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The Gospel is a celebration! (Jn 2:1-11) 
Lectio divina, 16 January 
Paolo De Martino, deacon 

Archdiocese of Turin 
 

 

 

Last year’s Strenna, dedicated to hope, helped us to recognise in 

Christ the light that illuminates our present and allows us to see God’s 

work in our lives. 

This year, the Rector Major proposes faith to us, not only as the next 

step after hope, but as the foundation on which hope rests. If hope 

springs from faith, then a life truly filled with hope leads us to a more 

authentic and profound relationship with Jesus, the Son of God made 

man, who continues to be with us through the Spirit. 

It will be a common journey of faith for the whole Salesian Family, an 

invitation to renew ourselves together and to bear witness to our 

being Christians (and Salesians) in the world. We are called to live our 

faith as a living relationship, just as our charism teaches us. 

Let us allow ourselves to be guided in this new year by the words of 

Mary in John’s Gospel, found at the beginning of the Gospel 

narrative. 

 

Wedding 

Only the Gospel of John recounts the events at Cana, the first sign 

with which Jesus manifests his glory. An unusual sign, to tell the truth. 

Not a healing, not an exorcism, but six hundred litres of wine 

provided for a wedding banquet. A useless sign, one might say. 

Slaves and lepers cried out in despair, and here is Jesus beginning 

not with them but with a wedding feast. There must be something 

very important underlying this: it is the new face of God, a God who 

comes as a feast.  
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John places the story of the wedding at Cana on the sixth day of the 

mysterious ‘week’ of Jesus’ manifestation: 'the next day... the next 

day... the next day... three days later.’ Here we are at the sixth day, the 

day of the wedding of the Lamb. It is the new covenant, the new and 

eternal covenant. 

There is a great feast in a house in Cana of Galilee. The doors are 

open, as is customary. The courtyard is filled with people, and there 

never seem to be enough guests for the young couple’s desire to 

share the feast on that night of lit torches, singing and dancing. The 

Gospel of Cana captures Jesus in the festive atmosphere of a 

wedding feast, among the people, singing, laughing, dancing, eating 

and drinking, far from our false asceticism.  

God is found at the table, not in the desert, not on Sinai, not on 

Mount Zion. God allies himself with the joy of his creatures, with the 

vital and simple pleasure of living and loving. He believes in love, 

blesses it, supports it. He believes in it to the point of making it the 

original and privileged place of his evangelisation. Jesus begins to 

recount faith as one would recount a love story, a story that is always 

hungry for eternity and the absolute. 

 

Feast 

The Kingdom of God is a beautiful, successful wedding feast. Think 

of the best party you have ever been to. A beautiful party because it 

is made up of beautiful people who love each other and rejoice in 

the joy of others. This, says Jesus, is what the presence of God is like. 

The encounter with God is a feast, joy, dancing, smiles, indescribable 

beauty. As overwhelming as falling in love, as real as the desire to 

give oneself and live together, as fruitful as a bridal chamber. What 

wonderful news! 

However, there is also a dark view of faith and God which replaces 

joy with duty, which slips into the obligation of precept, which winks 

at guilt and makes sin the yardstick for judging life. For too long we 
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have been convinced that God did not like celebrations, that he 

preferred serious faces, silent rooms, lives without dancing or colour. 

Thus, Christianity found itself burdened with a sort of ‘baptism of 

sadness’, as if faith were afraid of joy. When we are in pain God 

accompanies us but he does not bring pain. He blesses life, enjoys 

the joy of human beings, approves of it, appreciates it, and cares for 

it. 

This is how the experience of Israel, the bride, had been reduced to. 

This is how we have often reduced the Church, the bride. 

That is why John begins the first of his seven signs with a wedding. 

The Gospel calls this the ‘first of his signs’, the progenitor of them all: 

if we understand Cana, we understand much of the Gospel.  

 

Strange things 

What John presents us with is a wedding that is anything but normal. 

The bride? Seems to have disappeared. The groom? He stands there 

in the background, brought in only to receive the sommelier’s 

compliments for a matter that, in theory, does not concern him in the 

least and to which he has not contributed in any way. 

And then there is that poignant detail: Jesus addressing his mother 

without even naming her, the same woman who appears only here 

and at the foot of the cross in the Gospel. A subtle presence, almost 

a shadow. And as if that were not enough, there they are: huge 100-

litre stone jars for purification, not in the solemn setting of the Temple 

where they belonged, but in a house of celebration. A scene that 

defies logic, a deliberate discord. 

Everything, absolutely everything, seems to be there to make us 

realise that John is playing a game. He does not tell, he hints. He does 

not explain, he invites us to search. And so, if John is playing hide and 

seek... perhaps it is time for us to play too. 
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Sadness 

The point that changes the direction of the story is the wine that runs 

out. Wine in the Bible is a symbol of love. The banquet that has gone 

wrong metaphorically recounts the crisis in the love between God 

and humanity, a relationship that is wearily running out, like the wine 

in the jars. 

The marriage between Israel and its God is languishing, like those 

jars: frozen and imperfect (there are six jars: seven - the number of 

perfection - minus one): Israel’s religiosity is tired and watered down, 

no longer bringing joy, no longer a celebration. The people of Israel 

live a faith very similar to our contemporary religiosity, tired and 

distracted, overwhelmed by contradictions and everyday life.  

The water in these jars was used for purification. It is the old rituals, 

the old habits, the old customs that taste like stale water. No 

celebration can be held with this water. Routine, everyday life, if we 

are not aware of it, flattens everything, even feelings, even love. If 

there is no greater impetus, if there is no desire for something more, 

to escape from monotony, from the repetitiveness of things, then we 

slowly die.  

We die slowly but surely every day when we give up doing something 

new, something different. Every day, when I get up, I have to decide 

whether to live or whether, slowly but surely, to die. 

Many think of faith as the saddest of funerals. Many Christians are 

stuck on Good Friday. The vast majority of Christians think of faith as 

a recipe book of behaviours to be followed in order to get lots of nice 

stamps on their card and earn a place in heaven, but if Christianity 

were only that, it would be devastatingly sad! 

 

Wine 

Mary also participates in the feast, conversing, eating, laughing, 

enjoying the wine, dancing, but at the same time observing what is 

happening around her. Her attentive and discreet observation allows 
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her to see what no one else sees, namely that the wine has run out, 

the turning point of the story. Mary lives attentively what is 

happening around her, with that 'Attention ... the same thing as 

prayer' (S. Weil). 

Mary at the wedding at Cana is the Help of Christians par excellence. 

Her discreet, attentive figure notices with her feminine intuition that 

the wine has run out and invites Jesus to intervene. 

Mary’s gaze anticipates the need; she does not wait for the bride and 

groom to ask for help. We must refer to this gaze and this readiness 

in our Salesian houses, so that we can share in the needs of young 

people without waiting for their requests. “They have no wine.” She 

does not say “the wine has run out” but that the bride and groom, 

the young couple, “have no wine.” Their celebration is about to end.  

It is not bread that is lacking, not the necessities of life, but wine, 

which is not indispensable but a useless extra, except at a feast or for 

the quality of life. “They have no wine”  is an experience we have all 

had when we are assailed by a thousand doubts, and love is joyless, 

homes are without celebration, and faith is without enthusiasm. 

Society, the Church, and the Salesian Family may be lacking wine 

because we are living in difficult times, where humanity is at a historic 

turning point. Love, which is what makes life worth living, is lacking. 

For reasons that are sometimes obscure and mysterious, our capacity 

to love withers, and everything falls into indistinctness, nonsense, and 

absurdity. 

Joy then turns into sadness, relationships break down, loves end, 

ideals dissolve and everything becomes grey and monotonous. We 

feel empty, like empty stone amphorae or jars, we no longer expect 

anything, we carry on as best we can... until the next illusion. 

 

Just do it 

Mary discreetly sees that there is no more joy in our lives. And she 

intervenes. Mary, at Cana, does not give up. She sees the emptiness, 
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the lack, the party that is about to end... yet she feels within her a 

secret law of hope: everything can change direction. The small can 

become great, the fragile can become strong, water can surprisingly 

become wine. 

With Mary, every believer learns that history is never closed, that even 

when it seems to be over, we can start again, that in our hands there 

is only water, yes... but in God’s hands it can become a celebration. 

Jesus hears her request and responds harshly (apparently): “Woman, 

what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.” 

What a rude response! No, Mary understands perfectly well what her 

son is saying. Jesus is saying to his mother, “I am a complete stranger, 

the carpenter of Nazareth, your son. If I intervene now, mother, I will 

be separated from you forever.”  

Mary accepts and says to the servants, and to us, “Do whatever he 

tells you.”  In John’s Gospel, these are Mary’s first and last words, the 

first and last addressed to us humans. Mary spoke to the angels, to 

Elizabeth, to her son, but this is her testament to humankind. 

In the opening words of John’s Gospel, there is already a spiritual 

testament. In these five sparse words, shining like diamonds set in a 

ring, there is the meaning of a Gospel woven with mercy.  

"Do whatever he tells you.” This is what we must bring that is specific 

and decisive to the feast of life: the presence of God, the experience 

of Christ.  

As the Salesian Family, we are called to work not as critics of the sad 

human condition, not as “experts” who claim to have a list of 

solutions, but simply as children loved to the point of madness! 

Mary disappears in John’s Gospel, only to reappear once more, alone, 

a woman beneath the cross, to become a mother again but this time 

to all the disciples. 

”Do whatever he tells you.” The feminine capable of uniting words 

and deeds! Mary seems to say: Do his Gospel! Not only listen to it, 
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but just do it, make it gesture and body, blood and flesh, and the 

empty jars of the heart will be filled, and life will be transformed from 

empty to full, from lifeless to blossoming. 

 

Fill them up 

What will her son have to say to me that is so necessary for my 

happiness? “Fill the jars with water.” 

The faithful servants, central figures in the story, are those who 

uphold the marriage between Israel and God, those who - with effort 

and without understanding - obey, persevere, and do not give up. 

They do not yet know it but their gesture will bear fruit and revive the 

feast. 

“Do whatever he tells you.” Mary had said it like that, simply and 

clearly. And those servants really believed her. They did not do 

something logical, but something absurd: they filled the jars with six 

hundred litres of water as if it were the most natural thing in the 

world.  

Sometimes life works like this: there comes a time when 

understanding is not enough; you have to trust, indeed entrust 

yourself to someone you recognise as authentic, clear, wise, and 

when you meet them you feel that you can let yourself be guided, 

even if what they ask of you seems strange, excessive, 

incomprehensible. That is precisely where the miracle is born: in 

taking the step that reason does not understand but the heart does. 

When we continue to believe, to belong to the Church, to the 

Salesian Family despite its obvious limitations, when we do not give 

up in our sad suburbs and gather to pray, to talk about Christ, to 

proclaim the Word, we are filling the jars. It may seem strange, but 

our fidelity is necessary for the miracle of new wine!  

“Fill the jars with water.” Is that all? Yes, that’s all, but it’s enough for 

the miracle to happen. For my happiness, so that celebration can be 

renewed in my life, so that love can flow through my veins again and 
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make my life a celebration, I am simply asked to live fully, to fill my 

stony existence, empty as a tomb, with life.  

It does not matter whether my life is as big as a barrel or as small as 

a thimble. Everyone has the life they have (and not the life they 

deserve!), the important thing is to live it, without giving pieces of 

oneself to others and without being imprisoned by useless feelings 

of guilt. Life does not wait: we must take it by the hand and go. 

The wedding at Cana tells us that human love is the privileged place 

of evangelisation, a place of miracles. At the centre of faith is the 

same thing that is at the centre of human life: love.  

God asks us to fill our existence with the simplest and most 

commonplace thing there is: water, or rather, daily life, made up of 

simple things and sometimes strikingly prosaic, and he asks us to 

present it to him so that he can transform it into something great, 

precious, capable of withstanding even the impact of death.  

The path to holiness dwells in the seeming insignificance of our daily 

lives. It is ordinary time, not festive time that is the decisive place for 

choices. The holiness to which the family of Nazareth calls us is that 

of ordinary life. There is a spirituality of nappies, a mysticism of the 

iron, a theology of the market. 

At Cana we celebrate the union between our abysmal poverty and 

his infinite wealth, between our sin and his mercy, between our 

nothingness and his life-giving embrace. The wine that gives joy, that 

makes a feast, springs from the encounter between our wounded 

history and his merciful love, like the rainbow which springs from the 

encounter between the sun and tiny drops of water left over from a 

storm. 

How wonderful to know that God does not change our lives, but 

transforms them. It is water that is transformed into wine. God needs 

something that is already given, something that has come before, in 

order to accomplish his work. That is why he will use my humanity, 
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which is filthy to me but precious to him, so much so that it is the 

object of a miracle. 

Everyone seeks us out for what we have, but those who truly love us 

look elsewhere: they see the emptiness, the cracks, the shortcomings. 

True love is taking the other’s shortcomings to heart, because in 

those shortcomings lie the best and worst of life. Our shortcomings 

are the primary cause of our sins, but they are also the turning points 

of the great saints.  

 

Finding the missing wine does not serve to fill a void but to change 

its substance. Jesus does not create wine out of nothing, but changes 

water into wine, that is, he takes what is there and, starting from this, 

brings about a radical change. What until yesterday made you sin can 

begin to be the strong point of your holiness. Absurd! But this is the 

miracle: the Lord is the only one who can take my lack seriously and 

transform it into sanctification. 

 

Joy 

Six hundred litres of wine are a symbol of abundance, of the excess 

of God’s love for his people. He does not love us because we are 

beautiful, talented or good; he does not celebrate the wedding with 

his people as a reward for our fidelity and perseverance. If it were for 

our merits, he would have already run away a thousand kilometres 

away. He loves us because he is our Father and we are his children. 

He loves us. Period. 

This is what faith is, friends: a wedding where wine never runs out, an 

encounter that always give rise to joy and passion.  

The God I believe in is the God of Jesus, the God of the wedding at 

Cana; the God of celebration and joyful, dancing love. I believe in a 

God who is happy with my happiness, who is on the side of the best 

wine, of the scent of precious nard. A spousal bond unites God and 

us, not a judicial or penitential relationship. 
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Beginning 

As at Cana, so does this year of the Salesian Family begin with 

simplicity and wonder. Whatever happens, this year is the year in 

which we want to give the Lord our imperfect fidelity, our petrified 

lives, to see them transformed into the new wine of the Kingdom. 

The challenge of Christianity in this third millennium is to stop living 

a faith nailed to pain and learn to breathe the faith that rises again. 

A faith that does not ignore wounds but passes through them and 

transforms them. Christian joy is not carefree: it is redeemed sadness, 

light that comes from what seemed to be over. It is entering the 

wedding banquet right now, here, with its beautiful days and its bad 

days, knowing that this celebration continues and awaits us in the 

eternal heart of God. 

I believe because I have encountered nothing more beautiful in my 

life than the Lord Jesus and, to date, nothing has ever given me such 

lasting and authentic joy. But, as we know, love sets us free. Freedom 

is another name for love: no one can force a person to love you back, 

no one can force a person to accept and return the love you give 

them. 

God, the great lover, sets himself a limit by respecting human 

freedom; he does not violate our privacy. His presence is discreet, his 

invitation struggles to be heard amid the noise of our cities. 

 

Youth 

Mary is the woman of new wine, for us an ever-living sign of youth. 

Young people have an intuition for what is worn out and the courage 

to ask for true rebirth, the kind that comes only from radical changes, 

not from invisible restorations made out of habit.  

We ask her to tear us away from easy satisfactions. We ask her to 

protect us from false securities, from the weariness of repeated 

gestures, from the idolatrous use of tradition, from “it has always 

been done this way.” 
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And we thank her, because with that simple invitation – “Do whatever 

he tells you” - she has given us the hidden secret of youth. 

May every day be a Cana of Galilee for us, where we can see that our  

sometimes cold, hard and cracked lives are the object of care and 

transformation by the God who loves feasting and wine, and who 

makes our sad days a “court of miracles”, in the certainty that the 

wedding with which he has united us to him, will never end. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

1. LOOK  

- Are we able to see and value the personal gifts of each person, in 

our families, at work and in the people we meet along the way? 

- Do we dedicate moments of community time to listening, observing 

and discussing the poverty we encounter? 

 

2. LISTEN 

- Are we aware of the importance of pausing to meditate and pray 

before making decisions or taking action? 

- Are we aware that in encountering the poor we also encounter the 

Lord who invites us to serve them with even deeper love? 

 

3. CHOOSE  

- Does our experience of faith reflect a peaceful, free bond, entrusted 

with confidence into God’s hands? 

- Do we question the reasons behind our choices, verifying that they 

are rooted in the Word and not in our ego? 

 

4. ACT  

- When faced with daily challenges, do we take action responsibly 

and according to our abilities, or do we wait for others — or God — 

to solve them for us? 

- Are we truly putting young people at the centre of our service, or 

are we involving them in order to further our own projects and 

interests? 
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The apostolic faith of saint Maria Troncatti  
Sr Francesca Caggiano, FMA 

 

 

MARIA TRONCATTI: THE SAINT WHO ‘SAW GOD’  

AND SERVED HIM WITH JOY 
SALESIAN HOLINESS IN THE DYNAMIC OF FAITH, FREEDOM AND SERVICE 

 

 
A life of apostolate illuminated by faith 

 

The life of Saint Maria Troncatti (1883-1969), Daughter of Mary 

Help of Christians, originally from Brescia, missionary in Ecuador from 

1922 to 1969 among the Shuar and settlers of the Amazonian East, was 

the life a believer who devoted herself entirely to the evangelising and 

educational mission of the Salesian charism, bringing the ‘good wine’ of 

faith to that frontier land of the eastern Amazon through education and 

care for bodies and souls. Having completed a course as a Red Cross nurse 

in Varazze during the First World War, she was sent on mission in 1922 

by Mother Caterina Daghero and became ‘the doctor’ of the villages, 

which she evangelised with her motherhood and unconditional service. 

Her selfless dedication (they called her la madrecita buena) won the 

hearts of the two ethnic groups in the area who were at odds with each 

other over different notions of land. Her self-sacrifice, rooted in faith, 

allowed her to speak of dignity, Christian life, brotherhood, forgiveness, 

and the new wine of the Gospel in those places where everything was 

lacking: Jesus, the Virgin Mary, servants, empty amphorae, water... ‒ due 

to revenge, witchcraft, the killing of malformed or unwanted children, the 

mistreatment of women, particularly among the Shuar; moreover, the 

opposition between the ‘headhunters’ (neither the Incas nor the Spanish 

had managed to conquer them because of their belligerence!) and the 

white settlers was the order of the day. 

After a life of total self-giving, of daily physical and spiritual care, of 

promoting the dignity of the indigenous people, at a time of renewed and 

particularly strong revenge between the two peoples whom she 

considered, without any difference, ‘her children’, she offered herself as 

a victim for their reconciliation. A few days later, she died in a plane crash 

on 25 August 1969. On the day of her funeral, a large rainbow appeared 
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in the sky, as if to indicate and confirm that her offering had been 

accepted. The two peoples, knowing of her offering, understood that the 

sacrifice of their madrecita buena was the new force of a renewed 

brotherhood and mutual understanding. 

 

From ‘Do whatever he tells you’ to ‘Vamos’ 
 

Hers was a life that can undoubtedly be read in the light of this year’s 

Strenna: ‘Do whatever he tells you. Believers, free to serve’. A life that 

unfolded in the dynamic that emerges from this first sign of Jesus: faith, 

freedom and service.   

We can compare our Saint to the Virgin Mary: like her, she is not 

indifferent to the lack of the wine of life and respect for human dignity, 

and like her, she asks Jesus, with her firm faith and ceaseless prayer, to 

intervene while she herself takes action. We see her as a faithful and happy 

servant who listens to Mary’s command to the servants: ‘Do whatever he 

tells you’ and freely and confidently presents to Jesus the empty jars of 

the difficult mission, sure that he will perform the miracle of lasting peace 

and a reinvigoration of Christian life. We glimpse her, rooted in faith, 

present on that ‘third day’ of the wedding mentioned in John's Gospel, 

that is, within the story where Jesus—with whom she had an all-

encompassing relationship—when ‘his hour’ came, showed himself to be 

the living and working Son of God. And again, in imitation of Our Lady, 

Sister Maria becomes a ‘servant of the Kingdom’ whose good wine had 

to be a generous gift because it was not for herself, but a gift to be 

distributed to the last drop, in her work and prayer for her ‘fellow 

travellers’. 

Ms Juana Persida Villarreal Jaramillo De Merino claimed to have 

heard Sister Maria communicate with the indigenous people as follows:  
 

‘Come, come, I am here.’ And handing them a small image of Mary Help of 

Christians, she said: ‘I will treat you with remedies, but the real cure will come 

from Mary Help of Christians. Here is the prayer. Pray it every day.’1  

 

Sister Felicia Puppione Martinengo also attested to what Sister Maria 

said a ans ‘abuelita buena’: 
 

 
1 CONGREGATIO DE CAUSIS SANCTORUM, VIC. APOST. MENDEZEN, Beatificationis et Canonizationis Venerabilis 

Servae Dei Mariae Troncatti Sororis Professae Instituti Filiarum Mariae Auxiliatricis (1883-1969). Positio super 

vita, virtutibus et fama sanctitatis, Roma 1997, Summarium Testium 64.  
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‘I can no longer walk through the jungle... In that case, I send my poor “Hail 

Marys” to the Shuaras, so that the Virgin may give them the strength to live 

Christian lives.’2 

 

The roots of her faith in the living Christ 
 

History, as the text of the Strenna states, was for her the treasure chest 

revealing God’s action, calling her, ‘showing himself,’ speaking to her, 

asking her for obedience, urging her to an ever more conscious and 

trusting adherence, leading her to generous service as a ‘believer’. From 

childhood, she felt that ‘God was at work and was close by.’ A 

paradigmatic episode allows us to grasp, at least in part, the immeasurable 

grace of her relationship with God, whom she experienced as a living 

presence, working with her, for her and in her. Baptised the day after her 

birth, on 17 February 1883, and confirmed three years later, she was able 

to receive her First Communion while still in her first year of primary 

school. That encounter marked a decisive stage in her spiritual life. Her 

sister Catterina stated that she could receive Communion three times a 

week and she received it when she was allowed to. But she was present at 

the Eucharist every day.3 Around the age of ten, while carrying water to 

the hut to make polenta, a cloud suddenly descended and she lost sight of 

her goats. Maria tried to find the flock but, disoriented, she got lost. All 

her family members went out to look for her because they knew the 

dangers of the night and her fearful nature. They found her at dawn, asleep 

near a bush. When her father woke her up, she smiled serenely.4. ‘Were 

you afraid?’ ‘No. I had the grace of my Sunday Communion. And I wasn’t 

afraid: the Lord protected me. When I realised I was lost and couldn’t see 

anything, I lay down here; I said my prayers and asked my Guardian 

Angel to look for the goats.’5 

This experience reveals that Jesus in the Eucharist was not far away, 

but alive in her, as a source of protection and comfort. Pausing in prayer, 

with Communion in our hearts, before that bush – like Moses who, while 

tending Jethro’s flock, perceived the presence of God in the bush that 

burned without being consumed – allows us to understand how, for Maria 

too, that place was a ‘theophany’, a sacred space of revelation of the 

living, active God who kept her company. Who knows how many times, 
 

2 Ibid., Summarium Testium 331-332. 
3 Cf. ibid., Informatio 18. 
4 Cf. ibid., Informatio 19-20. 
5 Ibid., Informatio p . 20. 
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as an adult, in the solitude of the forest, under the starry sky, amid the 

disturbing cries of birds breaking the deep silence and the hissing of 

snakes, Maria felt in her heart the living presence of Jesus who watched 

over her. Regarding this tangible presence of God ‘whom she felt close 

by’ and the constant help of the Virgin Mary, in another sworn statement, 

Sister Domenica Barale affirmed: 
 

The first years of the mission were spent with young people from the oratory 

who had no interest in education, accustomed only to working in the fields, 

without any culture, incapable even of conversation; and everything was 

reduced to a yes or no, and they showed signs of not understanding. ‘The grace 

of God began to work in me and in them... I felt a great strength coming from 

God; I felt him close to me and I felt Our Lady helping me in everything.’6 

 

At the beginning of her spiritual life, God was present and made his 

presence felt. From an early age, Maria had a strong awareness of God. 

 

Faith in the living Christ and his mediations 
 

Spiritual theology enlightens us by stating that, in order to grow in 

faith, prayer and meditation are of fundamental importance, as they 

generate a progressive communion with Jesus and lead to an ever greater 

understanding of the divine mysteries and the mind of Christ. The liturgy 

and the sacraments also constitute the mediation through which the Lord 

reveals himself and speaks to the depths of the human heart. In addition 

to prayer, however, there are other mediations through which man can 

understand the Will of God, the ‘Do whatever he tells you’. Given that 

Jesus is the Mediator par excellence, God’s will reaches human beings 

through various channels: Sacred Scripture, the Church, society, events, 

people and spiritual direction.7 

During those years of Maria’s childhood, God’s Will manifested 

itself through the providential mediation of the Salesian Bulletin, used as 

supplementary reading material by her teacher Buila, and as a means of 

learning about distant countries and places. Through it, she learned names 

that would become familiar to her: Don Bosco, Don Rua, Mother 

Mazzarello, the Salesians, the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, the 

missions, to bring her living Jesus to those who ‘live in the shadow of 

 
6 Ibid., Informatio 115. 
7 Cf. DI MURO Raffaele, Temi di vita spirituale. Dinamiche e componenti della santità, (Themes of Spiritual Life. 

Dynamics and Components of Holiness) Miscellanea Francescana, Rome 2020, 78-81.  
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death’ in Brazil, Patagonia, Ecuador.8 All this gave rise to her desire to 

bring the Gospel to the ends of the earth. Parish priest Mondin also helped 

her to grow in faith and knowledge of the Word of God and his Will 

through his catechetical work. At the age of 15, she was accompanied on 

her journey of faith formation by a parish priest who later died with a 

reputation for holiness, Bishop Testini, who suggested that she become a 

Daughter of Mary Help of Christians; the demanding rules required her to 

live the Gospel radically, and Maria agreed to join with the desire to 

consecrate herself to God to be wholly his.9 In fact, we read in the 

testimonies: ‘[...] she said that she was not made for the world, she feared 

she would not be saved... She dreamed of being a missionary sister among 

savages or lepers.’10 She revealed her vocation to her parents, but her 

father did not want to hear about it, so she had to wait until she came of 

age. Maria’s generous freedom and desire to serve God in Salesian 

missionary apostolic work prevailed over the dynamic of faith. She left 

for Nizza Monferrato on 15 October 1905, at the age of 22. 

The presence of Jesus, alive and active, manifested itself once again 

at a crossroads in her life as a believer, at the beginning of her religious 

life. Her arrival at the postulancy was difficult. Maria was an adult, 

accustomed to the spaciousness of her mountains in Val Camonica, and 

therefore suffered greatly from the transition from an outdoor life to a 

well-structured formation house, which included a change of clothes, 

precise schedules, and a large number of people with whom to socialise... 

It was a tremendous effort of adaptation for a poor mountain girl like her. 

A crisis began and sadness stole her smile. The sisters asked her parish 

priest to intervene, and he reminded her of her courage and her missionary 

dream. Maria invoked Mary Help of Christians and made a novena to Don 

Bosco to regain her serenity. Sister Pellegrina Damonte, who was in 

charge of the vegetable garden, had told Mother General Caterina 

Daghero about Maria Troncatti: ‘Don’t send her home because she will 

be a good missionary.’11 This simple sister, already advanced in years, 

had been an instrument of God’s plan. The prophet Joel, at the beginning 

of chapter 3, announces: ‘Your elders shall dream dreams.’ God was 

speaking and working for her through Sister Pellegrina, asking her to 

grow in faith in his Word and in his Person. She thus found comfort in the 

 
8 Cf. Positio super virtutibus, Informatio 21-22. 
9 Cf. ibid., Informatio 27. 
10 Ibid., Informatio 29. 
11 See ibid., Informatio 32-35. 
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heart of Christ and freed herself from the burden that oppressed her. Just 

like that night when she was lost, she freed herself from fear by trusting 

once again in the Jesus she held in her heart. In fact, once the crisis was 

over, she wrote to her parents:  
 

‘Let us all come together in the Heart of Jesus... who knows how to console 

everyone.’12 

 

Strengthened by faith, enlightened by the Word of God and the 

Eucharist, Maria entered the novitiate, and the kitchen nun immediately 

understood that Maria, from the very beginning of her formation, was 

‘wholly devoted’. She was appreciated for being ‘constantly in prayer’. If 

they wanted to draw graces from the Heart of Christ, they would go to 

her.13 However, her health began to falter again: persistent headaches, loss 

of appetite, insomnia, and a skin infection that disfigured her face. She 

submitted her application for her first profession, but was admitted 

‘conditionally’: the mistress told her that if her health did not return within 

a year, she would have to return home. After her profession, obedience 

assigned her to Rosignano Monferrato as a cook for a trial year. She 

contracted a serious infection in her finger and also typhoid fever. Her 

dream of consecration and mission seemed to be gradually fading away. 

She was taken to the infirmary in Nizza Monferrato and, providentially, 

Sister Maria met Father Rua who was visiting there; After praying to 

Mary Help of Christians and Don Bosco, he prophesied that she would 

have a long life and do much good. Sister Maria miraculously recovered.14 

She had scrutinised her story and seen God’s intervention in saving her 

through the prayers of the Rector Major of the Salesians. She had ‘seen’ 

and felt God close to her, her trust in him was ever more complete, and 

she was now ready to go to Varazze and give herself generously to 

Salesian life, learning the hospital practice that allowed her to heal 

people's souls by treating their physical wounds. This specialisation 

became fundamental to her mission in Ecuador. It is also evident in this 

experience that faith, freedom and service were the fundamental stages of 

her life journey. 

 
12 CIEZKOWSKA Sylwia (ed.), Lettere di suor Maria Troncatti. FMA Missionaria in Ecuador (Letters of Sister Maria 

Troncatti. FMA Missionary in Ecuador), FMA Institute, Rome 2013, 44. 
13 Cf. Positio super virtutibus, Informatio 35-37. 
14 Cf. ibid., Informatio 40-42. 
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To a young missionary, Sister Agnese Pegoraro Baggio, who had 

arrived at the poor mission in Sucúa, Sister Maria conveyed the joy and 

strength of faith. 
 

‘You see, it is not walls that make us happy, but the Lord and Mary Help of 

Christians who are with us and love us! Courage! Courage!’15  
 

Our Lady was her powerful help. She felt her close by, ready to 

understand her need and come to her aid, as at the wedding at Cana. On 

25 June 1915, there was a flood in Varazze and the water broke through 

the wall surrounding the house of the Daughters of Mary Help of 

Christians, turning the courtyard into a stormy sea. Sister Maria and the 

sister she was with at the time, Sister Chiara, were about to drown. At that 

moment, Sister Maria remembered that she was to be a missionary and 

promised Our Lady that if she saved her, and if she saved her younger 

brother Giacomino who was at the front, she would become a missionary. 

Sister Maria had water up to her neck when she felt herself being thrown 

against the wall and her hands touched a wooden shutter. She climbed up 

and was saved.16 Our Lady had truly made herself present, alive, and had 

helped her. Strengthened in her faith, she made up her mind: she wrote 

her missionary application with great freedom and gratitude, ready to 

leave to serve the Kingdom.  
 

‘The name of Mary Help of Christians was always on her lips. But in 

recounting the events of Varazze [...] I can assure you that during that story, the 

name of Mary Help of Christians had a different flavour! You had to hear her: 

she gave it such an expression that it was moving.’17 
 

‘With what joy we would water these forests with blood, to make the flowers 

of Christian truth sprout.18. 

 

The presence of Jesus, alive and active, manifested itself again at a 

crossroads in her journey as a young sister at the beginning of her 

missionary life. In 1919, Sister Maria arrived in Nizza as a nurse, cook, 

and refectory manager among the young women and postulants. Always 

available and self-sacrificing, she ‘always appeared united with the Lord 

 
15 Ibid., Summarium Testium 345. 
16 Cf. GRASSIANO M. Domenica, Selva patria del cuore, Suor Maria Troncatti Figlia di Maria Ausiliatrice, 

missionaria tra i Kivari. (Selva, homeland of the heart. Sister Maria Troncatti Daughter of Mary Help of Christians, 

missionary among the Kivari), Rome, FMA Institute 1971, 31. 
17 Positio super virtutibus, Informatio 292. 
18 Ibid., Scritti (Writings) 527. 
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in an attitude of peace and trust’19, with ‘the patience and goodness of a 

saint.’20 The adolescents went to her for advice, and such was their 

veneration that they knelt before her. They felt that she was a soul wholly 

devoted to God and entrusted themselves to her prayers when their school 

exams were difficult.21 She would say to the postulants: ‘Always trust in 

Our Lady and do not be afraid, do not be afraid!’ ‘Take courage, Our Lady 

is close to you.’22 In the spring of 1922, Marina Luzzi, a young woman 

suffering from bilateral pneumonia and close to death, was in the 

infirmary for which she was responsible. She had asked to die in the house 

of Our Lady, where Don Bosco had seen her walking on the rooftops. For 

seven days, Sister Maria kept vigil over her in prayer. Before she passed 

away, she approached the dying girl and told her to say hello to Our Lady 

on her behalf and to ask Jesus for the grace to go on a mission among the 

lepers. Marina replied twice that she would go to Ecuador. Three days 

after Marina’s burial, Mother Caterina Daghero told her her destination: 

Ecuador.23 The prophet Joel, in the chapter mentioned above, continued 

his jubilation: ‘Your young people will have visions.’ Once again, Sister 

Maria experienced the living presence of God; she saw him again at work 

in her life. Ecuador was precisely the land where God was waiting for her: 

this was enough for her to decide to work tirelessly and not to mind the 

sacrifices. That land, that forest willed by God, became her homeland. 
 

‘I have left everything I held most dear to come and serve you... Let me serve 

you more faithfully... Give me much love, much spirit of sacrifice, of humility... 

to be an instrument of good for so many poor souls.’24 

 

Sister Maria, a woman of prayer filled with His Word, accompanied 

by the continuous prayer of the rosary and daily meditation on the Way 

of the Cross, recognised God's extraordinary interventions and interpreted 

even her ordinary mediations in the light of her relationship with Jesus. 

She chose in complete freedom to live in obedience to God's plan (‘Do 

whatever he tells you!’) and lived the boldness of faith in service. Having 

mysteriously received her destination before hearing it from the Mother 

General, she immediately went to say goodbye to her family to obtain 

permission to leave. Despite the pain and suffering of separation from her 

 
19 Ibid., Informatio 56. 
20 Ibid., Informatio 24. 
21 Cf. ibid., Informatio 58. 
22 Ibid., Informatio 59. 
23 Cf. ibid., Informatio 60-61. 
24 Ibid., Informatio 61. 
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relatives, Sister Maria had ‘sparkling eyes’:25 she had seen God and 

wanted to follow him. 

Our Saint ‘saw God’ in her daily life and in a special way during her 

journey to Macas in 1925, when the warlike Shuar stopped the 

missionaries and bargained for their passage: another very important 

crossroads in life: either the chief’s daughter, who had been wounded by 

a bullet in the chest, would be saved, or they would all be killed. Everyone 

invited Sister Maria to operate while they prayed. She took a penknife 

sterilised with a flame and made a precise incision. As if pushed by an 

invisible hand, the bullet sprang out and fell to the ground.26 Sister Maria 

sent her parents these words about what had happened: 
 

‘Imagine, without the necessary equipment, I only had a single penknife in 

my pocket. Our Lady helped me, I saw a miracle, I was able to extract the bullet 

that was close to her heart and the child was healed, thanks to Mary Help of 

Christians and Mother Mazzarello.’27 

 

Recognising in faith ‘the first step’ of the living Jesus 
 

In the company of the Lord and Our Lady, in her mission in the jungle 

for forty-six years, Sister Maria went with her nurse's bag and her rosary, 

educating children in the boarding school, in the school and in the oratory, 

and caring for the sick. Sister Maria considered the events of history, the 

people to help and care for, her duties as an educator and nurse, and her 

daily commitments as a call from God to respond with love in authentic 

service. 

A spiritual text from the last century (reprinted again in 2022) 

entitled The Gift of Self by Redemptorist Joseph Schryvers addresses the 

‘sacramentality’ of everyday life or the present moment, which becomes 

an encounter with God in faith only if we listen to the voice of God that 

precedes every apostolate and which the author defines as 'God's first 

step': 
 

Daily duties, occupations dictated by the present moment, by one's condition 

and office, this is the sphere of activity of the soul devoted to God. If it is 

faithful, God sometimes takes pleasure in broadening its field of action and 

inspires it to other works that are more considerable and of more general scope. 

The duty of the soul is to wait peacefully for the call [...]. Oh! How docile we 

 
25 GRASSIANO M. Domenica, Selva patria del cuore, 42. 
26 See Positio super virtutibus, Informatio 88-90. 
27 CIEZKOWSKA Sylwia (ed.), Lettere di suor Maria Troncatti, 59-60. 
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must be to the breath of God and not impose our own services on him! St 

Vincent de Paul accomplished a prodigious number of undertakings for the 

relief of the unfortunate, the education of children, the evangelisation of 

abandoned souls, and the spiritual progress of religious persons, yet he often 

said that before beginning a work, he always waited for Providence to take the 

first step. Nothing is as important as this absolute dependence on the divine 

will. But once God has clearly manifested his will, the soul no longer hesitates, 

obeys gladly and gives of itself without counting the cost [...]. It does not aspire 

to anything: neither glory, nor popularity, nor esteem, nor prestige. It seeks 

nothing, but it also fears nothing, since God makes his good pleasure known.28. 

 

In the context of the celebration of the 150th anniversary of the 

foundation of the Salesian Cooperators, I propose a commentary on a 

passage from the Spiritual Diary of the Venerable Don Felice Canelli 

(1880-1977), priest of the Diocese of San Severo and Salesian 

Cooperator: 
 

If he [St Vincent de Paul, author’s note] had a genius for organisation, it 

derived from an intimate union with God. He prepared the plans for his 

manifold apostolate at the foot of the altar... The man of action was a man of 

contemplation who studied before God in silent adoration, in confident 

conversation, justifying each of his projects: ‘Nature allows trees to take root 

before allowing them to bear fruit, and even this is done little by little... The 

things of God are done by themselves, and true wisdom consists in following 

Providence step by step.’29 

 

From her contemplation of God and his love, Sister Maria developed 

her self-denial, her total self-giving, her generous obedience to the steps 

of Providence that manifested themselves in events, and she encountered 

God in the people she helped: she went from ‘Do whatever he tells you’ 

to ‘You did it to me!’ Sister Maria faced numerous health emergencies 

and risky situations, which always saw her on the front line, in a 

breathtaking chronological sequence: ‘opposition to the work of the 

missionaries by the colonists; the black pox epidemic (1933); the fire that 

destroyed the Macas mission (1938); the repercussions of the war between 

Peru and Ecuador (1941-1942); the violent viral epidemics in the Upano 

Valley (1940-1941); the measles epidemics (1942 and 1955); her serious 

illness in 1955; a new smallpox epidemic in the Upano Valley, during 

which many boys and girls from the Sucúa boarding school also died 

(1959); the earthquake that destroyed the church in Sucúa (1963); finally, 
 

28 SCHRYVERS Joseph, Il dono di sé, Ed. Marietti, Turin-Rome 1942, 225-226. 
29 CANELLI Felice, Diario, 10 September 1963. 
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the growing hostility and open threats against the mission by the settlers, 

which culminated in the burning and destruction of the Sucúa mission 

(July 1969).30 She endured everything with a ready spirit and a sense of 

sacrifice: ‘[...] she stayed with a family of sick Shuar people, day and 

night, for a week, in complete isolation, receiving only Communion and 

a cup of milk every morning from the missionary [...]; she deprived herself 

of food to feed others [...]; she did not fear sacrifice, undertaking countless 

difficult and dangerous journeys.’31 
 

‘Lord, everything for you! The sacrifices are immense, give me strength. It 

has been four days without a day of rest. Today is the second day of forests and 

forests. [...] We walk and walk; we have to cross terrifying rivers on two pieces 

of wood, but the Virgin Mary and our good guardian angel sustain us. [...] Help 

me, my dear parents, sisters, brother and all those who read me; help me with 

your prayers. My field is large but very difficult, but Jesus can touch hearts and 

with your prayers and sacrifices, Jesus will have compassion and touch their 

hearts [the hearts of the indigenous people].’32 

 

In other words, it can rightly be said that the mysticism of charity is 

the consequence of union with God in prayer, in listening to his Word. It 

shows us that in order to understand God, we need prayer and 

contemplation, and that we cannot do without them. We are not masters 

or free players in evangelisation, but loving servants. 

 

Young people: mediation and encounter with the living Christ 
 

In Sister Maria’s life as a Salesian educator, children, girls and young 

people were not only the recipients of her pastoral work. They were the 

voice of God calling her to bear witness to her total faith in Jesus; the 

voice of God opening up horizons of generous service; the voice of God 

taking care of her and showing her the way to total self-giving. Young 

people were eyewitnesses to her love for the Virgin Mary, and they 

themselves became a living page of the Gospel of ‘the greatest love’ (cf. 

Jn 15:13). In fact, while walking with an indigenous girl in the forest, she 

realised that a snake had wrapped itself around her leg. The girl was 

frightened but, being experienced, she told Sister Maria not to move. She 

 
30 CONGREGATIO DE CAUSIS SANCTORUM, VIC. APOST. MENDEZEN, Beatificationis et Canonizationis Venerabilis 

Servae Dei Mariae Troncatti Sororis Professae Instituti Filiarum Mariae Auxiliatricis (1883-1969). Relatio et vota 

congressus peculiaris super virtutibus, Rome 2008, 78. 
31 Ibid., 79. 
32 CIEZKOWSKA Sylwia (ed.), Lettere di suor Maria Troncatti, 59, 61. 
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remained motionless, repeating Hail Marys. Gradually, the snake 

loosened its coils and went away. The girl asked her what would have 

happened if the snake had stayed and attacked. Sister Maria simply said 

that she would have died. But she pointed out that Our Lady was truly 

watching over them.33 On another occasion, while crossing the river with 

Juan, a young Shuar man, the river suddenly swelled and Sister Maria 

could no longer touch the bottom. She invoked the Help of Christians, 

while the young man fought like a bull against the current, managing to 

make the crossing with very small steps. When they reached the bank 

exhausted, Juan wept with fear that he might have lost his little mother. A 

few days later, the young man began to cough, and then he started 

coughing up blood. Sister Maria fought with all her might to save him. 

Months later, he died, while she wept bitterly, saying that he was happy 

to go to heaven, happy to have saved Sister Maria’s life. His life was worth 

more than hers.34.  

She too knew how to listen to that young world that was searching 

for health and meaning, she took care of it, she educated it in the faith. 

One day, eighteen-year-old Augusto arrived at the mission, presenting 

himself to her completely battered: he had made a daring jump from a 

structure built of beams. Sister Maria examined him: he had six or seven 

broken ribs on the left side of his chest, from his chest or epigastrium to 

his ‘false ribs’; his spine was cracked and his intestines were protruding 

from his abdomen. Before taking action, she asked to go to church 

because she was certain that Mary Help of Christians would inspire her. 

She spent the whole night in prayer. The next morning, she gave Augusto 

a purgative and took his medicine with a bright face. She took an image 

of Mary Help of Christians from the prayer book she had in her hands, 

made him kiss it, then touched his ribs with her finger, placed it on his 

chest and began to bandage him tightly, while praying countless Hail 

Marys with her lips. Then she took out the medicine for his spine: the 

image of Don Bosco, who had just been beatified. She applied it to his 

back and bandaged him from the neck down. Six days of complete rest 

passed, and Augusto was healed. On the seventh day, Sister Maria 

removed the bandages and invited him to bathe in the Paute because he 

was a very skilled swimmer.35  

 
33 Cf. CAMERONI Pierluigi, Maria Troncatti. Un cuore di Madre, Ed. Shalom, Ancona 2012, 145. 
34 Cf. Positio super virtutibus, Informatio 119-121. 
35 Cf. GRASSIANO M. Domenica, Selva patria del cuore, 157-160. 
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The Rector Major states in the Strenna: ‘Yes, young people are still 

looking for those who have the courage and conviction of faith in Christ.’ 

The young people of the mission encountered Jesus because they saw him 

in the bold and total faith of Sister Maria, who was always joyful because 

she abandoned herself to the action of the living God, whom she felt 

deeply. 

Ms Zoila Felicia Calle Palacios attests that as a young woman she had 

seen Sister Maria immersed in deep prayer: 
 

In those days, the mission was our home; we came here for everything. [...] 

My parents took me to the dawn rosary (3 a.m.). Since we didn't have a clock, 

on more than one occasion we arrived at the church early and always found 

Sister Maria there, in one form or another. With a small candle placed on the 

bench, she prayed the stations. [...] Once I found her kneeling with her head 

resting on the pew; on another occasion, with her hands clasped in front of her 

chest in front of a station. When we saw her, we were filled with joy and 

devotion, because she was always conversing with Jesus and Mary.36  

 

 Sister Maria wrote to her parents: 
 

I am in great need of God's help, for the mission God has entrusted to me is 

difficult. The path is arduous. But God, who has given me so much courage, 

will not abandon me: I feel him very close; Jesus makes himself felt in a 

tangible way. How could I, a poor, weak creature, have had such strength, such 

courage? How could I live as joyfully and contentedly as I do?37 
 

Monsignor José Luis Gutiérrez, Rapporteur of the Cause, introduced 

Sister Maria Troncatti with these precise words: ‘The Servant of God 

appears before our eyes as a woman endowed with great human 

sympathy, common sense and a surprising inner flexibility, not lacking in 

energy, which allowed her to adapt to the many different situations she 

had to face. All this is combined with a life of sincere and unaffected 

piety.’38 

The Rector Major, coming to the end of the Strenna, states: ‘Like 

Mary at Cana, we educators in the faith are called to witness to Christ to 

young people not as an “object”, but as a liberating relationship; to 

propose Christian life not as rules to be followed, but as the fullness of 

life freely offered. “Do whatever he tells you” is not an invitation to blind 

obedience, but to responsible freedom communicated by those who have 
 

36 Positio super virtutibus, Summarium Testium 108. 
37 CIEZKOWSKA Sylwia (ed.), Letters of Sister Maria Troncatti, 49. 
38 Positio super virtutibus, Presentation by the Rapporteur of the Cause, 1. 
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already encountered and experienced Love and wish to share it, because 

in Him there is true life.’ 

Thus, Saint Maria Troncatti, with her apostolic faith, guided us. With 

the brightness of her witness, she showed us that faith is a profound 

communion with the living Christ: a personal encounter in prayer; an 

active call to faith in the folds of history that always awaits, before acting, 

the ‘first step of God’ in his ordinary and extraordinary mediations; a call 

to be accepted with freedom; a generous service to be lived in joy; a thirst 

for meaning to be aroused and directed towards the living Jesus; and a 

longing for God to be brought out in the hearts of young people and 

accompanied to maturity, if they see our eyes full of love and light. 

 

Turin, 16 January 2026 

       Sr Francesca Caggiano  
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Faith in Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo 

sister Maria Teresa Materia,  

Sister of St Joseph Cottolengo 

 

 

 

Welcome to all and Deo gratias for wanting to celebrate this Holy 

Mass in the main church of the Little House of Divine Providence, 

thus sealing a friendship that has bound the sons of Don Bosco to 

the sons of Saint Joseph Cottolengo for almost 200 years. 

Did Don Bosco know Canon Cottolengo? The answer is yes, albeit 

for only a few years, because Saint Joseph Cottolengo died on 30 

April 1842, two years after their first meeting. But we know that Don 

Bosco helped Canon Cottolengo in the infirmaries at our hospital, 

serving and loving the poorest of the poor, and a sincere and close 

friendship immediately developed between the two future saints, 

leading them to write one of the most important pages of faith and 

charity in Turin and beyond. It is a story that continues today 

through all of us in many parts of the world. 

One of the first biographers of Saint Joseph Cottolengo was Don 

Bosco himself, attracted by the good canon’s unshakeable trust in 

Divine Providence and charity. I therefore thought that there could 

be no more authoritative words to speak to you about faith in Saint 

Joseph Cottolengo than those of your Founder: Saint John Bosco. 

It was in 1867 or 1868, the date is uncertain, when Don Bosco sent 

the Cardinal of Fermo, Cardinal De Angelis, the biographical 

memoirs he himself had written about Canon Joseph Cottolengo. 

The Cardinal had been removed from his diocese for political 

reasons and exiled to Turin, where he was greatly helped by Don 

Bosco and Father Luigi Anglesio, the first successor of Saint 

Joseph Cottolengo. He wanted to begin the process of 

canonisation of the founder of the Piccola Casa, and so, in 

confidence, he asked his friend Don Bosco for his opinion. With his 

beautiful pen, Don Bosco sketched the biographical profile of his 
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neighbour, spoke about the origins of the Piccola Casa and dwelt 

on his great trust in Divine Providence. 

I leave the word to Don Bosco: ‘Cottolengo never considered 

himself anything other than an instrument of Divine Providence to 

further the cause of the poor. One day, the Minister of the Interior 

asked him many subtle questions about how he intended to 

administer the Little House of Divine Providence, considering 

Cottolengo’s approach to be extremely risky. Cottolengo replied, 

“Your Excellency, how indulgent you are to take offence at 

something that does not bother me in the least! I am so calm that 

nothing disturbs me. I rely on Divine Providence, and I walk and will 

continue to walk with it.”’39 

Was Saint Joseph Cottolengo perhaps naive, someone who made 

everything seem easy? 

No, he had gone through the dark night of faith, he had experienced 

slander, insults and abandonment first-hand, but at the height of his 

spiritual crisis, on 14 January 1827, he wrote, from his heart, a 

sermon entitled ‘On living trust in God’40 , in which we read, ‘Such 

is the attraction of a living trust in God to make him propitious, 

favourable and ready to help us in our needs, that St Augustine of 

Hippo would have us give God carte blanche to govern us, 

confident that he will never forget us... A Father so tender, who has 

loved us since all eternity, who created us in time, and whose wise 

providence is always committed to our care and protection, could 

he not, would he not lift us up when the cause of our soul or even 

that of our temporal matters becomes dangerous for us? Ah, if only 

you would call me with a sincere and hopeful heart by the sweet 

name of Father, and I will not delay in granting your requests and 

showing myself yielding to your requests.’ 

Fr Joseph Cottolengo gave God, the good and merciful Father, 

complete carte blanche, animated by the sole desire to give 

everyone the sweet experience of feeling like children of such a 

 
39 Amicizia di due Santi Il Cottolengo e Don Bosco ISBS Castelnuovo Don Bosco (AT) 1984, p. 30 
40 Explanation of the Gospel for Sunday 23rd after Pentecost entitled ‘On living trust in God’ in the Little House of 

Divine Providence Archives. 
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great God. ‘God sees the heart and everything will be for the best’ 

was his daily refrain. 

Saint Joseph Cottolengo was, like all of us, a pilgrim in faith. His 

restlessness and inner turmoil found peace when, welcoming the 

Spirit, he placed himself at the complete disposal of love, holding 

nothing back. 

He recommended to the Sisters, ‘Remember what Our Lord Jesus 

Christ said in the Holy Gospel, that we must not be anxious or 

restless about the needs of this life, saying, “What shall we eat?”, 

etc., because God your heavenly Father, who feeds the birds and 

clothes the lilies, does not abandon the faithful soul who serves him 

and trusts in him, and who is dearer to him than flowers and 

animals. Instead, let us be solicitous and diligent above all else in 

seeking the kingdom of God and his righteousness, that is, his 

grace, practising good works and virtues, for the rest, that is, the 

things necessary for the present life, will be given to us as a bonus, 

and insofar as they are useful for the salvation of our soul. The less 

I worry about myself and the daily needs of my poor, the more God 

takes care of them; I do not think about them at all, but instead seek 

with all my strength only the Kingdom of God, and Providence 

supplies everything.’41 

Saint Joseph Cottolengo did not believe in a Providence that 

relieves us of responsibility and magically resolves human 

situations, but he believed in that inner divine force that opens you 

up to his newness. He was certain that God wanted to be so 

involved in human history that he always takes our side, never 

leaving us on our own, respecting his creatures and never 

replacing them, giving them the energy and potential to give the 

best of themselves. 

His abandonment to Divine Providence has its roots in the intimacy 

he had developed with God. A God recognised in the little ones, in 

the poor. In a homily on charity, he attributes to God the titles of 

‘friend, father, spouse, mother, nurse, guide, counsellor, protector, 

comforter.’ He is certain that ‘God is all care and concern, he has a 
 

41 Sr P.Falco, P.O, vol VIII, 128, p.360. 
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heart so sweet that he is patient and waits for man’s conversion. He 

is the God of peace.’  

And all this amid the daily struggles. Dr Granetti, who knew him 

closely as the first doctor of the Piccola Casa, testified: ‘The Servant 

of God showed great faith in God’s will, so much so that I never saw 

him utter a word of complaint, even though he often found himself 

in anguish that would have caused another to despair; and he 

always said, “Let us leave it to God, we are in good hands, and 

whatever he does, he will do for the best” (...) He promoted this 

faith very much in all his Institutes, and the first bread that was given 

in the Piccola Casa was truly the bread of faith.’42 

St Gregory Nazianzen wrote, ‘Not everything that happens is God’s 

will, but in everything that happens there is a way that leads to God.’  

For Saint Joseph Cottolengo, the first act of charity towards his 

most fragile brothers and sisters was precisely to make them 

perceive the great love of God the Father in that situation, to 

understand the meaning of what they were experiencing, to 

recognise that God had taken on their suffering and carried it upon 

himself, as we can contemplate in the great Crucifix where Christ 

is depicted with his eyes open and without the wound in his side 

because it represents Jesus still alive, at the moment of his greatest 

agony, repeating to us, ‘You are not alone, I am always with you.’ 

Faith in God the Creator and ruler of the universe, the joy of the 

ever-new discovery of his fatherhood revealed in the face of Christ, 

the testimony of his folly of love witnessed on the cross are 

intertwined in Cottolengo’s spirituality in a marvellous synthesis.  

Faith in God who is Charity was at the heart of his charism and his 

work. It was no coincidence that he used to say, ‘I am more certain 

of this Divine Providence than of the existence of the city of Turin.’ 

Faith and charity are like two wings propelled by the wind of hope 

to proclaim with our lives: Caritas Christi urget nos.  

 
42 L. Granetti, P.O. Sessione LXI, int.17, vol.3, p.111 
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In the sign language of the Cottolengo Sisters of Audiolese, there 

is a very significant gesture to express the word faith, or rather the 

experience of faith: first they point to the eyes, then they place a 

finger on the heart and then raise it towards God. Faith means 

looking with the eyes of God’s heart. Saint Joseph Cottolengo knew 

how to look at reality and the people around him with the eyes of 

God’s heart, which is why the Little House of Divine Providence was 

founded: so that each of us may feel looked upon with the eyes of 

God’s heart.  

Let us keep our gaze fixed on the gaze of Christ so that we may see 

with his own eyes. This is the wish that Saint Joseph Cottolengo 

extends to us together with Saint John Bosco. 

 

Church of the Little House of Divine Providence  

16 January 2026 
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Saint Giuseppe Benedetto Cottolengo (1786-1842) 
Biographical notes 
 

 

 

Saint Giuseppe (Joseph) Benedetto (Benedict) Cottolengo is the 

founder of the Little House of Divine Providence. He was born 3 

May 1786 in Bra, a town in the province of Cuneo, to a middle class 

family with solid Christian roots. He was the first of 12 children, six 

of whom died very young. 

From childhood he showed great sensitivity to the poor. He chose 

the way of priesthood, and two of his brothers followed him on this 

path. His youth was marked by the Napoleonic adventure and the 

resulting religious and social upheaval. 

After completing his clerical studies, Joseph was ordained a priest 

on 8 June 1811. He was the assistant parish priest at Corneliano 

d’Alba, and then once more took up studies and moved to Turin 

where he completed a degree in theology at the Royal University in 

1816. Two years later he was appointed a canon and attached to a 

group of priests serving the church of Corpus Domini in Turin. He 

spent that period peacefully and distinguished himself for his 

commitment to preaching, hearing confessions, and his dedication 

to the poor. 

From 1822 to 1827, Fr Joseph Benedict Cottolengo experienced a 

growing spiritual sensitivity, a decisive detachment from material 

interests, and a strong tension and search for a new way of living 

his priestly vocation. 
 

The historical context 

The society of the time was characterised by new cultural ideas and 

movements in both the political and religious spheres. 

Enlightenment thinking influenced traditional thinking within the 

Church, creating considerable tension. There was also unrest 

among the social classes, and the crisis had social and economic 
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repercussions, with serious consequences for the quality of life. In 

that era of particular poverty, the city of Turin attracted many 

people from the countryside in search of a more dignified life. The 

many charitable works in the area in favour of the poor were not 

enough to meet their needs. 

 

The turning point 

The decisive turning point occurred on 2 September 1827. Fr 

Joseph Benedict Cottolengo was 41 years old when he was called 

to the bedside of a woman, mother of three children and expecting 

her fourth, who had been turned away from the city’s hospitals 

because none of them recognised her condition as sufficient 

grounds for admission. Cottolengo witnessed her death. Deeply 

affected by this sad event and after a moment of prayer in the 

Church of Corpus Domini in Turin before the painting of the 

Madonna delle Grazie (Our Lady of Graces), the saint decided to 

start a small infirmary to prevent similar cases from happening 

again. 

 

Founder of a house 

On 17 January 1828, in a rented building in Turin on via Palazzo di 

Città, he opened the “Deposito dei poveri infermi del Corpus 

Domini” (the Corpus Domini place where poor patients could be 

brought to, also known as the Little Hospital of the Volta 

Rossa),  taking in patients who were not accepted at the public 

hospitals. Here, thanks to the generous availability of some women, 

especially a widow called Marianna Nasi Pullino – who is 

considered to be the co-founder of the work – and some volunteers, 

he began his work. 

In September 1831, due to the cholera epidemic spreading in 

Turin, the small infirmary was closed by order of the public 

authorities. However, sustained by his faith in God’s action, 

Cottolengo was inspired to open a new house in 1832 in the 

Valdocco or Borgo Dora district of Turin (where it is still located 

https://www.cottolengo.org/index.php/la-storia/gli-inizi/
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today), which he called the “Piccola Casa della Divina Provvidenza” 

(Little House of Divine Providence). 

In this institution, Cottolengo welcomed patients who had been 

turned away by other hospitals and various poor and needy people: 

disabled people, epileptics, deaf people, invalids and orphans, 

offering them a home, healthcare, assistance, education and 

instruction. The Little House of Divine Providence was officially 

recognised by King Charles Albert by Royal Decree on 27 August 

1833. 

Despite experiencing dramatic moments in his life, Cottolengo 

always maintained a serene trust in the face of events: attentive to 

grasping the role of divine fatherhood, he recognised God’s 

presence and mercy in all situations and, in the poor, the most 

lovable image of his greatness. One of the saint’s characteristics 

was that he did not make grandiose plans but placed himself at the 

disposal of Divine Providence as a humble “labourer”, a simple 

instrument in the hands of God the Father. 

 Unlike other contemporary charitable institutions, Cottolengo 

undertook his work trusting solely in Divine Providence which, as 

he wrote to the King, “mostly uses human means”, that is, the 

charity of benefactors. 

 

Founder of religious families 

The number of patients at the Little House increased, and Joseph 

Cottolengo place some religious families at their service. For 

healthcare, welfare and educational activities for those welcomed 

into the Little House, he initially relied on volunteers, mostly 

women, then in the summer of 1830 he started a congregation of 

sisters, and towards the end of 1833 he started a community of lay 

religious, Brothers, and in 1839 a community of priests. 

These three communities were established to assist him and to 

continue to realise his ideal of charity over time. In the last years of 

his life, between February 1840 and June 1841, he also founded 

five monasteries of contemplative life, four for women and one for 

men (the latter lasted only ten years). 
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Relationship with the poor 

The Saint saw the most lovable image of Jesus in the poor and 

never forgot to serve them with great respect and esteem, 

reserving special affection for the most defenceless. 

Guiding him was a profound conviction that he mentioned 

often: “The poor are Jesus and as such we need to serve them. If 

you thought about it and understood well just who it is that the poor 

represent, you would continually serve them on your knees.” 

 

His motto 

As the motto for the Little House Cottolengo chose the words of St 

Paul “Charitas Christi urget nos” (2 Cor 5:14). This Pauline motto, 

which has been displayed at the entrance to the House since the 

beginning of the Work, is the rule that must inspire every gesture 

and every initiative of those who approach the Work. “Love and 

charity are two inseparable dimensions, vertical and horizontal, of 

the same charity to which evangelical perfection aspires. It is one, 

but with two dimensions: the love that governs our filial intimacy 

with God also suggests our love for our fellow human beings. There 

is no separation between love of God and love of neighbour: the 

former finds its fulfilment in the latter (cf. 1 Jn 4:15-16). Fraternal 

charity is nothing other than the radiance of God's 

love.” (Costituzioni Commentate, pro-manoscritto, Torino 1981, pp. 

15;42). 

 

His death 

Death took him at the age of 56. In 1842, Fr Joseph Cottolengo, 

always tireless in his service to the sick, fell ill with typhoid fever 

and realised that the end of his earthly journey was near. He 

voluntarily left the Piccola Casa, thus detaching himself from what 

was not his work but the Work of Divine Providence, and went to 

his brother, Fr Luigi in Chieri, in the province of Turin, where he 

died a holy death on 30 April 1842. 

He left behind a welfare complex of about 1,300 people, with many 

sisters serving other hospitals and charitable institutions in the 
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Kingdom of Savoy. The reputation for holiness that he already 

enjoyed during his lifetime and which grew after his death was 

confirmed by the Church, which proclaimed him Blessed in 1917 

and Saint in 1934. The example of charity set by Saint Cottolengo 

was also an inspiration for other founders, including Saint Luigi 

Guanella and Saint Luigi Orione. 
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Live in a continuous State of Mission  
The ‘Goodnight’ for 15 January 2026 

Sgr. Guido Pedroni 
Comunità Missione Don Bosco 

 

Probably each of us has a story or testimony in our hearts and 

minds of a missionary who inspired our imagination and desire to 

go on a mission when we were young. I certainly remember very 

well the stories told to us at school by the Salesians in Bologna (not 

just the other day). Then I had the opportunity to see the work of 

missionaries first-hand and also to experience it, especially in 

Africa. 

I often think back on the meaning of mission and of life lived as a 

mission, and I believe that this is ultimately the truest meaning of 

mission: the place where we live our mission is our life, at every 

moment. Ultimately, it is the heart, with true and profound 

motivations, that makes you live in a continuous State of Mission, 

or, if you prefer, a permanent situation of mission, as Pope Francis 

writes in Evangelii Gaudium. 

Perhaps this does not seem important, but I assure you that this 

expression is fundamental to the life of the Church, because it calls 

for a shift from a pastoral ministry of conservation to a pastoral 

ministry of missionary commitment, at every moment and in every 

place. 

Some time ago, I was in Burundi, a small nation with a big heart, 

the country of “a thousand hills”. During the days I spent in the 

village of Rukago, near the northern border with Rwanda, a little girl 

(5-6 years old) waited for me outside the Salesian gate, approached 

me, took me by the hand, and accompanied me wherever I went. 

Every moment of the day, I found her there, for the days I was in 

Rukago. How many times I have thought back on that encounter!  

I imagine you have many questions: her name, where she lived, 

why she was there. Tonight, the answers may not be very 

important; what is important is that she was there. That simple 

encounter prompts reflections that lead to choices. 
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Being there is the first point, and being there to accompany. She 

accompanied me. Then there is the fact of a journey that 

continues over time, with patience and a spirit of adaptation to 

situations. And then, the inconvenience of missionary commitment, 

a tangible inconvenience: risks, sacrifices, inconveniences; then an 

inconvenience, an inner “effort”, the one you feel inside you when 

faced with people’s poverty; this confronts you with your limitations, 

especially when you want to solve the problems of poverty but 

cannot, because it is not possible, because it does not all depend 

on you. 

How can you not feel that you have to do something concrete, 

because faith without works is not faith? You have insights, which 

become possible because providence transforms them into 

circumstances and opportunities, to such an extent that in Burundi 

we now have a shelter for street children, those who are 

perpetually on the streets, even at night, like that little girl who took 

me by the hand. So this home, “Casa Elisabetta”, is a powerful sign 

that encounters have profound meanings, which deserve to be 

welcomed because they conceal the presence of God. 

For us, mission is all of this. The “State of Mission” is a founding 

value of Community of the Mission of Don Bosco; it commits your 

life, fills it, directs it towards young people and the poor, and 

therefore towards God, stripping yourself bare, taking on 

responsibilities and risks, even greater than you might think. 

Everyone is asked to persevere to the end, doing the best we can, 

even taking risks, because God will take care of the rest. After all, 

it is Don Bosco who tells us, even today, to push ahead, even to 

the extent of recklessness, for the good of young people and the 

mission. 

Good night. 
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‘Do whatever he tells you’. 
A reflection for the Salesian Family, 

with a special focus on Salesian Cooperators 
Good night, 16 january  

Antonio Boccia – World Coordinator of the Association of SSCC 

 

Dear friends, 
 

Concluding our intense days of work and fraternity with a "good 

night" thought is one of the most beautiful traditions that Don Bosco 

left us. It is a family moment in which we pause for a moment to 

entrust the past day to the Lord and to receive a word that 

illuminates our rest and the journey that awaits us. 
 

This evening, I would like this word to come to us from a scene in 

the Gospel that we all carry in our hearts: the wedding at Cana. The 

Strenna 2026, with its direct and powerful theme, ‘DO WHATEVER 

HE TELLS YOU – Believers, free to serve’, invites us to return to 

that very place, to that wedding feast, to rediscover the heart of our 

common Salesian vocation. 
 

Our reflection takes on an even more intense and affectionate light 

when we think of the journey of one of the largest branches of our 

tree, the Salesian Cooperators, who are approaching a historic 

milestone: the celebration, in May 2026, of the 150th anniversary 

of their foundation. In their journey, the figure of the servants of 

Cana emerges with prophetic force, becoming an icon that speaks 

to them, but which, this evening, I would like to speak to all of us. 

The servants: the silent heart of the miracle 

Let us try to enter into that scene. Let us imagine the 

embarrassment, the shame that descends on the party when they 

realise that the wine has run out. In that culture it was not a simple 

setback, it was a disgrace for the bride and groom, the failure of 

joy. It is in this small human crisis that Mary’s gaze enters. She does 

not judge, she does not criticise. She sees, she feels with her heart, 
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and she acts. She approaches Jesus not with a demand, but with 

the certainty of one who trusts: ‘They have no wine.’ 
 

And then she turns to the servants. And here she utters those 

words that are a masterpiece of faith and pedagogy, a true spiritual 

testament: ‘Do whatever he tells you.’ 
 

Let us pause for a moment on these people. They are not the 

protagonists, they are not the centre of attention. They are there to 

work. And they are faced with a command that defies all logic. 

Jesus asks them to fill stone jars with water intended for 

purification, not wine. It was a laborious and, apparently, useless 

task. They could have doubted, protested, obeyed reluctantly. They 

could have feared making a fool of themselves by bringing water 

instead of wine. Their obedience, therefore, was not a simple 

execution, but an act of courage and faith. They trusted that word, 

they took a risk. 
 

And their response was total. The Gospel emphasises that they 

filled the jars 'to the brim'. There is a generosity, a fullness in this 

gesture that is wonderful. They did not do the bare minimum, they 

gave everything. And it is precisely this full and trusting willingness 

that makes them not only executors, but co-protagonists of the 

miracle. The master of the table, the bride and groom, the guests, 

all tasted the new wine, but they did not know where it came from. 

The servants, on the other hand, ‘knew’. They knew the secret of 

that transformation because they had put their hands, their effort 

and their hearts into it. They saw the water and drew the wine. They 

experienced the miracle from within. 

The vocation of the Cooperator: to be ‘servants’ of joy in the 

world 

This powerful image helps us to understand more deeply the 

beauty and specificity of the vocation of the Salesian Cooperators, 

an immense gift for our whole Family. Don Bosco dreamed of them 

precisely in this way: as ‘extern Salesians’, lay people who carry 

the fire of the Salesian charism into the heart of the world, into 

everyday life. They are not ‘helpers’ of the consecrated, but 

Salesians in their own right, with their own modality: a secular one. 
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Like the servants at Cana, the Cooperator is called to: 
 

● Live Mary’s attentiveness in daily life. Be in the world with 

open eyes and hearts, like sentinels capable of seeing where, 

in our cities, in our professions, in our families, the ‘wine’ of 

joy, hope and dignity is running out. This attentive gaze is the 

root of our Preventive System. 
 

● Act with concrete and industrious faith. The vocation of the 

Cooperator is not expressed in clerical tasks, but in ‘doing 

good well’ every day. They are called to ‘fill the jars’ of their 

ordinary lives – their profession lived with honesty, their 

relationships built on generosity, their civic responsibilities 

assumed with a sense of the common good – with the water 

of their commitment, their competence and their faithful love. 
 

● Be a witness through action. In a world tired of words, 

Cooperators are a credible witness not so much for what they 

say, but for how they live. It is through the consistency of a life 

spent in service that God’s work becomes visible. Many will 

benefit from the ‘good wine’ generated by their commitment, 

perhaps without knowing its origin, but they, and those who 

share the mission, will ‘know’ that the Lord is at work. 

A wish for our whole Family 

As I ask you to accompany the Cooperators with your prayers and 

affection as they approach their 150th anniversary, their witness 

becomes a healthy challenge for all of us, for every group in the 

Salesian Family. Their journey reminds us that our large family 

exists to serve, and that each one, with their own specific gift – as 

a religious, consecrated person, lay person, young person in 

formation – is called to be an instrument of God’s action in the 

world. 
 

The three-year journey of the Cooperators – Remember, Renew, 

Relaunch – can become a journey for all of us. Remembering our 

origins and Don Bosco’s passion. Renewing ourselves every day 

in the joy of our vocation. And relaunching the mission with the 
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courage of the servants of Cana, without fear in the face of 

commands that seem greater than ourselves. 
 

May this Strenna and the example of the servants at Cana help us 

all to rediscover the joy of humble, generous and trusting service. 

A service that does not seek applause, but which has the greatest 

reward: that of ‘knowing’ that we have collaborated, even if only by 

bringing a little water, in the miracle of joy that only the Lord can 

give to young people and to the whole world. 
 

Good night, everyone. 
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Salesian Cooperators:  

Credible Servants for a Youth Searching for Meaning 

Antonio Boccia – World Coordinator 

 

 

Introduction 

Dear friends, brothers and sisters of the Salesian Family, it is with 

great joy that I take the floor today, at this important gathering, to 

share with you a reflection that is particularly close to my heart: the 

role and vocation of Salesian Cooperators in today’s world. In a 

time of great challenges and profound transformations, our lay 

vocation, an expression of Don Bosco’s charism, resonates with 

surprising strength and relevance. We are called to be leaven, salt 

and light of the world, bringing the Salesian spirit into our families, 

our workplaces, society as a whole, to “be ferment and be fruitful”, 

as our VI World Congress of 2026 will remind us. 

And what better guide could we have on this journey than the words 

of our Rector Major, who with the Strenna 2026 invites us to 

meditate on a theme as simple as it is profound: “Do whatever he 

tells you”. An invitation that puts us in listening to Mary and, through 

Her, to Christ himself. In this invitation, the figure of the servants at 

the wedding of Cana emerges strongly, an image that will 

accompany us in this reflection and that directly challenges us as 

Salesian Cooperators: we are, today, those servants called to fill 

the jars of history with the water of our daily life, confident that the 

Lord will transform it into the new wine of hope and salvation for 

young people. 

 

1. The Vocation of the Salesian Cooperator: a lay 

consecration in the world 

But who is the Salesian Cooperator? What does it mean to be a lay 

expression of the Salesian charism? Article 2 of our Project of 

Apostolic Life enlightens us, defining ours as “a specific vocation in 

the Church”. Let us dwell on this point: we are not simply external 



46 
 

collaborators, but people who, by virtue of Baptism, respond to a 

precise call: to live the Gospel and participate in the mission of the 

Church with Don Bosco’s style, in the world and from within the 

world. 

This is our specificity, our strength: lay life. Being lay is not a 

diminished condition compared to consecrated or priestly life. It is 

a full vocation, with its own dignity and irreplaceable mission. Our 

“cloister” is the world, our “convent” is the family, the office, the 

factory, the school. It is there that we are called to live our baptismal 

consecration, to incarnate the Preventive System, to be Don Bosco 

today. Our vocation does not ask us to leave the world, but to 

sanctify it from within, like leaven in dough. 

Our apostolate, therefore, manifests itself in everyday life. It is not 

so much about “doing” things for young people, as about “being” 

with them and for them. Our first and most important witness is the 

coherence between what we believe and what we live. We are 

called to be a “living Gospel”, a page of Gospel that young people, 

and not only them, can read in our lives. Our lay condition allows 

us to be a bridge between the Church and the street, between the 

Gospel and the concrete life of people. We speak the language of 

the world because we inhabit the world. We share the same 

challenges, the same concerns, the same hopes as every man and 

woman of our time. And precisely for this reason, our witness can 

be particularly incisive and credible. 

 

2. The Strenna 2026 and the Servants of Cana: Icon of 

Lay Life at Service 

The Strenna 2026, “Do whatever he tells you”, brings us back to 

the heart of our faith and our vocation. And the figure of the 

servants of Cana, in this perspective, becomes a splendid icon of 

our Salesian lay life. 

Who are the servants of Cana? They are not apostles, they are not 

disciples in the strict sense. They are ordinary people, lay people, 

who are doing their work. Yet, they become indispensable 
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protagonists of Jesus’ first miracle. Mary does not address the 

disciples, but them. To them she entrusts a concrete, almost banal 

task: “Fill the jars with water”. 

Here is the greatness of our lay vocation: to be servants who, in the 

normality of their work and their life, collaborate in God’s 

extraordinary work. The servants do not ask questions, they do not 

argue. They trust and act. Theirs is a concrete, operative faith. And 

precisely through this gesture of trusting obedience, the miracle 

happens. They are not the ones who transform water into wine, but 

without them the miracle would not have happened. Here is our 

vocation: to be humble and concrete mediators of God’s grace. To 

fill the jars of young people’s lives with the water of our presence, 

our listening, our friendship, our prayer, confident that the Lord, at 

the opportune moment, will transform this water into the wine of 

joy, meaning, vocation. 

The subtitle of the Strenna, “Believers, free to serve”, further 

illuminates our lay identity. Our faith makes us free to serve not in 

a protected context, but in the midst of the world, with its 

contradictions and challenges. A gratuitous, generous service, that 

does not seek rewards, that finds its joy in the gift of self. Like the 

servants of Cana, we are called to serve in silence, with joy, 

knowing that we are participating in a work greater than us, God’s 

work of salvation. 

 

3. Credible Witnesses for Young People: the strength of 

lay witness 

And we come to our beloved young people. We see them every 

day, in our homes, in our parishes, in our cities. Often they appear 

disoriented, fragile, desperately searching for meaning for their 

lives. They hunger and thirst for authenticity. And here, our lay 

condition becomes a privileged channel of communication and 

witness. 

Why should a young person listen to us? Because our life is similar 

to theirs. Because we face the same challenges: job insecurity, the 
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complexity of relationships, raising children, managing family 

finances. When a young person sees a father, a teacher, a doctor, 

a worker who lives his faith with joy and coherence, who finds in 

the Gospel the strength to love, to forgive, to hope, that witness has 

an enormous impact. It is living proof that Christianity is not an 

abstract theory, but a force that transforms real life. 

Vocational accompaniment, for a Salesian Cooperator, is a way of 

life. It is the ability to stand beside young people with respect and 

loving-kindness, to listen to their questions, to share their joys and 

their struggles. It is the art of being, as the document on our mission 

reminds us, “friends in the playground, confidants, people who 

know them and share their problems”. Our lay condition makes us 

naturally close, accessible. We are not on a pedestal. We are 

traveling companions. And this creates a climate of trust that is 

essential for every journey of human and spiritual growth. 

Young people do not ask us to be perfect, but to be real. As Juan 

Vecchi said, we must present ourselves as a place of “warm 

experience of God”. Our life, with its joys and struggles, with its 

lights and shadows, can become for them a concrete sign that it is 

worth trusting God and betting one’s life on the Gospel. 

 

4. The mature choice of young people and our 

commitment 

When a young person, seeing our life, feels attracted to the 

Salesian style and asks to become a Cooperator, we witness a 

small great miracle. It is a mature and conscious response to a 

personal call from God. It is the discovery that one’s life can 

become a gift, a masterpiece, if lived in union with Christ and at the 

service of brothers and sisters, according to Don Bosco’s charism. 

The Apostolic Promise, which marks entry into the Association, is 

not a point of arrival, but a starting point. It is a “yes” that involves 

the whole existence, a commitment to live Baptism with evangelical 

radicality, to work for the Kingdom of God, especially for the 

promotion and salvation of young people. 
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But how can we, Salesian Cooperators and the whole Salesian 

Family, favor these mature choices? Allow me to offer some 

concrete suggestions: 

1. Let us create “homes” that welcome: Our oratories, our 

parishes, our local centers must increasingly be places where 

young people feel at home, listened to without judgment, loved 

for who they are. 

2. Let us propose strong service experiences: Let us involve 

them in concrete service experiences, especially towards the 

poorest. Service is a school of life and faith. 

3. Let us offer a community witness: Accompaniment is never a 

solitary act. It is the entire community that educates – 

consecrated Salesians, Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, 

Cooperators, Past Pupils – which, with its fraternal life and 

apostolic passion, becomes a living vocational proposal. 

4. Let us train lay accompaniers: Let us courageously invest in 

the formation of us Salesian Cooperators as spiritual guides and 

accompaniers. Our lay condition is an immense richness: we 

can show young people that holiness is possible in everyday 

life. 

5. Let us value the beauty of the lay vocation: Let us present the 

choice to be a Salesian Cooperator not as a fallback option, but 

as a fascinating and radical vocation. Let us tell the stories of 

the many “saints next door” who, as Cooperators, have made 

the world fruitful with their active faith. 

 

Conclusion 

Dear friends, the time at my disposal is about to end. I would like to 

leave you with a powerful image and a pressing invitation. The 

image is that of the jars of Cana, empty and waiting. Those jars are 

the hearts of today’s young people. Hearts that we too often find 

empty, because an individualistic and ephemeral culture has 

progressively emptied them of their most authentic vitality, filling 
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their lives with proposals that promise cheap happiness, but that in 

the end leave only a sense of emptiness and meaninglessness. 

They are jars waiting for the pure water of truth and love to be filled. 

And here, right here, Mary’s invitation resounds, an invitation that 

is also a mission: “Do whatever he tells you”. 

Let us rediscover the beauty and relevance of our vocation as 

Salesian Cooperators. Let us not be afraid to be humble and 

generous servants. Let us put at God’s disposal our life, our family, 

our work, our time. Let us fill the jars of history with the water of our 

daily faithfulness. The Lord will do the rest. And the new wine of his 

grace will bring joy and hope to the whole world. 

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


