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Homily of Father Leocir Pessini1 on the Occasion of the Celebration of the Eucharist to Commemorate 
the One Hundred and Fiftieth Anniversary of the Death of the Blessed  

Maria Domenica Brun Barbantini (22 May 2018)  
 
The Blessed Maria Dominica Brun Barbantini, 
Young wife, mother, widow, woman religious and Blessed! 
(17.1.1789-22.5.1868) 

  
 
 
Dear Sister Lauretta Gianesin, Mother Superior of the women Ministers of the Sick of St. Camillus; esteemed 
members of the General Council; dear women Ministers of the Sick; consecrated men and women who are 
inspired by the charism of St. Camillus; lay people and those devoted to the Blessed Barbantini, who are present 
at this fine and historic celebration of the Eucharist on the occasion of the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary 
of the transit to heaven of our dear Blessed Maria Domenica Brun Barbantini. 
 We have just listened to the inspiring words of the Biblical texts of today’s liturgy (Is 58:6-11; Ps 111; 
Mt 25:31-46) whose contents became the source of the motivations of the life and the heroic vocational choice 
of our Blessed Maria Domenica. I would like to share with you some facts and experiences of the life of this 
woman which struck me and made me reflect when reading her autobiography. But to begin with, I would like 
to define what unites us by engaging in some glimpses at our history.2 
 
Assembled Together for the Eucharist of Thanksgiving 
 
 What brings us together here today is the life and the work of the Blessed Barbantini which continues 
in history through her beloved daughters: the religious of the women Ministers of the Sick of St. Camillus. 
Before learning about the history and the life of our beloved Blessed, I had the joy, when I was a young 
Camillian in the 1980s and 1990s, of living with some of her distinguished daughters in the South of Brazil (the 
State of Rio Grande do Sul), working with them in providing pastoral care in health and in the animation of 
consecrated people active in the field of health of that region and subsequently throughout Brazil. 
 Our mutual ties of respect and friendship grew and they were certainly fruitful in the animation of 
consecrated life at that time: Sister Tomasina Gheduzzi, an Italian woman religious who had left Italy and 
became a Brazilian in her heart; and Sister Juliana Fracasso, a Brazilian woman religious who as a missionary 
left Brazil and adopted Italy in her heart. 
 I also remember with esteem and affection Sister Marisa Mozena, a former Provincial Superior, and 
Dilce Pazin (now the Superior of the generalate house of Rome). Providence, today, has brought together Sister 
Giuliana, Sister Tomasina (both of who are former Superior Generals), Sister Marisa (a former Provincial 
Superior) and myself, the humble representative of the Camillian men religious, around this Eucharist. God has 
His plans that are certainly not our plans and they always surprise us! It is important to be always ready in our 
minds and hearts, open to the inspirations of the Spirit. Therefore, with the Psalmist we can pray with gratitude: 
‘how inscrutable are your ways O Lord’!  
 
The Story of a Young Woman with a Message of Self-Overcoming of Incredible Contemporary 
Relevance 

 
I confess that after knowing each other and this familiarity and this friendship with these daughters of 

the Blessed Barbantini, it was not difficult to read, explore and love the story of this extraordinary woman, an 
authentic prophet of mercy of the Lord, who had periods and experiences of her life which were by no means 
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easy. Hers was a life marked by episodes of mourning and sufferings of every kind. 
For people it is easy to be moved in the face of the historical sequence of the life of this young wife, 

mother, widow, woman religious, servant of God and Blessed and a woman who – without doubt – in a not 
very distant future, we hope, will be acknowledged and declared a saint. She strikes us, she enthuses us, and 
she calls on us: her deep trust in Divine Providence; her constant searching for the will of God; and her tenacious 
attachment to the mercy of God that always saves us from our imperfections and sins. 

As a woman she always demonstrated a tenacious determination and at the same time a serene and 
trusting abandonment to the Providence of God when she undertook projects without any guarantee that there 
would be resources for them, and not without debts, precisely because she believed that this was the will of 
God. Perhaps the most unusual and dramatic aspect of her life was that she went through numerous episodes 
of mourning for her family relatives (her husband Salvatore and her son Lorenzo), she overcame her pain, and 
she was reborn stronger in her faith and in her service to people in need. Her faith was expressed in practical 
terms through her passion for the advent of the Kingdom of God (she founded the Convent of the Visitation of 
Mary) and in her compassion for her neighbour (above all else poor sick people). She founded a Congregation 
dedicated to the sick that was known at that epoch as the Oblate Nursing Sisters of Our Lady of Sorrows and 
which is recognised officially today as the women Religious Ministers of the Sick of St. Camillus. 

Today every diagnosis carried out on the state of consecrated religious life indicates that we are living 
in an epoch of disenchantment and uncertainty. At the roots of this worrying reality we can perceive, as one of 
the principal causes, the lack of a ‘living spirituality’ that nourishes the steps of human beings destined to be 
the proclaimers, witnesses and prophets of the Kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, through the precariousness of 
human projects as well. The very much invoked ‘revitalisation’ of religious life cannot be achieved without a 
retrieval of this spirituality which draws upon the original sources and must constantly return to the leading 
roots of our founding charisms. There is an increasingly urgent need to reconnect with the first insights of our 
Founders and to rediscover our fundamental and crystalline spiritual motivations, eliminating the dust that has 
been accumulated over time (institutionalisation), and updating them according to the contemporary needs of 
our histories. We must rediscover and be inspired by that first love of our Founders! 

This is why when we read the biography of a person, and we learn about their life histories, we enter 
into living contact with that biography, touching the very essence of someone, a person, as they are, without 
the historical cultural filters and interpretations that at times are overly pious and devotional and do not always 
transit the crystalline truth of that person in the wholeness of their existence. Allowing the person to speak and 
write about themselves is the best way of knowing someone in the authenticity of their being. It is the person 
who speaks with their original voice! This is a valuable legacy of the Founder to her followers of today and of 
tomorrow. 
 
The Legitimate Wish and Dream of the Young Maria Domenica of Creating a Family that 
was…Tragically Destroyed! 
 
 When reading and thinking about the history of her life, some facts more than others struck and attracted 
my attention. At the beginning of her history, we discover that we have in front us a young woman very much 
tested by the loss of very intimate affections, but despite the pain of these losses (various episodes of mourning 
– the loss of three younger brothers, of her father, of her husband and of her beloved son) she was reborn 
stronger than before. She was a woman whose husband Salvatore died on 6 October 1811 (‘the loss of a very 
much loved husband after only five months and fourteen days of marriage’) and whose only son, her beloved 
Lorenzo, an orphan even before he was born, died at the very early age of eight years and two months on 29 
June 1820. She was a young wife at the age of twenty-two and a very young widow when she had still not yet 
reached the age of twenty-three. The young mother Maria Domenica related her experience of pain and the loss 
of her beloved son: ‘Your illness lasted thirty-eight hours: I was attached to your bed and with an anxiety in my 
heart that you can imagine but I cannot express. I do not know how I survived, or how I did not lose control of 
myself; the truth is that for a long time I was no longer aware of myself and I did not know who I was. It was 
terrible, beyond what I can express, that struggle that I was engaged in within myself. Nature asked for her part, 
grace did not abandon me, but with a great deal of anxiety. With my heart almost overwhelmed by pain, I 
looked up at the sky that seemed to me to be very calm and I returned the offering of that only and beloved son 
and my great pain…I often repeated “This son, my God, was worthy of you! I did not deserve him…You are 
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just and merciful…Give me the strength to overcome myself, to rest only and totally in you”’. 
Here are some memories that Mother Maria Domenica kept of her little Lorenzo: ‘It seemed that God 

had enriched him with so many talents and admirable gifts of the spirit and the body in order to compensate 
me, in part, for the painful loss of my very beloved husband. He had an extraordinary passion for study and 
such a flexible memory that at the age of four he knew how to answer all the questions which because of the 
pleasure of listening to him people asked him about Holy Scripture. At the age of seven he was already able to 
write correctly in Latin and he wrote a little in French. He had a good and compassionate heart; he could not 
see a poor person without stretching out his hand and asking me to help them. While he grew up, my deep 
anxiety about my great loss (of my husband) decreased and I envisaged for him a less unhappy future’. 

How much suffering distressed this woman in her heart when she began to cultivate the feeling that 
she was going to lose her child! ‘Only God knows the anxiety and the bitterness that struck my heart. People 
spoke a great deal about my son, his talents, his good nature…These praises made me proud and made me plan 
happiness on this earth, but these feelings were always tormented by my fear of losing him…His young age, 
the violence of his illness, his prayers full of faith that he addressed to his holy protector St. Louis, with his 
hands raised towards heaven that I saw and heard, asking him to come to take him’. 

We have before us the tears and the feelings of a young mother who was transformed into a living 
wound of pain and suffering because she had lost her beloved son! Faced with this reality we must cultivate a 
form of contemplative, respectful and prayerful silence because there are no words that can be offered as 
consolation. With the Psalmist we can pray together: ‘Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 
death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and they staff, they comfort me’ (Psalm 23). 

Many people today, when they endure loses as Maria Domenica did, and above all when during 
these difficult situations they no longer perceive human, fraternal and Samaritan solidarity, no longer believe 
in God and they stop taking part in their community of faith; other people, despite the necessary help of 
psychologists, psychoanalysts, psychiatrists or specialist therapists, enter a form of depression of such a kind 
that they are never able to recover the balance and the peace of mind that are needed to go on living and 
constructing something that is good, because, for them, life has lost all of it future. 
 
Maria Domenica was Born again from the Ashes and Became a Resilient Woman! 
  

Maria Domenica underwent an intense paschal experience, a ‘passage’ of pain, of suffering and of 
death, towards an authentic ‘resurrection’ that was borne witness to in a life of service to other people, in the 
healing of her and their physical and spiritual wounds, and in the construction of another family of a spiritual 
nature. What was the secret of this ‘miracle’? 

In the case of Maria Domenica we have before us a person who cultivated a resistant spiritual life, 
that is to say she was a person who still felt the pain and the burden of the cross in the ordeal of her life, but she 
was also a person who knew how to overcome it by continuing to live and by continuing in a creative way to 
construct and reconstruct her life and the lives of other people. I would say that in the case of Maria Domenica 
we are face to face with a person who acquired a temperament of titanium. During the moments of indecision 
and anxiety because of the challenges and the problems that threatened to paralyse her, she never failed to 
appeal to her spiritual director from whom she received welcome and peace of mind so that she could go on. 
Faced with the inevitable halts, the gossip, a lack of understanding on the part of ecclesiastical authorities as 
well, and baseless slanders (Pope Francis has defined these people who spread slander as ‘terrorists’), she never 
allowed herself to be disheartened. In prayer she sought the source of her strength so as not to fail (‘It is enough 
to know that the mercy of God sustains me’). Faced with every new difficulty or obstacle that came from the 
new projects of her life, Maria Domenica transformed them wisely into a new opportunity to involve other 
people so that they would commit themselves to the cause of the poor and the suffering. 

We may observe that most of the autobiography written by Maria Domenica deals with the purchase 
and the sale of houses and property, and this showed her ability to assure, in her projects, security, housing, 
food and wellbeing for people most in need. She has the profile of an able and enterprising negotiator, a creative 
businesswoman and a very intelligent manager, with her preeminent female sensibility, in a culture in large 
measure dominated by men, at least as regards these tasks and activities. 

We are struck by the request made by Mother Maria Domenica who at the end of her life beseeched 
(perhaps more than this she gave an order) as follows: ‘Do everything possible for God and His Church. I ask 
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you this, but not to close her up in a convent. Her sisters are married and far from me. You have to help 
me…After my death do what you want. This is all that I ask you…if you love me’. Here she is in dialogue with 
a woman religious about an inheritance and she demonstrates an amazing peace of mind. There is a cordial and 
fair sharing of views and no recrimination for her sisters. How many divisions and separations between family 
relatives take place today, at exactly this moment, because of an inheritance and a sharing out of possessions 
‘without dialogue’! 
 Today, many people in the field of health and health care have lost the art of taking care of  people and 
above all of taking care of each other. Maria Domenica was very attentive to the challenge of ‘taking care in 
order to heal’. She decided to purchase an area of cultivated fields in order to provide the community with olive 
oil, wine and cereals and also a place for the rest and the holidays of her sisters so that they could attend to their 
health. ‘I took this decision after observing the hard work of my daughters in providing constant help and the 
frequent stretches during the night dedicated to the sick and the dying: they have constantly breathed in 
unhealthy air in those homes full of misery and poverty. Therefore at times during the year they need to breathe 
in the pure air of the field, in full freedom’. 
  In this autobiographical account we also learn how the Congregation of the Oblate Nurses of Our Lady 
of Sorrows would become the Congregation of the religious of the women Ministers of the Sick of St. Camillus.  
Maria Domenica met the Camillian religious Fr. Antonio Maria Scalabrini (1838-1844), who would 
subsequently also be elected the Superior General of the Order of the Ministers of the Sick (Camillians), during 
the Lent preaching in the parish of St. Michael in Lucca. ‘He persuaded me to associate the Congregation to 
his Order’ (this was in the year 1828) and while he was still alive ‘he was always a loving father’, observes 
Maria Domenica. 

Both these people discovered, wonderfully, to have the same ‘talent’ given by Christ and in the name 
of the Church in order to proclaim the mercy and the tenderness of God towards the suffering and the sick. She 
did not hesitate to choose St. Camillus as the patron saint and source of inspiration of her Institute and to use 
the same red cross of St. Camillus. Here was grafted on the appeal to learn anew in order to work together for 
inter-Congregational projects concerned with spirituality, the promotion of vocations, and formation, without 
forgetting about ministry in the demanding, complex and exigent field of the world of health and health care! 

 
The Valuable Legacy Bequeathed by Maria Domenica to all of us and which has Unfolded in History 
 
 While we celebrate the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the death of our beloved Blessed 
Barbantini, let us remember what Pope John Paul II said on the occasion of her beatification in St. Peter’s 
Square on 7 May 1995: ‘We discover the vigil and concerned image of the Good Shepherd in the new Blessed, 
Mother Maria Domenica Brun Barbantini, who, aware that she had become a ‘new creature’ in the sacrifice of 
Christ, did not hesitate to respond to divine Grace with a love that was translated into daily service for her 
brothers and sisters in need. She bequeathed to her spiritual daughters a legacy and a mission that is of as much 
contemporary relevance and value as it has ever been. A concrete evangelical love for the last, the marginalised, 
the wounded; a love made of acts of care and Christian comfort, of generous dedication and untiring nearness 
to the sick and the suffering. In this apostolic and missionary task shine out the strength and the truth of the 
words of Jesus who asks to be loved and served in our hungry, thirsty and naked brethren, in foreigners, in the 
sick, and in those in prison’. 
  Wounded in so many ways, by such adverse circumstances and by bad people, Maria Domenica 
resembles the wounded healer. In taking care of her own wounds, humanised and made more sensitive, she 
prepared herself to draw near to the wounds and the sufferings of other people and to use solidarity by pouring 
the wine of comfort and the oil of hope, becoming thereby a precious divine instrument for attending to and 
healing the wounds of humanity. 

We could still learn many other teachings by reading about and meditating upon the life of Maria 
Domenica Brun Barbantini. Today I have dwelt upon these precious fragments of life that I have tried to bring 
out in this talk at this celebration of the Eucharist. 

We need work involving constant discernment which can be compared to the refined and hard work of 
gold prospectors who with their pans have to distinguish between small particles of gold mixed in with mud 
and pebbles. Without doubt I received an authentic grace from heaven, feeling myself looked after by this 
loving mother, having the possibility of reading and learning about the story of her life. A thousand thanks for 
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this precious opportunity! 
Mother Maria Domenica, through her female sensibility and her Samaritan faith, revealed the female 

face of the living God, meeting and including with delicacy and goodness people placed in the existential and 
geographical fringes of human life (Pope Francis). 

Let us pray that from heaven Maria Domenica Brun Barbantini, the founding  mother and source of 
inspiration, looks at all of us, but above all at all her dear daughters, the women Ministers of the Sick of St. 
Camillus, so that you can continue in today’s world her insight and her prophetic mission of ‘instilling in every 
being who suffers the paschal joy of he who came into the world so that ‘all may have life, and have it in 
abundance’’ (Constitution, art. 12).  

Praise be to Jesus Christ!  
 

 
 


