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Mary Domenica Mazzarello is not an unheard-of 
figure, but she is still not very well-known.  This is not 
surprising since her case is the same as that of various 
Co-Foundresses and even Founders of various feminine 
Institutes of the 19th century. 

Almost illiterate, as many women in that context, 
she came to have ascribed to her an ‘educational 
ministry’3 of universal dimensions.  In the simplicity 
and concreteness of her life and of her educative-
spiritual heritage, educators can find a timely message 
and a model for their educational mission; and the 
young can find a model for living their ‘youthfulness’ 
in the world and for living their life fully. 

 Pope John Paul II, in his visit to the Pontifical 
Faculty of the Sciences of Education “Auxilium”, in 
1992 on the occasion of the silver anniversary of the 
Faculty, recalled its mission in these words: 

“Your Salesian spirit imposes an educative action that is 
faithful, not only to the Founder, but also to Mother Mary 
Domenica Mazzarello, the providential Co-Foundress of your 
Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.  She 
was truly an exemplary model because, although she had no 
academic titles, she attained a wisdom “that seemed inspired 
by the Holy Spirit”.  She lived in humility, mortification, and 
serenity her self-giving to God, realizing her ‘maternity of 
love toward thousands of young girls”.  At the root of this 
spirituality is found the ‘deep humility and ardent charity 
that distinguished her’ (Collect of the Feast of St. Mary 
Domenica Mazzarello).  The lesson of M. Mazzarello is the 

                                                
3
 Cf GIOVANNI PAOLO II, Siate modello della vostra consacrazione per le 

giovani alle quali vi rivolgete, in GIOVANNI PAOLO II, Insegnamenti di 
Giovanni Paolo II, vol. IV/2, Città del Vaticano, LEV 1982, 919. 
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feminine version of Don Bosco’s teachings.  Both of them 
apply in their teaching the doctrine learned at the school of 
the Master ‘meek and humble of heart’ (Mt 11: 29)”.4 

What follows in these few pages are indications for 
appreciating and studying the figure of Mary Domenica 
Mazzarello in University Pastoral.  The proposal is to be 
thought about and adapted to the various contexts.  In 
addition, it must be kept in mind that the figure and 
spirituality of Mary Domenica Mazzarello is not an 
isolated case. 

These orientations are to be inserted in the broader 
context of University Pastoral, of Salesian Youth 
Spirituality, of other figures, and of other aspects of 
Salesian spirituality: Don Bosco, the Preventive System, 
etc. 
 

1. A life lived in fullness. The life itinerary of 
Mary Domenica Mazzarello 

The life of Mary Domenica Mazzarello is an 
inconspicuous historic event for those who look at it 
superficially.  However, for those who go beyond 
appearances, her life reveals itself as the history of 
salvation brought to completion.  Hers was a short life, 
but lived in fullness.  In the arch of forty-four years, she 
reached the goal of holiness and completed her mission 
on this earth: that of collaborating with Don Bosco in 
the foundation of the FMA Institute and giving life, 
with her sisters of the first community, to the ‘spirit of 
Mornese’.  

                                                
4
 L. cit. 
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Retracing her historical-spiritual itinerary that is 
simple and quite linear, may be an opportunity for 
recognizing and contemplating life as a gift and a task, 
and can be the occasion to mirror self in her, in an 
existential way, to re-read one’s life as a story of 
salvation. 

 

 
 
Retracing her itinerary of human-spiritual growth, 

we are able to discover God’s action in her life and the 
free and docile response of Mary Domenica to the 
Father’s foreseeing love.   

The journey of reading and deepening, will allow 
meeting and contemplating her as a woman of action, 
of sincere and open relationships, a woman educator of 
robust spirituality.  In addition, it will allow 
highlighting her life choices until she arrives at the 
choice of consecrating herself totally to the Lord for the 
salvation of young people.  Here she will be re-
discovered as a woman ‘mystagogue’, that is to say, as 
the one who inaugurated an educative tradition 
characterized by ‘Mystagogy’, an initiation into 
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Mystery, expressed in gestures and in words, of a 
maternity generated by the Spirit. 5 

Her spiritual itinerary, which in the power of 
Baptism consists in the experience of faith, hope, and 
charity, was studied and re-interpreted according to 
some categories.  We will refer to some of these studies 
that can be useful. 

Maria Esther Posada affirms that from the 
existential point of view, the ecclesial mission of Mary 
Domenica Mazzarello is concretized in ‘educative 
charity’ 6, charity expressed in three developmental 
stages: toward educative charity (1837-1860); purified 
and fruitful charity (1860-1872), fully oblative charity 
(1872-1881).  In the last edition of the  

Letters of the Mornesian Saint, the same author re-
proposes this theological itinerary7 marking it in four 
stages characterized by a particular maturation of the 
Christian life: 1) The first steps in the faith (1837-1850); 
2) Faith becomes personal and interiorized (1850-1860); 
3) Mary’s faith matures into hope (1860-1872); 4) Faith 
reaches the fullness of charity (1872-1881). 

Guided by the theological perspective of Federico 
Ruiz Salvador, Anita Deleidi proposes a re-reading of 
the itinerary of Mary Domenica according to a new 

                                                
5
 ISTITUTO FIGLIE DI MARIA AUSILIATRICE, Nei solchi dell’Alleanza. Progetto 

formativo delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, Leumann (TO), Elledici 2000, 
40. 
6
 POSADA María Esther, Storia e santità. Influsso del teologo Giuseppe 

Frassinetti sulla spiritualità di S. Maria Domenica Mazzarello, Roma, LAS 
1992, 49. 
7
 Cf POSADA María Esther, Maria Domenica Mazzarello: un itinerario 

teologale, in POSADA María Esther – COSTA Anna – CAVAGLIÀ Piera (a cura 
di), La Sapienza della vita. Lettere di Maria Domenica Mazzarello, Roma, 
Istituto FMA 2004, 18-26. 
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model that is very stimulating for today’s sensibilities:8 
1) Initiation into Christian life; 2) Personalization of 
theological life; 3) Crisis; 4) Christian maturity; 5) 
Sickness and death. 

It would be interesting to present Mary Domenica 
Mazzarello’s itinerary in an experiential way so as to 
appeal to people who approach her, to re-read her 
itinerary of life, that is, to interpret her personal story as 
the story of salvation. 

 
2. Mary Domenica Mazzarello and her life choices 

Closely connected to the preceding point are the life 
choices of Mary Domenica.  The period of youth is the 
time for important and decisive choices in life.  
Important for this theme is the topic of the 15th Bishops’ 
Synod to be held in October 2018: Young People, Faith, 
and Vocational Discernment.  The Church decided to 
question itself on how to accompany the young in 
recognizing and accepting the call to love and to life in 
its fullness. 

Regarding the vocational choice of Mary Domenica, 
we must speak of a long and continuous process with 
which God – through events and human mediations – 
guided her to understand His plan of love for her.  
Retracing her itinerary of life, we can see four stages of 
her vocational choice.  They are four stages of one 
vocational choice. 

The first stage of the young Mary Domenica was the 
gift of herself to God with the vow of chastity.  She 
quickly intuited the beauty of belonging totally to Jesus.  

                                                
8
 Cf DELEIDI Anita - KO Maria, Sulle orme di Madre Mazzarello, donna 

sapiente, Roma, Istituto FMA 1988. 
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It is significant that the choice of chastity is connected 
to love for the Eucharist.  After her First Communion, 
her relationship with Jesus intensified.  Immediately 
after this important moment in her life, she gave herself 
totally to Jesus with the vow of chastity, and she did it 
forever.9  Later on, she will marvel that the other FMI 
first asked permission from their spiritual director to do 
this.10  

This leads us to think that the choice of giving 
herself totally to the Lord with the vow of chastity was 
a real inspiration from God, who spoke directly to her 
heart.  She who was always obedient in everything and 
never made an important decision without asking 
counsel and permission from her spiritual director, Fr. 
Pestarino, acts without feeling the need to seek counsel 
in regard to this radical choice.  But this does not 
surprise us if we keep her spiritual journey in mind, 
especially after her First Communion: “From that point, 

                                                
9
 CAPETTI Giselda (a cura di), Cronistoria [dell’Istituto delle Figlie di Maria 

Ausiliatrice], vol. I, Roma, Istituto FMA 1974, 52. D’ora in poi: Cronistoria 
seguito dal numero del volume e della pagina. 
10

 Afferma Petronilla: «Un giorno, questa e quella si è messa a raccontare 
che aveva chiesto di fare il voto di castità per un certo tempo e che don 
Pestarino ad alcune aveva risposto di sì, ad altre no. Maria, che era lì in 
mezzo, è saltata su a dire: “Non capisco perché li domandano questo e 
per un dato tempo. Io non ho mai domandato niente e nessuno e l’ho 
fatto per subito per sempre. E non credo di aver fatto male”. Maria era 
allora sui quindici anni» (Cronistoria I 53). È da tener presente che le FMI 
per via ordinaria non facevano voti. Il voto di castità era concesso ma 
solo con il consenso del direttore spirituale (cf FRASSINETTI Giuseppe, 
Regola della Pia Unione delle Figlie di Santa Maria Immacolata, § 2, n° 3, 
in ID., Opere ascetiche, vol. II, a cura di Giordano Renzi, Roma, 
Postulazione Generale dei Figli di S. Maria Immacolata 1978, p. 67). 
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Mary took flight toward the higher realms, fixing her 
gaze above where she met her whole love”.11 

The second stage is that of living a special form of 
secular consecration.  With the permission and 
guidance of Fr. Pestarino, Mary Domenica was one of 
the first to enroll in the Pious Union of the Daughters of 
Mary Immaculate (FMI).12  This Association – in which 
she was enrolled since 1855 – was guided by virtuous 
and gifted priests like “Fr. Giuseppe Frassinetti and Fr. 
Pestarino who infused the spirit of a serious and solid 
piety in the entire Liguria…Fr. Pestarino often invited 
them to Mornese to help to revive the fervor of the 
people and teach the Daughters of Mary Immaculate 
the ways they had experienced as being more 
efficacious for the good under various forms”.13  
Through this experience of the FMI Association, they 
experienced accompaniment in assuming a way of life 
and making demanding and courageous choices.  This 
guidance and accompaniment was also exercised 
toward the FMI as well in a spirit of cordial familiarity, 
as prescribed by their Rule: “The daughters of the Pius 
Union should consider themselves as real sisters, and 
like a good sister, help their sister in all her needs, thus 

                                                
11

 Cronistoria I 52. 
12

 La Pia Unione delle Figlie di S. Maria Immacolata è nata dell’ispirazione 
di una giovane mornesina, Angela Maccagno, promossa e mediata da 
don Domenico Pestarino (Mornese, 1815-1874), guidata nelle linee 
strutturali e nel contenuto spirituale dal teologo e pastore Giuseppe 
Frassinetti (Genova, 1804-1868). Il 1855 segna la data ufficiale della 
fondazione della Pia Unione delle FMI, istituzione che per le sue 
caratteristiche e finalità anticipava gli Istituti Secolari. Maria Domenica fu 
una delle prime ascritte. 
13

 Cronistoria I 76. 
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they must help each other as best they can.14 This 
regarded an authentic spiritual and vocational 
accompaniment that included “mutual help in fraternal 
correction, advising each other of their defects: and no 
one must take offense at being corrected…This 
correction was to be exercised also in regard to the 
Superior, who should not be deprived of this charity, 
which is the most important”.15 It is important to 
highlight in respect to our theme, that the work of 
Frassinetti “Spiritual Friendships. Imitation of St. Teresa of 
Jesus”, was a text that was read, meditated, and 
practiced by the FMI.  The doctrinal part explains the 
meaning of spiritual help through friendship according 
to the thought of St. Teresa.  The second part indicated 
the practices for their meetings and served as a guide 
for group meetings that the associates themselves led 
spiritually.  The motivations and the goals of spiritual 
friendship were clear: “It is very important that they be 
desirous of serving the Lord well and of becoming 
saints”; correcting each other’s defects and “growing in 
the love of God”.16 They met periodically and in these 
meetings, they accused themselves of their external 
defects in regard to the way of life they had chosen.  It 
is in this context that Mary Domenica – according to the 
deposition of Sr. Petronilla Mazzarello at the 
beatification process – accused herself with much 

                                                
14

 FRASSINETTI, Regola della Pia Unione delle Figlie di Santa Maria 
Immacolata,  § 8, n° 41. 
15

 Ivi § 8, n° 46-47. 
16

 FRASSINETTI Giuseppe, Le amicizie spirituali, imitazione di S. Teresa di 
Gesù, in ID., Opere ascetiche, vol. II, a cura di Giordano Renzi, Roma, 
Postulazione Generale dei Figli di S. Maria Immacolata, 1978, 79. 
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sorrow of having spent a quarter of an hour without 
turning her mind to God”.17 
 

 
 

It was in the Pious Union of the FMI that Mary 
Domenica began her training in accompaniment through 
a fruitful parish apostolate: catechism, the care of the 
sick, formative meetings with the mothers of families, 
educative concern in following the girls of the town.  
Mary Domenica distinguished herself for her capacity 
to organize the girls and the mothers of families.  Sr. 
Petronilla Mazzarello testified that: “Before we were 
Sisters…she would gather the mothers of families in 
groups of five, with a Daughter of the Immaculate 
presiding over each.  She (Mary Domenica) was the 

                                                
17

 SACRA RITUUM CONGREGATIONE, Aquen, Beatificationis et canonizationis 
servae Dei Mariae Dominicae Mazzarello prima antistitae Instituti 
Filiarum Mariae Auxiliatricis. Summarium super dubio, Romae, Guerra et 
Belli 1934, 215. D’ora in poi: Summarium seguito dal numero della 
pagina. 
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most zealous and the mothers went to her more 
willingly than to others because she knew how to 
inflame them better with love for God and urged them 
with greater efficacy in the accomplishment of their 
duties”.18 

However, it was above all typhoid (1860) that 
marked a new stage in Mary’s vocational choice: the 
educational choice.  If initially the field of the FMI 
apostolate was varied and broad (the sick, catechesis, 
mothers of family, etc.) during her convalescence, she 
decisively directed herself toward the education of the 
girls.  To assure her of this choice was the experience 
lived of receiving a precise mission from God.  
Weakened by her illness, Mary Domenica was 
searching for God’s will for her.  What should she do 
with her life?  She was certain of one thing: if God had 
spared her life, it was because He had a new plan for 
her.  And this is what happened.  The vision of 
Borgoalto is located in this period of her convalescence.  
There the young Mary saw a school with many girls 
and she heard a voice say to her: “I entrust them to 
you”.19 Mary Domenica understood from then on that 
she must give her life for the salvation of girls.  Thus, a 
plan of the integral Christian education of girls was 
born.  We can gather this from the inspiration to 
become a seamstress: “If I could improve in 
needlework, if I could work as a seamstress, how many 
(girls) I could gather. I would like to teach the little ones 
how to knit, to sew, to mend; the older ones how to 
prepare their linens, to make their clothes, and in the 
meantime, I would keep them far from danger, from 

                                                
18

 L. cit. 
19

 Cronistoria I 96. 



CCoollllaannaaPPaassttoorraalleeGGiioovvaanniillee––nn..1111//22001177  

 

 11 

senseless chatter, from vanities. I would make them 
love the Lord and Our Lady. I really need to know how 
to succeed in this”20. With the help of Petronilla 
Mazzarello and the accompaniment of Fr. Pestarino, 
this choice becomes a reality and a bearer of fruit: the 
birth of the first tailor's workshop, the oratory, and 
finally, the first family home. 

 

 
 
The fourth and definitive stage of Mary Domenica’s 

vocational choice is that of becoming a Daughter of 
Mary Help of Christians.  When Don Bosco decides to 
found a feminine religious Institute, and makes his plan 
known through Fr. Pestarino, Mary Domenica does not 
hesitate in accepting it.  Her ‘yes’ was prompt and 
joyful and conscious. Through the experience lived 
previously and guided by Fr. Pestarino, she was 
prepared by God to receive this new life plan. 

How many other small, daily choices did Mary 
Domenica make during her life?  I think they can all be 

                                                
20

 L. cit. 
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gathered in the fundamental and radical choice of 
“really loving God from the heart” (L 23,2) and in 
“doing good while there is still time” (L 37,11).  These 
timely and daily choices gradually brought her to the 
heights of holiness. 

 
3. Adhesion to God’s Plan 

The whole educational mission of Maria Domenica 
Mazzarello was oriented to bringing the young to the 
encounter with a living person: Jesus Christ, and to 
respond to the call of God. From the first intuition of 
becoming a seamstress after her typhoid illness,  we 
observe in her an integral project of education that has 
as its center the proclamation of Jesus: Teaching girls to 
sew and above all, helping them to communicate with 
God through the paths of knowledge and love.21  

She follows the act of confidence and entrustment 
by God who, through a mysterious voice, reaches her 
with a design full of love: “I entrust them to you!” .22 
Her response to God’s call was prompt and total: “We 
will take care of them".23  A testimony at the process of 
canonization states: "She gave herself no peace until she 
brought the girls to God."24 

Going back to the sources (Cronistoria, Biography, 
Letters) we observe how Mary Domenica directs the 
girls to the encounter with Jesus, the strategies she uses, 
how she involves the community in pursuing this 
objective, and how she knows how to create a favorable 
community climate for this goal.  It would be 

                                                
21

 Cf Cronistoria I 98. 
22

 Cronistoria II 96. 
23

 Lettera 12, 3; 10,2. 
24

 Summarium 251. 
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interesting to consult some concrete cases and observe 
the itinerary of maturation of three girls educated at 
Mornese:  Corinna Arrigotti25, Maria Beletti26, and 
Emma Ferrero27.  They had come to the Collegio 
unwillingly, but they progressively changed their 
attitude and involved themselves in a serious journey 
of holiness.  The brevity of the narration of these lives 
in the sources does not stop us from tracing a concrete 
and progressive itinerary of holiness.  The three girls 
remain as models for the young, who, helped by 
human mediations, were able to go beyond their 
painful life story and respond generously to the call of 
the Lord. 

 
4. An enterprising, supportive woman, able to 

serve the Church and humanity 

Mary Domenica, although living in a small town 
lost among the hills of Monferrato, is not a woman who 
lives in isolation.  She is well inserted and active in 
family life, in parish life, in the social life of her town.  
In historiography, the figure of Mary Mazzarello 
ordinarily seems much more bound to that of the 
Salesian religious than to the lay identity. But by 
looking objectively at the story, the situation is 
reversed. In fact, of the forty-four years of Mary 
Domenica's life, thirty-five were lived in the lay state 
and only nine in the religious state. 

                                                
25

 L’itinerario spirituale di Corinna Arrigotti è narrato in Cronistoria I 260-
262; II 7-10; 40; 69-72; 78; 87-88. 
26

 L’itinerario spirituale di Maria Belletti è narrato in Cronistoria II 129-
132; 237-238. 
27

 L’itinerario spirituale di Emma Ferrero è narrato in Cronistoria II 295-
296; 299-300; 303; III 128; 156. 
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It is interesting and stimulating to retrace the 
sources (Cronistoria, the Biography of Maccono ...) and to 
highlight the way in which Mary Domenica gave her 
simple, small contribution, in an almost unconscious 
but important way to her family, to the town, to the 
parish. 

In 1991, Maria Esther Posada wrote an interesting 
article addressed to the past pupils during their first 
Ordinary Confederal Assembly. In this contribution, 
the study of Saint of Mornese emphasizes the first 
thirty-five years of Mary Domenica Mazzarello's life, a 
lay woman actively present in her reality and in the 
church of her time. She presents her as a woman 
capable of service to humanity: helping her mother in 
the education of her brothers and sisters, and helping 
her father in the field work; creating a workshop in the 
town, then an oratory, and finally a family home; her 
service among the sick of the town, etc. ... Maria Esther 
writes: "Diversity therefore of services, in the life of 
Mary Domenica Mazzarello, a lay person of her time.  
The ability to move within the family circle and in the 
social sphere; the ability to join in the private and the 
public even where space for women was restricted.  
Revelation of the feminine genius in a context very 
different from ours, but very interesting because, like 
ours, it is the threshold of a new world and, therefore, 
of a new humanity, despite all its lacerations and all the 
threats that weigh on it".28 

                                                
28

 POSADA María Esther, Maria Domenica Mazzarello. Donna capace di 
servizio all’umanità nella Chiesa del suo tempo, in CONFEDERAZIONE 
MONDIALE EXALLIEVE/I DELLE FIGLIE DI MARIA AUSILIATRICE, Prima 
Assemblea confederale Ordinaria, Rocca di Papa (Roma) 1-6 marzo 1991, 
Roma, SGS 1991, 80-99. 
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It would be stimulating to read this contribution not 
only with the eyes of past pupils, but with those of a 
young university student. What could the life of 
solidarity of Mary Domenica suggest to those who are 
living an important phase of their life, like that of 
university cultural formation? What does "professional 
preparation" mean for a young person? How can one's 
own gifts, energies for the good, and one's own 
professional preparation be used at the service of 
others? 

 

5. Fundamental values for a plan of Christian life  

Mary Domenica lived her life fully, basing it on 
values that always remain current for a project of 
Christian life. We underline some of them: God, family, 
Mary's maternal presence, friendship, hard work, joy ... 
Reading the sources can suggest other values. 

The words of the Qoèlet seem illuminating to 
illustrate the life of Mary Domenica: "Remember your 
Creator in the days of your youth" (Qo 12:1). God soon 
became the center of her young existence. The symbolic 
icon of this love is the little window of the Valponasca 
where she contemplated God and joined the Mornese 
people in prayer. Moreover, her daily morning 
pilgrimage to the parish to participate in Mass and 
receive Jesus attests to the centrality of the Eucharist in 
her life. From here, she drew the strength to live 
Christian life fully. 

Love of God and of Jesus Christ made her discover 
love and filial piety for Mary. The entire itinerary of 
Mary Domenica can be read from the Marian 
perspective. Our Lady is found beside Mary Domenica 
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from her childhood to her death. She always felt she 
was the Vicar of the house because "the real Superior is 
the Madonna"29. Every evening, the keys of the house 
were placed at the foot of the Madonna to show how 
Mary was "at home", felt as the Mother and protector of 
the Institute. In her letters, with concise and profound 
reminders, she educates sisters and girls to entrust 
themselves to Our Lady, to prepare for her feasts, to 
imitate her virtues, etc. It is an active Marian path very 
far and different from devotionalism. It would be 
interesting to read the references to the Madonna in her 
correspondence and to grasp her orientation on Marian 
devotion with more immediacy. 

For Mary Domenica, the family was another 
fundamental value.  From testimonies emerges the 
figure of a young woman who knew how to appreciate 
and build family relationships of mutual help, of 
benevolence, of respect, of authentic love.  She 
diligently helped her mother in household tasks, and 
her father in work in the fields; from her relationship 
with her brothers and sisters, she learned human living 
together.  As the first born of thirteen children, she was 
able to live the deep experience of fraternal bonds with 
her brothers and sisters, learning to be ‘sister’ in 
reciprocal care, in helping, and in being helped.  For her 
younger brothers and sisters, she was a wise, attentive, 
and caring sister.  She took care of their education: she 
taught them the prayers of a good Christian, advised 
them, watched over their companions, was attentive so 
that they would not grow vain and disrespectful.  She 
learned to treat them with patience and love, always 
looking out for their good.  In fact, the family was the 

                                                
29

 Cronistoria II 309. 
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first school of social life for her. The spiritual experience 
of Mary Domenica indicates how she lived her full 
identity as a "daughter" and "sister"30, an important 
attitude in the building of her own identity as a woman 
and as a Christian. 

During the period of her youth, together with her 
family duties, Mary Domenica opened herself to the 
apostolic life in the parish through an intense 
sacramental life, and 
involved especially in catechesis and in youth groups.  
She also opens up to the life of the town by creating a 
network of social relationships and true, sincere 
friendships. The exemplification of a true and authentic 
friendship is strengthened by the one between Maria 
Domenica and Petronilla, which never diminished over 
the years. Petronilla herself, many years later recalled 
how their friendship was born: "While we were still 
both young girls, I met her going to Church, in front of 
the still closed door since it was before the morning 
Ave Maria. She invited me and said to me: "Come, I 
want to warn you of a defect." I went, and she told me: 

                                                
30

 Papa Francesco, nell’esortazione apostolica Amoris laetitia, ricorda che 
«a nessuno fa bene perdere la coscienza di essere figlio. In ogni persona, 
anche se uno diventa adulto, o anziano, anche se diventa genitore, se 
occupa un posto di responsabilità, al di sotto di tutto questo rimane 
l’identità di figlio. Tutti siamo figli. E questo ci riporta al fatto che la vita 
non ce la abbiamo data noi ma abbiamo ricevuta. Il grande dono della 
vita è il primo regalo che abbiamo ricevuto». E riferendosi all’impegno di 
imparare ad essere fratelli, afferma: «In famiglia, tra fratelli si impara la 
convivenza umana […]. È proprio la famiglia che introduce la fraternità 
nel mondo. A partire da questa prima esperienza di fraternità nutrita 
dagli affetti e dall’educazione familiare, lo stile della fraternità si irradia 
come promessa sull’intera società» (FRANCESCO, Esortazione apostolica 
postsinodale: Amoris laetitia [AL], 19 marzo 2016, n° 188 e 194, in AAS 
108[2016] 386 e 388). 
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"We have found ourselves here in front of the closed 
door at other times; why did you not invite me to pray 
together? Let us pray together because prayer made in 
common has more value “.31 
 The friendship lived by Mary Domenica and 
Petronilla is a form of friendship that promotes the 
good of the other person, shares a project, matures, and 
flows into an intense apostolate with evident fruits of 
holiness. For Mary Domenica, the network of 
relationships woven in the family and the parish 
become spaces of self-giving and even of self-
development. 
In the Pious Union of the FMI, Mary Domenica found 
the channel in which to direct her human and spiritual 
abilities from her earliest youth. The FMI worked hard 
not only to live with God, but to be a good ferment 
among the people. 
      The fourth value on which Mary Domenica's youth 
is founded is industriousness in its various dimensions: 
work on one's own character, in its humanizing 
dimension; work as participation and responsibility in 
the family; apostolic-educational work in the parish as 
self-giving to others. Mary Domenica from her early 
youth, walked towards inner unification and in this 
process, work and prayer went hand in hand. Prayer 
was prolonged in daily life and in work, and work was 
vivified by prayer. The period of youth was lived by 
Mary Domenica as a favorable time for human and 

                                                
31

 MACCONO Ferdinando, Santa Maria Domenica Mazzarello. 
Confondatrice e prima Superiora Generale delle Figlie di Maria 
Ausiliatrice, vol I, Torino, Istituto FMA 1960, 33. D’ora in poi: MACCONO, S. 
Maria D. Mazzarello, seguito dal numero del volume e della pagina. 
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Christian formation, rich in apostolic and educational 
activities. 

Joy it is salt that gives flavor to a person's life. Piera 
Cavaglià, tracing the educational style of Mary 
Domenica, speaks of a pedagogy of joy. 32 She herself 
was a serene, joyful, and expansive woman. Giovanni 
Battista Lemoyne describes her in his biography as a 
woman "of very pleasant company".33 

Thus, she knew how to give fraternal coexistence 
the face of sincere and communicative joy. It is on this 
solid foundation and on the certainty of the presence of 
God that true joy is rooted. In the pedagogical and 
spiritual vision of Mother Mazzarello, joy is a virtue 
typical of the young person and of the Salesian 
educator. His letters are full of reminders to be cheerful 
and to help keep others happy. Joy is for her, proof of 
authentic holiness and of a true Salesian spirit. 

The various strategies to create an environment 
pervaded by true joy must be kept in mind: the 
"sanctified carnival"34 with the girls; the "famous 
comedies"35; the various festivals celebrated throughout 

                                                
32

 Cf CAVAGLIÀ Piera, Un’educatrice al servizio della vita. Linee di uno stile 
educativo, in RUFFINATTO Piera –SÉI ̈DE Martha (a cura di), L’arte di educare 
nello stile nel sistema preventivo. Approfondimenti e prospettive, Roma, 
LAS, 2008. 
33

 Cf CAVAGLIÀ Piera, Un’educatrice al servizio della vita. Linee di uno stile 
educativo, in RUFFINATTO Piera –SÉÏDE Martha (a cura di), L’arte di educare 
nello stile nel sistema preventivo. Approfondimenti e prospettive, Roma, 
LAS, 2008. 
34

 Quando Maria Domenica era ancora FMI aveva ideato, in 
contrapposizione ai balli pubblici che si tenevano durante il carnevale, un 
ballo per le ragazze del paese, nollegiando un organetto e in seguito una 
pianola, affinché è la festa riuscisse più attraente (cf Cronistoria I 124-
126; 140-142; MACCONO, S. Maria D. Mazzarello I, 322-323). 
35

 Cf Lettera 9,8. 



CCoollllaannaaPPaassttoorraalleeGGiioovvaanniillee––nn..1111//22001177  

 

 20 

the year enlivened by singing, music, poetry and 
theater; the recreations of which she herself was the 
soul36; the pleasant surprises, jokes and pranks, etc. 37 

"The parties - writes Piera Cavaglià - were 
experiences that did not remain isolated facts in the life 
of the educating community, but contributed to 
creating the climate and the beneficial atmosphere of 
joy, strengthening the bonds of belonging and 
solidarity in the group, and raising the educational and 
cultural level of everyone "38. 

 
6. Mary Domenica and the care of creation and of 

relationships 

Pope Francis speaks with force and conviction of the 
need to take care of creation. In the homily of his first 
Pontifical Mass he affirmed: "The vocation of 
safeguarding, however, does not only concern us 
Christians, it has a dimension that precedes, and which 
is simply human, and concerns everyone. It is 
safeguarding all of creation, the beauty of creation, as 
we are told in the Book of Genesis and as Saint Francis 
of Assisi showed us: it is to have respect for every 
creature of God and for the environment in which we 
live”. The encyclical Laudato Si is an insistent and joyful 
invitation to cultivate and preserve our common home, 
that is, creation: "Our common home is like a sister with 

                                                
36

 Cf LEMOYNE, Suor Maria Mazzarello 101. 
37

 Cf LEMOYNE, Suor Maria Mazzarello 101. 
38

 CAVAGLIÀ, Un’educatrice a servizio della vita 237. 
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whom we share existence, and like a beautiful mother 
who welcomes us into her arms".39  

Even on this important and urgent dimension today, 
that is, education to the care of creation and the ability 
to be amazed by the beauty of creation, the life of Mary 
Domenica Mazzarello can be illuminating.  She, a 
strong woman who grew up in the countryside until 
she was struck by typhoid, worked beside her father in 
the fields, among the vineyards. She learned the secrets 
of nature and, in contact with it, cultivated a 
contemplative gaze, seeing the goodness of the Creator 
in His creatures. The time spent at the "Valponasca" 
appears important in her process of openness to natural 
reality: 
the pure air of the fields, the labors of the earth, the sun 
of the Monferrato hills, the beauty of the vines, of the 
trees, of the flowers and fruit, the domestic atmosphere, 
forged her into a hardworking, ardent, and lively 
woman, a woman capable of being amazed by the 
beauty of creation.  
       As Maria Esther Posada observes, although Mary 
Domenica was not endowed with an artistic 
temperament, she showed herself profoundly sensitive 
to the reality of creation. 40 From continuous contact 
with nature, she learns its secrets and grasps their 
meaning for the life of the human person. She 
incorporates into her language many images taken from 

                                                
39

 FRANCESCO, Enciclica sulla cura della casa comune: Laudato Sii, Balsamo 
Milano, San Paolo 2015, n° 1, 27. D’ora in poi: LS seguito dal numero 
dello paragrafo. 
40

 Cf POSADA María Esther, Il realismo spirituale di S. Maria Domenica 
Mazzarello, in BODEM Anton – KOTHGASSER Alois M. (a cura di), Teologie 
und Leben. Festgabe Für Georg Söll zum 70. Geburtstag, Roma, LAS 1983, 
507-514. 
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nature, through which she educates her spiritual 
daughters in the wisdom of life.41  

As a wise educator, Mary Domenica also knows 
how to create occasions for direct contact with creation 
and creatures, beginning with care for humanizing 
relationships. These are typical of Salesian pedagogy, 
for example, walks as occasions of celebration, of 
encounter, of amusement, and, in this case, of contact 
with the beauty of nature and as an experience of joyful 
company. The chronicle reports various moments of 
community walks to San Silvestro42 hill, to the places 
and sanctuaries around Mornese, prayers and good 
nights in the garden43, going to the Roverno river to do 
the laundry44, etc. These were privileged moments of 
ecological education in a broad sense, educational 
moments to appreciate the beauty of life, of nature, of 
"being together". 

It should be borne in mind that care for creation is 
closely linked to care for human relationships. Pope 
Francis recalls in Laudato Si: "If the ecological crisis is 
the emergence or the external manifestation of the 
ethical, cultural, and spiritual crisis of modernity, we 
cannot delude ourselves about healing our relationship 
with nature and the environment without healing all 
fundamental human relationships. 45" We must also 
speak of an ecology of words, of judgments, of the 

                                                
41

 Il giardino (Lettera 50); l’orto (Lettera 58); i fiori (Lettera 24); le erbe 
(Lettera 55); i frutti dell’orto (Lettera 55); il campo (Lettera 59); il fuoco 
(Lettera 19); la legna (Lettera 24); le rose e le spine (Lettera 19); il mare 
(Lettera 19), la neve (Lettera 3). 
42

 Cf Cronistoria I 132-133. 
43

 Cf Cronistoria I 132-133. 
44

 Cf Cronistoria I 132-133. 
45

 LS 119. 
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heart, of feelings. On this horizon, Mary Domenica's 
experience has much to teach: she was a woman of 
communion, a weaver of serene and trusting 
relationships. Her letters testify to her commitment to 
helping the sisters and girls to purify the motivations 
for their actions, their gaze, their feelings; to overcome 
limitations and weaknesses in a growing tending to 
love and communion. 

The amazement before nature in Mary Domenica 
strengthened throughout her life. On her deathbed, 
observing the beauty of the countryside from the 
window, she will be able to grasp it without artificial 
sublimations; as a reflection of eternal beauty. 

“How beautiful the countryside is; but Paradise will 
be even more beautiful”.46 

We feel that it is more urgent than ever to awaken, 
especially in the new generations, attention to the 
beauty of creation, to educate them to be awed by it, 
and through it, to glimpse the beauty of the Creator. 
"When you do not learn to stop and admire and 
appreciate beauty - says Pope Francis - it is not strange 
that everything turns into an object of unscrupulous use 
and abuse".47  

 
7. The ethical dimension and coherence of life in 

Mary Domenica Mazzarello  

Mary Domenica Mazzarello was a wise educator.  
An important dimension of education is the ethical 
dimension, coherence of life, a virtuous life.  Duplicity 
and falsity are huge enemies of the harmonious growth 

                                                
46

 Testimonianza di Petronilla Mazzarello, in Summarium 449. 
47

 LS 215. 
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of the person and among the defects she fought against 
the most. 

From her letters emerge the clear, constant reminder 
of candor, sincerity, and openness of heart, necessary 
attitudes to live a coherent life and to become ‘good 
Christians and honest citizens’.  Mary educates to 
authenticity, candor, sincerity, and against legalism and 
hypocrisy.  She always acts with an upright intention. 

In the face of the ethical crisis that we are living 
today in the world and the decline of the topic of 
virtues, Mary Domenica teaches that ethical education 
and education to virtues are necessary to create the 
"civilization of love" and to live life and social relations 
authentically. Her life of holiness shows us that the 
exercise of virtues is not only a necessary condition for 
achieving happiness, but the reality that makes life 
more beautiful, more dignified, more human and 
divine. Being virtuous is to participate in the very life of 
God; it is the characteristic attitude of the person in 
statu viatoris, towards the fullness of life. 

On this horizon, it is enlightening to read carefully 
her letters and the depositions at the process of 
canonization, especially the part concerning the 
theological and cardinal virtues, and to observe her 
concrete and simple style of living these virtues herself 
and educating the sisters and girls to do the same. It 
should never be forgotten that the concept of good or 
evil, of virtue, and a certain vision of the person and of 
human relationships lie at the basis of any ethics. 
 

8. Spirituality of daily life 

The spirituality of Mary Domenica Mazzarello is 
characterized by her adherence to daily life, which is 
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the real test of authentic spirituality. Faith for a 
Christian manifests itself in the way of living daily life, 
recognizing the mystery that fills it. 

Mary Domenica Mazzarello lived her journey of 
holiness in simplicity and fidelity to daily life. She 
knew from experience and wisdom, the secret beauty of 
daily life lived with humble and merciful love that has 
the flavor of fidelity, of creativity, of giving oneself as a 
gift to others. 

Mary Domenica's life has nothing extraordinary, 
nothing of marvelous or spectacular deeds. The secret 
of her life and holiness lies in the fact that she was a 
"weekday" person, who believed and lived love day 
after day in the simplicity and texture of everyday life. 
She discovered the presence of God in the "light breeze" 
of daily life. In the simple and sometimes dramatic of 
daily life, she met and contemplated God in the 
environments where weekdays are lived and became a 
sign of God's love for the sisters and young people 
there, where God called her. 

 

We can be close to one another every day in 
the Heart of Jesus, and we can pray for one 
another. (Letter 42) 
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Nota:  
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