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T’S BUSINESS AS USUAL in Italy’s financial capital

of Milan. In the boardroom of Epyon Consulting, Vice
President Pierluigi Molla blends perfectly into his sur-
roundings. He’s polite, urbane and has that understated
sophistication which comes with being well-connected
and powerful. But 57-year-old Pieruigi has an aston-
ishing secret that couldn’t be further removed from the
world of high finance. His mother is saint.

When Saint Gianna Beretta Molla was canonized by
pope John Paul IT in St. Peter’s Squre in Rome on 16 May
2004, the huge crowed included Pierluigi, then 47, and
two of his sisters. It was the first time in the history of the
Catholic church that a saint’s children had been present
to see their parent canonized. So what does it feel like to
have a mum represented in statues and to know that peo-
ple across the world are praying to her for help ?

The truth, says Pierluigi, is that it’s very strange. Not
least because Gianna, although Catholic, wasn’t overt-
ly holy, always at church or at prayer. The woman he
remember was a dedicated doctors, a working mother
who in most respects had a very normal life. “She loved
climbing and skiing and walking, and we had lots of hap-
py family outings to the Alps,” Pierluigi recalls.

Then, in 1961, she became pregnant with her fourth
child. However, the pregnancy didn’t go well and tests
revealed that there was a large tumour in her uterus. The
safest option would have been a hysterectomy. The baby
would die, but the procedure wouldn’t contravene church
teaching, as the death would be an unintended conse-
quence of life-saving treatment.
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MY MOTHER
IS A SAINT

An interview with saint's son Pierluigi Molla

But Gianna wanted her baby to survive, so she opted
for a riskier route-surgical removal of the tumour. The
operation seemed togo well ; but a week after giving
birth to a healthy daughter — also called Ginna — on 21
April 1962, she fell ill again and died. She was just 39.

GIANNA’S DEATH, leaving a new born baby, five-
years-old Pierluigi and his younger sisters Laura and Ma-
riolina, in the care of their father Pietro, touched many in
Milan. Her funeral was packed. But her story might have
ended there had the city administrators not awarded her a
posthumous medal for her work as a doctor — brining her
o the attention of the Catholic autorities.

“Before long the archbishop was asking my father
if he could investigate her case,” says Pierluigi. At the
time, the Catholic Church was trying to modernize and
realized that it needed to celebrate its ordinary people, no
just priests and nuns. Gianna was exactly that sort of new
saint the Church could do with.

Becoming a saint traditionally takes centuries. In Gi-
anna’s case, the Vatican machinery was speeded up. The
backdrop to Pierluigi’s childhood was a fervent campaign
by local churches and others to get his mother canonized.
It was, he recalls, oddly incongruous with teenage life. “T
was a typical young guy, into motorbikes and beer, and
all around me these meetings and church services about
my mother were going on.”

Before Gianna’s sainthood could be confirmed, two
miracles had to be attributed to her. The first centred on
a young Brazilian woman, who was expected to die after
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giving birth to a stillborn child in 1977, but a nun prayed
to Gianna and the young woman survived. By 1994, the
Church had proclaimed Gianna “Blessed,” an initial step
towards canonization. Then in 2000 came a second mir-
acle. Another Brazilian, Elisabeth Arcolino, who’s been
told her fourth baby wouldn’t survive, delivered a healthy
girl after she asked Gianna for help.

The Vatican was satisfied and after Pietro, then in his
nineties, wore to the Pope imploring him to canonize Gi-
anna while he was still alive to see it, the May 2004 date
was set.

Gianna had already been widely revered in the
Catholic Church but since her canonization, her popular-
ity has really taken off. Mothers now pray to her for safe
pregnancies, children are named after her and you can
buy silver pendants engraved with her images. Two US
churches are called St. Gianna Beretta Molla.

PIERLUIGI SAYS it’s wonderful that so many peo-
ple admire his mother. “It’s very strange to think that
the churches are going to exist for ever, long after we’re
gone, and that he well be remembered,” he adds.

But it’s difficult that “ownership” of her has moved
from the family to a worldwide Catholic community.
“For example,” he says, “we have had to give most of
her possessions to the Church. Because she’s now a saint
they're classed as relics.”

A shrine in Philadelphia features a statue of Gianna, a
large photo of her holding Mariolina (who died in child-
hood) and a case containing several items of her clothing.
The society of Saint Gianna, which curates the shrine,
tours churches encouraging congregation to touch the
relics with their rosaries or crucifixes and call on Gianna
to intercede for their families.

She has also been adopted as a role model by some
parts of the pro-life movement. But, says Pierluigi, that’s
not something the family has encouraged. “In some
countries, especially the US, these people are really ag-
gressive, and we worry about that.”

“In all honesty, I think her decision to have the tumour
surgery was less to do with her faith, and more to do with
being a mother. She wasn’t dogmatic or pious ; she was
just very child-orientated, and really hoped for a big fam-
ily.” Her youngest child, Gianna Emanuela, the one she
saved, also went on to become a physician.

Pierluigi doesn’t always tell people about his moth-
er’s status-they might think he’s mad. He suspects that
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some of them only realize he’s telling the truth when they
go home and look him up on the internet.

Pierluigi, though, spends many hours a week dealing
with the volume of e-mails and letters from Catholics
who want to know more about his mum. “The problem
is that I’'m a busy businessman and it’s difficult to keep
up with it all. Sainthood has brought a lot of work with
it, and it’s not our job really to do that work. I don’t think
the Church realized when it canonized my mother that,
unlike most saints of the church, she didn’t have a reli-
gious order behind her to organize the huge industry that
goes with it.”

Pierluigi’s daughter Oretensia 23, is Gianna’s only
grandchild, “People are always astonished when T says
she was my grandmother,” she explains, “They had no
idea that saints could have children and grandchildren.
They say, “I can’t believe you're such a normal person,
when your granny is asaint !”

Pierluigi and his sisters sometimes give talks-he does
one every month or two about his mother and her life :
“We never promote her. All we do is react to the interest
in her that comes to us. It’s a privilege to be able to speak
to people about her 50 years after her death. And they are
so respective to her story.”

But for him, his mother will always be much more
than a religious icon. She’s a real person whose voice
he can still hear and whose hugs he can still feel, despite
the fact that she died when he was five. “You can never
replace a mother, and her being a saint doesn’t begin to
change the fact that my sisters and T grew up without
that person whose presence would have meant so much
to us.”

PIERLUIGI WILL NEVER forget the last time he
saw her, as she left to go to hospital. “She hugged us
all for a long time before she went out of the door” he
recalls, with tears in his eyes. “She knew there was a big
hurdle ahead. She knew she might not be coming back to
us. And she knew leaving us would be an incredibly hard
thing to do.”

As a boy, he didn’t understand her decision. “We had
been so happy, and my life was never the same again
after she died. But when my daughter was born, I felt for
the first time the love you have as a parent. I knew at last
why my mother took the path she did.”

Courtesy: Reader’s Digest
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St. Gianna Syrian Cathelic Church, maradu

(E : )
Ph: 0484 2707444, Mob: 9387074604

* 7.00 am + Gatochism
£.00 pm

:8.10 am

:8.10 am

1 6.40 am

ay : 610 am + 5L Marys Novena

Wednesday : 6.30 pm + 5t. Gianaa's Novena
Friday  : 6.30 pm + adoration
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