[image: image1.png].a9enzia fide

AGENZIA DELLA CONGREGAZIONE PER L'EVANGELIZZAZIONE DEIPOPOLI




FIDES News Service –  6 June 2009

FIDES DOSSIER 

Cardinal Guglielmo Massaja

“a true Apostle of Christ and a true Scientist”

200th anniversary of his birth (1809-2009)

Guglielmo Massaja: 200th anniversary of his birth -  celebrations and studies 

Vowed to the missions 

Ethiopia: religious and political events

Six years of travels amidst bouts of malaria and ambushes 

Reporting to Europe

Advisor to Menelik II

Mission, “the plantation of the Church” 

A “new Church” in Ethiopia

“Father of the fantatà”

“I wish to die among my people ”

Brief chronology of the life of Massaja

Interview with Fr Florio Tessari OFM cap, Postulator General of the Order of Capuchin Friars Minor

Interview with Franco Salvatori, President of the Italian Geographical Society and the National Committee to mark the 2nd Centenary since the birth of Cardinal Guglielmo Massaja

Guglielmo Massaja: 200th anniversary of his birth -  celebrations and studies

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The “Apostle of the  Galla” the Servant of God Guglielmo Massaja was born on 8 June 1809 in the northern Italian town of Piovà d'Asti. Consecrated a bishop and appointed first Vicar Apostolic for the Galla people in upper Ethiopia in 1846, the Capuchin friar from Piedmont undertook an extraordinary missionary epic, which lasted 35 years, studded with fundamental ecclesial, medical and social works. In view of this anniversary a programme of studies, meetings and liturgical celebrations has been organised by a National Committee jointly promoted by the Order of Capuchin Friars Minor and the Italian Geographical Society, (see www.bicentenariomassaja.it).

“Guglielmo Massaja –Fr Wieslaw Block OFM cap, a member of the Committee, told Fides– gave new light to Catholic missions in Africa. His sensitivity to Ethiopian culture led to the establishment of a well prepared local clergy, and inspired renowned Italian missionaries such as Daniele Comboni, Francesco Jordan and Giuseppe Allamano. The lesson he left is still highly relevant  and prophetic today”. 


Exiled in 1880 by Negus Johannes IV, the missionary bishop was welcomed with great honour by Pope Leo XIII, who bestowed on him the Cardinal's hat and made him one of his closest confidants. His Memoirs, written at the suggestion of the same Pontiff (I miei trentacinque anni di missione nell'alta Etiopia) My thirty five years in Upper Ethiopia, was a best seller in international missionary literature. 


“Reading his famous memoirs – Fr Block continues– we learn of the surprising works undertaken with great humility, sustained by austere spiritual discipline and comprehensive knowledge ranging from geography to glottology (he transcribed the oral Galla language and even published a grammar book still fundamental today). Also in the medical-sanitary field he demonstrated exceptional qualities of adaptation. Noteworthy in this regard his intervention to combat smallpox, thanks to which thousands of lives were saved ”.


In this Dossier  Fides retraces the life, travels, apostolate and social commitment of Cardinal Guglielmo Massaja in the light of the most recent studies, and offers an update report on the process of beatification.

Vowed to the missions 

Penultimate of eight children, the future Cardinal Guglielmo Massaja, was baptised as soon as he was born in the parish of Saints Peter and George with the name of Lorenzo Antonio and spent his early years at the home of his father in La Braia, Piovà d'Asti. His father Giovanni and mother Maria Bartorelli, of sound religious principles, were farmers of considerable means. At the age of about 12, Lorenzo was sent to live with his brother Guglielmo, parish priest at Pralormo (Turin), to continue his studies. The experience proved decisive for his religious and missionary vocation –already present in childhood – and at the age of fifteen he expressed a desire to become a Capuchin Friar. While attending the Royal College of Asti for higher studies, his vocation to the cloister matured under the direction of his confessor Angelo Longhi. At 17, having reached the canonical age, he entered Madonna di Campagna Novitiate in Turin and was vested with the habit on 6 September 1826 taking the name of his elder brother: Friar Guglielmo da Piovà.


Between 1827 and 1832 he completed his studies in philosophy and theology, became acquainted with the Cottolengo Institute and had as a Lecturer (equivalent today to a professor-director) Fr Venanzio da Torino, who would later become Minister General and propose Massaja's candidature for the Galla mission. In the meantime, in September 1827, he made his solemn profession and in October received the tonsure and Minor Orders. After sub-deaconate (1830) and deaconate (1831) with a dispense of 13 months on the canonical age came priestly ordination on 16 June 1832, in the cathedral of Vercelli. The following day with his companions of the student hostel at Cigliano he celebrated his first Mass. 


In the successive period Friar Guglielmo matured the missionary ideal which he had “always possessed” and, struck by serious illness, consecrated himself with a secret vow to the missions. He became a champion of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith and insistently asked permission from his superiors to achieve his vocation, but this was to happen only fifteen years later.  


After ordination, he completed his studies and dedicated himself to pastoral life and collecting offerings for the mission. Assigned in 1833 to San Maurizio Hospital in Turin – run by the Capuchins – while still frequenting, as a confessor, Cottolengo Institute, he learnt the first elements of medicine, which later in Africa he treasured. 


In 1836 he won the Piedmonte provincial competition for the chair of philosophy and theology at Testona Friary, near Moncalieri. For tens years he was Lecturer and Definitor (as a member of Provincial Council), then Vicar of the Friary and chaplain at Valsanglio. 


In those years the fame of this zealous Capuchin “in the odour of sanctity” spread in sub-Alpine towns. It is known for certain that he served as confessor at Casa Savoia for princes Ferdinando and Vittorio Emanuele, future king of Italy. He became a friend of many bishops, religious, civil and intellectual personalities, including Silvio Pellico. He is said to have refused the “bishop's hat” offered to him  by Carlo Alberto of Savoia.


On 3 December 1845 the College of Propaganda Fide informed the Order of Capuchin Friars Minor about a mission to the Gall people in Upper Ethiopia. “Given the difficulties of this new Mission–the College said on 15 December – it would be necessary to find someone  distinguished under every aspect to appoint Superior of the same”. Pope Gregory XVI requested from Fr Venanzio da Torino a “mature and proven” father. The Minister General wrote to the Provincial of Turin requesting information about Massaja advancing his eligibility as superior of the new mission. The Provincial replied, expressing his congratulations for the choice and great joy “not at the thought of losing him for the Province, but instead acquiring an even greater good for the Order and the Church”. Accepting the candidature, Propaganda Fide invited Massaja to Rome. 

On 12 May 1846 Massaja was appointed first Vicar Apostolic of the Galla of Upper Ethiopia and on 24 of the same month received episcopal consecration in the church of San Carlo al Corso from Cardinal Giacomo Fransoni, Prefect of Propaganda Fide. Before departing, the newly elected Vicar received the blessing of Gregory XVI, by that time nearing the end of his pontificate. On 4 June he sailed from Civitavecchia accompanied by Friar Pasquale da Duno.

Ethiopia: religious and political events

Prior to the erection of the Vicariate of the Galla, several European missionaries had attempted to penetrate Ethiopia meeting a series of difficulties. The apostolate was concentrated mainly in the four Christian provinces of Lower Ethiopia: Tigré, Amara, Goggiam and Scioa.


At the beginning of the 1600s an edict of proscription was issued against the Jesuits and for over a century, only the Franciscans had continued to operate in the region, suffering martyrdom in 1683. Following other unsuccessful attempts by Cardinal Richelieu and Louis XIV, France penetrated Ethiopia in 1837 thanks to two explorers Antoine and Arnald d'Abbadie, who reported in detail to Propaganda Fide begging for missionaries to be sent. In 1839 the Holy See instituted the Apostolic Prefecture of Abyssinia, entrusted to Lazzarist Father Giustino De Jacobis (canonised by Paul VI in 1975). Later in 1846 – in response to another report from Antoine d'Abbadie – the territory was divided in three circumscriptions including the Vicariate Apostolic of Galla (entrusted to  Guglielmo Massaja) and Vicariate Apostolic of Sudan or Central Africa (entrusted in 1877 to Daniele Comboni). 


The Ethiopian Coptic Church experienced internal schisms because of the authoritarian policies of Abuna (Patriarch) Salama II (1841-1867), bitter enemy of Catholic missions and persecutor of Mgr. De Jacobis. Also against Massaja, Salama II started systematic persecution: he excommunicated him, distorting his name to Abuna Messias (unintentionally prophetic), had him arrested and banished from the region of Tigrè (closing for him a relatively easy path of access), lastly ordered the Bishop's hut at Massaua to be burned. Despite the violence experienced, the Capuchin Friar demonstrated great shrewdness and in 1851 asked explorer Arnald d'Abbadie to propose to Salama “a treaty” and “towards Catholics the same tolerance shown to Muslims”. He even went as far as to offer himself as “your servant, when, having taken the right path, you will serve Christ under the guidance of his Church”. Abuna Salama's only reply was to continue his systematic persecution, passing opportunistically from one governor to another until Emperor Theodore II, in 1864, imprisoned him in the fortress of Magdala, where he died in 1867. Also with his successor, Abuna Athanasios, the Vicar of Galla attempted to establish friendly relations. In a letter in 1869 he denounced “all the past disorders committed by his predecessor” and advised him to “assume a different manner of conduct”. “I speak to you – he concluded – as an elderly bishop who knows very well the country, which knows me, and I know the details of all its past history”. However the offer of a modus vivendi based on correctness and reciprocal respect failed to bring results and Athanasios too, excommunicated Abuna Messias, before being banished by Emperor Johannes IV in 1876.


According to a fundamental religious law of the Ethiopian Coptic Church, the governors of the nation were to request the Metropolita from the Copt Patriarch of Alexandria of Egypt, since he alone had the right to appoint and consecrate him (any other bishop would be considered an intruder). Massaja always respected this and other customs, avoiding undue interference with the Copts. In 1847 he opposed a proposal by Vincenzian missionary Luigi Montuori to ask Rome for a Catholic Metropolita for the regions of Scioa and Amara instead of Abuna Salama II, detested by the governors and by the local clergy. “A formal Abuna – he wrote to Propaganda Fide – might ruin everything, or at least it would charge the Catholic cause for all the troubles this would provoke”. Similarly, in 1868, in order not to infringe on the rights of the Copt Church, he refused the appointment as Metropolita of Ethiopia offered to him by the ecclesiastical leaders of Ankòber, former capital of the kingdom.


From the political point of view the situation was uncertain due to continual disputes between the vassal kings of the four provinces and the emperor, known as negus-neghesti (= king of kings). Moreover from the 18th century onwards, incursions by Galla tribes from the south had reduced the influence of Ethiopian sovereigns, although falling short of taking formal possession of their thrones. The situation was rendered still more uncertain by a consolidated Islamic presence in the east which rendered roads to the interior insecure. With regard to Europe, considerable influence on internal affairs was exerted by England – widely present along the Somali coast – and by France to a minor extent. Towards the end of the century it is the turn of Italy, which occupied Massaua (1885), was defeated at Adua (1896) and definitively conquered Abyssinia in 1936.

Six years of travels amidst bouts of malaria and ambushes

On 11 June 1846 Massaja disembarked at Alexandria of Egypt and, with three Capuchin missionaries, faced the first difficulties connected with the “mute and mysterious” itinerary of the Sinai and the Red Sea. On 28 October he reached Massaua, and inquired about the road for the Galla region. The only explorer of those parts, Antoine d'Abbadie, had left no geographical maps given the many difficulties encountered. Consul Degutin wrote at the time to the French government: “Five brand new missionaries of the Order of the Capuchin Fathers have arrived in Massaua, and among them is a bishop. These gentlemen intend to open a mission among the Galla people: their courage is to be admired. (...) the Galla peoples are known to no one, no European has ever set foot there”. 


Two months later there arrived in Massaua Fr Giustino De Jacobis, to whom the apostolic prefecture of Abyssinia had been entrusted. Massaja always remembered him as a 'Maestro and a true blessing from God for the apostolate today' and will eventually consecrate him Bishop of the new Vicariate of Abyssinia on 7 January 1849.

Despite excommunication by Abuna Salama II and exile decreed by King Ubiè, the Capuchin Bishop decided to travel southwards and present himself at Court to request permission to cross the Tigré and reach Galla after crossing the Scioa region to the south. For the journey he dressed as a Turkish merchant and took the pseudonym of Antonio (his second Christian name). King Ubiè, impressed by the missionary's courage and  resolution, received him with respect and permitted him to cross his kingdom, supplying him with letters of recommendation, provisions and guides as far as Gondar. In his memoirs Massaja records: “my extravagant decision, blessed by God ”.  


After countless difficulties and hunted by Salama's men he reached Gondar where he encountered his two missionaries. Continuing alone he arrived, only after all kinds of mishaps, at the border of Scioa but as he prepared to cross it he was arrested by soldiers of Berrù-Lubò, sovereign of the Uorro-Kallo, because of a misunderstanding caused by the Ras of all Ethiopia, Aly. After travelling 500 kilometres as the crow flies, from Gondar to the region of Scioa in the winter season, Abuna Messias was escorted back along the same path and presented at Debra-Uork to Ras Aly, who kept him talking about religious and political matters for fifty days. Finally on 30 January 1849 he was allowed to leave the city and went north towards Massaua, arriving there the following 8 March. In early June of 1850, taking advantage of a steamship which was sailing from Aden, he decided to return to Europe to inform the Holy See of the difficulties encountered and the uncertain political situation. After stopping at Suez, Cairo and  Alexandria he disembarked in Marseilles on 22 July.  


On learning of the expulsion of his missionaries he engaged in intense diplomatic contact, spending three days in London. In the meantime on  31 January 1851 he wrote to Propaganda Fide exposing his plan for a new attempt to penetrate the region. Three of the four possible theoretical paths were closed: north (controlled by Patriarch Salama), east (partly by nomad tribes of the King of Scioa) and south (partly by France and the Sultan of Mascad). There remained only the eastern path: to reach Galla across what is today Sudan, following from Khartoum onwards the line traced by the Blue Nile, travelling– as he wrote – “in incognito, without even his trustworthy manservant, an involtino on his shoulder and, with Franciscan  rigor, begging from door to door for a piece of bread ”.


Then, without even going to Rome where he was awaited, he suddenly left Marseilles on 4 April 1851. In Cairo he received a letter from the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide who expressed doubts about the itinerary and apprehension for the dangers to be faced. Massaja thanked him for his concern and admitted, with “deep embarrassment”, his decision to proceed thanks to an Egyptian safe-conduct as far as the  frontier with Ethiopia. As an ulterior precaution he had decided to travel in incognito with the pseudonym Giorgio Bartorelli.


After a pilgrim in the Holy Land, in the Summer he reached the famous monastery of St Anthony in the Tebaide desert, to learn more about the doctrine and religious practice of the Copts. Around mid August he was in Korosko, at the gates of the desert. Leaving the course of the river with a camel driver he penetrated the Nubia desert, where he nearly died in a sand storm. On 30 October 1851 he reached Khartoum. In just under three months he had travelled more than 1,500 kilometres partly by boat, partly on foot and partly on a camel. Offered hospitality, still in incognito, by a Jesuit mission, he was able to celebrate Mass every evening until he resumed his journey in mid November, although still convalescent from malarial fever. 


In the first months of 1852, seeing the difficulties encountered on the itinerary he had chosen, he attempted the path of northern Ethiopia, from where, on his previous journey, he had been exiled. It was at Galabat (Egyptian-Ethiopian border) on 15 March, exhausted for the fourteenth time by malarial fevers, from which he recovered in four days by drinking six litres of tamarind water, that he pushed southwards in the Goggiam region, taking paths never walked by missionaries and declaring himself a merchant in needles and scissors. This part of the journey was the most dangerous because a prince of Tigré, the future Negus Teodoro II, a great friend of Salama, having learned of a possible return of Abuna Messias, had infiltrated spies everywhere. The Muslims were also agitated and in three months set up three ambushes and tried to stone him at the market of Duka, when he refused to profess the formula “Mohammed prophet of God”. 


On 13 June, although devoured night and day by fevers and bowel disease, he left Doka and on a journey of 500 kilometres which lasted five months, he crossed northern Ethiopia. On 20 November 1852 he at last reached the banks of the Blue Nile, across which were the Galla lands of Gudrù. Vowing never to return to Europe, he crossed the Nile the next day. Since his departure from Rome on 3 June 1846, exactly six years, five months and seventeen days had passed. On his journey he had had recourse to all kinds of expedients to avoid Salama hunters, customs officers and bandits. On one occasion he even disfigured his face with silver nitrate to appear unrecognisable.  


Politically the Galla were divided in independent principalities, under tribute of Scioa and Ras Aly. Mainly herdsmen and farmers, the richest caste was that of the traders, who had special privileges to cross the borders of various territories. From the religious point of view the people practised witchcraft exercised by religious leaders known as oghessa who were in close contact with the Muslims from whom they had borrowed various devotions. 


The first year he settled at Asandabo, at the centre of Gudrù, joined by his missionaries: Fr Felicissimo and Fr Cesare. Later he moved to Lagamara and Anderaccia, in Kaffa. After that, exiled from Kaffa in 1861 he returned to Lagamara and Gudrù until 1863. 
“I am fully occupied instructing pupils for the priesthood. After teaching philosophy and theology for many years– Massaja wrote in 1855 to Fr Venanzio da Torino –,  I give lessons in alphabet and syllabus: then catechism and morals at a curious academy or university, recently erected in the lands of Galla. I am also a printer – he continued –, using block letters to write scholastic and religious books; I am a tailor, I sew and teach the local people to sew church vestments; I am also a stonecutter, cutting sacred stones. This is not all. I even manage to be a mediocre cobbler, making my own sandals...! And if this is still too little, I am also a doctor and, between the living and the dead, I am kept very busy”. 


 His apostolic activity mobilised the energies of the local people with excellent results for the formation of clergy and lay faithful. He also invented successful preventive treatment against smallpox, which earned him fame throughout the country.

Reporting to Europe

In 1863 Mgr Massaja decided to return to Europe to reorganise his mission. Leaving everything in the hands of Mgr Felicissimo Cocino, in May he crossed Goggiam moving only at night to escape the vigilance of governor Tedla-Gualu, who had earlier accused him of political conspiracy. However in Abyssinia he was arrested by the soldiers of negus-neghesti Teodoro II and taken to the camp at Derek-Uanz. The bloodthirsty sovereign, after a short interrogation, ruled: “We all know that today, for the first time, Teodoro admits defeat by a monk and will soon demonstrate it with facts!”. To the amazement of all Abuna Messias was covered with honours and then dismissed in the Summer. 


After a second pilgrimage to the Holy Land, Massaja faced the journey to Rome. In those days a letter from the Cardinal Prefect Alessandro Barnabò expressed spiritual closeness for a series of accusations against him, which had been duly clarified. Massaja, deeply saddened, reaffirmed his obedience to every order, concluding: “Your Eminence, have I ever in my life wept, today I weep (...) forgive me”. 


Arriving in Civitavecchia on 9 April 1864, he took a room at the College San Fedele in Rome and reported on his mission in the Vatican, presenting a detailed report to Propaganda Fide. His resignation was refused and he was given full approval for his activity. The following months he was in Marseilles for the foundation of College Saint Michel of the Galla, for the formation of young natives. On 19 April 1866, after various moves and meetings in France (including a meeting with Daniele Comboni, whom he recommended to the French government), he set sail from Marseilles to return to Ethiopia. 


Sent by the Patriarch of Jerusalem he went for the third time to the Holy Land, and then landed at Massaua on 15 July. In Aden however he was recalled to Europe by Propaganda Fide and on 3 May 1867 was back in Rome, then in Marseilles, to proceed with the construction of the college, hampered by bureaucratic difficulties. 


In the meantime he had received several letters from Menelik II, King of Scioa, who had heard of the fame of Abuna Messias and proposed that he should return to the Galla crossing his kingdom. Given the difficulties of the ways of access, Massaja accepted the proposal, also in the hope of ensuring a stable route for future missionaries. After sailing for the fourth time from Marseilles (9 September 1867), he waited in Aden for the new Prefect of the Galla mission, Fr Taurin Cahagne, and missionary Fr padre Ferdinando da Hyèye, then accompanied by royal delegates, with neither the necessary food nor provisions, faced the Somalian desert which led to Scioa. The journey was excruciating due to thirst. He arrived forty days later with parched ulcerated mouth and lips, having been forced during the ride to drink Camel urine to quench his thirst.

Advisor to Menelik II 

When he arrived at Court, Abuna Messias was unable to move because King Menelik kept him as his private advisor for eleven years. In that period however the Bishop was able to administer the Galla Vicariate and continue the foundation of new missions. Among then the Finfinnì farm colony, rich in water resources, was chosen by Queen Taitù as her residence and in 1889 became the capital of modern Ethiopia with the name of Addis Ababa (= new flower). 


In 1872 Menelik asked Massaja to translate from Aramaic into Italian a letter addressed to King Victor Emanuel II to propose a commercial agreement with Italy. The Capuchin first advised against it and then coldly assumed the task, also because he was hurt by the events of 1870. In his translation he inserted indefinite expressions and a good dose of prudence and accompanied the missive with a personal letter, in which he explained that the peoples of Abyssinia “in truth are poor and unhappy”. Following this contact the Italian Geographical Society – established in Florence in 1867 – would later organise a long scientific expedition to Ethiopia between 1876 and 1882, accompanied with deep interest by Massaja. The leader of the expedition, Orazio Antinori, would later say about him: “He is truly both an Apostle of Christ and a Scientist, he is able to combine the duties of his ministry with the most profound lucubration”.


In the meantime the situation in the country had become more unstable with the death of  negus Teodoro II (April 1868). After a period of political uncertainty supreme power had been assumed by a Trigrine leader, known for his intolerant religious policies, who had taken the name of Johannes IV. After fighting, assaults and destruction, in 1878 Johannes invaded Scioa with a massive army, forcing Menelik first to capitulate and then to perform a ritual act of obedience. The conditions imposed, included the expulsion of Guglielmo Massaja from Scioa. Towards Easter 1979 the Emperor ordered Menelik to send him the missionary Bishop and his collaborators, justifying this act with the intention of “entrusting them with a charge on his account in Europe ”. Menelik firmly refused and threatened to continue the war, however Massaja gave himself up voluntarily to avoid the invasion of Scioa. Before leaving he said to the Catholic faithful who declared themselves ready to defend him: “My children, I thank you for your kindness and for your attachment to the Catholic mission, but we must understand one another clearly, so as to avoid regret on both sides: I have come here not to wage war or win a kingdom for myself, I have come solely to teach the Gospel of Christ ”. 

The journey to Debra Tabor, where the emperor had his camp, was a chapter of unspeakable humiliation and suffering. After eight days of waiting Johannes received him with offensive ceremonial. In the dark hall, only the face of the Abuna was illuminated by a hole made in a tent, but, fearing defeat, the emperor dared not to look at him even for a moment. After a year of waiting – confined to a filthy place where the Bishop was at the point of death – they condemned him to exile with his two principal collaborators (Capuchin fathers Louis de Gonzague and Taurin Cahagne) ordering them to leave the country over the difficult land route (across Sudan) forbidding them from using the easier maritime route (from Massaua). 

The Bishop, now aged 70, was exhausted by malarial fevers. In the intentions of the emperor this arduous malaria infected route would soon kill the bishop (he had already made arrangements for the prelate's body to be thrown into a ditch or to wild beasts). Instead Abuna Messias resisted thanks to a chance meeting with a band of rebels,  followers of De Jacobis. The journey became a little triumph and people ran to see him from all over. “I was deeply moved by one little boy – he would write later – who, showing me his smallpox scar,  began to recite the Pater noster”.

Mission, “Plantation of the Church” 

Massaja is profoundly aware of the missionary duty of every member of the Church, anticipating themes which would be developed only in the next century. Mission, “plantation of the Church”, is seen as a unitary movement of hierarchy, clergy and faithful. Moreover the central idea is for courageous inculturation (“The missionary – he will write in his memoirs – must consider the country to which he is sent as his own, he must love it as his homeland and do all he can for it through the proper and honest paths ”).


Already in his Ricordi ai missionarii Galla, written in 1847 at Gualà after spending about a year in Africa, he sensed the urgency to form local co-workers. The text, composed of 16 articles, of a juridical-pastoral nature, established as the principal point of his programme “commitment to seeking and giving oneself as soon as possible a native companion (...) with the same qualities required for the priesthood ”. He urged his missionaries to “promote the formation of native clergy, gathering for this purpose as many as possible local young men, in whom they saw all the qualities demanded of the sublime ministry”. 


The basic lines of his Ricordi were taken up and organically developed by what is called the Magna Charta di Asandabo, dictated to his collaborators 1854 while he was in Gudrù. Education is placed as the “ principal duty”, followed by the formation of a local clergy, for which the missionaries “among the first fruits of the grace of their ministry, will make every effort to recognise those hearts elected by God to the ministry and, having recognised them, with great care will strive to cultivate them, both in the study of Letters and in the exercise of the virtues necessary for a priest ”. 


Only a year after arriving in Gudrù, Massaja was able to announce to Propaganda Fide that he had a native priest in his mission (Fr Ajlù Michele), two “minorists” and “a small monastery with three novices and one aspirant”, for whom he had written “an outline of a Rule” with precise indications with regard to the ascetic aspect. On 25 March 1854 he ordained for the priesthood another young native, Giovanni Morka (his confessor) and a sub-deacon Brother Raffaele of Abyssinia. Eighteen months later he had three priest, a deacon, two minorists, eight students and eight monks. “My hopes – he wrote – are placed in the creation of these elements and when I have about a hundred I will die content having contributed to the cause of souls”. In 1859, in the House at Kaffa alone, there were nine priests and clerics in sacris and eleven students who “chanted the divine Office together, as in a Friary, to the admiration of the whole town ”.

 
Since, because of superstition and polygamy he was unable to admit to baptism all those who requested it, the Religious re-established the catechumenate, opened mission stations regulating activity with well defined work hours and times, carefully choosing the mission's geographical position. He also spoke of the necessity to create “male and female religious congregations” and to give importance to the laity. Moreover he tried several times to send numerous young men to study at Urban College in Rome, but failed due to the expense and the difficulties of the journey. However the idea of a college remained and in 1866, he opened one in Marseilles. After a series of events which delayed the initiative, finally on 8th September 1867, he celebrated Mass at the College and admitted young Gall men to First Communion and Confirmation “amidst incredible crowds and untold enthusiasm”, he wrote to the Cardinal Prefect Barnabò.


The excellent teaching of Abuna Messias and his collaborators produced remarkable fruits in Ethiopia. In particular young Gabriele Gherba – born in Lagamara around 1843 of parents who were neither Christians nor pagans (and therefore considered of an inferior race) – received so well the teaching of native Abba Hailù that Massaja, on his arrival, found him in a condition to receive Baptism, Confirmation and First Communion. “Gabriele – the Bishop used to say later – was an angel of purity and innocence, a pearl of virtue, one of those predestined souls whom the Lord creates, sends into the world and then soon calls back to himself, almost jealous of anyone else possessing them. (...) the most valid argument was the holiness of his life, the innocence and candour which glowed from his face, his zeal for every task which was for the glory of God, and lastly the fruitful apostolate he exercised among his companions and wherever he happened to be”. 

Deeply devoted to Saint San Luigi Gonzaga, the young man became one of the mission's best catechists, and Massaja mentions him in a letter to Propaganda Fide. He died in 1859, at the age of 16, exhausted by continual moving around for his catechesis and already surrounded by the admiration of all: Christians, Muslims and pagans.    

A “new Church” in Ethiopia

On arriving among the Galla after a journey which had lasted six years, the missionary had first of all to face purely practical problems. He began by studying the language, of which he had learned only approximate notions from native guides. He transcribed the oral tribal language using the Latin alphabet and compared the results with the songs of the natives. Later in 1866, in Paris he published the first Grammar Book of Galla, a fundamental work of scientific literature. This work was the anteroom for his catechism in the Gall language, which went to the heart of the problems of inculturation insisting on essential elements of doctrine and analysing various forms of widespread social prejudice. 


Later, after careful discernment, he immersed himself in the new environment at the cost of rigorous self mortification. His system of education – he wrote – was the one “learned from De Jacobis: keep the young men beside you, live with them, communicate thoughts and sentiments through example, in the open countryside, in the huts, dressing in the manner of the local people, eating meals sitting on the ground, sleeping on primitive beds of grass and straw ”. Massaja always walked barefoot, slept only a few hours on a mat or even on the ground. With regard to food, except for brondò – a dish of raw meet dunked in abundant salt and pepper sauce of which he never tired– he ate all kinds of local food. He also rigidly observed the terrible Ethiopian fasts, consisting of “Four times Forty Days” at Christmas, Easter, the feast of the Apostles and the Assumption, as well as Wednesdays and Fridays during the week, for a total two hundred days of fasting every year. In this regard he often felt obliged to dispense other missionaries. On his travels he never forgot his monastic roots and always carried on his shoulder a humble bundle containing sacred vessels, while he begged for a piece of bread or made do with a handful of chickpea cooked in the Abyssian way.


He adapted to the scarcity of first and second necessities in a most singular manner. For example, as a remedy for the absence of wine for the celebration of Mass he had raisins sent from Goggiam, soaked in water and left to ferment and decant, they were sufficient for about a year. For catechisms, liturgical books and school manuals (all of which he wrote by hand) he made paper using rubberised cotton cloth. In Kaffa, instead, he dried leaves of cocciò (a musaceous plant used for making bread) in the shade under pressure and then cut the leaves in separate sheets and bound them. For pens he used pointed sticks, bones or porcupine quills. Ink was obtained with blackish leaves boiled down to nothing.


When founding new mission stations he always provided means of subsistence, anticipating modern projects of cooperation and development. While in  Scioa (1868-1879) in Rasa he created a community of only Christians, a “new Church” which became a pole of attraction for the local people most of whom were pagan. The first thirty families of the colony obtained exemption from taxes from King Menelik and community life was regulated by special statutes with regard to monogamy, indissolubility of matrimony and prohibition of what was known as “blood spotting” (spirals of killings to revenge wrongs suffered). This latter prescription was providential for the Denakil nomads, who had shed the blood of all the peoples around them and lived practically isolated. With the little village they traded milk, butter and goats for cereals, cloth and so on. At the colony of Rasa one could find practically everything because the minute Christian “republic” had become a haven for free trade, where Abyssinians, Gall and Muslims could barter in complete safety. The surrounding land was worked and cultivated and even the first harvest was sufficient to enable them to sell some produce to the neighbours. This led to the arrival of more families from the high plains of Ankober. In his memoirs Massaja writes about a life of work and prayer: “Three times a day, morning, evening and noontime, when the sun is too hot for work – he writes – a little less than one hundred people gathered for fervent prayers, catechism and confession”.

In coincidence with terrible famines Massaja set up assistance centres in certain areas convincing especially the richer families to donate food and offer assistance zone. Famous in the history of the Mission of the Galla is his work in Lagamara, in the period 1856-57, when the Lagamaresi and rival peoples of Celia were at war. Suspending school lessons, the Bishop sent his boys to buy food to the local markets (where prices had been raised sky high because of hoarders). He halved his own daily food ration, reducing it to boiled grain. Then in hastily a village of huts, he cared for people suffering from starvation, feeding them on soup and meat. Since there was no milk, children were given a digestible mixture of roasted linseed softened in water, a recipe of his own invention. Impressed by the activity of Centre the local people came to offer part of the meagre harvest. Massaja recalls: “The Providence of God keeps watch and even, in a way, works miracles to help God's minister at work in his vineyard, not only when he teaches with words, but even more when with facts he instructs in the holy law, principally Christian charity ”.     

“Father of the fantatà”

His capacity for observation and adaptation was superlative in medical care almost uninterruptedly during thirty five years of mission. At Mauriziano Hospital (July 1834-settembre 1836) Massaja had learned different methods of vaccination and also had experience in anatomic and surgical theatres. Moreover since the beginning of his journey he took to heart the advice of the Egyptian minister of health, Antonio Bartolomeo Clot-Bey, who was French man. “Monsignore – he said– in Africa you will find extravagant and ridiculous doctors, medicines and customs. You must respect everyone and everything, because from everyone and everything you will have much to learn”. 


On arriving among the Galla he began to observe and analyse the process of various endemic diseases. First of all he insisted on hygiene of places and persons – something which proved useful to stopping contagion with diseases such as leprosy, malaria and syphilis – then, using resources offered by the African soil, intervened with accurate diagnosis and opportune treatment for dysentery, tapeworm, arthritis and yellow fever. He performed successful surgical operations using infusions of poppy and camomile as anaesthetics. Once he reconstructed a patient's urethra with the “stem of a vegetable”. 


His most important medical achievement was treatment to prevent smallpox, which earned him the name of “Father of  fantatà” (smallpox in the Galla language). When he first set out for Africa the religious took with him many doses of dried vaccine and had collected doses when passing through Cairo and Khartoum. On discovering the first cases of smallpox he decided to vaccinate his collaborators fearing the epidemic would spread, favoured by a lack of hygienic precautions and promiscuity of humans and animals in the huts. 


The first attempt at vaccination with dried serum failed to produce the desired effect because the serum had altered due to poor conditions and preservation. Abuna Messias did not desist and went to a rich cattle owner to find a pocket of pus to use for inoculation, but this attempt also failed. He then decided to use pus extracted directly from the smallpox spots of his patients. A few days later, lived with the terrible doubt of having infected healthy persons, the effect of the vaccination proved positive. The local people, seeing that only persons who had been vaccinated escaped contagion, asked to receive the same treatment. He began a systematic campaign of vaccination among large groups of people giving precedence to babies, women and young people. In one day he vaccinated no less than 135 persons and it is estimated that during his mission he vaccinated about 40,000. Moreover, he sent large quantities of vaccine to other missions.

“I wish to die among my people”

Exiled from the country, Abuna Messias – accompanied by Fr Luigi Gonzaga – travelled towards the coast, on camelback. From Suakim he reached Suez on an Italian ship the Messina. “Today – he wrote in a letter addressed to Jerusalem– torn by the authorities from among my beloved children, amidst wailing and crying, I assure you my sacrifice was greater than death itself which I would have greatly preferred ”. 


About the middle of February of 1880 he was in Cairo, from where he hastened to inform Propaganda Fide that he had been expelled from Ethiopia saying that Fr Gonzaga would give a personal detailed account. Whereas he set out for Jerusalem on his fourth pilgrimage to the Holy Land (3 March-1 April). He then started the return journey via Beirut and Smyrne where, on 20 May 1880, he wrote to Pope Leo XIII presenting his resignation for the Vicariate due to his age and physical weakness charging as his successor Coadjutor Bishop Taurin Cahagne. In the letter he added: “I have no intention of abandoning the mission and, if God gives me sufficient strength and the new apostolic vicar sees fit, my sole thought is to return to die where I spent my life”. 


On 30 June he left the Middle East definitively sailing from Constantinople to Marseilles. Here he met various people, including Mgr. Taurin Cahagne, his successor as guide of the Vicariate. To relieve the pain in his legs, which forced him to walk with a stick, he spent the Summer at the Baths in Bourboule, reacquiring considerable mobility so that he was able to celebrate Mass standing without support. In that period, after receiving a congratulatory letter, Cum Peculiari Caritatis from Leo XIII, he confirmed to his superiors his intention to resume his mission. The reply received on 16 August was a summons to Rome by Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide, Giovanni Simeoni, taking advantage of the absence of the Sabauda Court. Leo XIII had followed with trepidation the last moves of Massaja, seeking to turn the attention of the Italian government away from one possible interpreter of an Italo-Scioano Treaty (eventually signed in 1883 without any involvement of the elderly Bishop). 


On arriving in Rome, during a Papal audience Massaja confirmed his decision to resume his mission “since – he said – I have vowed to die among my people”. The Pontiff, deeply moved, dismissed him after a good half an hour confiding his desire to have his companionship for a walk in the Vatican gardens to “speak with you at length”. 


The tales of Massaja fascinated Leo XIII to the point that the Pontiff  suggested they might be made into a book. After many refusals, at the end of 1880, the Capuchin accepted to write a manuscript which he compiled to a great extent in his cell at the small friary in Frascati at the amazing rate of fifteen hours a day. In 1886 he completed the work of about 4,000 hand written pages, interspersed with very little archive documentation because of the irreparable loss of most of the notes on his travels when he left for camp Debra Tabor. The Pope, after subjecting it to the Master of the Sacred Palace ordered its publication at the Polyglot Printing Press of Propaganda Fide supervised by Fr Giacinto La Greca da Troina (Massaja's personal secretary). The first of twelve volumes was published on 2 September 1885 with the title: I miei trentacinque anni di missione nell'alta Etiopia. Success was immediate and the first three thousand copies were soon sold. The volume was reprinted in a popular edition between 1921 and 1930 and translations were made in French in 1887, in Spanish between 1943 and 1959 and in other languages in the same period.      


Between 1880 and 1884 Massaja, increasingly popular in Italy, divided his residence between the general curia of the Order of Capuchins, Urban College of Propaganda Fide and his apartment at Palazzo Mignanelli in Piazza di Spagna, and the Capuchin Convent in Frascati (to which he entrusted the numerous Ethiopian artefacts collected on his long mission). He also alternated various journeys in the peninsula and one to France to visit his friend Antonio d'Abbadie. In the hearings for the Beatification cause started after his death many witnesses spoke of his moderate style of life and rigorous monastic conduct in the last years of his life. He was deeply devoted to the Holy Mass which he celebrated just after midnight at the beginning of the new day, after conceding himself only a few hours of sleep. “The thought of the Mass – he confided – is so constant and so strong in me that it hardly allows me to sleep”.


In August 1884 at the Friary in Frascati he received Cardinal Simeoni, who informed him of the “Holy Father's absolute will” to give him the beretta of the Cardinal despite his protests. The ceremony was held on 12 November that same year and the Pope pronounced the famous words of praise: “And you – he said –, a humble son of Saint Francis, whose name was made glorious and venerable by diuturnal and immense labour undertaken among barbarian peoples for the propagation of the faith, with the splendour of the Roman purple, you will diffuse more brightly the light of that apostolic light of which you have been a most noble example”. A few days later Leo XIII explained to the Father General of the Capuchin Friars: “In his humility he did not desire it [cardinalate, ndr], but we did and we believe that his exaltation drew the applause of the whole world”. Massaja for his part retained the Capuchin habit and made no changes in his rigorous style of life at the Friary in Frascati. He ate very little and rested on a sack of straw supported by four planks of wood. 


Between 1884 and 1889 his health deteriorated and he was forced to move to Naples where the climate was better for him. In the early morning of 6 August 1889 he was staying at San Giorgio a Cremano when he suffered a heart attack. At the news of his death, Leo XIII exclaimed: “A saint has died!”. According to his last will and testament his earthly remains were taken to the church of San Francesco dei Cappuccini in Frascati, where today one can admire a statue of Massaja by sculptor Cesare Aureli.
Brief chronology of the life of Massaja

1809, 8 June: Born in the village of La Braja di Piovà d'Asti (today Piovà Massaja) to Giovanni Massaja and Maria Bartorelli. Baptised the same day with the names Lorenzo Antonio.

1824-1826: attends the Seminary and the Royal College in Asti

1826, 6 September: in Turin he takes the Capuchin habit assuming the name of Brother Guglielmo da Piovà.

1832, 16 June: Ordained a priest in Vercelli.

1834, August: chaplain at  Mauriziano Hospital in Turin.

1836, September: lecturer in philosophy and theology at Moncalieri-Testona.

1846, May: the 4 Holy See creates the Apostolic Vicariate of the Galla people in Upper Ethiopia. on 12 he is appointed titular Bishop of Cassia and first Apostolic Vicar of the Galla. On 24 May he is consecrated a bishop in Rome at the Church of S. Carlo al Corso.

1846, 4 June: sails from Civitavecchia.

1846, 28 October: disembarks at Masssaua, where on 26 November he meets Giustino De Jacobis, Apostolic Prefect of Abyssinia.

1847, 25 November: exiled by Ubié, chief of Tigré.

1849, 7-8 January: in Massaua he consecrates Bishop Giustino De Jacobis.

1850, 3 June: embarks at Aden for Europe.

1851, 4 April: sails from Marseilles for Egypt.

1851, 24 June: from Cairo he sails up the Nile disguised as an explorer with the pseudonym Giorgio Bartorelli.

1852, 21 November: crosses the Blue Nile supported by a blown up goatskin tied to his stomach and settles at Asandabo, in Gudrù.

1854, 21 April: founds the mission of Ennerea.

1855, I May: founds the mission of Kaffa.

1855, September: moves to Lagamara.

1859, 4 April: departs for Ennerea where, on 3 May, he consecrates coadjutor bishop Fr Felicissimo Cocino.

1859, 18 May: stays in Ghera until 29 September.

1859, 2 October: enters Kaffa.

1861, 26 August: exiled from Kaffa accused of casting evil spells, his manuscripts are confiscated.

1861, 8 September: takes refuge in Ennerea. Leaves the kingdom definitively 11 December.

1861, 24 December: stays at Lagamara until March 1862, when he departs for Gudrù.

1863, May: starts the journey for Europe.

1863, 27 June: captured by Teodoro II, released 20 July.

1864-1868: Remains in Europe until 19 April for talks in Rome. In Marseilles (12 January 1865) meets Daniele Comboni, future Apostolic Vicar of Central Africa, who joins the Franciscan Tertiary Order. Decides to found St. Michele College of the Galla and intervenes at the Central Council of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith (24 May 1865). On 19 April 1866 sets out again for Egypt. Last stay in Europe 28 April to 9 September 1867.

1868, 11 March: enters Liccé, capital of Scioa, at the invitation of Menelik II.

1868, 11 October: founds the mission of Finfinnì, future Addis Ababa.

1875, 14 February: in Escia consecrates Coadjutor Bishop Taurin Cahagne, his successor.

1879, I March: accredited by the Italian government as plenipotentiary of the Italo-Scioano treaty but is exiled by emperor Johannes IV on 3 October 1879.

1880, 9 February: reaches Cairo exhausted.

1880, 23 May: at Smyrn renounces the Apostolic Vicariate of the Galla. His resignation is accepted on 3 June.

1880, 2 September: After spending some time in the Middle East and in France, arrives in Rome and 7 September is received in audience by Pope Leo XIII.

1880, 23 September: at Villa Rufinella in Frascati the Italian minister of Justice presents him with the medal of Great Officer of the Mauriziano Order, which he politely refuses. 

1880, 20-21 October: Receives last visit by Daniele Comboni, Apostolic Vicar of Central Africa, his secretary in Paris in 1865.

1880, December: begins to write his Memoirs.

1881, 2 August: promoted Archbishop of  Stauropoli.

1883, 4 April: begins a tour of central northern Italy which ends 28 May.

1884, 10 November: created Cardinal by Leo XIII. On the 12 receives the Cardinal's beretta accompanied by a note of praise. 

1885, 2 September: Presents the Pope with the first volume  of  I miei trentacinque anni di missione nell'alta Etiopia, [my thirty five years in upper Ethiopia] printed by Propaganda Fide Polyglot Press

1889, 6 August: dies at 4.30 in the morning at Villa Mariano Amirante at San Giorgio a Cremano (Naples). 

“The beatification of the servant of God Guglielmo Massaja will be of benefit for the whole Church and will bring to light the great merits of his missionary apostolate”. 

Interview with Fr Florio Tessari OFM cap, Postulator General of the Order of Capuchin Friars Minor 

Roma (Agenzia Fides) – In 1914, twenty five years since the death of Cardinal Massaja, the Order of Friars Minor requested the introduction of the Cause for beatification which consists of four canonical information processes opened contemporaneously in Frascati, Naples, Turin and Asti (and a fifth in Ethiopia the acts of which have been mislaid). “The construction of the processes –Fr Florio Tessari OFM cap, Postulator General of the Cause, told Fides – was the result of a continued and unceasing fame of holiness of the Servant of God. The material collected intends to highlight precisely this, his fame of holiness and heroic exercise of virtues”.

What were the successive steps?

After an unusual transfer to Rome, at the request of Pope Benedict XV, 15 December 1941, the Postulator General at that time, Fr Raffaele da Valfenera, asked to examine the material of the processes. The then Congregation for Rites granted permission and from the examination of the documents no obstacles emerged. Nevertheless the Cause did not proceed until 1987 when Postulator General, Fr Paolino Rossi, aware of the expectations of the Order and the Church with regard to the Servant of God, asked permission from Pope John Paul II to resume the inter of the cause. In 1993 he also spoke with the secretary of state of His Holiness, Cardinal Angelo Sodano, who after verification, replied that he saw no impediment and that the Pope gave his consent to the request advanced. And so the journey resumed. 

What was lacking for conclusion of the Process?

Reconsidering all the Processes completed only two essential elements remain to be obtained for the drafting of the Positio: the appointment of the History Commission – to investigate in the Archives and collect writings and documents concerning the Servant of God– and the appointment of two Theologian Censors– to ascertain that the writings contain no elements contrary to faith and morals. Then the competent Bishop Frascati appointed the members of two teams which immediately began their task. Unfortunately, due to the vast amount of material for examination, the work the proceeded slowly. 

The iter was resumed at the request of various civil and ecclesiastical personalities, according to the new norms of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints which demanded supplementary investigation on the fame of holiness. In substance it is a question of ascertaining whether the fame of holiness has continued in the places where the Servant of God lived and died. For this the Bishop of Frascati was asked to convoke a special Tribunal. On 7 March 2003 the supplementary investigation was opened and concluded on 10 March 2004 with positive results, confirmed by a Decree from the Congregation for the Causes of Saints with a clause to extend investigations to Ethiopia. This is being done today by Bishop Musie Gebreghiorghis, Bishop of Emdibir. 

In the meantime the Relator of the Cause with the Postulation General is working on a draft of the Informatio (demonstration of the eminent exercise of theological and cardinal virtues, ndr) and the  Summarium (summary of the processes, ndr), which together with the documented biography form the Positio, that is, the compendium of all the material to present to Consultor Theologians and Cardinal and Bishop Fathers for the study and consequent objective sentence on the life, virtue and fame of holiness of the Servant of God.

When do you expect to present the Positio?

In a relatively short period of time, awaiting the conclusion of the Investigation undertaken by the Tribunal of Emdibir and completion of the work of drafting the Positio. We have nearly finished the documented biography, which will respond to any eventual objections raised by the Consultor Theologians and Cardinal and Bishop Fathers. Having received all the historic documents we are working speedily towards the conclusion. We will then have to wait for the sentence of the Congress of the Consultor Theologians and the Ordinary of Bishops and Cardinals. Then if the outcome is positive - as it should be - there will follow the Decree of the Supreme Pontiff on the heroic exercise of virtue. This will enable the Servant of God to be honoured with the title of Venerable.

Have any miracles been reported?

A miracle would allow the beatification of the Servant of God and this would be of benefit for the whole Church and bring to light the great merits of his missionary apostolate. Actually, precisely this year – which as you know is his bi-centenary – I was informally informed of an unexplainable healing in Turin. We are awaiting medical documentation. 

J. B. Coulbeaux, an expert on Ethiopian history, described the missionary epic of Guglielmo Massaja “a life, humanly insane and supernaturally fruitful ”. Do you agree?

It appears evident to me that the Servant of God Guglielmo Massaja demonstrated truly heroic love in his thirty five years of mission. He live his 'folly' with humility and in a spirit of obedience to his ecclesiastic superiors. He was a son of Saint Francis of Assisi and an imitator of the Apostle Paul. From these two charisma which formed the beating heart of his spirituality and his missionary ardour, we understand the reason for his folly, his exhausting travelling and the extreme poverty in which he lived for the sole purpose of announcing the Gospel of Christ to all peoples.
“Abuna Messias: a man of science, dialogue and peace”. 

Interview with Franco Salvatori, President of the Italian Geographical Society and the National Committee for celebrations to mark the 2nd centenary of the birth of Cardinal Guglielmo Massaja

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – “The contribution offered by Guglielmo Massaja to knowledge of Ethiopia, geographical, but also demographic, cultural and linguistic was fundamental – Fides learned from Franco Salvatori. Before his time –the President of the Italian Geographical Society and of the National Committee for celebrations to mark the 2nd centenary of the birth of Cardinal Massaja continues – notions went no further than the lapidary expression 'hic sunt leones'. The Vicar of the Galla and the Italian Geographical Society were in regular contact with reports, letters and even maps, as we see from various issues of our Bulletin. In 1876 he acted as mediator with Menelik II for a Society Expedition (1876-1882) and in 1875 his name was added to the list of our honorary members. The double name, missioner-geographer is no exception and frequently reappears through the years. It suffices to think of Matteo Ricci – of whom next year will be the 400th anniversary of his death – or the Salesian missionaries in Latin America.

Mr Salvatori, in your opinion, what was Cardinal Massaja's greatest merit?

I believe Massaja can be listed among the first to tackle cultural diversity in a spirit of friendship. In the 19th century geographical exploration was seen in Europe as a mission of civilisation which justified the imposition of European standards on a world scale. Thanks to the sensitivity of the man of faith Abuna Messias, being ahead of his times, rejected the logic of counter-position and acknowledged the multiple identity of Africa. He reacted to poverty and epidemics of disease and, with his socio-sanitary activity, anticipated modern programmes of cooperation and development –another reason for the high esteem in which he was held by Leo XIII, the Pope of Rerum Novarum. Today the Italian National Geographical Society is present in Ethiopia with a series of humanitarian programmes and I have seen for myself that the memory of Massaja is still vivid among the people of intrinsic affection and veneration. Nationalism and fascism exploited Massaja's work to justify Italy's military objectives in Africa. The year of the bi-centenary could offer a valid contribution towards healing those deformations once and for all and shedding light on the real Massaja: the man of faith and  peace.

The Committee has already promoted numerous cultural initiatives including two Study-Days at the International Franciscan College S. Lorenzo da Brindisi in Rome. What do you expect from these activities?

Initiatives range from photographic and cartographic exhibitions to Study Days involving  prestigious scholars and personalities of the Church and of culture. Activities will be held mainly in Rome, at Piovà Massaia and in Frascati, with the participation of the Italian Geographical Society , the Capuchin Order of Friars Minor, various local entities and foundations and also university centres. The Committee aims, in this way, to valorise the many aspects of Massaja's versatile legacy. First of all his invitation to engage in interreligious and intercultural dialogue, still effective and enriching today. Secondly to emphasise his contribution to our knowledge– geographical and anthropological – of a region of Africa which before his arrival was unknown to Europeans. The third fundamental goal is to retrace the history of relations between Italy and Ethiopia and identify possible areas for collaboration today.  
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