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Octavio Ortiz Arrieta Coya, born in Lima, Peru, on 19 April 1878, was the first Peruvian
Salesian. As a young man, he trained as a carpenter, but the Lord called him to a higher
mission. He made his first Salesian profession on 29 January 1900 and was ordained a priest
in 1908. In 1922, he was consecrated bishop of the diocese of Chachapoyas, a role he held
with dedication until his death on 1 March 1958. Twice he refused appointment to the more
prestigious see of Lima, preferring to remain close to his people. A tireless shepherd, he
travelled throughout the diocese to personally know the faithful and promoted numerous
pastoral initiatives for evangelisation. On 12 November 1990, under the pontificate of St
John Paul II, his cause for canonisation was opened, and he was granted the title of Servant
of God. On 27 February 2017, Pope Francis recognised his heroic virtues, declaring him
Venerable.

The Venerable Bishop Ottavio Ortiz Arrieta Coya spent the first part of his life as an
Oratory boy, a student and then became a Salesian himself, engaged in the works of the
Sons of Don Bosco in Peru. He was the first Salesian formed in the first Salesian house in
Peru, founded in Rimac, a poor neighbourhood, where he learned to live an austere life of
sacrifice. Among the first Salesians to arrive in Peru in 1891, he got to know the spirit of
Don Bosco and the Preventive System. As a Salesian of the first generation he learnt that
service and the gift of self would be the horizon of his life; that is why as a young Salesian
he took on important responsibilities, such as opening new works and directing others, with
simplicity, sacrifice and total dedication to the poor.

He lived the second part of his life, from the beginning of the 1920s, as bishop of
Chachapoyas, an immense diocese, vacant for years, where the prohibitive conditions of the
territory added up to a certain closure, especially in the most remote villages. Here the field
and the challenges of the apostolate were immense. Ortiz Arrieta was of a lively
temperament, accustomed to community life; moreover, he was delicate of spirit, to the
point of being called “pecadito” in his younger years, for his exactitude in detecting
shortcomings and helping himself and others to amend themselves. He also possessed an
innate sense of rigour and moral duty. The conditions under which he had to carry out his
episcopal ministry, however, were diametrically opposed to him: loneliness and the
substantial impossibility of sharing a Salesian and priestly life, despite repeated and almost
pleading requests to his own Congregation; the need to reconcile his own moral rigour with
an increasingly docile and almost disarmed firmness; a fine moral conscience continually
put to the test by coarseness of choices and lukewarmness in following, on the part of some
collaborators less heroic than himself, and of a people of God that knew how to oppose the



bishop when his word became a denunciation of injustice and a diagnosis of spiritual evils.
The Venerable’s path towards the fullness of holiness, in the exercise of the virtues, was
therefore marked by hardships, difficulties and the continual need to convert his gaze and
heart, under the action of the Spirit.

While we certainly find episodes in his life that can be defined as heroic in the strict
sense, we must also, and perhaps above all, highlight those moments in his virtuous journey
when he could have acted differently, but did not; giving in to human despair, while
renewing hope; being content with great charity, but not fully willing to exercise that heroic
charity that he practised with exemplary fidelity for several decades. When, twice, he was
offered a change of See, and in the second case he was offered the primatial See of Lima, he
decided to remain among his poor, those whom no one wanted, truly on the periphery of the
world, remaining in the diocese he had always espoused and loved as it was, committing
himself wholeheartedly to making it even a little better. He was a ‘modern’ pastor in his
style of presence and in his use of means of action such as associationism and the press. A
man of decisive temperament and firm convictions of faith, Bishop Ortiz Arrieta certainly
made use of this “don de gobierno” (gift of leadership) in his leadership, always combined,
however, with respect and charity, expressed with extraordinary consistency.

Although he lived before the Second Vatican Council, the way in which he planned
and carried out the pastoral tasks entrusted to him is still relevant today: from the pastoral
care of vocations to the concrete support of his seminarians and priests; from the
catechetical and human formation of the youngest to the pastoral care of families through
which he met married couples in crisis or cohabiting couples reluctant to regularise their
union. Bishop Ortiz Arrieta, on the other hand, did not only educate by his concrete pastoral
action, but by his very behaviour: by his ability to discern for himself, first of all, what it
means and what it entails to renew fidelity to the path taken. He truly persevered in heroic
poverty, in fortitude through the many trials of life, and in radical fidelity to the diocese to
which he had been assigned. Humble, simple, always serene; between the serious and the
gentle; the gentleness of his gaze let all the tranquillity of his spirit shine through: this was
the path of holiness he travelled.

The beautiful characteristics that his Salesian superiors found in him before his
ordination to the priesthood - when they described him as a ‘Salesian pearl’ and praised his
spirit of sacrifice - returned as a constant throughout his life, including as a bishop. Indeed,
Ortiz Arrieta can be said to have “made himself all things to all people, in order to save
someone at any cost” (1 Cor 9:22): authoritative with the authorities, simple with children,
poor among the poor; meek with those who insulted him or tried to delegitimise him out of
resentment; always ready not to return evil for evil, but to overcome evil with good (cf. Rom
12:21). His whole life was dominated by the primacy of the salvation of souls: a salvation to
which he would also like to actively dedicate his priests, whose temptation to retreat into



easy security or entrench themselves behind more prestigious positions, to commit them
instead to pastoral service, he tried to fight. He can truly be said to have placed himself in
that “high” measure of Christian life which makes him a pastor who embodied pastoral
charity in an original way, seeking communion among the people of God, reaching out to
those most in need and witnessing a poor evangelical life.



