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Editorial
The Discalced Augus�nians and the Mission ad gentes

Dear Readers, 

with this issue of Presenza Agos�niana, we 
return to reflect on the missionary dimen-
sion of the Order, in con�nuity with vol. 126 
(May/October 1997), which commemo-
rated the 3rd centenary of our missions dur-
ing a special Jubilee Year. We invite our read-
ers to revisit that issue, which remains a valu-
able point of reference for understanding 
the roots and development of our mission-
ary presence.

The present edi�on offers an organic jour-
ney that weaves together theological foun-
da�on, historical memory, and contempo-
rary reality.

It opens with Theology of Mission, offering a 
perspec�ve rooted in Sacred Scripture and 
in the History of the Church’s missionary 
ac�vity. This is followed by Mission ad 
gentes, reread in the light of the Augus�nian 
charism and spirituality. Discalced Augus�-
nians in Mission traces the theological and 
missionary path of the Order. A specific 
focus is dedicated to OAD Mission in Tonkin 
in the 17th century, providing a historical 

and documentary synthesis of the first Asian 
experiences. Finally, the ar�cles on the OAD 
Mission Today, highligh�ng our presence in 
Southeast Asia and in Cameroon, presents 
both con�nuity and new pastoral chal-
lenges.

Memory, reflec�on, and commitment are 
interwoven throughout these pages, 
reminding us that mission does not belong 
only to the past of the Order, but cons�tutes 
a living and enduring dimension of its voca-
�on within the Church.

Enjoy your reading...



Read the special issue of Presenza Agos�niana
dedicated to the 3rd Centenary of the OAD Missions: vol. 126, May/October 1997



Mission is not a secondary ac�vity of the 
Church, nor an ini�a�ve born of con�ngent 
historical needs. It has its roots in the very 
heart of God, who reveals Himself as the 
One who loves, seeks, and saves humanity. 
The theology of mission therefore arises 
from the history of salva�on and unfolds 
throughout the centuries in the life of the 
Church. This contribu�on seeks to offer a 
biblical and historical synthesis of missio-
nary dynamism, showing how it is an inte-
gral part of Chris�an iden�ty.

1. Sacred Scripture

a) God, the First Missionary

The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
teaches that God created us in love and for 
love (CCC 1). Love is the principle of His 
ac�on toward humanity (1 Jn 4:8).

A�er the fall of Adam, the first gesture of 
God is a missionary gesture: He descends 
into the garden not to condemn, but to seek 
the man and to re-establish a new rela�on-
ship: “Where are you?” (Gen 3:9). Already 

here the dynamic of mission is visible: God 
takes the ini�a�ve, goes out to meet man, 
and promises him salva�on (Gen 3:15). 
Thus, in the biblical perspec�ve, God is the 
first missionary.

b) Israel, a People Chosen for Mission

In His divine pedagogy, God chooses Israel 
as the people of the covenant (Gen 12:1–3; 
Ex 19:5–6), with a view to a mission.

The prophet Hosea describes this rela�on-
ship with the nup�al image: Israel is loved 
by God from childhood, liberated from sla-
very and guided toward the promised land, 
despite her infideli�es: “When Israel was a 
child, I loved him” (Hos 11:1). God promises 
a �me of return and libera�on: “They shall 
come trembling like birds from Egypt, and 
like doves from Assyria” (Hos 11:11).

Israel is not chosen for privilege, but for ser-
vice; the call to be a light to the na�ons, which 
Isaiah expresses in decisive words: “I have 
given you as a covenant to the people, a light 
to the na�ons, that you may bring my salva-
�on to the ends of the earth” (Is 49:6).

Teology of Mission
A View of Sacred Scripture and History of the Church
Fr. Michael Tukov Womela, oad
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Israel thus becomes a figure and an�cipa-
�on of Christ, in whom mission finds its 
fulfillment. Benedict XVI, in his book Jesus of 
Nazareth, affirms that Christ was already at 
work in the Old Testament, preparing His 
coming and guiding the history of salva�on 
(Col 1:15–17).

c) Christ, the Fulfillment of Mission

Jesus is fully aware of His mission: “I must 
preach the good news of the Kingdom of 
God… for I was sent for this purpose” 
(Lk 4:43). Jesus Christ, from the Incarna�on 
to the Cross, reveals the face of the Father 
(Jn 14:9) and accomplishes the salva�on 
promised since the fall of Adam; His mission 
begins among the people and con�nues 
toward eternity.

Christ brings to fulfillment the divine plan to 
restore communion with God and among 
human beings in a strong and defini�ve way 
(Eph 2:14–16). Therefore Paul adds: “Since 
we are jus�fied by faith, we have peace with 
God through our Lord Jesus Christ ” 
(Rom 5:1). In this way Christ represents the 
supreme act of God’s “missionary” love 
(Jn 15:13), which calls humanity to become 
a sign of His redemp�on to the ends of the 
earth through the Church founded by Him.

d) The Church, Born for Mission

The first community of disciples is born with 
a clear missionary orienta�on: “I will make 
you fishers of men” (Mt 4:19). The apostles 
receive a universal mandate from Christ: 
“Go therefore and make disciples of all 
na�ons” (Mt 28:19–20).

On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit 
transforms the group of disciples into the 
missionary Church (Acts 2:1–11). This event 
marks the official beginning of the spread of 
the Gospel among the na�ons and repre-
sents the overcoming of the dispersion of 
Babel (Gen 11:1–9).

The Church is born as the universal sacra-
ment of salva�on (Lumen Gen�um 1). She 
exists to transform all humanity into the 
People of God. Mission is not one ac�vity 
among others, but her deepest iden�ty 
(Lumen Gen�um 17).

2. History of the Church

a) Mission in the Apostolic Age and in the 
First Centuries

Already in the first decades of the Church, 
the need emerged to adapt the proclama-
�on to different cultures. The content of the 



Gospel is one, but the forms of proclama-
�on vary. Paul thus becomes the model of 
the missionary: “I have become all things to 
all people, that by all means I might save 
some” (1 Cor 9:22).

The first centuries witnessed the expansion 
of  the fa i th  through persecu�ons. 
Martyrdom became an eloquent form of 
evangeliza�on, in fidelity to the words of 
Christ: “You will be hated by all because of 
my name” (Mt 10:22).

Tertullian affirms: “The blood of the martyrs 
is the seed of new Chris�ans” (Apologe�cum 
50,3), an expression that finds its echo in the 
Gospel: “Unless a grain of wheat falls into 
the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it 
dies, it bears much fruit” (Jn 12:24).

b) The Edict of Milan and Missionary 
Monas�cism

With the Edict of Milan (313), Chris�anity 
obtained freedom and a new phase began. A 
radical form of evangelical discipleship arose, 
o�en defined as fuga mundi, which was not 
an escape, but a search for authen�city.

Monas�cism became a new missionary 
path. Figures such as Anthony the Abbot in 
Egypt bear witness that evangelical radica-
lism is already a form of proclama�on.

Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) gave a 
strong impetus to the evangeliza�on of the 
Germanic and Anglo-Saxon peoples, 
responding to Christ’s command: “Go into 
all the world” (Mk 16:15).

c) The Middle Ages and the Modern Era

In the 13th century, Chris�anity spread to 
Asia thanks to Franciscan and Dominican 

missionaries sent by Innocent IV 
with the bulls Dei Patris Immensa 
(1245) and Viam agnoscere verita�s 
(1248). Here too, mission unfolded amid 
difficul�es and persecu�ons.

On the American con�nent, the Jesuits 
became protagonists of the missions, found-
ing the reducciones, organized communi�es 
for evangeliza�on, educa�on, and the pro-
mo�on of human development, in fidelity to 
the mandate to “teach them to observe all 
that I have commanded you” (Mt 28:20).

The Chris�an presence in Africa dates back 
to the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 8:26–40) 
and to the first centuries, with figures such 
as Victor I, Anthony the Abbot, and Saint 
Augus�ne. Missions in sub-Saharan Africa 
developed more systema�cally in the mod-
ern era. In 1864, Daniel Comboni formu-
lated a plan to “regenerate Africa with 
Africa,” embodying the Pauline principle of 
ecclesial co-responsibility.

3. Conclusion 

Mission has its origin in the heart of God (Jn 
20:21), is manifested in the history of salva-
�on, and con�nues in the life of the Church. 
Every age has generated new forms of 
evangeliza�on, yet the essence remains the 
same: to proclaim Christ, the light of the 
na�ons (Lk 2:32), and to build a communion 
that embraces all peoples.

The Theology of mission reminds us that 
every Chris�an, by virtue of Bap�sm 
(Mt 28:19), is called to par�cipate in this 
divine work, so that the Gospel may truly 
reach “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

Missio Dei: a founda�onal concept indica�ng that mission does not originate from the Church, 
but from God Himself. Mission is par�cipa�on in God’s salvific work in history (Jn 20:21).

Evangeliza�on: the explicit proclama�on of the Good News of Jesus Christ, which entails 
proclama�on, witness, conversion, and transforma�on of life (Mk 16:15).

Incultura�on: the process by which the Gospel is inserted into cultures, valuing them without 
distor�ng itself, and fostering an authen�c encounter between faith and culture.

Missio ad gentes: a classical expression indica�ng the mission directed toward those who do 
not yet know Christ; it does not concern only geographically distant territories, but also secu-
larized cultural contexts or those indifferent to faith.
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To speak today of missio ad gentes does not 
mean merely to evoke a glorious past 
marked by great journeys, distant lands, and 
first proclama�ons. Rather, it means asking 
what it means to be Church in a world pro-
foundly changed, marked by new ques�ons, 
new forms of poverty, and new expressions 
of spiritual searching.

The Decree Ad Gentes of the Second 
Va�can Council con�nues to offer us a sure 
compass, not as a document to be archived, 
but as a living word that asks to be heard and 
reinterpreted. This ar�cle proposes a path in 
three stages:

1. a rereading of the essen�al core of the 
Decree; 

2. a look at mission in the various con�-
nents where the Order of Discalced 
Augus�nians is present; 

3. a rereading of mission inspired by Saint 
Augus�ne, which helps us rediscover the 
deepest spiritual roots of missionary 
ac�on.

1. Ad Gentes: A Church in 
Mission

The Decree Ad Gentes is dedicated to the 
missionary ac�vity of the Church. It was 
approved with 2,394 votes in favor and only 
5 against by the bishops gathered in the 
Council, and was promulgated by Pope Paul 
VI on December 7, 1965.

The �tle Ad Gentes means in La�n to the 
na�ons and derives from the opening words 
of the Decree itself, which begins from a sim-
ple and radical convic�on: the Church does 
not exist for herself, but she is born from a 
sending, from a movement that has its ori-
gin in the very heart of God. The Father 
sends the Son, the Son gives the Spirit, and 
the Church is sent into the world to con�nue 
this dynamic of love.

Mission, therefore, is not one pastoral stra-
tegy among others, but the very mode of 
being of the Church. This changes our per-
spec�ve: it is not a ma�er of “doing mission” 
when there is �me and resources, but of 
living every ecclesial reality — parishes, reli-

Mission ad gentes
Augus�nian Theology and Spirituality
Fr. Diones Rafael Pagano�o, oad



gious communi�es, movements — with a 
missionary spirit.

The Decree insists that missio ad gentes has 
a precise content: the proclama�on of Jesus 
Christ. Not an idea, not a moral system, but a 
living Person. Yet proclama�on is not 
exhausted in words. When the Gospel takes 
root, it generates communi�es, new rela-
�onships, and concrete forms of Chris�an 
life. For this reason, Ad Gentes speaks force-
fully of the birth and growth of local 
Churches, called in turn to become responsi-
ble and missionary.

One of the most �mely aspects of the 
Decree is  i ts  constant  a�en�on to 
incultura�on. The Gospel never arrives in 
neutral ground: it encounters languages, 
symbols, tradi�ons, wounds, and hopes. To 
evangelize does not mean to erase cultures, 
but to enter into them with respect, discern-
ing what can be enlightened and trans-
formed by the light of Christ. It is a slow and 
pa�ent process, requiring listening and 
humility.

2. Mission Today: Faces and 
Challenges across the 
Con�nents

a) Italy: Evangelizing in a “Weary” Land

Our Order was born and is present in various 
regions of Italy, where mission no longer 
takes place in a context of first evange-
liza�on, but within a reality marked by secu-
lariza�on, disengagement, and o�en by a 
faith reduced to cultural tradi�on. Here 
mission takes on the features of the new 
evangeliza�on: beginning again from what 
is essen�al, returning to the Gospel, bearing 
witness more than explaining.

The challenge is not so much to “say more,” 
but to live in a credible way. Welcoming com-
muni�es, religious men and women capable 
of listening, and a simple and fraternal style 
already become a form of proclama�on.

b) Brazil and Paraguay: Between Living 
Faith and Social Fragility

Since 1948 our Order has been present in 
Brazil and, more recently, also in Paraguay, 
where popular faith remains a great trea-

sure. Processions, devo�ons, and a strong 
sense of the sacred con�nue to speak to the 
hearts of people, especially the young and 
the humble.

At the same �me, serious challenges are not 
lacking: social inequali�es, migra�on, new 
forms of poverty, and the growth of alterna-
�ve religious movements.

Here mission is called to hold together the 
proclama�on of the Gospel and concrete 
a�en�on to people’s l ives,  without 
separa�ng faith and jus�ce, spirituality and 
social commitment.

c) Cameroon: A Young and Dynamic Church

Our mission in Cameroon presents the 
image of a young Church, rich in voca�ons 
and enthusiasm. Yet this vitality coexists 
with real difficul�es: poli�cal tensions, 
ethnic conflicts, and economic fragility. 

Mission thus passes through forma�on, 
dialogue, and the building of reconciled com-
muni�es. Incultura�on remains a key point: 
the Gospel must con�nue to encounter local 
cultures, purifying and valuing them, with-
out falling into syncre�sm.

d) Asia: Minority, Dialogue, and Silent 
Witness

Asia presents an extremely diverse reality. In 
India, engagement with the great religions is 
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a daily experience; in the Philippines, the 
Church lives a strong Catholic iden�ty; in 
Indonesia and Vietnam, proclama�on o�en 
takes place in condi�ons of minority and, at 
�mes, discre�on.

In Asia, mission is not measured by large 
numbers. Yet it is precisely there that the 
Order is growing most through new mem-
bers and communi�es, sustained by daily 
fidelity, silent witness, and service. It is o�en 
a mission that does not make noise, but 
works deeply and pa�ently beneath the 
surface.

3. Saint Augus�ne and Mission

Saint Augus�ne’s reflec�on on the Church 
and on salva�on retains a remarkable rele-
vance for understanding missio ad gentes in 
our �me.

In a context marked by cultural fragmenta-
�on, ecclesial tensions, and religious plural-
ism, Augus�nian thought helps us rediscover 
the center of mission, avoiding both sterile 
ac�vism and a disincarnate spirituality.

a) Unity and the Christus Totus

For Augus�ne, mission is never an individual 
ac�on or merely the sum of ini�a�ves. It is 

always ecclesial, because it is born from the 
unity of the Body of Christ. A divided Church 
loses credibility, since the proclama�on of 
the Gospel is authen�c only when it is sus-
tained by lived charity. Unity is not a second-
ary element, but the very criterion of truth.

This vision is expressed in the well-known 
doctrine of the Christus Totus: Christ is the 
Head inseparable from His members. 
Mission does not aim only at the salva�on of 
individual souls, but at the building up of this 
total Christ, in whom sca�ered humanity is 
progressively brought back to unity. As 
Augus�ne affirms: “It is Christ who preaches 
Christ; the body preaches its Head and the 
Head protects His body” (Enarr. in Ps. 21, 2).

From this perspec�ve, the universality of 
the Church is not merely geographical, but 
profoundly theological: she is universal 
because she preserves the unity of faith in 
charity.

b) Speaking to the Heart of Man: Interior 
Life and Proclama�on

Augus�ne knew profoundly the restlessness 
of the human heart, having experienced it 
personally. For this reason, he insists that 
the proclama�on of the Gospel cannot stop 



at an external or merely formal adherence. 
Authen�c mission must reach the human 
person in the deepest place of existence, 
where the fundamental decision of life is 
made. The famous invita�on to return 
within oneself is not an escape from the 
world, but the recogni�on that God speaks 
to the human being in the depths of the 
heart: “Return to yourself; in the inner man 
dwells the truth” (De Vera Rel. 39,72).

Mission, therefore, neither imposes nor con-
quers, but accompanies and persuades inte-
riorly. It is a pa�ent journey, respec�ng the 
rhythms of persons and recognizing that 
grace works in the secrecy of hearts even 
before it becomes visible outwardly.

c) Incultura�on: The Gold of the Egyp�ans

In the rela�onship between Gospel and 
cultures, Augus�ne offers a vision of great 
balance, s�ll precious today for missio ad 
gentes.

Drawing from the biblical episode of the 
Exodus, the Bishop of Hippo affirms that 
truth is not the exclusive property of one 
people or one tradi�on. Even in pagan or 
secular cultures, elements of truth and 
beauty can be found which the Chris�an 
faith is called to recognize and purify.

Augus�ne expresses this clearly 
when he writes: “If those who are 
called philosophers have said things 
that are true and in harmony with our faith… 
not only should they not be feared, but they 
should be taken from them as from unjust 
possessors and adapted to our use” (De 
Doctr. Chr. II,40,60).

Incultura�on, in this light, is not a compro-
mise, but an act of discernment: mission 
does not destroy cultures, but redeems 
their “gold,” direc�ng it to the service of the 
Gospel.

d) The Two Ci�es: Mission as Pilgrimage

Augus�nian eschatology finally offers a 
decisive key for understanding the ul�mate 
meaning of mission. In De Civitate Dei, 
Augus�ne describes history as the place 
where two ci�es — the City of God and the 
earthly city — coexist and are interwoven 
un�l the final judgment: “The two ci�es are 
mingled together in this age, un�l they are 
separated by the last judgment” (De Civ. Dei 
I,35).

This vision preserves mission from the risk of 
triumphalism or from reducing the Gospel 
to a poli�cal project. The Church lives within 
history, yet she never fully iden�fies with 
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any human project. Therefore, mission does 
not consist in establishing the Kingdom of 
God as a completed reality on earth, but in 
calling men and women to orient their lives 
toward the future city.

In this sense, mission is profoundly marked 
by hope. The Church proclaims Christ know-
ing that she is on pilgrimage, accep�ng to be 
a sign of contradic�on, yet also a sign of a 
promise that transcends history.

4. Conclusion

Missio ad gentes belongs to the very iden�ty 
of the Chris�an people, called by God to set 
out con�nually, with vigilant hearts and 
willing spirits. The Second Va�can Council 
offered a profound reflec�on on this 
voca�on, and more than sixty years later, 
the Decree retains its full relevance, s�ll 

capable of illumina�ng the chal-
lenges of our �me, marked by glob-
aliza�on, cultural pluralism, and new 
spiritual ques�ons.

Read in the light of Augus�nian wisdom, it 
con�nues to guide the path of our religious 
and lay faithful, helping them to encounter, 
discern, and value the diverse cultures of 
the con�nents where we are present, pro-
mo�ng authen�c and respec�ul dialogue 
without being absorbed or confused by 
them.

With our gaze fixed on the ul�mate goal, the 
heavenly Church, mission thus becomes not 
only proclama�on, but coherent witness, 
fraternal communion, and humble service, a 
concrete sign of Christ’s presence in history 
and a ferment of hope for every people.

Countries where the Discalced Augus�nians are present

Percentage of Catholics in the total popula�on
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1. A Look at the Past

Our Order matured its missionary voca�on 
in two different geographical and historical 
contexts:

• from 1625 to 1698 in Central Europe, 
with  var ious  founda�ons  of  the 
Bohemian-German Province (Prague, 
Vienna, Tabor, Olomouc, Breslau), esta-
blished to counter the Utraquist heresy 
of the Hussites and that of other reform 
movements, Lutheran and Calvinist; 

• from the end of the 17th century to the 
beginning of the 19th century in the 
Asian con�nent (Vietnam 1698–1757; 
China and the Philippines 1736–1811). 

At the end of the 16th century, the Emperor 
of China, Kangxi, had granted freedom of wor-
ship to the Chris�an religion. For this reason, 
the Congrega�on of Propaganda Fide intensi-
fied its request to numerous religious Orders 
to send missionaries to the Far East.

The Discalced Augus�nians were chosen to 
evangelize Vietnam and China. About one 

hundred religious responded to the appeal 
of our Vicar General, the Neapolitan Fr. 
David of Saint Francis. On March 1, 1697, 
the first two religious departed from the 
Roman convent of Gesù e Maria: Fr. Alfonso 
Romano of the Mother of God and Fr. Gio-
vanni Mancini of Saint Augus�ne and Saint 
Monica.

Subsequently, missionary expedi�ons fol-
lowed one another for a total of ten: seven 
to Vietnam and three to China. In addi�on to 
the twenty-two Italian missionaries who 
evangelized the East, we must remember 
with deep gra�tude and affec�on the six 
Vietnamese Discalced Augus�nians, formed 
in our seminary of Kê-Van.

Among all, the most representa�ve figures 
are undoubtedly: Fr. Giovanni Mancini 
(1664–1711), founder of the Vietnamese 
Mission, and Msgr. Ilario Costa (1696–1754), 
Apostolic Vicar of Eastern Tonkin; Fr. Sigis-
mondo Meinardi (1713–1767), founder of 
the Chinese Mission, and Msgr. Damasceno 
Salustri (1727–1781), second Bishop of 
Beijing.

Discalced Augus�nians in Mission
Outlines of History and Spirituality
Fr. Eugenio Cavallari, oad



The mission in Vietnam came to an end in 
1757 by decision of the Congrega�on of 
Propaganda Fide; the mission in China con-
cluded in 1811 due to the persecu�on of 
Emperor Jiaqing.

On February 28, 1997, in the church of Gesù 
e Maria, Cardinal Josef Tomko, Prefect of the 
Congrega�on for the Evangeliza�on of 
Peoples, inaugurated the missionary year of 
our Order on the occasion of the 3rd cente-
nary of the departure for the East.

On November 29, 2017, the 250th anniver-
sary of the death of Fr. Sigismondo Meinardi 
was commemorated. He, like Msgr. Ilario 
Costa, who was born in Turin and originally 
from Pessine�o, was born in Turin to a fam-
ily from Druento. There, first in the church 
and later in the Municipal Library, his figure as 
a great missionary was commemorated with 
the publica�on of a volume containing the 
first part of his epistolary, consis�ng of no 
fewer than two hundred seventy le�ers, 
highly valuable both for their Chris�an con-
tent and for the informa�on they provide on 
Chinese culture.

In fact, since 1964 the Order has thoroughly 
studied and published almost the en�re 
epistolary of our missionaries, through the 
ini�a�ve of Fr. Ignazio Barbagallo and Fr. 
Pietro Scalia, with the collabora�on of the 
Professed of the convent of Gesù e Maria.

Finally, in the last century a third 
phase of the missionary expansion of 
our Order followed:

• May 29, 1948: a�er the General Chapter 
(1945), the first three Italian Discalced 
Augus�nian missionaries, Fr. Luigi 
Raimondo, Fr. Antonio Scacche�, and 
Fr. Francesco Spoto, departed from 
Genoa to found a new house in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil. 

• August 2, 1994: the Italian Fr. Luigi 
Kerschbamer opened the new mission in 
Cebu City, Philippines, later joined by two 
Brazilian confreres, Fr. Jandir Bergoza 
and Fr. Gilmar Morandim.

• January 20, 2008: the Congolese 
Fr. Gregorio Cibwabwa and the Brazilian 
Fr. Renato Jess began the mission in 
Bafut, Cameroon. Thus, the African con-
�nent becomes the point of conjunc�on 
between the beginning of Augus�nian 
life in Tagaste, Algeria and the culmina-
�on of the en�re missionary impetus of 
the Discalced Augus�nians.

2. Looking Toward the Future

For more than thrity years now, the 
Discalced Augus�nians have returned to the 
East: the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, 
and India. For this reason, the �me may 
soon come to return to China as well.

1948: The Prior General, Fr. Gabriele Raimondo, with the three missionaries 
leaving for Brazil: Fr. Antonio Scacche�, Fr. Luigi Raimondo, and Fr. Francesco Spoto
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15We clearly perceive that the Lord and our 
first missionary confreres await us in order 
to con�nue their work. We nourish in our 
hearts a strong hope: to bring Christ to all 
people, in con�nuity with what one of our 
confreres in Vietnam once wrote: “I shall 
enter Tonkin, I shall preach the true religion. 
I shall make my voice heard like a trumpet: 
outside the Church there is no salva�on! One 
bap�sm, one soul, one fold, one Shepherd, 
one Dove. One holy Church: not Chinese, not 
Vietnamese, not Eastern, not Parisian, but 
Roman. Whoever is with Her shall see a heav-
enly Rome” (Le�er of Fr. Thomas of the 
Ascension).

This renewed missionary impetus flows 
directly from the quality and purity of our 
authen�c charism, lived as both gi� and 
responsibility: fidelity to the Word of Christ 
and to the working grace of the Holy Spirit, 
following the luminous example of Saint 
Augus�ne, master of profound interiority 
and �reless apostolic zeal.

Such fidelity is expressed in vigilant and 
intelligent a�en�on to the signs of the 
�mes, in mature discernment of cultural 
and social transforma�ons, and in the sin-
cere desire to insert ourselves docilely into 
the direc�ves of the Church’s Magisterium. 
It requires crea�ve boldness in ini�a�ves, 
generous perseverance in self-giving, the 
ability to work in fraternal communion, and 
pa�ent humility in enduring difficul�es and 

setbacks, always remaining firmly 
united to the mystery of the Cross, 
source of frui�ulness and hope for 
every authen�c mission.

In this way, holiness nourishes mission, and 
mission nourishes the youthfulness of our 
Order. Fidelity to our original charism thus 
becomes a guarantee of con�nuity, which 
jus�fies our presence in the Church and in 
the world. The urgency that mo�vated our 
founda�on must be the same urgency that 
calls for our presence in this par�cular his-
torical moment.        

Saint John Paul II magnificently summarized 
this missionary message in the Le�er sent to 
our Order on the occasion of the celebra�on 
of the 4th centenary of its founda�on 
(1992): “Be men of communion. Do not with-
hold your collabora�on so that dialogue 
with all may grow and expand, especially 
with those who are distant. Strive to pro-
mote greater mutual understanding, show-
ing through your ac�ons that God has 
brought you together so that you may work 
together. Love deeply your iden�ty and your 
Order; undertake a profound cultural 
renewal and qualify your pastoral ac�vity in 
an Augus�nian way, harmonizing it with the 
demands of community life. Be firmly rooted 
in God and open to the needs of the modern 
world; in this way you will be able to sing the 
new song by bearing witness to the presence 
of God to the men and women of today.”

1945: General Chapter, responsible for a new missionary thrust



1. Historical Context and 
Archival Sources

The great mission of the Order of Discalced 
Augus�nians in Tonkin during the 17th cen-
tury is situated within the broader frame-
work of missionary ini�a�ves promoted by 
the Holy See through the Congrega�on of 
Propaganda Fide, in response to the need 
for a stable and inculturated evangeliza�on 
in Asian territories.

The archival sources of the Order (1) cons�-
tute a precious tes�mony for reconstruc�ng 
this missionary experience, through the 
Rela�ones missionum, le�ers of the mis-
s ionaries,  provincia l  registers,  and 
conventual necrologies.

According to the Rela�ones  sent to 
Propaganda Fide and preserved in the 
archives of the Order, the mission in Tonkin 
developed within a poli�cally and religiously 
unstable context, marked by alterna�ng 
periods of tolerance and repression toward 
Chris�ans (2).

2. Incultura�on in a 
Confucian Context

Tonkin, deeply influenced by Confucianism 
and by local religious tradi�ons, required a 
prudent and respec�ul pastoral approach.

The sources show that the Discalced 
Augus�nians adopted a missionary metho-
dology based on learning the language, 
forming local communi�es, and accompa-
nying indigenous catechists, who were con-
sidered essen�al for the survival of the faith 
during �mes of persecu�on (3).

From a historical perspec�ve, the documen-
ta�on highlights that the Augus�nian mis-
sionaries did not intend to impose Western 
models, but rather to foster an incultura�on 
of the Gospel.

The le�ers preserved in the archives of the 
Order and in the collec�ons of Propaganda 
Fide a�est to a constant discernment 
regarding sensi�ve cultural prac�ces, par�-
cularly the cult of ancestors, seeking to dis-
�nguish between elements compa�ble with 
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the Chris�an faith and those that required 
evangelical purifica�on (4).

3. Integral Pastoral Ministry

The archival sources also make it possible to 
outline with greater precision the concrete 
pastoral works carried out by the Discalced 
Augus�nians in direct contact with the peo-
ple of Tonkin.

The missionary ac�vity was not limited to 
preaching or to the administra�on of the 
sacraments, but took the form of an integral 
pastoral ministry, capable of accompanying 
the daily life of Chris�an communi�es in a 
context that was o�en hos�le.

The Rela�ones missionum a�est to a con-
stant commitment to systema�c catechesis, 
organized in small family or village groups, 
adapted to the rhythms of local life and 
based on oral transmission.

Par�cular a�en�on was given to prepara-
�on for Bap�sm, Matrimony, and Reconci-
lia�on, with prolonged accompaniment of 
catechumens, o�en con�nued even a�er 
the recep�on of the sacraments (5).

A central area of pastoral ac�vity was the 
forma�on of local catechists, regarded as 
true collaborators in the mission. They not 

only taught Chris�an doctrine, but also 
presided over community prayer, trans-
mi�ed moral instruc�on, and kept the faith 
alive during the forced absences of the mis-
sionaries. The sources show that the mis-
sionaries invested �me and resources in 
their doctrinal and spiritual prepara�on (6).

4. Charity, Persecu�ons, and 
Witness

Alongside catechesis, there also emerges a 
pastoral a�en�on to situa�ons of suffering: 
assistance to the sick, accompaniment of 
the dying, and support for families affected 
by persecu�ons or confisca�ons. In this 
sense, the mission assumed a profoundly 
charitable character, embodying the 
Augus�nian charism of caritas in veritate.

On the biographical level, the sources allow 
us to iden�fy figures of missionaries marked 
by deep spiritual life, apostolic zeal, and a 
spirit of sacrifice. Among these stands out 
Msgr. Ilario Costa, whose ac�vity is a�ested 
in the official correspondence of the Order.
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Portrait of Msgr. Ilario Costa,
preserved in the sacristy of the Parish of Pessine�o (Italy), his birthplace

5. Biographical Profile of 
Msgr. Ilario Costa, 
Missionary and Pastor 

Msgr. Ilario Costa was one of the most 
s ignificant figures of  the Discalced 
Augus�nian mission in Tonkin during the 
17th century.

His presence is documented in the mission-
ary Rela�ones and in the le�ers preserved in 
the General Archive of the Order and in the 
collec�ons of Propaganda Fide, where he 
appears as a missionary of pastoral experi-
ence and solid theological forma�on.

From the sources there emerges the profile 
of a pastor deeply a�en�ve to the forma�on 
of local Chris�an communi�es. Msgr. Costa 
worked in a context marked by frequent per-
secu�ons, demonstra�ng leadership, 
prudence, and spiritual for�tude.

His ac�on focused par�cularly on cateche-
sis, on the prepara�on of indigenous cate-

chists, and on strengthening the faith of neo-
phytes, so that the communi�es might 
endure even during prolonged absences of 
the missionaries.

Msgr. Ilario Costa exercised his ministry as 
an i�nerant pastor, regularly visi�ng the 
communi�es sca�ered throughout the 
territory, o�en in dangerous condi�ons. The 
sources describe a par�cular a�en�on to 
pastoral visita�on, understood not merely 
as disciplinary supervision, but as a moment 
of listening, reconcilia�on, and strengthen-
ing of ecclesial communion (7). 

A dis�nc�ve trait of his pastoral ministry was 
his care for sacramental life in contexts of 
clandes�nity. Msgr. Costa strove to ensure 
the celebra�on of the Eucharist and sacra-
mental reconcilia�on even during persecu-
�ons, adap�ng �mes and methods to local 
circumstances. His ac�on contributed deci-
sively to keeping alive the Chris�an iden�ty 
of the communi�es, preven�ng the faith 
from being reduced to a purely private prac-
�ce.



On the forma�ve level, he decisively pro-
moted the responsibility of the laity, encou-
raging the development of a local Church 
capable of sustaining itself even without the 
constant presence of missionaries. The 
sources emphasize that Msgr. Costa 
regarded catechists and community leaders 
not as mere executors, but as true ecclesial 
subjects, an�cipa�ng a vision of the Church 
that would later find fuller expression.

From a spiritual perspec�ve, his pastoral 
ministry was clearly inspired by the thought 
of Saint Augus�ne: the centrality of inte-
riority, the unity of the community, and the 
primacy of charity. The trial of persecu�ons 
was interpreted by Msgr. Costa as an occa-
sion for purifica�on and matura�on of faith, 
rather than as a sign of defeat.

The le�ers a�ributed to Msgr. Ilario Costa 
tes�fy to a vision of mission deeply rooted in 
the Augus�nian charism: the centrality of 
ecclesial communion, the primacy of pasto-
ral charity, and profound trust in the ac�on 
of grace. He showed par�cular sensi�vity 
toward local culture, avoiding a�tudes of 
imposi�on and instead fostering respec�ul 
dialogue, while maintaining clarity in 
Chris�an proclama�on (8).

His figure represents a model of 
missionary who was able to unite 
fidelity to the Church, love for the people 
entrusted to his care, and the capacity for 
discernment in complex situa�ons. For this 
reason, Msgr. Ilario Costa occupies a promi-
nent place in the historical memory of the 
Augus�nian mission in Asia.

6. Conclusion

Taken as a whole, the mission of the 
Discalced Augus�nians in Tonkin during the 
17th century, as it emerges from the archival 
sources of the Order, appears as an experi-
ence of evangeliza�on marked by persever-
ance, cultural dialogue, and coherent wit-
ness to the Gospel.

It cons�tutes a significant chapter not only 
in the history of the Order, but also in the 
broader history of the Church in Asia, offer-
ing even today valuable criteria for reflec-
�on on the ecclesial mission in the contem-
porary world.

1 STATE ARCHIVE, Rome, Discalced Augus�nians.

2 Cf. ARCHIVE OF THE CONGREGATION FOR THE PROPAGATION OF THE FAITH, Rome, 
Missiones Orientales, Tonchinensis, Rela�o annua, 17th century.

3 Cf. STATE ARCHIVE, Rome, Discalced Augus�nians, Epistolae Missionariorum ad Superiores, 
Tonkin, files 3–5.

 4 cfr. SA, Rome, DA, Missiones Asia�cæ, Quaes�ones de ri�bus, Tonchinum.

 5 cfr. SA, Rome, DA, Missiones Orientales, Tonchinum, Rela�o annua, saec. XVII.

 6 cfr. SA, Rome, DA, Epistolae Missionariorum ad Superiores, Tonchinum, fasc. 3–6.

 7 cfr. SA, Rome, DA, Epistolae Ill.mi Missionarii Hilarionis Costa, Tonchinum, saec. XVII.

 8 cfr. SA, Rome, DA, Epistolae Ill.mi Missionarii Hilarionis Costa, Tonchinum, sec. XVII
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Southeast Asia is a region marked by extraor-
dinary cultural and religious diversity, offering 
at the same �me complex challenges and 
valuable pastoral opportuni�es. 

Today our Order in Southeast Asia repre-
sents a dynamic and rapidly growing rea-
lity, with a significant presence in countries 
such as the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, 
and Myanmar. The confreres engage with 
contexts that differ greatly from one 
another:

• Philippines: the country with the largest 
Catholic community in Southeast Asia 
and, worldwide, second only to Brazil 
and Mexico, with approximately 85 mil-
lion Catholics.

• Indonesia: about 10 million Catholics, 
concentrated mainly on the islands of 
Flores and Java, within a popula�on that 
is predominantly Muslim.

• Vietnam: approximately 7–10% of the 
popula�on professes the Catholic faith.

• Myanmar: about 700,000 Catholics, rep-
resen�ng 1.3% of the popula�on.

1. Challenges of Mission in 
Asia

Like many other Congrega�ons more 
recently established in the region, our Order 
finds itself facing a complex and constantly 
changing context.

One of the primary challenges concerns cul-
tural adapta�on, that is, the need to 
inculturate the Catholic faith within diverse 
local reali�es, while at the same �me safe-
guarding the integrity of the Chris�an mes-
sage.

In socie�es characterized by marked reli-
gious pluralism, the witness of faith must be 
combined with respec�ul and construc�ve 
dialogue, capable of fostering peaceful coex-
istence with Islam, Buddhism, and other reli-
gious tradi�ons.

To this is added the rapid growth of 
Pentecostalism and of Evangelical commu-
ni�es, which challenges the Church to 
renew her language and pastoral methods. 
The shortage of priests and religious also 
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requires new and farsighted strategies to 
ensure a stable ecclesial presence within 
communi�es, while the forma�on of the 
faithful, of presbyters, and of the laity 
assumes a central role in responding ade-
quately to the challenges posed by moder-
nity and increasing seculariza�on.

In certain contexts, there are also difficul�es 
related to discrimina�on and restric�ons 
against Chris�ans, which make it even more 
urgent to strengthen Catholic iden�ty and to 
care for ecclesial communion. At the same 
�me, commitment to the evangeliza�on of 
non-Catholic communi�es and the promo-
�on of interreligious dialogue emerge as 
indispensable dimensions of mission.

Finally, in a region marked by profound eco-
nomic and social inequali�es, the promo-
�on of social jus�ce and human rights 
represents a priority field of evangelical 
witness. Such challenges demand a coura-
geous and crea�ve response from the 
Church and from religious Ins�tutes, called 
to con�nual renewal in order to remain 
faithful to their missionary voca�on.

2. Missionary Ac�vity

Within the context of the local Catholic mis-
sion, the Order offers a significant contribu-
�on through various ac�vi�es.

Educa�on and healthcare: the founda�on 
and administra�on of a school and care 
centers contribute to the human and social 

development of communi�es. In 
par�cular, the educa�onal sector 
represents one of the principal areas 
of commitment, with high-quality ins�tu-
�ons that form many young people. In the 
healthcare field as well, Catholic facili�es 
o�en provide help to those most in need.

Promo�on of human rights: the Order is 
engaged in defending the dignity and free-
dom of the human person through service 
to the poor, the marginalized, and the vul-
nerable, offering material support and work-
ing to improve the living condi�ons of local 
communi�es.

Interreligious dialogue: construc�ve dia-
logue among different religious tradi�ons is 
promoted, contribu�ng to peace and har-
monious coexistence.

Promo�on of local cultures: the Order sup-
ports the expression and preserva�on of 
indigenous cultures, helping people to find 
meaning and direc�on in life.

Ecclesial growth: the presence of Catholic 
immigrants further contributes to the devel-
opment of the Church in various contexts of 
the region.

Despite difficul�es related to poverty, 
inequali�es, and at �mes persecu�on, the 
Order operates in close synergy with the 
local Church, sharing her pastoral and mis-
sionary priori�es.

Mission in Indonesia
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Indonesia

The Order is present in Indonesia with a 
community in Bandung, situated within a 
predominantly Muslim context. In this plu-

ral environment, the presence of the religious 
is configured as a discreet yet significant sign of 

evangelical witness and fraternity. Among the principal missionary ac�vi�es are the welcome 
offered to Chris�ans, providing the community with a point of reference for spiritual and 
sacramental life; the ini�a�on of forma�on paths and accompaniment in the faith; concrete 
collabora�on with the poorest, according to the basic needs of the territory; and the constant 
commitment to maintaining respec�ul and construc�ve interreligious dialogue with the 
local popula�on and its culture.

Philippines

The seat of the our Asian 
Province is located in Cebu City, 
Philippines, under the patronage 
of Saint Nicholas of Tolen�no.

It extends its jurisdic�on to all the 
houses of the Order present in Asia, 

par�cularly in Indonesia, Vietnam, Myanmar, and India, promo�ng an organic coordina�on 
of religious life and apostolic ac�vity throughout the con�nent.

The Province has experienced significant growth not only at the local level, but also interna-
�onally, strengthening communion among the various presences and fostering new mission-
ary ini�a�ves. In the Philippines, new Communi�es have been erected to serve the People of 
God in the Dioceses of Daet, Pampanga, Masbate, and soon in Pagadian, alongside the edu-
ca�onal and forma�ve commitment carried out at Tabor Hill College and at the Santa Monica 
Ins�tute of Theology (SMIT).

Among the principal missionary ac�vi�es are the recep�on of religious from other countries, 
a concrete sign of the fraternity and universality of the Order; collabora�on in parishes and 
university chaplaincies; and shared work with the laity in mul�ple ini�a�ves of Chris�an 
forma�on, spiritual accompaniment, and human promo�on.
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I am Fr. Yanuarius Muni. My personal call to 
enter into direct contact with nature 
matured in a par�cular way a�er my Priestly 
Ordina�on on May 31, 2022, in the 
Cathedral of Bandung, through the laying on 
of hands by Bishop Antonius Subianto. I 
have increasingly come to understand that a 
priest is not only a minister of the sacra-
ments, but is also called to undertake con-
crete and frui�ul ac�ons for the Order and 
for the Church.

This convic�on is closely linked to my aca-
demic path during the Master’s Degree in 
Theology at Parahyangan Catholic Univer-
sity, where I wrote my thesis en�tled “Build-
ing Awareness of the Earth as Sacred Space.” 
For me, the earth is not merely ma�er; it 
bears within itself a spark of the Divine, 
because it is created by God’s love. To recog-
nize its sacredness means to develop an a�-
tude of respect, gra�tude, and responsibil-
ity. I consider this an integral part of my mis-
sion as a religious and as a priest.

In our Community of Cisarua, on a 
plot of approximately 1.3 hectares, 
we cul�vate organic vegetables such as 
le�uce, broccoli, tomatoes, eggplants, 
green beans, and cabbage. Coming from a 
family of farmers, and having worked the 
land during my religious forma�on, I experi-
ence this ac�vity as a natural con�nua�on of 
my voca�on. The friars par�cipate weekly in 
sowing, caring for, and harves�ng the crops, 
using organic fer�lizers produced also with 
the help of animals kept on the property.

The vegetables are brought to the parishes 
of Sunter in Jakarta, Kemuning, and Buah 
Batu in Bandung, where they are offered 
with the formula “take what you need and 
make a voluntary dona�on,” intended to 
support the forma�on of the religious of the 
Order. In this simple service I recognize a con-
crete way of living our charism: “To serve the 
Most High in spirit of humility.” It is a small 
gesture, yet it expresses the desire to love 
the earth and to serve humanity as part of 
God’s design.

Another significant moment was the ope-
ning, at the beginning of 2026, of the new 
seat of forma�on for postulants in Bandung, 
connected with the religious Community 
and called “Thagaste”. The name recalls the 
original experience of Saint Augus�ne, who 
understood that the encounter with God is 
realized not only in the personal dimension, 
but also in fraternity lived through mutual 
self-giving. For us, this means building a 
truly fraternal community, effec�ve in 
service and authen�cally missionary, capa-
ble of proclaiming the Gospel with humility 
and joy.
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I am Fr. Anthony Duong Xuan Tien, and I 
wish to begin my tes�mony by recalling with 
gra�tude the long and significant missionary 
presence of the Order of Discalced 
Augus�nians in Vietnam.

The Order has le� a profound mark on the 
history of the Vietnamese Church. For more 
than 120 years, from 1696 to 1821, the friars 
proclaimed the Gospel and contributed to 

the forma�on of the faith of the People of 
God, building a spiritual legacy that s�ll 
bears fruit today.

A�er a long period of absence due to histori-
cal circumstances, the Order officially 
returned to Vietnam in 2008, thanks to the 
commitment of the Province of Saint 
Nicholas of Tolen�no of the Philippines. 
With this return, the spirit and charism of 
the Discalced Augus�nians were renewed: 
fraternal communion, humble service, and 
concrete love for the local Church.

Since the reestablishment, the presence of 
the Order has grown steadily. Today we oper-
ate through three communi�es located in 
the Archdiocese of Ho Chi Minh City, in the 
Diocese of Da Nang, and in the Diocese of 
Xuan Loc. Alongside pastoral ministry, the 
forma�on of voca�ons represents one of 
the most consoling signs of this journey.

At present, the Order counts 10 Vietnamese 
priests, 3 deacons, more than 30 professed 
religious who con�nue their studies in Italy 
and in the Philippines, and about 30 semi-
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Vietnam

The Vietnamese Church is dis�nguished by 
its pastoral dynamism, par�cularly in the 

evangeliza�on of youth and in a�en�on to 
the most vulnerable communi�es. It also pro-

motes interreligious dialogue and peaceful coex-
istence with the various religious tradi�ons present in the country. Within this context, the 
Order carries out its mission through collabora�on in parishes, offering pastoral service also 
to English-speaking faithful, who are increasingly present in urban areas.

There is a concrete commitment to the construc�on of churches and centers of spirituality, 
conceived as places of prayer, forma�on, and accompaniment. Par�cular a�en�on is given 
to the forma�on of religious, so that they may respond with competence and spiritual depth 
to emerging pastoral needs.

The challenges in Vietnam remain numerous: the growing seculariza�on of society and gov-
ernmental restric�ons on religious freedom require crea�vity and prudence. Yet precisely 
amid such difficul�es, opportuni�es arise for voca�onal growth, interreligious dialogue, and 
renewed commitment to peace, mutual understanding, and service to those in need.



narians in forma�on at Catholic ins�tutes in 
Vietnam. This growth, both numerical and 
spiritual, manifests the vitality of the 
Discalced Augus�nian charism within the 
Vietnamese Church.

Looking at the fruits already gathered and at 
the rapid development of infrastructures, 
voca�ons, and pastoral ini�a�ves, I am 
deeply convinced that the Holy Spirit is 
ac�ng powerfully in our mission. I believe 
that God does not forget the sacrifices and 
commitment of the missionaries who wrote 
the first pages of our history in Vietnam, and 
that He con�nues today to bless the path of 
the Order in this land.

In my heart I carry the hope that, with �me 
and with the necessary support, a new 
Province may arise in Vietnam, as a sign of 

the maturity and stability of the 
charism. I also hope for ever greater 
a�en�on and accompaniment from the 
Prior General and the Superiors, so that the 
Discalced Augus�nian spirit may fully flour-
ish and the Order may con�nue the work 
begun by Mons. Ilario Costa and by the first 
missionaries, bringing to comple�on the s�ll 
open pages of our missionary history. May 
the Holy Spirit guide and sustain us on this 
path of fidelity and service.

Among the missionary ac�vi�es, a signifi-
cant place is held by ministry to the sick, 
lived with fraternal presence and spiritual 
accompaniment, the forma�on of religious, 
and ac�ve collabora�on with the local 
Church in her various needs, with the help of 
many benefactors and lays.
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1. Historical Notes

The presence of the Discalced Augus�nians 
in Cameroon is rela�vely recent, yet deeply 
significant.

2008: on January 29, the first two confreres, 
Fr. Gregorio Cibwabwa and Fr. Renato Jess, 
arrived in Cameroon to ini�ate the project 
of a House of Forma�on. This moment 
marked the official beginning of the missio-
nary presence of our Order in the Anglo-
phone region, par�cularly in Mambu-Bafut, 
in the Northwest Region.

The choice of this area proved providen�al: 
the local Church was alive and growing, yet 
in need of structured forma�on, pastoral 
organiza�on, and the stable religious pres-
ence of a community open to mission.

2010 :  several  young men from the 
Democra�c Republic of the Congo and from 
Cameroon joined the mission to begin their 
forma�ve journey as aspirants in our Order.

The House of Forma�on in Mumbi gradually 
became a point of reference for voca�ons 

from the African con�nent. Over the years, 
various aspirants began their forma�on 
with the collabora�on of the religious com-
muni�es of Brazil and Italy.

2019: Fr. Serge Kwanda became the first 
Discalced Augus�nian religious from the 
mission in Cameroon to receive priestly ordi-
na�on. In this way, the Augus�nian charism 
took root in Cameroonian soil, offering a 
spirituality centered on common life.

2. Challenges of Mission

a) Security and Armed Conflict

The Anglophone crisis, a separa�st conflict 
that has lasted for nearly a decade, repre-
sents the most serious challenge for the mis-
sion of the Church in the Anglophone region 
of Cameroon. The crisis has caused internal 
displacement, destruc�on of villages, clo-
sure of schools, kidnappings, and a constant 
climate of insecurity.

Pastoral and missionary ac�vi�es are o�en 
carried out under condi�ons of uncertainty. 
Reaching certain mission sta�ons may 
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require three or four hours of walking 
through areas that are difficult to access. In 
this context, the words of Christ resound 
with par�cular force: “Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they shall be called chil-
dren of God” (Mt 5:9).

The presence of the Church thus becomes 
not only sacramental, but also prophe�c, 
called to be an instrument of reconcilia�on. 
Like the Good Shepherd who does not aban-
don the flock (Jn 10:11), priests and religious 
con�nue to visit communi�es, celebrate the 
Eucharist, and offer spiritual consola�on 
even amid instability.

b) Natural Disasters and Conflicts over 
Resources

Seasonal floods frequently destroy crops 
and infrastructure, aggrava�ng poverty and 
food insecurity. Economic fragility fuels ten-
sions over land and resources. In these cir-
cumstances, the Church lives out the evan-
gelical call to solidarity: “I was hungry and 
you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me drink” (Mt 25:35).

Our missionary presence includes not only 
spiritual assistance, but also concrete char-
ity and accompaniment of people in their 
daily difficul�es, sharing joys, hopes, fears, 
and challenges with those whom God has 
entrusted to our spiritual care.

c) Pastoral and Socio-Poli�cal Issues

The division between Anglophone and 
Francophone communi�es has generated 
mistrust and tensions. The Church is called 
to be a bridge of dialogue, reflec�ng Christ’s 
prayer “that they may all be one” (Jn 17:21).

Among the pastoral difficul�es is also the 
shortage of adequately formed catechists 
and the limited theological prepara�on in 
more remote areas. Evangeliza�on requires 
pa�ence, listening, and gradual accompani-
ment. As Paul reminds us, “We preach Christ 
crucified” (1 Cor 1:23), even when the mes-
sage passes through suffering and misun-
derstanding.

d)Educa�on and Health

In conflict areas, many schools remained 
closed for years. Even a�er reopening, qua-
lified personnel are s�ll insufficient. The 
interrup�on of educa�on has made an 
en�re genera�on more vulnerable. The 
Church seeks to respond through parish ini-
�a�ves, youth programs, and moral forma-
�on.

Access to healthcare is also limited in the 
more remote villages. Priests and religious 
o�en become mediators of assistance and 
hope in communi�es where ins�tu�onal 
support is minimal.

2010: Visit of the Prior Provincial
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3. Pastoral Ac�vi�es and 
Future Perspec�ves

The mission of the Discalced Augus�nians in 
the Anglophone region is rooted in availabi-
lity to the People of God.

Mass is celebrated daily in the mother 
church of Saint Joseph Parish and, on other 
days, in our House of Forma�on and in seve-
ral women’s religious communi�es, as well 
as in a facility for persons with disabili�es.

On Sundays, the priests who compose our 
religious Community travel to the mission 
sta�ons for the celebra�on of the Eucharist, 
the administra�on of the sacraments, as 
well as to preside over funerals and conduct 
catechesis.

Despite the difficul�es, the mission 
con�nues to bear fruit. A significant number 
of priests, formed in our House of Forma�on 
in Bafut, are at the service of the Order and 
of the Church in Cameroon and in Italy.

Looking to the future, the Church in 
Cameroon remains commi�ed to the buil-
ding of peace and reconcilia�on between 
Anglophone and Francophone communi-
�es. The construc�on of new churches and 
mission sta�ons con�nues, together with 
the strengthening of voca�ons and the pro-
mo�on of Augus�nian spirituality.

In a region marked by challenges yet 
rich in faith, our mission proposes 
itself as a concrete sign of hope, foun-
ded on Christ’s promise: “I am with you 
always, un�l the end of the age” (Mt 28:20).

The Discalced Augus�nian charism, rooted 
in the spirituality of Saint Augus�ne and 
lived in simplicity, evangelical poverty, and 
fraternal communion, makes us joyful to 
serve the Most High in a spirit of humility, 
uni�ng witness, prayer, and pastoral ac�on.

2026: Fr. Serge Kwanda with parishioners
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Amidst the busy Via del Corso in Rome, the 
church of Gesù e Maria firmly stands as a 
house for quiet prayer, shared celebra�on 
and community. While the property was 
bought  by  the  Order  o f  D i sca lced 
Augus�nians in 1615 to construct a convent, 
church and school, it s�ll serves as a resi-
dence and forma�on house for the religious 
community today. This remaining presence 
of the Discalced Augus�nian friars in Rome, 
ever since the early seventeenth century, is 
something that can also be traced back in 
works of art. 

As I was wri�ng my bachelor's thesis (Works 
of art in the sacristy, choir and gallery of 
Gesù e Maria: a new study of iconography, 
a�ribu�on and da�ng) in the field of art 
history last year, I stumbled upon several 
artworks that illustrate this. 

Therefore, in this short ar�cle, I would like to 
offer the reader a surface-level introduc�on 
to these works, which are all different in 
terms of style, medium and da�ng, yet are 
unified by what is referred to as (self-)repre-
senta�on, or in other words: a conscious 

use of imagery to illustrate the unique iden-
�ty of the Order and its friars.

1. A small drawing on parch-
ment, kept in Florence

The first artwork worth showing is a pre-
cious watercolor drawing (fig. 1) made on 
parchment, likely done by a monk in 
Florence in the first half of the 17th century, 
where the work is s�ll kept today. With 
almost documentary precision, the ar�st 
has drawn up what a Discalced Augus�nian 
friar, with his hands peacefully clasped in 
prayer, would generally have worn at that 
�me: a black habit, modest sandals, a 
leather belt and a knee-length cape with a 
pointed hood. Evidently, li�le of this has 
changed over �me. 

But, all the more curious is that this small 
watercolor is part of a larger series of draw-
ings showing monks of various orders in 
their dis�nct habits, assumingly to make the 
fr iars  roaming around iden�fiable. 
Therefore, the drawing can be interpreted 

Discalced Augus�nians in Rome
Examples of Visual Representa�on and 
(Self-)representa�on throughout Past Centuries
Renske de Vries



as means to recognize the Discalced 
Augus�nians in the street, based on their 
habit, which – at least at that �me – also 
included a par�cularly shorter cape. It also 
explains why the ar�st has used significantly 
lighter colors to stress the different materi-
ality of the sandals and belt, as this helps 

further dis�nguishing the different 
parts that make up the unique 
Discalced Augus�nian habit.

2. A once-exhibited water-
color by Achille Pinelli

A so�er watercolor drawing by Achille 
Pinelli (fig. 2) then offers an impression of 
three Discalced Augus�nians, seen in front 
view, side view and back view, conversing 
before the façade of Gesù e Maria on the 
Via del Corso, somewhere in the early nine-
teenth century. While their conversa�on 
reminds of the confraternity found at Gesù e 
Maria, the depic�on of a well-dressed gen-
tleman giving alms to another monk illus-
trates that centuries ago, the Via del Corso 
already had a bustling, diverse character. 

What is important to note here, is, again, the 
purpose of this drawing: as photography 
was not yet invented, Pinelli made a series 
of roughly two hundred watercolors to cata-
logue the many buildings in Rome at that 
�me. He then combined these with lively, 
staged, day-to-day scenes, crea�ng compo-
si�ons that catch the a�en�on. As an 
example of the ever-evolving cityscape of 
Rome, this par�cular watercolor was chosen 
to be exhibited among seventy drawings of 

Fig. 2

Fig. 1
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Pinelli's series in the 2007 exhibi�on 'Achille 
Pinelli's Rome' at the Museo di Roma, offer-
ing a glimpse back in �me. Yet while the Via 
del Corso increasingly commercializes, the 

presence of the friars of Gesù e 
Maria remains an unchanged sight 
in the street.

3. The Augus�nian fresco 
cycle in the gallery of Gesù e 
Maria

A remarkable early case of (self)-repre-
senta�on can be found in Gesù e Maria's 
gallery, where a cycle of seven 17th century 
frescos is undergoing a – truly saddening – 
state of deteriora�on. In my thesis, I have 
done significant research into these refined 
frescos, worthy of apprecia�on and under-
standing. 

But what is striking is that these frescos are 
not only unified thema�cally, as they all 
focus on episodes of the life of Saint 
Augus�ne, but also visually. Following the 
third lune�e with 'The Dressing of St. 
Augus�ne', the figure of St. Augus�ne is 
exclusively dressed in the Discalced 
Augus�nian habit, with a black, pointed 
hood, and remains accompanied by broth-
ers wearing the very same throughout the 
other scenes (fig. 3). Certainly, this cycle of 
pain�ngs was commissioned by the friars of 
Gesù e Maria not long a�er the space of the 
gallery finished construc�on in 1632. 

As it is a space reserved for their passage 
alone, it only makes sense that these 
artworks were requested to be a visual rep-
resenta�on of the Discalced Augus�nian 

friars, their fraternity, and their close con-
nec�on to Saint Augus�ne, spiritual father 
of the Order.

4. The ceiling pain�ng of the 
first missionaries in Tonkin, 
Vietnam, in the choir of 
Gesù e Maria

Another artwork in the church of Gesù e 
Maria that was commissioned by the friars 
themselves, is the ceiling pain�ng in the 
vault of the choir. The work is assumed to 
have been made around 1817, at the �me 
that the choir was renovated and embel-
lished. 

This pain�ng, too, is located in a secluded 
space, where only the friars generally would 
see it. Interes�ngly enough, it actually con-
sists of two depic�ons: one of Saint 
Augus�ne washing Christ’s feet, and the 
other  depic�ng the first  Discalced 
Augus�nian missionaries in the landscape 
of Tonkin, Vietnam (detail, fig. 4), who 
departed from Rome on March 1, 1697, to 
proclaim the Word of God in foreign lands.

By choosing a representa�on of the friars as 
missionaries abroad, the prominent ceiling 
pain�ng not only reminds the brothers of 
Gesù e Maria of their own mission, but also 

Fig. 3
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serves as a visual documenta�on of an 
important event for the mission in 
Southeast Asia, worth con�nuously com-
m e m o ra � n g  a m o n g  t h e  D i s c a l c e d 
Augus�nians.  

5. An extraordinary oil 
pain�ng by François Marius 
Granet, now on display at 
The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York

Lastly, in 1808, the French ar�st François 
Marius Granet painted an everyday-glance 
into the gallery of Gesù e Maria (fig. 5). 

His work, inspired by 'genre' pain�ng, shows 
a handful of friars in the foreground and 
background, dressed in the Discalced 
Augus�nian habit with a cape, entering the 
nave of the church from the gallery. One 
monk holds his rosary, the other rings the 
bell, and all appear deep in their thoughts. 

With great skill, Granet painted the subtle 
lights and shadows, cast through the win-
dows onto the groin vault. As his atelier was 
not far from the church, Granet must have 
seen the gallery with his own eyes and felt 
inspired to paint it. Evidently, the space has 
become much emp�er at present, but 
through my research, I was able to recon-
struct that the gallery once indeed looked 
like this, before doorways were walled up, 

frescos started to deteriorate, pain�ngs of 
members of the Order were moved else-
where and adjacent buildings were con-
structed.

But truly noteworthy – at least to the art his-
torian – is that this pain�ng was first shown 
at the Paris Salon of 1808 and is now on view 
at The Metropolitan Museum in New York, 
which means that a beau�fully humble, 
sober visual representa�on of the Discalced 
Augus�nians in their day-to-day ac�vi�es 
has made its way into one of the world's larg-
est and most pres�gious art museums as of 
today, making the Order's iden�ty visible to 
a contemporary, interna�onal audience.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5



Conclusion

Together, the above-shown artworks give an 
impression of how the Discalced Augus�-
nians in Rome have been represented by vari-
ous ar�sts across �me, style and medium for 
different purposes, ever since the founda-
�on of the Order. 

Some works are rather documentary, 
whereas others serve as (self-)repre-
senta�on or are simply meant to capture an 

'everyday' se�ng in an ar�s�c way. 
But while the cityscape of Rome con-
�nuously changes, and even spaces 
within the church undergo altera�ons over 
�me, it is no�ceably the dis�nct habit of the 
friars that remains a clear and enduring 
visual marker in these works of art, which is 
as unchanging as the presence of the Order 
in the church of Gesù e Maria in Via del 
Corso (fig. 6).

Fig. 1: Unknown ar�st, Discalced Augus�nian, first half of the seventeenth century (?), 
watercolor on parchment, 17 x 11 cm, Diocesan Deposit of Santo Stefano al Ponte, Florence.

Fig. 2: Achille Pinelli, Gesù e Maria, ca. 1826 – 1835, watercolor, 47 x 60,6 cm, Museo di Roma, 
Rome.

Fig. 3: Clarified detail of: unknown ar�st, St. Augus�ne medita�ng upon the Trinity along the 
seashore, as the child tries to empty the sea with a shell, ca. 1632 – 1699, fresco, gallery of 
Gesù e Maria, Rome.

Fig. 4: Detail of: unknown ar�st, St. Augus�ne washes the feet of Christ, in a landscape 
depic�ng the first Discalced Augus�nian missionaries in Tonkin, Vietnam, ca. 1817, painted in 
secco on plaster, choir of Gesù e Maria, Rome.

Fig. 5: François Marius Granet, Monks in the cloister of the church of Gesù e Maria, Rome, 
1808, oil on canvas, 49,5 x 39,1 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

***

Renske de Vries completed her Bachelor of Arts cum laude in 2025 at Radboud University 
Nijmegen and dedicated her thesis to the works of art located in the sacristy, choir and gallery 
of Gesù e Maria in Rome. For her thesis, she was admi�ed to do library research at the 
Kunsthistorisches Ins�tut in Florence and had the privilege to stay at the church for on-site 
research, discussion and photographing. She is currently pursuing her Master's degree in Art 
History, and is working on an introductory catalogue of the artworks found throughout Gesù 
e Maria, now including those in the nave through new research.
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Toledo – Brazil

January 5–9, 44th Annual Mee�ng of the Friars

The tradi�onal gathering marked the begin-
ning of the year for the Province of Santa Rita 
de Cássia in an atmosphere of prayer, liste-
ning, and fraternity. The opening and wel-
coming celebra�on was presided over by the 
Prior General, Fr. Nei Márcio Simon.

Each day began with the celebra�on of the 
Holy Mass, followed by forma�on sessions 
inspired by the Conferences of the 
Conven�on on the Sources of Our Spirituality 
held in Rome last October. Several confreres 
revisited the reflec�ons and shared their 
tes�monies: Fr. Getulio Freire Pereira (Ritual), 

Fr. Doriano Ceteroni (Spirituality), Fr. José 
Valnir da Silva (Cons�tu�ons and Directory), 
Fr. Marcelo Leandro (Other Sources), 
Fr. Moacir Chiodi (the three mee�ngs with 
the Pope), and Fr. Márcio da Silva (the vow of 
humility and the Venerable Fr. Giovanni 
Nicolucci). Fr. Diones Rafael Pagano�o, 
Secretary General, also spoke on the 
Vademecum, and the Prior General offered 
the concluding remarks.

The mee�ng was further enriched by 
moments of dialogue, fraternity, and sports, 
strengthening the bonds among the con-
freres and reinforcing the common journey of 
the Province.

Some Pictures
Sharing a Bit of Our Life



35Cebu City – Philippines

January 7, Provincial Mee�ng

A�er the celebra�on of the Mass, most of 
the members of the Province of Saint 
Nicholas of Tolen�no gathered for a 

moment of communion around the 
table, in a spirit of priestly and reli-
gious fraternity. The mee�ng also 
served to organize part of the provincial 
ac�vi�es and to ini�ate the transfers of 
some religious.

Cebu City – Philippines

January 7, New Religious Community

In accordance with the provisions of the 
most recent Provincial Chapter, the Prior 
Provincial, Fr. Luigi Kerschbamer, following 
the canonica l  erec�on of  the  new 
Community of Saint Nicholas of Tolen�no in 
Porac, Pampanga, in the Archdiocese of San 
Fernando, received the Profession of Faith 

of the Prior and officially installed Fr. 
Crisologo Suan, together with the members 
of the community, Fr. Ryan Ragaza and 
Fr. James Dobles. The establishment of the 
new community represents a significant 
milestone in the life and mission of the 
Province of Saint Nicholas of Tolen�no, 
renewing its commitment to the service of 
the People of God and to the promo�on of 
religious and priestly voca�ons.



Cebu City – Philippines

January 7–8, Symposium on the Sources of 
Our Spirituality

The Saint Monica Ins�tute of Theology 
(SMIT) inaugurated the new academic year 
with a Symposium dedicated to a deeper 
study of our Discalced Augus�nian spiritual-
ity, following the conferences delivered in 
Rome during the Conven�on on the Sources 
of Spirituality held in October 2025. The sym-
posium was opened by the Prior Provincial, 
Fr. Luigi Kerschbamer. The following con-
freres presented their respec�ve confer-
ences:

Fr. Noel Cerna, Prefect of Students, 
with the lecture “OAD Spirituality: 
Primary and Historical Sources.”

Fr. Anthony Tien, alumnus of the Ins�tute, 
who presented “Complementary Sources: A 
Living Expression of Our Spirituality.”

Fr. Renan Obregon, who spoke on “Cons�tu-
�ons and Directory: Regulatory Codes of Our 
Spirituality.”

Fr. Joel Manuel concluded with “The Ritual: 
The Liturgical Celebra�on of Our Spiri-
tuality.”

Rome – Italy

January 31 – February 1, Mee�ng of the 
General and Provincial Councils of the 
Augus�nian Family

The mee�ng was inspired by the mo�o of 
Pope Leo XIV: In Illo uno unum, an expression 
deeply rooted in Augus�nian spirituality.

Par�cipants included members of the 
General Curia, Fr. Diones Rafael Pagano�o 
and Fr. Airton Mainardi, and members of the 
Provincial Curia in Italy, Fr. Jan Derek Sayson, 
Fr. Leandro Xavier Rodrigues, Fr. Alejandro 
Remolino Jr., and Fr. Gregorio Cibwabwa.

The first day featured a conference by 
Rosanna Virgili, who offered a profound 
reflec�on on the theme: “Come away by 
yourselves to a deserted place and rest a 

while” (Mk 6:31), highligh�ng the originality 
of Jesus’ leadership, capable of uni�ng 
authority, service, and care for rela�on-
ships. At 12:30 p.m., the Mass was cele-
brated, presided over by Fr. Diones Rafael 
Pagano�o. In the a�ernoon, the conference 
of Sister Simona Paolini explored the juridi-
cal and canonical dimension in the light of 
the Pauline text: “In him he chose us before 
the founda�on of the world to be holy and 
blameless before him in love” (Eph 1:4), pro-
posing a medita�on on “in-existence” in 
Christ as the founda�on of ecclesial and 
fraternal communion.

The secon day was dedicated to fraternal 
moments, dialogue, and workshops, foster-
ing a sincere exchange of experiences, 
reflec�ons, and pastoral perspec�ves in a 
climate of mutual listening.
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Frosinone – Italy

February 19–23, Canonical Visit of the Prior 
General

The Prior General, Fr. Nei Márcio Simon, 
accompanied by the Secretary General, 
Fr. Diones Rafael Pagano�o, carried out the 
Canonical Visit to the Madonna della Neve 
Residence.

During the days spent in Frosinone, the 
Visitors shared in the ordinary life of the fra-
ternity, taking part in community prayer, fra-
ternal gatherings, and pastoral ac�vi�es. 
The Prior General also held personal mee-
�ngs with each religious, offering a privile-

ged opportunity for listening, evalua�on, 
and encouragement. 

In accordance with the proper law of the 
Order, the principal areas of community life 
were examined: the members of the com-
munity, the organiza�on of spaces, and the 
maintenance of the official Registers, all in a 
spirit of shared responsibility and commu-
nion.

Among the significant moments were mee-
�ngs with the Bishop of Frosinone, Msgr. 
Santo Marcianò, as well as encounters with 
the collaborators of the Shrine-Parish and 
with the Scout group.



38

Rome – Italy

February 21, Mee�ng of Young Augus�nian 
Religious

The Mee�ng of Young Augus�nian religious 
men and women was held at the Monastery 
of the San� Qua�ro, centered on the theme 
In illo uno unum. Among the key moments of 
the gathering were the recorded message of 
Pope Leo XIV and the conferences delivered 
by Rosanna Virgili on the theme In illo uno 

unum: Reconciled in One Body, and by 
Fr. Kolawole Chabi on Unum in the Rule, in 
the Ecclesiology of Saint Augus�ne, and in 
the Pon�ficate of Leo XIV. 

The mee�ng was addressed especially to 
young religious in simple vows from 2010 to 
the present. Among the par�cipants were 
also some of our professed members from 
the Interna�onal College Fra Luigi Chmel in 
Rome.

Spoleto - Italy

February 26 - March 2, Canonical Visit of 
the Prior General

The Prior General, Fr. Nei Márcio Simon, and 
the Secretary General, Fr. Diones Rafael 
Pagano�o, carried out the Canonical Visit to 
the Santa Rita Residence, spending several 
days with the confreres to take an interest in 

the community life and the main ac�vi�es 
carried out. The visit was a precious 
moment of listening, assessment, and 
encouragement, further enriched by 
moments of fraternal sharing and mee�ngs 
with the Archbishop of Spoleto, Msgr. 
Renato Boccardo, with the Parish collabora-
tors, and with the team from the Pievany of 
San Ponziano.



Messagge from the Prior General
The Importance of Being Missionaries
Fr. Nei Márcio Simon, oad

Dear confreres, affiliates, and friends,

to be missionaries today means to allow our-
selves to be transformed by the love of 
Christ, welcoming His invita�on to go out of 
ourselves and to meet others. Mission is not 
only an external ac�on, but it cons�tutes a 
deep dimension of our Augus�nian iden�ty. 
We are therefore called to live fraternal com-
munion, to seek the Truth together, and to 
give ourselves with humility and joy. 
Bringing the light of the Gospel to places 
o�en neglected is a responsibility that arises 
from the awareness of having been person-
ally touched by the love of God.

Along the missionary journey, our very life 
becomes a living Gospel. Every gesture of 
charity, every authen�c encounter, and 
every a�en�ve listening are concrete ways 
through which we proclaim the Good News, 
even without words.

Mission asks us to become pilgrims of hope, 
open to the surprises of the Holy Spirit and 
a�en�ve to recognizing the presence of God 
in the signs of daily life. It is essen�al to 
remember that mission is born from prayer 

and is nourished by the Eucharist, an inex-
haus�ble source of strength and persever-
ance.

Saint Augus�ne tells us: “Let us run then, my 
brothers, let us run and love Christ. [...] 
Extend your charity over the whole world, if 
you wish to love Christ; for the members of 
Christ are spread throughout the whole 
world. If you love only a part, you are 
divided; you are no longer united to the 
body” (In Ep. Jo. 10,8).

This teaching urges us to discern with cour-
age and humility the path to follow. 
Therefore, let us entrust ourselves com-
pletely to the will of the Lord, remaining 
faithful to the charism we have received.

I invite you to persevere with an open heart, 
certain that the Lord never leaves us alone. 
His presence accompanies our steps, sus-
tains us in difficul�es, and renews our hope 
each day. Together, we can be authen�c 
witnesses of a mission that is born from love 
and fulfilled in communion and service.

Happy journey!
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