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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Charitable activities have always been a distinetive feature of the Church's life. In
keeping with the teaching of Christ that cvery act of charity done o somcone in need is
done to him (Mt 25:40). 1t docs not surprisce us. therefore, that the life of the Church is
filled with pecople, whether canonized or not. who have committed their lives to the service
of the poor, the suffering, the needy and the marginalized. Among these must be counted
Saint Joseph Benedict Cottolengo, the founder of the Piccola Casa della Divina
Provvidenza (Little ouse of Divine Providence).! whese charism we are going to cxamine
in this essay. A furning point in his lifc was on September 2. 1827, when he perecived in
an irrcvocable way a special vocation o charity fowards the poorest. the sick and
abandoned people. Many people attracted by his charism joined him to share his
evangclical efforts. These were lay people. Sisters, Brothers and priests.

Qur essay is an atiempt to discover and deepen the charism of Joseph Coltolengo in
order 1o share it more fruitfully with others in the apostolate. My decision to study this
charism more deeply grew out of the many questions | was asked about Joseph Cottalengo.
his work, and about the Rehgious communities of the Cottalengo family. Many Christians,
especially young people, asked: Is Cottolengo a place or a person? Iow come you live

together as Cattolenga communities? What is your charism and who is Cottolengo?

" The name "Little House of Divine Providence” is the name that J. Cotiolengo gave to the work he started
for the serviee of the poor in Turin. laly. “1ittle House” is the name used in Taly today and also for all the
branches of the "Little House” in other continents where the wark of Cotlelengo is present. The origin of the
name, "Little House," is derived from the realizalion that the whole universe, in itself is the hig house of
Divine Providence. Therefore the 1.it1le House in front of it should alwavs eonsider itself just a small fraction
of the whole work of God. even though in time, the same Little House could be expected to grow and
mncrease (L. Piano, Son. (finseppe Benedewo Collolongo, 2403,



To answer all these questions, 1 (et the need to study, deepen more and write something
about our charism, taking into account its implententation in the Kenyan context.

This work therefare is a research into the Cottolengo charism. In an attempt to
show how it helps to alleviale the new poverties in Kenyan society today, both historical
and descriptive methods will be applied. The essay is divided into four chapters. The first
chapter presents the history of the Cottolengo charism. We shall briefly desceribe the life of
Joseph Cottolengo and what prompted himn to start the Little Touse of Divine Providence.
In the process we will show the uniquencss of the religious families he founded.

The sccond chapter introduces the charism of Joseph Cottolengo. We shall sce that
the Cottolengo charism is a gift given to him for the good of alt and put in the service of
the poor. In this chapter we will examine the biblical foundation of the Cottolengo charism
and explore all its constitutive elements.

in the third chapter we will try to analyze the fundamental ebaracteristic of the
Cottolengo charisim, namely. "burning charity.” This chapter gives us the pieture of the
poor that J. Cottolengo had in mind when he started the Little Touse as well as the joys
and the challenges of serving them.

Chapter four focuses on the application of the Cottolengo charism. that is. on how
it respands to the needs of the poor in today's Kenya. Therefore, this final chapter will
examine the services in which the followers of Joseph Cottolengo arc involved as a result

of their reading of the signs of the time in this particular social context.



CHAPTER

INISTORY OF THE COTTOLENGO CHARISM

[. INTRODUCTION

All conscious Christian living originates from the call of Jesus to "come and follow
me” (Mk 1:17). Tt lakes its characteristic dircetion from the exhortation to "go and do
likewise" (Lk 10:37). Al Christtans are called to seck God and make God known in the
world. Each one however, according to his/her own gifts and duties, must advanee along
the way of a living faith that arouscs hope and works through love (Cf. Lumen Gentium
no. 41). St. Joseph Cottolengo undertook this way of seeking God and making God known
especially to the poorest. The motto Caritas Christi Urget Nos, (The love of Christ impels
us), from 2 Cor 5:14 moved him.

In this chapter of our thesis, we shall look hricfly at the history of the Cottolengo
charism. We shall organize our rescarch in (ive points: first we shall look at Joseph
Cottolengo's life and vocation which led to the foundation and prosperity of the little
Hause of Divine Providence and of the Cottolengo Religious family. Second, we will look
al his meeting with Maria Gonnet alter which the Grace was given. The third point will be
on ihe witness of his first eollaborators. Faurth, we will laok at the beginning of the
Cotiolengo communities, and the fifth point will be on the uniqueness of the Cottolengo

communilies.



2. ST JOSEPH BENEDICT COTTOLENGO

St Jaseph Benedict Cottolengo is the founder of the Little House of Divine
Providence. He was an lalian priest with great faith in God and tender Tove [ar the poorest.
He was born on May 3, 1786 in Bra, taly. 1l was the firsthorn of Giuseppe Antonio and
Benadetta Clarotti. They had twelve children of whom six died in infancy. 1his parents
were good Christians who educated their children in a Christian way.? One day Cottolengo
visited a nearby hospital. When he returned home, his mother was surprised at sceing him
take the mcasurements of their house. "What are you doing?" the mother asked. "I am
going ta bring many sick people in here. 1 want to see how many will fit."? answered the
hittle Joseph. [lc was only five years ofd. This way of Cottolengo's thinking did not perish
as he grew up, but it was concretized when he started a home to help the poarest.

The carly life of Cottolengo was marked by a very difficutt moment. Three years
after his birth, the French Revolution began. Picdmont, his native region, tricd to fight off
the invasion, but succumbed to Napoleon. Those who refused (o submit 1o the invader
were subject o every kind of persecution. Both lay people and clerics were humiliated.
Seminaries were closed and convents robbed. Kings were exiled and Pape Pius VII was
imprisoned by Napoleon,® Joscph Cotiolengo grew up in a dilficult time. This is what
made him do all lis philosophical and theological studies under private tutors. Joseph

N - . . ~ g, . s
Cottolengo was ordained a pricst i the chapel of the Turin Seminary on Junc 8, 1811,

T CL F. Crameri, In the Foarsteps of Christ: Joseph Cattolengo, 5

PP, Gastaldi, San Ginseppe Benedotta Cottolenga Joseph B, Cattedengo, 7.
Y CL 1. Carena, Joseph Cottolengo Wha Are You? 9.

YCLT. Bosco, Sun Giuseppe Cottolengo, 19.



In 1813, he was appointed curate in the parish of Corneliano 1"Alba.® Here he
gencrously offered his help fo the parish priest. Joseph Cottolengo left Corneliano for
Turin, where again he took up his theological studies. e graduated an May 4, 1816 and
then went back to Bra. Two years later. Cottolengo joined the community of the “canons™’
of the church of Corpirs Domini in Turin. The ministry of these pricsts was to care [or the
parish of Corpus Domini and to teach in the wniversity in Turin, Being the assistant parish
priest, Joseph Coltolenga was warking in the parish and he took particular interest in the
poor. Because of his unique love or God and for the poor he soon became known as“lhc

good canon.’

3. COTTOLENGO MEETS MARIA GONNET -"THE GRACLE IS GRANTED"

On Scptember 2. 1827, Cottolengo was called to witness the death of a young
French woman, Maria Gonnet, wife of Pictro Ferrario and mother of five children. In spite
ol the fact that Gonnet was in desperate need of immediate care. she was not admitted in
any of the local hospitals of Turin beeause of some complex laws and regulations in
extstenee at that ime., In the major hospital of Turin, Gonnet was not accepted because of
her pregnancy. Hospilalization of women close o childbirth was forbidden. She was
referred to the maternity hospital where she was similarly rejected because other rules
forhade taking in patients with discases. Maria Gonnet found no help anywhere. She died

far from home, Icaving her husband and children in great distress.”

“CET, Bosco, S €3 B, Cotolengo, 22

“"Canon™ is @ title like monsignor
*CT Sisters of S1.J. B. Cotelengo, The fullness of Chrishan Lije in St 8 B Cottedengo, 8.



Joseph Cottolengo. who witnessed that sad event, was deeply shocked by this event
and decided to do something 1o avoid the repetition of such cases. From that moment he
kept on asking: "How can we talk of the goadness of God. our Provident Father, to pcople
who are dying so miscrably?” And again, "Why did God allow me to witness such a sad
cvent and what does God want from me?" With unusual restlessness. he cailed the
sacristan by name, Luigi None, and ordered him to ring the bells and to light the candies on
the altar of Holy Mary of Grace.” The bell rang at an unusual time and people came,
wondering what it meant. They prayed the Litany to our Lady.'® The Blessed Mother
listened to his request. Secing in his heart that burning spark of divine love. she assured
him that his thoughts and destres were true. This fitled his heart with such a great joy that
he exclaimed: "The Grace is granted. the Grace is granted, biessed be the Holy Mother of
God." "' The exclamation the "Grace is granted" implicd a charism, a gift given by God. a
prophecy lor the church.

In 1827, Coltolengo. inspired by the above experienee, opened a small home with
the intention of providing assistance to the most needy, the poorest, those diseriminated
against by unjust regufations and laws, and those neglected by society. Strengthened by the
words of our Lord, "Whatever you do to the least of my brothers (and sisters). vou do to
me” (MU 25:40). he opencd the first two rooms and prepared them for the sick in a house

called "Red Arch™ in Turin. On January 17, 1828, the [irst sick person called Margherita. a

s a piciure of Our Lady of Grace in the Church of Corpus Domini in Turin,
" CT.v. Bosco. San Giuseppe B Cottolengo, 36,
" ECramerd, In the Footsicps of Christ, St .1 Cottolengo, 8.



paralysed woman in need of permanent care, was accepted: others [ollowed her shortly

. i
alterwards. "

4. THE WITNESS OF THE COLLABORATORS OF JOSEPH COTTOLENGO

(THE VOLUNTEERS)

After opening the 'Red Arch,' Canon Cottolengo was challenged by the growing
and pressing problem of providing the stafl for his work. Voluntecrs were the first
collaborators of Catlolengo. The forcrunner of the numberless throng of these Volunteers
has been a certain Tomimaso Rolando. [le was the first one 0 know Cottelengo’s project
and collahorated for the establishiment of the Red Arch. The best doctors offered their
serviee 1o the poor of Cottolengo. One of them was Doctor Lorenzo Granetti. There was
a pharmacist, Paolo Anglesio, and many others."™ Then he found a group of pious ladies
who. fecling the attraction of the Canon’s charismy, got involved in his venture and offered
their help. However, the service to the poor was not as continuous as Cottolengo desired.
In August 1830, Joseph Cottolengo. decided to gather some young girls who were [ull of

eood will and love for God to take over this service, thus starting the community of

Sisters.!

5.GRACE ISTESTED

God's work always needs to he fested in order to grow and develop. In September

1831, due to an epidemic of cholera in the city, the authorities ordered the rector of Corpus

P CL PP, Gastaldi, § Prodigi defla Carite. Son G B, Cotiolengo 141,
ON PP Gastaldi, 1 Prodigi defia Carita. San (¢ B., Cotiolengo 11
" CF 1. Piano, San Ginseppe B Cotiodengo, 198,



Domini to have the small hospital closed. arlier, Joseph Cottolengo had been warned not
to start it. In fact, Canon Vallet, the Rector of the Congregation, reccived a notification

of the ministry's decision. He informed Cottolengo saving: "There you are! We've got (o
close the hospital as soon as possible! It was to be expected, Monsieur Cottolengo. and we
did warn you. Moreover the honour of the Congregation itself is at stake. and through vour
own fault""” Cottolengo’s trust in God was unperturbed. e answered him checrfully:
"You are not from the country, Father Rectlor. You do not know that cabbages have (o be
transplanted to shoot well. Divine Providence will transplant the small home, and it will
become, you will see, quite a well large cabbage.""*

Flaving succecded in placing his former patients in other hospitals, he brought into
the empty rooms of the "Red Arch” some girls he had picked up in the streets. [le went out
to a new place called Valdocco. tn 1832, Cottolengo moved the small hospital to the
outskirts of Turin naming it, Piccala Casa defla Diving Provvidenza. (Litde House of
Divine Providence) and put it under the protection of St. Vincent de Paul. Over the
entrance, he placed the words: Caritas Christi Urget Nos! In order to accommodate the
ever-increasing number of patients, other buildings gradually arose. bearing distinct names
such as flouse of Faith, House of Hope, Madonna touse, and Bethichem. Cottolengo
sheltered epileptics, the deafl, dumb, orphans, and distressed persons of all sorts. Two
houses were devoted to the mentally handicapped whom Cottolengo called Buoni Figli

(Good sons and daughters). These were the masters and mistresses of the Litte touse.

Joseph Cottolengo never attributed the success of the Little House of Divine Providence to

Ui Caldirola, et al The Comratenga 17,

"™ F_Caldirola, et al. The Contotengo 33.



his own powers of organization; he was entircly convinced that he was merely a tool in the
hands of God."” He once set forth his conviction ta the Sisters in these graphic words:

We are like the marionettes of a puppet show. As long as a hand from above holds

them they walk, jump, dance and give signs of agility and life. They represent now

a king, now a pawn but as soon as the performance is over, they are dropped and

haddied together ingloriously in a dusty corner. So it is with us. amid the

mulktiplicity of our various functions, we are held and moved by the hand of Divine

Providence. Our duty | would sayv is to cnter info its designs 1o play the part

asstgned to us and respand promptly and trust{ulty 1o the impuise received from on

high.”‘

Joseph Cottolengo laid down his life unreservedly for the most poor, the sick, and
the abandoncd. After dedicating his life totally to the service of the less fortunate with fove
and joy beyond words, Cottolengo's earthly life came to an end on April 30, 1842, Many

years had already passed when on Mareh 19, 1934, Pope Pius X1 solemnly proclaimed

Cottotengo a saint. Cottolengo is with interceding for his beloved ones on carth.
6. BEGINNING OF THE COTTOLENGO COMMUNITIES

The original intuitton of Cottolengo, the grace of September 2. 1827, was that of
starting an institution of assistance o the poor, This charism was expressed and hecame
a reality in the Little {louse. For its continuation. Cattolengo founded the religious
communitics of Sisters. Brothers and Priests. These communities lived in the Little Tlouse
{0 assure its stability and genuine evangelical spint. Today the three institules present
themselves as follows: Sisters of Apostolic life and Sisters of Contemplative life, Religious

Brothers and soctety of Priests. We will give a briefl historie deseription of cach.'

"CL L. Piano. San Giuseppe Conolengo, 158,
1. Piano, Fiorr e profumi raceolti dar deni i San (G B Coftoleago, 324 (212).
" Cr L. Piano, San (7 B Contnlengn e la Swa Opera, 27,



6.1 Sisters of St. Joseph Cottolengo

Between 1828 and 1830, lay people at Red Arch provided the service to the poor
and the sick in the Littie THouse.” 1n 1830. Joscph Cottolengo felt the need to give unity
and continuity to the serviec offered to the poor in the Little Tlouse. Therefore. he started a
community of Sisters and put them under the protection of St. Vincent de Paul. In 1833, on
the feast of the Assumptian, he gave the religious habit to the first Sisters and on the feast
of Epiphany. in 1834: they look their religious vows.?' In the Cottolenga family there were
twelve religious families of Sisters. These twelve families of Sisters (six of Contemplative
Life and six of Apostolic Life), were acknowledped by the Apostolic See with the decree
of June 20,1959, as forming onc congregation with the name "Collolengo Sisters.” They
are divided in Lwo Tamilies: Sisters of Apostolic Life and Sisters of Contemplative lLile.

The mission entrusted to the "Cottolengo Sisters” extended to all aspects of human
poverty. In fact, Joseph Cotlolengo charged them with many different tasks concerning the
assistance. care and education ol all the needy people housed in the Little Tlouse. Shortly
aflerwards, he sent them far away Lo other places in order to carry out the same mission 1o
the poar.

The Sisters of Contemplative Life commit themselves to witness in a pre-eminent
and incisive way that "the Little House is founded on and is sustained only by praycr."22
With their existence, they are a silent challenge to seareh lor what constitutes the essence

of consecrated life, that is, o stay with the Lord, to fix their gaze on him only, directing

CI. T. Bosco. San Giuseppe Cottolengo, 43
2 Cf. 1, Piano, San Giuseppe B.Cottoleago e sia opera, 30.
L. Ciano, Fiari e, peafioni. raccolti dui detti de Saa . 8. Cottolenga, 384.



their whole Tife to the contemplation of God. ‘The contemplative Sisters invites all ol us to
work sclflessly. to contemiplate Jesus hidden in the person of the poor.23

In their service the Sisters of Apostalic Life witness the love of Christ and by so
doing remain faithful to their charism. Their mission is to give glory to God and offer
charity 1o those who have no one to care for them and those in desperate need. With
prophetic daring. inspired by Christ's charity, they live a life of humility, simplicity and
generosily. They, in fact, become "sisters” and "mothers” to the poor and "ministers of
Divine Providence." They bear witness (o the love of God. our tender and provident FFather.
They are sustained by joyful hope. nourished by the Eucharist and accompanied by the

e . - . Y qe . 24
Holy Virgin's maternal presence, while awaiting the completion of God’s reign.
6.2 Brothers of St. Joseph Cottolengo

Considering the nature and the needs of the Littte House, it is logical that St. loseph
Cottolengo thought to form a religious community of men. Indeed in 1833 he founded the
communily of laymen: the Brothers of the Little House of Divine Providenee. Thinking
about them, Cottolengo organized in the Little Tlouse a group of young and good men
called the Little Friars. The Brothers were chosen from this new group, devoted to speeial
and religious cultural formation.”®

The religious life of Brothers achicved a remarkable level of enthusiasm and

commitment. Coltolengo did not leave particular rules for the Brothers. hut just something

Y Cr Aets of the VI Generol chapter of the sisters of St..J. B. Cottolengo, Novemher 3-December 3, 55.
PO T Caldivola et al. The Cottalengn, 29.
CT G, Maritati, The Ark of charity. The Fife of St dasepht B Crttolenso, 78




cssential for sueh a life of dedication. In some official documents, Coltolengo states that
the Little ITouse gave birth to Brothers, who are sons of the same house. Their consecrated
life is outlined by the declaration of renouncing cverything for love of God. The
Cottolengo Brother's religious vocation is Lo bring aid to the young, and to ift-adjusted,
sick or handicapped men who arc bereft of heip. Out of their love for God, they befriend
the poor. offering free services in the Little House.

At the end of his training and studics, the Brother pronounces his vows of chastity,
poverty and obedience. tlis mission, ilfuminated by grace and strengthened by daily
prayer. and Eucharist. bears wilness to the world of the love and the infinite goodncess of

God. the Provident Father. %
6.3 Priests of St. Joseph Cottolengo

After engaging Brothers and Sisters in the activity that God entrusted 1o him,
Joseph Cattalengo thought about a community of priests that would be in the service of the
Littie 1Touse. What we know with certitude is that, between 1832-1842, five priests
hecame members of this community of priests. Mcanwhile, considering the quick
spreading of the institution, Joseph Cotlolengo felt the need to prepare some young men
for the priesthoad. In 1836, five young men chosen from the family of Brothers of Joseph
Cottolengo were initiated towards their journey Lo priesthood as seminarians. under the
puidance ol Joseph Cottolengo the founder.?” Finally, on May 30, 1841 Cottolengo started

a scminary called "Tommasini,” placed under the protection of St. Thomas Aquinas. In this

*OF L. Piano, San Gireseppe Cottolengo, 5210,
TCL L Piano, San G B Cottolengo, 547



way. a communily of priests for the service of the Little House was realized. This
community. which was initially known as the Congregation of the Pricsts of the tHoly
Trinity. is now called the Seciety of Cottolengo Priests. No particular writlen rules were
given la them. but simply a timetahlc concerning the moments of prayer. which was in
common. Obviously, they worked under the abedience of Joseph Cotlolengo. "He founded
this community of pricsts with two tasks. First: custodire nel worale (1o provide for the
pastoral ministry). Second, custodive nell ‘economia, (1o administer the various institutions
of Cottolengo).

The Society of Cottolengo Priests 1s a clerical society of apostolic life under
pontifical law. 1ts members strive 1o answer to (he needs of the poor and the sick in the
Little Mouse. They assist the Brothers, Sisters and volunteers of the Litile House in their
spirittal and moral dutics, liturgical celebrations, catechism, and the administration of
sacramemis. Together with the Sisters and Brothers, they offer food. shelier, medicines.

cducation and all other needs to their beneficiaries.?”
7. UNIQUENESS OF THE COTTOLENCGO COMMUNITIES

Irom its origins, the Cottalenga family, by the name Piccola Casa della Divinag
Provvidenza (Little Tlouse of Divine Providence). is an "integral” hody composed of
Sisters. Brothers, Priests and the poor who are their masters/mistresses. The reason why
these religious corporations are so umque in the Chureh is precisely because they are all

part of the 1.ittle House. They share the same charism as well as the same spirttuality. The

AL : . . N
Lo Mano, San (0 B Cotioleago o Ta sua Clpera, 83

"CEE Caldirola ar al, The Cottolengn, 33,
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term "integral" means something that belongs to or forms a necessary part of a whole;
something that has to be combined with another in order to make a fully completed
entity.”® Our three institutes are not co-proprietors or joint OWners of the Little House. No,
they are simply its administrators. Among the fundamental values that are basic in the life
of the members of this family, sharing of goods takes a preeminent place, just as it was in
the life of the early Christian communities.

Faithful to the spirit of the founder, our institutes give up the right to have their
own patrimony distinct from the Little House. They are bound to the Little House with
regard to the aim of their mission, which must be lived and carried out by all with the same
style. Indeed these three communities form the big family of Cottolengo. They form a
whole, where, if one of them is missing, the family is incomplete.”' In this uniqueness, the
Church recognized the Little House of Divine Providence. The three institutes depend on
the authority of the Father of the Little House, who has no power over the individual
persons,””, but has the authority over the three Institutes within the bounds set in a decree
of the Apostolic See in 1959. The Father general is the center of unity in the Little House.
Together with the other General superiors of the Cottolengo Sisters and Brothers, they care

and work for the continuity of the Cottolengo charism.*

W Cf. The Constitutions of the Sisters of St. J. B. Cottolengo, 2.

3% Cf. L., Piano, I Tre Istituti di Vita Consacratu della Piccola Casa in relazione al ¢carisma del fondatore,
15.

*2 In the congregation of Sisters and Brothers.

B3 Cf. The Constitutions of the Sisters of St. J. B. Cottolengo, 28



8. CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have examined the lile of St. Joscph Cottolengo from his
childhood, his education, lus priestly ordination and his work for the poor as a canon in the
congregation of the priests of Corpus Domini in Turin. We have shown that on September
2. 1827, alter he had assisted a dying mother and prayed his fervently to our Lady of Grace
he perceived a special vocation to charity towards the poorest, the sick and abandoned
people and he worked for them tirclessly. He obtained the Grace, from our mother Mary to
start a small hospital at "Red Arch” where he could welcome all the needy people.

For the continuity of his charitable works and stability of his charism and of the
Little Housce, he founded communitics of conscerated people., These are the Cottolengo
communities of Sisters, Brothers, and priests. tn the chapter we analyzed also the
uniqueness of the fannlies founded by hime loseph Cottolengo lollowed Chnist as the
model of charity. His followers are called to emulate his example today. The following
chapter will examine the charism itseif. 1t will help us know what moved Jloseph

Cottolengo to so a great charity towards God and the people.



CHAPTERIIL.

COTTOLENGO CHARISM

1. INTRODUCTION.

Joy and cheerfulness are the characteristics of those who put their trust on God and
therefore they do not consider tomorrow worth worrying about. When we trust deeply that
God is truly with us and holds us sale in a divine embrace. guiding every ane of our steps,
we can let go our anxious need to know what tomorrow will bring or what will happen
next month or the future. Joseph Cottolengo, the founder of the Little House of Divine
Providence. worked, loved and served Gad in the poorest. simply trusting in God's daily
providence. His charism is based on the experience of being loved by God who is a loving
and earing l"ather

In this chapter, we are going o discover his charism. This will be done in four
points: First we will examine the general meaning of charism from the documents of the
Chureh. Second we will concentrate on the charism of St. Joseph Coulolengo. Third, we
will investigate the evangelical foundation of the Cotlolengo charism, and finally, we will
point out various elements that constitute the Cottolengo charism. All this will help us

know beller, appreciate and admire this wonderful gifi of God given to Joseph Cottolengo

2. WHAT IS A CHARISM?

The Greek word "charisma" means, a free gift, a {avour, a grace. it is Paul who

introduced this term into rcligious language. The term grace has a general meaning, and



can be applied to any gift of God. Charism. instead. indicates more specifically a gift given
by the Holy Spirit to an individual person for the cammon good. Charisny implies stability
and continuity. Grace can be a passing gill given for a certain moment. while charism is
destined to last.™ It is a gift given to certain persons for their own sanetification and for the
common good. Through these gifis, God has given to the church the power to cooperate. in
her own up huilding. ™ Ttis a gifl freely given, not related to the merits of the person who
receives iy Lumen Gentinn 12 we read: ... Allotting his gifls according as he wills, he
also distributes special graces among the faithful af every rank. By these gifts e makes
them fit and ready to undertake various tasks and offices far the renewal and building up
the Church."

A charism becomes more evident at the time of the foundation of a religious
institute. of a school of spirituality and of the charitable works, which express it. The
charism with which the lloly Spirit endows a founder always implies a particular
understanding and grasping ol the gospel message and (ransforms it into a concrete
expericnce of charity towards others. Being a gift of the Spirit it is always a dynamic

rcality, a saurce of ltfe and activity. (Perfectae caritatis no, 1),
3. THE CHARISM OF JOSEPI COTTOLENGO

A founder is a person chosen by God and destined to become (he bearer and
channel of a speecial gift that is the saurce of a religious family. e is entrusted with the

duty of sharing this gift with whomever he meets and all (hose who are fascinated by his

Y Or L. Piano. I carisma di San G. B Cortolenga. 2.
" CF D, Michael, Tie New Dictiaery af the Cathedre Clarch, 292,
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message. The charism of Joseph Cottolengo is a gift that he shared with those who
followed him in the service of God and of the needy people. The Little House of Divine
Providence was born from a divine initiative just as other religious communities are.
Cottolengo obtained the grace on what to do for the poor and the abandoned on September
2, 1827, in deep prayer at the feet of our Lady of Grace

Joseph Cottolengo, in his life, had a particular intuition of the love of God, the
provident Father for all his creatures, and espccially for all human beings. Having
experienced the loving providence of God the Father, he understood the urgency to provide
and care for his poor brothers and sisters. He praises and celebrates with them the wonders
of Divine Providence. He tried to manifest this love of God the Provident Father, in all his
activities. Joseph Cottolengo calls us to exercise "Love for God and for people and a living
faith and trust in Divine Providence™® These are the words in which the charism of
Cottolengo 1s expressed. This charism of Joseph Cottolengo, which is the charism of the
Little House of Divine Providence, is lived in the Cottolengo spirit.*’ Joseph Cottolengo
explained it in a homily:

There is a strong connection between the love of God and the love for our brothers
and sisters-(that the former cannot be separated from the latter...} No one can think
to love God sincerely if he/she does not love his/her fellow brothers and sisters.
We may think of these two realties of love being like two flames lighted up by one
same burning fire, or two streams flowing from the same spring or two branches
branching from the same trunk.’®

*_Sisters of St. Joseph B. Cottolengo, The fullness of Christian life in St. J. B. Cottolengo, 13-24

¥ The spirituality of Joseph Cottolengo. which is the spirituality of the Little House, is a Trinitarian,
Eucharistic, Ecclesial, Marian, and Christocentric spirituality. [t is prayer that makes it continue (V. Di Meo
La Spiritualita’ di San Giuseppe B. Cottolengo, 147.191.278).

*G.B. Cottolengo. Predica sufla Carita, 2-5.



Faithful to the charism of the founder, the Cottolengo followers bear witness to the
tove of God. the Provident Father, by their laus perennis, (continuous prayer) and a loving
service towards their most needy brothers and sisters, especially those who have nobody to
attend to their needs. They strive towards the fulfillment of their perfection in accord with
the vacation proper to the Cottolengo spirit: unbounded faith, total confidence in Divine
Providence, jovful hope, fervent love for God and great charity towards their brothers and
sisters, always showing preference to the most poor. The Cottolengo charism can also be
defined as a charism of all cmbracing love, Joseph Cotlolengo teaches us that: "We are
here only (o love God. to please Ilim in everything we do. in fact | tefl you. we are here for

. ~ . 14
this and [or nothing clse.”™

1. BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS OF TIHIE COTTOLENGO CHARISM.

Every charism comes from God. Fach founder gets an insight into a particolar
message. s insight becomes a key for the interpretation and appreciation of the whole
Gospel. The charism of Joseph Cottolengo is based and founded on the teaching of Jesus
which we find in Matthew 6:25-34, and in 25:31-40. These texts cxpress the essential
principles on which the Little House rests and takes its roots.*® God is our heavenly Father,
and such a loving Father, he care and is very concerned about us. If we therefore go on
worrying exeessively about the futurc, it means that we doubt God's love and ecarc. I God

our Father feeds the birds of the air and gives Mowers their beauty, how much more will

. Piano. Fiori e profinns, 363,
YOS The Constitntions of the sisters of St. 0 I Cottedenga, o o

i I
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God take care of us made in the divine tmage and redeemed by the Mood of Jesus. Let us

read the passage of Matthew 6:25-34
Therefore | tell you. do not worry about your life, what you will eat {or drink), or
about your body, what you will wear. Is not lifc more than foad and the body more
than clothing? Look at the birds in the sky: they do not sow or reap. they gather
nothing into barns, yel your heavenly TFather feeds them. Are you not more
important than they? Can any of vou by worrying add a single moment to your
lifespan? Why are you anxious about clothes? Learn from the way the wild flowers
grow. They do not work or spin. But I tell you that not even Solomon in all his
splendour was clothed like one of them. If God so clothes the grass of the field,
which grows foday and is thrown into the oven tomorrow, will he not much more
provide for you, Q you of Tittle faith? So do not worry and say. 'what arc we to
eat? or what are we fo drink? or what are we to wear? All these things the pagans
scek. Your heavenly Father knows thal you necd them all. But seck first the

Kingdom of God and Tlis rightcousness, and all these things will he given vou
besules. Do not worry about tomorrow: tomorrow will take care of itself,

If God is a Father who cares for us in so wonderful a way, we should love and
serve God abways, We must be able to sece God in our needy brathers and sisters. In fact in
{(Matthew 25: 31-40), we conclude that every person is a son/daughter of God in Christ.
God is known, loved, contemplated and served in the poor, the necdy, especially the oncs
who do not have anybody taking care af them. We shall quote only a part of it ".. . For |
was hungry and yau gave me foad, | was thirsty. and you gave me drink. stranger and you
welcomed me. naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you
visited me.... Whatever you did to onc of these least brothers [sisters] of mine you did it
far me..." Jaseph Cottalengo was inspired by these words of Jesus to start the small home
for the sick, poor and all the abandoned people. He entrusted the whale of his work (o the
care of God who provides everything.

Joseph Cottolenge made the above passages the programme of his life and that of
his co-warkers. He summarized his teaching abaut love in the following wards, "lFor the

lave of Christ timpels us” (2 Cor 5: 14). In this spirit he gave his life tatally for the service



of God in the person of the poor and the abandoned. In the spirit of the Gospel inculcated
by Juseph Cottolengo, the Littde House day alter day asks above all for God's reign and
Justice. "The reeetving of daily bread is the constant miracle, Nourished by this word off
God the life of the Little House is a fife of living faith, where Christ is scen in all the poor

and the abandoned ™!

5. THE ELEMENTS OF THE COTTOLENGO CHARISM

Two of the elements that constitute the Cottolengo charism as we have scen above
are: Love for God and fur human beings, faith and trust in Divine Providence, [1is motto,

"Caritas Christi Urget Nos," constitutes a third element.
5.1 Love for God and for human beings

Love is not an abstract but a concrete reality. Love s manifested in action. Out of
love, God created everything, Out of fove Jesus suffered and died for us, Out of love the
Father and the Son gave us the Holy Spirit. Learing from God our Father we are called to
concretize our tove in humble service o vur brothers and sisters. Jesus showed us this kind
of love when he washed his disciples” feet and commanded them to do likewise to one
another (3n 13). This example of Jesus teaches us that our service to one another should be
an imitation of Chnst whose love overwhelms us.

The activities of the Littte House of Divine Providence are done following the

example of Christ. We receive the gift of fove from God and we are invited to share it with

LA Bolla, St Joseph B, Cottolengo. The Saint, His Work, His Spirit, 12,



others. It is not the case of, "l give you so thal you can repay me tomorrow™. [11s a service
for the love of God, and love lTor one another. "l.ove is genuine when it is offered without
looking for reward or gratification of any kind, with a vision of faith that is pure and
gratuitous.™ The parable of the Good Samaritan (1k 10:25-37) is a summary of what love
for neighbour means. Qur neighbour is whocever is in need. All men and women are sons
and daughters of our heavenly Father created in God's image and likeness. Therelore, it is
divine justice that we sincerely be concerncd with each other's welfare. "Love for God is
tested through the love for our fellow brothers and sisters made in Tlis image,"™*

God is the primary object of human love. From our love relationship with God, a
fraternal retationship among us, children of the same Father, becomes possible. These
truths. known through the gospel. inspired the life of St loseph Benedict Cotiolengo and in
turn, that of ali his lollowers. Te himsell confirmed dus when he said: "Love for God
doesn’t consist, as oo many believe, in deep emotions or in some tender affections, but in
a faithful and generous service of God."™ we can say that love finds its clear manifestation
in our steadfast adherence to the holy will of God. especially in the face of temptations.
This in faet is the essential nucleus of a life totally abandoned to Divine Providence. The
expression Neo Gratias (thanks be to God), which is frequently uttered by the foliowers of
St. Joseph Cottolengo. is an expression that reminds us that everything that afTects our life

comes [tom the hands ol our heavenly Father

" Sisters ol St. Joseph B Cottlengo, The fullness of Cheistian life inSe. 0B Cottedenga, 24,
" Sisters of S1. loseph B. Cotolenpo, The fidiness of Clwistian fife in St 4B Cottolengo, 8
! Sisters of St Joseph B. Conolengo, The fullness of Cheistian fife in St B Cottolengo, 24.
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5.2 Faith and trust in Divine Providence

Joseph Cottolengo fived in deep faith** and trust™ in God. In the light of this faith,
Cottolengo understood that the world is taken care of by God who shows ITimself more as
a loving Father than as a pawerful Creator. Joseph Cottolengo was touched deeply by the
teaching of Jesus and it conditioned all his behaviour. He used Lo say:

If God is our heavenly Father, then we are all his children and others are no longer

strangers, but brothers and sisters. {f God is Father, and a tender and provident

Iather, as Jesus pointed out over and over again, our only way to relale to him

must be that of total trust and love. We have (o lave hi and serve him always.”

Faith and trust in Divine Providence arc the pillars that constitute the spirituality of
Toseph Cattolengo. Soon afier starting a home Tor the poor, Cottalengo called it "{1he Little
lHouse of Divine Providence.™™ that is. a home that depends entirely on the providence of
God. Divine Providence is the name by which Cottolengo refers to God. The understands
(God as the loving Father who provides [or everything, not onty to human heings but also (o
all creatures. Cottolengo drew this inspiration from Mt 6:25-34. On reading this text, the
man of faith could not (ail (o trust in the loving Father. "Il Gad cares lor everything clse,
God eannot {ail to care for people who arc the only ereatures on earth that God has willed
for its own sake.™™ Cottolenga loved ta speak about Divine Providenee, hut his trust in

Divine Providence is not to be found only in his wuards but above all in his practical lile,

Vis trust in Divine Providence was quite evident. In fact he regarded himsell as mercly an

** Taith is our yes to God. Through faith a persan obeys the will of God.

**“I'rust means that one abandons everything to God who cares far all. One relies on the goodness of God.
YV 1 Meo. La Spiritnolités di San G B. Cottolengo, 151

T CT V. Di Meo, La Spiritnalita di San O, B. Cottnfengo, 152,

" CL Gandivm et Spes, 24: The Catechism of the Catholic Chureh, 1703,
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instrument in the hands of Divine Providence. lie frequently repeated: "I am an unskilled
labourer of Divine Providence.”

Cottolengo was not worried about the future of the Little House, for its existence
and progress did not depend on lum. This way of thinking is well expressed in hus dialogue
with the interior minister, Count Antonio Bartolomeo Tonduti, defla Scarena., who called
him in his office in Turin to get to know Cottolengo's project personally. Doctor Lorenzo
Girannet, a friend and collaborator of J. Cottolengo. reconstructed the dialogue between the
minister and Cottolengo. [tis in this way that the discussion was madc known.

Minister: 1'm sorry for having disturhed you, but prudence requires that the
governmen( has the right (o know if you, respected canon, are the director of the
many poor people sheliered in the 1ittle House.

Cottolengo: "Your excellency, | am not the director, but the unskilled worker of
Divine Providence who entrusted them to my eare. [ am the least of the priests by
God's grace. It 1s Divine Providence who forces me to take care of these poor,”

The Minister added: "Where do vou get the money to provide a living for them
all?

Cotiodengo: "From Divine Providence whose servant | am.”

The Minisfer went on: "But to provide for so many people you need a fixed ineome
and some reserved funds. Where do you get them?"

Cottolengo insisted: "Sir, | have already told you that it is Divine Providence that
takes care of everything.”

The Minister continued: "Well, well, the government, however, has the right to
find out everything about this matler. Your whole enterprise seems wery
questionable.” ;

Cattolenga: “The Little House is under the care of Divine Providence that hrings
continuous offerings. Can you charge the Little [House to have bothered anvbody in
order to obtain eontribution and money or to have applicd to you for support? You
are worrying unnecessarily, sir. | am very much at peace because Divine
Providence never failed and will never fail. Men will fail, but Divine Providence
will not.”

S

V. Di Meo, La Spiritnalitc di San (. B. Cottolenge. 158.



The Minister: " Respeeted Canon, 1 take my leave and | wish you the assistance of
.. . . 51
Divine Providenee and remember me in your prayers.

Such was the reply the government alficer received, This testifies 1o the faith of
Cotolengo in Divine Providence. Joseph Cottolengo fiked to work unnoticed. However the
issue of his work is not of small importance. The Littie House is already a big and complex

. - 45 f . . N .
reality. Carlo Alberto™, who cantinuously follows the affairs of the project with interest,
personally confesses his worries ta the founder. Lorenzo Granetti records the conments
between 1. Cottolengo and his earthly king. Carlo Alberto: "Haven't you thought yet of
vour sttecessor? 1 you die what will become of the Littie House?" Cottolengo replicd:

Oh, your majesty doubts abowt the Divine Providence? What woull happen is,

what has happened a short time ago. The changing of the guards took place

without anyone knowing, and he carries on with his duty. | am nothing: When

Divine Providence will call me, another will take my place without anyone

f . N - . s .

knowing and the Little House will function better than it does fiow,™

In all the difficultics that Cottolengo faced in the realization of the project that God
ispired. he kept himself calim and steady. 1is confessor, Father Fontana. a follower of St.

- . nere ' . . N . - . L9
Philip said. "There is more faith in Cattalengo atone than in the whole town of Turin" ™,
loseph Cottolenga confirmed it on various accastons by words such as; "We must always

have faith in God. If God answers with his Divine Providence to ordinary [aith. ta those

. . . $s
who trust in God with great faith, God answers abundantly. "™

'V Di Meo. La spiritualita di San Giuseppe Cottolengo, 151

* He was the king of Picdmont when Joseph Cottolengo was rector of the [iltle 1lousc.

Y G Maritati, The Ark of Charitv. The life of St J B Conolengo, 101 Joseph Cottalengo and the king were
al the palace. where he was observing at the window.

VD Meo, o Speettrealita i San Ginseppe B Cottolengo, 162,

V. Di Meo, La Spicimalite i San Givseppe B, Cottalenga, 163,
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Indeed, Joseph Collolengo's eonfidence in God remains unshakahle cven in front of
many troubles and set-backs like the closure of the "The Red Areh” (the first small home
for the sick and abandoned). the death of Mother Marianna Nasi. his first collabarator, and
of some people who collaborated with him, Sisters. Brothers, Priests, and Volunteers.
Firmness in action, and assurance of successes in any undertaking are the privileges of a
man who trusts in God. To the mockery and scorn of many. even among his fricnds,
Cottolengo always answered with his unbounded faith, 'Deus Providebit’, "God will
provide."™

I we ook at the life of Cottolenga and his tcaching about Divine Providence, vis-
d-vis life in the world today. it is extremely difficult 1o understand Cottolengo. ‘The world
of today is so concerned about tomorrow that it tends to forget the present moment. Every
discussion, whether in political. cconomic or even in screntific discoveries is geared
towards an casy life. Of course. if God has given people intelligence. it should be utilized
for peapie’s benefit, but without forgetting that afler we have done our part Divine
Providence will provide. Joseph Cottolengo said: "When | speak of Providence, | speak of
Divine Providence nat of human Providence." Thas, we can understand the abandonment
of Coltolengo in Divine Providence not as an escape, but as really an authentic Christian
fife.

In the Litle House, Divine Providence cares for everytliimg. Once day a Sister went
to him saying. "Father Cottolengo! You sce we have no money. we have only this coin”.

“Ah. what a lovely coin! Give it to me." he took it and threw it out of the window and

" OF. Sisters of St 1. B, Caliolengo, In the Foliness of Christian Life, 28,
VD Meo, La Sprritualitet i San G B Cottolengo, 119
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exclaimed. "we will see if it is Ifr. Coltolenga or Divine Providence providing for the Litde

liouse.

eleven

IhE AN + - - . e
" Another Sister one day came to him worried: "Father.” she said, "it's alvcady

o'clock; the water is botling n the pans, but we have nathing.”

De vou think Divine Providence won't provide anything? Have faith my daughter

and you will sce wonders. In fact at midday. many carts of pots full of foad were

driven there. A colane! pleased by his soldiers gave them some moncy as a prize to

spend for a special dinner. All (he food set for them that day was brought to
Cotlolengo's pnnr.w

laseph Cotlolengo was never worried about tomorraw. Normally, whatever he had

was used for that very day. He trusted in the Providence of God whe provided evervihing.

Frequently his creditors approached him rudely. He patiently answered,

[T the creditors are decent people, they convinee themsclves that a priest does not
trick them that Divine Providence has never filed for bankruptey and God will
reward evervone who suffers {or the poor. On the other hand, 1 doubt that anyone
can complain ofhaving lost money with the Little House; they lose with the nobles
and rich, but not with the |ittle Houge. ™

We conclude by saying that Joseph Cottolengo is par excellence the saint of Divine

Providence. The fallowers of Joseph Cattolengo are specifically challenged because their

role madel 15 | Cottolengo himself. In ather words, they cannot study Joseph Cottolengo

for the sake of knowledge. but they have Lo Tollow him step-by-step emulating him. In this

imitation of 1. Cottolengo, they witl actually be imitating Jesus Chirist whom Cottolengo

himsel{ imitated. The Cottolengo charism will help them to go closer and closer to the

source that ts Tesus himsell

F G Morero, The Cattolenga, 9.
Y 3. Morero, The Corrolengeo, 10,
" G. Maritaty, The Ark of Charitv. The Life of St 0 B3, Cotrolenga, 102,



5.3 Cottolengo motto: " Caritas Christi Urget Nos,"(2 Cor 5:14)

This expression "Charity of Christ " is very rich. 1 relers to the sell-giving love of
Clutst for us. 1t 1s the love that burbs in us and unites us to Jesus. 1 is the same love that
through us reaches all the others and espeaially the poor and the least®  Joseph
Cottolengo's canviction was that when we think that Chrst died for us, and he dicd when
we were his enemies due 1o sin, then we cannot help but only live for him. Henee, St. Paul
says;

And this is because the fove of Christ overwhelms as, when we refleey that one

man has died for all, then all men should be dead; and the reason he died for all

was so that living men should live no tonger for themselves but tor Him who died
and was raised Lo life Tor theni. (2 Cor S:14-17).

Coltolengo lived not for himscll), but for Jesus. He could make his own the words
of St. Paul: "l live now not with my own life, but with the lile of Christ who lives in me.
The life I now live in this body | hive 1n faith. Faith in the Son of God who loved me and
whu sacrificed himsell for my sake" (Galatians 2:19-20)

Laoking at Cottolengo, it is clear and evident that he abandoned himscelf o God. To
be able to start the Little Tlouse all alone, almost with nothing, and accepting the poor of
all kinds when he did not have immediote facilities required by them, demonstrates that
one is doing these things no longer living for himsel.®* Joseph Cottolengo based his
teaching and works of charity on the example and teaching of Christ. On several oceasions,
Jesus has taught us how to love one another. e summarized the Ten Commandments as

"love of God" and "love of neighbour.” He tells us, who our neighbour in the parable of the

“UCE P Coda, The Gospel of Charity and the Cottolengo Charism, 8.
"L CE AL Bolla, Juseph Cottolengo. The Saint, Fhis Work and His Sparit, 23
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Good Samarttan (Lk 10:37). In his farewell discourse, Jesus once more stresses the need to
love onc another. "I give you a new commandment: love one another. By this love you
have for onc another, every one will know that yvou are my disciples" (In13:34-35). 1t is
clear that dcsus dacs not give us an option. e commands us to love onc another il we are
to be his disciples. The carly Church practiced this quite well, and the pagans impressed by
the love Christians had for onc another were saying: "Look how they love one
another."(Tertulian. Apology XXXI1X 8). In other words, the first followers of Jesus were
distinguished. and known as Disciples of Christ duc to the love they had for one another.
This was the cornerstone of Cotlolengo's charity. lle did not build castles in the air,
but he followed the examiple of Christ and that of the first Christian Community. Drawing

his conviction and implication from this example, I. Cottolengo wished the Little TTousc to

have that very spirit.
6. CONCLUSION

Charism is a gift of the Holy Spirit given (o an individual person, for a particular
purpose. and far up building of the Church and for the good of the community. Tt implies
stability and continuity. The Cottolengo charism is hased on Jove for God and for human
beings, faith and trust in God the provident Father. This is the charism that the Cottolengo
co-workers are called to carry on today in the world, praising God and serving him in his
poor peaple.

1. Cottolengo is so sure of Divine Providence that for him it becomes compulsory
to abandon himscl{ and the difficultics he meets, totally to God. The first place in his lifc is

lor God. The human being is an instrument in the hands of God. Concern and love for the
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poor is a need for his heart. beeause the poor are Jesus. Serving them we serve Christ. The
scrvice of the poor becomes a genuine and authentic cult of God. which will turn out to be
a glory to Gied and a way to holiness. ‘Caritas Christi urget nos'is the principle that pushes
him (o give his [ife to the needs ol his suffering brothers and sisters until death. The
experiences of God's fatherhood and of the people’s dignity are inseparable from the
original charism of Joseph Cottolengo. FHe shared this heautiful experience with the poor as
well as with the rnich. In the next chapter we shall fook at burning eharity as the expression

of the Cottolengo charism. it tells us about poor he served and how he served them.
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CHAPTER HI

BURNING CHARITY, EXPRESSION OF COTTOLENGO CHARISM

[. INTRODUCTION

Joseph Cottolengo was a man of great faith and ardent love for God and for people.
Ulrged by this faith and love, he addressed his care to the pecople he met on his way: the
young and the aged in the state of abandonment, the handicapped and the sick, and all
cases of marginalized persons. In fact, he devoted his care to those forms of poverty not
addressed by the social service programs of his time

The third chapter of our paper attempts to analyze burning charity as the expression
of the Cottolengo charism. The chapter is divided in three main parts: the poor in the mind
of Cottolengo. the challenges of serving the poor. and the joy of serving the poor. Al this

will help us understand the meaning af service in the ehartsm of Joseph Cottolengo.

2. THE POOR IN THE MIND OF COTTOLENGO: "THE POOR ARE JESUS"

Although all people i need are the object of Cottolengo's charity. the saint shows
preference towards those who lack any other human support. Therefore, we would say that
he feels the need to serve always the poorest among the poor. In faet, writing 1o King
Alberto of Piedmont, J. Cottolenga aflirms that the Little House was born of an impulsc of

Divine Providence and that its aim was to welecome, assist and take care of the sick of



32

cither sex. ail ages, and every social condition or sickness. no matter what iliness they
had."

In the Little House no poor and abandoned patient should be rejected. No sick
person knocking at the door of this hause is in danger of being sent away. of remaining
without necessary care or of dying abandoned. There is only one requirement asked of
thase coming to the Little House: they need to be poar and abandoned. To a servant who
accompanied a sick person sent by a noble woman. Canon Cottolengo firmly said: "Tell
that lady (hat the Litte Flause does pot reecive patients having nobles as protectors. it
receives only the abandoncd” * Cottolengo's charity is based on the expression of St. Paul
found in the second letter to the Corinthians: ‘caritas Christi nrget nos', (1 Cor 5:14). This
is the permanent scal of the Little House, s life-giving program. and its reason for
existing. The urgency of Christ's charity pushes J. Cottolenga beyond the limiting
baundaries of state assistance. It is lbis zealous charity uf Christ that is the most authentic
expression of his charism.®

The special tove for the poor in the Cottolengo charism is not a fruit of mere human
sympathy but a gift of God, which Joseph Cottolengo expericnced and wanted to share
with the less fortunate. It is indeed a path that he took in imitation of Christ who gave his

life Tor all. As Jesus identificd himsell with the little ones and the least. so did J.

Cottolengo. tinbaunded charity to the poorest Tor (he love of God forms the core of the

“UCr Gl Maritati. The Ark of Charity. The Life of St LB Contolenga, 46,
“YG. Maritati, The Ark of Charinv. The 1. ife of ST B. Cottolengo, 50.
*CIL G Mariati, The Ark of Charite. The Life of St.0 B, Cottedengo, 47.



33

Cottalengo charism. In Tact the Little House founded by him exists to care for those most
i need. those whom saciety considers a burden.

Joseph Cotlolengo got the inspiration to start the Little House for poor peaple after
witnessing the death of Maria Gonnet who died in a desperate situation. I. Cottolengo who
was shocked by this event did not want to witness the death of vther poor people like
Gonnet who had no assistance. Therefore the priority given in his eharitable works was to
those found in major problems: those wha were rejeeted from other haspitals, public or
private: those neglected by socicly, those with nobody (o care for them in their homes: the
deformed, crippled. mentally and physically handicapped, blind, orphans. and thasc in very
sorrowful situations. In short, all who were society's laughing stock and object of mockery.
Joseph Collolengo used to tell his co-workers. "All tliese poar people are the 'pearls’, the
treasures and they are the 'masters/misiresses' af the Little House."™

Among many good sons/daughters welcomed in the Little House there was one
with whom 1. Cattelengo laved to talk and to joke a little more than the others. 1lis name
was Doro.a mentally retarded man. The Archibishop of Vercelli, visiting the Little Touse
anc day and wanting to speak with J. Cottalengo had to wait until I. Cottolengo and Doro
fiished their game. Cottolengo simply told him. "Your Excellency! T have just begun the
match with this one af my gentlemen and | cannot break it off without offending lim."*
The Archbishap. touched by this evangelical spirit, did not only wateh the mateh, but he

started Lo connt the scores for them. Taday. when it comes (o giving priovity, the most

iy

M. Frezzato, Cottolengo Dieny, 15
G. Marttati, The Ark of Charity The Life of St J B. Cottolengo, 54,

fl
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miscrable, the most poor. the one with nabody to care for are the first o be considered in
the Little House.

Jesus is present in his Church in many ways. lle is present in a special way in the
poor who. he said. would always be with us (In 12:8). Joseph Coltolengo understoad this
fact of faith in a deep way. Since the time he reccived the grace (Sept 2. 1827), he spent all
his life caring for the poor, the abandoned. and the sick. lle served them with a lot of
humility. simplicity and gencrosity. In them. he ministered to Jesus whose tove impels us.
To them he witnessed the love of Gaod, the Provident Father. whom he himself had
experienced. The motivation for serving the poor is to worship God. According to I
Cotlolengo. the poor are the ones wha will apen the gate of heaven for us. Tle Frequently
told his followers:

Consider the poor the same person as Jesus and be assured that you will never
regret any assistance and help given to them. The sick represent the divine
Redeemer and you. devating yaur service to them, do it 1o Jesus. He will reward
you gencrously, for all the saerifices you moke.*

I'rom this perspective Joseph Cottolenga's statements such as, "The poor are Jesus.”
"In the person of the poar and the sick we must see Jesus," "While scrving the poor and the
sick. tink that you are serving Jesus,” are fully understood. On another instance. he said:
"In the person of the poor you must sec Jesus Chirist. The mast revolting ones must be the
dearest to you because they represent Jesus mare intensely. To do pood to the paor, yau
must. it need be. dirty yourself up to the neck. This is the very charity vou must

L - . . .
exerctse™ . [ the poor are Jesus to be catled into the Little Hause. (o serve them is an

" L. Piano, Fiori ¢ Profumi, raceolti dai deiti di San Gingeppe B Cottolengo, 30
“ M. Frezzato, Coftolengo Diaey, 40,



incredible privilege, beeause in the court of the king, every job is noble. So as to confirm
his paint. to the person who praised him for having been joined by 1r. Anglesio”™ Joseph
Cottolengo emphatically said that it was Anglesio who should thank Divine Providence for
offering hen that opportunity. The real words are:

If you eould understand the gifi of God, the very preciaus grace you are given by

our heavenly Father who called you here, in His House to serve Ifim in the person

of the poor, the true apple of llis eye, you would be really proud and could give

) S : T

Him an endless thanksgiving with all your heart and mind.

The Sisters, {ollowing the example of their founder, learned his teaching well and
individuals are frequently heard saying: "1 am going to serve Jesus”. Joseph Cottolenge's
charity was not limited only to the body, but the carpareal reality should be viewed as a
stepping-stone to the soul of the poor person. As a complement (o his words reported
above, we read: "It is not enough to serve the poor in their physical pains: you must serve
them chiefly in their spiritnal afflictions because very often. the afflictions they bear in

n12

their heart are greater than those they endure in their body.""™ Apart from lcading the poor

to Gad through direct service, they should be taught catechism according to their
capacitics, and he helped to love God. The service given to them indeed must be given

promptly. carefully. tenderly. and with total love and a lot of respect.

™ Fr. Anglesio was onc of the priests of the Congregation of Corpus Domini where Joscph Coliolenga was
a canon hefore he started the [ittle Towse,

M. Fresrato, Cottodengn Diarv, 42

ML Frezzalo, Cottofengo Diory, 23
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3. CHALLENGES OF SERVING THE POOR

The project of Ged started by Cottolengo was developing well day by dav, but not
without difficultics. Tt is not casy to describe the amount of criticism and subsequent
rumours about such an initiative. The opinions of people in regard to this imderfaking of
1. Cottolengo was very contradictory. Some peaple approved while others disapproved. He
met many challenges from his family members as well as colleagues of the Corpus
Daomini,

In 1831, with the outhreak of cholera, which threatened Turin and the nearby citics,
many people camplained about it to the local authorities, So Joseph Cottolengo was
ordered to close the small hospital for his poor immediately. Such an injunction so
unexpected and peremptory was a blow for him because of his poor. For ). Cottolengo that
news brought a forchoding of misflortune for the future. 1. Cottolengo, even though willing
to accept this sad mament. ie was at the same time feeling the painful effeets of that order.
Meanwhile, many were making sharper and subtler complaints and mockeries about hin.
Almost all the peaple criticized Cottolengo's action, saying that he was an unwise and rash
person. Everybody laughed at him and turned away from him. Even those who had helped
him before the enforced closing did not defend him in this painful moment. This was a big
challenge for Joseph Cottolengo, but he did not despair. He trusted in God and went on
courageously to serve the poor starting a new with a bigger home for them.”

Other challenges came up as he reopened the Little House for the poor people, The

number of poor who implored him to enter this house increased and so he had to enlarge

O The Cottodeneo Sisters, Meorher Marian Nasi, 3R-39,



the house by building new premises. Uor this reason, debls became excessive and ereditors
bepan to clamour to be paid. Another cholera epidemic struck and some of his
collaborators died, but Cottolengo a man of faith continued (o trust in Divine Providence.

J. Cottolengo teaches us that humility and respect are very important in the service
of the poor. We learn to overcome our pride and assume an attitude of service towards the
poor. I they arc the masters/mistresses, 'servant of the poor’ is the hest fitle that a
Cottolengo Sister, Brother and Pricst can hear. According to the teaching of I. Cottotengo
the service to the poor should be total. Total service implies being at the service of the puor
at any time and ready to do any kind of service that is needed. Joseph Cotlolengo reminds
us that even the little ones have their reputation. and his words sound like a warning (o us
when he says, that they are the owners and they must be treated as such otherwise they will
dismiss us. This is why he was convinced that knowing who the poor are. we should serve
them kneeling. Let us quote: "If you could just think and comprehend the kind of person
the poor represent, you would serve them on your knees. that is. with greal respeet. !

To dedicate one's lile for the poor and the weak is a challenge becanse one has (o
do what 1s considercd useless and humiliating 10 others. In fact, according to L. Cottolengo
service to the poorest should be understood in the light of the gaspel: otherwise it may be
considered a waste of time. Many people may ask questions such as. "Why waste time,
money. encrgy and life helping uscless people?” In a society where individualism and

sclfishness arc on the rise. one needs to risk in helping the others without fear. Our world is

V. Di Mceo, La Spivitnalita i San G. . Cottoleugo, 194,
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[ast tending towards competition and profit making: hence time and space for the weak and
neglected are diminishing day by day. Virtues, such as humility. patience, respect,
sympathy and tenderness, have little to do with a world that is largely consumeristic.

Jean Vanier. in his book. The Scondol of Service, says that those who serve people
with mental disahilitics and the weak should share their life with them.” This means to g0
beyond normal solidarity. Qur scrvice. as Cattolengo follosvers. should not he animated by
other reasons, than the charity of our Lord Jesus Christ. This qualifics Cottolengo's motto,

"Caritas Christi Urget Nos" (2 Cor 5:14). Service to the poorest becomes a genuine and

authentie worship of God. which turns out to be for the glory of God anu a way to holiness.
4. THE JOY OF SERVING TIIE POOR

oy is a precious gift from the Holy Spirit. It is a gift for all. For a religious
Cottolengo Sister, Brothers, and Priest, joy is an aspeet to be practised always and
especially when serving the sick and the poarest.

Humility, simplicity, screnity and joy are the ingredients of Cottolengo spirituality.
To all the patients and the assistants, loseph recommended the daily exercise of these
virtues. giving always his cxample as a first step, even in the Tittle things that took place
every day. 1le is not tired of repeating to the Sisters: "You de not have 1o serve the 1ord
with bad humor. The first illness to cure is sadness. The meeting with Divine Providence

- . . . 76 N . .
was for him an endless fountain of joy."™ foseph Coltolengo says continuously: "Live

O L Vanier, The scandal of Serviee Joxus Washes COur Feet, 2.
"G Maritati, The Jrk of Charme The Life of St 4 B Cattolenga, 82
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cheerfully in the Lord. Serve in holy cheerfulness the good 1ord in the person of his poor
and sick people.”’’

In his life simplicity and joy are characteristics of his holiness. as well as of that of
all his sons and daughters. Poor, yes. but always joyful in the Lord. Tle really served the
paor people with joy and sercnity and he exhorts his followers to do the same in their
service to their brothers and sisters in need. Tle encouraged them telling them: "Whenever
you go ta the hospital to serve the sick. or out to visit some poor and abandoned people. go
always showing cheerfulness.” IT you cannot do much for them, do the little you can
wholcheartedly and with joy."™.

From Di Meo. we read: "Your charity must be dressed with plenty of politeness and
good manners so as to earn their hearts. It must be like a well-prepared dish whaose

appearance is appetizing."”’

For 1. Cottolengo o serve the poorest was a motive of great
joy. On this point ane Sisler recalls thal when particularly distasteful patients arrived at the
Iittle Tlouse, the servant of God gave them a special welcome from his heart, considering
them the most beautiful of jewels and roses in the crown. He entrusted them in a special
way fo the care of the Sisters telling them that in the person of the poor they woutld serve
R - N H 80

lesus and that they should serve him with great joy.

Itis a great joy ta serve the poor because from them we learn to be joyful. In fact

joy and cheerfulness are two aspeets we find in the Little Tlouse of Divine Providence. We

learn thal service given to the poor with love is a source of joy and it manifests a love that

"' M. Frezzati. Cottolengo Diary, 47

M. Frezzati. € ‘ontolengo Diary, 46.

VLD Meo, La Spiritnaliti di San G R Cottolengo. 208.

MCL G Maritani, The Ark of Cliarns The Life of 810 B Cottolengo, 45,
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does not seck its own interest but the good of the other person. Such a service consists in
self-giving and not in scif-seeking. Spcaking with some of my Sisters who are directly
involved in the service of sick children, one of them told me "I am very happy to scrve
these little ones. | enjoy being with them because they are simple and in them ['know that |
am serving the Lord."™! Another young Sister told me: "I am really happy to be here giving
myself to Jesus through serving these httle children."™ A Cottolengo priest was just
walking around in the compound, joking and tatking with the children, and | asked him:
"Father. why are you so happy when you move about with these mentaily handicapped
children?" Replying to my question, he said: "You sce Sister. when Iam with them 1 am
honoured and 1 am very happy.”™ A Cottolengo seminarian told me one day as we were
working with the poor children in the school: "Sister, it is wonderful to stay with the poor.
I fecl at home with them and 1 thank God."™

In the spiritual life God is the supreme joy and the greatest delight. Indeed to serve
the poor is to participate in the mission of Christ who did not come to be served but to
serve (Mat 20:28). It is the only way to live the Gospel message so that the poor are always
with us. We participate in the salvific mission of Christ. serving people and helping them
to carry their cross with serenity. In this way we also fulfill God's plan that of universal

brotherhood/sisterhood.

*1 Sister Glizahcth Nthune, a Cofiolengo Sister working in Coltolengo center intervicwed by the author an
18" October 2001.

*? Qister Ann Karimi a Cattolengo Sister, interviewed by the anthor on 23" Qctober 2001,

* A fraternal sharing with Fr. Crameri Fiorenzo a Coltolengo pricst, on 20™ May 2001

* Christopher Nehebere a Cottolenga seminarian, inferviewed by the author on 15" Sept. 2001.
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5. CONCLUSION

The experience of God's love was hot a stimulus experience for Joseph Cottolengo
to settle into quictism, hut 10 open his eyes to perccive the message of God in his life. As a
consequence. the death of Maria Gonnet was for him a strong call o a demanding
commitiment towards all those who are poor, sick and abandoned. helping them (o feel that
they are never abandoned by God, nor by ail the people. On the contrary in the Little
lHouse. they can expetience the love of God. the Provident Father. God's love flooded
Cottolengo's life and he. in turn, accepted and transformed this divine gift into good deeds
for others. God helped him in his initiative (o serve the poor, providing him with material
help througlh benefactors,

Joseph Coltolengo's charity welcomed all the needy people that society considered
aseless. In the service of the poor Joseph Cottolengo met a lot of challenges. but he
continued because he trusied in God who was the initiator of his work and whose servant
he was. In this chapter we have falked about the burning charity, which expresses the
Cotlolengo charism. 1n the next chapter we will examine how to read the signs of the times
in our contemporary world as Joseph did in his time. We ask ourselves. Who are the poor

in Kenva today? Ta whom should we direet our service as Cottolengo foltowers?



CIHIAPTER IV

THE COTTOLENGO CHHARISM IN KENYA TODAY

1. INTRODUCTION

The charism of St Joseph B. Cottolengo has its roots in God's fatherhood and
God's providential love. liven today, we who try o live this charism are called to facilitate
paths of salvation for that part of humanity that lives in terrible conditions of poverty that
is oppressed as a result of selfishness and injustices of our time. In such situations many
people feel wounded in their human dignity. They are badly in need of help in order to
avercome their sad conditions and move towards a life really worthy of human beings
made in the image of God. God calls us 1o continue renewing our mission in the reality of
our time with the same spirit that inspired our founder. Joseph Cottolengo. Placing total
confidence in Divine Providence. he was very sure that God would always be with us 11
our ¢lforts to meet the chalienges of history.

We are called to respond to the needs of the poor today in communion with others
who. in the Church and in society. are willing to make themselves available to better the
life conditions of the poor and the abandoned. In this chapter we shall see how the
Coltolengo charism is expressed in contemporary Kenyan socicty. The chapter is divided
into three main sections. These are: the Cottalengo presence in Kenya taday. reading the
signs of the times. and the immediate beneficiaries of the Cottolengo charism in today's

Kenya. In the process. we will learn about the activities that are carried on in the l.ittle
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House in Kenya, The charism of Joseph Coltolengo continues o grow and his fallowers

continue to witness to the love of God, the provident Father of all,
2. THE COTTOLENGO PRESENCE IN KENYA TODAY

When we speak of the Cottolengo charism we refer to a reality that has existed for
more than one and a hall centuries, sinee the death of the founder. in 1842, Today in 2002.
we find ourselves as those who carry on this great charism. At the beginning of the 20"
Century, the 1itlle Touse of Divine Providenee sent groups of Cottolengo Sisters (o
withess (o (he Tove of God, in France, lerusialem, and Lihya. For political and other
reasons. they could not remain in those places. At the same time the Consolata Fathers
asked the Little House for the Cottolengo Sisters to come and help them start the mission
in Kenya.

The first Sisters of St Joseph Cottolengo came to Kenva together with the
Consolata Fathers. In the period between 1903 and 1925, forty-four Cottolengo Sisters
lived as real pioncers among the Kikuyu and Meru people.™ liawever, in 1925 when the
Consolata Sisters came and toak over the mission, the Cottolengo Sisters feft Kenya and
returned to Haly to continue with their service (o the poor in the motherhouse™. The Sisters
whao Tost their lives in Kenya as a result of tropical diseases and were buried there, as well
as the Sister who died on her way to Italy and was buried in the Red Sea. became hidden

sceds, which sprouted again in 1972, with the retum of the Cottolengo Sisters, Priests, and

8 CF C. Tiorenzo, b the Footsteps of Christ. StU1 Cottolengo, 26

* e Cotlolengo sisters had to remain with the Consolata Fathers in the mission until the arrival of the
Consolata Sisters With the artival of the Consolata Missiopary Sisters Cottolengo sisters finished their
mandatc in the mission and they returned back 1o Htaly.
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Brothers (o Kenya. Since then. the Little House has been present in Meru Iiocese at Tuuru
in Meru North, Gatunga in Tharaka, Chaaria in Meru central and lastly in Langata at the
Cottalengo Center in Nairobs Archdiacese.”

To follow the signs of the times in the spirit of loscph Cottolengo presents a
constant challenge to us. We have a strong desire to live this spirit and to make it spread
always with more enthusiasm and deeper trust in Divine Pravidence. The people of Kenya
deserve that we live as authentic Cottolengo followers who witness to the love of God not
only in words, but, especialty through our life.

Sisters. Brothers and Pricsts of Joseph Cottalengo live the Cottolenga charism in
this country with enthusiasm and zeal. They witness the love of God. the provident T"ather,
through continuous praise and loving selfless ministry to the poorest, those who have
nabody to care for them. Through their example of fifc and their sacrifice. God has blessed
the 1ittle House with local voeations of Sisters, Priests and Brothers. They work hand in
hand, faithful to the charism of Jaseph Cottalengo

The services carried out in the Fitle House in Kenya include: care of mentally and
disabled persons, orphans, persons with FIVE as well as healing ministry  through
dispensaries. hospital and maternity care for mothers, physiotherapy and occupational
therapy. We are also invelved in education of nursery and primary schoaol children. in
parish ministry, catechesis, pastaral work and home visiting.

The Chureli teaches us clearly that discerning the signs of the time implics

openness of heart by listening to the promptings of the Spirit in order ta be able ta plan

*CT . Fiorenza, In the Footsteps of Christ St ), Cotiolengo, 27,
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new projects ol evangelization and find new answers Lo the prabiems of today's socicty.
Joseph Cottolengo was a man who really was able to read the signs of the time and offer
his service to the people he found in desperate conditions of life. Iis followers try to be

faithful (o his vision.
1. READING TIIE SIGNS OF TIHE TIME IN KENYATODAY

Kenya is a tropical country. It consists of many ribes with their different traditions
and customs. It is a developing, agricultural country. A former British colony. Kenya
became an independent country in 1963, From ils independence, Kenya was ruied by a
single party. KANU (Kenya African National Union), until 1992 when it embraced the
multiparty political system

Al the time of independence. the Kenyan government identifted poverty. illitcracy,
and discase as the major threats to the young and develaping country.”™ and adopted a
policy to fight against them. The government needed to increase school cnrolment in order
to fight illiteracy, to provide various health centres where curative medicine could be made
available and where medical and haspital services could be provided for everyone wha
needed them without chargc.gq The newly independent government also had to fight
against destitution far many who did not have food or ather basie necessitics.

I is now 2002, and these goals are far fram having been achicved. Many poor
peaple do not get help. either in education ar in medical carc. Schools arce so expensive,

that many cannot afford ta educate their children. The hospitals are equally expensive. so

®C1 B, A, - Ogotand W. R, Ochieng, Decolomization and Independence in Kenyva 1940-43. 1206,
" CF B AL - Ogot and W. R, Ochieng. Decolonization and Independence in Kenva [940-43, 137
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much so that many poor people die at home heeause they cannot meet the expenses ol the
medical care. Although Kenya has achieved some measurcs of political stability and
ceonamie growlh since its independence, its prosperity has not heen shared equally among
all is citizens,

In such a situation we. Cottolengo followers are called to join the governmental and
the non-governmental organizations to help achicve the above-named goals. We have the
duty to read the signs of the time in the light of our charism. in order to scrve the poor
responsibly and in a liberating way. We hegin by identifying the poor in today's Kenya.

In Kenva today. the poor inelude, the sick and dying. those mentally and physically
handicapped. the aged. strect children, the uncmployed. those morally deprived due to
hroken homes. prostitution, alcaholism, all who are at risk of abuse, ctc. ‘The list is long.
We also see that poverly is not only material. It touches all dimensians of the human
person. moral, intellectual and spiritwal. Those who lack the basic neeessities of life, food.
shelter, clothing, education, ele. also lack adequate moral  guidance and spiritual
nourishment. in Kenya, we have many people who have heen marginalized by socicty and
who live in miscrable eonditions. One day | talked with a young couple about their Tife.
They said; "Sister, sometimes we go several days withoul food. We are not able to save
money for the future sehooling of our children for we live cach day with the little we get
without thinking of tomorrow. The price of hasic commaodities increases every day and

people have nowhere to get money. Sometimes we go hungry with no hope of getting food

. . 90
and other basic things.”

™ Rose Mukamvaga, and Jofm Mhae from Nearaki village, in Meru south tnterview by the authar, on 20"
Auuust 2001



It is unscttling to sce that in Kenya. as in other countries of the world, the poor are
hecoming poorer while the rich arc beecoming richer. llence, people speak of two tribes in
Kenya today: the tribe of the poor and that of the rich.”! with a big gap between them. In
orcat part. this is due to the high degrec of corruption and bribery. both of which are at the
hasis of the alarming situation in our society today, with the escalation of crime, fear and
insecurity. In fact corruption and bribery have formed the order of the day. They are found
tn public and in private sectors, in offices and streets, in the Church and in the hospitals
and in the institutions of learning. They are practiced cverywhere and account for the

increase of poverty among the people hecause there is no accountahility anywhere.
£ THE IMMEDIATE BENEFICIARIES OF THE COTTOLENGO CHARISM

From the beginning. the Little 1louse has worked for the poor, the sick, the
unfortunate and unhappy. the marginalized and ignorant, orphans, epileptics. the physically
and mentaltly challenged. young mothers. and those discarded by society, The Little 1louse
continues to open its doors to all these people and offer many new services to address new
problems and exigencies. 1t is cammitted ta welcome all people without distinetion,
repardless of age, scx, culture. or rchgion,

As sons and daughters af Joseph Cottolengo in Kenya today, we are keen 1o
identify and respand appropriately to the most urgent cases of poverly. At presenl we arc
paving special attention (0 the following areas: [HV/AIDS orphans, children in need of

rehabilitation, people deprived of medical care and people who are spiritually deprived.

et Pastordl tetter of the Cathuolic Bishops of Kenver, " the Present Sitnation in (e € oy 9
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There is also a growing awareness among us showing us that we need to extend our
services towards: the children orphaned by their parents, the mentally il illiterate children

in need of education, and drug addicts. efc
4.1 HIV/AIDS Orphans

Following the inspiration of the Haly Spirit, and the footsteps of our founder. the
Littie Tlouse accepted the chatlenge of the signs of the time in trying to mect the needs of
the orphaned children with AIDS. With this in mind. 1994 saw the birth of the Coltolengo
Centre in 1angata. Nairobi, This is a home and hospice for HIV+ and AIDS orphans.
I ooking at how our society rejects or ignores those who suffer from HIV-AIDS, we

welcome these orphans as those most in need of our scrvice.,

4.2 Children in need of rehabilitation

In Meru, Tuuru Centre was founded to carc for mentally retarded and disabled
people, especially polia victims, With immunization, polio is under control and few peaple
are aflfected, This situation calied us to adjust and 1o sce who were those most in need in
that area. The Cottolengo Sisters and Priests working there now give now their atlention to
the children in need of re-habilitation. These are the mentally handicapped and spastic
children who do not find help in other centres. We need also to work with their parents so
that they may truly aecept their sick children and participate actively in the care given to
them. In the spitit of our founder we also attend to other needs of the parish as we
collaborate with the pacish priest and the people and by also assisting also other poor

people living there.
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4.3 People deprived of medical care

Joseph Cottolengo opened a hospital for the sick who were not aceepted in other
hospitals. 1n our socicty today, many poor sick people cannot get medical treatment in
hospitals because they cannot afford it. in some places there are no hospitals. no means of
transport and bad roads. Many people die of malaria and other discascs because they have
no aceess to the treatment. The Cotlolengo fotlowers loday are called to continue providing

hape for such people. putting treatment within their reach.
4.4 People who are spiritually deprived

Through our example of life as Cottolengo sons and daughters. and in fidelity to
our charism, we arc able to help poor people come hack (o their faith. We do this by
promoting family life, sensitizing the people in the villages to help onc another, especially
by involving the small Christian communities in helping the poor in their places.

Joseph Cottolengo paid a great deal of attention to the religions education, e
helieved thal service to the poor should not be limited to the carc of sick badies but had to
extend to the care of the sout. These idcas guided his way of thinking like a compass.
I ikcwise. these should orient and guide us, his co-workers in the Little [Touse, wherever
we are and whatever we do for the less furtunate. in this way we also share in the mission
of the Church. 1t is our answer Lo Yesus who calls and sends us to bring Good News to the
poor. We are invited to be more vpen to parish activities and focal people’s needs. This is
where we can meet young peaple and teach them moral behaviour, catechism and other

Church teachings. In this way. we will hielp our Christians to deepen and be firmy in their
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faith so that they may not get confused or abandon their faith to follow ather religions or
seets, Our founder, J. Cottolengo, insisted that catechism be one of the most important

forms of nourishment we could offer the people.

4.5 Children orphancd by their pavents

Another category of the poor v whom we can offer our services arc orphaned
children who are not AIDS victims. These children also need our psychological support,
our social. spiritual and moral care as well as cducation and the skills, which can help them

to prepare for their adult life. This poses a great challenge as the number increases daily.
4.6 The mentally ill

Joseph Cottolengo offered his service to the poor most in need, those rejected by
society. Tnspired by his vision, the new poverties which seem to be urgent in our society
and to which we can open aur doors include the mentally iH. We can help them get proper
medications, which are very expensive. Given the right medications. many of them would

be ahic to fead productive lives in society. This is aur hope.

4.7 The illiterate children in need of edueation

Many people in our saciety will continue to be poor because they cannot afford to
pay for education. To provide education to the paorest in our saciety is vital because in that
way we cantrihuie to the eradication of ilfiteracy. For Joseph Cottolengo. the poor were
those who were abandoned by sociely, for whose needs hobody cared. This should also be

our focus. Without education some young people in Kenya are in danger of hecoming



thicves ar street people because the government gives them no assisiance. In the same way

we can also offer our help to the street children who are increasing day by day.
4.8 Drug addicts

Drug addicts pose a big challenge today. The more we famibarize ourselves with the
vouth. the more we come (o know what drug aluse does to them. Many young people get
involved in drugs due to family hreakdown and alienation. This is another kind of poverty

in which we feel called to offer our service in the Cattolengo spirit.
5. CONCLUSION

Joseph Cottolengo, the founder of the {ittle Tlouse of Divine Providence. worked
unccasingly for the promotion of the human person. Every day, he was moved in his heart
by the same compassion of God to do something for the poor and the ahandoned in the
world. In the footsteps of Joseph Cottolengo, our services to the poorest must also be
aimed at human promation.

We have seen that in every historical time new forms of poverty emerge, different
from and maybe worse than the ones of previous times. We are supposed (o be able to
discern to whom our service has to be offered. that is, where it is nceded most, always
trying to ensure warmth and a sense of belonging for the poor.

Jaseph Cottolengo thought of the Little House as a place open to all the needy. Ina
special way he desired it to be a school of charity where one could learn to love and serve.
and from which one moved everywhere to spread the love of God that one alrcady

experienced.



GENERAL CONCLUSION

In this cssay we have dealt with the Cattolengo charism and its constitutive
clements, We have scen that Joseph Cottolengo, with his unbounded faith and tove, and his
confident trust in God, turned upside down the values and the common standards of lifc as
they were usually accepted and followed by the great majority of people. In is time the
enterprises and works he initiated were unthinkahle in human terms. that is. according to
the usual way of planning, 1laving had a particular intuition into the provident tove of God.
our Father, he started the Little House of divine Pravidenee in order to take care of the
poorest, the sick and abandoned. Through this work of charity he was convineed that he
would live and bear witness to the message of Jesus cailing us to trust and abandon
ourselves to God our foving Father, who knows our nceds and cares Tor us (CI. Matt 6:25-
3.

For the continuity of his charism, Joseph Cottolengo founded the community of
Sisters. Brothers and Priests. These communities continue today to withess the love of God
(hrough continuous prayer and loving service to the poorest. They do this heing sure that
"(he one who does everything in the Little House is Divine Providence whose servants they
are."” As servants of Divine Providence they own nething. The peculiarity of these
communitics is that they form an integral bady in the Little House of Divine Providence.
They form a whole. where if onc of them is missing. the family is incomplete. They give
up the right 1o have their own patrimony distinct from that of the Titile {louse. Thetr

uniqueness lies in this belonging, sharing of everything among themselves and with the

"1, Piano, Fiori e Profinni, raccolti dai detti di San G 13 Cottolengo, Y4,
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poor, who are the masters/mistresses of the Little House, They dedicate their lives cqually
to the service of God and of the poor.

The basic characteristic of the Cottolengo charism is a burning love for God and for
all human beings, in the footsteps of Christ. That is why the motto of Joseph Cottolengo
was and is for all his followers. Caritas Christi Urget Nos (2 Cor 5:14). God is our Father,
who cares for us in a wonderful way, enabling us to love him in return and love each other
as brothers and sisters. God is kniown, loved, contemplated and served in the most poor, the
needy. especially the ones who have nobody to care for their needs, (Mt 25:31-46). In fact,
according to this teaching of Jesus, Jaseph Cottolengo, addressed his care to the people he
met on his way: the young, the aged in a state of abandonment, the handicapped and the
sick, and all cases of marginalized people. Serving the poor he served lesus. The poor are
Jesus. In them he ministered to Jesus and we today minister to Jesus whose love impels us.
For Joseph Cotlolengo, as for us, to serve the poor especially the most revolting and
diflicult ones is done out of joy.

We have seen that the Cottolengo charism is very relevant and needed in our
Kenyan socicly today. Compelled by the love of Jesus who is in all the needy and the
suffering people, the followers of Joseph Cottolengo are trying always (o serve the poor,
the sick. the unfortunate and unhappy, the marginalized and ignorant, the epileptic, the
physically and mentally handicapped, children in need of rehabilitation, and HIV/AIDS
orphans children, ctc. Indeed the Cottolengo Sisters, Brothers and Priests live the
cottolengo charism in today's Kenyan society with enthusiasm and zeal. They express their

way ol life joyfully in their meeting with the thousands of faces of human suffering. There



is also a growing awareness among us showing us that we need to extend our services 1o
the new povertics coming up today. This awareness aof the present day poverties keeps the
Cottolengo followers alert and imaginative in their search for new activitics so that they
can offer their services in [uture 1o the arphans. the illiterate children in need af education,
mentally i1, drug addicts. aged. clc.

We thank God for the gift of St. Joseph Cottolengo and the grace of his charism.
This charism is a gift to the Church and as such it will continue to exist. Tiven though the
Iittle House is living in a difficult moment due to diminishing numbers and the aging of
the members. especially an the side of Sisters, we are exhorted to continue trusting in God,
our provident Father, Indeed the weaknesses we are experiencing today must become for
us the starting point for renewed faith and the deep trust like that of Joseph Cottalengo
who said that the one who does everything in the Little THouse is Divine Providence. In our
task we are not alone. The Lord is with us. The strength to look upwards in order to give
hope to the people. tagether with the love of Christ, come from on high. For this rcason,
the call we sharc is threefold: to live a deep relationship with God. nourished by personal
and community prayer, to keep our identity as Cottolenga sans/daughters and to actualize

the charism, matntaining it in its authenticity and liveliness.
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