sixth century, the West and the East 
agreed in strictly joining coenobitic and solitary life. It was no 
longer a question of “desert”, and the anchorite in the enclosure 
was a recognized form of life. 

2.2. Development 

In the sixth century, a specification of the anchorite route also 
appeared, the reclusion: the great monks who practiced it were often 
Abbots. The seventh Council of Toledo (646) recognized this kind 
of life, reserved for those who had been trained in the coenobium. 
In 692 the Council of Constantinople fixed the duration of the coe-
nobite formation at three years, with an additional year of probation 
(canon 44). 

The seventh century conciliar decrees which embraced Cas-
sian’s vision were also affected by the Cassiodorus influence, a 
compatriot and contemporary of Benedict who gave life to the mon-
astery of Virario, in which he imposed common life. However, he 
also admitted that the tested monk, after having spent many years 
in the community, could embrace the anchoritic life in the solitude 
of Monte Castello: the desert offered to the monks was adjacent to 
and belonging to their monastery. 

In this historical period, Palestine had recluses associated 
with the monasteries, such as Barsanufio and John of Gaza and 
his coenobium attached to the laura; and the West populated by 
solitaries, more or less aggregated to some communities. 

Benedict’s Rule was born in this context. Therefore, its first 
chapter, strongly influenced by Cassian’s Conference XVIII, could be 
considered as a literary memory of the problems offered by 
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contemporary view: four categories of monks, including anchorites, 
who «after long probation in a monastery, having learned by the 
help of many brethren how to fight against the devil, go out well 
armed from the ranks of the community to the solitary combat of 
the desert. They are able now, with no help save from God, to fight 
single-handed against the vices of the flesh and their own evil 
thoughts» (Rule of Benedict 1:3-5). 

It may well be assumed that these hermits lived associated 
with their community of origin, for the greater good of both. After 
all, Benedict had had this experience, because the Subiaco cave, 
where he had spent three years alone, ignored by people, was only 
a few dozen meters away from a monastery, from where his daily 
bread secretly came. 

In the tenth and eleventh centuries eremitic life experienced 
a moment of notable development. Alongside the great Abbeys, of-
ten as a reaction to a relaxed observance, small semi-hermit groups 
were formed, which, favouring deserted and wild places, happily 
harmonized solitude and mutual fraternal help, love for silent 
prayer and simple liturgy10. Many of these groups stimulated the 
renewal of traditional monasticism (e.g. the Cistercian reform)11. 

During this period, many nuns lived as recluses near the 
Monastery. Among them are: IIdegard of Bingen (1098-1179), a 
recluse in the first period of her religious life; Umiltà of Faenza 
(1226-1310) who already a nun in the monastery of Saint Perpetua 
in her city, in search of a more radical union with God, left the clois-
ter to retire to an eremitic life in a cell that she herself erected at the 
Vallombrosana Abbey in saint Apollinare in 1254. Since numerous 

 
10 Let’s remember the founders: Rodolfo, founder of Fonte Avellana 

(989); Romuald, founder of the community of the hermits of Camaldoli 
(1025); Giovanni Gualberto, founder of Vallombrosa (1025); Bruno, who 
withdrew with six companions in the desert of Certosa (1090). Stephen of 
Muret who gathered some solitaries near Limoges who later took the name 
of Hermits of Grandmont (1120). 

11 Cf. PH. ROUILLARD, Eremitismo in Occidente, in PELLICCIA - ROCCA 

(curated by), Dizionario degli Istituti di perfezione, vol. III, coll. 1230-1236. 
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women joined her, attracted by her example, in 1266 she founded 
the Monastery of Saint Mary Novella in Florence; more recently, 
Juliana of Norwich (1342-1416) lived as a hermit in her cell lean-
ing against the wall of the church of Saint Giuliano. 

Even in the religious Orders, the attraction for the eremitical 
life, albeit temporary, has played a considerable role. Saint Francis 
of Assisi also devised a form of eremitic life lived within a fraternity 
according to the evangelical style of Martha and Mary (cf. Luke 
10:38-42), regulated by the Rule dictated by himself and by the li-
bellus De religiosa habitatione in eremo (1218-1221)12. The Poverello 
left several hermitages to his Order: Carceri di Assisi, Sacro Speco 
of Narni, La Verna. 

Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) was perhaps inspired by saint 
Peter of Alcantara when she built a small hermitage for her nuns in 
the garden of the Monastery of Saint Joseph. 

2.3. Rebirth 

The eighteenth century saw the decrease of eremitism:  

The idea of Christian perfection, at the end of seventeenth century, 
had found its model in modern religious institutions […]. At the 
same time, even those great ideals of anchoretic solitude, poverty, 
a life of almsgiving were replaced by self-denial of one’s will 
through the sacrifice of obedience; solitude was replaced by spir-
itual direction, while the asceticism of obedience replaced the mys-
tique of isolation and freedom13. 

 
12 «The brothers who wish to lead religious life in the hermitages 

should be three or at most four. Two of them act as mothers and have two 
children or at least one. The two who are to act as mothers occupy the role 
of Martha, while the two children cover that of Mary. They have a secluded 
environment, in which to everyone will be reserved a cell where they can 
pray and rest». 

13 F. FERRERO, Eremitismo individuale in Occidente, in PELLICCIA - 

ROCCA (curated by), Dizionario degli Istituti di perfezione, vol. III, col. 1253. 
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The French Revolution then, equating the hermits to the 
other religious in their suppression, considerably reduced their 
presence, to the point of making one believe that were restricted to 
the past. 

If in the nineteenth century eremitism in the Western Church 
was very rare, in our days the desire of seeking God in solitude in-
spires individual and community experiences. This revival owes 
much to the example of Charles de Foucauld (1858-1916), who 
after a few years in the Trappe, lived as a hermit in the Sahara for 
15 years. 

There’s no shortage of contemporary examples of monks 
who led a hermit life next to their monastery of origin. Thomas 
Merton (1915-1968) lived the last years of his life as a hermit in the 
Trappist abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani in Kentucky (USA). 

Sister Nazarena of Jesus (1907-1990), born in Connecticut 
(USA), passionate for music and literature, dance and sport, on 
Easter of 1934 felt that «God was drawing her with an irresistible 
force to himself, to the desert». After several events, in 1945 she 
entered in reclusion in the Camaldolese monastery of Saint An-
thony all’Aventino, in Rome, after her reception by Pope Pius XII, 
who blessed her Rule of Life, defining it a «bit sever». On 15th De-
cember 1947, she made a private religious Profession, taking the 
name of Sister Nazarena of Jesus in reference to the hidden life of 
Jesus in Nazareth14. 

Father Gabriel Bunge, born in 1940 in Cologne, entered the 
Benedictine Order in France at the age of 22. Since 1980 he has 
lived in the skit (hermitage) of the Holy Cross in the Swiss canton 
of Ticino, where he followed the ancient Rule of Benedict. In 2010 he 
was received in the Orthodox Church15. 

 
14 M. TINTI, Suor Nazarena, una recluse al centro di Roma che ci insegna la Pasqua, 11 

aprile 2020, in http://www.interris.it/spiritualita/suor-nazarena-una-reclusa-al-centro-
di-roma-che-ci-insegna-la-pasqua [03 July 2022]. 

15 Non si può essere qualcosa di più di un cristiano: una conversazione con padre Gabriel 
Bungen, interview of 14 December 2012, in https://ortodosi.ch/non-si-puo-essere-qual-
cosa-di-piu-di-un-cristiano-una-conversazione-con-padre-gabriel-bungen/ [03.07.2022] 

http://www.interris.it/spiritualita/suor-nazarena-una-reclusa-al-centro-di-roma-che-ci-insegna-la-pasqua
http://www.interris.it/spiritualita/suor-nazarena-una-reclusa-al-centro-di-roma-che-ci-insegna-la-pasqua
https://ortodosi.ch/non-si-puo-essere-qualcosa-di-piu-di-un-cristiano-una-conversazione-con-padre-gabriel-bungen/
https://ortodosi.ch/non-si-puo-essere-qualcosa-di-piu-di-un-cristiano-una-conversazione-con-padre-gabriel-bungen/
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3. Eremitic Life in the Church’s Magisterium 

The quick historical excursus presented has outlined eremitism 
as a living reality in the living body of the Church. Perhaps, exactly 
because of the uniqueness and singularity of the experience of each 
hermit, the Magisterium of the Church has rarely expressed itself with 
regards to this particular form of consecration, which places itself «at 
the same time, in the centre and at the margins of the life of Christian 
communities»16. 

However, the Decree of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 
Perfectae caritatis (October 28, 1965) while explicitly addressing the 
renewal of Institutes of religious life, recognizes in no. 1, the solitary 
life among the fruits of the Holy Spirit: 

Indeed from the very beginning of the Church, men and women have set 
about following Christ with greater freedom and imitating Him more 
closely through the practice of the evangelical counsels, each in his own 
way leading a life dedicated to God. Many of them, under the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, lived as hermits or founded religious families, which 
the Church gladly welcomed and approved by her authority. So it is that 
in accordance with the Divine plan a wonderful variety of religious com-
munities has grown up which has made it easier for the church not only 
to be equipped for every good work (cf. 2Tim 3:17) and ready for the 
work of the ministry – the building up of the Body of Christ (cf. Eph 4:12) 
– but also to appear adorned with the various gifts of her children like a 
spouse adorned for her husband (cf. Apoc. 21:2) and for the manifold 
Wisdom of God to be revealed through her (cf. Eph 3:10). Despite such 
a variety of gifts, all those called by God to the practice of the evangelical 
counsels and who faithfully responding to the call, undertake to observe 
the same, bind themselves to the Lord in a special way, following Christ 
who, chaste and poor (cf. Matt. 8:20, Luke 9:58) redeemed and sanctified 
men through obedience even to the death of the Cross (cf. Phil 2:8). 
Driven by love with which the Holy spirit floods their hearts (cf. Rom 
5:5) they live more and more for Christ and for His body which is the 
Church (cf. Col 1:24). The more fervently, then, they are joined to Christ 
by this total life-long gift of themselves, the richer the life of the Church 
becomes and the more lively and successful its apostolate. 

 
16 CIVCSVA, Guidelines The eremitic form of life in the particular Church. Ponam 

in deserto viam (Isa 43:19), 14 September 2021, no.1. 
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3.1. Code of Canon Law 

The 1983 Code of Canon Law (CIC) had to be waited in 

order to have a normative reference for the eremitic life, with 

canon 603 placed within the section dedicated to the conse-

crated life, towards the end of the introductory Norms Com-

mon to all institutes of Consecrated life. The Canon consists 

of two paragraphs that briefly outline the fundamental traits of 

the hermit: 

§ 1. In addition to institutes of consecrated life, the Church rec-
ognizes the eremitic or anchoritic life by which the Christian 
faithful devote their life to the praise of God and the salvation of 
the world through a stricter withdrawal from the world, the si-
lence of solitude, and assiduous prayer and penance. 
§ 2. A hermit is recognized by law as one dedicated to God in the 
consecrated life if he or she publicly professes in the hands of the 
diocesan bishop the three evangelical counsels, confirmed by vow 
or other sacred bond, and observes a proper program of living 
under his direction.  

3.2. Catechism of the Catholic Church 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church of 1992 speaks 

of hermits in number 920-921, among other forms of consecra-

tion. After having taken up the fundamentals of eremitism from 

the Code of Canon Law, it outlines its particular mission: 

920: Without always professing the three evangelical counsels 
publicly, hermits “devote their life to the praise of God and sal-
vation of the world through a stricter separation from the world, 
the silence of solitude and assiduous prayer and penance”. 
921: They manifest to everyone the interior aspect of the mystery 
of the church, that is, personal intimacy with Christ. Hidden from 
the eyes of men, the life of the hermit is a silent preaching of the 
Lord, to whom he has surrendered his life simply because he is 
everything to him. Here is a particular call to find in the desert, 
in the thick of spiritual battle, the glory of the Crucified One. 
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A sober hint is also found in the section dedicated to Chris-
tian prayer: 

2687 Many religious have consecrated their whole lives to 
prayer. Hermits, monks and nuns since the time of the desert fa-
thers have devoted their lives to praising God and interceding for 
his people. The consecrated life cannot be sustained or spread 
without prayer; it is one of the living sources of contemplation 
and the spiritual life in the Church. 

3.3. Vita Consecrata 

On March 25th, 1996, Saint John Paul II reaped the fruits 
of the Synodal Assembly of Bishops in the Post-synodal Apos-
tolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata in which he made some 
quick but significant references to the eremitic life. 

At the beginning of the document in no. 6 he mentions the 
presence of the eremitic life form alongside the coenobitic form, 
both in the East and in the West «since the early centuries of 
the Church». 

The second paragraph of no. 7 traces the essential features 
of the hermit life, specifying the different ways of consecrating 
the hermit. We are not speaking here only of people who live 
their vocation «in the silence of solitude» (CIC 603) as individ-
ual faithful, but also of those who belong to religious Orders or 
Institutions. What unites them is the «inward and outward sep-
aration from the world»: 

Men and women hermits, belonging to ancient Orders or new 
Institutes, or being directly dependent on the Bishop, bear wit-
ness to the passing nature of the present age by their inward and 
outward separation from the world. By fasting and penance, they 
show that man does not live by bread alone but by the word of 
God (cf. Mt 4:4). Such a life “in the desert” is an invitation to their 
contemporaries and to the ecclesial community itself never to 
lose sight of the supreme vocation, which is to be always with the 
Lord. 
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Another brief mention is made very significantly in no. 42, 
on the paragraph dedicated to Fraternal life in love.  

Hermits, in their profound solitude, do not withdraw from eccle-
sial communion but serve that communion by their specific char-
ism of contemplation. 

3.4. The Eremitic form of life in the particular Church 

3.4.1. The path of the Church in Italy 

The revival of eremitical life in the recent decades has not 
been ignored by the Church. As a wise mother, She also watches 
over and accompanies these sons of hers in the path of sequela 
Christi. 

The attention of the Italian Church to contemporary her-
mits – (it is estimated that in Italy at the beginning of the twen-
ties of the 21st century, between 200 and 300 men and women 
live this particular vocation) – took place with the first gather-
ing of Italian hermits, wanted by the Archbishop of Campo-
basso-Bojano, Monsignor Giancarlo Maria Bregantini. 

This Church event took place from 16-19th September 
2021 at the Sanctuary of the Sorrowful Mother in Castelpetroso, 
in Molise,which was participated by about 40 hermits both male 
and females, gathered from all over Italy. 

This first gathering was followed in Lucca, from 25th to 
28th April 2022, by a meeting that took place within the synodal 
path of the Church 2021-2023, in which more than 50 hermits 
attended. At the conclusion of this reflection and exchange ses-
sion, the hermits signed an open letter addressed to the Church 
in Italy (which is reported in full on p. 41). In this letter, the 
hermits expressed their gratitude for the document of the Con-
gregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Ap-
ostolic Life (CIVCSVA), The eremitic form of life in the particular 
Church. Ponam in deserto viam (Isa 43:19), approved by Pope 
Francis on July 31st 2021, and signed by the Prefect of the 
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Congregation Cardinal João Braz de Aviz on 14th September 
2021, feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, and published 
only a few months later in early 2022. 

3.4.2. Preface 

The eremitic form of life in the particular Church is the first 
Church document written explicitly for hermits. For this rea-
son, it has been decided to preserve enough space for it in this 
article, while seeming to deviate a little from the intent proposed 
at the beginning that is, to emphasize the dialogue between er-
emitic and coenobitic life. In fact this document is explicitly ad-
dressed to diocesan hermits – while contemplating the presence 
of those belonging to Religious Institutes – however it can be 
considered that the guidelines indicated by the CIVCSVA, may 
be taken into consideration also for a revision of the law proper 
to the Institutes of eremitical or semi-eremitic life and of those 
who foresee the possibility of leading eremitic life next to the 
coenobitic form of life (cf. The eremitic form of life in the particular 
Church, no. 27). 

3.4.3. Ponam in deserto viam («In the desert I will make a 
way», Isa 43:19) 

The long-awaited document of CIVCSVA, The eremitic 
form of life in the particular Church is constituted by orientations 
which analyse with theological and spiritual depth, the consti-
tutive elements of diocesan eremitical life, by drawing particular 
guidelines particularly useful both for the Bishops, who have 
hermits within their dioceses or are accompanying candidates in 
the discernment journey to this particular form of life, or for the 
hermits themselves. 

The document consists of four parts: I. The tradition of 
eremitical life; II. Vocation and identity of eremitic life (canon 
603); III. The eremitic life in the local Church; IV. Hermit and 
diocesan insertion. 
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In appendix we find an Example of a formula of propositum and 
of profession, and a detailed Scheme of project life which aims to take 
into account all practical and spiritual aspects of the eremitical life, 
taken in consideration in the document. 

 
The First Section – The tradition of the eremitic life makes 

a historical excursus on the eremitic life in the Church. 
 
The Second chapter – Vocation and identity of the eremitic 

life (canon 603) – outlines the spiritual characteristics of the hermit: 
1. The ecclesial recognition: explaining canon 603, the docu-

ment underlines an important note: 

Every single hermit makes his own a form of life that pre-
cedes or surpasses him by historically incarnating it in docil-
ity to the Holy Spirit. In this sense, the hermit is in itself an 
incomplete partial restitution of the manifold forma Christi, 
and it is a figure in open relationship with the ecclesial and 
historical body. It is therefore necessary to go beyond histor-
ical legacy and the spiritual-theological imaginary which 
considered the hermit as the “individual” summit of a totally 
given life (no.10). 

2. In the Silence of the Solitude: it re-proposes the intuition of 
Pier Damian (1007-1072) who sees a microcosm realized 
in the hermit «in which the plurality – that which we carry 
within us and that of the world – finds its meaning in the 
light of the Only necessary» (no.16); for this reason, the sol-
itary can also make a journey of unification in the name 
and in the favour of the world and the Church. 

3. To the praise of His glory: it is the most articulated para-
graph. The CIVCSVA recognizes that the Holy Spirit 
arouses a multiform expressiveness of prayer, and believes 
however opportune to give «a framework of reference 
with essential features» (no. 17): that of the hermit is «a 
journey between adoration and praise» (no. 18) that can’t 



 
 

Called apart 
25 

be able to disregard from the celebration of the liturgy of 
the hours – eminent expression of intercessory prayer – 
which must nourish itself on the Word of God and keep 
the centrality of the Eucharist, even when it is not possible 
to celebrate it daily. Asceticism and spiritual combat are 
essential elements for an authentic spiritual journey which 
tends «to affirm the absolute of God in one’s existence» 
(no. 21). 

4. The separation from the world: it addresses the delicate bal-
ance between solitude and hospitality using the sugges-
tive categories of margins and borders. The choice of social 
or physical marginality makes the hermit a dweller of the 
borders i.e. in a position that facilitates the encounter and 
dialogue with every man of every faith and religion. 

 

The different types of hermits in the Church are listed at 
the opening of the third chapter – The eremitic life in the local 
Church – no. 27: 

a) associates (clerics/laity) of Institutes of eremitic or semi-ere-
mitic life whose life is regulated by universal and proper law; 

b) associates (clerics/laity) of monastic or apostolic Institutes of 
consecrated life who foresees the possibility of leading an er-
emitic life governed by proper law; 

c) faithful (clerics/laity) who lead an eremitic life without pro-
fessing the evangelical counsels17; 

d) faithful (clerics/laity) who profess the evangelical counsels of 
chastity, poverty and obedience by vows or other sacred 
bonds, in the hands of the diocesan Bishop18. 

The document explicitly addresses only this last group of her-
mits, as the first two already have the Legislation of their own Insti-
tute to refer to, and hermits who do not profess the evangelical 

 
17 Cf. can. 603 § 1. 
18 Cf. can. 603 § 2. 
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counsels can simply re-enter in the typology illustrated in the first 
paragraph of canon 603 (as it is suggested in The eremitic form of life 
in the particular Church in note).  

The diocesan hermit lives a strong rooting in the territory in 
which he resides and with the local Church. He works 

in full communion with the Bishop, […] loves, serves and recog-
nizes the Church as hierarchical communion19, […] welcomed in a 
diocese, he can’t consider himself a “stranger” to its life, in the ter-
ritory where he resides, to a history of incarnated holiness in the 
spiritual and pastoral tradition, to the institutes of a concrete com-
munity (nos. 28-29). 

Furthermore, the hermit is bound to a sort of «supportive obe-
dience to the path of the People of God and to its Shepherd, to effec-
tively grow into mutual understanding» (no. 29). 

The second paragraph of this chapter – Vocation to the eremitic 
life – analyses the themes: Discernment and vocation, Admission, 
Public profession of evangelical counsels. 

The third paragraph speaks of the ratio vivendi, that’s the Rule 
or Project life which the hermit elaborates in dialogue with the dioc-
esan Bishop.  

The chapter closes with a brief paragraph, The work and space 
of the hermit, in which many aspects of the concrete life that the soli-
tary must face for his own maintenance are quickly outlined and for 
the safeguarding of the professed lifestyle. 

 
The fourth and final part of the document – Hermit and dioc-

esan insertion – describes the steps that a religious (associate) must 
take to pass from belonging to a religious Institute to diocesan ere-
mitic life. This is done in dialogue between the Major Superiors, the 
diocesan Bishop and the Holy See. For the clerical hermit the modal-
ities for the exercise of the ministry must also be established.  

 
19 Cf. SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL, Dogmatic Constitution on the 

Church Lumen gentium (21st November 1964), nos. 8:21-22. 
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The possibility of transferring the hermit to another diocese or 
abandoning the life undertaken is also presented. 

At the conclusion, the filial devotion to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, the Mother of God is indicated as «a privileged way for the 
faithfulness to the vocation received»20: She is a model for anyone who 
desires to leave themselves «to be led by the Holy Spirit through an 
itinerary of faith, towards a destiny of service of fruitfulness21» (no. 47). 

4. Current hermit experiences present  
in some monastic realities 

Below are some contemporary experiences of eremitic life, car-
ried out in communion with the coenobium of origin. It’s a “tracking 
shot” definitely not exhaustive, since we limited ourselves to reporting 
only those realities, mostly Italian, which it was possible to come into 
direct contact. 

4.1. Discalced Carmelite 

Discalced Carmelites is an Order traditionally of eremitic in-
spiration, which provides since 1600 communities called Hermit 
House22, in which the ascetic dimension of silence and solitude are 
lived with greater radicalism, despite having common meals and 
prayers. The Religious of these communities have the possibility 
of spending Advent, Lent or other periods by themselves in the 
hermitages predisposed in the territory of the House. 

 
20 JOHN PAUL II, Post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Vita consecrata (25th 

March 1996), no. 28. 
21 FRANCIS, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium (24th November 

2013), no. 287. 
22 These experiences of solitude are provided for by art. 71 of the Constitu-

tions: «In our Order the Hermit Houses totally dedicated to the contemplative life 
should be preserved and promoted as far as possible so that those religious, who 
by the special motion of the Spirit are brought to the “desert”, may have full possi-
bility of waiting only for God for the good of the whole Church. Their life is an 
enrichment for the spirit of prayer of our family». 
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The Instruction for the Hermitages OCD, which regulates 
these realities, disposes that the religious spontaneously asks for 
this experience and in general it has not to be a definitive choice. 
In this way, there’s a mutual enrichment between the commu-
nity and the religious who have made this experience, because 
the eremitic experience will bring vitality to the apostolic com-
munity and those who have had this experience will benefit from 
fraternal life as well. Thus in no. 12: 

The Major Superiors, conscious of the dignity of contemplative life 
and its contribution to the increment of the entire life of the Prov-
ince and of the Order, will willingly grant permission to go to the 
hermitage to suitable religious who request it spontaneously. 
So that the communities of the Province dedicated to other ser-
vices can enrich themselves with the experience of those who have 
dedicated themselves to the eremitic life; and so that on the other 
hand, the hermits can benefit through periods of coexistence with 
other brothers, ordinarily the religious will not be destined forever 
to the hermitage. After a few years of eremitic life, they will be sent 
to other convents where they can practice apostolic activity. 
However, it is necessary to try to ensure that those who have a 
true vocation to the eremitic life and possess the requisite qualities 
of physical health and psychological balance remain for a longer 
time in the hermitage. Thus, with their example and the experi-
ence of the eremitic life, they will help other religious who seek 
this peculiar experience of contemplative life for shorter periods. 

In fact, the next number specifies that there are effective 
members of these religious communities of solemn vows who 
remain in the Hermit House for at least one year. while they 
are considered as “guests religious” the religious, who - always 
freely and with the permission to the competent major Supe-
rior -, have shorter experiences. All are required to respect the 
Rules of the House.  

Currently, the hermit House are present abroad but a few 
years ago, they were present in Italy as well. 
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Some cases not regulated of individual religious, who 
have led or are leading anchoretic life, are also present.  

The Statute of the single hermit is drawn up «declin-
ing to the singular» what is contained in the Instruction for 
hermits. 

The Prior of the community close to the hermitage, 
to which the hermit owes obedience, has periodic meetings 
with the brother to support him on his journey and to help 
him to implement what is established by his Statutes, that 
he himself and the community are bound to respect. 

4.2. Discalced Carmelites 

Carmelites already have a structured life with many 
moments of solitude. In fact, Saint Teresa wanted her 
daughters to live like the desert hermits. The cell is the 
“hermitage” of every nun, the place of intimacy with the 
Spouse in which no other sister can enter. Work, too, is 
possibly carried out in the cell or in any case, alone. The 
two daily recreations guarantee the right balance between 
solitude and fraternal relationship. 

Besides the community retreats and spiritual exer-
cises, the Constitution of 1991 foresees the possibility for 
each community to manage other moments of greater sol-
itude, facilitated by the custom of having hermitages in 
secluded areas of the garden. 

85. The whole arrangement and internal order of the mon-
astery must reflect an atmosphere of peace and prayer. As 
far as possible, the custom of allowing the sisters, with Pri-
oress’s permission, to spend short periods of desert or sol-
itude in the hermitages should be preserved, to devote one-
self more intensely to contemplation «in conformity with 
what our fathers did». 
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86. To promote the spiritual renewal of the community, the 
Prioress assures that all the sisters attend to the spiritual 
exercises in common every year. With respect to the other 
periodic retreats of the community or of each nun, the cus-
toms of the monastery will be followed23. 

The hermitages can be small chapels in the garden or 
somewhat bigger constructions which allow one to stay even 
for whole days. The «short periods of desert or solitude» in 
the hermitages mentioned in the Constitutions, differ greatly 
from monastery to monastery, more so on the basis of the ac-
tual possibilities and structures of the community. These mo-
ments are requested and agreed on with the Prioress. It can 
be just a few hours to spend in prayer in the hermitage or 
longer time, for example in preparation for the anniversary of 
Profession. These moments can vary from a day of retreat 
with meals and the Main Liturgical Hours in common, to en-
tire week, with the return to the monastery only to sleep and 
for Holy Mass. One has the possibility of doing some small 
work, too, for those who request for it. 

Some monasteries organize a “hermit week” in which 
the kitchen is programmed so that each sister can take what 
she needs for lunch and dinner, then withdraws in the various 
hermitages. 

 
23 Translation from the Spanish original: «85. Toda la disposición y el 

orden interno del monasterio ha de reflejar un clima de paz y oración. En 
cuanto sea posible, se ha de conservar la costumbre de permitir a las 
hermanas, con licencia de la Priora, que pasen breves períodos de desierto o 
de soledad en las ermitas, para dedicarse más intensamente a la 
contemplación, “conforme a lo que hacían nuestros padres santos”. 

86. Para fomentar la renovación espiritual de la comunidad, la Priora 
se preocupará de que todas las hermanas hagan anualmente ejercicios 
espirituales en común. Respecto a otros retiros periódicos de la comunidad o 
de cada monja, se seguirán las costumbres del monasterio». 
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4.3. Cistercian Monks 

Traditionally the eremitic life is a possibility for Cis-
tercian Monks. However, tradition has privileged and de-
veloped a deeply communal identity, both internally and in 
relations between communities. The communities settle 
preferably in solitary places but the properly hermitic expe-
rience has never been deeply lived. So much so that the 
Chapter of the Cistercian of the Immaculate Conception in 
October 2017 modified the 13th article of the Constitutions 
of that Congregation (namely the francophone “Province or 
territorial area”) that opened up to the possibility of choos-
ing an anchoretic life with this formulation: 

The monks will dwell in the monastery of their profession 
and will be absent only with the permission of their Superior. 
However, in the case of a prolonged absence, the Abbot with 
the approval of his Council and for a valid reason, can grant 
permission to a monk to reside outside the monastery but for 
a period not exceeding one year, unless for reasons of health, 
study or to respond to a more solitary vocation. 
Canon 665 § 124. 

The Holy See on 14th September 2018 approved the 
change proposed by the Chapter, to eliminate the under-
lined part of the article. So currently, if a monk feels called 
to a life of greater solitude, he is accompanied to become a 
diocesan hermit. 

 
24 «Can. 665 - § 1. Observing common life, religious are to live in their 

own religious house and are not to be absent from it except with the permis-
sion of their superior. If it concerns a lengthy absence from the house, how-
ever, the major superior, with the consent of the council and for a just cause, 
can permit a member to live outside a house of the institute, but not for more 
than a year, except for the purpose of caring for ill health, of studies, or of 
exercising an apostolate in the name of the institute». 
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4.4. Cistercian Monastery of Strict Observance of  
Our Lady of Valserena 

The Constitutions of the Cistercian Nuns of Strict Observance 
(Trappists) provides for the possibility of hermit life within the terri-
tory of the monastery. However, in the praxis of the monastery of Our 
Lady of Valserena (in the province of Pisa, Tuscany), the coenobitic 
dimension prevails. 

4.5. Camaldolese Nuns 

The Camaldolese Nuns profess the Rule of Saint Benedict with 
their own Constitutions in the camaldolese tradition of saint 
Romuald, reformer of Benedictine life. According to the Romualdian 
tradition, that has unfolded over a thousand years between monas-
tery, hermitage and evangelical dialogue with the world; it is possible 
to lead inside the same monastery, community life and solitary life in 
a cell. 

Recently the hermitage of Contra has been built next to the 
monastery of Poppi (Arezzo, Tuscany) where the Camaldolese female 
hermit experience is being implemented. It is marked by prayer, lis-
tening to the Word, work in silence and solitude; and sobriety in the 
use of material goods. 

4.6. Poor Clares Hermit Monastery of Saint Mary of the 
Providence (Fara in Sabina) 

In the monastery of Fara in Sabina, in the province of Rieti in 
Lazio, according to the Constitutions approved ad experimentum on 25th 
October 2006, it is possible to live an eremitic lifestyle that includes 
prayer and meals in common, and work in solitude. If a sister wishes, 
she can have a hermit experience lasting a maximum of one month, 
during which she only shares Sunday lunch with the community. Fur-
thermore, since the monastery is much committed in the apostolate of 
hospitality, it can be granted to a nun who requests it to the Mother 
and to the community, to live in greater solitude, always maintaining 
community relations but decreasing the external relations. 
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4.7. Monastic Fraternities of Jerusalem (Monks in the 
City)25, female branch 

Different forms of belonging can co-exist in every frater-
nity. The Constitutions speak of: 

 mixed life in solitude and in community, according to a contem-
plative tradition of the early Christian centuries, especially of the 
monks and Nuns who lived this ideal in an urban context26. 

For all the sisters, the starting point is the common life in 
fraternity. With time, some sisters can develop a call to a life of 
greater solitude. At the canonical level, the sister remains in ef-
fect a member of the fraternity but she lives a different rhythm 
of life. She has her own house, she is present only at certain com-
munity times and participates in the Chapter of the fraternity at 
the invitation of the Prioress. She lives her liturgical life in sol-
itude but normally takes part in community Mass. From an eco-
nomic point of view, she’s independent too27. 

Each sister writes her own Rule of life which takes into 
account the general guidelines, and is verified and resumed with 
the local Prioress every three years. The needs outlined therein 

 
25 The Monastic Fraternities of Jerusalem (with male and female 

branches) were born in 1975 from the meeting of a desire of the Cardinal of 
Paris, Marty and the founder Pierre-Marie Delfieux. They thereafter recog-
nized as a Religious Institute of Diocesan right by Cardinal Jean-Marie 
Lustiger, Archbishop of Paris in 1996. The intuition was that of a monastic 
life suitable for the demands of the modern life, creating oasis of silence and 
prayer in the heart of the city, with reference to the eastern monasticism, 
particularly Saint Basil, for the emphasis placed on fraternity, and the laura 
of Jerusalem, for the dimension of solitude. 

26 Original French translation: «une vie mixte, en solitude et en com-
munauté, selon une tradition contemplative des premiers siècles chrétiens, 
spécialement des moines et des moniales qui ont vécu cet idéal en milieu ur-
bain». 

27 The monks and nuns of the Monastic Fraternities of Jerusalem have 
all part-time external work, except the one occupied with the management 
of the Fraternity. 
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vary from person to person: from more or less prolonged times 
of solitude up to the radical choice of a well-grounded eremitic 
life. These experiences can be permanent or temporary. 

5. Cottolengo charism  
and the Hermitic Dimension 

After attempting to explore the significance of the eremitic 
life in relation to monastic life in its biblical roots, in the Magis-
terium interpretations and in its historical developments, it is le-
gitimate and right to ask ourselves whether Saint Joseph Bene-
dict Cottolengo placed the foundation of the monasteries of the 
Little House of Divine Providence in the wake of the monastic 
tradition illustrated above, or in which different perspective he 
intended the form of Cottolengo contemplative life. His death just 
two years after the foundation of the first monastery28 and the 
scarcity of writings left by him on the subject, does not allow us 
to give a sure and exhaustive answer to this question. However, 
it is possible to follow some characteristics of the spirituality of 
the Holy Founder and reflect on two of the monasteries he 
founded; which seems to have something to do with eremitic life. 

5.1. Cottolengo and the love for prayer 

We know that Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo attributed 
great importance to prayer so much so that he could say: 

The Little House is founded and sustains itself solely on prayer 
(DP29 265). 

 
28 According to various sources, the foundation date of the Monastery 

of Suffrage was 10th February 1840 (cf. L. PIANO, San Giuseppe Benedetto Cot-
tolengo. Fondatore della Piccola Casa della Divina Provvidenza sotto gli auspici di 
San Vincenzo de’ Paoli (1786-1842), Torino 1996, pp. 559-564). 

29 The abbreviation DP refers to the collection of phrases Giuseppe Cot-
tolengo. Detti e pensieri, L. PIANO (curated by), Edilibri, Milano 2005; the same 
phrases with the same numbering are also found in the previous collection Fi-
ori e profumi, in the different Italian and foreign edition.  
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One of the master wheels that makes the Little House keep go-
ing is prayer, to which if we can, we should always add but 
never reduce even by a Hail Mary (DP 99). 

Many other sayings have come down to us. It would be 

long and perhaps dispersive to dwell on the many episodes 

that show the Saint himself as a man of prayer. It’s sufficient 

to recall that the charismatic gift was granted to him in a mo-

ment of prayer in front of the image of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary after the act of charity towards the poor lady Gonnet 

and her family30. 

Another characteristic aspect of our Holy Founder was 
the detachment from all creation: 

Very often the servant of God spoke to us of the nullity of 
earthly things, and urged us to detach our hearts from them, 
and that our hearts be attached to heavenly things, and our de-
sires were to be directed to the heavenly home31. 

He had an inclination to the hidden life of prayer: 

After the death of the servant of God it was said in the Little 
House that he had told canon Renaldi…that his spirit was not 
at all inclined to whatever he did, and indeed since young age 
felt ever inclined to stay behind a hedge to lead a solitary con-
templative life…. The sisters admired how the servant of God 
had done so great things which were not according to his first 
inclinations32. 

 
30 Cf. PIANO, San Giuseppe Benedetto Cottolengo, pp. 177ff. 
31 Suor Teresa REY, PO (Ordinary Process), sess. 220, vol. 3910, 

f. 1188; cf. DP 293: «We must have our hearths solely occupied with celes-
tial things; this land is for us an exile, the true homeland is Paradise; and 
consequently all our desires must be addressed to that». 

32 Suor Pia COLLOMB, PO, sess. 320: Vatican Secret Archives 
(ASV), Congregation of Rites Fund Vatican Secret Archives (FR), vol. 
3911, f. 1700. 
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Monsignor Rinaldi confirmed what sister Pia Collomb 
testified: 

I recall him telling me, one evening in the courtyard of the Little 
House, that he just felt that he wasn’t made to occupy himself of 
all the things around him, that he would have wished to always 
pray and that he was one of those little birds in the hedge-that 
his life would have been precisely that of remaining in the hedge 
with the beak always facing upwards. The hidden soliloquies with 
God had to be his bread33. 

The withdrawn life of prayer to which he felt inclined to, 
was specifically that of the desert anchorites of the early centu-
ries of Christianity, whom he pointed out as an example to the 
sisters of the Little House: 

He spoke with pleasure of the life of the ancient anchorites, who 
were busy all day in meditation, prayer and singing the divine 
praises. He would tell us: let us encourage ourselves to do what 
we can to imitate the life of those fervent anchorites. In the Little 
House, the Servant of God forbade talking about the things of the 
century and wanted our talks to be rotated only on things con-
cerning the spirit and lead a life as though we had totally re-
nounced the world and our families, to live as though we were in 
the desert; in this way imitating the life of the ancient monks as 
much as possible. He gave us the example, because he never spoke 
of the things of the world for whichever event had taken place34. 

I frequently heard the Servant of God speaking about the ancient 
patriarchs and the anchorites with great taste. He showed a great 
inclination to that kind of life. He animated us Sisters to love hid-
den life, solitude and the penitential life35. 

 
33 Mons. RENALDI, PO, sess. 42: ASV, FR, vol. 3908, f. 372 
34 Suor Clara MASSOLA, PO, sess. 456: ASV, FR, vol. 3912, F. 2378; 

Cf. DP 104: «Let us also be anxious to do what we can, to imitate the life of 
the fervent saint anchorites» and DP 255: « Let us also be anxious to follow 
the footsteps of those friends of God, because we too are created to love God 
and make ourselves saints». 

35 Suor Genoveffa PREGNO, PO, sess. 208, art. 41: ASV, FR, vol. 3910, f. 1126. 
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5.2. The Hermits of Gassino and the Carmelites of Cavoretto 

Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo founded four female 
monasteries and one for males. 

Among these, to the hermits of Gassino and to the Car-
melites of Cavoretto, he already gave an imprint that was ere-
mitic in the choice of the two patrons of the two communities: 
Saint Romuald, founder of the Camaldolesi for the male commu-
nity, and Saint Elijah considered by the Carmelites as the pre-
cursor of the hermits, for the female community36. 

However, the form of life that emerged from the Rules 
given to the two Families wasn’t eremitic. Therewas only a 
strong accentuation of the penitential character and silence, but 
meals and all prayers were in common. From the Records of the 
Monastery, it is clear too that the Carmelites never had single 
cells but slept in common dormitories. 

The Hermitage of the Most Holy Rosary was founded by 
Cottolengo on the 24th November 1840 near Gassino (close to 
Turin). In the Constitutions of the Hermits of Gassino drawn 
up by Cottolengo himself, we find – among the other synthetic 
indications – some articles that underline the particular ascetic 
tone of their life37. Alongside these norms, other few scanty in-
dications underline the clearly contemplative cut of the commu-
nity with particular emphasis on silence and separation: «Per-
petual silence» (12th article), «any kind of trade with foreign per-
sons was forbidden, even if they be related or with mediate or 

 
36We read in the Records of the Monastery: « According to the inspi-

ration he had from Our Lady, he wanted the new Monastery to practice a 
penitent and austere life following the footsteps of the primitive Christians, 
disciples of the Holy Father Elijah, the Prophet». 

37 Only two Religious Habits of rough fabric for each monk, prohibi-
tion of the use of tablecloths and napkins at table, «no meat» (art. 4), with 
detailed information, «absolute poverty» (art. 18), «long beard without ever 
shaving it unless the moustaches, which were cut using a pair of scissors» 
(art. 21), «discipline on Fridays» (art. 22), «sleeping on the tables» (art. 23), 
«to sleep in the dress of the day» (art. 24), «walking barefoot with the feet in 
the open hooves» (art. 25), etc. 
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immediate words» (14th article), «manual work and study of Sa-
cred writing» (17th article), «any walk outside the district was 
forbidden» (20th article), «Their minds and hearts should be oc-
cupied as much as possible with God or with things pertaining 
to the health of the soul» (30th article). 

The Rules, drafted out by Cottolengo for the Discalced 
Carmelites of Cavoretto (founded in the early 1841) contained 
ascetic norms similar to those of the Cottolengo Hermits38. Also 
in this case there’s no explicit indications regarding solitude but 
it should be emphasized here that it is not a complete Rule. It 
reads: «enclosure in manner of saying» and concludes with «the 
rest to observe only the way it will be said below», but it does 
not appear as though the Saint completed the Rule. 

Some witnesses of the Ordinary Process juxtaposed the 
two monasteries for the austerity that reigned therein. Of par-
ticular interest is that of Ghilardi, who explicitly refers to the 
hermits of the Thebaids: 

In Gassino I found a family of the so-called Hermits estab-
lished there, who presented me with a very moving spectacle, 
recalling the rigors of the monks of .…and of Thebaids. 
Their bed was a simple table with a single thick woolen blan-
ket on it. Their food consisted of salt-soup and in the even-
ing, as I was told by some of them, salad with very little sea-
soning, a coarse bread, that by then was used by soldiers, was 
their food […].  
I also recall that returning from the visit of the Hermitage 
and the Taidine in Gassino in company of the Servant of God, 
I was led to visit the House of the Carmelite Sisters estab-
lished in Cavoretto, knowing already the very virtuous 

 
38 They contain similar indications regarding meals, «Meat is forbid-

den except in case of sickness by the order of an expert», «in sleeping, only 
use of a whole or hard straw mattress with only woollen blankets», «perpet-
ual silence, and no one could speak to the Mother Prioress only kneeling 
down, and for truly necessary issues», «prohibition to talk to anyone, not 
even the confessor outside the confession time», «to sleep dressed with in 
freedom the undermining on the feet and wearing constantly sandals made 
of cords». 
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Superior of the place. This institute gave me the impression 
which I had received in visiting the hermitage of Gassino, 
since in terms of food it was the same as that of the hermits. 
The bed consisted of a very thin straw on the bare ground. 
The Sisters did not enjoy the parlor but only served the hatch 
for essential communications with outsiders. The silence was 
continuous and only during recreations did the Superior talk 
to the Sisters explaining to them the meaning of various sen-
tences that hanged in a scattered manner on the wall of a 
certain room. I add, regarding the Hermits of Gassino who, 
as assured by some of them and by the Servant of God him-
self, were involved in working on a land adjacent to the place, 
and who alternating continuously, attended to the perpetual 
adoration of the Most Holy Sacrament in their Church39. 

The Hermitage of the Most Holy Rosary was closed by 
Father Anglesio in 1850, ten years after its foundation. 

The Carmelite Monastery on the other hand, contin-
ued its life, always maintaining a certain attraction to the 
solitude of the first anchorites, finding nourishment also in 
the Carmelite spirituality. In the 1980’s, it was decided to 
adapt some sheds for tools adjacent to the poultry as hermit-
ages. In these hermitages, the sisters retired in prayer at all 
times when free from duty or for whole days in agreement 
with the Prioress. Unfortunately to some sisters it was an 
indecent establishment of the hermitages among the hens 
which were scratching the ground. And because of this, the 
hermitages were dismantled. 

There were some sisters particularly inclined to the 
hermit life but none, of them with this inclination, had ever 
made eremitic experience, or was ever dispensed from com-
mon acts to retreat into solitude. From the Records of the 
Monastery we can gather this sober testimony on the occa-
sion of the death of sister Maria of the Holy Family:  

 
39 G.T. GHILARDI, PO, sess. V, vol. 2, answer to questioning 14, 

pp. 22-25. 
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Sister Maria was a Sister substantiated by silence and prayer, 
with an evident tendency to an eremitic life, but very delicate in 
charity. A skilled embroider, she left the Community many pre-
cious works that came out of her hands. We could write many 
beautiful things about her, but we won’t do it out of the respect 
for her last will, expressed in a writing opened after her death. 
In it, Sister Maria thanked and asked for forgiveness, assuring 
that she would remember all from heaven, «where ingratitude 
does not enter»40. 

Conclusion 

The eremitic life is a real vocation, that is distinguishable 
from the coenobitic contemplative vocation, by remaining in 
continuity with it and for which it constitutes a call, an example 
and a wealth. Almost and always, it manifests itself in persons 
who have been living in monastic communities for years and 
have experienced and persevered for a long time in prayer and 
in silence of the coenobitic life. It doesn’t arise as a breaking of 
ties but as a personal journey in solidarity with that of the com-
munity: «The exterior thus becomes interior, the distant be-
comes neighbour, and the excluded is desirably included. For 
this, to separate does not mean to flee»41, but to remain united 
in charity. 
  

 
40 Records of the Monastery of Cavoretto, 26th September 1987; in the 

menology it is added: «She lived literary the consignment that our Saint left 
to the first Sisters of Cavoretto: “I desire that you live like the desert ancho-
rites; your conversations be always with Jesus and Mary”». 

41 CIVCSVA, The eremitic form of life in the particular Church. Ponam in 
deserto viam (Isa 43:19), no. 24. 
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SYNOD OF THE ITALIAN HERMITS 

SYNODAL LETTER 
«The Spirit drove him into the desert» 

(cf. Mk 1:2) 
 

To the Church of God which is in Italy, grace to you and peace 
from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ (cf. Rev 1:4 & 1Cor 
1:1-4). 

We turn to you all Brothers, Sisters and Pastors, sons and 
daughters of the Church in Christ, to make you sharers in our joy of 
having received the eremitic vocation. 

In the diversity that characterizes us: all baptized, priests and 
laity, consecrated men and women, let us live this form of contempla-
tive life in the freedom and in the evangelical essentiality proper to it. 

Gathered in this Synod, let us become aware that the Holy Spirit 
prompts, as a sign of time, an ever more numerous eremitic vocations. 

We have among us those who are called by the Spirit to live the 
desert in the mountains, in the countryside or in the cities. Others are 
called to live a purely solitary life or share it with brothers and sisters 
in small communities, or even live as mendicants or living from proper 
work. All of us, each one according to their own peculiarities and dif-
ferences, are exhorted to live in the sequel of Jesus, our being contem-
platives in the desert, like sentinels that the Spirit leads to the margins 
and shapes in his own manner for that «vultum Dei quaerere» (seeking 
the face of God) we all tend to. We are seekers sought by God with the 
world in the heart, for which we live the ministry of intercession and 
the apostolate of contemplation.  

In the one ecclesial body, we strongly feel the responsibility of 
witnessing and of the transmission of faith, in solitude, in prayer and 
in listening. 

Our life is marked by precariousness, marginalization, trustful 
abandonment in God and prayerful silence. This belongs to us. In the 
Church we are like «Even the sparrow has found a home, and the 
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swallow a nest for herself, where she may have her young a place near 
your altar» (Ps 84:4) and asks for the paternal and maternal care of the 
Shepherds. 

In a world in which doing and appearing prevail, we are called 
«to be» the womb that welcomes the Word, alone with the Only One. 
Now the Fathers’ design to make Christ the Heart of the world is ful-
filled (Eph 2:4-6). 

As a Church, we acknowledge with gratitude the document 
«Form of eremitic life in the particular church», and give thanks for 
this precious pearl (Matt 13:44). 

We hope that this announcement of Good can be a leaven that 
generates life: «I came so that they might have life and have it more 
abundantly» (John 10:10). 

 
Archiepiscopal Seminary of Lucca,  

April 28, 2022 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

The Archbishop of Lucca, Mons. Paolo Giulietti with the Italian 
hermits gathered in Synod. 
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Introduction 

Naming approximately 200 plant species, the Bible men-
tions trees, specifically to evoke a vital strength and to symbol-
ize God’s blessings and providence’s work through their fruit-
fulness. The salvation history starts and concludes with refer-
ence to symbolic trees: from the tree of life and of the knowledge 
of good and evil in the garden of Eden (Gen 2:9), to the new tree 
of life in the book of Revelation (Rev 22:2), which with its leaves 
has a healing capacity for the people, passing through the tree 
of the Cross, where the Son of God was raised42. 

But the metaphor of trees in the Bible is very versatile: it 
can represent justice (Ps 1), idolatry (Ezek 6:13), or even praise 
to God, as in Ps 96:12, «Shall all the trees of the forest sing of 
joy before the Lord», where the holy author recalls how the 
woods are capable of celebrating and applauding the Creator 
with their simple existence. The book of Judges, on the other 
hand, uses trees as a metaphor to contest absolute power (Jd 9:6-
16). In the apologue of Jotham, the trees, which reject the power 
offered to them, represent the prosperity of Israel. None of them 
claims to rule over the others: each tree species bows to its limit 
and welcomes the presence of the others. The renunciation of 
each tree to make absolute claims, contenting oneself with what 

 
42 Cf. E. RONCHI - M. MARCOLINI, Il vangelo della terra, Romena Ac-

coglienza Casa Editrice, Pratovecchio Stia (AR) 20182, pp. 51-53. 
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each can offer, is a sign of wisdom, and serves as a lesson for 
Abimelech, the son of Gideon and a slave, who murdered his 
half-brothers (except Jotham, who escaped by fleeing) in order 
to be crowned king by the landowners of Shechem43. 

 
These brief considerations give reason to Saint Bernard of 

Clairvaux, who wrote: «You will find more in the woods than in 
books. The trees will teach you things that no master will tell 
you», because the laws of the spirit and the profound laws of 
nature coincide. 

And indeed, a truly contemplative gaze can lead us to 
spaces of life and regenerative silences in the woods, as the her-
mits of Camaldoli had well understood, leaving the testimony of 
a solitary life that was not only respectful, but even dependent 
on the forest that surrounded their monastery. Thus, in the Er-
emiticae Vitae Regula a Beato Romualdo Camaldulensibus Eremitis 
tradita (Rule of Hermitic Life given by Blessed Romualdo to the Her-
mits of Camaldoli), written by Paolo Giustiniani in 1520, we read:  

If the Hermits will be truly scholars of solitude, it will be neces-
sary that they have great care, & diligence, that the woods around 
the Hermitage are neither reduced nor diminished in any way, 
but rather enlarged & grown. 

In this study we will try to focus on some particular syn-
ergies interwoven over time between the Camaldolese monks 
and the forests in which they lived and worked, trying to dis-
cover through this teaching of the past the deep meaning and 
motivations that underlie a correct man-environment relation-
ship. 

 
43 Cf. B. BIGNAMI, “Acclamino tutti gli alberi della foresta” (Sal 96,12). 

Custodire la biodiversità forestale, 16° Seminario di Studio sulla custodia del 
Creato, Palazzo Rospigliosi, Roma 31 May 2019. 
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1. Trees, forests... and then the man 

The first forests appeared on Earth 350 million years 
ago and since then they have had to deal with numerous 
challenges, including volcanic eruptions, fires, earthquakes, 
floods, and glaciations. About 13,000 years ago, Northern 
Europe was covered in ice, Central Europe in tundra, and 
Southern Europe in steppe. Gradually, the glaciers began to 
recede and the forests returned to repopulate many lands, 
when the West was already inhabited by men44. 

Primitive men are closely linked to nature; in particu-
lar, the imposing forests dominate their daily life, which is 
precarious, full of pressing needs in a hostile and mysterious 
environment. 

The trees soon began to exert a certain fascination on 
man, for their longevity that goes beyond generations, for 
the power of their massive trunks, for the majesty of their 
foliage, for their death and then rebirth with the seasons 
passing from transience to awakening, from winter silence 
to spring song, from deep sleep to the fecundity of life. This 
attraction leads to a true cult of adoration, the dendrolatry, 
for which men regard trees as sacred, above all because their 
ability to soar towards the sky and to penetrate into the 
depths of the soil, makes them privileged agents of commu-
nication among the three worlds - the abyss, the land, and 
the sky - to the point of constituting manifestations par ex-
cellence of the Divine presence, even to the point of becoming 
the abode of spiritual entities. 

For example, in Ancient Egypt, where trees are very 
rare, at the time of the pharaohs, it is believed that in the 
east the gods sit on the throne made by the sacred Sycamore 
Tree, which constituted their food. In Mesapotamia, the 
Kisanku tree, of celestial origin, rises, and it is considered 

 
44 Cf. M. PACI, L’uomo e la foresta, Meltelmi, Milano 2002. 
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the home of the god of fertility, agriculture, and arts, in par-
ticular of writing. From the Mesopotamian tree of life, the 
tree will descend that, according to Genesis, grows in the 
middle of the garden of Eden and from whose roots the four 
rivers, which irrigated the earthly paradise, are born (Gen 
2:9-14). 

In all the most ancient religions, from Iceland to India, 
woods and forests are considered natural temples: in China, 
a forest on top of a mountain is often the site of a sanctuary. 
In Japan, the torii, characteristic portals that indicate the 
presence of the Jinja, that is, shinto shrines, in ancient times 
were coniferous forests. In the Dhammapada, the Buddhist 
rule: «The forests are sweet; when the world doesn’t enter, 
the saint finds rest there». The future Buddha the Enlight-
ened, Siddhartha Gautama, still a wandering ascetic, retired 
to meditate in a sacred forest where there was the Asvattha, 
“the Cosmic Tree”, a gigantic banjan (Ficusreligiosa, sacred 
fig). 

The forest was later transferred to buildings of wor-
ship, both physically, as in King Solomon’s temple, for the 
construction of which an enormous amount of cedar wood 
of Lebanon and cypress floated from the mountains up to 
present-day Jaffa were used (1Kgs 5:22-23), but also meta-
phorically, when stone started to be used in the buildings, 
and the trees became the columns with elaborated decora-
tion and botanical and zoological representations, an idea 
taken up much ahead in the Christian Basilicas. 
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Fig 1. – Gothic columns and vaults that recall trees and forests; 
a) Abbaye De Royaumont (Photocflickrmember Panoramas) 
b) Hotel De Cluny (foto Sailko www.commons.wikimedia.org/wiki). 
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The first demonstration of how religion represents an 
effective means of controlling forest patrimony is provided 
by Ancient Greece. The ancient Greeks in fact believed that 
divinities are born from the trees, in particular the Dryads 
nymphs were considered real arboreal souls, capable of liv-
ing in the plants consecrated to them. The nymphs were in-
herent in the sacred tree to the point that, if it were cut, 
moans and blood would come out. Furthermore, each tree 
species was sacred to a particular god: the oak to Zeus, the 
laurel to Apollo, the beech to Jupiter. Therefore, cutting 
trees was a sacrilege, unless permission was granted by au-
thorities. 

Ancient Rome underwent the divine charm of forests, 
too. Seneca writes to Lucilio: 

These sacred woods populated by ancient trees of unusual 
height where the thick branches, often superimposed end-
lessly hide the sight of the sky, the power of the forest and 
its mystery, the disturbance that spreads in us this deep 
shadow which extends into the distance, all this does not rise 
the idea that a god resides there? 

For Pliny the Elder, trees are the greatest gifts given 
to human beings: 

With the trees we furrow the seas and bring the lands closer 
together, with trees we build the houses. The statues of gods 
were made of wood, too. 

At this time, the Selva Ercina, a gigantic primordial 
forest, extended eastwards from the Rhine to the east, for 
an immense and unknown distance, so much so that it is said 
that the Germans, to whom Caesar turned to for news, 
crossed it for two months, without ever seeing the end. Four 
centuries later, the emperor Julian went to visit this forest, 
and the solitude, the glumness, and the silence of that forest 
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left a deep impression on his sensitive nature45. While the 
Romans and Greeks had already erected temples and de-
picted the gods with statues and paintings, the Germanic 
peoples of those areas kept alive the concept of the sacred 
wood as a temple and of their stones as natural altars46. In 
De Germania Tacito writes: 

They don’t consider it, furthermore, to be in conformity with 
the majesty of the Gods to enclose them within walls nor to 
portray them in any form that recalls the human image; they 
consecrate woods and forest to divinities and give the name 
of god to that mysterious essence, which only a religious 
sense makes them realize47. 

Soon after, the Roman Empire began to regard the for-
est as a woody resource to meet the needs of civil and mili-
tary life, particularly for the grandiose marine navy works. 
Gradually, as Rome expanded the area of influence of its 
civilization, it destroyed, with the ancient forests, the 
myths, legends, and culture of the various subjected peo-
ples, such as the Celts, Thracians, and Mauritanians. 

The progressive disappearance of sacred woods con-
tinues with the advent of Christianity. In the Early Middle 
Ages (476-1000), the difficult path of evangelization of rural 
European areas, where the pagan cults linked to nature re-
sisted, induced the Church to identify the forest with super-
stition, home of witches and all bestiality. A significant ex-
pression in that sense is the image of the woods in Giotto’s 
works, where pagan forest appears small and bare in com-
parison with the city, symbol of civilization and of the ro-
man Church. But it’s not always easy to completely 

 
45 Cf. J. G. FRAZER, Il ramo d’oro, Newton Compton 1992, p. 139. 
46 Cf. F. BANDINI, I boschi sacri e il simbolismo dell’albero cosmico, in 

https://www.paginefilosofali.it/i-boschi-sacri-ed-il-simbolismo-dellalbero-
cosmico-fabrizio-bandini/ [11 August 2022]. 

47 P. C. TACITO, De Germania, 9, Bur 1998, p. 211ff. 
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eradicate mythology, so often the Church prefers to aban-
don its attitudes of hostility, trying to give a Christian 
meaning to myths and beliefs, for example, by replacing the 
cult of sacred trees with that of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
(e.g., the Madonna of the oak, of the elm, of the maple, of 
the ash tree, of the olive groove, etc.). 

Starting from the eleventh century, the western medi-
eval society underwent important transformations, that af-
fected the forest cover. The demographic growth and the 
affirmation of the city on the fiefdom changed the attitude 
towards the forest, by then considered more as a wood and 
coal supplier, and above all, as space for new settlements 
and cereal crop farming. 

 
It’s Saint Francis who rediscovered the forest as an 

ideal place where one can feel close to God: after leaving the 
world with its empty pomp and marrying Lady Poverty, 
Francis went into the La Verna Forest to seek the essentials 
of life, through fasting and prayer. In the beech woods 
where he retired to meditate, he found the place of redemp-
tion and of the purest Christian reflection, developing a spe-
cial ability to see also in the creatures of the forest the signs 
of Divine love. 

Meanwhile, many religious communities, in particular 
the Camaldolese and the Cistercians, had already identified 
in the wooded areas the ideal places for devoting themselves 
to prayer and work. The spirituality of medieval Christian-
ity was thus rendered into the spirituality of the forest, 
where the woods became a privileged place of solitude and 
an ideal refuge for an ascetic experience. Since there was no 
Middle East’s arid desert, the eremitic and coenobitic voca-
tions were realized in the mountains and, above all, in the 
forest, which also recalled the earthly paradise: prodi-
giously, the forest becomes a cloister. 
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2. Saint Romuald: Monk, Hermit, Missionary48 

The life and works of Saint Romuald can only be briefly 
outlined through the study of two sources in particular: The Life 
of the five Brothers written in 1008 by Saint Bruno Boniface of 
Querfurt, his disciple, who describes the martyrdom of five Ben-
edictine monks committed to the evangelization of Poland, in 
which Saint Romuald is presented as the spiritual teacher of the 
five brothers; the Vita beati Romuald by Saint Pier Damian of 
1042, based on the stories of the monks who had known him, aims 
at enhancing the figure of the man who embodies monastic val-
ues. 

The reforming power of his teaching can, however, be un-
derstood by retracing the stages of his spiritual journey. 

Romuald was born in 952 into a noble family of duke Sergio 
dei Sergii at Ravenna, a city with strong cultural and political ties 
with Byzantium, thus influenced by the Eastern Church. Despite 
belonging to a wealthy family, Romuald didn’t receive literary 
education. At the age of twenty, he went to the monastery of Saint 
Apollinare in Classe, and was determined to become a monk to 
atone for the guilt of having simply been present at the murder 
of a cousin of his, killed by his father out of personal interests. 
Having received the monastic habit, Romuald remained three 
years in this monastery, but without receiving adequate monastic 
training. The young novice therefore undertook by himself the 
«daring path of perfection that his heart suggested to him», but 
sinning of presumption, as he himself later on recognized, he be-
gan to insistently scold his companions for their laxity of cus-
toms, ending up risking his life at the hands of a group of offended 
monks for the affront of a novice. 

 
48 Where not mentioned otherwise, the following pages constituite a 

summary of VV.AA, Codice Forestale Camaldolese, Le radici della sostenibilità, 
La Regola della vita eremitica, ovvero Le Constitutiones Camaldulenses, R. RO-

MANO (curated by), vol. I, Editore INEA, Roma 2010. 



 
Time for creation 54 

He was thus forced to leave the monastery, and fol-
lowing his ideal of perfection, moved along the marshes of 
the outlet of Piave river, where he put himself under the 
guidance of an old eccentric hermit named Marino. In Ven-
ice, Romuald met Abbot Guarino, who convinced him in 978 
to follow him to the monastery of Saint Michel de Cuixà in 
the present-day Catalonia, where the Benedictine commu-
nity was particularly attentive to the monastic experiences 
of the Eastern Church. Romuald remained in that monas-
tery for ten years, where, besides the monastery of the coe-
nobites, together with Marino and other companions, he 
formed his first eremitic community. During this period, 
Romuald became a priest and attended the Cuixà library, 
where he studied the Rule of Saint Benedict and the teach-
ings of the Desert Fathers. 

In 988 he returned on foot to Italy and retired as a 
hermit on the lands of the Abbey of Saint Apollinare in 
Classe. From this moment he began his great activity as a 
reformer and founder of monasteries, but he never wanted 
to be the Superior, desiring rather to be «abbot not of the 
fresh, but of the souls».  

In 993 he arrived near Mount Catria, where he left a 
deep imprint on the sacred Hermitage of Fonte Avellana, 
whose origins dated back to 980, then he stopped at Pereo 
Island, on the delta of the river Po, where he founded a small 
hermitage and spent an important period of study and re-
flection. In 998, the young emperor Otto III of Saxony re-
quested Romuald to become the Abbot of Saint Apollinare 
in Classe, a position that the monk accepted only because he 
was threatened with excommunication by the regional 
Synod of Bishops. 

As an Abbot, Romuald governed under the strict dis-
cipline of the Benedictine Rule, imposing class equality on 
men accustomed to differences in ranks: the wrath of the 
monks led Romuald to renounce the responsibility, fearing 
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to lose his soul. Thus, in 999, Romuald returned to the her-
mitage of the island of Pereo, where in 1001, at the behest 
of Otto III, the monastery of Saint Adalbert was established 
next to the original hermitage. This is how Romuald’s mo-
nastic project took shape, in which coenobium and her-
mitage coexists within the same monastic vocation. How-
ever, in 1002, annoyed by the continuous presence in the 
hermitage of Otto’s courtiers, Romuald set sail for Porec, 
Croatia, where he remained for three years, building a mon-
astery and a hermitage as well. 

When he returned to Italy, more and more «impatiens 
sterilitatis», that is, «not resigning himself to live in sterility 
and anxious to do good», he resumed founding and reform-
ing hermitages and monasteries in Valdicastro, Orvieto, As-
coli, Perugia, Siena, and many other locations, alternating 
between successes and bitter failures. 

According to tradition, between 1023 and 1025, 
Romuald retraced the paths of the central Apennines to 
reach the Casentino mountains, where at Camaldoli he 
would give origin to a contemplative community deeply in-
serted in the local Church and which faithfully enclosed his 
vision of the monastic life. 

Romuald died in Valdicastro on the 19th of June 1027.  
It’s hard to define Romuald’s personality: a monk, a 

hermit, but also a missionary, a preacher, a teacher, an ad-
visor to the emperors, a reformer of monasteries, and a 
founder of hermitages. All his life was an untiring search, a 
solitary and unceasing pilgrimage in the word of the Gos-
pel, a steeping down critically into the corrupt realities of 
the world and simultaneously an exhausting race towards 
that idea of purity and perfection which he believed could 
only be achieved in the ascetic life of the hermitage. 

His work is a harmonious synthesis of Byzantine ere-
mitism, Antonian anchoritism, Benedictine coenobitism and 
Irish itinerancy. By approaching the hermitage to the 
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monastery, he realizes a special fusion between anchoritism 
and coenobitism, trying to combine the strongly institu-
tionalized coenobitic reality with the eremitic reality, for its 
spontaneous nature apparently devoid of regulation, in an 
original form of subordination of the monastery to the her-
mitage. A single interdependent community was born, with 
a single Superior, initially coming from the hermitage and 
residing in it, in which the coenobium is perceived as a place 
of support with a special protective function of the asceti-
cism and contemplation of the hermits, who shouldn’t be 
disturbed by the noise of the world, by external political, 
economic, and administrative events. Subsequently, the coe-
nobium also acquired a pedagogical-formative function for 
aspiring hermits who were to grow in the principles of mo-
nastic life. Romuald’s ideal design is clearly expressed in the 
Camaldolese community, the last of his creatures, where at 
1011 meters above sea level stands the hermitage, and at 
814 meters the monastery. 

Romuald, out of his own will, never put down in any 
written Rules the model of monastic life he conceived and 
practiced, nor did he leave any writing, so Saint Pier 
Damian defines him as a «tacente lingua et predicante vita» 
(silent tongue, preaching life). It is evident that at the center 
of his path the practice of asceticism and contemplation was 
always present, however, the feeling of being too distant 
from the world, almost «too ascetic and hermit», nourished 
his «impatience of sterility», which pushed him to immerse 
himself in his time, to engrave and intervene where de-
manded, in a continuous attempt to reconcile different but 
converging needs: to stay in the world and to come out of 
it, always in the name and for the glory of God. 
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3. A Lovely Field, Camaldoli 

Romuald was already accustomed to the woodlands of his 
native Ravenna and the forests he crossed during his travels in 
Italy and abroad, but he particularly remained attracted by the 

Fig. 2. View of the Mona-
stery of Camaldoli; Fontani, 
Francesco (1748-1818) in 
Viaggio pittorico della To-
scana. [Drawings by J. e A. 
Terreni], Tofani e Compa-
gno, Firenze 1801-1803. 
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forest and environmental features and the healthiness49 of 
Camaldoli, Campo amabile, the Lovely Field. In the Regula Vitae 
Eremiticae, it is written: 

Blessed Romuald, having reached the age of more than a hundred 
years, wishing to leave to posterity, & to show to the century the 
perfect institution of solitary life; to establish such a life more 
perfectly, he elected, in the borders of Tuscany, and on the almost 
highest peak of the Apennines, where you can easily see one and 
the other Sea, a place all girded, and surrounded by large, and 
thick forests of very tall Fir Trees; and continuously irrigated by 
seven shiny & very clear sources. 

In this clearing in the middle of the forests, Romuald built 
the first laura and the oratory of Saint Salvatore, where the first 
five hermits settled, dressed in a white woolen suit, derived from 
the undyed tunic of peasants and shepherds of the time. 

In August 1027, Theobald of Canossa, Bishop of Arezzo 
from 1023 to 1036, donated these lands to Peter, Prior of the 
Hermitage, with the following motivation: 

For it is truly worthy that the rectors of the churches administer 
the necessary things to those who, in the church, keep their minds 
fixed on heavenly realities. 

 
49 It is important to remember that between the fifth and ninth centu-

ries the European climate was cold, humid and rainy, while between the ninth 
and thirteenth centuries there is the so-called medieval optimum, that is, an 
increase of 1.5-2°C in average annual temperatures, which allows, for exam-
ple, the conquest of Greenland by the Vikings and the cultivation of the vine 
in Great Britain and Norway. Subsequently, between the fourteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, Europe was affected by the Little Ice Age, a period of 
climatic cooling with considerable socio-economic consequences throughout 
the Continent, in particular famines, migrations, wars. With regard to the 
history of Camaldoli, during the medieval optimum the rise in sea level and the 
alterations of the lower course of the rivers lead to the formation of marshes 
in the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic coasts, causing a great spread of malaria, 
which Romuald himself contracts, and perhaps for this reason he decides to 
undertake a new journey towards the Tuscan-Umbrian-Marche Apennines, 
decidedly healthier. 
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The donation certificate also specified the boundaries of the 
Campus Malduli50: it was an area of 160 hectares consisting of a 
fertile glade with seven springs and green meadows, set in a wild 
forest. The territory was at the foot of the Alps which divides Tus-
cany from Romagna, and it is marked on one side by two streams, 
the Nera and the Tellito, which flowed into a third river, the Ar-
chiano; on the other side by a road that descends towards the val-
ley; on the third side by the wild mountains; on the fourth side by 
a forest of high plants: Turkey oaks, beech trees, silver fir trees, 
maples, elms, lindens, ash trees, hollies and other species. 

The condition of the concession by the Bishop of Arezzo was 
that the hermits remain as such: for this reason, in the immediate 
years that followed, even if many other donations expand the ter-
ritory of the Hermitage, it continued to remain a small Byzantine 
style laura, with a nearby hospice, the hospitium of Fontebono, which 
fulfills the function of infirmary and support for the eremitical life, 
as well as a shelter for pilgrims. One monk and three lay brothers 
lived in the hospice, and they were in charge to protect the Her-
mitage above so that it remained hidden and away from the busy 
world, «like a well-protected soldier with an armor and ready for 
battle, intent on defending himself with his shield against the en-
emy’s arrow, and like the tabernacle and the altar covered by a tent 
for various needs». Later on, the hospice also became the training 
site for novices, before their transition to the life of the Hermitage.  

From its very beginning, the Camaldoli community es-
tablishes a vital relationship with the forest environment, to 
the extent of assuming it as a symbol and guardian of monastic 
life. In fact, to guarantee a life as contemplative as possible, the 
isolation of the Hermitage became a priority and since initially 
even the monks’ cells were not protected by a boundary wall 

 
50 The origin of the word Camaldoli, generally attributed to the con-

traction of «House of Maldolo» (Ca’ Malduli), is referred by some to the word 
Cainaldum, which means «very high hedge», and whose wrong transcription 
could have generated the term Camaldum, from which Camaldoli comes. 



 
Time for creation 60 

but only shielded by a forest of enormous fir trees, one of the 
first objectives was to ensure its conservation and expansion. 
The forest thus acquired a mystical and spiritual value, and the 
material approach towards the forest was mainly a domestic 
subsistence type. Much later, prudent methods and innovative 
techniques were adopted to enhance the forest as a source of a 
prosperous but sustainable economy. 

Initially, the care of the forest is orally conveyed, as being part 
of the oral Rule of monastic life by then. But in a short period of time, 
the development of organic silvicultural techniques is observed and 
the forestry practices of the monks started to be documented and 
included in the rules established for the community. Among the var-
ious written Rules, the following are of particular interest: 

• the first Camaldolese Constitutiones, drafted by Blessed 
Rodolfo in 1089, outlining the internal structure of the com-
munity, the daily regulation of monastic life and the connec-
tion with the outside world; it’s here that the important moti-
vations of the forest management began to compose, and con-
sequently the vital interaction with the environment; 

• the Liber heremiticae Regulae, often known as the Long Consti-
tutions, drafted around 1100, governs a more complex system 
of community governance; the importance of maintaining si-
lence and stillness is emphasized in this step, as well as the 
religious significance of the various tree species; 

• the new Constitutiones Camaldulenses of 1279, work by Prior 
Geraldo, which represent one of the first acts of the complex 
norms and customs defined as the Codice Forestale Camaldolese 
(Camaldolese Forest Code): it is here in fact that the relationship 
that has already been established between monks and the for-
est is regulated in a structured manner, in order to discipline 
this association which was interrupted only in the 19th century 
due to civil suppression51; 

 
51 The monks took care of the Casentino forest until 1816, when the prop-

erty passed to the Royal Italian State, which in 1871 declared it inalienable. 
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• the Eremiticae Vitae Regula a Beato Romualdo Camaldensibus 
Eremitis tradita, written by Paolo Giustiniani in 1520 and 
translated from Latin to Tuscan language by Silvano Razzi 
in 1575, collects and logically displays the normative as-
pects, silvicultural features and spiritual characteristics of 
the management for the forest and the territory developed 
over the centuries. 
By reading these documents, it is possible to discover the 

theological foundation of the relation of deep communion the 
monks establish with the surrounding natural world as well as the 
practical management of the forest’s resources, which is a crucial 
aspect of Camaldolese eremitic and monastic life. 

4. The Crown of the white Fir Trees,  
or “The Cathedral-Forest” of Camaldoli 

In general, all the Camaldolese Rules and norms concern 
not only the management of the hermit and monastic daily lives 
of the Camaldolese, but also the spiritual and operational rela-
tionship with the forest. 

In these texts, the verbs “to guard” and “to cultivate” re-
turn insistently, they are the same verbs used by the Creator to 
entrust the earth to man (Gen 2:15). The biblical dimension of 
the “divine project” to be carried out in harmony with all Crea-
tion re-emerges in perceiving the forest not as something “ex-
tra” to provide, but as a reality in which to live and make a spir-
itual path, in an amazing reciprocal manner: the monks, gener-
ation after generation, guarantee the life of the forest, and this 
in turn ensures them silence, which they vitally need in order to 
hear the voice of God, of humanity, and of history. Conversely, 
the safekeeping of the silence of the forest manifests itself as a 
continuous desire of the monks to preserve, expand and enrich 
the wooded heritage, through a careful and competent admin-
istration that reaches up to the care of the individual trees of the 
forest. 
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At the root of this special relationship with the environ-
ment there’s therefore not a simple technical or even an ecolog-
ical concern, but a theological dimension rooted in the custom 
with the Word of God that creates, loves, sustains, and carries 
out the project of universal harmony in which there is no pre-
varication of man over the environment, nor of the environment 
over man. 

The starting point of this spirituality remains Saint Ro-
mauld, who, in summarizing the monastic journey of the first 
millennium, also brought elements of the monastic tradition of 
the East, where the aspiration to the desert (eremos in Greek) 
comes from the jealousy of silence, a typical monastic expression 
of love and defense. In the West this fundamental concept is as-
similated to all the isolated and wild natural realities, identified 
from time to time with the mountains, the lagoon, the sea, and, 
above all, with the forest. In his hagiography on Romuald, Saint 
Pier Damiani describes the young monk’s awe at the «wooden 
solitudes in which the hermits could live happily, reconciled and 
saved from the clamor of the century». 

In the Liber eremiticae Regulae, the necessity of preserving 
silence and stillness, which is vital to the hermits, is re-affirmed, 
but of particular interest is the underlining of the religious-sym-
bolic value of the tree essences, which becomes a metaphor of 
the spiritual virtues, transforming the natural world into tangi-
ble experience of the sacred. 

In chapter 49 of the Liber, the seven trees listed in the 
book of Isaiah as a sign of the fertility of the earth re-founded 
by God (Isa 41:1952) are resumed, contemplating their proper-
ties, up to the point of making the virtues of these essences co-
incide with the virtues that ought to belong to the monks, in a 
surprising mutual blending. 

 
52 «I will plant in the desert the cedar, acacia, myrtle, and olive; I will 

set in the wasteland the cypress, together with the plane tree and the pine». 
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I will plant, He promises, cedars and hawthorn, myrtle, olive, fir, 
elm, and boxwood trees in the desert.  
If you then wish to possess these trees in abundance or if you 
crave to be numbered among them, whoever you may be, study 
to enter into the quiet of the solitude. 
Here, in fact, you may possess these trees in abundance or become 
yourself the cedar of Lebanon which is a plant of noble fruits, 
incorruptible wood, and sweet scent: you may thus become fruit-
ful of works, distinguishable for the clarity of heart, fragrant in 
name and fame; and like the cedar that rises on Lebanon, you 
could blossom with admirable gladness. 
You may also be the useful hawthorn, a salutary prickly shrub, 
fit for hedges, and the word of the prophet will be worth to you: 
«You will be called a rebuilder of walls, a restorer of safe roads». 
The Lord’s vineyard is girded with these thorns: «so that every 
passerby may not sell out your vineyard, and the wild boar of the 
forest may not be stored therein, and the beasts devastate it». 
You will also be as green as myrtle, a plant with sedative and 
moderating properties; that is, you will do everything with mod-
esty and discretion, without wanting to appear neither too fair 
nor too decorous, so that the good appears in the moderate deco-
rum of things. 
You will also deserve to be an olive tree, the tree of mercy and 
peace, of joy and consolation. With the oil of your gladness, you 
will light up your face and that of your neighbor, and with your 
works of mercy you will comfort the mourners in Zion. In that 
way you will bear a sweet-smelling fruit «as a verdant olive tree 
in the house of the Lord and as an olive sapling around his table». 
You will be able to be a fir tree, slender in height, dense with 
shadows, and swollen with foliage, if you meditate the highest 
truths and contemplate heavenly realities, if you penetrate, with 
high top, in the divine goodness: «wise of the things from above». 
Nor does it seem cowardly to you to become an elm, because alt-
hough this is not a noble tree in terms of height and fruit, it is 
still useful as a support: it does not bear fruit but supports the 
fruit-laden vine. In this way you will fulfill what is written: «Bear 
one another’s burden and thus you will fulfill the law of Christ».  
Finally, do not forget to be a boxwood, a small tree that doesn’t 
rise very high but does not shed its green, so that you may learn 
not to pretend to be very wise, but to contain yourself in awe and 
humility and, embraced by the earth, keep yourself green. The 
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prophet says: «Do not raise your horn against heaven» and Jesus: 
«He who humbles himself will be exalted». Therefore, no one 
should despise or take little account of external ministries and 
humble works, because, for the most part, the things that appear 
lowly outwardly, are the most precious inwardly. 
You will therefore be Cedar for the nobility of your sincerity and 
your dignity; Hawthorn for the correction and conversion stim-
ulus; Myrtle, for discreet sobriety and temperance; Olive for the 
fruitfulness of the works of joy, of peace, and of mercy; Fir Tree, 
for elevated meditation and wisdom; Elm, for supportive work 
and patience; Boxwood, because formed by humility and perse-
verance. 

Romuald’s disciples dedicate much attention to the tree, which 
in the complex religious botany presented above, is a symbol of the 
hermit par excellence: the white fir53, which with its high tip nears 
the sky and its very high truths, becomes the symbol of spiritual ele-
vation and meditation. It is worth underlining that in the Camaldolese 
Rules, the word fir is always in capital letters, a sign of a presence alive 
and sacred to protect, to sustain, to defend, and interacted with. 

The care of the forest therefore appears to be subordinated to a 
spiritual asceticism, instrumental to monastic life. The consequent 
process of cultivation and custody transforms the forest of the Casen-
tino, originally consisting of beech forest and mixed forest of beech 
and fir, into pure forestall-formation almost of fir trees. Along the cen-
turies the Crown of Fir Trees came to be built, a bush of only fir trees 
of an extension of 12 hundred hectares surrounding the Hermitage 
from three sides and offering protection from wind and weather, tim-
ber for households and carpentry and financial help and support. Most 
of all: this forest-cathedral is the perfect natural bulwark in defense of 
solitude and silence, it is the border between the enclosure and the 
world, between monastic and secular life, a symbol of eremitism in the 
deepest sense, so much so that the monks cannot go beyond the 
Crown of Fir Trees without the permission of the Prior of the 

 
53 The white fir reaches 55-60 meters in height and 2-2.5 meters in 

diameter. It is a very long-lived plant; it can even reach 600 years of age. 
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monastery. In addition, a further sign of separation is consti-
tuted by the wall outside the Crown of Fir Trees, which also 
provides protection for the integrity of the forest. 

5. Slow in felling, assiduous in planting54 

The custody of the forest becomes an inescapable duty of 
the monk, and the Rules offer the possibility of grasping the nor-
mative aspects and the silvicultural features of the forest and ter-
ritorial management on the part of the Camaldolese: for eight 
centuries, the monks have planted, cut, renewed but also sold and 
flowed the timber, traded other wooden product, invested in in-
frastructure, tools, operative means and power works (animal and 
workers), but always according to a fully developed forestry 

 
54 R. MERCURIO, Abete Bianco, selvicoltura e restauro delle abetine, ebook 

available on-line. 

Fig. 3: White fir forest near the Hermitage of 
Camaldoli. 

Fig. 4. The Hermitage of Camaldoli sur-
rounded by the Crown of Fir Trees (from 
Iconografia in Annales Camaldulenses). 
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organization, with an accurate division of the decisional power 
and of the directive, administrative and construction compe-
tences. 

At the apex of the administrative structure, there is the Major 
Prior, who is responsible for the hermitage and for the monastery of 
Camaldoli; however, the effective body of governance is the Chapter, 
that is, the general assembly of the professed choristers, whose meet-
ings and decisions are meticulously registered in the Acts of the Chap-
ter (Acta Camaldulensis). The management of the forest is delegated to 
the Cellarer, a kind of a bursar, who, starting from 1278, is supported 
by the Guardian of the forest. He assures that the animals do not dam-
age the seedlings, he chooses the trees to cut down for the needs of 
the hermitage and the monastery, without nevertheless having the 
freedom to make any donation or arbitrary cutting, that is not ap-
proved by the Chapter itself. At the same time, a woodsman is also 
appointed, in charge of following the forest workers. The number of 
workers ranges from 20 to 40, with a pick of one hundred workers 
according to the period of the year and depending on the work to be 
done: adult men recruited from the neighborhood, they not only cut 
the bush, but they are also tanners, assigned to the work of delimbing, 
sawing, squaring, timber preparation, and draymen used for the 
transportation of timber with the oxen from the monastery to the flu-
vial harbor of Poppi, where the wood is floated on the Arno. It is in-
teresting to note that the occupations of the workers are organized in 
such a manner that Sunday rest and religious feasts are respected. In 
general, the living conditions of the workers at the Hermitage are 
good: they have the right to updates of salaries, to free health care at 
the monastery hospital, to the retirement, to sickness or disability 
pension, and to the commission of the dowry for the marriage of their 
daughters.  

The first and greatest concern of the Camaldolesi is the cutting 
of the trees. Initially, timber is used only for the construction and 
maintenance of the infrastructure of the Hermitage, which includes 
the church, cells, and other rooms, then progressively, it started being 
used for sale, the earnings of which are in greater part destined for the 
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care, preservation, and enhancement of the Crown of the Fir Trees. 
The guiding principle remains the safeguarding of the beauty of the 
wooded territory, so much so that anyone who dares to break the per-
fect silvicultural balance is excommunicated. 

The regulation that prevents the exploitation or eventual un-
repairable damage consists of clear and precise norms, capable of dis-
ciplining periodic and occasional cutting. So far as it can be urgently 
necessary a larger quantity of timber, a special permit from the Chap-
ter is required. A very interesting rule establishes that in case that 
many trees have been cut within a year in a territory, more cannot be 
cut there until four successive years are over. 

The renewal of the forest is specifically regulated and favored 
by planting interventions and with the control of bothering elements, 
which are weeds and pastures in the forest. Every year at least four 
thousand to five thousand fir trees must be planted to replace the al-
ready cut ones, resulting both in natural and artificial renovation: the 
first occurs by simple dispersion and subsequent seed germination, 
but it is particularly difficult due to endogenous regression of the 
white fir to the advantage of the beech tree, caused by the climatic 
transition towards more Mediterranean conditions. The second, de-
cidedly much more expensive, requires the identification of the sunni-
est places, upon which it is necessary to perform mulching, manual 
weeding and hydraulic regulation operations to avoid dangerous wa-
ter stagnation in order to make the seedbeds of the white fir trees. 

In conclusion, it is possible to affirm that the Camaldolese 
monks, taking full advantage of the natural processes of renewal and 
with the meticulous activity of replacement of the beech trees with 
new implantation of fir trees, have defined a new ecological balance, 
to the point of outlining that landscape, known by all as an unique 
environmental patrimony. So much so that in 1990, the woods of the 
Camaldoli were established as a national Park of the Casentino for-
ests, so that posterity could enjoy the vision of these enchanting ter-
ritories, not for themselves, but also because they witness «how much 
nature can operate, when it is not mistreated, and how much it recip-
rocates the love of man» (H. Bassermann, XIX century). 
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Conclusion 

Modern forest management compatible with economic in-
terests and environmental protection, respect for social needs 
and economic efficiency, aims at eco-sustainability, placing man, 
his activities, and his culture no longer at the center of the sys-
tem but as an integral part of it. The task of man is to implement 
a wise, sustainable and lasting management to ensure the good 
health of the woods. 

Throughout history, man has repeatedly demonstrated 
that he has the ability to destroy consolidated balance over time 
in a single foolish gesture, but he also has the capability to create 
sustainable equilibrium. 

The success of the Camaldolese in the management of the 
forests has its foundation in the humble awareness of how much 
their identity as hermit monks depended on the environment in 
which they were immersed, and towards which they felt a deep 
respect, a clear reflection of the Love of God to whom they as-
pired with their whole being. 

It is their gaze on the forest that perhaps today’s man must 
recuperate. 

In the trees, in their foliage, under sumptuous 
robes of leaves and petticoats of light, 
under the senses, under the wings, under the scepters, 
in the trees it lurks, breaths and throbs  
a quiet, somnolent life, a sketch of eternity.  
Prosperous realms grow in the ambo  
of oaks. […] 
We shall live long  
in the entanglements of an arabesque, in the prattle  
of the owl, in the desire, in the homeless 
echo, under sumptuous robes of leaves,  
in the crowns of trees, in the other’s breath55. 

 
55 A. ZAGAJEWSKI, Dalla vita degli oggetti. Poesie 1983-2005, Adelphi, 

Milano 2012, pp. 24-25. Translation by the Editorial Staff. 
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One wonders whether to see «sketch of eternity» in the 
trees or to recognize the vital «other’s breath» of the plants, is 
for everyone or for a few... 
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1. Preamble 

The «Sacred Heart» monastery is one of the six female mon-
asteries that Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo (1786–1842) and 
his first two successors, Fathers Luigi Anglesio (1803–1881) and 
Father Domenico Bosso (1824–1881), created in the Little House 
of Divine Providence. 

The following manuscripts can be used to infer the histori-
cal events that occurred around it56: 

a) Father Luigi Anglesio’s manuscript kept in the APC, ms. 
Anglesio, fasc. 4, p. 46; 

b) Father Bosso’s manuscript in APC, Fasc. 43, pp. 133-136;  
c) Historical context found on pp. 113-115 of Father Angle-

sio’s biography by Monsignor Achille Gorrino (1921)57; 
d) Records of the Monastery where manuscript memories are 

written, which is entitled: Brief information on the foundation 

 
56 In this article the following abbreviations will be used: ACSC = 

Archivio Congregazione Suore Cottolenghine (Archive of the Congregation of 
the Cottolenghine Sisters); AMCSC = Archivio Monastero Cottolenghino 
Sacro Cuore (Archive Monastery Cottolenghino Sacred Hearth); APC = Ar-
chivio Piccola Casa della Divina Provvidenza (Archive Little House of Divine 
Providence); fasc. = fascicle; ms. = manuscript; RA = Registro Anagrafe (Re-
gistry Office); RSV = Registro Suore Vincenzine (Registry Vincentian Sisters). 

57 A. GORRINO, Monsignore Canonico Luigi Anglesio primo successore del 
B. GB Cottolengo, LICET, Lega Cattolica Internazionale Editrice Berruti Si-
smondi e C., Torino, 1921. 
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and arrangements of the «Sacred Heart of Jesus» Monastery in 
the Little House of Divine Providence in Turin58.  
For their part, these memories are duplicates of earlier 
memories that were made in 1950 by Sister Alessandrina of 
Saint Carlo59, the Mother Abbess of the convent from 17 
March 1947 until 16 May 1969 and of previous memories. 
One observes upon reading Gorrino that he essentially re-

peats the same news as is recorded in the Records of the Monas-
tery. Since we might infer from this that the memories preserved 
in the monastery’s archives predate 1921, the year he wrote the 
biography of Anglesio. This provides us with a solid foundation 
for everything remembered from Records of the Monastery. 

Undoubtedly, some are the reports of Father Anglesio and 
Father Bosso’s manuscripts, which can be dated around 1874. 

Additionally, there are other important sources: Jose Cot-
tino’s biography of Monsignor Luigi Anglesio (1981)60; Antonio 
Nora’s doctoral thesis, (2008)61, on the ecclesial dimensions of 
Cottolengo spirituality, concentrating on the history of the multi-
ple realities within the Little House; Giovanni Carafa’s text on the 
history of Manziana (2013)62, which describes the Sacred Heart 
monastery after its transfer to the Diocese of Civita Castellana 
in 1994. 

 
58 AMCSC, Cronaca del Monastero, vol. I. 
59 Sister Alessandrina di San Carlo, born Del Borgo Anna, born in Nor-

cia (PG) on April 21st 1908. Entered the monastery on 16th November 1931, 
Vestment on 21st October 1933, First Profession on 3rd November 1933, Per-
petual Profession 20th April 1961, died 13th August 1990 (cf. AMCSC, RA, no. 
36325, vol. II, pp. 85-86). 

60 J. COTTINO, Monsignor Luigi Anglesio (1803-1881), Il suo tempo, la sua vita, 
la sua opera, ELLEDICI, Leumann, Torino 1981. 

61 A. NORA, Caritas Christi urget nos. Il carisma e la spiritualità cottolenghina: 
aspetti ecclesiologici, (Studia Taurinensia 27), Effatà, Cantalupa (To) 2008. 

62 G. CARAFA, Dal “Tenimentum Castri Sanctae Pupae” all’ordierna Man-
ziana, Ed. Manziana e l’Arciospedale di Santo Spirito in Saxia, Manziana 2013, 
pp. 336-347. 
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Finally, it’s relevant the contribution of the historical re-
search found in the recent biography of Father Luigi Anglesio 
written by Lino Piano (2021)63, in which a paragraph is dedi-
cated to the Tertiary Sisters of Saint Vincent, the first nucleus 
of what would later on become the monastery of the Sacred 
Heart. 

2. The signals for the Cottolengo Monastery 
«Sacred Heart» (1840-1852) 

The first historical hints of the community are described 
by Gorrino in Anglesio’s biography.  

According to him, Cottolengo was to predict to an 
Orfanelle Family’s girl named Degiovanni Francesca that «in 
the course of time, a cloistered community would be erected to 
honor the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, and that she would be 
part of that family as its first sister»64. 

The prophecy, continues the Gorrino 

was fulfilled in 1852 when on 9th June, Feast of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, Father Anglesio selected from the various Families of 
the Little House, 24 young people of an outstanding and virtuous 
conduct and among them, Degiovanni. With this group he 
founded a new Family, calling it by then, Tertiary of Saint Vin-
cent65. 

It should be specified that in 1852 the feast of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus in the Diocese of Turin fell on the 18th of June; 
but putting this aside, of which we shall speak of as we continue, 
Gorrino writing in 1921 definitely drew the news from the Rec-
ords of the Monastery, which were recopied in 1950 and this is 
the copy we have today. 

 
63 L. PIANO, Padre Luigi Anglesio (1803-1881), Edilibri, Alzano Lom-

bardo (BG) 2021, pp. 200-203. 
64 GORRINO, Monsignore Canonico Luigi Anglesio, p. 113. 
65 Ibidem. 
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In fact, in the first book of the Records of the Monastery 
entitled Brief Hints on the foundation and organization of the Sacred 
Heart monastery in the Little House of Divine Providence in Turin, the 
meeting between Degiovanni Francesca and Cottolengo is de-
scribed.  

It reads: 

Divine Providence, always marvellous around the works of Vener-
able Cottolengo, wished (during his lifetime) to give him a special 
sign of predilection and goodness, by inspiring him with a new split 
of sisters dedicated to the honor of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Un-
fortunately, due to the brevity of his life he never saw this holy and 
ardent desire accomplished.  
Nevertheless, he manifested this living desire in him to a young 
person by the name of Degiovanni Francesca, who by then was part 
of the Family of the Orfanelle. 
Since this daughter was of frail health, Cottolengo thought of send-
ing her to a change of climate at the Monastery of the Suffrage, 
which by then was at the beginning of its foundation. 
In the meantime, the Venerable Father had destined a certain Vin-
centian sister to that Monastery, who honestly feeling that she had 
no vocation to the cloistered life, sought to take flight from the 
Monastery without the prior knowledge of the venerable Father. 
Without minding that Degiovanni was in that room, she undressed 
the Holy Habit, and so as not to be caught in that uncommon act, 
threw it with such an anger that the Rosary and the little silver 
Crucifix hit the face of the goodhearted Degiovanni. Irritated by 
such a blow, Degiovanni remained somehow astonished, but later 
on, without a word, took the Rosary and hung it on the side, 
whereas the Crucifix she hung on her neck. 
God allowed that at that specific moment, the Venerable Father ar-
rived and questioned her about the significance of dressing so. In-
nocently, Degiovanni narrated all that took place. 
After an attentive listening, the holy man lovingly said: «Oh! My 
poor daughter [...] Despite your good will and exemplary conduct, 
due to your frail health, you cannot be accepted among the Vincen-
tian Sisters; nonetheless, remain calm: a time will come in which we 
shall contemplate of erecting a cloistered Monastery dedicated to 
the honor of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, and you will be among 
the first sisters[»]; he gave her a big crucifix and added: «Take it, 
may it be a memory and a pledge of whatever I have promised»66. 

 
66 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, pp.1-6. 
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The certain data that can be deduced from this description 
are as follows. 

In the General Register of the Little House, it emerges 
that Degiovanni Francesca67 joined the Little House among the 
Orfanelle68 in 1839, at the age of 19. She left for «health rea-
sons» on April 20th, 1854. After two months, she returned to the 
Little House among the Tertiary Family of Saint Vincent, 
on18th July, 1854.  

With regards to the period in which the meeting between 
Degiovanni and Cottolengo took place, we know for sure that 
the monastery of Suffrage was started on February 10th, 1840. 
Therefore, we can foresee that if they really sent the young De-
giovanni to a change of climate in the monastery of the Suf-
frages, which by then was in its initial foundation69, that proba-
bly took place between 10th February 1840 and 30th April 1842, 
Cottolengo’s date of death. Neither Father Anglesio nor Father 
Bosso refers to this meeting of the two in their manuscripts. 
Most probably, this episode wasn’t narrated to them. Hence, 
there isn’t any certainty about the prophecy of the girl. In any 
case, the story seems reasonable since it was later on passed in 
the Records of the Monastery. 

Instead, it’s more reliable what Father Anglesio and Fa-
ther Bosso wrote regarding the origin of the monastery. 

In order to give a description of the origins of the monas-
tery, Father Anglesio wrote in his manuscripts: 

 
67 Degiovanni Francesca, born in Rocca de’ Baldi in 1820 to Domenico 

and Lucia. Entered the Little House of Divine 12th June 1852, Vestment 29th 
June 1853, Religious Profession 30th June 1854, died 4th March 1884. (cf. 
ACSC, RA, no. 196). 

68 Between the end of 1834 and the beginning of 1835 following nu-
merous requests, Cottolengo founded two new Families: one for male and one 
for female orphans. These Families were composed of children without their 
parents or abandoned, aged about 8 to 12 years. The boys were directed and 
governed by the Masters, or Brothers of Saint Vincent, and the girls by the 
Vincentian Sisters. 

69 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 3. 
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Among the infirm admitted into the Little House, it’s not unusual 
that someone, even if blind, seriously crippled, deformed in the 
body, ahead in age, etc., may have had and has a spirit and heart 
in no way infirm, but on the contrary, capable of great things and 
progress in the way of perfection, especially when deliberately 
helped to emulate the fervor of the most zealous cloistereds70. 

In the manuscripts of Father Bosso we read: 

They lived in the Family of the Invalids of the Little House. Be-
cause they were numerous, some of those admitted who had a 
religious spirit and desired to be religious in reality; regardless of 
age, poor health or other physical deformations, namely blind-
ness, deafness, weakness of the legs, poor conformation of the 
person, would not be contrary to or opposed to this desire. 
What was visible in this Family was exactly what was verified 
often at the door of the Little House. People were in good spirits 
and desired monastic life, but it was impossible due to the physi-
cal defects already mentioned71. 

The prodromes of the origins of the Sacred Heart monas-
tery can therefore be found fundamentally in a sincere desire of 
origin, that of being able to love, to serve, and to praise God in 
whichever condition of life one may find herself in. It’s a reverb 
of the charism of the Founder of the Little House of Divine 
Providence, that was received and carried ahead by his succes-
sors. That charity, which flows from Christ’s Heart and crosses 
all borders and barriers, has no preferences for people and in-
vites them to collaborate with Him just as they are, until the 
world becomes a place where everything is welcomed, every-
thing is valued, and everything is carried in the embrace of that 
God, good and provident Father, who gives to each a single life 
the breath of eternity in time. 

 
70 APC, ANGLESIO, ms., fasc. 4. p. 46. 
71 APC, BOSSO, ms., fasc. 43, p. 133. 
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3. The Birth of a New Family 
in the Little House (1852–1856) 

In the first pages of the Brief hints on the foundation and or-
ganization of the Sacred Heart Monastery, and after the meeting of 
Degiovanni with Cottolengo, it’s described in summary the situa-
tion and the temporary causes that led to the opening of a new 
Family in the Little House. 

We read: 

After a brief time, Venerable Father Cottolengo passed to a better 
life (died), but the pious Degiovanni Francisca never lost hope and 
narrated all to the Venerable Father Anglesio of holy memory. Alt-
hough he strongly felt stimulated to give beginnings to such a foun-
dation, he couldn’t come to a decision, due to the many obstacles 
that interposed; a period of 10 years from the death of Venerable 
Cottolengo had to pass before a tangible step could be laid down. 
On the 26th of April 1852, around quarter to midday (11.45 AM), 
while the Little House was in perfect calm, suddenly the “Polveri-
era” (gunpowder warehouse), that was only 100 metres away, burst. 
The Venerable Father Anglesio, in thanksgiving to Divine Provi-
dence that nobody of the individuals of the Little House had to suf-
fer damage, executed the long-planned design of the foundation72. 

As reported in the Records of the Monastery, the explosion 
of the Polveriera73 was a very terrible event which took place in 
Turin at Borgo Dora near the Little House at 11.45 AM on April 
26th, 1852. 

 
72 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, pp.5-6. 
73 Regard the description of the facts, various documents and testimo-

nies of eye-witnesses and journalists are available. Among them, it emerges a 
printed narrative to Father Anglesio, published 25 years after the event. An 
article of the bulletin “La Consolata” of 1952, a writing by the Salesian, Gio-
vanni Bonetti as well as a letter of “La Civiltà Cattolica” which few days after 
the terrible event visited the Little House. These references are found in 
PCDP, Lo scoppio della Polveriera, Torino 26 Aprile 1852, STOC, Pinerolo 1952. 
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According to Ferracin74, it exploded about 10 tonnes of 
gunpowder. Among the workers of the factory, 21 died and 35 
were gravely wounded. It would have been a massacre if Ser-
geant Paolo Sacchi75 though himself wounded, had not pre-
vented the embers to reach the main store. 

In the first place, all the texts describe the gravity of the 
episode and the exceptionality of the fact that the surroundings 
of the Polveriera, despite causing serious damage to the estab-
lishments close to the Little House, «no one of the sick, the el-
derly or the young admitted in the Little House touched a major 
damage other than just fright»76. The second note is the wonder 
at which such an event aroused and which was considered as 
«almost a miracle»77 attributed to the protection of the Most 
Holy Virgin by the multitude of the bystanders. 

The importance that this event had in the history of the 
Little House could be perceived by all that is reported in the 
Records of the Monastery. Most probably this episode com-
pelled Father Anglesio who «as gratitude to the Divine Provi-
dence that no one of the individuals of the Little House suffered 
injury, came to the execution of the already long planned de-
sign»78, that is to give life to the first nucleus of the future mo-
nastic community. 

Another testimony and further motivation of the origin of 
the monastery are outlined by Father Bosso in his manuscript 
dated 1874. He writes: 

 
74 L. FERRACIN, Paolo Sacchi, un eroe ringrazia la Consolata, in “Santua-

rio della Consolata”, 2 (April-June 2020), pp.12-15. 
75 Paolo Filippo Sacchi born in Voghera in 8th May 1807, died in To-

rino in 26th May 1884, Quartermaster, 1st Workers’ Artillery Regiment, 
Powder Factory, Borgo Dora, Torino. 

76 PCDP, Lo scoppio della Polveriera, p. 7. 
77 Letter to the Assistant in the hospital of Cuneo, 28th April 1852, 

Carteggio Anglesio, Letter no. 199, pp. 331-332. 
78 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 6. 
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Another circumstance is worthy of consideration as an addition to 
the already described above. 
The earlier revolution had kicked out the Jesuits Fathers as well 
as the nuns of the Sacred Heart of Jesus from the Royal land of the 
House of Savoia. 
The nuns stayed continuously in this adorable Heart being the per-
petual Adorers. It’s thus needless to say how dear they were to the 
most adorable Heart and to the civil society. 
Monsignor Luigi Anglesio, this most pious son and continuator of 
the Cottolengo works, either for providing the nuns with means of 
being really who they were meant to be (nuns) having the spirit; 
or for not depriving this most Holy Heart of living perpetual ador-
ers who lived (thus to say) in a life of interiority, or either for 
providing help to the Vincentian sisters in the Little House works 
(having not by then founded the families of Saint Elaine and Saint 
Martha by then), founded on the same sacred day of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus (possibly in 1851) a new Monastery in the Little 
House composed of the above mentioned people and called it the 
Monastery of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus. Most commonly the 
Sisters who composed it were called Tertiary79. 

As Lino Piano observes in the biography of Anglesio, the 
suppression in Piedmont of the «Dames of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus» was decreed by the Sardinian Government with law 
no. 777 of 25th August 1848, which was excluding from the Sar-
dinian State, the Company of Jesus and the nuns of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus80. Thus, canon Anglesio, according to Father 
Bosso, founded the new community «for not depriving this Most 
Sacred Heart, of perpetual adorers». A practical reason was as 
well added to this, that is, a possibility to have a group of willing 
and devout laborers for being of aid to the Vincentian Sisters in 
the Little House works. 

Regarding the initial dates of the community, the sources are 
very discordant. In the research done by Lino Piano, in the manu-
scripts of Father Anglesio, no indication is given in this regard. 

 
79 APC, BOSSO, ms., pp. 133-134. 
80 Cf. V. DEL GIUDICE, Codice delle leggi ecclestiastiche, Milano 1952, p. 5. 
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Father Bosso asserts that the community was founded «on 
the same day sacred to the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, probably 
in 1851»81. In the Rules he later on laid down on 17th October 
1886, he simply wrotes that the foundation took place «after 
1850»82. 

The “Colomiatti” affirms that it was 6th of June 185283. 
The year is that which is indicated in the Records of the Mon-
astery, which nevertheless indicates 9th June84. The first of the 
two dates is received in the biography of Antonelli85, whereas 
the second in Anglesio’s86 biography. In this one, it is errone-
ously decreed that in such a day fell the feast of the Sacred Heart. 

As Lino Piano concludes, we can accept as more probable 
the year 1852 that became traditional. In the same time, the sim-
ple indication that the foundation took place on the feast of the 
Sacred Heart, as Father Bosso asserts in his manuscripts and as 
the Records of the Monastery indicates, is more reliable: «That 
same year, the circumstances surrounding the feast of the Sa-
cred Heart of Jesus»87 circumstance that was easier to recall 
than the precise day. According to the Diocesan Liturgical Calen-
dar of Turin88 the Feast Day of the Sacred Heart of Jesus fell on 
June 18th of that year.  

As a result, it may be said that the most accurate date for 
the founding of the community’s first nucleus was 18th June, 
1852. 

 
81 APC, BOSSO, ms., p. 134. 
82 AMCSC, photocopy Regola, ms. of unknown hand, Torino1886. 
83 COLMIATTI, APC, ms., p. 21. 
84 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 6. 
85 G. ANTONELLI COSTAGGINI, Vita del beato G.B. Cottolengo, Roma 

1917, p. 595. 
86 GORRINO, Monsignore Canonico Luigi Anglesio, Torino 1921, p. 113. 
87 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 6.  
88 Cf. Calendarium Taurinense, MDCCCLII, p. 27. It should be noted 

that only in 1856 the feast was extended to the universal Church. 
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4. Thirty Years as Tertiary of Saint Vincent 
(1856-1886) 

With Anglesio’s promise, that soon the community would 
become a real monastery with a religious Habit, Rule, proper Su-
perior and an effective cloister, the first group of 24 Sisters 
started this new reality in the Little House. 

From the Records of the Monastery, we know that «the 
first dwelling of our ancient Sisters was in the House of God89 in 
the upper floor»90. Moreover, Father Bosso in his manuscripts 
briefly describes the style of life these sisters lived in the begin-
ning. He explained: 

These nuns dressed in a woollen Religious Habits of various col-
ours. They had a black veil that hanged down the shoulders, a 
white cotton «vandarino» (a round-shaped garment that hangs 
from the shoulders and covered half chest and half back) with a 
white faceplate. After successfully finishing the Novitiate year, 
they pronounced the three vows of Poverty, Chastity and Obedi-
ence but always reserved in the confinements of the Little House91. 

Their life of prayer took the rhythm of prayer life of the 
Little House. They celebrated the «night vigils in the form of the 
primitive Christians in the vigil of all the main solemnities that 
fell along the year»92, the Records of the Monastery affirms that 
too: «While going to the Church with the other families, they 
were the only ones who were permitted to make an hour of Laus 
Perennis in the evening, from 9 pm to 11 pm and to pass the night 
vigils during the major Solemnities all through the night; until 
they would be substituted by the other families on awaking»93. 
Moreover Father Bosso adds that these sisters offers «daily, all 

 
89 “House of God” is a part of building overlooking the “courtyard of 

Calvary” inside the Little House of Divine Providence in Turin. 
90 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 4. 
91 Ibidem. 
92 APC, BOSSO, ms., p. 134. 
93 Ibidem. 
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what they do for the King and the Royal family as well as for the 
entire Civil hierarchy instead of the Hermits94 which, as it was 
said at his place, are presently suspended»95. 

In the first 10 years the community had no elected Superior 
chosen among them. Instead, a Zealous or Assistant sister from 
the Vincentians was assigned to take care of the good trend of the 
community. The General Records of the Little House indicates 
that for the first four years the Superior was sister Adula For-
neris. In the 107th manuscripts96 she’s described as  

one of the elderlies, of frail health, but of a very good spirit. She 
did more years of Second Teacher of Postulants with Sister Cath-
erine [Bergero], then she became the first Teacher and first Supe-
rior of the creation of the Tertiaries, or of the Heart of Jesus. She 
died commended by all on the 24th February 184497. 

After the death of sister Adula, Anglesio immediately occu-
pied himself to find a new Superior. 

From the Archives of the Little House turned out to be sis-
ter Maria Rosaria Rajnerone 98, while in the Records of the Mon-
astery a certain sister Giacoma is mentioned. Aware that ordinar-
ily in the passage of a new reality the name of the sister was also 
changed, we can presume that sister Giacoma, before becoming 
the Superior of the Tertiaries, probably bore the name of sister 
Maria del Rosario, it was therefore the same person. 

Unfortunately, we don’t have the exact data. In any case, 
it’s read in the Records of the Monastery that  

 
94 Hermits of Gassino were founded by Cottolengo in 1840 and sup-

pressed by Father Anglesio on 15th December 1850. 
95 APC, BOSSO, ms., p.134. 
96 APC, BOSSO, ms., p.107. 
97 ACSC, Suor Adula, ms. 107, RSV, no. 159. 
98 Sister Maria of the Rosary, known as Rosa Rajnerone born in Turin 

in 1811. Entered the Little House on 5th June 1831, Vestment on 11th Septem-
ber 1831, Religiuos Profession 6th January 1834. Died on 9th August 1880. She 
was one of the first sisters; very pious. She was Superior for a long time, first 
of the Orsoline Family, then in Cavoretto and finally in Turin with the Ter-
tiaries (cf. ACSC, ms. 175, RSV, no. 15). 
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in the evening while they were gathered for the hour of Laus Per-
ennis, suddenly they saw the Superior Father arriving accompa-
nied by a Sister, who wore the Vincentian religious habit, though 
she was a sister of the Suffrage, by name sister Giacoma […]. She 
was known to be ever zealous and of an exemplary life. 

Secondly, we read in the Records of the Monastery that:  

on 26th July 1856 the liturgical feast of Saint Anne, the venerable 
Father after having celebrated Holy Mass came to the House of 
Lord, and told to the good Sisters that Divine Providence would 
supply them with an indoor room in which they would have the 
Holy Mass in the house and the highly marked favor of keeping 
the Blessed Sacrament in this house. The perpetual adoration and 
the recitation of the small office of the Blessed Virgin Mary was 
granted to them as well99. 

Thus in a day, the entire community transferred to the in-
door rooms of the “House of Hope”. From that year on, they had 
a chapel dedicated to the Immaculate Conception of Mary which 
they shared together with the nuns of the community of Saint 
Taide, today the monastery of Saint Joseph. So too, the guarding 
of the Blessed Sacrament, the main reason for which  

from the initial birth of the foundation, the Sisters of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus had the high honor of doing the precious hours of 
perpetual adoration by turns and they were assigned the recitation 
of the small office of the Blessed Virgin100. 

Moreover, they were assigned as the Sacristans of this 
chapel by Venerable Father Anglesio101. 

The last desire was that of being officially recognized as a 
cloistered community. This desire nevertheless never material-
ized then but only after the death of Father Anglesio. This was 
caused by the circumstances around the whole issue but also by 
the consideration that the Father Superior had of them. In his 
manuscripts we read: 

 
99 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 5b. 
100 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 6b. 
101 Ibidem. 
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Well, may the Divine Providence hasten to help these privileged souls, 
and since it would be powerless to be a religious institute as they were, 
he gathered them in an appropriate house where they had a garden, a 
church or Oratory for themselves alone under a discreet rule, all within 
their reach, and under an elderly sister of the Little House. They waited 
with one heart to serve the Lord whom they already invoke as their 
Spouse. All of them were anxious to bind themselves to him with reli-
gious vows alternating each other in the race to woo him in the Most 
Blessed Sacrament, during the day and at night, along with the recita-
tion of the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary102. 

In fact between 1856 and 1881, the community was always led 
by aged and experienced sisters from the Vincentian Sisters and 
therefore there was no possibility of thinking of a perfect cloister. 
The Records in the Monastery reads: 

These good sisters were assigned as helpers of the Vincentian Sisters 
with the name of the Tertiary of Saint Vincent de Paul although they 
professed a special devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and solem-
nized the feast […] while as well having a special devotion to Blessed 
Mary Margaret Alacoque103. 

Again, Father Anglesio in his manuscripts, reports this note 
about work: «All have a certain duty to do. The blind do spinning, 
while the others in various works of the needle and some others more 
helped the Sisters in the various offices and in the infirmary of the 
Little House, so they were called Tertiary of Saint Vincent de 
Paul»104. 

Between 1875 and 1886, during the mandate of the third Su-
perior of the community, who was sister Noberta Riva,105 the Fami-
lies in the Little House grew and became strong. Among them, the 
Families of Saint Elaine and Saint Martha assisted the Vincentian 

 
102 APC, ANGLESIO, ms., fasc. 4. 
103 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 7b. 
104 APC, ANGLESIO, ms., fasc. 4. 
105 Sister Nobeta Riva, born Elisabetta Riva from Valle S. Martino (Tu-

rin). Entered the Little House on 6th May 1853 at the age of 22 years. Not 
written when she made Vestment. Died on 7th January 1878 (cf. ACSC, RSV, 
I, no. 410). 
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Sisters in the laundry and kitchen work. As these other Families 
gradually increased, there was the possibility for the Tertiary of 
Saint Vincent to obtain the state of perfect cloister. 

The actual initial of the transformation of the Tertiary as a 
cloistered monastic community took place six months after the 
death of Father Anglesio. The new sentinel of the Little House in 
the person of Father Domenico Bosso, who already knew the sit-
uation of the community, having been the ordinary confessor of 
all the sisters for several years, set off to work. 

We read in the Records of the Monastery: 

The Superior of the community who by then was assistance sister 
Umiltà106 presented herself to the Reverend Father to tell him of 
the many needs of the Community and especially made him some 
notes regarding the Holy habit. The good Father who already 
knew the whole situation, ordered her to prepare the Holy Hab-
its[…] to change the Habit, the Holy Rule and the Sisters to ob-
serve cloister107. 

It was thus that in 1881 on the feast day of Saint Mary Mar-
garet Alacoque, the first 9 sisters dressed in the new habit and 
were given the Office of the Sacred Heart. Towards the end of 
1884 the community assumed the cloister form and finally after 
various revisions,  

Most Reverend Father Bosso with Mother Marianna went to the 
Monastery, and made Sister Giochina Vincenzina read for them 
the Holy Rule in the presence of all the Professed Sisters. […] 
They ultimately presented this Rule to the Superior Sister Umiltà 
before the Blessed Sacrament on April 24th of the same year. 

 
106 The first Mother Abbess of the monastery was Mother Umiltà. Born 

Depetris Clementina, daughter of Giuseppe and Braggio Francesca in Strevi 
in 1826. Entered the Little House of Turin on 15th June 1845 in the Vincen-
tians with the name of sister Maria of the Sacred Heart, she spent herself in 
the most varied works of charity at the service of the Little House. On 12 th 
December 1886 she transferred to the new monastery (named in that time 
“Family of the Sacred Hearth of Jesus”), and took the name of Sister Umiltà. 
Died on 2nd April 1901 (cf. AMCSC, RA, no. 2147, vol. I, pp. 11-12). 

107 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 8b. 
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This Rule remained in force for 75 years up to 1961 when 
the journey of unifying the various Families of the Congregation 
had already started that brought the drawing up and welcome 
of a unique Constitution valid for all the Families of sisters be-
longing to the Little House. 

On 12th December 1886 the first Superiors of the monas-
tery were elected: the Mother Abbess in the person of sister 
Umiltà, the Vicar sister Maria Spirita108 and the Mistress, sister 
Maria of the Most Holy Trinity109. 

In conclusion, let us report a comment which is a note of 
the events that took place, that was of value for the sisters who 
in 1947 drafted the Records of the Monastery; but which is of 
value too for us today. It reads, 

If today we can enjoy the prestigious fruits of Cloistered Reli-
gious Life, we owe it definitely to the deprivation suffered, count-
less sacrifices and to the fervent and unceasing prayers of our an-
cient Sisters. 
May the good Jesus grant us to imitate the examples they left us, 
so that with them we can be granted to enjoy that joy which our 
desires should tend to. May it be so110. 

 

 
108 Sister Maria Spirita, first Vicar Sister of the monastery. Born Ab-

badin Patrizia, daughter of Varetto Vincenzo and Ganzi Lucia in 1855 in Co-
leretto Castelnuovo. Entered the monastery on 17th October 1874, Vestment 
on 20th October 1975, Religious Profession 23rd October 1876, died on 12th 
October 1924.  

109 Sister Maria of the Most Holy Trinity, born Franco Giulia daugh-
ter of Vincenzo and Donneo Felicita in Saint Damiano d’Asti in 1841. En-
tered the monastery on 30th December 1862, Vestment on 23rd October 1863, 
Religious Profession on 5th November 1864, died on 16th January 1900. (cf. 
AMCSC, RA, vol. I, pp. 31-32). 

110 AMCSC, Cronaca, vol. I, p. 9b-10. 
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Wangari MAATHAI, 

Unbowed: A memoir,  
Alfred A. Knopf, New York 2006, 326 pp. 

Solo il vento mi piegherà. La mia vita, la mia lotta , 
Sperling & Kupfer, Milano 2007, 416 pp. 

Thanks to the education imparted 
on me by the Sisters, I grew up 
thinking that the society is intrin-
sically good and that people gener-
ally act for the best. I believe that 
being oriented towards trusting 
others and cultivating a positive at-
titude towards life and human be-
ings, is absolutely healthy not only 
for their own serenity, but also for 
promoting change in society 
(p. 88)111. 

Thus writes Wangari Maathai in her book, Unbowed. A mem-
oir. highlighting the philosophy of life that supported her in the 
important choices, in difficult moments and in her great battles. 

 
111 Page number quotes are referred to the Italian version. 

https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sperling_%26_Kupfer
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milano
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The Sisters were those of Consolata of Saint Cecilia Col-
lege of Mathari - attended from 1951-1956 - which Wangari 
remembered with affection and which she said:  

they educated and encouraged us. One of them, Sister Germana, 
came from Milan. She was elegant, tall and very loving. I was 
particularly intrigued by the motivations that had pushed her to 
make that choice and by the dedication she showed. Why had 
she come down here? I was fascinated by the fact that these 
women, despite their young age and beauty, had decided to sac-
rifice the idea of a family and a more comfortable life, and had 
entrusted their life to God, to help out strangers in a remote 
part of the world (p. 72-73). 

Wangari was born in 1940 in the village of Ihithe on the 
slopes of the Aberdare, 15km from Nyeri. The father was a po-
lygamist with four wives, though he belonged to the Indipend-
ent African Church and knew how to read and write. From the 
age of 3-7 years, Wangari lived on the farm of an English Set-
tler in Nakuru, where her father worked as a driver in the plan-
tations. Here she had the opportunity to see racial segregation 
of life, of almost slaves of those who worked there, and the total 
disinterest of the settlers for their education. Since Wangari 
was intelligent and very talented, she got the truly exceptional 
luck for that time, to attend the elementary school as did a boy 
child.  

While attending the boarding school, she became a cath-
olic and, since she brilliantly passed all the exams at school, in 
1956 she was accepted at the prestigious school of Loreto Col-
lege in Limuru, run by the Irish sisters. Meanwhile she was 
able to closely see the sufferings and conflicts during the period 
of the struggle for Independence, led by the MauMau.  

Wangari dreamt of going to the university and was en-
couraged to apply sciences, in particular the study of biology. 

In 1959 she obtained her bachelor’s degree and in 1960 
obtained a scholarship from “Student Airlifts Program” estab-
lished by Tom Mboya (later persecuted by the authoritarian 
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regime of President Daniel Arap Moi) in collaboration with Af-
rican-American Foundation, which allowed Kenyan students 
to complete their studies at American Universities. 

The year 1963 marked two indelible events in Wangari’s 
memory: the longed independence of Kenya on 12th December a 
few days after the assassination of beloved President John Kennedy 
on 22nd November. In 1966, after more than 5 years of stay in the 
United States, she returned to Kenya where an employment of zo-
ology assistance at the University of Nairobi awaited her, but also 
her first disappointment. When she showed up at the university, 
she found out that she had been robbed of her place. She said: «The 
professor, practicing ethnic and sexual discrimination, denied me 
the job» (p. 129). However, she never gave up and continued to 
seek for a job. She succeeded to become the assistant to a German 
professor of veterinary anatomy; and later worked to obtain her 
doctorate. She spent 20 months in Germany after which she re-
turned to Kenya and resumed teaching at the University. 

Wangari married in a catholic rite and Kikuyu ceremony 
with a political entrepreneur, Mwangi Mathai with whom she had 
three children. In 1971, she was the first woman from East and 
Central Africa to achieve a PhD and found herself involved in var-
ious associations such as the Red Cross. She joined her husband 
who run for Parliament but she was abandoned by him in 1977 
because, she said: «I was too educated, too strong, too stubborn, 
too difficult to be controlled and I was too successful» (p. 186). 

She was forbidden to use her husband’s surname, which for 
her was a very great blow. She nevertheless decided to add an “a” 
to the surname so that it would be WANGARI MAATHAI. She also 
experienced jail for calling a judge a “briber”. She experienced envy 
and abuse such as the dismissal from the University after 16 years 
of teaching.  

After this other hard blow she commented: «Everyone who 
has achieved results has been knocked down along the road many 
times. But at the end they got up and kept fighting and this is ex-
actly what I have always tried to do as well» (p. 209). 
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In 1974 she became aware of the environmental degrada-
tion that existed in Africa. The following year participating – as 
a member of the National Congress of Kenyan Women at the 
United Nations Conference on women – she decided to commit 
herself with water and energy. On the 5th of June, in the occasion 
of the celebrations for the World Environmental Day she said: 
«Let us plant seven trees in honour of seven ancestors of differ-
ent ethnic groups. It was the first green belt. In the months of 
August and September the second Green Belt was made at 
Naivasha on a farm owned by 800 women» (p. 168). In the fol-
lowing months the initiative of planting trees spread: 

we gave a small contribution to women, 4 cents of a dollar for 
each tree planted. This gave a strong motivation to these poor 
people who, despite working tirelessly (they took care of crops, 
livestock, transport of wood and water, cooked and cared for chil-
dren), had no chance to find a job with salary. With the progres-
sive increase of the efforts of women and communities, trees came 
to be planted in rows of at least a thousand to form a Green Belt 
which restored the beautiful mantle of the earth (pp.174-175).  

So, in the years 1978-1982 the name Green Belt Movement 
was born, of which even Nelson Mandela said:  

Wangari Maathai and her Green Belt Movement demonstrate 
how strong the link is between the sustainable management of 
the rich African natural heritage and democracy, good govern-
ance and peace. These are the tools to give Africa a new light112.  

She received international recognition, but also had to face 
harsh struggles: some periods of imprisonment and risk for her 
life. She was threatened with death, she was arrested on charges 
of «premeditated spreading of biased news, sedition and 

 
112 S. BOTTIGNOLE, Una cintura da Nobel, in P. MOIOLA – A. LANO 

(curated by), Donne per un altro mondo. Storie di protagoniste femminili in Africa, 
Mondo islamico, Balcani e Caucaso, Asia, America Latina, Nazioni Unite, Il Segno 
dei Gabrielli editori, S. Pietro in Cariano (VR) 2008, p. 134. 
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treason». Fortunately, the international interventions like that 
of Edward Kennedy helped drop the charges. Wangari partici-
pated in the struggle for mothers: Release the political prisoners. 
Later she went to the Rift Valley where ethnic clashes were tak-
ing place and made the women to plant “Trees of Peace”.  

In 2004, she received the Nobel Prize. 

Those who testify the environmental degradation and the suffer-
ings that derive from it cannot afford to linger and be pleased 
with the results obtained. We persist in our restlessness. If we 
truly take on this heavy burden, we can do nothing but act. We 
cannot get tired or give in. For the present and future genera-
tions of all species, we must stand up and walk113.  

This is the hopeful project of Wangari Maathai, who died 
of cancer in Nairobi Hospital on 25th September 2011. Her body 
was placed in a bamboo and hyacinth fiber coffin to comply with 
her request to her family, not to cut down a tree to make her a 
coffin. On the day of her burial a tree was planted by her children 
and grandchildren at Uhuru Park, in the presence of hundreds 
of people. 

 
 

 
113 Ibidem. 





 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

RUBRICS 

COTTOLENGO MONASTIC NOTEBOOKS 

Deepening study 

The idea was born of a series of Notebooks that not only make 
the research material offered to the chapter members by our 
Family Assembly accessible to all the Sisters but also serve as a 
place of common reflection […] a real research laboratory, and 
a useful tool for the spiritual growth of our Family. 

Acts of the XI General Chapter, 107 

Studies, research, and the deepening study of monastic and Cot-
tolengo themes will be developed as a community, as Contem-
plative Family either by individual sister in the context of stud-
ies or as a personal interest. 

Time for creation 

An integral ecology includes taking time to recover a serene har-
mony with creation, reflecting on our lifestyle and our ideals, and 
contemplating the Creator who lives among us and surrounds us, 
whose presence “must not be contrived but found, uncovered 
(LS 225). 

Biblical, theological, and spiritual articles on Our Common 
Home, its care and custody, with particular attention to the mo-
nastic dimension, will be contained in the Notebooks too. 

Sacred History 

Recounting our history is essential for preserving our identity, 
for strengthening our unity as a family and our common sense of 
belonging. […] To tell our story is to praise God and to thank 
him for all his gifts. 

FRANCIS, Apostolic Letter To All Consecrated People 
(21 November 2014), no.1 



 
 

 

A “Family album”, in which we shall tell and share the history 
of our monasteries, the lives of sisters who were particularly sig-
nificant for the community, which the written and oral tradition 
has passed on to us will also be included. 

Spacing 

On the first free day of the week, there is a long walk of about 
four hours (“spaciamentum”), during which we can talk freely, 
which allows us to know each other better and to support each 
other. […] The purpose […] is to maintain « brotherly union 
and also the spiritual progress of our souls»  

Carthusians Statutes, Chapter 22 

It is a space open to each and everyone for the sharing of read-
ings, films, spiritual experiences, etc., and everything that can 
create communion and relaxation, elevating the mind and heart. 

 

The contributions of all the sisters will make this Series of pub-
lications beautiful and Family-friendly. 

For suggestions or recommendations, to collaborate on articles, 
or to receive the Cottolengo Monastic Notebooks in paper form 
or pdf version, in Italian or English, you can write to: 

quadernimonastici@gmail.com 

 
The Notebooks are available on-line on the website of Sisters 
of Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo: www.suorecottolengo.org. 

 

mailto:quadernimonastici@gmail.com


 
 

 
Judith, a wise and daring woman, forged her heart in as-

siduous prayer, mortification, fasting and spiritual combat (cf. 
Jdt 8:4-8). She can rightly be taken as a model and figure of the 
nun. As Chrysostom wrote about the hermit communities of the 
Egyptian desert: 

For the war against the devil and his powers is common to the 
women and to the men, and in no respect doth the delicacy of 
their nature become an impediment in such conflicts, for not by 
bodily constitution, but by mental choice, are these struggles de-
cided. Wherefore women in many cases have actually been more 
forward in the contest than men, and have set up more brilliant 
trophies. 

John CHRYSOSTOM, Hom. in Matthæum 8,4 su Mt 2,11-15; PG 57,87 

Judith is distinguished by the integrity of life regulated by 
the liturgy, by the wise and detached use of riches, by her pene-
trating and humble gaze on God and on the present time. Vol-
untarily placing herself in a singular and marginal dwelling – a 
tent built on the terrace of her house – recalls the 

precariousness of life and the ephemerality of 
transient goods, while not denying she does 

not renounce the solidity of the structure 
of the building in which the tent is 
mounted.  

Judith’s tent is an ideal place of 

formation of conscience, in which we can know ourselves, God, 
the society in which we live in order to read them with ever 
greater acumen and to be able to intelligently make available to 
God and our brothers and sisters our qualities as Cottolengo 
Nuns. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

And now, shouldest thou come 

unto the desert of Egypt,  

thou wilt see this desert  

become better than any paradise, 

and ten thousand 

choirs of angels in human forms, 

and nations of martyrs,  

and companies of virgins,  

and all the devil's tyranny put down, 

while Christ's kingdom shines forth 

in its brightness. […] 

Heaven is not so glorious with  

the varied choir of the stars,  

as the wilderness of Egypt, 

exhibiting to us all around  

the tents of the monks. 

John Chrysostom 
Hom. in Matthæum 8,4 

on Mt 2:11-15; PG 57,87 
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