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The Martyrs of Casamari—Corpus Christi 
 
Today’s feast day seems an opportune moment to evoke the six monks of Casamari who were 
recently beatified, especially since devotion to the Eucharist is such an important element in their 
story. 
 
Casamari is located southeast of Rome, about an hour’s drive from there. The events in question 
took place in 1799, during the revolutionary wars under Napoleon, when French soldiers were 
retreating from the conflict over Naples further south. At that time Casamari was a well-established 
Cistercian monastery and part of the Strict Observance movement. So, even though the Casamari 
community and the Congregation associated with it is now OCist, the martyrdom of the six monks 
there is part of our shared past. 
 
Casamari is an ancient monastic site. There was a Benedictine community there in the eleventh 
century. It became Cistercian in the middle of the twelfth century. The church and monastery are 
from the thirteenth century and are real treasures of Cistercian architecture. As was the case for 
many monasteries in the late medieval and early modern periods, life became difficult and unstable. 
By an odd twist of fortune, one of Casamari’s commendatory abbots, a sort of absentee landlord, 
became pope in the early 1700s. He decided to turn the place over to a Trappist community in 
Toscana. Casamari gradually became the head of one of the three main Strict Observance 
Congregations. When the Congregations were invited to unite and become an Order in 1892, 
Casamari decided to remain directly under the Holy See. Eventually, in 1929 it became part of the 
OCist Order. Today Casamari is a fairly large Congregation within the OCist, with a number of 
monasteries in Italy and a few in Eritrea and Ethiopia as well.  
 
The six brothers recently beatified were an add assortment. Four of them were French, having come 
to Italy to pursue religious life, which was being persecuted in France at the time. One of these four 
had been a Benedictine and another a Dominican before joining Casamari. The group also included 
a Czech priest and an Italian lay brother.  
 
The community knew that trouble was coming, and most of the monks had taken refuge elsewhere. 
The prior and five other monks remained at the monastery, hoping for the best. When soldiers did 
come to the abbey, they welcomed and fed them. But since the soldiers were determined not to 
leave empty-handed, they proceeded to ransack the place. According to their ideology, religion and 
faith were contemptible, so they did not hesitate to desecrate the church. The monks looked on 
helplessly as their monastery was being vandalized. But when the ransacking reached the church 
and even the tabernacle, the monks instinctively reacted and tried at least to gather up consecrated 
hosts that had been scattered. This effort cost them their lives because the soldiers then turned their 
violence against the monks. Five died on the spot. A sixth died of his wounds a day later, but first 
was able to recount the events.  
 
The memory of these monks is perhaps even more significant now than it has been in the 
intervening years. In our days religious and ideological extremism has been much in evidence. Many 
Christians have been victims of such violence. What also makes this story seem less distant in time 
is the international make-up of the group. The displacement of people, whether because of politics or 
war or globalization, is nothing new. The causes may be different, but the fact of needing to form 
communities from a diversity of nationalities is a common feature of religious life today as well. The 



upheavals of our times are minor compared to the confusion and conflicts that reigned in the wake of 
the French Revolution. These six monks are a wonderful witness to the significance and resilience of 
ordinary monastic life in even the worst of times. The circumstances of their death were sordid, 
confusing, and chaotic, which lends even greater credibility to their witness.  
 
Corpus Christi, a feast in honor of the Body and Blood of Christ reminds us of the centrality of the 
Eucharist in our lives. As Saint Augustine said, and in the Eucharist . 
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