[ Reading time: 5 min.

Monsignor Stefano Ferrando was an extraordinary example of missionary dedication and
episcopal service, combining the Salesian charism with a profound vocation to serve the
poorest. Born in Piedmont in 1895, he entered the Salesian Congregation at a young age
and, after serving in the military during the First World War, for which he was awarded the
Silver Medal for Valour, he dedicated himself to apostolate in India. As Bishop of Krishnagar
and then Shillong for over thirty years, he tirelessly walked among the people, promoting
evangelisation with humility and profound pastoral love. He founded institutions, supported
lay catechists, and embodied the motto “Apostle of Christ” in his life. His life was an
example of faith, surrender to God, and total self-giving, leaving a spiritual legacy that
continues to inspire the Salesian mission worldwide.

Venerable Bishop Stephen Ferrando knew how to combine his Salesian vocation with his
missionary charism and episcopal ministry. Born on 28 September 1895 in Rossiglione
(Genoa, diocese of Acqui) to Agostino and Giuseppina Salvi, he was distinguished by an
ardent love of God and a tender devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary. In 1904 he entered
Salesian schools, first at Fossano and then at Valdocco in Turin where he got to know Don
Bosco’s successors and the first generation of Salesians, and undertook his priestly studies;
in the meantime he nurtured the desire to leave as a missionary. On 13 September 1912, he
made his first religious profession in the Salesian Congregation at Foglizzo. Called to arms
in 1915, he took part in the First World War. For his courage he was awarded the silver
medal for valour. Returning home in 1918, he took his perpetual vows on 26 December
1920.

He was ordained a priest in Borgo San Martino (Alessandria) on 18 March 1923. On 2
December of the same year, with nine companions, he embarked in Venice as a missionary
to India. On 18 December, after 16 days of travel, the group arrived in Bombay and on 23
December in Shillong, the place of his new apostolate. As novice master, he educated the
young Salesians in the love of Jesus and Mary and had a great spirit of apostolate.

On 9 August 1934, Pope Pius XI appointed him Bishop of Krishnagar. His motto was
“Apostle of Christ”. In 1935, on 26 November, he was transferred to Shillong where he
remained bishop for 34 years. While working in a difficult situation of cultural, religious and
social impact, Bishop Ferrando worked tirelessly to be close to the people entrusted to him,
working zealously in the vast diocese that encompassed the entire region of North East
India. He preferred to travel on foot rather than by car, which he would have had at his
disposal: this allowed him to meet the people, to stop and talk to them, to be involved in
their lives. This live contact with people’s lives was one of the main reasons for the
fruitfulness of his evangelical proclamation: humility, simplicity, love for the poor led many



to convert and request Baptism. He established a seminary for the formation of young
Indian Salesians, built a hospital, erected a shrine dedicated to Mary Help of Christians and
founded the first Congregation of indigenous sisters, the Congregation of the Missionary
Sisters of Mary Help of Christians (1942).

A man of strong character, he was not discouraged in the face of countless difficulties,
which he faced with a smile and meekness. Perseverance in the face of obstacles was one of
his main characteristics. He sought to unite the Gospel message with the local culture in
which it was to be embedded. He was intrepid in his pastoral visits, which he made to the
most remote places in the diocese, in order to recover the last lost sheep. He showed
particular sensitivity and promotion for lay catechists, whom he considered complementary
to the bishop’s mission and on whom depended much of the fruitfulness of the proclamation
of the Gospel and its penetration into the territory. His attention to family pastoral work was
also immense. Despite his numerous commitments, the Venerable was a man with a rich
interior life, nourished by prayer and recollection. As a pastor, he was appreciated by his
sisters, priests, Salesian brothers and in the episcopate, as well as by the people, who felt
him deeply close to them. He gave himself creatively to his flock, caring for the poor,
defending the untouchables, caring for the cholera patients.

The cornerstones of his spirituality were his filial bond with the Virgin Mary, his missionary
zeal, his continuous reference to Don Bosco, as emerges from his writings and in all his
missionary activity. The most luminous and heroic moment of his virtuous life was his
departure from the diocese of Shillong. Archbishop Ferrando had to submit his resignation
to the Holy Father when he was still in the fullness of his physical and intellectual faculties,
to allow the appointment of his successor, who was to be chosen, according to his superiors’
instructions, from among the indigenous priests he had formed. It was a particularly painful
moment, experienced by the great bishop with humility and obedience. He understood that
it was time to retire in prayer according to the Lord’s will.

He returned to Genoa in 1969 and continued his pastoral activity, presiding over the
ceremonies for the conferral of Confirmation and dedicating himself to the sacrament of
Penance.

He was faithful to the Salesian religious life to the last, deciding to live in community and
renouncing the privileges that his position as bishop might have reserved for him. He
continued to be “a missionary” in Italy. Not “a missionary who moves, but [...] a missionary
who is”. His life in this last stage of life became a “radiating” one. He became a “missionary
of prayer” who said: “I am glad I came away so that others could take over to do such
wonderful works.”

From Genoa Quarto, he continued to animate the mission in Assam, raising awareness and
sending financial aid. He lived this hour of purification with a spirit of faith, of abandonment



to God’s will and obedience, touching with his own hand the full meaning of the evangelical
expression “we are only useless servants”, and confirming with his life the caetera tolle, the
sacrificial aspect of the Salesian vocation. He died on 20 June 1978 and was buried in
Rossiglione, his native land. In 1987 his mortal remains were brought back to India.

In docility to the Spirit he carried out a fruitful pastoral action, which manifested itself in
great love for the poor, in humility of spirit and fraternal charity, in the joy and optimism of
the Salesian spirit.

Together with many missionaries who shared the adventure of the Spirit with him in the
land of India, including Servants of God Francis Convertini, Costantine Vendrame and
Orestes Marengo, Bishop Ferrando gave rise to a new missionary method: to be an itinerant
missionary. Such an example is a providential warning, especially for religious
congregations tempted by a process of institutionalisation and closure, not to lose the
passion to go out to meet people and situations of the greatest material and spiritual
poverty and destitution, going where no one wants to go and entrusting themselves as he
did. “I look to the future with confidence, trusting in Mary Help of Christians.... I will
entrust myself to Mary Help of Christians who already saved me from so many dangers.”



