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INTRODUCTION

1/ In the same way let your light shine before
others, so that they may see your good works
and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Mt 5,16).
The “successful” Christian, that is the saint, proclaims
with his life the wonders of God and cries out with
all his strength “He alone is Lord”.
The baptised are saints because they are redeemed
by Christ and consecrated by the Spirit. Their lives
are totally inspired by the gospel for the enactment
of the divine plan of salvation: “For we are what he
has made us, created in Jesus Christ for good works,
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of
life” (Eph 2,10). Those who open themselves up to
the divine initiative become fully fledged adoptive
sons of the heavenly Father and witnesses of his
glory.
It has always happened that way, “starting from
Jesus, of whom the crowds”, “astounded beyond
measure”, said “he has done everything well”
(Mk 7,37) and gave glory to God. In his footsteps
innumerable men and women have become tireless
preachers of God, evangelisers first with their lives
and only then with their words.

Amongst these is the Abbot St. Sylvester (+ 1276),
founder of the Benedictine monks of Montefano
Fabriano. His life, lived in great part in the solitude of
isolation, has not remained hidden but like the flame
on a candelabrum has spread light all around to the
glory of God. Even though not to the same dazzling
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measure as so many other saints, Sylvester was the
point of reference for many in the nearly forty years of
his existence totally dedicated to God of his life. The
Life talks of crowds who rushed to him in flocks and
of men who remained to share his same experience
of life: for this he founded monasteries and urged
them to virtue by word and example. At his death
the group pertaining to the hermitage of Montefano
counted about 120 people. Not an overwhelming
following, but a respectable one.

The sources have sent down to us the memory
of some of his disciples. Our purpose here is to
remember them here in these pages, convinced that
sanctity knows no time, but flowers in every period,
including our own, which is only in its appearance
disheartened and distracted. We are above all driven
by the desire to make more well known the figure
of Sylvester who, though he lived so many centuries
ago, still maintains a strong force of attraction. If in
his own time he inspired generous people, it goes to
show that his sanctity was authentic. Itis worthwhile,
today as in the past, to join his school because, as a
good father and master, he teaches us to put nothing
before the love of Christ.

All those who have reached sanctity by following his
school are witnesses to the validity of his guidance.
Tradition places beside him twelve disciples who
have been honoured by the title of Blessed. The
biblical reference to the group of apostlesisif anything
too evident. The original sources reduce them to no
more than eight. Beginning with those of whom we
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possess a Life (Ugo and Giovanni) then moving on
to others, and these are the majority, who are spoken
of in the context of the biographies written by the
Venerable Andrea di Giacomo da Fabriano (t+ 1326):
Simone, Benevento, Giovanni Solitario, Giuseppe
and Bartolo, to conclude the series with Paolino,
mentioned in documents, written much later, but
still of sure historical value. Of the first two, Ugo and
Giovanni, we have been celebrating the memory in
the liturgy for centuries; more recently, also that of all
the others has been included, in the conviction that
they have something to say to us even today.

There was no place for mediocrity in Sylvester’s
school: one had to give the best of oneself in the
search for God in the context of an austere and poor
life, animated by the joy of the Spirit and by the
passionate search for Christ. Bringing these disciples
to mind is not simply an historical exercise, but a
necessary remembering of all those who preceded us
in the monastic life in the wake of the charisma of
Sylvester, so rich at its beginnings and still today a
guide for his followers.

Apart from Ugo and Giovanni, of whom we have
Lives written at the beginning of the XIV century,
we have only brief mentions of the others. We will
keep above all to the hagiographical sources, in the
conviction that the limited information we have in
our possession will be sufficient to draw a fairly
characteristic portrait of them. Amongst these we
also include the first Italian translation, with a few
additions, of the original Lives, edited at the beginning
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of the XVII century by the monk Sebastiano Fabrini
and published under the title: Brief Chronicle of the
Congregation of the Sylvestrine Monks of the Order of
Saint Benedict. Wherein is contained the life of the Abbot
Saint Sylvester, Founder of said Congregation, and of
some others of his Blessed Disciples, Camerino 1613.
These monks lived in the XIII century, a period in
many respects not different to our own, and were
a part of a number of hermetic movements which
eventually came together in an order, or congregation,
that of St. Benedict of Montefano, now known as
the Congregazione Benedettina Silvestrina. In the
constant references to these, this miniscule branch
of the great tree of western monasticism found the
capacity of overcoming the obstacles, some of them
extremely troublesome, of more than seven centuries
of history and of presenting itself on the threshold
of the third millennium to repropose the message of
Sylvester and his best disciples: itis worth committing
one’s own life to God and giving first place to him.

Our present attempt to visit this period of history is
a continuation of that of the founder (L’Uomo di Dio
Silvestro, Fabriano, 1995) and brings it to completion,
giving special attention to its spiritual richness. We
hope that the light that began to shine on Montefano
in the XIII century and illuminated so many of its
contemporaries may continue to be a motive of
reference and commitment for men and women
attracted by the same ideal, so that “God may be
glorified in everything”.

THE BLESSED

UGO DEGLI ATTI



B:Vgo de Cont de gIAt dall Serra di §_ Quirica Moraco Stéstring

Blessed Ugo degli Atti, Archive of Montefano (17" century engraving).

he Life of the Blessed Ugo degli Atti was

written at the beginning of the XIV century
by an anonymous person who it seems should be
identified as the Venerable Andrea di Giacomo da
Fabriano (+ 1326), the fourth prior general of the
order of St. Benedict of Montefano. It is a small
dossier containing only a few biographical details.
The author wrote it some decades after the death of
the protagonist. He felt the need to offer to the many
followers who flooded to the tomb of the Blessed
Ugo in the church of the monastery of S. Giovanni
Battista in Sassoferrato (AN), a biographical memory
that, in accordance with the customs of the times. In
accordance with the times was not particularly was
not excessively concerned with historical exactitude,
but rather with the exaltation of the patron saint of the
city in the Marche, the heir of the Roman Sentinum.
The anonymous writer justifies his perplexity in
undertaking such a work, because of the many
obligations that force him to make use of very
limited free time, as well as by his distance from the
facts and the lack information at his disposal due to
the disappearance of the original Life, destroyed by
not better identified “emulators”. It is not possible
to ascertain whether this was a matter of a really
“iconoclastic” excuse, or of a simple expedient to
hide the little knowledge he had of the subject. We
can, however, have no doubts as to the historical
reality of the protagonist, brother of Giuseppe degli
Atti and immediate successor of Sylvester in the
government of the order of Montefano. The constant
devotion of the population of Sassoferrato had as its
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object a personage who really existed, even though
his particulars were somewhat vague.

The only thing we can do is keep to the few elements
at our disposal, without letting ourselves be effected
by the complaints of the author about the difficulties
of his task. We believe it is worth the trouble because
Ugo during his brief earthly sojourn pursued an
interesting itinerary in the search for God in the
monastery and in his preaching to the people,
bringing together the values of the monastic life and
his apostolic zeal. A combination that, even though it
may create certain difficulties today, did not cease to
fascinate a great number of people during the course
of the centuries.

12

A DECIDED YOUNG MAN

Serra San Quirico is a tranquil medieval village
spread out the slopes of Mount Murano, in the
province of Ancona and not far from the gorge called
dellaRossa in the pre-Appenines of the Marche where
Sylvester lived out his first hermetic experience. Like
so many other small centres of ancient origin, the
town in recent times gained an extension in the plain
below, around the bend of the Rome-Ancona railway
line, with small industries and modern inhabited
settlements which has become bigger in size the old
castle. It is well known, amongst other things, for
its healthy climate to the extent that the Sylvestrine
Abbots liked to retire to the monastery of St. Lucy, in
the centre of the town, to enjoy in it periods of repose.
Here, in about the thirties of the Fourteenth century,
was born Ugo of the Atti family. The biographers,
often keen to assign to personages a noble house, say
that the Atti family was a dynasty of counts. As from
the beginning of the Seventeenth century, a lot of
activity was present in reconstructing the genealogy
and the good works, true or only presumed, of
the Conti degli Atti or Attoni. We shall not pursue
this path which leads to nothing because of a lack
of reliable historical proof. Certainly it was a well-
known family, at least in the economic sense. The
father, Atto, was proud of his own position and
would eventually use it to hinder the vocation of his
son.

Ugo, who had at least one brother, Giuseppe, he
too a monk, spent his childhood in his native town,
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busying himself with his primary studies, something
reserved at that time for a few fortunate people in
small towns. An indication of the well-being of his
family.

While we know little of the entire life of the saint,
we are almost completely ignorant of the period
that preceded his monastic conversion. The years he
spent in the world outside passed in silence or were
described in a summary fashion that make use of
stereotyped information. It is a style that we find in
almost all the medieval lives. The author was mainly
interested in the period of spiritual maturity of his
hero which coincided with his monastic experience.
With “his” references to the Gospel, we can see that
whileUgowas growing upheshoneingoodbehaviour
and virtues. He was not lacking in psychological
penetration: he was of a docile character and attracted
to studies. We have a clamorous and immediate
denial of this docility, however, when he decided to
follow his monastic vocation. Proof of his intellectual
capacity was his being sent to Bologna to perfect his
knowledge of literature after the necessarily very
elementary studies he had experienced in his native
village.

A sojourn in Bologna for the university course
is a leitmotiv in the lives of our saints: Sylvester,
Giovanni and Ugpo all found themselves catapulted
into the capital of Emilia, more because of the wishes
of their families than because of their own decisions,
the first enrolled in law, the other two, as we would
say today, in the faculty of classical studies.

Bologna, known as “the erudite” boasted one of the
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most important universities in Europe and attracted
a mass of young people full of the desire for living,
committed to their studies but not always to virtue, if
we can trust our documents that deliberately painted
the student atmosphere in dark colours so as to
heighten the opposite tendencies of our protagonists.
In fact “many went towards the precipice of vices,
full of almost every sort of licentiousness”. This
contrasted with the nature of Ugo and the education
he had received in his family. It seems that he already
had it in his heart to dedicate himself to the Lord
since, as Sylvester had done before him, he almost
immediately began to study theology and with great
success.

And his literary studies? Ugo did not hesitate to
interrupt them, even more to abandon the university
itself “inflamed with the burning desire for a more
sublime profit”. His degree was a failure not because
he was sluggish, but because in the meantime two
different values came into conflict: study and his
heart “unscathed by vice”. By nature these two things
should live peacefully side-by-side, but in reality
that is often not the case. Ugo did not wish to work
in vain; little would he have enjoyed a prestigious
university qualification if to obtain it he could not
have escaped moral compromises. In this dilemma
the young man had no hesitation: he abandoned
Bologna and returned to his native land to enter into
the monastery of St. Giovanni di Sassoferrato, only
recently founded by St. Sylvester.

Things did not go with the naturalness with which
the biographer describes them to us in the space
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of a few lines. Ugo must have had his moments
of doubt, he must have tried more than once to
integrate studies with a morally committed life
-style. He didn’t undervalue the sacrosanct reasons
of his family house, the prestige of which he had to
maintain. All the conditions were there: intellectual
capacity, suitability for the situation, availability of
financial resources generously supplied by the family,
also allowing him a servant who could attend to his
material needs so that he could dedicate his time
fully to his studies. But beyond these considerations
another emerged which gave him definitive direction
in his life: “In vain do I work” if, besides my degree I
do not succeed in achieving a behaviour in harmony
with the convictions of my faith.

Having realised the impossibility of turning a
square into a circle, without thinking twice about
it, he packed his bags and abandoned Bologna, the
university and his career. It was the evangelical
logic of losing one’s own life so as to find it again
on a higher level. No contempt for venerated values,
simply the search for what is really useful to man,
reasoning not with the wisdom of the flesh, but in the
light of the Spirit. From this point of view Ugo today
keeps all his relevance in a world in which one must
always choose on the basis of the unum necessarium
amongst the so many things on offer and often in
contrast amongst themselves.

16

CHRONOLOGICAL CLARIFICATIONS

f the three Sylvestrine Lives, that of the Blessed

Ugo, presents the most fragile framework.
There is, for example, no chronological information
in it; the author does not even bother to specify the
year of his death, “content” with indicating only the
month and the day. There is a lack of “key points”
which might allow us to link this Life, drawn from
the “commune of the confessors” to a less uncertain
era. We cannot, however, refrain from placing the
reality of our blessed monk in his period. This is a
somewhat arid question reserved for the experts of
history, but we must necessarily dedicate some lines
to it so as not to be completely vague.
We have only three references to the Blessed Ugo in
the documents of the period outside that of his Life.
He is mentioned for the first time on 19" May 1264,
together with another 64 monks, as the beneficiary of
a donation from a lady in Fabriano, a certain Marsilia:
Ugo is named in the fourth place after St. Sylvester,
Giovanni and Bartolo. He alone is given the title
domnus, gentleman. A second time he is mentioned
in the Life of the Blessed Giovanni: Giuseppe, the
first successor to Sylvester in the government of
the order (1268-1273) “endeavoured to imitate as
much as possible the examples of Saint Ugo who in
Sassoferrato had become famous for his innumerable
miracles”. Finally, in the Life of Sylvester, Ugo is
shown to have intervened in the healing of the monk
Samuele which took place towards the end of 1273.
These two dates are of no use to us because they are
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posterior to 4" January 1268 from which time we
have the list of monks who, either personally or by
proxy, participated in the election of Giuseppe which
took place that day. Ugo is not named amongst them.
We can therefore assume that he was already dead
before 1268 in a space of time of three years, between
the middle of May 1264 and 26" July 1267. Therefore
he did not survive Sylvester who also died at the
end of that same year (26 November 1267). In any
case, the traditional date of his death in 1250 is quite
untenable because he was certainly alive in 1264.
Even more uncertain is the time of his entry into
the monastery. The year of the foundation of the
monastery of S. Giovanni di Sassoferrato is not
known. It was undoubtedly opened by Sylvester
after 1248 since it does not figure amongst the four
monasteries listed in the bull of approval of the order
of Montefano, issued by Innocent IV from Lyons on
the 27% of June of that year. The first document that
speaks of it, a parchment of the 14" of January 1268,
is of no use because at that time, as has been said,
Ugo must have already been dead. In all probability
we can date the flight from Bologna and the entry
into the monastery as of about 1250 and judge the
length of his monastic life to have been about fifteen
or sixteen years.

According to tradition, Ugo died when he was
twenty-five years old, not yet a priest. In this case
can only have been a monk for a very brief period,
if we consider that he abandoned his studies when
he was about twenty to go into the monastery. We
can agree on this last point given that his university
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experience must have been rather brief. What is
however unacceptable, is his death at the age of 25
with barely five years of residence in the monastery.
His stay in the monastery must have involved a
longer period. Therefore, the length of his life can be
established, with sufficient probability, as being about
thirty-five years: his birth, about 1230 and his death
between 1264 and 1267. The biography is lacking
in any chronological perspective, but one has the
impression that Ugo died when he was still young.
A man who dies suddenly at a little less than forty, is
certainly still in the bloom of life and therefore, even
in our hypothesis, the traditional belief in a brief but
intense existence remains confirmed.
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ST. GIOVANNI DI SASSOFERRATO

f this monastery all that remains is a single wall

of square stones. It was suppressed by Pope
Innocent X in 1652, together with others, for no other
reason than for its poverty and the small number of
monks. The times must have changed radically if we
consider that the same criteria, thirty years before,
had inspired the activity of Sylvester as founder. The
monastery, very simple and poor, was to be found
in a locality called Colle Cornacchiaro at the gates of
Sassoferrato.
A manuscript of the 13" of February 1650 describes it
in this way: “Itis distant from that town (Sassoferrato)
about a quarter of a mile (about 250 metres) near to
two public roads in a fairly open place frequented
by the people of that place because of the devotion
to the body of the Blessed Ugo a monk of the said
congregation which is preserved in that monastery...
It has a church under the title of San Giovanni
Battista with a stone roof, with its large Chapel and
three Altars, with the plan of erecting another two.
The monastery has its cloister with Loggias around
on the lower level, square in shape and with a well in
the middle...”.
Ugo must have known of this new foundation if he
if he decided to betake himself there on horseback
from Bologna together with his servant. In all
probability he had already heard people speak about
Sylvester in Serra San Quirico. Grottafucile, the first
place the saint took as a hermitage, is very close by;
from there he would regularly descend to Serra to
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join a community of Benedictine monks just outside
the village in a place called Isola d'Isacco. Later, on
a slope a little higher up, Sylvester was to build a
monastery in honour of St. Bartholomew and put
out a raging fire in the town with a simple sign of
the cross. The fame of Sylvester began to spread and
perhaps Ugo had wished to go and join him. The
difficult experience of Bologna made him overcome
any delay and off he went... with as his only luggage
his youthful daring and his determined desire to
consecrate himself to God. Why did Ugo choose the
monastery of Sassoferrato and not, for example, that
of Grottafucile or Montefano? Perhaps because he
felt safer in regard to an intervention by his family.
But the biographer gives us no explanation and we,
having no further knowledge, prefer not to insist...

The young man had the fortune of finding Sylvester
himself who welcomed him with open arms. Since he
wanted to sever every relationship with his past life,
he sent his servant and his horse back to Serra San
Quirico. It appears that between him and his master
there had developed a good understanding during
the Bolognese period since Ugo bade him farewell
embracing and kissing him. As far as Ugo was
concerned, the break with the preceding experience
was clean and without second thoughts. For his part,
the servant left with a sad face and ran to tell Attone
what his son had done. Perhaps he did not disdain
the enjoyable life of Bologna and had difficulty
digesting the sudden mystical flight of his master.
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WHOEVER DOES NOT HATE HIS FATHER...

For the unsuspecting father the news must have
come like the classical bolt from the blue. He was
sure that his son was happy in Bologna, immersed
in his studies and making use of an ideal situation
for their quick and successful conclusion. He had no
reason to doubt this, knowing the seriousness of his
offspring. Suddenly that servant who, already with a
long face gives promise of nothing good, rushes into
the house. And behold the dreadful message: Ugo
has left Bologna and has taken refuge in a monastery.
Attone cannot believe his ears, he leaps on his horse
and goes off at full speed to Sassoferrato, sure that
he will be able to re-establish paternal authority and
bring the young man to his senses...

The meeting between the two is dramatic. Attone
throws his arms around his son’s neck and cannot
say a word, choked as he is with tears. But Ugo is
serious and answers in a way that is determined,
almost dispassionate, in words that would be more
suitable in the mouth of a philosopher than in a young
man in love with God. It is clear however that he is
fighting not to be overcome by the call of his heart;
his father’s sorrow cannot leave him insensitive. His
precise answers betray his fear of being dragged on
to the insidious terrain of feelings and he puts on
an apparent coldness that masks his distress in the
presence of his father, desperate and in tears.

It seems like the collision between two opposite
concepts of life. On the one side Attone appeals to the
reasons of the heart. When these seem inadequate to
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his purpose, he doesn’t hesitate to flash before the
eyes of his son the mirage of wealth: everything will
be yours as long as you straighten out your ideas...
The same temptation used by Satan in the desert
in regard to Jesus. On the other side Ugo, drawn to
goods that are greater that his father, a man of the
world, just cannot understand: “Father, I do not
wish to accept your words that are contrary to the
salvation of the soul, but I intend to serve God for
ever in the monastic life”. In the end. Attone throws
in the towel: he recognises that “having recognised
the unchangeable will of the man of God” he desists
from any further attempt and with death in his heart
returns to Serra San Quirico.

How can we blame him? In this close fight he
comes out more understandable, even more human
than his son who on the contrary takes a stance of
unconditional refusal. The world is bad, licentious
and twisted; it deserves only to be despised along
with the riches that cannot accompany us to the
tomb. The least that one can say is that he lacks the
theology of created reality and that the only basis for
his attitude is the negative aspect of earthly goods,
a pessimistic vision that can be justified only as a
strategic defence against the repeated attempts of his
father to turn him away from his intention. But what
counts is not the mentality, by necessity a product of
his times, but the adamant decision of a young man
who had every possibility of succeeding in the world.
What characterises saints is their firm resolve to
follow their vocation, not always in the motivations
that support them.

23



Vincenzo Fattorini, The disciples of Saint Sylvester

This collision on the level of human feelings means
for Ugo what in the lives of the great saints is
represented by the fight against the devil and his evil
intentions. We can think of Anthony (+ 356) who, in
the desert and shut in a tomb fights for years against
the most unthinkable diabolical temptations and in
the end comes out the winner, totally transfigured by
grace. For Ugo the fight is brief but no less insidious
becauseitis played out on the field of the ties of blood.
Beyond the apparently callous words, we can realise
how much it costs him not to agree to his father’s
will; otherwise he would have been an insensitive,
heartless man and would not have been able to
consecrate himself to a still greater Love. Monastic
life is not built on the rubble of human values, but
on their place in the hierarchy of things in the light of
evangelical “logic”.

Even though the name of Jesus never occurs in the
intense dialogue with his father, Ugo does no more
than act in accordance with the words “Whoever
loves his father or mother more than he loves me is
not worthy of me” (Mt 10,37). Seeing his proposals
rejected, the poor man thinks that all his projects
have run aground and returns home an unhappy
man. And yet, it will be this son who brings glory to
the house of the Attoni, in spite of everything...
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FINALLY A MONK

aving won the battle of human affection,

Ugo can now undertake without any further
obstacles the journey to monastic life that he so
tenaciously yearned for. The Life reduces to four little
chapters the period of time that goes from his entry
into the monastery to his death. So many legitimate
questions remain unanswered.

THE MONASTIC INITIATION

Having overcome paternal opposition, Ugo pursues
with great devotion his monastic vocation for which
he had fought so dearly. “To reach the height of
perfection by a straight road and with a resolute step,
the blessed Ugo hastened to bring to fulfilment with
great care and diligence the work he had undertaken,
becoming ever stronger in his holy purpose. In the
end, he was able to despise with all his heart the
riches of the world, knowing that if the soul succeeds
in throwing these off completely, it can reach God
more rapidly, no longer hindered by any earthly
attachment”.

This is, so to say, the “crown” of the monastic journey
of our blessed one. First of all, the full determination
to follow his new style of life which cost him a clean
cut from the past. Coherence is a characteristic of
great souls. We do not set out to follow the Lord by
halves: the success of our vocation itself would be
compromised and, further along, the dignity of the
person is fulfilled only in the total giving of oneself
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to the way that Providence has traced for us to travel
along the brief curve of our existence. Ugo in the field
of the spirit is like a high climber: he drives himself
to the top full on, with all his energy.

The despising of earthly things is insisted on three
times in the space of a few lines. Nowadays we are
aware that everything that is beautiful and good in
the world is the work of God and a manifestation of
his love. On the contrary, we pledge ourselves to that
Love of which everything is a sign and foretaste. In
some, however, the Spirit gives rise to such a desire
that they do not find satisfaction in the enjoyment
of things of here below, extremely positive though
they may be, but always short-lasting. Only God
can totally satisfy them, those who are prepared to
renounce partial fulfilments to reach the goodness of
their very source. Therefore it is not so much a matter
of despising earthly things, as overcoming what,
even though part of creation, can only be imperfect
and transitory.

We cannot expect to find such an attitude in our
anonymous author who lived in a period very
different to our own. Nor should we hide the fact
that in the past the “flight from the world” which
was considered totally at the mercy of the evil one,
could be one of the inspiring motives for taking up the
religious life. These are limits imposed by time which
are reflected also in sanctity but which do not prejudice
the authenticity of an existence spent entirely for the
glory of God. In the case of Ugo it is a matter of firm
vocation, otherwise he would have done well to stay
in Bologna and follow dreams of earthly glory.
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The period of monastic initiation now opened up for
him, that is the procedure that, through successive
steps, would insert him with full rights into the
community as a monk. It was Sylvester himself
to make this decision. He was the “prior of the
monastery and of the order of Montefano” and he
had direct authority over all the monasteries founded
by him that at that time could still be counted on
the fingers of one hand. In spite of the difficulties of
communication, they were all fairly easily reachable
since they were only a few miles apart, with the
exception of St. Bonfilio di Cingoli which required a
little more time.

Sylvester, who had welcomed Ugo, the fugitive from
Bologna, was impressed by his stormy argument
with his father. Here is really stern stuff, he would
have said. But there is never too much prudence and
even in the case of a sound vocation he maintained
that the process established in the rule of St. Benedict
Chapter 58 which deals with the acceptance of new
candidates, had to be scrupulously followed. He
admitted Ugo to the year of novitiate “testing for
a certain time his will to see if it came from God”.
Only at the end did he hand over the monastic habit
which consecrated him, even in the eyes of the world
outside, as a monk for his entire life.

The young son of Attone finally reached what he had
glimpsed when amongst the overbearing Bolognese
gangs of students: the greatest value is not a degree
that opens the doors to a prestigious carrier, but the
“purity of heart” in which, according to the Patristic
tradition, resides the purpose of monastic life which

27



Vincenzo Fattorini, The disciples of Saint Sylvester

allows us to reach our final destination, eternal life in
the Kingdom of Heaven. We can reconcile ourselves
at this point even with his despising of the world
which was a step he had to confront for reaching the
fullness of the sense of his life.

TOWARDS THE HEIGHTS OF PERFECTION

The biographer concentrates in a dozen lines the
journey towards “the height of perfection” that
would have required long years and a not indifferent
amount of strength. Right from his youth Ugo
apparently gave much evidence of sanctity. In
Bologna he was never inveigled by the temptations
of a riotous student life, but was able to discern with
the wisdom of the elderly what was best for him in
a global evaluation of life. He remained firm against
his father who did all he could to dissuade him from
his vocation. Once he had entered the monastery
“following a straight road and with resolute step” he
went resolutely ahead, attracted purely by the desire
of perfection.

Doubtlessly an exceptional young man. It is a pity
that he cannot serve much as an example for us
because he is so distant in time from our much more
tormented existence. We have no desire to give the
impression of reducing the saints to our own mean
dimension, but neither do we wish to evaluate
uncritically a sanctity which is dehumanised and
therefore ultimately cannot have any influence on us.
It is well known that in the old hagiography a sense
of gradualism and psychological introspection
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are lacking; the saint is a saint right from the start.
Highlighting his weaknesses or simply giving to
understand that he too had to struggle to reach
the top would have compromised the impact on
his devotees who wanted to redeem their own
mediocrity in him. We can be sure, however, that
even Ugo had to experience how narrow the road to
perfection is and how much commitment it requires
with its series of humiliating defeats and vigorous
reprisals. In short, even in the Middle Ages sanctity
was a human dimension in spite of the idealisations.
The biographer, since he had no direct information,
had to make do with a “collage” of hackneyed
expressions. We can console ourselves, however,
with the certainty that what little he says reflects the
protagonist: he did what innumerable monks have
done for centuries, as well as many other things that
are not recorded but which doubtlessly give proof of
their existence. It is not much, but... happy is he who
is content with little!

Ugo followed the classical road of the monastic
journey: austerity, prayer, humility, obedience, care
of his utterances, observance of the discipline of the
Rule... It was the pathway drawn up by Benedict
in his Rule for “the strong breed of coenobites”. In
simple terms, it was above all a matter of attitudes
to take to God and then of those to one’s fellow men.
Amongst the first of these, after the reference to
penance with hairshirts and rough garments (things
that do not figure in the Rule but which by now had
come into common usage), are mentioned prayer
and in particular reading of and meditation on the
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Scriptures (lectio divina), the celebration of holy office
(opus Dei) and private oration, accompanied by vigils
and fasting. All of this was in accordance with God’s
commandments and the discipline of the Rule, that
is with the Christian life based on the baptismal
commitments made even more demanding by the
monastic consecration.

Amongst the attitudes towards one’s fellow man
should be remembered the joyful and ready obedience
towards the elderly and submission in regard to
those of one’s own age and those even younger.
We hear various expressions from the Rule, above
all from Chapter 71, “The monks should obey one
another”. If it is true that “obedience without delay
is appropriate to those who have nothing dearer to
them than Christ” Ugo succeeded in achieving the
objective of monastic life, total conformance to him
who made himself obedient until death and to death
on the cross.

Certain expressions of a more philosophical than
evangelical nature could make us think of the search
for virtue for its own sake. Ugo, on the other hand,
wanted to follow Christ and direct towards him
his renunciation of the things of this world. In this
way we can interpret the renunciation, given so
much importance at the moment of his conversion,
in regard to one’s dear ones that Jesus requires of
whoever wishes to follow him; not hatred in the
literal sense of the word but rather a subordination
of everything to the one and only Love. Ugo’s life
is one that revolves entirely around this love (p 36)
even though it is described in rather vague and fairly
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simple terms. How could it be otherwise if the monk
can only justify himself in the light of the dead and
resurrected Christ? Outside this perspective his style
of life has no sense.

Obedience was accompanied by attention to
language: “He never uttered any word that might
sully his life, but everything he said was directed
towards the praise of God and to the edification of
his fellow man”. This seems to echo the praise made
of St. Dominic who “if he opened his mouth, it was
either to talk with God in prayer or to speak about
God” St. James compares the tongue to the rudder of
a ship: if it is handled with ability one is sure to reach
the harbour (Jm 3,4-5). Ugo was able to master the
word which then became an expression of internal
richness full of love for God and for the brothers. It
would not be long before this spiritual energy would
pour itself out in his preaching to the people, in
which the word is exulted in the announcement of
the wonders of God.

LIKE A LIGHT ON THE CANDELABRA

Sanctity is identified with good which, by definition,
is diffusivum sui, that is it spreads around and gives
rise to adhesion and emulation. We experience this
even today: a man transfigured by grace becomes
a point of attraction and an occasion to rediscover
God. He does not shine of a light of his own, but
everything that he is and everything that he does
comes from the Source of all good. For this the man
of God, even though he may be buried in the depths
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of the desert, cannot remain hidden. Sooner or later
his works will shine before all people.

Also for Ugo there came about a rush of people to the
monastery of S. Giovanni “to see whether what was
openly declared by many corresponded to the truth”.
At the beginning the attendance was somewhat
contained. Later it was to become more consistent
and almost a mass phenomenon. People wanted to
hear his homilies and commend themselves to his
prayers in all the necessities of life. They always
perceived in the saint a particular presence of God,
a person not only to admire but also to “utilise” to
obtain from above what common mortals would not
dare to ask for. This is something that emerges with
absolute proof from the Gospel: the crowd would
rush to Jesus and nearly suffocate him, throwing
themselves at him because from him there emanated
a power that healed everyone. Even today, in spite
of the lay substitutions for sanctity, the rush hasn’t
ceased of to sanctuaries and to men of God of people
in search of a comforting word and of solutions to
problems forever new and forever old. Even though
man has become an adult, he cannot solve everything
by himself, much less by technology and science.
The mystery that surrounds us continues to remain
impenetrable and, above all when we experience
suffering, shows us to be weak and powerless. The
saint has no magic wand, but we believe he has
something greater...

In a word, Ugo became an authentic “Man of God”
if we consider the portrait the author paints of him:
“He was chaste in his body, dazzling because of
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the light of his wisdom, friendly in his speech and
assiduous in holy meditation, overflowing with
temperance and patience, he was enflamed with
charity and shone brightly for his humility, visited
the sick and piously consoled the distressed, but
he also reprimanded firmly and without hesitation
those who had fallen into meshes of vices. What
more can one say? He excelled in the perfection of all
the virtues”.

The experts who study the lives of the saints say that
it is a matter of stereotypes, that is of conventional
expressions that hide the limited knowledge of
the subject and whose intention is to liken the
protagonist to a one and only cliché of sanctity. In
fact, these portraits say everything and nothing at
the same time. Everything, because the saint cannot
be otherwise. How could one imagine him lacking
in chastity, wisdom, charity...? Nothing, because they
take as their reference point the definition of sanctity
in the abstract rather than the saint as a reality.

A FRIENDLY ATMOSPHERE

Such a happy outcome cannot simply be attributed
to the good will of the subject. Ugo had behind
him favourable conditions, the “sitz im Leben” the
Germans would say: a monastery, fellow brothers, a
routine of organised life. What do we know about all
this? Nothing from the Life, something however from
contemporary sources.

The monastery of S. Giovanni di Sassoferrato housed
eight monks, as it appears from the list of all the
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members of the order of Montefano on the occasion
of the first chapter general for the election of the
successor of St. Sylvester (4" January 1268). It appears
that Ugo resided there uninterruptedly for the whole
of his brief monastic life. In spite of all the transfers
that he usually made, Sylvester never asked Ugo to
leave the monastery into which he had welcomed
him personally and in which he had matured with
so much success. Perhaps in this stability, rather
exceptional for those days, the popular favour and
the esteem that surrounded him were to play an
important role.

Of his fellow brothers we know little more than
their names: Gerardo, Gabriele, Gregorio, Zaccaria,
Giacomo, Bonaparte, Benvegnate, Pietro, men lost
in the night of centuries who in their day formed a
community of young and old whose principal aim
was to praise the Lord with the liturgical prayer,
with the lectio divina, with the practice of monastic
virtues. The most absolute austerity reigned. This
is a characteristic of the Sylvestrine monasteries of
the earliest times: small poor constructions in stone
in Romanesque style, not lacking, however, a certain
good taste as we can still see from the surviving ruins.
The mostimportant element was the oratory; adjacent
to this were the others buildings for communal life,
almost all reduced to the essential. Given that the
monastery of Montefano, in which at the time of the
Founder lived about fifteen monks, was made up
of only a few essential rooms, we can imagine what
the one of S. Giovanni with a community smaller in
number must have been like.
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The role of St. Sylvester as father of the monks
deserves a particular mention. He found himself
unwillingly at the centre of a monastic movement.
He would have preferred to stay alone in his
hermitage, but his charismatic personality exercised
a catalysing role: he attracted people by the strength
of his example and by the manifestation of his innate
virtue. When he met with a group of people who
wanted to share his experience of life, he would take
on the responsibility of guide. He had the consolation
of immediately achieving the best of fruits: “A wise
son is the glory of his father: therefore the spiritual
father took pleasure in the progress of his spiritual
sons”.

Joy resulting from the positive maturation of his
monks was a constant and significant characteristic
of his, as in the case of the blessed Giovanni: “The
spiritual father rejoices in the advancement in virtue
of his beloved son and disciple Giovanni dal Bastone
and gives praise for him and for the many other sons
who were generated by means of the Gospel and by
the example of a holy monastic life and who achieved
significant merit and the grace of miracles. He
supported them by prayer and by example right up
to his last day, that of his blessed repose”. Amongst
these “many other sons” there was certainly the
blessed Ugo.

Monastic life centred around obedience first of all to
God and to his word, then to the Rule and to whoever
was the interpreter of it, the abbot, a title that Sylvester
refused for that more modest one of prior. The monk
developed in maturity in the wise tradition of those
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who had gone before him, but found in his superior
and more in general in the elderly, a guide that was
secure and near at hand. To these he would open his
heart and was ready to welcome their advice and put
it into practice. Between the master and the disciple
was established a relationship that reached “sincere
and humble charity”.

This formation based on relationships was
fundamental to the hive of monastic spirituality: not
individualism, but fidelity to what had been handed
down and experienced by generations of monks and
which had proved to be the safest way of achieving
God'’s plan. The spiritual father was the guarantor
of this journey, a journey not invented by him but
presented over and again in his school with all its
perennial everyday significance. An explanation of
the uniformity in the lives of the saints in ancient
monasticism also comes from the fidelity to the
tradition that had always been so fruitful. Ugo, in
his brief years of monastic life, under the guidance
of Sylvester and other experienced monks, immersed
himself and meekly allowed himself to be formed in
this spirituality. The result was before the eyes of all,
as is witnessed by the flood of people who came to S.
Giovanni to get his advice and commend themselves
to his prayers.
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THE CONFIRMATION OF MIRACLES

he canonical process for the recognition of

sanctity even nowadays requires at least one
miracle performed post mortem; only in particular
cases can this clause be dispensed with. Generally
the saints, at least of the past, have not waited until
their death to perform miracles; sooner or later, they
performed miracles which were considered the sign
of their sanctity.
Today we are allergic to this sort of narration, we
consider it the fruit of fantasy or a pseudo mystical
hallucination. Now that we have a better knowledge
of the laws of nature, we think that not even the
Creator can deviate from them, except, however, for
when they are refuted by science itself that, in some
exceptional cases, has to conclude that something
has happened which cannot be explained according
to its laws. But before surrendering and admitting
that God has directly intervened, we carry out test
after test, in the attempt to limit as much as possible
his sphere of action.
Inthe old days things wentdifferently: the miracle was
the proof of sanctity for which a saint who was worth
his salt could not have not performed at least one. In
the case of Ugo there were indeed many miracles. But
the biographer records only two and thinks he has
managed very well by saying that the blessed one
performed “innumerable prodigies” that, however,
he passes over for the sake of brevity. A manoeuvre,
and not even a very original one, for saying that he
didn’t have many others at his disposal. But the ones
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that he does record are very significant: Ugo changes
water into wine like Jesus and makes water spring
forth from a rock as Moses did in the desert. A perfect
copy in both cases, historically difficult to verify but
significant for its symbolic value. Authentic sanctity
is the one that takes its models from the Word of
God, inspiring itself by the protagonists of Scripture.
In our case, there is an appeal to the most significant
figures of the two testaments: Moses for the Old
Testament and Jesus himself for the New. For this
reason perhaps, the biographer considered he could
dispense with further proofs after having likened his
hero to such illustrious personages.

THE WATER CHANGED INTO WINE

It would be interesting to make a statistic of the
frequency of this miracle in the lives of the saints.
Without going too far, we find it no less than two
times in regard to Sylvester: in the hospital of
Spineto in Cingoli and in Grottafucile during the
construction of a monastery. We are struck by the
complete gratuity of the event: the fact in itself is to
the benefit of no-one and serves only the purpose of
demonstrating Ugo’s sanctity, as is explicitly stated
in the introduction. But let’s proceed by order.

Venatura is still today a cluster of houses outside
Sassoferrato with Mount Strega in the background.
Ugo happened to pass by it in one of his tours as a
mendicant monk. In these parts the memory of the
friars who did the rounds of the peasants’ farmhouses
begging for the fruits of the earth, above all at harvest
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time, is almost completely lost. Generally they were
lay brothers with a long beard and a sack slung over
their shoulders. The people almost always reserved
a friendly welcome to them and, after giving them
to eat, allowed them to leave even more bent over
because of the full sacks. They were the joy of the
children who clustered around them to get a little
religious token of some sort. The brother had a good
word for everyone and never failed to exchange the
material gift with the promise of a prayer.

But Ugo was a monk, not a mendicant friar. Why
then this begging? History comes to our aid here.

As well as hermetism, another characteristic of
Sylvester as founder was poverty. It is all very well
to talk of the numerous donations recorded in the
parchments, still held in the archive of Montefano.
They must have been very small if they were unable
to cover the needs of the monks. Forced by necessity,
Sylvester had to adopt the method of St. Francis,
that is the recourse to the good-heartedness of the
faithful to be able to survive. He probably sought
authorisation so as to avoid trouble with the civil and
ecclesiastical authorities who were always on the
look-out for layabouts and parasites, or, even more
likely, he made use of a general concession due to
the difficulties of the times. The recourse to begging
stopped only after the Council of Lyons (1274) by the
decision of Bartolo, the third Prior General.

Ugo, therefore, by order of the superior had to go
about begging. The heat and tiredness brought on
great thirst. When, on entering Venatura, he asked a
woman for something to drink she told him she only
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had water. “That’s all right”, the saint answered and
waited for the yearned for drink. When the woman
brought him the jug, he, as was his custom, made
the sign of the cross over it. How surprised he was
when bringing the jug to his lips he realised that it
was wine, and of very good quality. “You told me
you didn’t have any wine... what's this then?” The
woman could not believe her eyes. She was sure she
had taken water from the spring and, so as not to
pass for a liar, carefully rinsed the jug — after putting
aside the wine — and filled it again with pure water
from the spring. “Let’s see who is right this time!”.
The same ritual and blessing and the same surprise:
again an excellent wine. “A miracle, a miracle” the
woman began to shout. People rushed to see, all of
them tasted the water that had been changed into
wine and realised they were in the presence of a man
of God. The reaction was immediate: they thanked
the Lord and prostrated themselves before Ugo.
And he? He shied away from the praises and ran off,
forgetting his thirst and the heat. Vanity is always on
the ready — the best strategy is flight. But what had
happened was really extraordinary and too many
witnessed it for it to remain hidden. He grew even
more in the esteem and veneration of the people.

We said that this was a gratuitous miracle because it
was of no use to anyone. So could it be according to
human logic. But divine logic has different criteria: the
miracle reveals the sanctity of the humble monk and
contributes to the glory of God and to the edification of
the people. It provides therefore a very useful homily
and is an excellent testimony of divine omnipotence.
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W ATER FLOWING FROM THE ROCK

The second miracle also took place while Ugo
was going around looking after the interests of
the monastery. By order of the Prior he went to
Serragualdo where the workers, day-labourers,
were cutting wood for the monks. The spot was on
a plain about five kilometres from Sassoferrato and
therefore easily reachable. It was summer and hot.
One detail remains unclear: we don’t know whether
the workers were waiting for Ugo to bring them
something to drink, however, they saw him arrive
empty-handed, or whether the supply of water and
wine they had with them had quickly run out and
they turned to Ugo to get them some. The question
is only of relative importance. At a certain point their
thirst made itself felt and seeing that the young monk
wanted to sermonise them they began to protest.

It seems almost as if we could hear these people.
“It’s all very well for him to talk... him who doesn’t
do anything all day long... but look at this would-
be preacher... thinks he can palm us off us with his
sermons. But where does this stripling come from...
doesn’t he know that we need water and not one of
his little homilies? And after these, other comments,
perhaps even less complimentary, about the monks
of S. Giovanni. Ugo at first tried to calm them down,
encouraging them to think about God. But realising
that they were not entirely wrong and reprimanding
himself for not having thought about bringing
something to drink, he did the only thing a man of
God could do: he threw himself on his knees and
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begged the Lord to provide. Such was his faith that he
got up suddenly and struck the rock heavily with his
stick, as Moses had done in the desert on the point of
being lynched by the crowd infuriated by their thirst.
As if by magic a trickle issued forth, getting bigger
all the time until it became a jet of clear fresh water.
In the presence of such an event the woodcutters
recognised the sanctity of Ugo and threw themselves
at his feet, begging him pardon for the unpleasant
words with which they had greeted him. Then they
slaked their thirst freely at that unexpected spring.
The end result was a repeat of that of the earlier
miracle: the workers spoke to everybody about it
and people singing for joy rushed to see the spring
flowing from the rock. Spontaneously praise was
given to God who performed marvellous works by
way of his saints. The water — observes the biographer
— continues to spring forth even today and is called
by everybody “the spring of Saint Ugo”. In 1731 a
little chapel was built around it so as to maintain the
memory of the miracle. We have to come to our own
days to make mockery of the utility of this. Because
of the use of polluting substances used in agriculture,
the water is no longer drinkable and cannot slake
anyone’s thirst, thereby making Ugo’s miracle sterile,
atleast until such time as humans learn to respect the
environment in which the Lord has placed them.
The miracle of the water made to spring from the
rock is a recurrent theme in the iconography of our
saint, a sign that the episode captured the fantasy of
his contemporaries because of its strongly evocative
appeal both on the level of biblical models and in
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terms of the human situation which is always exposed
to uncertainties, of which thirst is the most obvious
expression. As in the preceding episode, it would
be a useless task to try to establish the historical
reality of the miracle which however gains some
substance from the connection that popular devotion
established ab immemorabili between the fountain of
Serragualdo and the holy Sylvestrine monk. What is
important is the symbolic value of the fact that, by
establishing a parallel with Moses and with other
personages of Scripture, and the history of the saints,
the holiness of this humble monk is emphasised.

In the general plan of the Life the two episodes seem
out of proportion in the sense that we would not
normally come across miracles of this magnitude,
and described in such detail, after only one small
page dedicated to the saint’s ascent to perfection
described in the most conventional terms. This argues
in favour of the historical accuracy of the event and
proves that authentic sanctity, at least for the people
of the Middle Ages who were strongly committed to
a sense of holiness, consisted not in the originality of
the forms of its expression but in fidelity to models
universally recognised because they were anchored
to the Word of God. In conclusion, if Ugo changed
water into wine and made water spring forth from
the rock, it means that he had reached the heights
of sanctity, even though the author cannot be more
explicit in giving concrete proof of the events
narrated, events pertaining to a period so long before
his own time.
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Blessed Ugo degli Atti, Archive of Montefano (17* century engraving).
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A PROBLEMATIC TRANSFER

fter the narration of the two miracles, the

course of Ugo’s earthly life moves rapidly
to its conclusion, always in the beloved town of
Sassoferrato, chosen by him as his adopted homeland.
We cannot however completely pass over in silence
a tradition whose validity is very difficult to
evaluate that had him transferred to Montegranaro
in the province of Ascoli Piceno. The memory of a
Sylvestrine Saint Ugo has been celebrated here for a
long time. It appears that the first to have identified
Ugo of Sassoferrato with the saint of the same name
of Montegranaro was Sebastiano Fabrini in the
seventeenth century. He inserts between chapters V
and VI of his Brief Chronicle a series of five miracles
that Ugo was said to have performed while he was
in that town building a monastery there. The Life,
a more reliable code, does not have this insertion
and everything allows us to suppose that Fabrini,
or whoever it was, confused the two characters.
The documents known to us up to this point do not
mentiona presence of the Sylvestriniin Montegranaro.
We still have to explain, however, what could have
given rise to this tradition which must be based on
some historical element unbeknown to us.

The image of our saint does not suffer by lack of proof
of this transfer. The digression in fact contains only
miracles, five to be precise, which add nothing to the
two that the authentic biography describes to us. In
truth it is a matter of large-scale miracles: the healing
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of a man born blind, the passage through the Tronto
river which divided into two at the touch of the rod of
Ugo, like the Red Sea struck by Moses, the crossing of
another river using as a sail his own scapular (which
at that time had not yet been invented, at least in its
present form!), the warding off of the danger of hail,
the taming of a wolf like a new Saint Francis. The
blowing out of proportion of such miracles is just too
obvious and reaches unacceptable levels even from
the point of view of the setting which, unlike the
case of the authentic miracles which took place in the
presence of only a few witnesses, is one of a spectacle
created precisely to gain the attention of the people.
Ugo had no need of this: he withdrew immediately
he had performed his miracle, convinced that it was
not to be attributed to any merit of his but to God, to
whom only the glory should be given.
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AN EARLY EXIT

he biographer approaches the conclusion of his

meagre narrative with an unintentionally ironical
comment: “A great deal of time would be necessary
for the narration of the great and wonderful miracles
because of which the very holy Ugo shone so
brightly during his lifetime. And since we desire to
be brief, we have decided to omit many things that
he in reality performed”. That his writing is brief is
beyond doubt: not more than a few printed pages.
But he has no right to tell us that he has done this
on purpose rather than because he knew no more of
the protagonist than the little that he had been able
to glean from texts over ninety years old. Too many
things would have stayed unforgivably at the point
of his pen if his declaration of brevity were not an
innocent escape path to hide his limited knowledge
of the subject.

A CLICHE TO BE RECONSIDERED?

Amongst the disciples of Sylvester, Ugo is usually
presented as the one dedicated to the apostolate
amongst the people, unlike Giovanni del Bastone
who instead embodies the hermitic dimension of the
Sylvestrine charisma.

Thislabelling is not fully supported by the documents.
The Life speaks, certainly, of his preaching to the
people but, two times out of three this took place
in the context of the monastery: people went to S.
Giovanni to listen to Ugo’s words and to be edified
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by his example. When he went out, it was by order
of the prior for tasks not directly connected to
preaching, that is for begging and for going to check
on the woodcutters hired for the day. Only on the
occasion of a sickness that was to be mortal was Ugo
involved in the ministry of the Word far from the
monastery.

To affirm because of this that he was exemplary of
the monk dedicated to the apostolate frankly strikes
us as a conclusion not in line with the information
provided, the fruit of a mentality which betrays
its origin in a separation, in the monastic ideal, of
spiritual growth experienced in the community and
its natural reaching out to others inside and outside
the walls of the monastery. Ugo’s commitment to the
apostolate must be considered in the context of the
great monks; these were never isolated beings but
always attentive to the needs of the brothers, taking
on, depending on the individual case, tasks that only
later have been seen as alternatives to the monastic
life as such. This dichotomy does not emerge from
the limited references given by the biographer, but
is the product of a later period, probably to justify a
situation of conflict when the apostolate associated
with the priesthood of the monks had gained the
upper hand over the typically monastic spirituality
with which the Life of our protagonist is imbued.

An indication of the change in perspective is the
theme of priesthood so dear to biographers as from
the beginning of the sixteen hundreds. It is believed
that Ugo wished to become a priest but did get
there because he apparently died on the eve of his
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“going up to the altar”. There is nothing about this
in the biography that runs smoothly along without a
mention of this “failed priesthood”. The preaching of
the monks was not necessarily motivated by being in
sacred orders but by a sanctity of life which enabled
them to pronounce with authority the Word of God
inside and outside the monastery.

In his presentation of the figure of the Blessed Ugo as
an “active” monk, comparison with the other great
disciple of St. Sylvester, the Blessed Giovanni dal
Bastone, could have played a role. The latter lived in
a narrow hermitic situation with a decided tendency
towards solitude. The presumed intense apostolate
of Ugo might have been seen as a counterbalance to
this retired existence in the monastery.

Such a labelling is not justified by the sources and far
less by the monastic spirituality of which they are an
expression. Certainly the area in which the Blessed
Ugo moved was larger than the alpine hermitage
of Montefano in which Giovanni lived, but nothing
authorises us to conclude that it is a matter of two
alternative tendencies, something extraneous to
this period in which the monastic ideal had not yet
experienced the tensions to which later it would be
subject because of the attributing of an autonomous
value to the apostolate. The fruitfulness of monastic
life lay not necessarily in its sacerdotal ministry,
but rather in the outpouring of an existence totally
directed to the search for God.
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PATRON OF SASSOFERRATO

Ugo was preaching at Serragualdo where he had
made the water issue from the rock. It was the 25%
of July, feast of the martyr St. Christopher, in a year
probably between 1264 and 1267. After ending his
homily, the saint was assailed by a high fever that
overwhelmed him to such a point that he had to have
recourse to good folk to reach the nearby monastery
of S. Giovanni. After arriving at his destination
with great difficulty he had to take to his bed. The
sudden illness, the nature of which is unknown to
us, immediately proved to be extremely grave, so
much so that his rapid decease was envisaged. There
may have been the intervention of doctors, but the
biographer makes no mention of them: he was only
interested in attributing a spectacular dimension to
this death that would provide a special relationship,
still with us today, between the young monk and the
town of Sassoferrato in which he lived the greater
part of his brief existence.

The episode is an example of “aetiology”, that is
the justification of a present reality, in this case the
patronage of Ugo in regard to Sassoferrato, with a
past event to which can be attributed its cause, either
true or just presumed — the commitment extracted
from him on his deathbed. The precision of the
particularities validates the hypothesis. As of some
time the population of Sassoferrato had called upon
Ugoasit patron. The biographer decides to strengthen
this link by affirming that, on the insistence of the
notables of the community, Ugo himself agreed to
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the patronage. We should not exclude a possibly
“propagandistic” intention in all of this to revive a
cult that was perhaps in decline: the inhabitants of
Sassoferrato should appear to be more enthusiastic
in regard to their celestial patron, given that he was
committed to pleading their interests at the throne of
the Most High.

The episode lends itself to many different readings
and, now centuries away; it is impossible to establish
which is the correct one. The interpretation proposed
has a certain amount of probability to it since in
the “prologue” there is a reference to the danger
of forgetting the miracles and deeds of the saintly
monk, a sign that devotion to him, more than fifty
years after his death, had experienced a certain falling
off. There is nothing more effective for reviving such
devotion than placing on the lips of the patron an
explicit promise of intercession.

A delegation of citizens, with at their head a certain
Bonaventura di Diotisalvi, went ceremoniously
to the bed of the sick man to exact from him a
particular promise in favour of Sassoferrato once he
had entered into the glory of God. The intervention
took on the character of officialdom, Bonaventura,
described as a “venerable man” must have held a
high position in the free municipality of Sassoferrato,
perhaps as “Podesta”, what we would nowadays call
Mayor. He went with great anxiety to S. Giovanni
and, having drawn near to the bed of the dying
man, made a proposal that can only be justified in
the context of an exceptional esteem in regard to
him: “Oh friend of God, we humbly beg you so that
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when you have been admitted to the presence of God
to enjoy eternal glory you offer pleas to the Lord in
favour of the people of this place so that it may be
kept in the guardianship of peace and in the love
of unity”. At the time of the writing of the Life the
relations amongst the citizens of Sassoferrato must
have been rather tense since Bonaventura’s request
concentrated simply on peace and unity among the
members of the civil community. It was a request
of no little importance which pays tribute to the
representatives of the people of Sassoferrato. Ugo’s
reply was positive: “My dear children, since I am a
sinner I could not obtain with my own merits the
glory of heaven. If, however, God in his mercy calls
me to the communion of the blessed, I will do as you
ask”. The names used by the two speakers to address
each other once again reveal how the episode has
been constructed precisely to explain the relations
between Ugo and the populace of Sassoferrato. A
long time had passed since the decease of the saintly
monk and yet he was still transfigured by an aura of
sanctity, so much so as to be called a “friend of God”
and he had acquired authority over his protectors
whom he addressed as “dear children”.

THE ENTRY INTO HIS HOMELAND

As soon as the municipal delegation had withdrawn,
Ugo consecrated his last moments to his community
of S. Giovanni. Even in this case, he acted with
unusual authority. He begged forgiveness of the prior
and his fellow brothers who had gathered around his
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bed and exhorted them “to persevere in a saintly and
honest life, in charity and in perfect observation of
the monastic rule”. The same expressions recurred
in the case of the death of St. Sylvester: there it was
the father who was taking leave of his children,
while in the present case it was a humble monk
who, transformed by the sacred atmosphere of the
supreme moment pronounced words which can
be justified by the fame of sanctity that had been
universally granted to him.

Even his death perfectly reflects that of Sylvester.
Ugo received the last sacraments and “his soul, free
now from any impediment of the body flew away
happily to the glory of heaven accompanied by a
host of angels”. It was the 26™ July, the day after the
feast of St. Christopher on which he had been struck
by the feverish attack that had proved fatal. The
implicit association to the founder does not appear to
be a chance one. Having been received by him at the
beginning of his monasticlife, he fully shared his final
destiny, as if to confirm that Ugo had been a worthy
son of such a father in his journey to perfection. The
relation between the spiritual father and his better
children, so heavily emphasised in the other two
Lives, finds a discrete and exquisite confirmation in
that of the Blessed Ugo.

The death of saints lacks that element of drama that
characterises the last moments of common mortals.
Certainly these too did not take their leave exempt
from suffering, but they knew how to transfigure
it by uniting it with the passion of Christ. What is
interesting is the total conformity to him at the
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supreme moment, over and above the recorded
details that they also experienced. Perhaps the terms
used to describe the death of Ugo are reminiscent
of terminology of a Platonic nature: the body as a
prison from which the soul yearns to free itself to join
its Lord in the heavenly homeland. But we must not
reduce the saints to the point of not distinguishing
them in anything from us in their own reactions to
nature. The Spirit that triumphs in them can make
them different even in the experience of human
fragility which becomes attenuated and, in no few
cases, completely sublimated.

Ugo certainly preceded Sylvester in his death which
cannot have taken place after 26" July 1267 given
that, as we have already said, he is not registered
in the list of monks who attended the chapter of 4*
January 1268.

THE SEPULCHRE OF THE JUST MAN

The biographer is only marginally interested in the
details of the burial of Ugo; the lion’s share is that
of the miracles that begin to verify themselves as
soon as the blessed one drew his last breath. Only
one is narrated extensively before his remains were
placed in the tomb, the healing of someone from
Fabriano who had a knee so distorted that he was
unable to move a step. But many others took place in
the interval between the death and the burial which
are not fully narrated, again - in the words of our
anonymous biographer — “for the sake of brevity”.

“Finally, with due honour and worthy praise, in
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the presence of a multitude of the faithful, the holy
remains were placed in a new tomb in the basilica
of the blessed John the Baptist”. They were to be
kept there until 1842, even after the suppression
of the monastery by Innocent X in 1652 when the
community withdrew to the other Sylvestrine
monastery of Sassoferrato, known as the Crocifisso,
founded in the XIV centry.

After the storm caused by Napoleon, the monks
obtained from the Bishop of Nocera Umbra, in
exchange for the latter, the Augustinian monastery of
S. Maria del Piano, in the township of Sassoferrato.
Given that the old monastery of S. Giovanni was
falling into ruin together with the church that housed
the body of the Blessed Ugo, the monks transferred
the relics to the church of S. Maria, placing them in a
simple and dignified chapel on the right of the single
nave where they still repose.

I would not like the inhabitants of Sassoferrato to
be offended if I take this occasion to point to the
precarious state of conservation of the tomb of their
patron. The devotion these people still show towards
him should translate itself into care for his chapel.
If the fathers, even in an economical condition far
worse than our own were able to decorate it in a
dignified fashion, what couldn’t be done today with
the financial possibilities that are at our disposal?
Certainly, it is not a question of money, but of faith.
Let him who has ears hear.

Ugo was proclaimed saint by the uproar of the
people immediately after his death. In those days
the rigid rules that for centuries governed such a
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delicate matter did not exist. In the documents he is
without distinction attributed the title “blessed” or
“saint”. To be precise, the designation to which he
is entitled is only the first but we have to come to
the XVIII century for his official beatification. In the
seventeen hundreds, in fact, in homage to the rulings
of Urban VIII and other earlier Popes, progress
to the official recognition of the cult began and in
1756 was reached the first degree which is in fact
beatification.. But people pay little attention to subtle
canonical distinctions and Ugo continues to be called
upon as a saint by the populace of Sassoferrato with
unchanging devotion.

A FULLY QUALIFIED OPERATION

Abeliever is convinced that a saintis an extraordinary
manifestation of the presence of God amongst his
people. That was even more important for people in
the past who were supported by a faith that was less
rationalistic than ours. The Lord performed miracles
through the Blessed Ugo before his death. The
biographer records only two of them and keeps quiet,
for the usual sake of brevity, about the “innumerable
miracles because of which the very saintly Ugo was
to shine during his life”.

Hardly had his last breath been exhaled, even before
he had been buried, miracles of all sorts flourished.
Even considering the caution required of us, the
persistent devotion to him on the part of the people
of Sassoferrato would be inexplicable unless there
had not been evidence of his power of intercession
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over the course of the centuries. Up to our own days,
in particular during the last world conflict, miracles
have been attributed to Ugo, above all in the freeing
from mortal dangers that are not to be explained by
simply human possibilities.

To the miracles that refer to situations that can be
found in many other saints, we prefer one fact that
cannotbe catalogued amongst the number of miracles
in the strict sense, but in that of dreams of a particular
significance. As well as at the end of the present Life,
we find this, with very few variations also in chapter
45 in that of St. Sylvester. This is also important for the
history of the order of St. Benedict of Montefano and
for the worship of its saints. It is the end of the year
1273, the year in which the Blessed Benvenuto died,
another disciple of St. Sylvester. A young monk by
the name of Samuele was intermittently tormented
by terrible intestinal pains. Medicine was of no use
and the only thing the unfortunate youth could do
was to commend himself to all the saints in heaven,
in particular to Sylvester and Benvenuto. One night
the latter appeared to him in a dream and addressed
the following words to him: “For eight days you will
survive, after the ninth and the tenth we will be with
you”. The sick youth informed Bartolo, third prior
general of the order, but neither he nor the other
monks could understand anything: was it a matter
of the death or the healing of brother Samuele? The
young man decided to prepare himself for the worst
with a good confession with his prior general. At the
end of the eighth, after yet another attack of the usual
sickness, the young brother, worn out, fell asleep,
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assisted by brother Francesco da Osimo and another
monk.

In his sleep he had this extraordinary experience.
The Blessed Benvenuto and Giuseppe degli Atti
who had died on 24" August 1273, appeared to him
dressed in white. The former acted as director of the
entire operation with bandages and jars containing a
variety of powders and ointments. He put pressure
on the sick person’s abdomen and said: “Come, saint
Ugo, good surgeon, who well knows how to work on
wounds and heal them”. Ugo appeared immediately
and with a knife cut a broad opening in brother
Samuele’s abdomen. It is as if we were present at a
modern day surgical operation. His intestines were
extracted and placed in a bucket held by brother
Giuseppe. A bulge blacker than the others attracted
the attention of the “ head surgeon” Benvenuto:
“This is the cause of all the trouble” he professionally
declared. He separated it from the rest, emptied it,
washed it carefully, smothered it with a variety
of powders, then gathered together the mass of
intestines and put them back in their original place,
presumably sewing up the incision he had made to
extract them. An appendix operation and no mistake.
But that was not all. Benvenuto, with a hand on
the abdomen of the young man gave him a good
reprimand: “If you had confessed all your sins
earlier, you would have been freed from your pains
long ago”.

Once he had woken up, completely without any pain,
Samuele jumped from the bed to the great wonder
of his nurses and called together monks and laity to
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tell them his dream. All present were overawed and
“could not contain their joy and tears”. They sang the
Te Deum and went into the church to thank God with
brother Samuele for the healing so unexpectedly
obtained.

The moralistic intention of the pleasant and original
dream is quite clear and lends itself to many
interpretations. We decided it was opportune to
mention it here because it offers useful information
about the development of the worship of the
principal characters of the order of Montefano,
including the blessed Ugo. Very shortly after their
deaths they were proclaimed saints and venerated
as intercessors. Apart from the curious nature of this
episode, it is useful to appreciate the survival of such
things in the memory of the people of the times, all
of which confirms that his was a life totally dedicated
to the service of God and his fellow human beings.
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CENTURIES LATER

Asaint is a gift from God to the Church. This is
valid both for those who have gained a vast
importance and for those — and these are the most
numerous — who may be defined as minor figures in
Christian hagiography. Ugo belongs to the latter, but
he is still among the number of saints, that is of those
people who have allowed themselves to be moulded
by grace to the point of becoming transparent images
of Christ. After all, whatis importantis not the impact
they have had on the life of the Church as a whole
and neither the significance of their works and their
reputation after many centuries, but their adherence
to God of whom they were convincing witnesses.

All of this is not intended to console us for the limited
information about the blessed Ugo or for the small
following that he continues to have today, neither is
it to justify the attention that we have dedicated to
him. Ugo is one of the innumerable host of monks
who have sought God with all of their hearts and
have had an influence, not quantifiable with human
criteria, on the church and on society. Even though
we have before us a poor biographical apparatus and
a limited spreading of his following, the human and
spiritual experience that we have sketched out of this
monk can continue to be a motive of reflection for all.
In the last century the following of the Blessed Ugo
was transplanted to Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon)
by the Sylvestrine monks who have been present
in the great Asiatic island since 1845. Don Emiliano
Miliani, a native of Sassoferrato, built a church in

60

The blessed Ugo degli Atti

honour of the blessed Ugo in Burulapitiya and in
the Archdiocese of Colombo. The present Bishop
of Kandy, a diocese earlier given to the Sylvestrini,
Mon. J. Vianney Fernando, well known in that parish
remembers the great devotion of his mother for the
blessed Ugo and affirms that many still venerate him
and continue to entrust themselves to his protection.
The population of Sassoferrato established a
connection of patronage with Ugo which in the
course of centuries has always been kept alive.
Today the external forms of this devotion have been
reduced, following the line of descent of a falling
off of adhesion to evangelical values. It is unlikely
there will be a re-flowering of the ancient traditions
in regard to their patron and perhaps it would not
even be suitable. It is important, however, that an
appeal to the Blessed Ugo should result in a greater
adherence to Christ and translate into a more truly
Christ-like life. This is certainly what he continues
to gain for the people of Sassoferrato in the glory of
heaven, as he had promised at the moment of leaving
this world to rejoin his Lord.
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THE BLESSED

GIOVANNI DAL BASTONE

Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone, Archive of Montefano (17 century engraving).



MAaRINO DA CINGOLL, Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone, Fabriano, Chiesa
di S. Benedetto, Cripta (cornea stone relief of the mid-fourteenth
century).

mongst the disciples of St. Sylvester, the Blessed

Giovanni is the closest to the founder, his most
favourite spiritual son in whom, more than in any
other - to use Dante’s words — was “imprinted the
good and dear paternal image”. His Life, written
between 1310 and 1313 by the Venerable Andrea di
Giacomo da Fabriano, offers a fairly precise picture
of the reality surrounding him, still, of course, in
the context of the Medieval hagiographic genre. Of
the 57 chapters that make it up, about forty contain
miracles performed by the saint after his death and
therefore do not provide any strictly biographical
contribution. Of the remainder, at least some ten are
extremely valuable for reconstructing the life of the
blessed Giovanni and the events that took place in
the order of Montefano immediately after the death
of Sylvester.
A word about the author. Andrea was a personality
of great significance in the early history of the
Sylvestrines. He governed the Congregation for 27
years, from 1298 to 1325. He drew up the earliest
constitutions and wrote the Lives of St. Sylvester
and the blessed Giovanni and probably that of the
Blessed Ugo. His relationship with Giovanni was
quite special: the latter was in fact his esteemed
master in the monastic life, the spiritual father whose
examples continued to support him in the work of
governing, often difficult and demanding. It was a
duty of gratitude to write his biography: “I would
often remember his life full of virtue and sanctity
and would think about the work that he lovingly
undertook for me, his unworthy disciple, by teaching
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me and many others. And quite rightly I feared that
I would be reprimanded by God for ingratitude and
laziness if, because of my lack of consideration and
negligence, his works and his miracles should be
dissolved like clouds in the memory of men”.

A little more than twenty years had passed since the
death of the saint when he set to work, drawing from
his own personal memories and the testimony of
others. The result was a document in certain ways
original compared to the usual lives of the saints of
the times. For example, he does not talk of miracles
except for after the death of Giovanni, and reduces
to a minimum the traditional clichés to describe
his sanctity. We might have expected more from an
eye witness but, given the mentality of the time, we
should consider ourselves moderately satisfied by
sharing the attitude of the author: “Even if I worked
night and day I would not be able to weave in a
worthy fashion his praises and merits”.

His admiration for his master was without bounds,
as is witnessed by the conclusion of the prologue
which is an enthusiastic invitation to joy because of
his saintliness. After having poetically referred to
“the noble city of Fabriano” and “the innumerable
host of the venerable monks”, he concludes: “Let us
in fact rejoice and ourselves enjoy his glory, my dear
brothers, and imitate his great gifts and perseverance
in his good intentions. And if we admire the grace of
his miracles that he poured out on others, let us not
neglect the examples of his saintly life. Let us instead
strive to imitate them within the limits of our own
strength with the help of the grace of God”.
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The work was dedicated to “the beloved of Christ
Fra Francesco da Osimo, prior, and to the other
brothers in the monastery in Florence”. It was the
famous monastery of Saint Mark, later immortalised
by the Beato Angelico, which had belonged to the
Sylvestrines until 1435 when they were expelled from
it by Eugene IV to make way for the more powerful
Dominicans. It was founded by the Venerable Andrea
himself in 1299 and soon became one of the most
important monasteries of the order.

This information confirms the solid historical
background of the Life of the blessed Giovanni.
That does not mean that the author abstained from
observations of his own because it is only too clear
that he wanted to provide a picture of the figure of
the saint for his own times and not just a description
of the past. But that is valid for any biography and
instead of reprimanding him, we are grateful for this
because he has left an authentic interpretation of
the Sylvestrine ideal after little more than fifty years
since the decease of its founder.
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IN THE WORLD... BUT NOT OF THE WORLD

he first part of the life of Giovanni, until his entry

into the monastery, may be summarised in these
words of the “priestly prayer” of Jesus (Jn 17). Right
from the beginning he was drawn towards the things
of God, so much so that the choice of a monastic life
seemed the logical development of the style of life
he had led while still in the world outside. It is not
impossible that later events might have influenced
him in this choice, but what is certain is that Giovanni
was a person naturally oriented towards spiritual
realities, a somewhat introvert, or better, reflective
and serious, type. The obviously hagiographical
assertion, according to which a saint is a saint right
from the cradle, has, in the present case a solid basis
in reality.

A FAMILY OF HONEST FIELDWORKERS

Paterno is still today a tiny village not distant from
the foothills of Montefano in the municipality of
Fabriano. At the beginning of the XIII century there
lived here a family of comfortably off peasants to
which tradition attributed the surname Bottegoni.
The Venerable Andrea says nothing about the
family, but to make up for this, gives the names
of all of its members: father, mother and five sons.
The parents were called Bonello and Supercla and
the sons Giunta, Nicola, Benvenuto, Buonora and
Giovanni. In a parchment of the 19" May 1264 the
latter is registered as “Giovanni of the late Bonello di
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Giovannuccio from Paterno”.

Giunta must have been much older than Giovanni
since he was already a priest and could guide him in
his studies. Nicola was very attached to his younger
brother. Benvenuto set up a family and afterwards
himself became a monk together with his three
sons. Nothing is known of Buonora. Therefore, it
was a solid family nucleus in which the practice of
the Christian life went hand in hand with a certain
financial well-being, as is indicated by the sending to
Bologna for university studies of the last-born.
Giovanni was born on the 24" of March of an
undefined year, probably towards the beginning
of the twelve hundreds. This can be deduced from
the fact that when he died, in 1290, he had been a
monk for about sixty years. Therefore, he entered
the monastery in the early thirties, no longer very
young. The perfect correspondence between the date
of birth and that of death, Eve of the Incarnation of
the Lord, would seem to be a hagiographic motive
rather than historical reality, but we cannot establish
this with certainty.

A MODEL YOUTH

The ideal of the puer senex (elderly child) is a frequent
theme in the lives of the medieval saints. If the day can
be judged by the dawn, the man of God is oriented
towards virtue right from the beginning of his use
of reason and, not infrequently, even before. As in
our case: “Even before reaching the age of discretion
he loved reading, dedicated himself frequently to
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prayer and would not neglect any fast prescribed
by the Church”, so much so that his family was
“very often” annoyed by such devotion. Come on,
there should be a sense of measure in everything, no
matter how serious we are! But for Giovanni — lucky
fellow — it was a matter of second nature: “he had
the temperament of an old man rather than that of a
boy”, in other words, he was “wise in how to behave,
eager to follow the will of God and modest in his
speech”. In short, a very “with it” young man! If we
wish to know any more about him, the biographer
is quick to help out. “He fled as from grave dangers
from the intemperance, games, and idle talk of his
contemporaries”, to the point of not mixing with his
companions even in the innocent pleasures typical of
his age. But perhaps but what is meant by these is
childish transgressions like stealing apples or other
fruit. In such things Giovanni would not participate
because of scruples that others did not share.

Further characteristics of this monk-to-be: he never
offended anyone and put up patiently with those
who did not treat him with the same politeness.
Above all he was an example of purity “to the extent
that he was already considered not a child or a young
man but a monk”. A model, particularly in chastity
and, moreover, somewhat haughty and misogynist:
“He fled from the talk of women and their poisonous
company as a reasonable person flees to avoid death”.
We were tempted to omit this quotation, since it is so
harsh and offensive in regard to the fair sex. We did
not do so to show how this document too pertains
to a period in which “the other part of the moon”
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was considered prevalently as an incentive to evil for
men who were “naturally” considered to be oriented
towards virtue. Even then — obviously - things often
turned out differently. However, Giovanni had blood
flowing in his veins, and he must have had to fight
against the signs that are typical of someone his age.
More than an improbable “angelic youth”, he was a
decided type who knew how to control himself and
take the necessary precautions so as not to let himself
go... Nothing more in fact than what is required of
whoever wants to commit himself to the ways of
God, today as much as yesterday.

After this display of overbearing moralising which
corresponds to an ideal to be put forward rather than
to the real experience of the protagonist, we are told
something about his intellectual development. We
can only expect that even in this field he is going to
excel because “he was of docile character and well
endowed”: he had everything to be able to succeed
in life. And here we can be in agreement with the
biographer if we bear in mind the facts.

As we have seen, he was entrusted to his brother the
priest for his primary studies. Perhaps Giunta had set
up a little school in the village in which he gathered
together most of the young boys of Paterno. It would
not have been a sort of pre-seminary since religious
studies were not part of Giovanni’s programme until
adulthood. The biographer talks of his beginning
his ecclesiastical studies in which — as was to be
expected — he turned out to be the best. These have
to be understood in the broadest sense; in practice
it was a matter of the trivium and the quadrivium in
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which were taught the so-called liberal arts, above all
letters and those mainly of a classical nature.
Integrity in his behaviour and success in his studies
did not pass in silence. A person like this obviously
had to rise above the thoughtless and superficial
mass of his companions. As well as being pleasing
to God, he was also generally liked and this goes to
show that his proclaimed seriousness was not, in
fact, all that gloomy and off-putting. Judgements and
comparisons were not lacking: in a handful of houses
like Paterno nothing escapes the eyes and tongues of
the women. The biographer elevates this small-town
chatter to the level of the prophetic message of John
the Baptist: “The prediction, or perhaps the intuition,
that Giovanni would one day be something great
was rumoured amongst the townsfolk” (cf. Lk 1,66).
Everything in this first period of the life of the saint
is couched in terms of the announcement of sanctity.
Giovanni could not be other than a first-class young
man, given that he was later going to become a
saintly monk. We are tempted to deprive him of his
precocious halo, to re-evaluate him and to restore
the attributes of normality to him or, as one says in
scientific terms, to “demystify” him. Within certain
limits this could be a plausible operation, but we
cannot perform it because we know no more about
him than what the Venerable Andrea tells us. To try to
stitch on to Giovanni the complexities and problems
of our own day would be to end up with an historical
distortion that we are only too happy to avoid.

And anyway, there is no reason to suspect that divine
grace did not work in such an invasive way in this
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young man who by nature was well-disposed toward
Godly things. Such grace never ceases to astound us:
Giovanni is one of the many cases in which it has
displayed its wonders so unsparingly, far beyond
our own vision which cannot reach further than a
hands-breadth from our noses.

The parents and brothers, even though they did
not always share some of his attitudes, were not
insensitive to the flattering appreciation; on the
contrary, they boasted of it because it added lustre
to the family; where there are no other reasons for
distinction, every excuse is good enough to be able
to believe oneself different to common mortals.
Giovanni experienced in advance the style of life that
would lead him to a monastery. One would think
that he was born a monk, so strong in him was the
desire for a solitary life, for reading of things divine
and for prayer. Apart from some exaggerations on
the part of the biographer like visiting churches, in
spite of the fact that there was only one little village
church in Paterno, the young man showed himself to
be quite decided about the direction he wanted to go
in, even though it was not yet clear exactly what his
vocation would be.

BOLOGNA PLACE OF LEARNING

The evidence of success shown by Giovanni in his
studies suggested to his parents and brothers the
idea of aiming for ambitious achievements. Having
gathered together in capitulum his family, who on
more than one occasion seem to have acted like a
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committee, decided to send Giovanni to Bologna
for literary studies. It was an important step which,
as had already happened with Sylvester and would
soon for Ugo, marked a turning point in the life of
our young man, not yet in the sense of a definite
step towards the cloister, but in the ability to give
importance to worthwhile things rather than chase
after purely human dreams.

In Bologna, Giovanni did not change the behaviour
he had maintained in Paterno, made up of only
church and study. If in his innocent little native
village he had carefully fled every occasion of moral
danger, one can easily imagine his circumspection in
the wild university life of Bologna. “He did not give
second place to his spiritual interests because of his
study of letters and grammar”; he did in fact what
he had to do and in a short while he attained his first
successes which, although incomplete, were to be
useful to him.

But, as in the other two cases we have dealt with,
even in this present one, something does not quite
fit. For the biographer it seems that the atmosphere
of a university and the practice of a spiritual life go as
well together as holy water and the devil. A unilateral
vision, perhaps, but one which the Venerable Andrea
must have experienced to his own cost since his
literary and juridical talents presuppose a first class
university education.

Giovanni soon found himself on the horns of a
dilemma: staying in Bologna meant exposing himself
to dangers very grave in regard to chastity. To return
to Paterno would mean facing up to trouble from
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his family who “had offered him the honour and
possibility of studying”. He did not even remotely
consider a third possibility: to continue his university
studies without allowing himself to be dragged to the
excesses of vice. The atmosphere was unredeemably
corrupt and for anyone who wanted to lead life in
conformity with the Commandments of God there
was no possibility of a compromise. Nuances were
not his forte. Such a type as he was should not
venture into unprotected situations, but he was not
the one who asked to go to Bologna, but rather his
family who were more concerned about the prestige
of the family than the unfortunate situation in which
they had, certainly unintentionally, pushed him.

A WAY OUT... SUI GENERIS

In this uncertainty he could only entrust himself to
the Lord in prayer. And in fact a solution arrived, but
at what price! Unexpectedly he was struck by a grave
malady in one of his legs that put him out of action.
“It was evident that the wise young man had been
granted his wish by heaven and he inside himself
rejoiced even though on the outside he was tormented
in his body by the sharpness of an excruciating pain.
He bore his physical infirmity with patience so as to
keep the health of his soul”.

The presentation given by the author is typical of
the history of salvation: the maintenance of virtue
requires any sacrifice, including that of the wholeness
of the body. One could say that Giovanni had taken
literally the advice given in the Sermon on the Mount:
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“It is better that you lose one of your members than
that your whole body be thrown into hell” (Mt 5,30).
On the historical level things went in a fairly prosaic
way. He was struck by a sudden and grave illness
that limited his movements and consequently
hindered his continuing his university studies. In
the light of faith the young man considered that his
prayer had been answered in the uncertainty that
had been tormenting him and he took the incident
as the propitious occasion for withdrawing from
Bologna without his relatives being able to hold him
responsible for a refusal.

We are uncertain as to the nature of the sickness.
People spoke of a very nasty ulcer on his tibia, of a
horrible sore, of a cruel wound... all expressions that
render well the seriousness of the situation but which
do not throw any light on what really happened. We
cannot expect too much of the biographer who was
intent on giving an explanation quite different from
that of an appropriate clinical diagnosis, even if we
consider that he knew more than we do now. We can
only propose some theories. It could have been an
injury that was initially neglected and that developed
into an ulcer that never healed, or of a sort of benign
tumour which, without being life-threatening,
never turned into anything, but which periodically
worsened, provoking difficulty of movement and
general weakness. However Giovanni must have had
a rather robust physical constitution since, in spite of
his handicap, he lived to a great age even though he
experienced discomfort and frequent relapses.
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A SAD RETURN

Apart from the spiritual considerations with which
Giovanni tried to explain what had happened, the
situation became delicate from every point of view.
He could not think of staying on in Bologna, all the
more since he considered the sudden malady as
the only way of salvation from the dangers of the
atmosphere of the university. The only thing left
to him to do was to inform the family of what had
happened and ask them to arrange his return to
Paterno, given the impossibility of a return journey
undertaken on his own legs.

The description of the repatriation is so detailed as
to reveal firsthand experience. Other pages too, give
evidence of a direct knowledge of the facts as well
as a notably lively narrative ability, that confirms
the historical exactitude of the character and the
interplay of theological interpretation and events, a
characteristic that hagiographical documents have in
common with the bible that never contains any story
that is to be read at face value, but instead must be
interpreted in the light of God’s plan for the salvation
of mankind.

The news threw the family, seeing their plans come
to nothing, into deep concern. Even the neighbours
joined in their distress, a sign that Giovanni was
in the hearts of the townsfolk who “loved him and
nobody disliked him”. Nicola, the second son “who
loved him deeply” was sent to collect him together
with another person with a donkey for transport.
The meeting between the two brothers was touching

77



Vincenzo Fattorini, The disciples of Saint Sylvester

to the point of tears. They stayed in Bologna only as
long as was necessary to organise the return journey
which was not of the most comfortable, as may well
be imagined. The means of transport was a sort of
dray, called by the locals “the coffins”, tied to the
donkey. Poor Giovanni was laid out in a position
that was not precisely comfortable, exposed to all the
bumps caused by the uneven road with repercussions
for the open wound. It was a dreadful journey, barely
mitigated by the joy for having escaped from the
dubious university world.

With God’s help they arrived home. Now began
the most difficult period of his life. The wound,
because of the discomforts endued on the journey,
worsened. It now no longer concerned only the leg
but extended up to the femur, affecting the whole
joint and becoming chronic. There was no longer
any hope of its healing: Giovanni realised he was
incurably lame, limited in his movements and
forced to use a stick which became the inseparable
companion of his remaining years. “From then on he
was forced to use a stick from which he took the name
to cross the Jordon of this world”. This river, so dear
to the collective memory of the people of the bible,
represented the last obstacle for the Hebrews before
their entry into the Promised Land. For Giovanni it
was the symbol of his earthly pilgrimage that he had
to make wearily leaning on a stick, the symbol of his
infirmity, but also of the victory over evil that he had
obtained at such a great price.

Giovanni “of the stick”. To be sure a not very
pleasant nickname that characterised him for the
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rest of his life as is confirmed by archive documents.
The stick does not identify him only on the exterior,
but has a psychological and spiritual connotation,
an undividable binomium of extraordinary richness,
projected on to the tree of the cross, “a stumbling
block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who
are called the power and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor
1,23-24).

SCHOOL MASTER

Because of his sickness Giovanni was unable to finish
his university studies, but he had achieved a certain
level of culture that, even though without carrying
an academic title, allowed him to dedicated himself
to teaching. Now it was time to start looking after
himself. In his condition of physical handicap he
could not count too long on the compassion and
help of others. In a peasant family where everyone
had to roll up their sleeves to keep on going, his
position was a delicate one: there was no place for
sitting around. He understood this only too well,
all the more because his infirmity began to settle
down, the wound healed and, though it made him
limp pitiably, gave him a certain autonomy and the
possibility to dedicate himself to activities other than
manual work, the only possible one in Paterno.

Instead of feeling sorry himself and expecting to live
at the expense of others, he decided to make use of
his studies and make himself autonomous. But there
were no possibilities of that sort in the village and he
did not want to become competition for his brother
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Giunta who continued to run the little village school.
He therefore decided to move to Fabriano at about ten
kilometres from the village where there were more
chances for work. He rented a room and opened a
school that permitted him to get enough to live on. It
wasn’t the university chair that he might have hoped
for but... it would have to do. And Giovanni, even
though he once had had ambitious plans, being the
wise man he had so far proved himself to be, was
able to make do and make a virtue of necessity.
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WITHDRAWAL FROM THE WORLD

t was about 1230 and Giovanni for several years

had been involved in teaching that had assured
him a certain economic autonomy. All considered, he
could have thought himself satisfied enough, even
though fate had not been very favourable to him. But
something was not quite right. We don’t know exactly
what it was — perhaps the same old temptations that
had troubled him so much at Bologna? Or the tedium
of everyday life, that for a man like him, used to
thinking big, could not be satisfied with a teaching
routine?
“He took the decision to abandon the world and
everything that is in this and to consider himself as
if dead to the world”. It was not a lightning decision
but the logical conclusion of a life of commitment,
propitiated by a new event which for people was
beginning to become the talk of the town.

THE HERMIT OF MONTEFANO

To the south-east of Fabriano there stands a modest
monastery, typically elongated in shape: Montefano.
For some time a strange individual had been living
there. It was Sylvester from Osimo (1177-1267),
who had moved there after a period of solitude in
Grottafucile in the mountain chain that closed the
horizon to the east. His fame had begun to spread
in the neighbourhood and some people wanted to
share his experience. At first that had not formed
part of his plans but then he understood that this
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was God’s will. As long as one is alone, one can be
satisfied with a cave or a hut made of branches. But
what happens when the family grows? Some of the
citizens of Fabriano realised what the situation was
and on the 1% of June 1231 donated some pieces of
land that surrounded the only spring on the plateau
opposite Fabriano. On this little possession the hermit
began the construction of a tiny building which was
to become the nucleus of the future monastery.

The group that had gathered at Montefano led a very
austere and poor life; little else could be expected
on the top of a mountain. Moreover it was precisely
what these hermits had been looking for, to be able to
reduce material necessities to an absolute minimum
so as to dedicate themselves totally to the service of
God. Their way of lifehad not yetbeen clearly defined.
Sylvester didn’t worry about structures — he wanted
to live in solitude yet he had to deal with a group
without any particular rules. He would need time
to make a choice from the many possibilities open
to him and only did so because he was pressurised
by others and to avoid interventions from the
ecclesiastical authorities who were suspicious of the
many groups that were springing up spontaneously
all over the place.

Finally, seeing that he had to make a decision, he
turned in the direction of Benedictine monasticism
and his movement was recognised by Innocent IV
from Lyons on the 12 of June 1248 as the order of
St. Benedict of Montefano. However, the relationship
to the Benedictine Rule developed more in the area
of inspiring principles than in structures. For a long
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time Sylvester continued to prefer the hermitic life
and even when he founded monasteries — there
were a dozen of them when he died — he did not
visualise them in the style of the traditional abbeys
with their numerous communities, ample buildings
and extensive rural possessions. On the contrary,
he wanted them to be simple and poor, in solitary
places although not too far from cities. In that way he
was able to continue living in solitude even though
he had to take into consideration the small monastic
settlement that was beginning to take shape.

THE ATTRACTION OF SANCTITY

The first thirty years of the XIII century witnessed
the slow growth of the primitive nucleus of the
hermitage of Montefano dedicated to St. Benedict of
Norcia, composed of an oratory and a few communal
rooms.

This was the period in which Giovanni was going
through an identity crisis. As in Bologna he found
himself in a dilemma: should he continue teaching
or give a different direction to his life? But which?
“Precisely in those days the extraordinary sanctity of
the venerable father Saint Sylvester was spreading
in the city of Fabriano and in the whole region”.
Giovanni understood at once that his dissatisfaction
could find peace only up there on the mountain
following that man about whom he heard people
speak so well. The odour of sanctity that issued forth
from the hermitage of Montefano attracted him to the
point of making him decide to take the big step: “he
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betook himself to him to be admitted to the monastic
life, desiring to serve God, sitting at his feet”.

It was not a choice that was made lightly. We
are aware of what his physical condition was. In
Fabriano he had managed to achieve an acceptable
life-style. To begin all over again and, moreover,
on the top of a mountain in the most primitive of
living quarters was certainly stupidity in the eyes
of the usual right thinkers. Not to mention the sort
of life-style itself, totally directed towards austerity,
obedience and prayer. But that did not worry him
very much because up to now, all considered, he had
led a monastic way of life even though he lived in the
world. What did cause him concern was his physical
handicap: would he be accepted in spite of this? If
so, would he succeed in adapting himself to the new
situation and keep up with the rhythm of the others?
His most serious doubt was immediately cleared
up. Sylvester quickly became aware of the nature
of the man he was dealing with and praised him
for his request, accepting him on the spot into the
monastery. Right from the first meeting a perfect
understanding sprang up between the two. With the
saints, there is a sixth sense that almost instinctively
makes them recognise people of their own mould
and fall into sympathy with them. Their backgrounds
were different: Sylvester was at the height of his
spiritual experience, between sixty and seventy
years old, emaciated by fasting and by continuous
praying, recognised and esteemed as a father by a
small community of hermits. Giovanni was about
thirty, an intellectual type, somewhat withdrawn
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and still at the beginning of his service to God, even
though he had behind him an exemplary childhood
and youth, refined by sickness and by the need to
fend for himself. In spite of everything, they took to
each other from the start. The result of this would be
a very fruitful collaboration in regard to roles that are
not dictated by juridical bases but by the superiority
of charisma. Sylvester was the spiritual father who
guided with a firm hand, Giovanni the disciple who
meekly allowed himself to be formed by him.

A LITTLE OUT-OF-THE-WAY CELL

We have leapt ahead by describing the final results
of the commitment to the journey towards God. For
the moment Giovanni had to undergo the normal
procedures and gradually climb the various steps of
monastic initiation. The Venerable Andrea goes into
no details and gets rid of, with a sentence borrowed
from the Rule of St. Benedict, the whole initiation
period, including the novitiate and the profession
that at the time was the same for everyone, without
the present distinction between temporary and
permanent. Sylvester “admitted Giovanni into the
monastery after examining his will for a certain
period of time so as to make certain that he was
coming from God”.

Bearing in mind his disability, he assigned him a small
cell somewhatisolated in the monastery. It was a touch
of exquisite kindness that revealed the sensitive soul
of the founder. This was not to be the only gesture
of benevolence in regard to this promising disciple.
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Someone who had physical problems like his needed
greater privacy. The common dormitory would
have caused him an embarrassment that Sylvester
understood and saved him from.

It is impossible to reconstruct the earliest structure
of the hermitage of Montefano. It was a building
of extremely reduced dimensions where there was
practically nothing except for an oratory and another
two or three communal rooms. There must have
been some huts, however, and even some cells made
of stone either attached to the monastery or in the
woods nearby, given the prevalently hermitic nature
of the monastery at the beginning. One of these was
assigned to Giovanni. It was on the ground floor and
had a window thatlooked on to the cloister, according
to the evidence of a miracle that took place after his
death. It was neither of the two present-day cloisters
because the present structure dates almost entirely
from the Seventeenth century when the monastery
began to flourish again after some two centuries of
abandonment.

It is not possible to get a real idea of the cell inhabited
by the saint since, even despite its physical reality, it
had a more deeply spiritual and symbolic meaning.
Andrea calls it the “very religious cell of Montefano”
and, deliberately ambiguously, refers both to the
room inhabited by the saint and the monastery in
its totality. Giovanni from this cell, “having happily
concluded the course of his earthly existence, was
placed in the “wine cellar” where he received full
and perfect charity”. His final success can also be
attributed to his love for this humble little room:
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“Giovanni withdrew into it dedicating himself to the
service of Christ with fasting, prayer and reading: he
seemed to consider as nothing temporal things, so
great was his burning desire for celestial ones”.

We should not conclude that he was always hiding
away in his room; community life with all its
rhythms was important for him. But outside of those
that would later be called “communal activities”, he
preferred to stay in his little cell where he studied
and spent long hours in prayer and meditation. In the
monastic tradition the room has always a spiritual
meaning as an expression of the solitary dimension
that is in everyone, safeguarded and strengthened
in the monastic hermitage by a withdrawal into the
“cell”, with a wise alternation of communal and
individual moments. Because of his great love for
this cell, Giovanni gained the title of “wonderful
hermit” even though, in point of fact, he did not live
on his own in the simplest sense, but was in fact a
member of community.

THE WAY TO CONVERSION

According to the Venerable Andrea, Giovanni was
already a mature monk before entering Montefano
and even showed a decided hermitic tendency,
desiring to live apart and intent upon the wishes of
God. However, once he had been received into the
monastery not even he was spared the toil of the slow
journey towards perfection, using the same means
that were common to all who were at the beginning
of monastic life. In particular: the daily lectio divina,
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instructions given by the spiritual Father, austerity
in food and sleep, obedience to superiors and to his
brothers, work, imitation of the examples set by the
elderly, above all by St. Sylvester.

We shall not concern ourselves with describing all of
them, partly because we are not given information
about them, but it is necessary to spend a few words
on some of them. Reading, for example. One of the
daily occupations that St. Benedict assigned to the
monk, as well as prayer and work to conquer sloth,
that enemy of the soul. For Giovanni it was even
more necessary to be able to fill up the long hours
spent in his little room. The subject of his reading
were the Instructions of the Holy Fathers and their
Lives, that is what we would now call in a summary
fashion “monastic literature”, in particular Giovanni
Cassiano (+ 435) with his two works, which were
in fact, Instructions and the Lectures of a somewhat
doctrinal nature, and the Lives of monks, above all
Egyptian monks, that offered concrete examples of
behaviour.

To all of this were added the instructions and spiritual
discourses of Sylvester who, obviously, had fully
understood his role of father to his monks, not only
from an organisational point of view, but, even more,
as an incentive for their development in the ways of
God. We have already mentioned the understanding
that had grown up between Sylvester and Giovanni.
As long as the founder lived Giovanni considered
himself his humble disciple, ever needing to learn
from his master’s words and examples. Such a
method has its roots in the oldest monastic tradition
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and is also confirmed in regard to non Christian
monasticism. Whoever has had experience of God
in the strongest sense of the word becomes master
and father to the one who is at the beginning of his
spiritual journey and who will be on the right road
only if he tries to follow the example of those above
him.

Giovanni wanted “to learn” to be a monk and
entrusted himself to the one who knew more, in
particular to Sylvester who had conquered him with
the fame of his austere life and also to other wise
monks of whom he “followed so closely the virtues
in his thoughts and in his actions that he seemed like
one of them in observance and behaviour”. Although
he was not yet old in years, he would become so with
the spiritual maturity which was reflected even in his
outward appearance.

He acquired the so-called monastic “gravity”, that is
the composure, the seriousness and almost solemnity
of the whole body, accentuated in his case by the slow
pace at which he moved because of his malady. He
already inspired veneration just by his appearance,
as happens so often in the case of saints who are a
transparency of God even in their physical make up.
St. Benedict knew this well and at the twelfth step of
the scale of humility gives an impressive picture of
the monk who is bathed in the divine presence and
can perceive it almost visually before him. To avoid
misunderstandings, it must be said that this should
not be confused with moroseness, twisted necks
and so on. Giovanni would often display qualities
of exquisite friendliness, but as a general rule the

89



Vincenzo Fattorini, The disciples of Saint Sylvester

concentration of his attention on God was such that
it caused him to take on a bearing of seriousness and
composure.

Finally work. Already when he was a child he was
always very serious, to the point that he preferred
reading and study to the usual games of those of his
age. After he had become lame, instead of depending
on others he had set out to make himself economically
independent by his own work. In the monastery he
did not allow himself to be considered a pensioner
before his time, using as a pretext the benevolence of
Sylvester. He was not the classical hermit, alone in the
woods and who has to provide for himself, but rather
a monk with a decided tendency to solitude. It could
in fact be easy to stay comfortably contemplating
in one’s cell while the others, like Martha, are busy
carrying out their duties.

Such was not the case with Giovanni. He, “seeing
that he was less equipped to occupy himself with
outside activities, was continually at work inside the
monastery writing, praying and teaching the others”.
He therefore occupied himself with what was most
congenial to him. Since he could not go outside to
preach or to dig in the garden, he dedicated himself
to writing things that were useful for himself and
for the others and in making use of his experience
as a teacher, teaching grammar to whoever needed
it. Very soon this work expanded and included other
areas of study, above all those of a divine nature
(scripture, theology and spirituality) and involved
both monks and lay people.

90

The blessed Giovanni dal Bastone

PRrRIESTHOOD

Monasticism and priesthood are two distinct
vocations. In older times the monks were lay people
and priests represented an exception due to the
liturgical necessities of the community or to the
fact that they had taken holy orders before entering
the monastery. For many reasons, over the course
of centuries, monasticism has become clericalised.
The majority of monks have been ordained priests
to the point that whoever did not want to, or could
not, be ordained, was declassified to the category of
the “converts”, responsible for the hard work and
with reduced commitments of liturgical prayer and
without the right to vote in the communal decisions.
In the period in which our saints lived the situation
was evolving. In the Sylvestrine communities there
were priests, but the documents do not generally
identify them. It is impossible, for example, to
establish whether Sylvester was a priest or whether
the blessed Ugo was moving towards Holy Orders.
This should not surprise us because monasticism is
a vocation already complete in itself and priesthood
neither adds to nor detracts anything from it. They
are two distinct ways of serving God and it is out of
place to question which of the two is more important
and which less.

Having said that, we have, however, to say that
Giovanni was certainly a priest. And since he felt
unworthy of being one, it was Sylvester himself who
imposed it on him, “considering how quickly he
had made progress in the monastic life”. This was
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in accordance with the Rule: the abbot chooses the
monks for the bishop for ordination on the basis
of the sanctity of their lives and the needs of the
community. Therefore, in regard to the priesthood
of Giovanni, we are perfectly in accord with the
monastic tradition, even more so because this does
not involve ministerial duties outside the monastery,
but only service to the community. The choice would
probably havebeen favoured by the consideration that
Giovanni possessed a certain culture, even though he
had probably had to complete his knowledge with
the study of theology. But the biographer passes
over all of that, just as he does not tell us the year
of his ordination, the ordinating bishop... so as to
underline, once again, that it is not the details of the
story that count, but the substance of things.

From then on the celebration of the Eucharist became
the most important moment in his relationship with
God. He performed ‘the divine mysteries with such
reverence, devotion and fear as if he were in the
presence of Christ visibly hanging from the cross
and thus he provoked in those present an ardour
of extremely intense devotion”. The historians of
liturgy say that this celebratory style is very typical
of this period in which everything was reduced to
“seeing the host” consecrated. That may be. This
sense of devotion as he celebrated mass, does not
detract from Giovanni’s life which was consistent in
regard to his daily increase in virtue.
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SPIRITUAL PERSONALITY

he external events in the life of our saint are

very few. After dealing with his monastic
initiation and of his ordination to the priesthood,
the Venerable Andrea offers us only two or three
small pages in which he describes his human and
spiritual characteristics that are, however, very
important because they reveal the perspicacity of an
eye witness. Some particularities, because of their
immediacy, presuppose direct familiarity and are
precious for giving to the figure of Giovanni a precise
characterisation. His Life cannot be considered that
of “a typical confessor” precisely because of these
revealing details.
“For the holy man the ascent to perfection does not
consist of following the crooked paths of the world,
but in climbing the steps of virtue”, which is as
much as to say that Giovanni was not interested in
impressing others but rather acquiring the attitudes
pertinent to the monk. This is the substance of the
great souls who strive for the essential and do not
care about what is thought of them, convinced that
above all it is necessary to be saintly and only later
be considered as such, as one of the guidelines for the
“spiritual art” of the Benedictine Rule reminds us.

THE LOVE OF SILENCE

This is the literal translation of the Latin term
taciturnitas. Giovanni loved silence, otherwise he
would have found himself in contradiction with his
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condition of a hermit in the monastery. He used the
word with prudence because he had to listen to that
of Another who completely filled his solitude. His
listening made his rare discourses full of a flavour
that managed to be of use and edification to his
fellow creatures.

How did he spend his days outside the long hours
dedicated to prayer and study? Without a precise
organisation of his time and a total involvement in
occupations (prayer, reading, preaching...) his cell
would have become a real place of torture. This was
what the monastic fathers tried to prevent, citing the
capital sin of accidia, that is the boredom of the cell, of
the time that wouldn't pass, of the continual silence,
of the usual repetitive activities... And we should
consider that Giovanni would persevere for a good
sixty years in a way of life apparently without incident.
The secret of such fidelity is precisely the love of
silence, being constantly exposed to the dazzling
light full of the one and only Word that created
the universe and that, having become flesh in the
womb of a Virgin who meditated in her heart the
extraordinary doings of her Son redeemed the
world by suffering in silence. Giovanni loved silence
understood in this way.

PRUDENCE

Through this he knew how to speak fruitfully and at
the right moment. His natural wisdom was refined
by a balanced evaluation of things in the light of
God. An outcome of this was a global understanding
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of events and people which was to be useful to those
who wanted to profit by it when they turned to him
for advice. Sylvester and his immediate successors,
Giuseppe and Bartolo habitually did so “in the
questions regarding the usefulness of the monastery
and the order... in the hope that what he lacked in
nature would be supplied by heaven by grace”. The
roles were inverted: the spiritual Father sat at the
feet of his disciple. Moreover this wasn’t the first
time: when confronted with a difficult passage in the
prophet Isaiah, Sylvester had not hesitated to ask for
an explanation of it by an illiterate lay-brother. Even
lay people often had recourse to Giovanni’s advice.
With these he was “composed and withdrawn in a
dignified manner, he maintained a way of speaking
that was so pure and prudent that absolutely nothing
could be found to be reprehensible in his manner”.
We mentioned earlier a misogynist streak. Now
that negative attitude had been overcome by the
consolidation of virtue. It was no longer necessary
to flee, it was enough to be prudent in welcoming
the lay fold amongst whom there was certainly no
lack of the fair sex which is notoriously drawn to the
Godly things. Giovanni was a hermit, but cordially
open to receiving all, not at all unwelcoming or
ill-mannered. Just the same a certain reserve was
necessary, not so much to preserve his virtue, by
this stage sufficiently safe, but as an expression of
his estrangement regarding the ways of the world.
Under the pretext of spiritual direction other motives
can be hidden, not least of which that of interfering in
other people’s business unnecessarily and collecting
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gossip. Giovanni, with his serious and detached
attitude discouraged anyone who was not moved by
good intentions when asking for an interview. Even
though he had plenty of time at his disposal, he had
none that was to be wasted in chatter.

His fellow brothers were no less appreciative of
his prudent advice than were the lay people and
“they would leave him almost always pacified and
satisfied”. Of course, not even he had a magic wand
to solve every problem, but the meeting with the
man of God always had a positive result. It generally
happened that people went to him, not because of
some immediate need, but rather to enjoy hearing
him speak of God in his own particular way. Just a
simple meeting up with him was already a comfort
and an encouragement.

WELCOMING

This aspect of the personality of the saint is recalled
in moments of personal experience on the author’s
part. Giovanni did not only receive those who came
to him, but he himself visited a brother who was
sick or in difficulty: “he sympathised with him with
his whole heart and brought him the comfort of his
visit, sweetening his sorrows and bitterness with the
examples of the saints and with the exhortations of
Holy Scripture”.

There is nothing more irritating than somebody
who comes to preach a sermon to you when you are
feeling tense about any sort of problem — the least you
that you would like to say is to tell them to clear off.
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This was not so in Giovanni’s case. If nobody asked
him to leave it was because he had a way all of his
own of consoling, brought about by a sincere desire
to share in the suffering of others and of a turning to
God that was natural to him. No empty words, but
the examples of the saints and the consolation that
comes from Scripture.

His friendliness towards guests, whether monks or
lay people, was such that it always left a mark on
them. Because of his difficulties in regard to moving
about he could not do much in a practical sense:
“however he showed them, if nothing else, every
possible attention and offered to them his joyful
presence. This is a snapshot that brings to life the
amiable figure of this austere hermit who is capable,
when necessary, of being so human and welcoming
as to put at ease, with a smile on his lips, anybody
who might knock at the monastery door. Totally
different to the inflexible custodian of silence or
the off-putting dweller of the woods. Here we have
a man who knows how to be in solitude with God
and in friendly company of his fellow human beings,
who knows how to be silent for the sake of taciturnity
and how to smile to show to a brother the joy his
visit brings him. It is really true that a life full of God
makes people more human and that the authentic
saint is the most delightful person one could meet.
Some people climbed up to Montefano on purpose
“to receive edification and to see him and returned
home very satisfied”. Such is the complete fulfilment
of monastic life of all who commit themselves to
experience it solely concerned with the glory of
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God; obviously, and almost abundantly, they will
end up becoming builders of the earthly city and
contributing to the elevation of their brothers.

PATIENCE

Even since the day he was struck by the infirmity
in his leg, Giovanni “bore physical suffering with
patience” and had to make a virtue of necessity for
his whole life. “Considering that his whole body,
tormented by the pains that continually assailed
him, was oppressed with suffering, the saintly man
demonstrated admirable patience. He never let
escape a word of complaint about the gravity of his
maladies, on the contrary he gloried in them and
said that he would never have wanted, for whatever
reason, to be deprived of them since they had been
given to him as thorns for the vineyard of his heart”.
Giovanni was not a superman — he felt pains that
sometimes would be excruciating. They were due
to the periodical opening up of the ulcer on his leg
that had consequences for his entire body, that body
which was slowly beginning to decline

But he also needed patience to contend with the
inevitable disagreements of communal life which
did not spare him either, in spite of his friendliness
and tact. It seems that some couldn’t stand him at all
and confronted him rudely, even angrily to the point
of insulting him. A monastic community is made
up of real people. There are those who have not
yet succeeded in controlling some vice or another,
thereby creating embarrassing situations with their
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ill-mannered reactions. Perhaps also not all shared
in the esteem that enshrouded Giovanni or did not
accept the observations that he made “with severe or
sweet words or even the expression on his face” to
whoever was carried away by vices”.

In the case of an uncontrolled outburst of anger,
he tried to calm the enraged person down and, not
succeeding, beat a retreat so as not to cause a greater
explosion. Reference to some scuffles with our saint at
their centre reveal that not everything went smoothly
even in the community of Montefano. After the death
of Sylvester tensions rose, above all on the occasion of
the election of his first two successors. Giovanni tried
to give the best advice. Perhaps this intervention of
his was not always appreciated and there were cases
of verbal aggression of the worst kind. He adopted
the strategy of escape so as not to sink to the same
level of those who had lost their tempers.

OTHER VIRTUES

The list of his virtues continues with poverty,
willingness to pray and humility.

As to the first of these, there are only two references.
Giovanni lived in great poverty and kept by him
nothing that was not authorised by the superior.

His readiness in regard to holy office or “work of
God” (opus Dei) as St. Benedict called it was very
important for this monk and was motivated by his
faith in the pre-eminence of Godly things and by his
charity towards his brothers, that charity which in a
monastery is given expression by a unanimous choir
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of voices and hearts. It was characteristic of the saintly
monks to be punctual at the various hours of the day
and above all at the vigils that were celebrated in the
middle of the night. Giovanni arrived before all the
others at the oratory, which is something even more
worthy of note given his difficulties in regard to
movement which required him to set off well in front
of the others. While waiting for the psalmody — the
text here is not easy to interpret - he spent the time
reciting the prayers belonging to the lay brothers
who, not having to attend the holy office, made up
for this with a certain number of “Our Fathers” and
“Hail Marys”.

At the base of this firm spiritual edifice there was
humility. Christians know that they cannot do
anything by themselves, but that everything comes
from God. It would therefore be a contradiction to
consider oneself superior and look down on others.
Giovanni well knew the dangers of pride and avoided
haughty attitudes and that give evidence of a high
consideration of oneself. If somebody praised him,
“his face did not show happiness but became sad and
he stayed in the fear of God so as to avoid the collapse
of his spiritual edifice”. Whoever practices virtue
but is proud is, in reality, a poor person who has not
understood the basic truth of the Christian life, that
is that is only faith that saves and that when we have
done all that we have to do we have to repeat with
the deepest of conviction “We are useless servants”.
It is difficult to say, but it is true, because only God is
worthy of praise. Everybody, saints included, before
him are only sinners saved by his love.
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SPIRITUAL SON OF SYLVESTER

To put a seal on the spiritual journey of Giovanni,
the author highlights the joy of Sylvester for such a
splendid success. The text deserves tobe quoted in full:
“The spiritual father rejoices for the advancement in
virtues in his beloved son and disciple Giovanni dal
Bastone and gives praise for him and for many other
sons educated by the gospel and the example of a
holy monastic life and arriving at great achievements
and the grace of miracles. He supported them with
prayer and by example until his last day, that of his
blessed repose”.

The joy of Sylvester in seeing the excellent results
achieved by his disciples is a constant characteristic
of his spiritual personality. In the space of a few
pages the author comes back to this no less than four
times, as he had frequently done in the Life of the
founder, written at least thirty years before that of
the Blessed Giovanni. Just two significant quotations:
“A wise son is the glory of his father, for which the
spiritual father rejoices in the progress of his spiritual
children”. When he was on his deathbed, “having
gathered his disciples around him he begged them
to persevere in an honest and saintly life and in
the monastic observations and after his death they
gloriously reached the peaks of virtues and miracles”.
The period of the beginnings in any institution
is a time of unrepeatable grace. Even beyond the
inevitable exaggerations, in our case too are verified
the conditions in which the charisma of the founder
is expressed in the spring- like freshness of the Spirit.
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The founder attracted all by his charismatic bearing
and the group that followed him reacted positively
to it, sharing wholeheartedly in his aspirations.

It is difficult to understand how otherwise a family
so small in number as that which Sylvester gathered
around him could last so long. He must have been
someone so modelled by the Spirit as to attract others
by the fascination of his sanctity. This irradiation
is at the basis of his paternity. All of those who
allowed themselves to be conquered by it became
his spiritual children. Giovanni was one of these and
certainly the best of them. He in return threw light on
to Sylvester himself if it is true what the biographer
will say explicitly later: “his venerable presence
supplemented that of the saintly father” who had
entered into the glory of heaven.

Nowadays dependency on the fatherly figure is no
longer felt as it was once. We want to be autonomous,
original, not standardised, with the risk of finding
ourselves to be orphans and of losing some link to
our roots. Then troubles begin because someone who
is pulled up from his roots has no history and to think
we can build a future by severing ourselves from the
contribution of the past is a dangerous illusion which
will quickly reveal its limits. Monasticism right from
its origins has been a movement in which tradition in
the best sense of the word has had great importance.
It is embodied in charismatic figures, “spiritual
fathers and mothers” who have produced “spiritual
children” by word and by example.

There is no contradiction with the words of the
gospel: “And call no man your father on earth, for
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you have one Father who is in heaven” (Mt 23,9),
because the father in spirit does not substitute God
but is a transparency of him achieved by the sanctity
of his life. Only unto God is glory to be given, and
this also and above all is given by way of this spiritual
paternity, the purpose of which is not to exalt the
man himself but to contribute to the progress of his
disciples. Moreover, if every man is a revelation of
God, who more than a saint can make him present by
the persuasive evidence of his life, far more than can
any juridical or institutional ruling?

All of this became a reality in Sylvester and in his
disciples, particularly in the case of the Blessed
Giovanni, considered the most authentic depository
of the Founder.
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HISTORY AND HAGIOGRAPHY

t is always difficult to draw a line between

hagiographic enthusiasm and historical reality
in the lives of saints, above all when there are no
other documents with which to be able to make
comparisons. In our case, although we have very
few, they are of great value.
We shall attempt to put together information from
the various sources for an acceptable historical
portrait of our saint.

PREACHING AND TEACHING

These are the principal activities to which Giovanni
dedicated himself during the long years of his
monastic life. He had the necessary qualifications,
as well as from a spiritual point of view, because of
the studies he had begun though did not complete,
because of his reflexive personality and, last but not
least, his inability to do anything else because of
his “bad” leg. These activities were undertaken in
a context of obedience because they were not of his
own choice but imposed on him by his superior.

He preached to his fellow brothers and to the lay
people who came up to the monastery to listen to
him. Years later many remembered his sermons
and appreciated their style inspired by an infallible
criterion: he confirmed all he said to others “with his
deeds and with his example, imitating our Lord who
had acted and taught before him... His deeds did not
in the least differ from his words”.
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His teaching was given in preference to his fellow
brothers. The Venerable Andrea remembers “the
work which he did out of love for me, his unworthy
disciple, by teaching me and many others”: it was an
activity that was intense, methodical, conscientious
and very useful for the community.

The effectiveness of his teaching was proved by its
fruits — Andrea and many other monks educated by
him did very well in various areas of knowledge.
What teacher could boast of disciples that were so
eager to learn? “They would crowd around the little
door of his cell and begin to insist that he preach or
at least tell them about the lives of the saints. And
he would satisfy them with a smile”. A brief but
effective sketch drawn from life which reveals the
sweetness of Giovanni’s character, of someone who
was withdrawn but always available. It is almost as if
we could see these monks, importunate but reverent
in their attitude towards the amiable “old man” who
had by this stage become the beloved father to all of
them. And it is not as if he told them jokes because
he never allowed himself to talk of idles things but
kept to essentials “with discourses that could edify
the hearts of his listeners”.

As well as things spiritual he also taught “fine arts”.
In those days culture was undivided: scripture
and the fathers of the Church were the texts from
which one learnt not only about heavenly things
but also grammar, rhetoric and the other disciplines
that were part of the normal curriculum of studies.
The monastery took in people of all ages, different
social backgrounds and cultural preparation. Many
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needed initiation into the most basic rudiments of
knowledge to be able to participate fruitfully in the
liturgy and community life. When cultural levels are
too different, problems of understanding easily arise.
It is true that there were “idiot”, that is illiterate,
monks, but they were an exception. As a general
rule everybody had to be brought to a basic level of
culture. In this field Giovanni was of great help.

UNQUESTIONABLE TESTIMONIES

As well as in the hagiographic text Giovanni is
remembered in various archive documents, that is
in parchments that contain public acts drawn up by
notaries and which therefore have an undeniable
historical value. We cannot expect much from these
beyond the mention of our saint, but the confirmation
of the hagiographic text is already something very
valuable.

On the 19" May 1264 Giovanni is named immediately
after Sylvester in the list of sixty-four monks
beneficiaries of a certain sum of money left to them
by will by Marsilia and her daughter Sorabona of
Fabriano. Sylvester and Giovanni receive more
than the others, “20 soldi of Ravenna and Ancona”.
As well as these Giovanni was given the title of
fideicommissary for the execution of the will, with the
concession of 30 soldi per annum from the “usufruct”
(the right of use) of a piece of land planted in smoke
bush on Montefano, left in inheritance by the same
said lady. He had also to take charge, together with
another Giovanni, a son of Marsilia, “of distributing
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faithfully and without fraud to the poor as alms or in
whatever other way the Lord may deign to command
them” what was left over from the usufruct and from
other endowments bestowed by the testatrixes.

In the first general chapter after the death of Sylvester
on the 4" of January 1268, Giovanni's name was
placed second on the list of 119 monks who made
up the order of Montefano and for the occasion he
acted as attorney of the brothers of the monastery of
S. Tommaso di Jesi.

His name appears a number of times in the general
and conventual chapters, the deeds of which were
drawn up by public notaries. On the 14" of August
1276 he acted as deputee of the Prior General Bartolo.
On the 27% of July 1289, at less than a year before
his death, he gave up the position of testamentary
fideicommissary of the late Petrella di Compagnone
da Cerreto and delegated, with the consent of the
prior himself, another brother “because of his health
and of being occupied day and night in prayer
and in many other things that had to be done for
the monastery”. This is a very valuable piece of
testimony which confirms in different words what is
narrated in the Life. The saint was old and tired. He
could only occupy himself with what up till then he
had considered important: prayer and other tasks in
favour of his community. He didn’t pull the oars into
his boat, but he considered it necessary to concentrate
on what was essential, aware that he had only a little
time to live.

One final piece of evidence from the Life of
Sylvester. Giovanni, together with Egidio, a monk
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from Camaldoli, as well as others, was present at
the healing of a man born blind performed by the
founder.

What is the sense of these references? To confirm
the total trustworthiness of the Life which therefore
turns out to be a valid hagiographic interpretation of
a monk who lived in a precise historical context, an
honoured member of a community that was in the
process of being consolidated.

A “BIASED” INTERPRETATION?

Sylvester died on the 26" November 1267 at about
ninety years of age. After forty days, on the 4"
January 1268, the general chapter met at Montefano
for the election of the successor, Giuseppe degli
Atti, brother of the Blessed Ugo, who would rule
the order until his death on 24" August, 1273. After
him came Bartolo da Cingoli who guided the family
of Montefano for 25 years, passing away on the 3™
August 1298.

These are the principal datesin one of the most delicate
and fruitful periods of the young congregation. What
role did the Blessed Giovanni play in the nearly 23
years that he outlived his spiritual father? According
to the Venerable Andrea it was extremely important.
He impersonated the figure of Sylvester so well as to
make his fellow brothers decide that “his charismatic
presence replaced that of the saintly Father who had
been taken from them”.

At this point we cannot avoid a question that has
been plaguing us for some time. In identifying the
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two characters, what part has been played by history
and what part by the intentions of the author? We
should not forget that at the time of writing he had
been prior general for about fifteen years, taking
over from Bartolo in 1298. More than forty years had
passed since the death of the founder and his figure
was the subject of a variety of interpretations, all
intended to justify different life-choices.

Andrea had little time for these and proposed, by
referring to the Blessed Giovanni, what Sylvester
had intended for his monks and what he had given
utterance to in so many different ways through his
best disciple by approving his choice to be a hermit,
by admiring his rapid progress towards perfection
that he wished to see crowned by his becoming a
priest and by his recourse to his own advice in things
that were important for the monastery and for the
order. And that’s not all. After Sylvester had passed
away, Giovanni carried on the examples he had set,
which is as if to say that to really understand the
founder it was sufficient to look to his disciple.

If we bear in mind that, in his turn, Andrea defined
himself as an “unworthy servant” of Giovanni, it
is legitimate to wonder whether a similar linking
together of things is not unintended but instead is
meant to give support to proposing a certain sort
of monastic life which at that time experienced a
number of doubts in regard to the many activities
that needed to be justified by the original intentions
of the order. Andrea seems to be saying: do you want
to know what Sylvester had in mind for his monks?
Look at Giovanni who imitated him so well and
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therefore listen to me too, his unworthy disciple.
With this we do not mean that the saint is an
invention of the Venerable Andrea to legitimise
his own way of governing, but there is clearly the
impression that he had his own view of Sylvestrine
monasticism of which he sketches a picture that is
driven by a purpose that can only be determined by
reading between the lines of the Life and of history.
There is nothing new under the sun; there never
existed in the past, much less today, a hagiographic
presentation so objective as to pass on the bare
historical facts. The narration of facts is always
an interpretation, a proposal dependent on the
sensitivity of the author and on the purposes he
had in mind. This is so much more true of the
hagiographic genre of the Middle Ages when the
lives of saints constituted one of the most effective
resources of catechism for teaching the eternal
truths of the faith. The saint in his historical reality
was important up to a point, but what counted was
the model of Christian life that he impersonated
and that he wanted to transmit to his readers. It is
impossible to separate the historical level from the
interpretative one. Almost always we must give the
task up, considering the hagiographical text as valid
on its own.

For the Blessed Giovanni we have a guarantee of
authenticity because when the Venerable Andrea
wrote there were a lot of eye-witnesses to the facts still
alive. It would have been, to say the least, imprudent
to put forward a totally subjective vision of the saint
with the risk of being accused of presenting a view of
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history to serve his own ends. Not even his position
of prior general could allow him to misrepresent
reality light-heartedly. We can therefore conclude
that the interpretation that he gives us is sufficiently
correct, even though not entirely unbaised, and that
the Blessed Giovanni embodies the best interpreter
of the figure and work of Sylvester.

A DELICATE MOMENT OF TRANSITION

After the death of the founder, the order of St. Benedict
of Montefano experienced a phase of stabilization
that was not without a certain amount of tension:
“Many feared that dissent would arise amongst
the brothers as to the election of his successor and
second prior”. The events took a positive turn
because of the prayers of Giovanni and some other
monks “who were thinking of better things” and
the result was that Giuseppe degli Atti was elected.
Giovanni was particularly tied to him and helped
him in the difficulties of his brief period of rule
caused by the interferences in the internal life of the
order by Guido, the bishop of Camerino, in whose
diocese Montefano was located. The mortal disease
that struck Giuseppe down in Perugia on 24" August
1273 threw into consternation all of those who had
the fate of the order most at heart, “of which one
feared an irreparable damage”.

The chapter, held in the month of September 1273,
elected as Prior General Bartolo da Cingoli who
ruled the order for twenty-five years. Only Fra Umile
da Perugia, in contradiction to his name, dissociated
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himself from the choice and left the congregation.
It was a fruitful period for the stabilization of
the Sylvestrine family with the opening of new
monasteries and the definition of the monastic
framework which would later be codified in the
constitutions, the first drawing up of which took
place at the beginning of the thirteen hundreds under
the period of government of the Venerable Andrea.

As to his relationship to Giovanni, we only know
that, like Sylvester and Giuseppe before him, so too
Bartolo turned to him for advice “in the hope that
what he lacked by nature would be supplied by
heaven through grace”. In the seventeen years in
which he had him as prior, Giovanni collaborated
loyally with him, continuing to occupy himself “with
the many things to be done for the monastery”, as
is stated in the parchment of 1289. We can assume
that with his wise suggestions he kept pace with the
evolution that was taking place in the order towards a
structure of a more monastic and institutional nature
after the more fluid organization of the early period.
He continued to exert an important role with his
constant reference to Sylvester and with his personal
charisma, but he recognised the duty of leading of
the priors without undue interference. Moreover, it
was not in his nature to put himself forward and if he
managed to maintain a position of prestige, that was
due to nothing more than the consistency of his life.
That is all we have of the twenty-three years that
ran from the departure of his spiritual father and
his death on 24" March 1290. But it should not
be underestimated. He carefully followed the
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development of the congregation, working behind
the scenes towards a peaceful evolution, advising,
praying, smoothing out tensions. He was the guardian
angel of the order of Montefano, contributing to
ferrying it towards a more stable arrangement which
would allow it to sail safely on the high seas, after its
journey close to the coast, under the shadow of the
first generation that had known the founder.
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s was his life, so too was his death. Giovanni

lived his life in hiding and left this world on
tiptoe, with his usual style of discretion and humility.
His existence devoted to God in the monastery,
without a great resonance outside, is in antithesis
with the post mortem glorification but in line with the
evangelical logic according to whoever has been able
to lose his life in this world will find it again in the
next with that typical disproportion of a God who
never allows himself to be outdone in generosity.

THE DEATH OF A JUST MAN

Giovanni was already very advanced in years,
presumably about ninety years old. His was a tough
fibre that the disease he contracted in youth never
succeeded in bending, in spite of the frequent re-
opening of the wound. But the moment for him to set
his sails to be with Christ came for him too. The Prior
Barolo had a premonitory sign of it: a ray of sunshine
spreading from Montefano to Fabriano bearing a
scapular in the form of a cross, the garment worn by
the monks of that time. He intuited the meaning of
the vision and it was immediately confirmed for him.
Just as the sudden malady in his leg had been
attributed directly to divine intervention, so too the
final attack of his old disease, in the interpretation
of the hagiographer, had the same cause: “Divine
mercy struck him again with a re-opening of his
old wound so as to be able to compensate him with
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an immense and eternal joy as the prize for a small
and momentary pain caused by such suffering”. Not
everything was due to the leg, obviously: old age is in
itself a sickness and a general worsening of condition
promises nothing good. Help was urgently needed.
Montefano is only a few kilometres from Fabriano,
but it was reachable only by a mule track. One could
not expect doctors to undertake the journey with
the frequency necessary to tend to the sick given
the difficult climb up. Until 1244 the monks had a
reference point in the city, the nucleus of what would
later become the monastery of St. Benedict, the most
important in the order and the seat of the Abbot
General until the suppression in the nineteenth
century. It was best to take the invalid there for a more
effective medical treatment, all the more because the
original little dwelling had already developed into a
real monastery. There is no word about Giovanni’s
reaction in leaving definitively, as it seemed was the
case, his beloved cell in Montefano in which for sixty
years he had. faithfully served the Lord. As always,
he obeyed in silence; in any case he was aware that
the transfer was for his good. He agreed and said
nothing.

In spite of the gravity of the sickness and the pain that
tormented him, he “waited with full mental clarity
the end of his suffering” which arrived with a certain
rapidity. After he had received the sacraments, he fell
asleep in the Lord at sunset on the 24" May 1290, the
eve of the Annunciation of the Lord. Nothing more
“normal” for a death of its kind. He departed as an
unknown monk who had been buried for so long in
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a mountain monastery. What else should we think
except that time rapidly cancels the memory of such
as he so as to swell that innumerable host of those
who have died and are known only to the Lord? It is
more than logical for us, but not for God.

Andin fact the author interprets immediately in depth
this death of apparently no historical significance.
“So the ray of sun seen by the Prior Bartolo that
stretched as far the monastery in Fabriano when the
man of God was transported there by his brothers to
be looked after and the scapular that he was never
seen without in the form of a cross were the symbol,
in my opinion, of his penance, of his life of suffering
and his observance of the Rule. This was seen to float
upon a ray of sun when his death became known to
all accompanied by astonishing miracles”.

Having cast off his mortal coil that had tormented
him with its painful restrictions, Giovanni was now
free in Heaven. Like a treasure hidden in the fields he
now became uncovered with his miracles and “so it
became clearer than light itself how precious he had
been during his earthly life”. His hermitic experience
unveiled even more meanings: “He cared for himself
in a useful way in the sense that, living alone in his
cell while he lived and protecting himself from the
winds of vanity, he avoided the storms of pride so as
to deserve to be glorified in heaven”.

The brothers bewailed the departure of such an
esteemed man “from whose advice and example
they would gain inspiration”; at the same time they
rejoiced “because not only on earth all had paid him
reverent homage, but now too because they were
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certain that in heaven he had received from God a
glory proportionate to his merits”. The roots of the
veneration and of the cult of Giovanni that would
quickly follow, more than in the people who are often
more interested in miracles than in the testimony of
a holy life given by a saint, are to be found in his
natural environment, that is amongst the monks
who better than any others had been able evaluate
his moral stature on the basis of a life that had lasted
for many years.

UNEXPECTED RECOGNITION

The disproportion between the sheltered way of
life experienced by Giovanni for so long and the
immediate impact of his death on the people is no
less than disconcerting. He had barely exhaled his
last breath when an unending pilgrimage began, “in
spite of the desire of the brothers to keep the body
hidden for that day” and it continued all through the
night and the next day right up to the funeral that
was celebrated on the morning of the 26" May “in
the presence of an immense crowd of both sexes”.
His body was placed in a new tomb from which
sprang forth, as if it had been held down for too long,
the power of his miracles.

In fact, and this is something rare in medieval
hagiography, during his earthly life Giovanni is not
credited with any miracles and there is not even a
mention of any healing activity. After his death are
opened, so to speak, the floodgates of miracles which
follow one another with an impressive rhythm and
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bring about a feeling of general exaltation. Perhaps
this picture given to us by the author had ulterior
motives. The most immediate and perhaps the most
biased of these would have been the promotion of
a cult with at its centre the tomb of the saint in the
church of St. Benedict.

This should not be seen as completely blameworthy.
According to the beliefs of the Church, the Spirit
that permeated the man of God during his earthly
life continues to operate even in his mortal remains
from which a force of healing emanates. Miracles
are the work of God, but he, as always, makes use
of intermediaries: in this number are to be included
the relics of saints. Obviously the belief of the faithful
plays an important role and must be maintained,
encouraged and not infrequently re-animated with
the telling of extraordinary events, offers of gifts, ex
voto etc. Not everything is totally limpid, as history
and experience show. The devotion to saints can
become an untrustworthy area when subjected to
causes of utilitarianism and prestige. It is probable
that the unending list of miracles which took place
at the tomb of the Blessed Giovanni served to re-
awaken devotion in a period of falling off.

But there is also a higher aim in this insistence on the
miraculous events that begin to flourish immediately
after the death of the saint. Giovanni had lived in
the obscurity of his cell at Montefano, his life had
made little impression and had seemed to slip away
without leaving a trace behind it. To the eyes of the
world it had been a wasted existence. Not at all our
author protests.
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Giovanni had lived life to the full because he was
always exposed to the light of God. Miracles confirm
the fruitfulness of this life totally directed towards
him and for that very reason it had been useful in
a mysterious way. Delaying the miracles “post
mortem”, until after his death, is an eloquent sign
of the social and religious impact of this monk who
had lived as a hermit on the heights of Montefano.
It is a variation of the theme of the communion of
saints and of the real interdependence between the
different members of the mystical Body of Christ.

A SHOWER OF MIRACLES

The very evening of his death, after the corpse had
been placed in the church, strange events began to
happen: three people who went into the cell where
Giovanni had died “saw his soul, freed from all
suffering, under the guidance of a man whiter than
snow kneeling towards the east”. The biographer
comments: “Truly this was the change made by the
right hand of God who lifted so rapidly the holy man
who had suffered for so long amongst difficulties”.
The text cannot be translated literally and plays on
the words “right” and “left” as the antitheses of
happiness and suffering.

But the miracles would begin only after the burial
had taken place, as was revealed to a brother who
had been his nurse. And in fact, once he was placed
in the tomb, an unending series of miracles began,
evident signs of his sanctity. It was precisely a matter
of the glorification of the sepulchre, always the
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reference point of every miracle. This confirms the
intention of the hagiographer to exult the relics of the
saint and perhaps to enliven the cult of them.

We shall not follow the Venerable Andrea in these
narratives that today do not mean much to us. We
cannot however be totally silent about a good two-
thirds of the Life that has, if nothing else, the quality
of bringing before our eyes a humanity whose
suffering was borne only by faith in regard to the
many difficult moments of life.

We should note in particular the care taken to verify
the authenticity of the miracles. The Bishop of
Camerino, Rambotto, nominated a commission to
gather and validate the testimonies. It was compo-
sed of four people: Saverio di Artemisio di Fabria-
no, Giovanni di Salmaregia, Ildebrando Chiavelli
and Moricuzio di Benincasa, accompanied by the
scrivener Tinto di Vegnato. Neither were the monks
wasting their time: the prior general Bartolo and
the local prior of St. Benedict, Giovanni da Staffolo,
recorded on their own initiative other stories of
received graces. Finally, it was not possible to gather
them all “because of the tiredness of the examiners,
of the difficulties in writing them down and of the
very number of the miracles which, registered in
heaven, are known only to God”.

The whole range of human misfortunes is reflected
in the workings of these miracles, from the gravest,
such as death and chronic diseases, to the lighter like
physical and very often psychological disturbances.
Medical science almost always turned out to be
powerless and the only remedy was to have recourse
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to God through the intercession of a saint. The
pattern is always the same: the malady appears
and the help is immediately sought of doctors who
cannot do anything. Since the healing power of the
Blessed Giovanni is well known, his protection is
then invoked, a promise is made and his tomb is
approached with faith. Once the miracle has been
obtained the vow is satisfied and the benefit is
proclaimed to everybody.

Some events are very curious and reveal the simple
mentality of the people. Authentic faith and gross
credulity often superimpose each other, with the
addition of an ulterior utilitarian motive tied to the
promise to be kept in return for obtaining the desired
effect. Very interesting would be a study of the
religious and socio-cultural situation of the people
in this period of great faith but also of considerable
religious ignorance and superstition. Leaving to the
experts a study of this sort, we shall limit ourselves
here to emphasise one doubtless fact: the Blessed
Giovanni rose above the narrow monastic world in
which he had lived for so many years and opened
himself to the veneration of the people who hardly
ever, however, could understand his weighty
spiritual message, limiting themselves, so to speak,
to following their own interests. If, on the one hand,
the saint was widely known and found himself at
the beginning of a devotional movement based on
his tomb, on the other, the full meaning of him as
a figure became reduced and impoverished. He is
found to be remembered by the people simply for
his healing power. It is the ambiguity of the miracle
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when one doesn’t arise above a simple occurrence to
reach the Giver of all that is good, who heals those
who are sick only as a sign of the salvation offered
in Christ.

THE cuLT

The Blessed Giovanni was buried in the Church of St.
Benedict in Fabriano. In its present day form it goes
back to the XVII century and so it is not possible to
know where his earliest burial place is to be located.
According to the Venerable Andrea, the location of
the primitive church was revealed mysteriously,
as was referred to him by a certain notary named
Oratore. According to his testimony, the monks must
have purchased some houses and built the holy
edifice in their place since his father Rinaldo had
repeated to him an infinite number of times that he
had experienced the vision of an altar in a certain part
of the house and of a great crowd of people around
it — a foretaste of the future pilgrimage to the tomb of
the saint.

The altar and the sepulchre was in an out-of-the-
way place. Around it there burned candles and
ex voto hung from it. The faithful would stay for a
long time, sometimes even a whole night and would
stretch themselves out on the tomb in a sort of holy
“incubation” to gain their healing. In the tomb were
also conserved some relics belonging to the saint,
like his gown and his stick.

In its definitive sixteenth century form, the tomb
was cut into the wall in the beautiful crypt beneath
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the main altar. The urn containing his body is in
the centre in an elevated position; in front of this is
still preserved his stick in a glass case. The walls are
ingenuously decorated with scenes from the life of
the saint and of his principal miracles. A little stone
statue sculpted in the XIV century by the monk
Marino da Cingoli can also be seen there. Such a
worthy monument to the saint, however, does not
reflect a comparable amount of devotion on the part
of the faithful. For a long time since that enthusiastic
crowd of people had drawn to a halt and the tomb for
the greater part of the year lay in silence and shadow.
From the sunset of the 24" March 1290, however, an
impressive throng began to file past the body of the
Blessed Giovanni, according to the evidence of the
biographer. He was immediately acclaimed a saint
by the populace without any canonical proceedings.
Only in 1772, under Clement XIV was the regular
progress of beatification brought to a conclusion but
for various reasons the last step, that of canonization,
was not reached.

Nowadays we cannot speak of a popular devotion
in regard to the Blessed Giovanni. Despite sporadic
attempts in the past to reanimate it. However, the
name of this humble disciple of St. Sylvester went
far beyond the confines of Italy when, in the second
half of the nineteenth century, the Sylvestrine
monks dedicated a church to him at Battaramulla
in Sri Lanka, not far from the Capital Colombo. It
is a significant fact, however, that, even though the
parishioners knew nothing about the patron saint
of their church, they have not ever wished that it
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should be dedicated to another, unwittingly waiting
for someone to turn up and tell them who the Blessed
Giovanni was. Let us hope that the Sri Lankan monks
will take the initiative and follow in the footsteps of
their founding fathers so as not to disappoint such a
long awaited hope.

In the calendar proper to the Sylvestrine congregation
the Blessed Giovanni is remembered on the 24%
March with the liturgical qualification of “feast
day”. Since this comes in the latter period of Lent,
it often happens that the celebration has to give way
to Holy Week. Considering the return of interest in
this saintly man, it would perhaps be advisable to
transfer the feast day to another date. The difficulty
of finding a different day arises since from the Life we
are given no other date than the 24" March, his dies
natalis in a double sense, the literal one of his birth
and the liturgical one of his entry into his heavenly
homeland.
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Does a life of the sort led by the Blessed Giovanni
still make any sense? Is there still a place for
individuals who live in solitude and silence, without
any direct commitments for either the Church or
society? Aboveall today when vocationsin the various
ministries has suffered a worrying decline and when
the world seems to distance itself ever more from
Christ can we allow ourselves the luxury of setting
ourselves apartin contemplation? In Giovanni’s times
when Europe had only recently been evangelised and
society was considered Christian, fair enough... But
today no. The house is on fire and everyone has to
carry water... There’s no way anyone could just stand
aside and watch the others struggling. Such a way
of life has always created difficulties. And for this
reason there has always been a need to justify it by
saying that the hermit contributes to the elevation of
the world with prayer and penance. This reasoning
does not always succeed in convincing people of
faith, just imagine what credit it would have with the
so-called unbelievers. Just the same contemplatives
do contribute to the edification of society at least to
the degree that they commit themselves to what they
are doing since this is a silent testimony they make
to the Almighty. Monastic life in itself is legitimate
in so far as it has no other objective but God. Even
more, the more the world distances itself from faith,
so much more necessary it is for men and women
to dedicate themselves totally to God, to proclaim
with their lives that he alone is so important that we
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should renounce everything to serve him.

Therefore, centrality and marginality, are two values
that are only apparently antithetical. The message
that the hermit embodies is the only one capable of
bringing man back to the original project of God. He
launches this project, himself staying on the margin
of society both because he has chosen materially
to stay to one side and because the content of his
witness is uncomfortable and is a thorn for those
who are busy in the construction of the earthly city,
reminding them that everything passes, that only
God remains. For this one cannot expect gratitude; in
the best of cases only silence and forbearance.
Giovanni was an authentic hermit and proclaimed
the all importance of God. For this reason he has
not disappeared into anonymity, but rather has a
message for the people of our own modern times.
From the many messages that we can gather from
his earthly existence, we would like to emphasise
one in particular which, sooner or later, we all have
to reckon with: the role of the cross.

Illness accompanied him unceasingly all his life. He
was strong in putting up with it, he never gave in,
trying hard to make himself useful in whatever he
could do. He never lamented, but instead reacted
with courage without wasting time in useless
complaints. He is an example of a man who made the
most of even negative situations and, besides waiting
for recompense for his sufferings in his heavenly
homeland, he found, in the meantime, new ways
of living with the limitations that all of us, in some
way or another, carry with us, and he succeeded in
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turning them to his advantage.
Alife like that is worth living, in spite of everything.
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Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone, disciple of Saint Sylvester, Archive of
Montefano (17 century engraving).
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Blessed Giuseppe degli Atti, Archive of Montefano (17* century
engraving).
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Blessed Giuseppe degli Atti and Blessed Bartolo Simonetti, disciples of
St. Sylvester and his immediate successors to lead the Order, Archive
of Montefano (18% century engraving).

he Blessed Ugo and the Blessed Giovanni are

the most well known of St. Sylvester’s disciples
thanks to the biographical work of the Venerable
Andrea. But alongside the founder there moved other
monks who, though not having the prominence of
the greatest two, left a testimony which tradition has
gathered, honouring them with the title of “blessed”.
They are the “minor figures” of the Sylvestrine
hagiography mentioned in the Life of St. Sylvester
and in that of the Blessed Giovanni: the first two
successors of the founder, Giuseppe degli Atti and
Bartolo da Cingoli, and then Simone, Benvenuto,
Giovanni dalla Cella and Paolino Bigazzini. All
of these have enjoyed a liturgical cult which has
recently been revisited. Others, although mentioned
with honour in the Lives have not been included in
the calendar of the order of Montefano.
Only for the Blessed Ugo and Giovanni has the cult
been approved by the Holy See, in the XVIII century;
in the case of the others it is a matter of private,
even though ancient, recognition in the Sylvestrine
congregation.
In our evaluation of the memories of the Fathers,
we believe it is useful to give due focus also to these
disciples who lived in the shadow of those more
well known, because they help us to understand
the atmosphere of the first Sylvestrine generation.
It was a generation characterised by sanctity. Under
the guide of Sylvester no small number of monks
reached a high degree of perfection. That means that
the road followed by the saint was the right one.
We cannot deceive ourselves into thinking we can
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emulate nowadays a period that was unique for so
many reasons. But neither can we limit ourselves to
an admiration of that period that would be simply
sterile if it didn’t provoke a positive reaction in
regard to the recuperation of the important values to
which it bore witness.

In presenting these figures we shall base ourselves
on the Lives of St. Sylvester and the Blessed Giovanni,
occasionally making use of ancient parchments to fill
in the gaps. Their historical reality is unquestionable,
including that of the Blessed Paolino who, though he
is not mentioned in the original sources, has always
been honoured with liturgical recognition.
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GIUSEPPE DEGLI ATTI

He was the immediate successor of St. Sylvester
in the leadership of the order of S. Benedetto di
Montefano. He was a brother of the Blessed Ugo and
therefore of the family of the Atti, originating from
Serra San Quirico. He became a monk at a very early
stage since at the death of the founder he enjoyed
enough prestige to be chosen to be his successor.
He is remembered as a companion of Sylvester on a
visit to a church in Rome to honour the relics of the
martyr St. Ciriaco with this flattering judgement: “he
was full of sanctity and of great wisdom and after
him (Sylvester) in a worthy fashion he governed the
order and the brothers”.

On the death of St. Sylvester he was one of the
deputies — the other was Bartolo — who on the 18"
December 1267 gave notice of the decease and called
the general chapter for the election of the successor.
This took place, in accordance with the Rule, on the
4" January 1268 with the attendance of 119 monks,
in other words, of all those who then made up the
Sylvestrine family, either in person or by proxy.
There were good reasons for fearing some dissention
of which we have no knowledge, but everything
went smoothly and with the prayers and good will of
Giovanni dal Bastone and of the brothers who “were
mindful of better things”.

The members of the chapter in fact elected three
monks, Giovanni da Osimo, Rinaldo da Grottafucile
and Antonio da Sambuca who were to act on their
behalf. It was a compromise situation, often used
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in elections. The three, “after having invoked the
name of Christ, to the honour of Almighty God, of
his mother the Ever Virgin Mary and St. Benedict for
the good state and reform of the hermitage and the
entire order, following a thorough deliberation put
forward and nominated brother Giuseppe, present
at that place and monk of that same order, as Prior
and Pastor of the hermitage and of the whole order.
All the brothers, individually and severally, accepted
in agreement and in peace the election held in the
presence of all and in that of the elected monk
himself”. This is the literal translation of the notarial
act drawn up by Giacomo di Alberico. It is therefore
a case of a testimony of great historical value.
Giuseppe’s leadership was brief but intense: “He
was esteemed, prudent, friendly in his talk, of broad
views in his behaviour and he strove to imitate as
much as he could the example of St. Ugo his brother.
He remained happily at the head of the order for five
years and eight months, full of zeal for justice and
the guardian of the strictness of the life of the rule”.
But not everything went smoothly. Giuseppe had to
oppose the machinations of the Bishop of Camerino,
Guido, who wanted to meddle in the internal life of
the order of Montefano, uncaring of the exemption
from episcopal authority, granted in 1248 by Innocent
IV with the papal bull Religiosam vitam. In particular,
he refused to hand over to the legitimate authorities
some rebellious monks rather than have them
judged by the laws of the convent. The fight dragged
on for years with a long line of excommunications,
interdicts and anathemas, as would often happen in
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those times. The case was resolved in 1285 under the
successor of Guido, Rambotto.

Giuseppe died in Perugia, in the monastery of St.
Benedict on the 24" August 1273. “The news of his
unexpectedly sudden illness immediately reached
Montefano. Great was the sorrow felt especially by
those who had the fate of the order most at heart.
Prayers for him were called for immediately by
everybody because it was feared that his death
would cause irreparable damage to the order. Brother
Francesco da Osimo quickly reached Perugia to pay a
visit to the prior”.

The Blessed Giovanni “more than the others that
night applied himself to prayer with tears because
he was particularly attached to him”. While he was
absorbed in prayer, he heard a voice proclaiming
“Brother Giuseppe has happily passed on to the
Lord”. In the morning he informed his brothers of
what he had heard. His intuition was confirmed by
messengers who arrived the next day from Perugia
with the news of the death of the Prior General. Saints
understand one another in life and death. From the
viewpoint of faith their departure from this world
cannot take place without some extraordinary sign
that emphasises their spiritual stature.

Giuseppe’s body was transferred to Montefano and
buried near to Sylvester. “The veneration tributed
to him by the brothers and by the people made clear
without a shadow of doubt what sort of life he had
lived. He afterwards brought fame to the monastery
and the order with miracles and every other proof of
his beatitude”.
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From time immemorial we have lost any trace of his
burial place. A notarial act of the 29" September 1770
mentions the uncovering of some bones in the wall
beside the Holy Sacramentin the church of Montefano.
In the little niche, which had come unexpectedly to
light, besides some mortal remains minutely listed,
there was also a glass lamp and a saucer showing
signs of smoke in the vault of the miniscule area,
probably an indication of some form of veneration.
Perhaps they were the relics of Giuseppe and other
blessed Sylvestrine monks, but their identity could
no longer be proved and everything was replaced as
it was and walled up again.

Theleadership of the Blessed Giuseppe can be defined
as one of transition. Fully occupied by the controversy
with the Bishop of Camerino, he could not dedicate
himself to the expansion of the order and in fact there
is no record of the opening of any new monastery in
the period of his leadership. However, he was always
remembered with veneration for having contained
the centrifugal forces that took place on the death
of the founder and for having vigorously reinforced
the rights that had been recognised in regard to the
young monastic family.

He appeared in the curious episode of the healing of
Brother Samuele narrated in the Life of St. Sylvester
and mentioned again in that of the Blessed Ugo
where, however, he is not named. In the imaginary
surgical operation directed by the Blessed Benvenuto,
Giuseppe had the office of holding the bowl in which
were placed the intestines of the patient. His liturgical
memory is celebrated on the 25" August.
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I_Ie was elected Prior General in September 1273
and he governed the order of Montefano for
25 years, until his death which took place in Viterbo
on the 3 August 1298. Fears for dissention were
held after Giuseppe’s decease and many feared for
the unity of the congregation, but his election was
received favourably by all, with the exception of
Brother Umile da Perugia who, for reasons beyond
our understanding, abandoned the order.

Bartolo was a native of Cingoli. In a document he is
given the surname “Tebaldi”; only in relatively recent
times has he been associated with the Simonetti
family, a noble household of Cingoli. The first
mention of him in archival papers is in 1251 and in
1254 as a member of the community of St. Bonfilio di
Cingoli. Following the death of St. Sylvester he was
one of the two deputies together with Giuseppe degli
Atti. In 1270 we find him again in Cingoli as Local
Prior of the above-mentioned monastery.

After he was elected Prior General he governed with
vigour and with clarity of ideas. Bartolo considered
it of the greatest important to pass on the memory
of the founder, interpreting what he stood for in
an official way so as stop anyone from using him
to their own advantage. He entrusted the task to
Andrea di Giacomo da Fabriano who completed it
between 1274 and 1282. The author dedicated his
work to “the reverend father and master in Christ
Fra Bartolo, prior of the hermitage and of the order
of Montefano”. We can presume that he himself
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approved the text before it was made known and for
that reason it is probable that the way in which the
figure of Sylvester is presented reflects his own view
of the facts.

In particular, we can probably date from him the
clearly monastic interpretation of the experience
of the founder. We shall explain. Sylvester was a
Benedictine monk — the archival documents leave
no doubt in this regard. But that does not mean that
right from the beginning he was decidedly moving
in that direction. His vocation was essentially
hermitic. When he was confronted with the necessity
of choosing a precise and well-defined type of
life since he could no longer stay in isolation for
fear of provoking an intervention on the part of
the ecclesiastical authorities, he turned without
question in the direction of the rule of St. Benedict,
even though he could have chosen, for example, the
Franciscan life-style which had spread through the
Marche region, or any other for that matter.
Sylvester therefore wanted to be a cenobic monk
although continuing to give first place to hermetism,
and therefore without insisting on too many
community structures and probably with a fairly
liberal interpretation of the Benedictine Rule. He
could do this because he was in possession of great
spiritual strength and with this and his charismatic
personality he succeeded in giving a positive lead to
those who wanted to share his experience.

After his death, this freedom of attitude could cause
problems. The more one distances oneself from the
origins, the more the spiritual dynamism and ideal
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level of intensiveness begin to attenuate. It is that
moment of an identity crisis that cannot be escaped
from without clear choices and an authoritative
interpretation of the charismatic nature of the
foundation. This can result in a limitation of the
freedom of ideas, but it does allow a movement to
better prepare itself for facing up to the moving on
of history with all of the difficulties that this entails.

This clarification in a strictly monastic sense of the
figure and the work of the founder seems to be
mainly attributable to Fra Bartolo and is clearly
reflected in the biography of St. Sylvester which
gives a view of life quite obviously in accord with
the Benedictine rule. High place was still given to
hermetism, but it is more and more integrated into
the monastic structure. An eloquent example of this
is the figure of the Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone who
lived as a hermit in the context of the community of
Montefano.

In the field of poverty, Bartolo took an important
decision together with the monks called togetherin the
chapter. This was the renunciation of alms-gathering
in accordance with a decree of the Second Council
of Lyons of 1274. He therefore showed courage
and a spirit of faith because the possessions were
insufficient for the maintenance of the community, so
much so that the help of the municipality of Fabriano
had to be sought.

During the twenty-five years he was governor
Bartolo opened nine monasteries. It was, in fact, in
that of S. Pietro della Castagna in Viterbo, founded in
1280, that he died on the 3 August 1298. At first his
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body was transported to Fabriano. “Afterwards his
successor, urged by his veneration for him, placed
him in the tomb of his predecessor in the monastery
of Montefano. It would not have been seemly, in
fact, that they who had been associated in dignity in
regard to the honour due to their office should remain
separated in the sepulchre. The same may be said of
the monastery, which is the foremost of the others
and which had been principally governed by him,
should not have his body after his death, considering
the respect for the dignity of the place”.

This “successor” was no other than the Venerable
Andrea, author of the Life of the Blessed Giovanni
from which the quoted passage is taken. He was
elected on the 8" September 1298. Already from
these few lines one can understand the awareness he
had of the importance of the office of prior general of
Montefano “head and mother of the whole order”,
to the point that he wanted the bodies of the holders
of this highest of positions united in the tomb of St.
Sylvester, the founder of the new monastic order, in
an ideal continuity of its original charisma.

As has been said in regard to the Blessed Giovanni,
there is no longer any trace of the body of Bartolo,
swept away by the events that were suffered by the
church of the monastery.

The liturgical memory of the third Prior general is
celebrated on the 3 August.
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SIMONE DA RIPALTA

implicity is not a very appreciated characteristic

because it is normally confused with ingenuity
and gullibility. In the ancient mentality, inspired by
the bible, this, however, is very important. It is not a
particular virtue to be placed alongside many others,
but rather an interior attitude from which issue forth
concrete ways of entering into communion with God
and with others. Simplicity and poverty coincide:
simple are they who do not have faith in themselves
but are convinced that everything comes from God
because on their own they can do nothing. Simplicity
is also a synonym of purity of heart. Having a pure
heart is a fundamental condition for being pleasing
to God, because it means eliminating the evil that
we carry inside ourselves from our birth and that we
make worse by our mistaken choices. “Blessed are
the pure in heart for they shall see God” (Mt 5,8).
Purity of heartis the aim of monasticlife, to be reached
in every possible way: detachment from the things of
the world, prayer, mortification, the struggle against
evil tendencies... Once the aim has been achieved we
are assured of the final result which is the Kingdom of
Heaven. The simple person is one who is undivided,
unified, as if having departed from the hands of God
before sin can give rise to any division.
This premise is necessary to be able to understand
the figures of the Sylvestrine hagiography that we are
about to present. All of them are to be found in the
context of simplicity, understood as purity of heart
and complete entrustment of themselves to God.
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Simone appears suddenly upon the scene of the
life of Sylvester. The Saint was meditating on the
prophet Jeremiah, but couldn’t understand the sense
of a particularly difficult passage. He dedicated a lot
of time to it in prayer but without success. Finally, he
had the inspiration to turn to one of his monks to be
enlightened. The choice could fall on none other but
Fra Simone. He could not even read, but Sylvester
was aware of his sanctity and was convinced that
the Lord would make use of him to give him that
understanding that he alone was unable to obtain.
How? His ways are not our ways.

Who was this Simone? A humble lay brother, that
belonged to that class of monks, very wide-spread
in the past, who did not aspire to the priesthood, but
dedicated themselves to manual work and to the
various services of the monastery. The lay brothers,
mostly illiterate, were dispensed from Holy Office,
in place of which they recited a certain number of
simple prayers, such as the “Our Father” and the
“Hail Mary”.

Simone was therefore a “very holy man”, butilliterate
and completely devoid of learning. He belonged to
the community of the little monastery of S. Marco
di Ripalta, not far from Arcevia. Amongst the nine
monks listed in a parchment of the 28" November
1255, there is also a Fra Simone, of whom we know
nothing beyond what the four chapters of the Life of
St. Sylvester dedicated to him tell us. These constitute
an insertion motivated by the decision of the Saint
to have recourse to a humble lay brother. It was not
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a reckless choice. At first Simone thought Sylvester
wanted to make fun of him and reminded him, as
if it was necessary, of his limitations: I am illiterate
and blind in one eye... it is quite out of the question
to make such demands. But Sylvester insisted and
Simone realised that the situation was serious.
“Considering the humble modesty of the spiritual
father, he hid his face in his hands, raising his eyes
to the Lord who gives wisdom to the simple; and to
his spiritual father who had ordered him to do so, he
explained the sense of the passage in question”.

The episode lends itself to many interpretations. The
most obvious is that God bestows his gifts on simple
folk who are totally filled with the Spirit. Sylvester
recognised “the grace and sanctity of his disciple”
and returned to Montefano full of joy.

The justifiable pride of the spiritual Father in the
progress of his disciples, above all in Fra Simone, is
confirmed in a broad digression in which the author
recounts three extraordinary facts regarding this lay
brother. The first and the third are prophecies and
show how the word of Simone never fell on deaf ears,
just like that of the prophets who speak on God’s
behalf: his pronouncements were all considered as an
oracle, since his mind was perfectly united to God”.

The first episode took place during a round of alms-
gathering in Rocca Contrada, today called Arcevia.
Simone encountered a serving maid on her way to
draw water from the spring, singing happily as she
went along. The saintly monk told her that instead
of singing she should be weeping because death was
at her heels. The girl, terrified, reported those words
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to her mistress who, knowing who the monk was,
encouraged her to take him seriously. She went to
confession and that very evening died suddenly.
The second had to do with a ferocious dog. In spite
of repeated warnings, the owner refused to get rid of
it. So Simone invited the intervention of two wolves
which suddenly came out of the nearby forest, set
their teeth into the dog and carried it off without it
being seen again.

The last episode, worthy of the “Little Flowers”
of St. Francis, we shall recount in the words of the
Venerable Andrea himself: “While walking along
a road by a well cultivated field, the man of God
perceived a cherry tree covered with white flowers.
In the presence of such a spectacle he knelt down
and, in the sight of the many people present, he gave
thanks to the Creator, remaining some time in prayer
with his eyes fixed on the sky, thinking that nobody
could see him... After he had concluded his prayer,
divine clemency chose to reveal how great was
the pure simplicity and divine grace of the saintly
Simone. While, in fact, he was getting himself up on
to his feet, the tree, laden with blossom, lowered its
flower-covered branches in reverence and pushed
their tops right to the feet of the saintly man”.
Astonishment is typical of children and of simple
souls. Simone’s mind was perfectly united to God
and so he was able to perceive traces of him in the
enchantment of nature because he had re-established
the unity between the Creator and his works that
had been destroyed by original sin. Simplicity is
the absence of the multiplicity and the dispersion
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brought about by sin and the capacity to find the
presence of God as did the disciple beloved of Jesus
who recognised the resurrected master on the bank
of the Lake of Tiberias (Jn 21,7).

Neither is there lacking a picturesque aspect,
characteristic of simple folk, that of making gestures
that others, conscious of their own dignity would
never dream of doing. “Sometimes out of obedience,
holding his nose with his fingers, he would go
around following his superior’s orders without
which he never dared do anything”. The climate
was that of Franciscan joy which reveals a contact
with the spiritual current present at the time. It was
not a matter of the unconsciously cruel amusement
in regard to a poor illiterate and lame monk,
but the joy of being together in which all people
express themselves with extreme simplicity and in
accordance with their capabilities, far removed from
any abusive intention.

Simone was the typical representative of that
category of monks who have made up for their lack
of culture with an overabundance of virtue, of hard
work and friendliness, testimonies of the efficacy of
grace in humanly less gifted subjects. He appeared
on the scene already spiritually mature and paid
the ransom for so many lay brothers who along
the course of the centuries worked on in hiding,
contributing in a mysterious but real way to the
building of a community without ever leaving their
names behind them.

His liturgical memory falls on the 26" August.
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BENVENUTO DA PITICCHIO

Benvenuto and Simone reflect each other for
various reasons. They are the only two monks to
whom the Venerable Andrea reserves a certain space
in the Life of St. Sylvester. There is also a closeness
in terms of place. Benvenuto came from Piticchio,
a delightful village near Arcevia. Though Simone
was not born here, he certainly lived in S. Marco di
Ripalta, very close to Arcevia and he was there when
Sylvester went to pay him a visit. Finally, there is
a similarity in terms of the description of the two
figures, because of which we may conclude that
Benvenuto also belonged to the category of lay monks
which he was to honour with his great sanctity.

In the archival documents he is named in the list
of the monks to whom Marsilia , on the 19" May
1264, left five soldi. Two monks from the monastery
of Montefano bore this same name and one of them
must have been our Blessed Benvenuto.

In the Lives of Sylvester and Ugo, Benvenuto is the
protagonist of the long and curious chapter that
narrates the healing of the young monk Samuele.
Before undertaking the narration of the events, the
author presents a synthetic picture of his human and
spiritual personality.

We know nothing about his earlier life, nor about
when he left Piticchio to follow the steps of Sylvester.
When we do finally come in contact with him, we
find him already a mature monk firmly rooted in
good as in the case of Simone, his neighbour and
equal in virtue. Benvenuto “rose to such grace of
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purity and perfection that his merits and his works
were pleasing not only to God, but also to men.
Although he had the simplicity of a dove and was
completely illiterate, he attracted others to devotion
with the example of a perfect life. He was a man of
such prayer and contemplation as to seem to have
his soul not here on the earth, but in heaven”.

The characteristic features are the same as those of
Simone. Benvenuto too was illiterate and probably a
lay monk, as simple as a dove (Mt 10,16). We know
what that means in monastic spirituality and in fact,
he led a life that was an example to the others. The
intensity of his prayer revealed where his heart was —
he sought the things of heaven, not those of the earth.
This annoys the enemy of good, the devil, who
strove at length against him to turn him from union
with God. But Benvenuto resisted him by staying
awake. He very rarely went to bed and spent the
nights leaning on a wall or a bench. Finally, the devil
seemed to get the better of this valorous athlete: “Six
years after the death of the holy man Sylvester — that
is in 1273 — while he was attending to his nightly
vigils, driven by the devil, he fell from the attic of
the monastery in the hermitage of Montefano. This
friend of God bore all this with patience. He survived
for ten days then gloriously reached the end of his
toiling”.

The cause of his death isnot clear. What was attributed
to the devil could simply have been the consequence
of a fatal fall. In the few lines dedicated to Benvenuto,
the presence of the evil one is given great emphasis.
The struggle against the devil is typical in the
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monastic tradition. It suffices to think of Anthony,
the father of monks, who has remained famous for
his strenuous and long battle against the diabolical
forces. Apart from the somewhat ingenuous images,
the struggle against evil tendencies which in the
Christian view are encouraged by the prince of this
world, has been a constant trial for monks of all the
ages.

Benvenuto was the protagonist of the dream
experienced by Samuele who suffered from atrocious
pains in the abdomen. We have already referred to
this episode more than once. It happened in the same
year as his death, 1273. Benvenuto was already called
upon with the title of saint. Benvenuto presented
himself to the patientin his sleep dressed in white and
pronounced some sibylline words. Then he acted as
a surgeon in the imagined operation on the intestines
of the young man, making use of the help of Ugo
and Giuseppe. The cult of sainthood grew rapidly
because this title was attributed to them immediately
after their deaths. Canonical confirmation would
arrive later, or not at all. But that is important only
up to a point. For the people these were spiritual men
who were recognised as being particularly close to
God, including in the role of being intercessors.

The liturgical memory of the Benvenuto is assigned
to the 6" December.
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GIOVANNI DALLA CELLA

He was also called Giovanni Solitario, but the
attribution dalla Cella recurs in the parchments
as a surname given to him by common usage and
is therefore the more acceptable one. The two
expressions highlight his love for the hermitic
life, a very accentuated characteristic of the early
Sylvestrine tradition. Giovanni lived in Montefano
in a little out-of-the-way cell, like his namesake
Giovanni dal Bastone, or in a cave or a hut in the
woods.

He is mentioned on the occasion of the death of St.
Sylvester as a “man of great piety and sanctity”, a
solitary and happy hermit”. He witnessed the angels
who rose from Montefano and took with them the
soul of the spiritual father. This made him rejoice
immensely, but because of his humility he mentioned
his vision only on his deathbed.

In the Life of the Blessed Giovanni this solitary
monk is mentioned as a “man of great sanctity and
reputation”. He too could have become a priest, but
“because of his humility he did not even want to
receive the clerical tonsure”. He was tireless in his
prayers; in fact as well as reciting the entire Divine
Office, he added for every hour a certain number
of “Our Fathers” according to the lay brothers who
could not take part in the choir. However, it is not
clear whether he belonged to that category of monks.
He participated with great devotion in the mass
celebrated by the Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone. The
attitude of intense withdrawal that the latter usually
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exhibited, as if he were in the presence of the Lord
visibly hanging from the cross, “provoked in those
present a fervour of intense devotion” and so, little
by little, in the humble monk the desire to see the
human face of the Saviour in the consecrated host
began to make itself felt. “At length in his prayers
he pleaded for this miracle with great sentiment”. In
anyone else such a plea would well and truly seem
to be a presumption, but Giovanni dalla Cella was
moved only “by devotion and pure simplicity”, a
little like children who, in their innocence, ask for
things that an adult would never dare to ask for.
How could one resist the disarming importunity of
Giovanni? And in fact “God who usually satisfies
the desires of the just, condescended to the request
of this solitary monk. On one occasion, attending the
mass of the saint (Giovanni dal Bastone), to whom he
was very attached, at the moment of the elevation,
while the body of Christ was being held high, he
witnessed not the appearance of the bread but the
features of a child brighter than the sun. Because of
this very special favour and because the memory
of the passion of Christ was continually present to
his heart, he gave thanks to God while weeping hot
tears”.

This episode is to be seen in the context of the
medieval mentality which gives privilege to the real
presence in the Eucharist and relegates to a second
level the aspect of Pascal Mystery in which one
participates when receiving the body and blood of
Christ. In those days it was more important to “see”
the consecrated host than to be nurtured by it. Today
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it is the opposite. But even then this mentality of
devotion based mainly on vision encountered some
difficulties since Giovanni dal Bastone, when his
namesake revealed to him the experience he had had,
thought it necessary to clarify things. “The latter,
in consideration of his simplicity and his limited
knowledge of the holy scriptures and also so that his
merit might not be diminished, warned him not to ask
for such things in future. And he added this reason: it
is more meritorious to believe in the presence of the
body of Christ under the species of the consecrated
bread than to contemplate it as something that can
be seen. The solitary monk abided by this command
and kept to it as long as he lived”.

Giovanni dal Bastone took on the role of the spiritual
father who guided the simple and unlearned
disciple. Notwithstanding these limitations, it would
not be fair to label him as ignorant: he too must have
understood that faith is superior to vision. Such an
experience is valid even today, since we, because of
our rationalistic nature or our sentimental attitude
to devotion always tend to give preference to our
senses when confronted with the nudity of faith.
The liturgical memory of the blessed Giovanni
Solitario falls on the 31* August.
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PAOLINO BIGAZZINI

his is the only blessed Sylvestrine who is not

spoken of in the Lives of our saints. However
his cult has been recognised since the XIV century
in Perugia and there are also other testimonies that
provide sufficient evidence of his historical reality.
The little we know we owe to Sebastiano Fabrini in
his Breve Cronica.
Paolino, of the noble family of the Bigazzini, became
a monk in the monastery of SS. Marco e Lucia del
Sambuco, founded around 1260 in the territory of
Perugia, not far from the castle of Coccorano, the
family’s estate. He was received by Sylvester himself
and quickly achieved a high degree of monastic
perfection, as is proved by various miracles. One in
particular deserves to be remembered because of its
Franciscan flavour.
The monastery of Sambuco, of which all traces have
now been lost, rose up in a wild and solitary place.
One winter’s evening, when a blanket of snow
covered everything, behold, Sylvester arrived all of a
sudden, tired from the long journey. Paolino wanted
to pay homage to the “founding father”, but in the
monastery there was nothing to put on the table.
But let us listen to the charming prose of the sixteenth
century writer. “Paolino commended himself to the
Lord with great affection of heart and immediately
went into the monastery garden where miraculously,
amidst the snow and the ice, he found bright green
herbs and beautiful cabbages; and on a tree he
suddenly saw mature pears that had been produced
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in a moment by Divine Providence. Therefore,
overjoyed and content and giving many thanks to
the Lord, he picked some of the herbs and the pears
and took them to the saintly father that he might
eat of them and he, seeing this, was struck by the
sanctity and charity of his disciple which had been
so clearly made manifest and commended by God
with an obvious miracle; and they supped together
to the great spiritual consolation of all the fathers of
that monastery”.

At the death of Sylvester, Paolino, still according
to Fabrini, heard the big bell of the monastery of
Montefano chiming at great length, about forty
kilometers away from Sambuco. He announced to
his fellow brothers the passing away of the spiritual
father. Later it was found out that this had happened
precisely at the time he had specified.

The story of his relics is of certain interest. He was
buried in the church of the monastery of Sambuco,
then transferred to the church of S. Maria Nuova in
Perugia. When this church, by order of Paul III was
handed over to the Servants of Mary, the monks
emigrated to the other Perugia monastery of S.
Fortunato, without taking with them the body of the
Blessed Paolino who then fell into oblivion. After a
long time, on the occasion of an apostolic visit, not
being able to establish the identity of the body, it was
taken into the cathedral and placed amongst other
unidentified relics.

His memory is celebrated on the 4 May.

153
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In the hagiographic sources are also listed other
monks to whom the title of Blessed has either
never been attributed or for whom unanimity in the
liturgical tradition of the Order of Montefano has
been lacking. To complete our review, we shall list
them in the order in which they appear in the Lives.

FILIPPO DA RECANATI

Filippo da Recanati was living at a convent of nuns
in Recanati, perhaps as a chaplain, when the two
pontifical legates who had gone to visit Sylvester
in Grottafucile spoke to him so well of the austere
hermitage that he dropped everything and set off for
Gola della Rossa with the intention of establishing
himself with him. To his great surprise, as soon as he
arrived, he heard himself called by name by Sylvester.
He stayed in Grottafucile and lead a monastic life
until his death. In the Sylvestrine tradition, Filippo
da Recanati is identified with a good degree of
probability with another Filippo, called Filippo da
Varano, a locality that could have been the hamlet
of the same name as that of the famous citizen
of the Marche, Filippo da Recanati. We find him
living as a monk in S. Pietro al Monte in Osimo,
tormented by arthritis in the knees that forced him
to stay in bed. Sylvester went to visit him “placing
his hands on his crippled knees, he made the sign
of the cross. Immediately the sick brother had the
feeling that by that contact divine grace had flowed
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through him and, all his pain now having left him,
his curled up knees immediately became straight,
emitting a certain squeaking sound”. An efficacious
cure, without doubt, with the collateral but no less
important effect of increasing in Filippo his devotion
towards his providential healer.

GIACOMO DA ATTIGGIO

Traditional hagiography has always surrounded the
death of saints with extraordinary events: visions of
angels and the heavens open, ladders that reach up to
the clouds, mysterious voices, intense perfumes, the
sound of bells... Sylvester’s ascension is no exception
and was accompanied by celestial phenomena of
which the two monks we are about to mention were
witnesses.

The first is Giacomo da Attiggio, from a little village
at the foot of Montefano that boasts of Roman origins
with the name Attidium. Giacomo bears the same
characteristics as Simone, Benvenuto and Giovanni
Solitario: “he was a man of exceptional simplicity
and sanctity” and “he had taught his tongue to never
utter lies”. He was a lay brother dedicated to work
in the fields and, in fact, we find him occupied in
cultivating a vineyard belonging to the monastery in
an unnamed locality near Montefano, about four or
five kilometres away.

At the end of a usual day of work he had hardly
lain down in a hut to be found in the vineyard
itself when he heard himself called by name. He
went out but could see nobody. He lifted his eyes
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towards Montefano and “saw the whole monastery
and the mountain resplendent with lights and
torches”. Forgetting about the hard work he had
done, “although the dark night obscured his view,
he began his march in a great hurry and arrived at
the monastery which is situated on the steepest side
of the mountain”. There he was able to discover the
reason for such a lot of light: Sylvester had entered
into the celestial paradise in the very instant that he
had been called by name.

BONAPARTE DA IESI

The monastery of S. Tommaso da lesi was founded
by St. Sylvester between 1251 and 1266. At the
time of his death it had a tiny community of only
three monks, amongst whom Bonaparte who was
a priest. His name appears on two occasions in the
parchments: the 30 December 1267 when, together
with the other brothers, he elected the Blessed
Giovanni dal Bastone as proxy for the impending
general chapter, and the 4% January 1268 in the list of
monks who participated either in person or by proxy
in the election of Giovanni degli Atti.

On the night of the 26" November 1267, while he
was sleeping, he “saw a ladder standing on the
monastery of Montefano and reaching up to the sky
and throngs of angels climbing it bearing the soul of
Saint Sylvester and presenting it with the greatest joy
and gladness to the Lord at the top of the ladder”.
What he saw woke him with a start. He immediately
called his fellow brothers and told them of his dream.
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But they did not believe him because Montefano
was forty kilometres away and they thought it was
just the fruit of his fancy. Only two days later they
received the confirmation of the decease and realised
that the moment corresponded to that specified by
Fra Bonaparte.

Francesco pa Osmmo

He was a very well known monk in the second
generation of the Sylvestrines. A native of the same
city as the founder, he was very young when he
entered Montefano, while Sylvester was still alive.
The archival documents mention his presence in
various monasteries, giving the impression of an
almost disconcerting mobility on his part, as an
antidote to the ills that were plaguing monasticism.
The Lives also mention him on more than one
occasion. He was present in the monastery of S.
Giacomo di Settimiano in Rome around 1260. He
was living in Montefano in 1273 and hastened to
the bedside of the Prior General Giuseppe who was
sick and dying in the monastery of S. Benedetto di
Perugia. Towards the end of the same year he acted
as a nurse for Fra Samuele. The Venerable Andrea,
between 1310 and 1315, dedicated to him his Life of
the Blessed Giovanni dal Bastone. At that time he
was Prior of one of the most important Sylvestrine
monasteries, that of St. Mark in Florence.

But the most touching testimony regarding Fra
Francesco is the letter written by the Venerable
Andrea himself on the occasion of his death on the
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20 January 1316. On receiving news of the death and
carried away with his feelings, he poured forth his
sorrow for such a great loss. Some expressions seem
exaggerated, but they are justified by the fraternal
friendship that united the two monks. “The strong
column that supported the edifice of the whole order
has fallen. Fallen too is the crown of our head that
always, no matter where he was, offered honour,
devotion and edification. Woe to me, deprived of
his help, support and favour. Woe also to the whole
order which because of his loss is about to encounter
incredible and irreparable damage... However I can
breathe a little at his death because I hope without
the shadow of a doubt that he has become more
powerful in heaven in his helping me and the order”.
And so on, to the point of lamenting that this best of
monks was not buried in a special place as the fame
that surrounded him would require.. In spite of his
great merits, he was never decorated with the title
of Blessed, perhaps because he did not belong to the
period of the beginning of the order, so fecund in the
fruits of sanctity, or, more simply, because he was not
to find an author of the calibre of his friend Andrea to
pass on the memory of him and celebrate his virtues.
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hoever is interested in the work of St. Sylvester

can do no more than read the Lives of the saints
of the Order of Montefano since there are no other
documents that speak of them. No letters, collections
of sermons, spiritual treatises or things of the sort.
Only the biographies of the most conspicuous monks
of theearly period. But they are biographies sui generis,
anchored to the bible and to the Patristic-monastic
tradition and constitute therefore an interpretation
of the saint in the light of the necessities of the times
and in that continuity of the history of salvation that
moves, by way of the Church, towards the Kingdom
of Heaven.
The hagiographic documentation, if read with its
profound complexity in mind, offers everything that
could be desired to provide solid foundations for any
sort of movement. We do not say this to try to console
ourselves since in practical terms we have nothing
else at our disposal. We have in our hands material
of great importance which needs to be decoded if we
are to understand fully the intention of Sylvester.
Our attempt has been moving in this direction, in the
hope that we have made a step ahead, in continuity
with those who in past centuries have occupied
themselves with the same theme. We have looked
at people and events again as much as possible in
the light of the present situation, without pretending
that ours is the best interpretation only because it is
the latest in time, much less that it is the definitive
one. All the generations of the Sylvestrine monks —
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we are sure that there will more to come! — will re-
read its hagiography to gain inspiration from it for an
updating that is never definitive, but which always
has to be re-invented.

Itis therefore necessary to go back to these documents
which may seem dry only to those who do not
know them. If we try to enter into the logic which
supports them, they move us with the depth of their
of inspiration and their genuine sanctity. Sylvester
was a real seeker after God and he inspired others
with his own aspirations. He gave birth to a spiritual
movement, modest though it may have been, but
very significant and with a character all its own.

In the disciples we have spoken about can be seen
common features, with the exception perhaps of
the two who had, so to speak, an institutional role
-Giuseppe degli Atti and Bartolo da Cingoli. We are
referring to the hermetism experienced on the edges
of a community, to the austerity of life-style in little
monasteries, situated in the forests, not far from
dwelling places, to the absolute poverty practised
to the point of having to beg for alms so as to
survive, to the typical monastic virtues of humility,
obedience, simplicity, the constant union with God
and the awareness of his presence. A set of attitudes
“normal” for a monk that, however, in our case are
given emphasis by the fact that they were embraced
by a conspicuous number of individuals who took
their inspiration from Sylvester. Given that he was
recognised and esteemed as such a spiritual father,
we can only conclude that what he passed on to
others he must have first practised himself.
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The disciples are therefore the living testimony
of the personality of the Founder and show us the
road along which the order must advance. To recall
these personalities is not an end unto itself. Much
less is it a matter of an attempt to recall a past so as
to demonstrate that we to have performed well and
have our own glorious pages of history. One cannot
pretend to impress with personages buried in the
night of the centuries, hardly even known to the
narrow circle of the monastic family to which they
belonged.

Our intention here has been one inspired by a desire
to promote an ideal, not to glorify it. We are in fact
convinced that these spiritual sons of Sylvester, for
the greater part barely sketched in regard to their
spiritual characteristics, have something to tell to
monks and lay people of our own times.

Above all to monks. Monasticism is an essentially
spiritual phenomenon of a return to God by way
of a radical conversion to the gospel. All historical,
cultural and artistic etc. achievements are not a
necessary consequence of this total dedication to
God. Our saints have left nothing concrete in terms
of what can be seen. All the monasteries in which
they lived have no longer existed for centuries, with
the exception of that of Montefano, or have been
reduced to a heap of ruins. Precisely because of this
apparent ineffectiveness their voice reaches us with
greater vigour, not weighed down or submerged
by other elements that could act as support to their
testimony.

What counts is only love for God, expressed by St.
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Benedict in his famous maxim: “Have nothing dearer
than Christ”. But an inner conviction is not enough
— solitude, poverty and austerity has to be able to
be seen. In real terms, the monk can bear witness to
his dedication to God only by an effective reduction
of physical needs, by doing without things so that
his adhesion to the only Reality that deserves to be
sought after can become true.

A monasticism that needn’t lose its hermitic
characteristic, even though this is experienced in
the context of a community and therefore meant
for monks “who desire to live under a Rule and an
abbot”. In the Sylvestrine tradition there have never
been big communities, large numbers, but always
little nuclei held together by a small number of clear
consititutional elements. In such a tendency we can
perceive the respect for the person who does not
become annulled in the mass, in the structure, but
preserves his individuality.

How can this combination of hermetism and
coenobitism which is given so much importance in
our sources be achieved? One criterion could be that
of not establishing more than is strictly necessary for
the community life, narrowing down the external
framework, offering a lot of space for prayer and
work, always under the discrete supervision of the
superior, the custodian and guarantor of the prime
importance of the individual in the context of a
community that has been freely brought together.
Hermetism, a simple style of life, contact with
nature... these are elements that today are coming
back into fashion in an attempt to give back a
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more human dimension to life. It is the “ecological
purification” which is trying to establish a new way
of relating to creation, understood not as a possession
to be exploited with impunity, but as a reflection
of the action of God and therefore as possessing a
symbolic power that must be protected. Our saints
were authentically ecological people in the simplicity
of their existence, in the extreme limitations of their
needs, in a life immersed in nature away from the
cities of men. A recall to these values is not the least of
the duties of monasticism today. Closer to God who
is sought above all things, monks are also the most
respectful of created reality that from Him receives
meaning and dignity.

It is superfluous to add what our saints can say to lay
people because everything that is typical of monks is
authentically human and has to be experienced in a
worldly dimension. Thesearch for solitude, for prayer,
simplicity of life, harmony with one’s surroundings
and a respect for them... are elements that, while they
find their natural habitat in monasticism, are no less
important for all people, without distinction.

Even from these monks lost in the darkness of time,
in those Middle Ages too often presented as the
autumn of civilization, there gushes forth a message
that is still valid today. It could not be otherwise,
since they are inspired by Him who is the Lord
of history, for whom a thousand years are like the
yesterday that has just passed. They sought for God
passionately, just as we are trying to do today. We
are united in this effort and we feel that they are
near, like travelling companions who inspire us on a
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