
Don  Jose-Luis  Carreno,
Salesian missionary
Fr. José Luis Carreño (1905-1986) was described by historian
Joseph  Thekkedath  as  “the  most  beloved  Salesian  of  South
India” in the first half of the twentieth century. In every
place  he  lived,  whether  in  British  India,  the  Portuguese
colony of Goa, the Philippines, or Spain, we find Salesians
who cherish his memory with affection. Strangely, however, we
still  lack  an  adequate  biography  of  this  great  Salesian,
except for the lengthy obituary letter written by Fr. José
Antonio Rico: “José Luis Carreño Etxeandía, God’s labourer.”
We hope this gap will soon be filled. Fr. Carreño was one of
the architects of the South Asia region, and we cannot afford
to forget him.

José-Luis Carreño Etxeandía was born in Bilbao, Spain, on 23
October 1905. Orphaned of his mother at the tender age of
eight, he was welcomed into the Salesian house in Santander.
In 1917, at the age of twelve, he entered the Aspirantate at
Campello. He recalled that in those days, “we didn’t speak
much about Don Bosco… But for us, a Fr. Binelli was a Don
Bosco, not to mention Fr. Rinaldi, then General Prefect, whose
visits  left  us  with  a  supernatural  sensation,  like  when
Yahweh’s messengers visited Abraham’s tent.”
After  novitiate  and  post-novitiate,  he  did  his  practical
training as an assistant to the novices. He must have been a
brilliant cleric, because Fr. Pedro Escursell wrote about him
to the Rector Major, “I am speaking at this very moment with
one of the model clerics of this house. He is an assistant in
the formation of personnel in this Province. He tells me that
for some time he has been asking to be sent to the missions
and  says  he  has  given  up  asking  because  he  receives  no
response. He is a young man of great intellectual and moral
worth.”
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On the eve of his priestly ordination in 1932, the young José-
Luis wrote directly to the Rector Major, offering himself for
the missions. The offer was accepted, and he was sent to
India, where he landed in Mumbai in 1933. Just a year later,
when  the  South  India  Province  was  established,  he  was
appointed novice master at Tirupattur; he was only 28 years
old. With his extraordinary qualities of mind and heart, he
quickly  became  the  soul  of  the  house  and  left  a  deep
impression on his novices. “He won us over with his fatherly
heart,” wrote one of them, Archbishop Hubert D’Rosario of
Shillong.
Fr. Joseph Vaz, another novice, often recounted how Carreño
noticed him shivering with cold during a conference. “Wait a
moment, hombre,” said the novice master, and he went out.
Shortly after, he returned with a blue jumper which he handed
to Joe. Joe noticed that the jumper was strangely warm. Then
he remembered that under his cassock, his master was wearing
something blue… which was now missing. Carreño had given him
his own jumper.
In 1942, when the British government in India interned all
foreigners from countries at war with Britain, Carreño, being
a citizen of a neutral country, was left undisturbed. In 1943,
he received a message via Vatican Radio: he was to take the
place of Fr. Eligio Cinato, Provincial of the South India
Province, who had also been interned. Around the same time,
Salesian Archbishop Louis Mathias of Madras-Mylapore invited
him to be his vicar general.
In 1945, he was officially appointed Provincial, a position he
held from 1945 to 1951. One of his very first acts was to
consecrate the Province to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Many
Salesians were convinced that the extraordinary growth of the
South Province was due precisely to this gesture. Under Fr.
Carreño’s leadership, Salesian works doubled. One of his most
far-sighted acts was the establishment of a university college
in the remote and poor village of Tirupattur. Sacred Heart
College would eventually transform the entire district.
Carreño was also the main architect of the “Indianisation” of



the Salesian face in India, seeking local vocations from the
outset, rather than relying solely on foreign missionaries. A
choice that proved providential, first, because the flow of
foreign  missionaries  ceased  during  the  War;  then,  because
independent India decided to no longer grant visas to new
foreign  missionaries.  “If  today  there  are  more  than  two
thousand Salesians in India, the credit for this growth must
be attributed to the policies initiated by Fr. Carreño,” wrote
Fr. Thekkedath in his history of the Salesians in India.
Fr. Carreño, as we have said, was not only Provincial but also
vicar  to  Bishop  Mathias.  These  two  great  men,  who  deeply
respected  each  other,  were  nevertheless  very  different  in
temperament.  The  archbishop  favoured  severe  disciplinary
measures  for  confreres  in  difficulty,  while  Fr.  Carreño
preferred milder procedures. The extraordinary visitor, Fr.
Albino Fedrigotti, seems to have sided with the archbishop,
describing Fr. Carreño as “an excellent religious, a man with
a big heart,” but also “a bit too much of a poet.”
There was also the accusation of being a poor administrator,
but it is significant that a figure like Fr. Aurelio Maschio,
great procurator and architect of Salesian works in Mumbai,
firmly rejected this accusation. In reality, Fr. Carreño was
an innovator and a visionary. Some of his ideas, such as
involving non-Salesian volunteers for a few years of service,
were viewed with suspicion at the time but are now widely
accepted and actively promoted.
In  1951,  at  the  end  of  his  official  term  as  Provincial,
Carreño was asked to return to Spain to work with the Salesian
Cooperators. This was not the real reason for his departure
after eighteen years in India, but Carreño accepted serenely,
though not without suffering.
In 1952, however, he was asked to go to Goa, where he remained
until  1960.  “Goa  was  love  at  first  sight,”  he  wrote  in
Urdimbre en el telar. Goa, for its part, welcomed him into its
heart. He continued the tradition of Salesians serving as
spiritual directors and confessors to diocesan clergy and was
even patron of the Konkani writers’ association. Above all, he



governed the Don Bosco Panjim community with love, cared with
extraordinary fatherliness for the many poor boys, and once
again actively sought vocations to Salesian life. The first
Salesians of Goa, people like Thomas Fernandes, Elias Diaz,
and Romulo Noronha recounted with tears in their eyes how
Carreño and others would go to the Goa Medical College, right
next to the Salesian house, to donate blood and thus earn a
few rupees to buy food and other necessities for the boys.
In 1961, the Indian military action and annexation of Goa took
place. At that time, Fr. Carreño was in Spain and could no
longer return to his beloved land. In 1962, he was sent to the
Philippines as novice master. He accompanied only three groups
of novices because in 1965, he asked to return to Spain. His
decision stemmed from a serious divergence of vision between
him and the Salesian missionaries from China, especially with
Fr. Carlo Braga, superior of the Preprovince. Carreño strongly
opposed the policy of sending young Filipino Salesians who had
just professed to Hong Kong for philosophy studies. As it
happened, in the end, the superiors accepted the proposal to
keep the young Salesians in the Philippines, but by then,
Carreño’s request to return home had already been granted.

Don Carreño spent only four years in the Philippines, but here
too, as in India, he left an indelible mark, “an immeasurable
and  crucial  contribution  to  the  Salesian  presence  in  the
Philippines,”  in  the  words  of  Salesian  historian  Nestor
Impelido.
Back in Spain, he collaborated with the Missionary Procures of
Madrid and of New Rochelle and in the animation of the Iberian
Provinces. Many in Spain still remember the old missionary who
visited  Salesian  houses,  infecting  the  young  with  his
missionary  enthusiasm,  his  songs,  and  his  music.
But in his creative imagination, a new project was taking
shape. Carreño devoted himself wholeheartedly to the dream of
founding a Pueblo Misionero with two objectives: preparing
young missionaries – mostly from Eastern Europe – for Latin
America; and offering a refuge for ‘retired’ missionaries like



himself, who could also serve as formators. After long and
painful correspondence with his superiors, the project finally
took  shape  in  the  Hogar  del  Misionero  in  Alzuza,  a  few
kilometres from Pamplona. The missionary vocational component
never took off, and very few elderly missionaries actually
joined  Carreño.  His  main  apostolate  in  these  last  years
remained that of the pen. He left more than thirty books, five
of which were dedicated to the Holy Shroud, to which he was
particularly devoted.

Fr. José-Luis Carreño died in 1986, in Pamplona at the age of
81. Despite the ups and downs of his life, this great lover of
the Sacred Heart of Jesus could affirm, on the golden jubilee
of his priestly ordination, “If fifty years ago my motto as a
young  priest  was  ‘Christ  is  everything,’  today,  old  and
overwhelmed by His love, I would write it in golden letters,
because in reality CHRIST IS EVERYTHING.”

Fr. Ivo COELHO, SDB


