BLESSED ARTEMIDE SATTI’S HOLINESS

A MODEL OF SALESIAN SPIRITULAITY FOR OUR TIME

- Fr. Thomas Ellicherail

INTRODUCTION
The first Salesian Brothers to be honored on the Altar were the first 7 Salesian Brother Martyrs among the 32 members of the Salesian Family beatified by Pope John Paul II on 11 March 2001.

Commenting about this event in his circular letter of 31~t May 2001, Rev. Fr. Juan Vecchi, the then Rector Major said, "The mosaic of our Saints and Blessed, though rich enough in the categories represented - Founder, Co-Founder, Rector Major, Missionaries, Martyrs, Priests and Young People, still lacked the figure of a Coadjutor Brother. Now even this gap is being.flled."

What he had in mind then, more than the beatification of the Coadjutor Martyrs, was the impending beatification of Bro. Artemide ' Zatti, who would be the first "Coadjutor, not a Martyr."

Fr. Vecchi called it a `sensational precedent' a historic event. The insertion of the missing fragment of the Salesian mosaic of holiness, the completion of the series of models of Salesian spirituality.

The recognition by the Church of the model of holiness presented by Bl. Artemide Zatti is a sensational precedent in the sense that, "it shakes us up, it challenges our fidelity to our charism and our ability to offer at the present day examples of the Salesian lay vocation that are truly meaningful and attractive."

In this paper, I propose to take a quick glance through Bl. Artemide Zatti's Salesian life Story. (Part I) in order to highlight the salient features of this unique lay Salesian Spirituality- (Part 11) with possible implications for our modem day Salesian life style.

I. The Salesian Profile of Artemide Zatti
1. The Young Parishioner

Like most Saints, Artemide too started off by being a simple Christian, living the Christian call to holiness in ordinary ways in his Parish. He used to spend his spare time in the Parish Church, would accompany the Parish Priest on his visits to the sick, at funerals, in serving Mass and in doing the Sacristy work. As a working young man, he showed interest in the group of Catholic workers among whom he interacted as animator on Sundays.

2. The Salesian Call

The apostolic generosity of the Parish Priest Fr. Cavalli, his friend and guide, the Salesian environment of the Parish and the developing work of Don Bosco in Patagonia held a great fascination for young Zatti. A mere suggestion by Fr. Cavalli was sufficient for Zatti to say `yes' to the Call. He showed a solid maturity with a supernatural sense and an unyielding conviction of faith and zeal. So it was not too difficult for a 20 year old Zatti to sit with boys aged 11 to 14 in the aspirantate of Bernal. He busied himself there in studies and hard manual work, ever ready to adapt to difficult circumstances.

--------------------------------
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The letters he wrote to his family during this period show the depth of his interior attitudes.

· Optimism

· Joyful involvement in the life of the community

· Cordial and faithful submission to Superiors

· A profound religious sense

· A very practical approach to everything

· Humble abandonment to God's will

· Tranquility in the face of every trial.

3. The Trial of Sickness and its Acceptance.

God had planned a future for Zatti quite contrary to what Zatti himself had visualized. Strangely, Zatti's generosity in serving whole-heartedly the young priest suffering from tuberculosis was rewarded with the contracting of the disease himself. And that meant the end of his dream to become a priest. But he never spoke a word of complaint at what had happened, neither in connection with the sickness itself, nor against the superiors, nor against the circumstances in which he now found himself On the contrary this experience highlighted his spiritual strength to accept evil, consciously and generously. This is evident from the letter he wrote to his parents, "I knew that you would not be pleased to hear that 1 cannot get rid of the cough. Dear Parents, 1 am sure you will not forget the saying, `nothing happens unless God wills it' and so if I am here in Viedma with a cough, it is because God wants it so, for his greater glory and for the benefit of my own soul by giving me this opportunity to do some penance for my sins.... Be at peace and may the will of God be done in everything."

It was not a mere coincidence perhaps that both Artemide Zatti and Zepherin Namuncura lived two years together at Viedma suffering from the same illness from 1902 to 1904. The center of Salesian Work in Viedma was the Cathedral and the St. Joseph's Hospital and Pharmacy, which would become the field of Zatti's work.

4. Unswerving Attachment to his Vocation as a Salesian Brother

Zatti's own,declaration made in 1915 quoted here testifies to his total acceptance of God's will in his regard: "If I am now well and in good health, and able to do some good to my sick neighbors, I owe it to Fr. Doctor Garrone who saw that I was getting worse every day from the effects of Tuberculosis, coughing blood, and told me point blank that, if I did not want to finish up in the same way as so many others, I should make a promise to Mary Help of Christians, to remain always at his side helping in the care of the sick and trusting in Mary, she could heal me. I BELIEVED, because I knew of his reputation that Mary Help of Christians helped him in visible ways. I PROIVIISED, because I had always wanted to help others in anything I could do for them. And after God had heard the prayer of his servant, I RECOVERED." (Signed) Artemide Zatti."

In such a climate of trust in God, it was not difficult for him to accept the decisions of his Superiors and become a Lay Salesian and in this way to live out his firm commitment to consecrate himself to God. " The promise made to Our Lady for his cure seems to fit in with this solution, to the extent that as a Lay Salesian he could more fully and directly help in the care of the sick in a way he could probably not have done as a

priest."

Priest? Brother? He himself once said to a confrere: "You can serve God as a priest or as a Brother: before God one is as good as the other, provided you live it as a vocation and with love."

Zatti had no sadness or reaction at the change of his vocational perspective nor at the fact that he could make his religious profession only at the age of 27.

5. A full-time Good Samaritan

At Viedma Artemide Zatti recovered his health and found his mission in the care of the sick; from being a patient himself he became an infirmarian, and the illness of otllérs became his apostolate, his mission. From then onwards, the different aspects of his unique personality, sparkling tranquility and good humour and the development of his personal skips-grew _more and more, prompted by the internal desire to be faithful to God's grad
b
e greatest possible use to the mission.

He lived the total donation of himself to God and the dedication of all his strength to the good 6f his neighbor, first as the efficient and generous collaborator of Fr. Garrone, and then after the latter's death in 1911, as the one with chief responsibility for the hospital, the director and administrator of the work.

The hours he worked and his daily toil are practical evidence of his total dedication to the mission, his community sense, the care of his spiritual life and professional skill. His day began when he rose at 4:30 or 5:00 a.m. and ended at about midnight when he could finally lie down to a well-deserved rest.

His life was lived in an environment in which the same difficulties repeated everyday, but where understanding and sympathy were also to be found. The maturity he had already attained and the help of a fervent community life could not but foster his anxiety and decisive will to become holy. Zatti lost nothing of what God was offering to his soul, and he made use of everything that would enable the heroic practice of the virtues.

Over 40 long and laborious years the figure of Artemide Zatti grew continually in generosity of service and the seeking of professional skill. He was no ordinary worker, but a competent hospital administrator, endowed with practical knowledge, which medical authorities could not overlook. He obtained an official recognition as an infirmarian and through private study secured from the La Plata University the qualification as a pharmacist. This was indispensable for him in order to open and manage the hospital pharmacy.

During the 40 years he spent at Viedma several extraordinary facts bore witness in various ways to Zatti's solid virtue and Salesian Spirit:

· Tranquility with which he accepted the few days he was put in prison, after a prisoner who had been hospitalized on the orders of the prison governor absconded from the hospital.

· A The prudence and patience displayed when, against his wishes, the old hospital was demolished and transferred to a new site that was not ready.

· His deep Salesian joy during the 3 months he was able to spend in Italy for the canonization of Don Bosco

6. His Final Meeting with God as "the Kinsman of the Poor"

The Lord called him once again to be associated with him in his passion and to share the sufferings of those whom he himself was serving. It was in July 1950 when, as he was being treated after falling fróm a ladder, he was found to have a faulty liver function, and later a tumor was diagnosed.

He accepted the fact and knowingly followed the development of the illness (he himself prepared the death certificate for the doctor!) He maintained his joyful serenity despite painful suffering, and spent what remained of his strength in work -and in the community, as he lived the final months awaiting the call of the Lord, which came on 15th March 1951.

At his funeral the whole of Viedma did honor to the "Kinsman of the Poor." He was the one who had always been ready to welcome those with particular maladies and people who came from the distant country side; the one who had been able to enter the poorest of houses at any hour of the day or night without causing raised eyebrows; the one who, though was always, "in the red," had maintained a unique relationship with the city banks, which were always open to friendship and generous collaboration with those who engaged in the medical care of the citizens.

II. SALIENT FEATURES OF ARTEMIDE ZATTI'S HOLINESS:

His message for our Times

1. The magnetism of Don Bosco

The secret of success of Artemide Zatti was keeping Don Bosco as the anchor of his life while following Jesus in his vocation as a Salesian. Don Bosco gave meaning to all his experiences and led him to a total dedication always and everywhere.

2. Total Dedication to his Mission

His faith led him to see Jesus in the sick and even in those with dangerous, deforming or repugnant diseases. In long years of proximity to the seriously ill and dying, it never became for him a matter of routine: the suffering and death, especially of young people, always moved him deeply, giving rise to feelings of deep compassion but without making him lose his peace of mind. He had a special gift of dealing with sick youngsters and even for helping them to close their eyes in the Lord with a feeling of trust, joy and tranquility.

3. Infirmarian and Educator

It is said that the principal medicine he used was Zatti himself: his attitude, his jokes, his cheerfulness and loving kindness. He had made of the mission of the sick his own area for educative activity, where he practised reason, religion and loving kindness, in close and loving assistance of the needy, in helping them to understand and accept their condition of suffering, in his living witness to the presence of God and his unfailing love.

4. Sanctified Work: Synthesis of spirituality and professional skill.

Though his was a life of routine, of constant nursing of the sick, every aspect of it was invested with constant charity that so permeated and transformed it as to make it the driving force of unification of life and unspoken evangelization. He made constant effort to make himself better able to fulfill his tasks through study and on-going formation.

What stands out clearly in the life of Zatti is his passionate search for a greater harmony between the seeking of a more professional approach and growth in genuine spirituality.

He met the challenge of "grace of unity" which transforms professional activity into a resource of the consecrated life. Consequently he succeeded in fulfilling "sanctified work" an essential trait of Salesian Spirituality. The concept of "work" includes all the professional competence of which we are capable, and that of "sanctified" embodies the vitality of charity, self-giving, and a spirit of sacrifice.

5. Evangelically rooted reflection of God.

The interior life of Zatti shows him as a disciple of the Lord, who lived his consecration at every moment, constant union with God and in Gospel fraternity.

a) He never lost his sense of community, but always took part in and enjoyed the daily prayer, fraternal moments at table and occasions for sharing family joys, which he did in a manner all his own. For him the Salesian community was the place where he experienced God and gospel fellowship.

b) He lived his faith in such intensity that he was in continual union with God and prayer was like the breath of his soul.

c) He was outstanding as an observant religious, unfailingly punctual and never absent,

d) His practice of evangelical poverty was truly exemplary, well beyond the obligation of the poverty of a Salesian Brother. He showed in a perfect degree- that he was detached from earthly honors and selfish desires. While he was autonomous in administration no one ever saw or knew him to acquire anything for himself or his personal satisfaction.

e) With the Superiors he practised filial and reverential obedience - simple, prompt and joyful. This was, more heroically proved when he was ordered to demolish the old hospital to make way for the Bishop's new residence.

CONCLUSION
The above bird's eye view of Artemide Zatti's holiness of life convinces us that Zatti's life has a genuine undercurrent of spiritual story presenting to us a unique testimony to Salesian holiness. No wonder then that the Salesian Brothers of South America through their regional, national and international congresses, appealed to the hierarchy of Latin America on April 10, 1974, and on October 6, 1974 to the Major superiors of the Salesian Society to study the possibility of introducing the cause of the beatification and canonization of Artemid . Zatti. That long cherished dream was partly fulfilled when Pope John Paul II beatifi, ~d him on 14th April 2002. On that solemn occasion the Pope highlighted, "his genial nanner and his special skill, together with his total availability." The beatification is a concrete sign that Zatti attained the "high standard of ordinary Christian living" to wi ich all the Christians are called by John Paul 11 in his Novo Millennio Ineunte, his blue pri it for the Third Millennium.

Artemide Zatti's canonization will n can that the genial form of religious life of the Salesian Brother has been given the higl est seal of Heaven. It will also present Zatti to the world as a model not only for the Salesian Brothers but as an inspiration for generation to come, to young men and wome . blessed with high ideals.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:

1. What according to you are the lessons in Salesian spirituality Bl. Artemide Zatti holds out to a Salesian Brother of the third Millennium?

2. Is it possible today for a Salesian Brother immersed in hectic activities to give priority to the spiritual dimension of life?

3. Zatti was not just giving medicines to the sick, "He was the medicine himself." Can you draw parallels in the life of a modern day Salesian Brother?

4. The spirituality of suffering - his own and others' - shaped the holiness of Bl. Zatti. How relevant is such a spirituality in the life of a Salesian Brother today?
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