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The Marian Spirituality of Saint Hannibal Mary Di Francia[1]
Fr. Antonio Fiorenza, RCJ
(Note: unedited translation done online with DeepL translator)

“All generations
will call me blessed.”
(Lk 1:48)

“Like the servants at Cana,
under Mary's maternal protection,
Hannibal did everything Jesus told him to do.”
(Ant. Magnificat, Vespers of Saint Hannibal)


INTRODUCTION

1. Two simple initial considerations
A) “All generations will call me blessed.” (Lk 1:48)
It should come as no surprise that in all Christian generations from the birth of Christ to the present day we find deep traces of Marian spirituality. This is simply the fulfillment of the prophecy that the evangelist Luke puts on the lips of the Virgin Mary herself: “All generations will call me blessed.” (Lk 1:48). The generation of Hannibal Mary Di Francia also proclaimed the Virgin Mary “blessed.” Fr. Hannibal is one of the great witnesses and teachers of Marian spirituality of his time.
B)“Like the servants at Cana, under the maternal protection of Mary, Hannibal did everything Jesus told him to do.” (Ant. Magnificat, Vespers of St. Hannibal)
How did Fr. Hannibal Mary Di Francia become a witness and teacher of Marian spirituality? We find the most beautiful answer in the antiphon to the Magnificat of the Vespers of the feast of St. Hannibal: “Like the servants at Cana, under the maternal protection of Mary, Hannibal did everything Jesus told him to do.” What a beautiful antiphon! Beautiful in itself, but above all beautiful because it perfectly describes the Marian spirituality of St. Hannibal: guided by the maternal love of the Virgin Mary, he put all of Jesus' words into practice. It is clear that among the words of Jesus there is one that, above all others, illuminated, guided, and oriented the life, spirituality, and apostolate of Fr. Hannibal: the Rogate (Mt 9:35-38; Lk 10:1). In this perspective, the antiphon gives us a glimpse of the culmination of Fr. Hannibal's devotion to the Mother of God, that is, the Consecration to Jesus through Mary according to the spirit of St. Louis Marie Grignon de Montfort[2].

2. Mary, star of hope
There is a question that everyone asks themselves or should ask themselves repeatedly in life, or at least at certain special stages or on certain occasions, such as during a course of spiritual exercises. The question is: what is life?
Among the wide range of answers that have been offered over the centuries, we find one in Benedict XVI's “Spe Salvi” that introduces us to our theme: “Human life is a journey” (n. 49).
This journey, explains Benedict XVI, is “like a voyage on the sea of history, often dark and stormy, a voyage in which we scan the stars to find our course” (n. 49).
The need for points of orientation is clear. Max Picard speaks of the guiding face, in which the fullness of light shines: “Every face is, so to speak, surrounded by another face, namely the guiding face;[3] when we do not follow it, our own face is darkened until it disappears.”
Benedict XVI delves deeper into moral conduct and prefers to speak of luminous symbols: stars, lights:
“The true stars of our life are the people who have lived rightly. They are lights of hope” (n. 49).
In the example given in Spe Salvi, the top of the pyramid is represented by the figure of the Incarnate Word, who is “the true light that enlightens every man” (Jn 1:9).
“Certainly, Jesus Christ is the light par excellence, the sun that has risen above all the darkness of history.” [...] But to reach him, we also need nearby lights—people who give light by drawing it from his light and thus offer guidance for the journey (n. 49).
Infinitely less luminous than Christ, but at the same time more resplendent than all human beings, the figure of Mary stands out in the sky of holiness. By welcoming the Son of the Most High with exemplary faith, she traced forever the right path of the fundamental option for him. Her consent to the angel brought Christ, the hope of the nations, into the world, becoming for all a star of hope:
“And who could be more than Mary a star of hope for us—she who with her yes opened the door of our world to God himself; she who became the living Ark of the Covenant, in which God became flesh, became one of us, pitched his tent among us (cf. Jn 1:14)” (n. 49).
According to the classification of symbols proposed by G. Durand,[4] the star as an image of light belongs to the dominant of verticality. It is an ascending symbol. Applied to Mary, it indicates in her a luminous space created by God and elevating towards God. She stands out in the night and becomes a point of reference in the ways of men[5]. But her task is preparatory: to announce the sun, symbol of Christ, the light of the world.
This was the case for Fr. Hannibal Mary Di Francia: “Mary,” he writes, “is the star of the stormy sea of life; Maris Stella, the Church greets her. She is the rising dawn, the splendid morning star, the Ark of salvation”[6].

3. Mary in the life of Saint Hannibal
Mary played an important role in the spiritual journey of Saint Hannibal. He lived his life in the shadow of the Virgin Mary, from beginning to end.
Here are some texts that help us immediately grasp the depth of Saint Hannibal's Marian spirituality:
- “I love you,” he exclaims, “O Immaculate Virgin, O dear dream of my life, O after Jesus, all my love, my hope! You know that I love you!”[7]
- Devotion to the Virgin Mary “was very tender, ardent, and constant in Di Francia”[8].
- “After Jesus and in Jesus, I will love with the same Love his Most Holy Mother, whose devotion I learn, to my great consolation, forms a special part of this Pious Institute.”[9]
Mary plays an important role in the lives of the baptized. She plays an important role in our lives:
- “If we want to be Christians, we must be Marian, that is, we must recognize the essential, vital, providential relationship that unites Our Lady to Jesus, and that opens the way for us that leads us to Him.” (Paul VI)
- “Mary is not the center of the Christian faith, but she has a central role.” (Paul VI)
- "Mary is not the God of the Temple, but she is the Temple of God. " (St. Ambrose)

4. The Mariology of Fr. Hannibal
At first glance, the Marian dimension of Fr. Hannibal's spirituality may appear simple and obvious. However, we must avoid stopping at the surface, for example, by looking only at the external expressions of devotion and the form of his language, elements that are certainly dated. We are aware that he expresses in a simple way a deep relationship of love towards the Virgin Mary. Certainly, although his writings dedicated to Mary are numerous, we are not dealing with a “Mariologist.” Hannibal Mary Di Francia "had no Mariological or directly theological aims. His theology was the Gospel lived and prayer. His Mariology was a relationship of love and dependence on the Virgin, which became song and gesture."[10].
For this very reason, when we want to talk about the Marian dimension of St. Hannibal, we refer first and foremost to his life. Only by discovering the stages of his Marian spiritual journey can we come to know in depth his relationship of love with the Virgin Mary. In other words, it is his life that reveals to us the true Marian spiritual dimension of Saint Hannibal.

PART ONE
The religious environment of Fr. Hannibal (1851-1927). Marian piety in southern Italy in the context of spirituality between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

We cannot fully understand St. Hannibal's Marian devotion unless we place it in the context of nineteenth- and twentieth-century spirituality, particularly that of the southern Italian and Messina populations.

1. Culture and spirituality in the nineteenth century
Two historical and cultural movements characterized the nineteenth century in Europe: Romanticism and the Restoration.

Romanticism: originated in Germany at the end of the eighteenth century with the Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress) movement. It consisted of the vindication of the intuitive forms of the human soul against the monopoly of reason. “If the seventeenth century was the age of the Baroque, of the clear dominance of the imagination, and the eighteenth century was the age of the Enlightenment, which prostrated itself before the goddess of reason, the nineteenth century was the advent of sentiment” (cf. S. De Fiores, p.59). Christianity participates fully in the culture and spirituality of the romantic man: faith is not cerebral dryness, but an inner experience that satisfies and conquers. Even the people and the devotional literature that nourishes them are under the romantic influence: an abundance of sentimental expressions, exclamations, and interjections. At times, the risk of sentimentality emerges.
While 19th-century Catholicism did not always manage to avoid the risks of sentimentality, everyone acknowledges that it experienced a profound spirituality, convinced and committed to social works: “Perhaps the most significant and revealing chapter in the history of the Church [...] of the post-revolutionary era is that of charity.” (G. Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Italia, vol. II, p. 257).

Restoration: return to the Ancien Regime. This demand had repercussions on Catholicism: while it valued tradition, it closed itself off to anything new and led to a siege mentality, fueled by anticlerical and rationalist attacks on the Church and the papacy. Piety willingly feeds on the works and devotions of the past and loves to express itself in a multiplicity of practices that are conveyed in the Arsenal of Devotion (1876) and similar devotional manuals. There is a risk of “formalism,” of outward appearances. Despite this risk, a whole series of devotions arose in the nineteenth century that profoundly marked the Christian spirituality of that century: devotion to the Sacred Heart (with the “Apostolate of Prayer” founded in 1844), the Eucharist (in the forms of adoration, reparation, and large demonstrations), and the Child Jesus. Devotion to Our Lady, under the influence of the dogmatic definition of the Immaculate Conception (1854) and the apparitions of the Miraculous Medal (1830), La Salette (1846) and Lourdes (1858), became universal and was nourished by devotional practices and prayers addressed to her, considered above all as Our Lady of Sorrows. The same can be said of the intensification of the cult of the saints.
It is in this precise historical, cultural, and religious context that the expressions of Christian piety of Fr. Hannibal must be placed. They are not unique to him, but common to all devout people of the Catholic nineteenth century and are considered a legitimate embodiment of Christian piety in that particular era and culture. The value of popular piety must be emphasized.
However, it is not enough to place Fr. Hannibal's spiritual experience in the Catholic nineteenth century. It must be grafted onto the context of popular piety in southern Italy, and in particular in Messina, where he was formed and mainly worked: sensitivity to the world of the poor, literature, and popular religiosity, where spontaneity of gestures, folkloric language rich in imagery, the need for physicality and signs, a preference for the human aspects of the Christian mystery, sentiment, and passion emerge.

2. Mariology and Marian devotion in 19th-century southern Italy
Marian literature of the 19th century, which was very varied in genre and content, was often influenced by the restorationist movement and romantic sentiment. The link between devotion to Mary and social commitment should also be emphasized: “The sentiment of charity,” said Prof. Vigo at the Marian Congress in Livorno (1894), “lives, is reborn, and is strengthened where there is the cult of Mary.” (S. De Fiores, p. 62).
What works of Marian literature from the nineteenth century did Fr. Hannibal read? Fr. Tusino gives us some information in Anima del Padre, p. 342 (La Madre di Dio, Madre degli uomini, Rome 1841, an important theological work by the Theatine G. Ventura; Maria nel consiglio dell'Eterno, 4 volumes, Naples 1872-73, another important theological work by Fr. Ludovico di Castelplanico; Il piede della croce, by Fr. Faber; Il mese di maggio dei predicatori, by an anonymous author; Storia dei santuari mariani, by G. Vigo).
However, Fr. Hannibal's preferences are for three works, different in terms of period, size, literary genre, and content: The Glories of Mary by St. Alphonsus (1750), The Treatise on True Devotion by St. Louis Marie de Montfort (written around 1712 and published in 1843) [The Secret of Mary, 1902] and The Mystical City of God by the Venerable Maria d'Agreda (1670). All three of these works had a decisive influence on the Marian devotion of Fr. Hannibal, whose library contained 22 Marian books (cf. Salvatore Greco, La “Biblioteca” di P. Hannibal, in Studi Rogazionisti, 10 (1989), pp. 71-117).
Fr. Hannibal's preferences were not for scientific Marian literature and systematic disquisitions, but for Marian spirituality, preaching, and Marian devotion inspired by local titles. Most of his Marian books are in fact devotional in nature. We cannot say that these are the only Marian books read by Fr. Hannibal, but they did support his spiritual relationship with Mary.
To understand Fr. Hannibal's Marian spirituality, we must keep in mind the Marian devotion of the city of Messina over the centuries, which converged in the nineteenth century: from the tradition of Mary's Letter to the city[11], to the vow to defend the Immaculate Conception even to the shedding of blood, to the fervor aroused by the definition of 1854. The nineteenth-century environment in Messina had a positive influence on the emergence and development of Fr. Hannibal's Marian devotion. However, he interpreted and critically examined the data of tradition, developing a personal Marian spiritual journey that became increasingly perfect and original.
Finally, we cannot ignore the influence of his family. At the foundation of Fr. Hannibal's unique devotion to Our Lady is a characteristic element that comes from the noble Di Francia family, already in Marian onomastics[12].

PART TWO
The Marian spiritual journey of Hannibal Mary Di Francia

What do we mean by spiritual journey? The experience/work of the Holy Spirit through the stages, events, crises, and milestones of life. This is no easy task, but it is necessary in order to understand St. Hannibal's Marian charism.
A. First period (1851-1888). A heartfelt and personalized Marian devotion

1. Testimony of an FDZ nun: “One day, during a conference with the nuns, while encouraging us to love Our Lady, he said that he had loved her since the age of three.”[13]
Is such an experience possible? Modern psychology tells us yes (Piaget, Montessori, Lubienska di Lenval, etc.).

2. 1958, at the age of 7, he entered the Cistercian college of St. Nicolò, where he met Fr. Ascanio Foti, who was very devoted to the Virgin Mary. He prepared him for his first communion and introduced him to Marian devotion, taking him by the way of the heart. In fact, he was an excellent and passionate preacher of the virtues of the Virgin Mary. Another figure he met was Canon Ardoino, who encouraged him to undertake a more careful study of the Madonna della Lettera[14].

3. 1868, a decisive date for Fr. Hannibal's spiritual journey: in the church of St. John of Malta, he intuited, through divine inspiration, the need for prayer for vocations (this was the beginning of the grace of Rogate). In that same year, he composed his first personal logos on Mary in poetic form: 
In my verses I will sing of you, Queen,
holy, immortal.[15]
Fr. Hannibal would remain faithful to this solemn promise, with his poetic vein but above all with his life devoted to the Virgin Mary.

4. In 1872, he composed a prayer to the Immaculate Conception for the vocation of his brother Francesco, who had temporarily left the ecclesiastical habit.

5. In 1875, his devotion to Mary Stella Matutina emerged, originating from his meeting in 1870 in Naples with Sr. Maria Luisa di Gesù. Hannibal founded the Stella Matutina Association and published its novena as an expression of gratitude for the grace received. “This dialogue between Hannibal and the Virgin seems important to us, since the Marian experience springs from and matures in the perception of the Mother of Jesus as a living person, endowed with power, holiness, and love; therefore, able to help those who turn to her.”[16]

6. In 1876, while still a subdeacon, he preached successfully in his parish of St. Lawrence throughout the month of May on the apparitions of Our Lady of Lourdes and published a booklet of news and prayers that spread the cult of the Virgin who appeared to Bernadette in Messina.

7. Mary and the “Rogate.” A singular reality cannot be passed over in silence: the part played by the Virgin Mary in inspiring in Hannibal Di Francia the ecclesial charism of the Rogate. He was convinced—with St. Louis de Montfort—that all graces pass through the hands of Mary. Therefore, this includes the grace of vocations. According to his own testimony, Mary is the inspiration behind the need for a great universal supplication to obtain apostolic vocations[17].

In all likelihood, this Marian inspiration for the Rogate dates back to 1868, at the dawn of Fr. Hannibal's founding charism. It was based precisely on Mary's universal mediation.
Later, Hannibal's thought expanded from Mary's heavenly situation to her earthly story. In practice, the Rogate proceeds from the Heart of Jesus, but is received and jealously preserved by Mary in her heart, which becomes. Thus, the precious treasure chest of the Rogate. After 19 centuries of sacred deposit, Mary extracts the precious mineral preserved and delivers it to Hannibal. This is what he says in one of the Hymns of July 1st: To Mary, Divine Foundress. 
More clearly, Fr. Hannibal will say in a short sermon on July 1, addressing the Immaculate Mother of God: " You who kept in your maternal heart all the words of your divine son, you certainly did not fail to keep this sublime saying, which came from the zeal of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus: Rogate ergo [...] and oh! Admirable mystery of your maternal goodness! This sacred word, this divine command, hidden in your heart, you deigned to reveal to us, your little children [...].

8. Also important was Hannibal's encounter, while still a deacon, with the beggar Zancone of the Avignone Quarters in 1877-88. We do not know the Marian implications of the episode that marks Di Francia's apostolic activity. We know that it too will take place under the sign of Mary, Mother of the poor. So it is already clear that Fr. Hannibal's piety was not limited in the least to the cultic sphere, but was linked to the whole of Christian life, in particular to two aspects that formed the charism of the future saint: prayer for vocations and help for the poor and needy[18].

B. Second period (1888-1906). Towards the fullness of Marian piety

1. For Fr. Hannibal's biographers, the date of his ordination to the priesthood, March 16, 1878, marks the date that separates the stage of youth from that of maturity. From the point of view of Marian spirituality, 1888 becomes more significant and 1906 takes on maximum importance.

2. Fr. Hannibal felt called to live as a Discalced Carmelite, in order to place himself more directly at the school of Mary [19]. At the beginning of 1888, he turned to the Virgin of Carmel to obtain the grace of becoming a Carmelite tertiary. On August 26, he began his novitiate year with a detailed ascetic program. He may have sent reports about his spiritual journey to the General Father of the Carmelites (no traces of documents have been found so far). On August 30, 1889, Fr. Hannibal professed as a Carmelite tertiary, taking the name of Fra Giovanni Maria della Croce[20] . He would long cherish in his heart the desire to become a Discalced Carmelite, if only he could find a way to preserve and transmit to the Church the “sacred deposit” of the Rogate, that is, his entire work. As a result, he wanted the habit of his sisters, the Daughters of Divine Zeal, to recall the color of that of the Carmelites in honor of Our Lady of Mount Carmel.

3. June 10, 1888 marks the important date of Hannibal's prayer “to become a slave of Jesus in Mary.” “[...] I beg you to grant me the grace to become your true slave, so that I may be in you a true slave of Jesus.” This is not yet a true “consecration,” but rather a desire and an imploration.
We must emphasize two characteristics: a) the first is the Christological character of complete and absolute slavery to the Virgin, b) the second is the future dimension of the state lived as a slave, the fruit of a special grace. Here we discover a hermeneutical key to understanding Hannibal's spiritual experience: every grace is preceded by prayer. [21]
Sacred slavery is a grace. It must be implored in prayer.

4. When did Fr. Hannibal learn about consecration to Jesus through the hands of Mary, propagated in his time as “slavery of love”?[22] Most likely in 1876, when he was 25 years old and not yet a priest. We have two important testimonies in this regard. The first is from Fr. Callisto Bonicelli, the Montfortan who welcomed our Holy Founder to the Shrine of Mary Queen of Hearts in Rome in 1906: "[...] he himself confided to us once that from a young age he had had the distinguished grace of knowing the Treatise on True Devotion by Blessed Montfort [... ][23]. The second testimony is represented by a sermon given by Fr. Hannibal in 1876 in which he implicitly but unequivocally quotes no. 50 of the Treatise and its author, “a servant of the Lord who lived in France in the last century.”

5. It is interesting to note the gradual encounter between Hannibal Mary and Louis Marie de Montfort. Fr. Hannibal converted and intimately accepted Montfort's doctrine as the “secret of holiness” (1903) and at the same time used Montfort for the charism of the Rogate. In fact, in 1905, the fourth edition of the booklet, composed in 1880 and published in 1885, Prayer to the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus to obtain good workers for the Holy Church, was published. Already in this first edition, we can see some traces of Montfort's famous Fiery Prayer. The 1905 edition incorporates in reduced format the Prayer to obtain missionary priests for the Company of Mary, which in 1919 will be called Fiery Prayer.
We can see how Montfort's thought continues to influence his spirituality until its maturation, which will take place before the Queen of Hearts[24].

6. Fr. Hannibal continues to express with his own gestures and words the spirituality of consecration to Jesus through Mary. The consecration of the work to the Sacred Heart of Jesus “through the Immaculate Heart of Mary” dates back to July 1, 1903, with a formula approved by the Archbishop of Messina. The following year, Fr. Hannibal honored the 50th anniversary of the definition of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception by proclaiming the Immaculate Virgin “mistress, mother, teacher, and superior of the Daughters of Dino Zelo.” In this gesture, he was inspired not by Montfort, but by the famous and controversial book by the Venerable Maria d'Agreda, Mystical City of God[25].

7. To understand Fr. Hannibal's Marian spirituality, it is also necessary to note the presence in his life of the shepherdess of La Salette, Melania Calvat, later Sister Mary of the Cross. Fr. Hannibal met her in 1897, entered into intimate communion with her, and received from her in the same year The Rule of the Mother of God, dictated by the Blessed Virgin on Mount La Salette on September 19, 1846, to Melania, to be observed by the missionaries of the Mother of God, that is, the apostles of the last times, and the Daughters of the Mother of God. Virgin on Mount La Salette on September 19, 1846, to be observed by the missionaries of the Mother of God, or the apostles of the last times, and the Daughters of the Mother of God.
The theme of the apostles of the last times is also present in the first part of Montfort's Treatise and in the fiery prayer that is entirely directed toward obtaining them from God. Both Montfort and Malania thus mark Fr. Hannibal's Marian spirituality in a charismatic key. Not only in terms of prayer for the workers of the Gospel, but also in terms of charity. To Malania, who was temporarily but decisively involved in his charitable works, Fr. Hannibal attributes a special devotion to the “Madonna del Pane” (Our Lady of Bread), whose image he wanted every house to display in the refectory or kitchen in 1917, as a pledge of the Virgin's maternal solicitude so that “never let us lack bread.” Once again, the link between devotion to the Virgin and charitable works emerges. But Fr. Hannibal's ability to live Marian spirituality inspired and open to all dimensions of his special ecclesial charism also emerges.
Fr. Hannibal's pilgrimage to the shrine of La Salette in France dates back to 1889, which aroused many deep emotions in his soul, as he confided to Melania herself[26].
Two concluding notes. The influence of witnesses and teachers, both contemporary and classical, is of significant importance in Fr. Hannibal's Marian spirituality. However, he was able to creatively elaborate, transform, and adapt the teachings of his teachers and the example of his witnesses to the needs of his mission.

C. Third period (1906-1927). Mystical phase. From the act of consecration to the “inestimable grace.”

We now enter the most important phase of St. Hannibal's Marian spirituality. We can learn about this last stage of our journey mainly through the letters[27] exchanged between Fr. Hannibal and Fr. Callisto Bonicelli (the Montfortan who welcomed our Holy Founder to the Shrine of Mary Queen of Hearts in Rome in 1906).

1. Following in the footsteps of Louis Marie de Montfort
This third phase began with the consecration made in Rome in the Shrine of “Mary Queen of Hearts” on May 13, 1906, and renewed with his Institutes, after fervent preparation, on December 8 of the same year. We have two accounts of this event of grace: one from a witness, Fr. Bonicelli, and the other from Fr. Hannibal himself.

Here is Fr. Bonicelli's description:
"While in Rome, he came to the Shrine four mornings in a row to celebrate Holy Mass, and on the fourth morning he also made his consecration. We can still see him, after the celebration, going to the back of the shrine, performing the solemn act, and remaining there for some time praying with outstretched arms to ‘the Beautiful Queen’, as he used to call Our Lady."[28]
Fr. Bonicelli first and then Fr. Tusino believe that this was a renewal of the consecration made in 1888. Fr. Stefano De Fiores believes that the 1888 consecration was only a prayer, a desire to become “a slave of Jesus in Mary.” In fact, he explains, “the word consecration is absent.”[29]
The true interpretation of the event is offered by the protagonist himself in letter 75 to the Daughters of Divine Zeal, in May 1906:
"On this journey of mine, I have learned a new and great treasure of devotion to the Blessed Virgin as a ‘secret of holiness,’ which opens up a new horizon of belonging to Mary Most Holy and finding Jesus through her. It is a system of devotion traced by a great Servant of God who has recently been beatified and whom we know. This devotion, which I will bring to you, with the Lord's help, as a treasure of inestimable value, from afar, will be the fulfillment of the beautiful proclamation we made there of the Immaculate Lord as Mother, Mistress, Teacher, and absolute Superior; indeed, it is the Blessed Virgin's response to our proclamation."[30]
The event of the consecration on May 13 deeply marked Fr. Hannibal's spiritual journey. In his correspondence with Fr. Bonicelli, he continually emphasizes its character as an unexpected grace and of great value, but at the same time the object of his ardent desire.
The same letters reveal his devotion to St. Louis Marie de Montfort and his appreciation for his doctrine, particularly for the Secret of Mary and the Treatise on True Devotion. “Those pages,” writes Fr. Hannibal, “are full of fire and vibrate with the fiery darts of love for the Blessed Virgin, with which Blessed Louis was filled. Among the lovers of the Blessed Virgin, he certainly has a most eminent place.”[31]
Another element that emerges from his correspondence with Fr. Bonicelli is the seriousness with which Fr. Hannibal lived the devotion of Montfortan consecration, scrupulously observing all the required practices (annual renewal with 33 days of preparation, enrollment in the Pious Union of Mary Queen of Hearts and related report cards, especially the punctual sending of the annual tribute for himself and his communities).
Fr. Hannibal continually deepens the consecration he made on May 13, 1906, and highlights with surprising clarity the Christological dimension of this devotion, which he summarizes as a means “to become slaves of Jesus in Mary and of Mary for Jesus,” and which consists in consistently fulfilling the baptismal promises.

One last interesting and surprising detail about the letters to Fr. Bonicelli: in letter no. 6, Fr. Hannibal speaks of a special relationship between the Rogationists and the Montfortans based on prayer for the apostles of the last times and vocations, which in some way unites the two Congregations in the same mission, albeit with specific and different charisms.

Personalized Montfortan Consecration
Apart from the letters to Fr. Bonicelli, which contain many elements for understanding Fr. Hannibal's thought and experience regarding his consecration to Jesus in Mary, there is a short text on the subject composed by Fr. Hannibal in Rome on May 13, 1906, entitled The Essence of Holy Slavery. This text offers us the dimension of Fr. Hannibal's personalization of Montfortan consecration.
The fundamental concept of consecration to Jesus in Mary for Fr. Hannibal is that of total and perpetual belonging to the Virgin Mary:
“I am no longer my own, but Mary's [...]. Everything I possess and can possess [...] whether things or people, as far as I am concerned, belongs entirely to Mary.”
In practice, this coincides with the interpretation that a clandestine Polish seminarian, who would later become Pope John Paul II, would make a few decades later: Totus Tuus.
For Fr. Hannibal, consecration includes body and soul, concerns the past, present, and future. One gives oneself to Mary as absolute Mistress and Lady. With consecration, one becomes slaves of Mary, not by compulsion but by love. The Queen adopts the slave as her child!
One last interesting note about Fr. Hannibal's interpretation of consecration. He divides his life into two parts: “until now” and “now.” The watershed is the Marian component of Christocentric spirituality:
“If until now I have sought to find and possess Jesus, and have not found him, it means that I have gone around the walls of the Mystical City and have not been able to enter because I have not gone to the Gate: now I must enter through the Gate that is Mary Most Holy.” (n.8).
In letter 75 to the Daughters of Divine Zeal, he reiterates the same thought with a happy expression: 
“Truly, by loving and serving this great Mother, and in no other way, can we come to know, love, and possess with a union of charity the Supreme Good, Jesus our Lord, who must be our ultimate and supreme end. But those who do not seek Mary will not find Jesus, and those who seek Mary will find Jesus.”
She then continues by proposing a Marian spiritual journey that leads to the mystical stage:

“Mary Most Holy is the door through which beginners enter the way to find Jesus, and from here, through this mystical Door, they enter the wine cellar to become intoxicated with Divine Love. Therefore, love the Most Holy Virgin with great fervor, because in this way you will grow in every virtue and you will belong entirely to our Lord Jesus Christ.”[32]
Over time, Fr. Hannibal's desire to place himself at the service of the Virgin Mary as her slave grew, imagining himself with her at various stages of her life (as a child, as an adult after the Ascension). To this end, Hannibal Mary was present every year, from 1908 to 1920, in Taormina for the feast of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple.

An inestimable grace
We must now speak of a powerful spiritual experience on the part of Fr. Hannibal, which took place in the Borghese Chapel of St. Mary Major in Rome. We can consider it as the Virgin Mary's response to his desire to always be with her, as her slave. 
“On May 13, 1911, the Blessed Virgin, in Rome, made me her prisoner in the Chapel of the Snow and then before her holy image, immediately.”[33] 
Let us clarify some terms:
What does “prisoner” mean?
We could translate it as “kidnapped for love.” The Virgin, in response to Hannibal's choice to be entirely hers, takes his gesture seriously and makes him entirely hers in affection and activities.
What does ‘immediately’ mean?
It can mean “right away” or “without mediation.”
In the first case, it has a temporal meaning; as soon as Hannibal finds himself in front of the statue of the Salus Populi Romani, he feels himself to be a “prisoner” of the Virgin Mary. The second meaning is deeper and indicates a direct communication from the Virgin Mary: once the mediation of the icon has been overcome, Mary personally and directly reveals herself to Hannibal in a visible or mystical and spiritual way as Lady.[34]
This intense experience arouses in Hannibal the desire for it to continue for at least three years, but in the opposite sense: not so much him as a prisoner, but Mary making her permanent home in his heart. For him, this is a grace of the highest value, because his supernatural regeneration is linked to it.
Therefore, on August 30, 1912, he expresses in an ardent supplication to Mary as a Child his desire to possess her for three years in his heart and implores the Heart of Jesus to grant him this inestimable grace.

The answer to this prayer is not long in coming because the following year Fr. Hannibal acknowledges the reception of the much-desired grace: 
"At the happy midnight hour of December 8, 1913, in Trani, in the sacramental chapel of the Immaculate Conception, kneeling before the Blessed Sacrament and before the miraculous statue of Mary Most Holy Immaculate, and being dressed in surplice and stole (as we were in vigil and prayer with the whole community), there was a pause and silence, and everyone in prayer, at midnight precisely, in the most holy faith of the infinite goodness of the Most Holy Heart of Jesus, I received the most desired, most longed-for, most priceless grace of all the angels and all the saints. [...] At that moment, we renewed our sacred filial slavery."[35]
How can we interpret this unique spiritual experience of the highest value? Is it simply a spiritual presence of Mary in the soul of Fr. Hannibal or something deeper?
Fr. Tusino interprets it as “a special presence of Mary in the soul of the Father” as an effect of his consecration as a slave. Fr. Stefano De Fiores is of the opinion that it is something deeper than a simple presence, indicating “being-with,” that is, an interpersonal relationship. According to the words of Fr. Hannibal's supplication in 1912 (“possess you [...] here in my heart”), we must speak of ‘possession’ which implies “being-of,” that is, belonging, as Fr. Hannibal explicitly states in the title of two stanzas he composed: Great singular grace already obtained: possession of the Blessed Virgin. According to the two stanzas, there is no doubt: it is not a simple presence but possession of the Virgin in the depths of Fr. Hannibal's heart.
The Gospel phrase of John can be the hermeneutical key to the concept of possession in the spiritual experience of St. Hannibal: “Behold your son! [...] Behold your mother [...]. From that hour the disciple took her into his own home” (Jn 19:27). Just as the beloved disciple welcomed Mary as a precious gift and testamentary inheritance from the Master, so Hannibal feels Mary as a possession, that is, a joyful gift to be cherished in the innermost fiber of his heart. Moving on to a more personalistic language, we can say that the possession of Mary means a vital and permanent relationship with her, inserted into the communion of faith and love with Christ. [36]

Daily correspondence to grace
To Mary, who had now become a structural element of life in Christ and in the Spirit, Fr. Hannibal intended to respond with an adequate vital response. Therefore, the day after the grace, he began a series of Masses so that he might be faithful to the great gift.
After this prayer, Fr. Hannibal's Marian life unfolded according to the usual devotional patterns and in the continuity of his commitment to joyfully live his consecration.
In 1920, Fr. Hannibal wrote the eulogy for Melania, the shepherdess of La Salette, with some references to his Marian experience prompted by his encounter with the visionary at the French shrine.

The chronicle of the Montfortans of Via Romagna in Rome records, on May 7, 1921, the presence of Canon Di Francia at lunch. This was most likely his last visit to the Beautiful Queen.
Fr. Hannibal's Marian journey ended with an apparition of the Virgin Mary, the only one of which we have any record. On May 31, 1927, he received a visit from Mary in the form of a tender little girl who announced his death. Even the supreme moment of his existence was illuminated by the presence of the One with whom he had lived day after day, reaching the heights of love in his spiritual experience.


CONCLUSION

· A profound Marian experience
Through the various stages of his journey, he matured his spiritual relationship with Mary, passing from a spontaneous love open to all forms of devotion to a stage of transition towards an authentic Marian spirituality. Consecration to Jesus through the hands of Mary, according to the spirit of Montfort, is the center and hermeneutical key of Fr. Hannibal's Marian spirituality.

· Respecting the hierarchy of values
Devotion to the Virgin Mary in Hannibal Di Francia is not a closed world, but a relationship focused on Christ and open to the entire Christian mystery. What is striking in Hannibal Mary Di Francia is the link between Marian devotion and charity, between reference to Mary and ecclesial prayer for vocations.

· An inculturated Christianity
Hannibal Di Francia's Marian piety is a typical example of inculturated Christianity. It is expressed in a host of cultic exercises – from oral and written prayers, to novenas, statues and images, pilgrimages and spiritual industries, to the multiplication of Marian titles – and in a tender and affectionate style that well represents the romantic and restorative Catholic Europe of the nineteenth century. Fr. Hannibal remains in the Church an example of authentic Marian piety, translated and expressed in forms appropriate to his cultural era and to the popular southern environment.

· Towards a new inculturation: continuity and novelty
With the Second Vatican Council, there was a shift to a new ecclesial consciousness, also regarding Mary, whose cult was to be more biblical, liturgical, and ecumenical. Today, the criterion of quantity, that is, the multiplication of cult practices, is preferred to the criterion of quality: not many devotions, but rather a few well-done ones, inspired by the liturgy and directed towards it. 
Every Christian community (and even more so a religious community) is called to discern the Christian and Marian heritage offered by different historical periods. Marialis Cultus reminds us of this in no uncertain terms:
“The Church, when considering the long history of Marian devotion, rejoices in the continuity of worship, but does not bind itself to the representative patterns of the various cultic epochs or to the particular anthropological conceptions that underlie them, and understands how certain expressions of worship, perfectly valid in themselves, are less suitable for people belonging to different epochs and civilizations” (MC 36).
This criterion must also be applied to the Marian spirituality of Fr. Hannibal: it is necessary to accept the fundamental values that bear witness to the charismatic inspiration to proclaim the Mother of the Lord blessed (cf. Lk 1:48) and to live in filial dependence on her motherhood according to the Spirit (cf. Jn 19:25-27), but not to bind oneself to her anthropological concepts and representative patterns of her era.
Sound discernment is necessary to avoid, on the one hand, the risk of lazily repeating Fr. Hannibal's gestures and words and, on the other hand, the risk of misrecognizing and throwing away a serious, profound, and authentically evangelical Marian spiritual experience because of the presence of secondary and obsolete elements.
Looking with intelligence and love at the figure of Fr. Hannibal, now proclaimed a saint, we immediately realize that we are encountering a personality rich in love for God and neighbor, a compassionate shepherd for the weary and abandoned crowds, a man of prayer who taught us to implore the Lord, master of the harvest, for the gift of workers for the harvest of the world. In a word, we are in the presence of a saint.
What is the secret of his holiness? There are certainly many elements that define his journey to holiness.
However, if we want to be objective, we must recognize that the secret driving force behind his consistent priestly, apostolic, and foundational life is represented by the coincidence, not sporadic but habitual, not superficial but deeply rooted, between his spirit and the living person of Mary.

· Teachers because they are witnesses
In St. Hannibal, as in all saints, experience precedes doctrine, so he presents himself first and foremost as a devotee who enjoyed a special perception of the living and exemplary presence of Mary in his earthly life and then translated it into thought and spoke of her in such a convincing and persuasive tone that one concludes that his concepts and words come “ex abundantia cordis” and not from brilliant but literary and academic ideas.
To understand St. Hannibal's Marian spiritual experience and build our own credible Marian spirituality, it is worth remembering the words of Paul VI:
“Contemporary man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, or if he listens to teachers, he does so because they are witnesses” (Evangelii Nuntiandi, 41).
Along the same lines, I would like to quote the thoughts of Fr. Stefano De Fiores, to whom I owe the inspiration for these reflections and whose friendship I was able to enjoy in the last years of his life:
“In the future, it will not be academics who speak about Mary, but witnesses, those who, following her example, are committed to realizing the kingdom of God through listening and living.” [37]
I wish for each of you and for myself that, following the teaching and example of St. Hannibal, through Mary we may know and love Jesus ever more deeply, and thus become authentic teachers because we are witnesses of God's wonders.
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