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‘Now, my dear, for your penance, because you have been spreading gossip around the neighbourhood, I want you to go to the market and buy an unplucked chicken. Then you will walk all the way down the Via di Monserrato and back up the Via Giulia, plucking the chicken and dropping the feathers. Finally, when you have finished, you must retrace your steps and pick up all the feathers. That is your penance.’

‘But, Padre, it is impossible. It will be impossible to find all the feathers. They will have blown away. The people they will all laugh at me. I shall be a laughing stock.’

‘My dear child, replied Don Filippo ‘when you tell tales and gossip maliciously about people, it is like the feathers. Your stories get everywhere. You can’t repair the damage they cause. And now people are going to talk about you for a change.’

The feastday of St Philip Neri (26 May) is sandwiched this coming week between those of St Bede the Venerable and St Augustine of Canterbury.  Although Italian, he too had considerable influence upon English Catholic history, like Bede and Augustine. He was spiritual director to some of the 44 martyr priests of the Venerable English College in Rome. He founded the Oratorian Fathers, which John Henry Newman would later join, launching the Birmingham Oratory in an old gin factory on the Hagley Road.

Philip was unconventional in his pastoral style, but much loved by the Roman people. Born in Florence in 1515, a lawyer’s son, he was sent to learn business with a relative. Instead he went through a mystical conversion, and set out for Rome on his own, without money or plans, trusting to Divine Providence.

For two years he lived with the family of a Florentine customs offi​cial, teaching their two small children in ex​change for his keep. His nights he devoted to prayer.

He took up the study of theology at the Roman University and proved a diligent, promis​ing scholar. Then suddenly, after three years, he threw up his studies and sold his books.

He started on an apostolate among the young people of his quar​ter. Religion was at a low ebb in Rome. The rich Medici family controlled the elections of Cardin​als. The ordinary clergy were indifferent, often corrupt. Many seldom celebrated Mass. They let the churches fall into dis​repair and neglected their flocks.

The Papacy appeared more interested in pagan antiquity, the culture of  ancient Greece and Rome, which was being newly discovered. In consequence the people were lapsing into semi-godlessness.

Philip targeted the young on the street corners and in the piazze, many of them Florentines like himself. In lively banter, he would slip in a word about the love of God, the state of their souls, nudging them to take their Christian faith seriously.

His famous phrase was ‘Well, brothers, when shall we begin to do good?’

He organised them and took them to wait on the sick in hospitals, or to do the devotion of visiting the Seven Basilicas of Rome. His attractive per​sonality and sense of humour helped in win​ning them for God. 

If his days were given to men, he gave to God his nights, when he would frequently visit the catacombs, praying and keeping vigil at the tombs of the early Christian martyrs. On the Eve of Pentecost 1544 he was praying for the gifts of the Holy Spir​it.


Years later, he confided to a spiritual adviser that a globe of fire had seemed to descend from heaven. As he gazed in amazement, the fiery ball fell into his mouth. His heart almost seemed to burst, on fire with love. Ever after this incident there remained a swelling over his heart. He would draw the sorrowful and anxious close to his breast. They would feel this supernatu​ral warmth and peace coming from him.

After his death the doctors found that two of his ribs were broken and rejoined to form an arch, leaving more space for the beating of his dilated heart.

For 18 years Philip worked in Rome as a layman. a small group of devoted friends gathered around him, all aiming at holi​ness of life. They met for spiritual exercises, for vespers and sermons, and from their meetings grew what we now know as the Forty Hours’ Exposition.

His confessor per​suaded him in 1551 to accept ordination to the priesthood, much against his own inclination. He settled at the church of San Girolamo, and made himself available to bear confessions at any hour.

The number attending his Spiritual Exercises grew: men from all walks of life. They listened to a Gospel medita​tion, followed by half an hour’s silent prayer. Then they dis​cussed how to put the Gospel into practice in their own lives.

Philip’s sermons on these occasions were deli​vered in a simple and homely manner without the pretence of the pom​pous orations then in fashion.

Five of his young fol​lowers he eventually pre​sented for ordination to the priesthood. Together they became the first Oratorians. They lived in common, ate and had de​votions together, but could keep their own property and did not take religious vows. The Pope approved their society in 1575 and gave them the church of Santa Maria in Vallicella, which they de​molished and rebuilt.

When the new church, Chiesa Nuova, was opened in 1584, Don Fili​ppo moved. But they had fun. He loaded his sticks of furniture and books onto a bone cart. He arranged a brass band. Escorted by all the kids of the neighbourhood, they went in procession through the streets of Rome to the new abode.

Philip’s reputation for sanctity grew, and be​came a source of embar​rassment and annoyance to him. Once he shaved off half his beard so that people would think him stupid rather than holy.

In his more exuberant moods he was noted for doing cartwheels down the church aisles. He would not have religion gloomy. ‘I want you nev​er to commit sin, but to be always cheerful and joyful of heart.’

However his intense spiritual experiences could make normal life difficult for him. He would fall into ecstasy sometimes during the Office, during Mass, or even while vesting. Usually after the Agnus Dei he would be miles away. The servers would blow the candles out and quiet​ly leave, hanging a notice on the door, ‘Don Filip​po is still saying Mass.’

Two hours later they would return to rouse him from his ecstasy, and he would finish the Com​munion and give the Blessing.

By now the rich and poor crowded every day to his door. Many of the Cardinals were coming for spiritual direction. He also directed many of the students at the English College, who were to re​turn and be martyred for their Catholic faith. He regularly greeted them ‘Salvete, flores mar​tyrum!’ Hail, flowers of the martyrs!

He even raised a 14 year old boy from the dead in the Palazzo Massi​mo. A Mass is still said there annually to com​memorate the miracle.

Stories about him abound.

With his friends he would sometimes go into a music shop, and take the sheet music for a motet or madrigal off the shelf. They would all gather round and sing it there and then in the shop. Then put it back on the shelf and walk out!

A very posh Roman lady tried to make him her pet chaplain, a curiosity for her elegant dinner parties. He declined many of her invitations, but she persisted. In the end he agreed to go alone to one of her soirees.

The whole evening he spoke in the most uncouth dog-Latin of the streets that she was utterly embarrassed and never asked him again.

In confession his penances fitted the crime. To one man who was very vain and pompous, he gave a silly hat, and made him walk round with it on his head for a week.

Yet he was very patient with souls in distress.

One married man was seeing a mistress, but couldn’t bring himself to break off the relationship for good.

‘Every time you feel you can resist no longer, and are going to see her, pass by here and give three rings on the bell, and I will pray for you, I promise,’ said Don Filippo.

The first week the bell rang three times, the next week less, then less again. Then only once every few weeks. In the end not at all. Don Filippo’s prayers had given him the strength he needed. 

On the feast day of Cor​pus Christi 1595 he appeared radiantly hap​py. As usual, he received visitors all day and heard confessions. Then he re​tired to bed, remarking ‘Last of all, we must die. That night, at midnight, he had a sudden severe stroke and died.

The whole city mourned its loss. Canonised in 1622, he came to be revered as the Second Apostle of Rome, a joyful and mischievous saint whose immense love for God was beyond doubt.

