
LEARNING FROM OUR PASSIONIST FOREBEARS 

Religious Freedom and the Napoleonic Suppression 

notes from History of the Passionists by Fr. Fabiano Giorgini, CP 

 

NAPOLEON’S MOTIVES 

“As an absolute arbiter, Napoleon did not accept anyone escaping his control and, perhaps, 

feared … that religious would foment the maxims of Rome in the people, that is, fidelity to the 

Church’s doctrine and to the directives of the Pope.”  

 

Napoleon was also interested in taking over “the goods of religious in order to pay for the great 

economic debt caused by the war, lodging soldiers, the increase of bureaucrats and for 

completing public works.” 

 

FIRST STEPS to restrict the influence of religious: 

 September 25, 1809 – a decree prohibiting popular missions. 

 November 4 1809 – preaching belongs only to bishops and pastors, who must be 

accredited by the Prefect (a secular authority) and must take an oath to profess the Gall 

Articles 

 requirement to use a catechism published in France in 1806 (the Holy See instructs 

bishops not to use this catechism, which came from an incompetent source) 

 

Napoleon uses regional power for the GRADUAL SUPPRESSION of men and women 

religious in Italy: 

 1806 – completed in Duchy of Lucca and Principality of Piombino under Elisa Baciocchi 

 1806 – begun in Kingdom of Naples under Joseph Bonaparte (Napoleon’s brother) 

 April 29, 1808 – begun in Tuscany 

 August 7, 1809 – completed in Kingdom of Naples under Joachim Murat 

 September 13, 1810 – completed in Tuscany 

 

PARTIAL SUPPRESSION IN PAPAL STATES 

April 17, 1810 – Napoleon (and ten days later, the Council of Rome) issues an imperial decree 

ordering the partial suppression of religious in the two “Departments” which were formerly 

known as the Papal states: 

 All secular priests and all religious not born in the two Departments must leave and 

return to their native dioceses within 15 days. 

 the religious born in the territory of the two Departments and living in Rome must return 

to their diocese of origin within 15 days. 

 Sisters engaged in education and the care of the sick, secular priests engaged in the care 

of souls and professors in education are exempt from this order. 

 Superiors of monasteries will give the Prefect, and outside Rome to the Vice Prefect, the 

list of all the religious involved: name, family name, religious name, age, place of birth 

and country. They will indicate those who cannot journey because of sickness. 

 Religious may bring personal goods with them, or dispose of them before departing, but 

they must inform the Superior and obtain permission. This norm was not to safeguard the 

vows of poverty and obedience, but to be certain that nothing taxable in the monastery 

would escape the imperial tax. 



 Each non-native religious had to obtain a passport and certificate from the finance 

department with a visa from the governor indicating travel expenses for reimbursement, 

type of religious (priest or lay brother) and the amount of pension due him. 

 

COMPLETE SUPPRESSION IN PAPAL STATES 

May 3, 1810 – One day after the deadline for the religious to return to their diocese of origin, 

Napoleon suppresses by imperial decree all religious houses in Rome and the two Departments: 

 “The laws of the Empire no longer recognized monastic solemn vows of both sexes.” 

 On June 15, the goods of the suppressed monasteries would become state property 

 the religious are assigned pensions: for clerical religious and choral sisters, 500 francs if 

younger than sixty, 600 francs if older than sixty; for lay brothers and sisters, 300 francs 

if younger than sixty, 400 francs if older than sixty 

 consideration is given to those women religious who cannot/do not wish to return home 

because of old age or no remaining family members 

 this affected 5089 male religious in 565 monasteries, and 5229 women religious in 224 

monasteries 

 by autumn, religious houses no longer existed in all of Italy 

“The decision to send religious back to their cities of origin removed the possibility of their 

meeting as simple citizens in private homes, so that the extinction was complete.” 

 

THE PASSIONIST SITUATION 

“The Passionist Congregation had been in existence for ninety years…. When the suppression 

began in Tuscany in 1808, there were seventeen Passionist communities. At the end of 1810, all 

the communities were disbanded and the retreats became state property. When the monasteries 

were put up for sale or for rent, some houses were rented to friends who sublet them to the 

Passionists as ordinary citizens…. This solution, where possible, allowed at least one Passionist 

as custodian. Thus he was able to see that the house did not fall into greater ruin, but he was not 

able to prevent the emptying of its contents.” 

 

The Passionist Nuns had been in existence for only 39 years and only had the one monastery at 

Corneto (Tarquinia). When they had to leave the monastery in June 1810, there were twenty-

seven nuns: nineteen choir nuns, seven lay nuns, and one novice.  

 

The Passionist Situation “on the ground” 

 17 Retreats suppressed, many stripped of everything of value 

 1 Monastery of Nuns suppressed 

 most religious were scattered; the most fortunate ones were able to stay together in 

groups of three or four 

 communication among the religious was difficult, since the police often intercepted 

letters 

 governing the Congregation was at a standstill, apart from the Provincials who were able 

to remain in contact with their religious in the Lazio region 

 20 religious of Our Mother of Sorrows Province found a protector in the governor, who 

allowed them to remain together and active. He even asked the Dominican prior of the 

Monastery of the Annunciation to give the Passionists the monastery, which he did! They 

only had to give up their religious garb. 



 Displaced religious tried to find ways to live/serve as religious in their new situations: 

chaplains, sacristans, confessors, assistants, tutors, hermits, etc. Lay brothers could ply 

their trades for a living, but a number became hermits. 

 very difficult to actually receive the promised pension; the majority of Passionists lived 

in difficult circumstances 

 

PASSIONIST SAINTS formed by the suppression: 

Domenic Barberi – a very irregular beginning to his religious life! He joined the Provincial and 

two other Fathers in a private home in Vetralla until the restoration. 

Bishop Vincent Mary Strambi – deported for refusing to take the imperial oath 

 

Imprisonment, Exile, Deportation 

 Only 9 Passionists took the imperial oath, most because of threats, external pressure, and 

misinformation. Five retracted their oaths. 

 Bishop Vincent Mary Strambi exiled from his diocese for refusing to take the oath 

 10 other Passionists deported and imprisoned for refusing to take the oath and/or refusing 

to pray the public prayers for the emperor (to do so would have meant denying the Pope’s 

sovereignty over the Papal States). 

o Fr. Ambrose Serazzi of St. Michael the Archangel 

o Fr. Thomas Gentili of St. Stanislaus Kostka 

o Fr. Aloysius Bonauguri of the Immaculate Conception 

o Fr. Joseph Molajoni 

o Br. Vincent Sardi of the Resurrection 

o Br. Baldassare Mazzanti of Jesus and Mary 

o Br. Nicholas Chionsini of St. Vincent Ferrer 

o Br. Peter Canata of the Cross 

o Fr. Bernardino Vai of Our Mother of Sorrows 

o Br. Aloysius Bisani of St. Anthony 

 Fr. Peter Paolo Celi would have been deported, but was saved by a relative 

 

Deportation: The Experience of Three Passionists 

 Fr. Ambrose Serazzi, Fr. Thomas Gentili, and Fr. Peter Paolo Celi had relocated from 

their Retreats to the parish of St. Lawrence in Lucina. On June 1, 1811, because they refused for 

reasons of conscience to conduct public prayers for the Emperor and his family, they were 

arrested. Frs. Ambrose and Thomas were imprisoned first in Castel St. Angelo, then at 

Civitavecchia, then exiled to Bastia. Fr. Peter Paolo was saved from exile by a relative who was 

employed in the new government. 

 For about a year, they were allowed to live in a rented house and report to the police once 

a week. However, in the summer of 1812 they were pressured to take the imperial oath of 

fidelity, and when they refused, they were imprisoned in the Fortress of Donjon. They had to pay 

for their food, which was awful, their pensions were suspended, and all their mail was opened. 

On April 1, 1813 they were locked in the “secret” cells of the Tombeau Fortress, and the 

prisoners’ inhuman treatment provoked a public outcry. 

 Meanwhile, on February 2, 1812, Fr. Aloysius Bonauguri was imprisoned in 

Civitavecchia. Sometime in early June 1813, all three prisoners were transferred to the Fortress 

at Calvi, where fore 80 days they received only “awful black bread and hardly baked” and 



“trench water and verminous” (their own words). Bishop Vincent Strambi, himself deported in 

Milan, learned of their deportation and tried to send them money. They managed to send him a 

letter in return on September 29, 1813: 

 “…We have been deported to this Fort at Calvi, prevented and rendered impossible to 

celebrate Mass, not even assist at it. It is more than four months that we languish here under the 

strictest guard. Although the punishment of bread and water, which lasted for 80 days, was taken 

away on August 22 last, we still suffer with five or even six daily visits by the gendarmes. They 

not only examine our valises, trunks, the straw mattress and any other hidden place, but also 

pockets of the habit and pants one is wearing, taking away even a piece of garlic, or onion, or 

lemon that may be found in them. Now this punishment is over, but we cannot communicate, 

except with the gendarme to whom we’ve been assigned. We sleep two on a very small straw 

mattress; we’re not allowed to write, no chair, no desk, no small table for one’s own use…. 

Despite the insults of all this abuse, all 232 of us are happy and content, awaiting that God is 

placated and merciful.” 

 On February 18, 1814, they were transferred from the fort to the suppressed monastery of 

St. Frances near the swamps and exposed to malaria. Fortunately Napoleon fell two months later, 

and the city’s new government ordered that the prisoners be immediately released. Their 

imprisonment for their right to freedom of conscience and religion had lasted nearly two years. 

 

Restoration and Reinstatement 

 Because of the Allied Forces who were gaining power against him, Napoleon ceded 

Rome and the regions of Lazio and Umbria back to Pope Pius VII in early 1814. On May 24, 

1814 he reentered Rome and began the arduous work of reconstruction. The entire society had 

been deeply affected by Napoleon’s work, and there could be “no pure and simple return to the 

previous situation regarding laws and other aspects of social control.” 

 On June 4, 1814, the Pope established the Sacred Congregation for the Reform in order 

to prepare a plan for a general reform of clergy and religious. The bishops were consulted for 

their ideas on the needs of the Church with regard to reopening religious houses. The criteria that 

the Congregation put forward included: 

 Reopen monasteries only if the Ordinary of the Diocese is in favor. 

 There must be at least 12 religious, at least 8 of which are priests, in the reopened house. 

 No Order should open two houses in the same diocese. 

 Small monasteries should not be in or near cities, but rather in the country areas where 

they could be more useful for the farmers and shepherds. (The bishops were unanimous 

on this point.) 

 A call to the returning religious to be “excellent men of piety and doctrine… and a clear 

example of holiness and discipline.”  

 A call to return to the original Rules and charisms of the particular institutes. 

 These criteria shed light both on “the affection and esteem for the Passionists of Cardinal 

Litta and of so many people who urged the Pontiff to allow the Passionists to reunite,” and on 

“the firmness with which the Passionist Superior General wished that the religious return quickly 

and to a perfect common life.” Upon receiving their reinstatement on June 27, 1814, the 

Passionists “decided not to reopen all the possible monasteries, in order not to have imaginary 

communities which would have weakened prayer and apostolic life.” 

 

 



The Nuns’ Way of the Cross 

 On June 6, 1810, the nuns’ confessor Fr. Angelo Galassi read the imperial decree of 

suppression to all twenty-seven religious, gathered in the sacristy. On hearing that they would 

have to leave by June 15, the Sister chronicler records: “The good religious, after calming down, 

accepted the fact and prayed to God, truly from their hearts, that he would not permit them to 

return to the world, since they had abandoned it for love of him. But this time, for his own just 

ends, he did not answer their prayer.” On Friday, June 15, the day the Passionist nuns dedicate to 

spending time with Jesus in his Passion, they had to drink from his own bitter chalice as they 

were unjustly forced from their monastery. 

 Eight nuns were natives of Corneto and could remain in the city, along with four 

foreigners who were also allowed to remain in Corneto because of ill health. These nuns 

sustained their religious life by meeting in groups of four in the houses of families who 

had taken them in.  

 The other fifteen foreigners dispersed to their native cities. 

 On January 14, 1811, the monastery was auctioned off for 35 francs. 

 The monastery was assigned to the Maestre Pie, to be used as a school, an orphanage, and 

a clinic for sick women. 

 

 Although allowed to reunite by the papal rescript of June 30, 1814, the nuns faced 

significant practical and canonical obstacles to resuming their religious observance. The 

monastery had to be cleaned and disinfected, and a new place to be found for the Maestre Pie. 

Sustaining funds for the monastery and the nuns’ life had been discontinued by the French 

government, so new funding had to be found before the monastery could be canonically re-

erected. Furthermore, a number of the nuns who wished to return were no longer able to live the 

observance because of infirmity.  

 Nevertheless, on December 23, 1814, fifteen nuns and the novice who had all returned 

resumed wearing their Passionist habit and renewed their religious profession in the hands of the 

Vicar General of the Diocese, Bishop Garrigos. Soon, five more nuns rejoined the group. Four 

religious had died during the suppression, one had disappeared, and one had requested 

exclaustration to care for her aged mother.  

 “The Suppression had been very hard on them, but the nuns had survived well.” The 

chronicler writes that, when they returned, “all took up the regular observance with readiness of 

spirit, as if it had never been interrupted.” In 1815, two novices were vested with the habit, and 

in 1816, eight novices were vested – a beautiful sign of the Resurrection for the community after 

their profound sharing in Our Lord’s Passion. The Divine Bridegroom is ever faithful to His 

faithful brides! 

 

Advice from a letter of Sr. Magdalene Calzelli, CP:  

“Pray constantly to the Lord to free the entire State from our enemies. New evils have 

come upon us, but God can liberate us, if he wishes…. Trust in Mary Most Holy.” 


