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Abstract
This article presents two cases of sheltering refugees in the monasteries of Rome. The focus is
first on the project planned in 2013 in the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7, in the Trastevere
district. Second is the case of the former seminary on Via Casilina 634, which opened its doors
to refugees in 2015. Both projects rely on the principle of gentle transformation of already
existing tangible and intangible structures. The centuries-old monastic tradition of helping
people in need, along with the existing dormitories, kitchens and cloistered gardens are
relatively easily put to re-use to help refugees. Yet, fulfilling the refugees’ needs to be selfsustainable and to integrate into civil society requires well-thought-through matchmaking
between the needs of the refugees and the expertise of the religious congregation helping them,
carefully planned interactions with the neighborhood, personalized guidance of each and
every individual, and funding schemes that aim at the refugees’ societal integration rather than
profiting from keeping the refugees in an emergency state.
Keywords: Refugee Politics, Architectural Re-use and Transformation, Religious
Heritage, WWII Heritage, Intangible Heritage, Commemoration and Musealisation,
History of Rome
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Redefining Monuments for Difficult WWII Heritage
At first, the idea of housing refugees in old Roman monasteries was formulated as an answer to
a brief of a completely different kind. The brief proposed to invited design teams was to
elaborate new kinds of memorials for the painful and difficult heritage of WWII. The idea was
to develop new commemorative forms other than the usual statues, commemorative plaques,
street names, or movies (Bassanelli et al. 2014; Grechi 2013; Pirazzoli 2010). This brief was
posed to teams composed out of architects, artists, and archaeologists during a series of invited
design competitions Re-call – European Conflict Archaeological Landscape Re-appropriation
in the cities of Venice (Italy), Falstad (Norway) and Rome (Italy), between 2010 and 2014
(Bassanelli et al. 2014). The Rome teams were tasked with finding a way to commemorate the
heroic acts of small day-to-day resistance by individuals or groups during the Armistice of
Cassibile between September 8, 1943, and June 4, 1944, when Rome was declared an open
city (a neutral city), but in reality fell prey to Nazi occupation, during which the civilian
population was exposed to “day-to-day brutality which both minor and more powerful military
leaders and the Nazi-Fascists continued to impose on the unarmed civilian population – a total
lack of freedom of expression, widespread hunger, continual confiscation of personal property
and public humiliation.” (Gravano & Grechi 2014:181) Sites of mass killings from those years,
such as Fosse Adreatine and Forte Bravetta, have now become places of commemoration.
However, many acts of civilian men, women, and children who opposed the terror in their own
way are still unknown to the public. There was, for example, the Roman neighborhood
Quadraro, where people would be so insubordinate to the Nazi representatives and their laws,
that the oppressors saw no solution other than removing its 950 citizens (mostly men) between
the age of 16 and 60 to concentration camps. After a time of inhuman bread rationing of only
100 grams of bread per family per day, a group of hungry and desperate women attacked the
Tesei bread ovens, after which ten women were caught and shot on the Ponte dell´ Industria.
There was also the 12-year-old Ugo Forno, who prevented the Nazis from blowing up the
bridge over which the Allied forces were supposed to cross in order to liberate the city on June
4, 1944. When the Nazis took over local law enforcement, the special police force called
Carabinieri refused to obey the orders of the Nazis and joined the partisan underground. There
were also many priests, nuns, and monks, who had been helping Jews, partisans, and others by
hiding people or weapons. Some of those priests and nuns died, like Don Pietro Pappagallo in
the Fosse Adreatine, but many managed to help a lot of people while remaining unnoticed,
both by the persecuting Nazis and by posteriority (Gravano & Grechi 2014).
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Image 1. “Rome ‘43: 4000 Jews Saved in Convents” in: Avvenire, September 24, 2003  Avvenire
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The Silent Resistance of Priests and Nuns
The team – consisting of one archaeologist and two architects – assigned to investigate the
small acts of daily resistance conducted by clerical individuals observed that, curiously, only
the priests who died a martyr’s death were being commemorated, often in a very traditional
way by a remembrance plaque, street name, or movie. However, the focus on martyrdom put
into the shadows all the priests, monks, and nuns who successfully helped people during
WWII without having to die in the process. Between October 1943 and June 4, 1944, more
than 4000 of the 10-12000 Jews in Rome found safe refuge in monasteries. This was possible
due to an immunity agreement between the Vatican and the Wehrmacht by which SS general
Stahel forbade any searches in Catholic places. Religious institutes were identified as “Property
of the State of Vatican City” or “Employed by the Holy See.” This measure is evidenced by a
document dated September 25, 1943 issued by the Governorate of Vatican City. Some priests
and nuns in the Roman monasteries used this immunity and hid Jews. Most of the priests and
nuns who were responsible for sheltering those people are still anonymous, but it is estimated
that there are around 200 (out of 600) monasteries in Rome where the Jews were hiding during
WWII (Ondarza 2019; Baglioni 2010; Airò 2003; La Rocca 2003; Santamaria 2003; Loparco
2004; Gaspari 2001; Gaspari 1999; Marchione 1999; De Felice 1993:628-631, ap. 481 no.1;
Leiber 1961). image 1 The team went on to visit those monasteries to get more information
about the events from WWII. When trying to establish contact through tiny, double-barred
openings in the heavy meters-thick walls of the monasteries, it became clear why they made
such a good hiding place. Most times the very friendly person on the other side would not
know what had happened during WWII, or did know, but did not want to let the team in. For
example, in the convent of Santa Chiara, the team would hear: “Oh yes, there were Jews hiding
here. We even have a room called ´The Room of the Seven´, but you know… it is a very
closed convent. We do not let anybody in here” (Anonymous Sister 2013; Geesink et al. April
2014:37). image 2 Finally, the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7, in the Trastevere district,
opened its doors to the team. The nuns explained that there was nothing special about hiding
Jews or non-Jews in the convents during WWII, since helping people in need – often
disregarding their religious beliefs – is the thing that nuns and monks were always doing, long
before, during, and after WWII. Sister Caterina who was the team´s host at the convent on Via
dei Genovesi did not see why these kinds of acts or the nuns who performed them should get
special attention or remembrance. The nuns in the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7 belong to the
Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Egypt, also known as Franciscan Missionary Sisters of the
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Immaculate Heart of Mary, which was established in Cairo in 1859 by Blessed Maria Caterina
Troiani (1813-1887), a name which is actually a conflation of her civil name (Constanza
Troiani) and her religious name (Maria Caterina di Santa Rosa da Viterbo). The congregation
specialized in education of poor girls. When the sisters expanded their activities globally, the
congregation took over the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7 from the Benedictine Sisters, who –
in the very same place next to the Church of Santa Cecilia – were also providing shelter and
schooling for orphaned or otherwise disadvantaged children in Rome. Before that, the place
was in the hands of the Umilitas monks, who span wool there. When taking over the convent,
the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of Egypt continued the charity of helping disadvantaged
girls and, as societal needs changed, they expanded it later to mothers with children who for
reasons of safety needed shelter from their other homes. Nowadays, the convent rarely hosts
mothers and children due to both the development of civilian social care and the declining
number of monastic vocations, which has led the congregation grow smaller as the sisters have
advanced in age. The children’s dormitories and classrooms are empty as is the biggest part of
the convent, except in the summer, when a wave of pilgrims visits the convent during their stay
in Rome. The sisters would like the rooms to be full of life again and would like the charity
profile of helping mothers and children in need to be continued (Sister Caterina 2013; Geesink
et al. April 2014:40-45).

Image 2. An interview through the iron bars at
the convent of Santa Chiara, Rome, in September
2013  Photo: Arno Geesink
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Image 3. Everyday activities of Greek monks and hermits.  Monasterygarments

A Monastic Memorial is a Repeated Act
For the first monks, the writings, the songs and the daily routines of asceticism executed by
their founders were memorials that had to be maintained through ongoing repetition and reinterpretation (Philo [Judaeus] of Alexandria [orig. ca. 40AD] 1981:46 [verse 29]). So a
memorial has a distinct meaning for religious congregations. It is not a building, a statue, or a
structure. A memorial happens through a repeated act image 3. In accordance with these
intangible traditions, the team developed the idea of commemorating the act of priests and
nuns sheltering the persecuted during WWII through its repetition. The only difference being
that now, in contemporary society, the people who are most in need of shelter are different.
When walking around the city of Rome today, one is struck by the number of homeless
refugees, sleeping everywhere, including on the steps and in the porticos of churches with
adjacent monasteries image 4. Would it be possible to house the refugees in the almost-empty
and vacant monasteries? Monasteries are often equipped with numerous beds and large
kitchens where the refugees could find a safe haven for a while. The biggest challenge,
however, is that refugees need more than just a bed and bread. Providing shelter and food is the
basis for sure. But supplying the basis and nothing more will condemn the immigrants to a
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prolonged state of emergency. They need something more in order to reach normality in which
they can become citizens who fully participate in society, while having a sense of being part of
it, and achieving a state of self-realization (Strang & Ager 2010) image 5.

Image 4. Folder about Roman refugees
on the occasion of UN World Refugee
Day, June 20, 2012
 Centro Astalli.

Image 5.
Refugees
performing the
Centro Astalli
Christmas
concert,
December
2018.
 Photo:
Beata Labuhn
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Sister ACTualization: Three Interconnected Interventions
The team proposed a transformation of the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7 into a meeting place
between refugees, nuns, citizens living in the neighborhood, and tourists visiting Rome. This
meeting place was designed to be established through three interconnected acts of urban and
architectural intervention image 6. The first act would be the opening of the convent’s wall,
which would allow the public to experience one of the three gardens of the monastery. The
form of the “unfolding” of the wall took its inspiration from a headdress worn by a Benedictine
nun after the congregation of Benedictine sisters who established the care-for-children profile
of this specific convent on Via dei Genovesi 7 before the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of
Egypt who currently own the place and continue to take care of children (and mothers) image
7. The second act would be the meeting between the nuns, the people from the neighborhood,
the refugees, and the tourists from all over the world in a “Syrian” tea garden called
“Santuario”. In order to establish this tea garden, one of the three convent gardens would need
to become more accessible to the public and be slightly restored and adjusted to accommodate
tables, chairs, and other minor facilities enabling the new tea garden to function well image 8.
The third act would be a mural on the inside of the convent wall telling the rich, and still
unfinished, (hi)story of helping people in this specific convent on Via dei Genovesi 7. The
mural would be a joint art project created by refugees along with artists image 9. This place
could be a great green addition to the touristic fabric of the not-so-green-yet, but popular
district of Trastevere, where tourists, Italians, inhabitants of the district, and other/new refugees
could find themselves being hosted by the refugees at this city oasis. The team envisaged the
tea garden being featured in the next edition of the Lonely Planet Rome guide in the
“Trastevere & Gianicolo Eating” section:
Santuario. Oriental €. Map. 360, Via dei Genovesi 7, meal & drink €10; Tue-Sun; This
spacious courtyard is a quiet getaway from the busy clamor of Rome. Refugees from
all over the world prepare their native delicacies, served in a peaceful convent garden.
The recently converted convent now houses immigrants, continuing an ongoing
tradition of housing people in need, whether they are neglected children, victims of
Nazi occupation during WWII, or contemporary refugees. Indulge yourself in exotic
sweets, cakes, coffees, and teas and learn more about the ongoing history of this newly
revealed urban sanctuary. (Geesink et al. April 2014:74-75) image 10.
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Image 6. Poster introducing the project proposal Sister ACTualization in the convent on Via dei
Genovesi 7.  Geesink, Van der Krieke, Labuhn
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Image 7. Poster illustrating the first intervention: the unfolding of the convent wall.
 Geesink, Van der Krieke, Labuhn
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Image 8. Poster illustrating the second intervention: a Syrian tea garden in one of the gardens of the
convent.  Geesink, Van der Krieke, Labuhn
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Image 9. Poster illustrating the third intervention: the mural on the inside of the convent’s wall.
 Geesink, Van der Krieke, Labuhn
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Image 10. Lonely Planet Rome mock-up featuring the Syrian tea garden “Santuario” in the convent on Via
dei Genovesi 7.  Geesink, Van der Krieke, Labuhn
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Three Obstacles to Realization
The jury composed of the Re-call consortium and invited critics at the exhibition in the
Scandinavian Embassy in Berlin awarded in June 2014 the Sister ACTualization project first
prize. As expressed by artist and professor in Contemporary Sculpture at Newcastle University
Wolfgang Weileder during the interview with Rebecca Farley:
[…] Re-call was a competition of ideas. We didn´t have the resources to realise these
proposals, but we very much wanted them to at least have this potential. For me the most
convincing proposals were those where the teams had really done their contextual
research but then took the information and applied it. Not just illustrating what they
found out but instead taking the principles and concepts of the original location, event or
story and creating a new object or situation out of it. Generating a new layer of
understanding, which would allow the audience to look at the whole event differently and
critically. It´s not about triggering emotions. (Weileder 2014:58)
Although Sister ACTualization was chosen for its realization potential, in reality, the
interventions foreseen in the project, like the opening of the convent’s historic wall and the
turning of one of the convent’s garden into a new public hot spot in Trastevere, were hard to
realize for at least three reasons. The first reason is politico-economical. In theory, re-use of the
convent’s existing structures and furniture like the dormitories and the kitchens saves money.
Still, funds would be needed to open up the wall, create a public garden, and execute an art work
and, in doing so, create short term and long term jobs for the refugees involved. However, in
refugee-financing politics, there are strict rules for what can and cannot be sponsored or
refunded. There is money for emergency matters, such as providing shelter and food. These
budgets are not meant for practices outside of this basic scope. So, when it comes to opening the
convent garden to the public and asking refugees to run it – thus creating a situation in which the
refugees would be already semi-autonomous – there is the barrier of an initial investment that
would most probably have to be obtained via the private sector or public subsidies unrelated to
refugee funding. With a bit of effort, this could be done. However, there were also two additional
difficulties. The second difficulty standing in the way of housing refugee mothers and children in
the monastery at Via dei Genovesi 7, was that women with children are a rather rare
phenomenon amongst the refugee community where one can mostly find young men. (Peri et al.
2015). This is not an ideal fit with the expertise the nuns on Via dei Genovesi 7 have with
women and children. However, it was the third obstacle that gave rise to the most serious
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reconsideration of the idea. This obstacle is the Roman mentality. It is the Roman mentality and
tradition to respect private propriety and preserve the status quo. In Rome, nothing may change
radically. Everything must move slowly. Each change must be almost invisible and will first take
years of discussion about how it should be done and then years of slow and careful execution.
And in the end everything is bound to the goodwill of the land owners. Since time immemorial, it
has been a horror to all ambitious politicians, urban planners, and architects, local or foreign.
Even the Roman emperors suffered from Roman society’s resistance to change, as well as the
sacredness of private property (Labuhn 2017; Dey 2015; Fried 1973). In the same time, it is
exactly this ´difficult´ mentality that has shaped and preserved the city of Rome as it is now.
Since one cannot deny the city’s beauty or uniqueness, there may also be something to this
irritating sacredness of private propriety and the take-it-slow-and-minimal mentality that shaped
it. Exactly the sacred status of private propriety – combined with personal decisions taken by
monks and nuns in the light of the ambigous immunity agreements – secured also shelter for the
Jews in the monasteries of Rome during WWII. Unfortunately, this Roman way of doing things
did not work out in favor of the realization of Sister ACTualization. People from outside Rome
and Italy might object here that the proposed interventions in the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7
are very minimal and totally reversible: turning a corner of the wall into a sculptural entrance,
slightly refreshing the garden with respect for all the existing trees, and in the end creating an artmural, all seem very gentle interventions – but not so for the Roman mind. When the nuns were
first asked how they liked the idea, they said they liked the idea of housing refugees, especially
women with children. But the proposal of turning the space of the convent into a place that is
more open to interactions with the neighborhood was considered risky by the congregation
during the second interview: “Opening the since ever closed walls and sharing one of the gardens
with the whole city, that is definitely too radical. I guess that neither the Soprintendenza will give
permission for an intervention in such an old wall.” (Sister Caterina 2018) And so the plans for
the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7 ended there.
Pope Francis: “Let Refugees Use Empty Convents!”
Yet, the idea of housing refugees in convents was in the air. When the Rome team had its first
presentation in Rome, the newspapers ran amok reporting on Pope Francis’ visit to Centro
Astalli, the Jesuit Refugee Service. Since years already, Centro Astalli had been the main shelter
for refugees arriving in Rome from Lampedusa and by then, the center was receiving around
21000 refugees per year (Ecumenical News 2013). During the visit to Centro Astalli, the Pope
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criticized the conversion of vacant monasteries into luxury hotels image 11. He advocated that
they should be used for housing refugees instead: “Empty convents and monasteries should not
be turned into hotels by the Church to earn money. [The buildings] are not ours, they are for the
flesh of Christ, which is what the refugees are” (Ecumenical News 2013; O’Leary & CollettWhite 2013). The Pope appealed to religious congregations to serve, to accompany, and to
defend the immigrants. To serve “…means to welcome the persons who arrive with care, to
establish human relations of closeness, to establish bonds of solidarity. To serve means to
recognize and welcome the demands for justice, for hope, and to seek ways together…” To serve
and accompany the immigrants is more than offering them a place to sleep, it means
accompanying them in their process of integration: “To offer first reception services: a refectory,
a place to sleep, legal aid. Accompany persons in their search for work and social integration.
Propose cultural activities, contribute to the growth of a culture of welcome, a culture of coming
together and of solidarity, beginning with the protection of human rights. Hospitality alone isn’t
enough.” Apart from serving and accompanying, it is also important to defend the refugees: “To
serve, to accompany, means also to defend: it means to be on the side of the weakest. To live
with more courage and generosity and welcome in the communities, in homes, in empty
convents.” And especially about the city of Rome, the Pope said: “Rome should be the city that
enables you to rediscover the human dimension, to begin to smile again.” (Palmo 2013)

Image 11. The Pope visiting
Centro Astalli in Rome and
meeting the refugees,
September 10, 2013, Rome
 Romereports.com
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Image 12. Children’s drawings
from the workshop with refugees,
Casa Scalabrini 634, April 2018.
 Photo: Giaocchino Campese

From Helping Italians Abroad to Helping Refugees in Italy
The first reaction to the call of the Pope came from the Brothers Scalabrini, who have a longstanding tradition of helping immigrants. In an interview held on April 17, 2018, Brother
Gioacchino Campese, the general director, and Emanuele Selleri, the executive director of the
refugee monastery on Via Casilina 634, commonly known as Casa Scalabrini 634, explained
who the Scalabrini are, how the project of housing refugees started, and evaluated how it was
evolving after almost three years of existence (Campese & Selleri 2018). The Scalabrini
Missionaries, also known as the Missionaries of Saint Charles, were founded by Blessed
Bishop Giovanni Battista Scalabrini (1839-1905) in 1887 to accompany and help Italian
immigrants who were going to the United States and South America. The original goal of the
Scalabrini was the immigrants’ well-being, defined as the right balance between feeling to be a
part of the new society while maintaining a connection to one’s original roots and faith. As it
turned out, the Italian migrants needing help were not only Catholic but also members of other
Christian denominations such as Protestantism and Orthodoxy. As a result, the Scalabrini
found themselves to be specializing in intercultural and multi-religious migration. They
founded their own seminaries, houses of formation, where young monks and priests were
staying while they were studying at the Pontifical University in Rome preparing for their future
missionary work. The seminary students were young men from all over the world, from South
America (especially from Mexico and Colombia), Indonesia, Vietnam, and also some from
Africa. In 2013, the multi-cultural seminary on Via Casilina 634 was transferred to
Monteverde in Rome and the monastic complex on Via Casilina became vacant. Different
29

Labuhn, B.

GBER Special Edition 2021pgs 13-44

ideas were put on the table for its rehabilitation: a house for pilgrims, a hotel for tourists, a
home for the elderly. When the Pope visited Centro Astalli on September 10, 2013 –
reminding the religious orders that monasteries were not there to make money, but were meant
for the flesh of Christ, now represented by the refugees – the Scalabrini took the call very
personally because, at that very moment, they were indeed speculating on transforming the
seminary into a lucrative tourist hotel. On hearing the Pope however, the Scalabrini started to
explore the idea of housing and helping refugees in the vacant monastery on Via Casilina. One
of the first things they did was talk to the Jesuits from Centro Astalli since they had already
been working with refugees for thirty years. They also consulted with the local Catholic
community, namely Caritas, the local bishop, and the local parishes.
The Four Pillar Plan
Sensitive to the long-term integration needs of the refugees, the Scalabrini drew on their
expertise of helping Italians assimilate in the Americas without losing their heritage, and they
set up a four pillar plan for their refugee program: semi-autonomy, formation, awarenessraising, and active citizenship. “Welcoming and embracing refugees, in the sense of providing
a roof over the refugees’ heads is just the first step. A lot of additional work needs to be done
when helping refugees to become autonomous in Italian society,” says Campese in the
interview (Campese & Selleri 2018). Although the convent on Via Casilina 634 technically
could take up to 60 refugees at a time, the brothers decided to accommodate only 30 people
instead in order to be able to provide personal care for everyone. The refugees are taken up to
live in the convent in a semi-autonomous state for six to twelve months after an intake
interview. They sign a rental contract for six to twelve months and agree to house rules such as
no alcohol and no violence and a symbolic rental fee of 50 euros per month. They are also
signing to contribute to the maintenance and management of the house. During the intake
interview, it becomes clear which future path the refugees wish to take towards their full
autonomy, and the Scalabrini decide whether or not it will be in their power to help the
refugees achieve this goal. If it is, the refugee in question is taken up into the program.
Autonomy means becoming independent in terms of income, housing, and network of
relationships. The movie Welcome to Casa Scalabrini 634 tells the personal stories of
Amadou, a mathematician from Guinea, Babakal, a tailor from Senegal, and Sonam from
Tibet, who just got a job as a graphic designer (SIMN et al. 2017). Most of the inhabitants of
the convent work in sectors such as agriculture, the catering and hotel industry, construction
work, cleaning, caring for the elderly, translation, and cultural mediation. Apart from
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stimulating the individual career development of the refugees who want to pursue a certain
profession or study, the convent takes part in several educational and working programs. The
center organizes courses in acquiring language skills in English and Italian, as well as the
theory exam for obtaining a driving license. These courses are open to everyone. People from
the neighborhood are welcome to participate, and in fact, the majority of participants are nonrefugees from outside of the monastery. Scalabrini also take part in a social agricultural
program, where the refugees get a legitimate contract, even if they first have to learn how to
work the fields before they can start. Gioacchino Campese: “This is important because
agriculture is often the place where refugees and migrants get exploited and we want to give a
different take on that. We are working with firms who have social sensitivity and want to
provide legal contracts.” (Campese & Selleri 2018)

Image 13. Casa Scalabrini 634, Tailor Workshop, April 2018  Photo: Beata Labuhn

A ´Mosque´ in a Monastery
The brothers and refugees raise awareness for intercultural and interreligious issues in today’s
society through public activities. As in the former seminary, people come from all over the
world and form a diverse group of young individuals. At the time of the interview, in April
2018 at Casa Scalabrini 634, there were people from Senegal, Mali, Nigeria, Tibet,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Palestine, and Ukraine. The refugees were asked to come up with
ideas to reach out to the surrounding community. Some organize workshops such as Refugee
for a Day, during which Italian citizens can, for a day, experience what it’s like to be a
refugee. There is also the dinner party at the beginning and the end of the year for all the
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volunteers and the neighborhood. There are the Benvenuti a Cena (Welcome to Dinner),
during which refugees cook their native dishes for each other and for people from the
neighborhood. The refugees also visit elementary schools and universities or invite pupils
and students to come to the center. The refugees tell children stories about their home
countries and organize drawing workshops image 12. There is also a big tailoring
workshop in the convent run by refugees, Italians, and migrants from Latin America who
live in the neighborhood (note the difference between refugees and migrants). The tailor
shop is open to anybody from the neighborhood who wants to rent a sewing machine, who
wishes to hire a tailor for a custom-made suit, or who wants to learn tailoring and participate
in a tailoring course image 13. There is also a radio station run by both refugees and locals.
There are cultural programs such as Rediscover Rome, where different tours through the city
of Rome are organized by the joint efforts of refugees, migrants, and Italians. The convent
takes as well part in the big Breast Cancer Prevention Race, which is held in Rome every
year on the third Sunday of May. Additionally, the monastery opens its doors to the mobile
center for free preventive breast scans for the refugees, migrants, and Italians from the
neighborhood. Since March 2018, there has also been a free clinic, open to anybody from the
neighborhood three times a week. Of course, the church belonging to the monastery
continues to open its doors to the neighborhood for mass on Saturday image 14, but
participation in Catholic or Christian religious rituals is not enforced on the new inhabitants.
On the contrary, one of the rooms in the convent is transformed into an Islamic prayer room
image 15. Initiatives such as children’s workshops, the tailoring workshop, or the radio
station are forms of active citizenship on the part of refugees that transform the convent little
by little into an important resource for the neighborhood. However, good contacts with the
neighborhood were not a given at first, but had to be carefully built over time.
Despite Mafia Capitale and Xenophobia
While the brothers Scalabrini were exploring the possibilities for setting up the project of
housing refugees in their seminary in 2014, their efforts were frustrated by two refugee-related
scandals waging in Rome. One was the coming to light of Mafia Capitale, criminal “charity”
organizations that used the refugee crisis to make money. They would get money, around 35 to
40 euros per day for each refugee, while, in fact, they would be setting up non-existent projects
or heavily underserviced facilities. They would take up as many people as possible, including
homeless people who were not refugees, and accommodate them in bunk beds in small cheap
rooms, without taking care of their integration. They did not provide language lessons or any
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support with legal job searching or administrative guidance, and would also save money by
providing inadequate food. As the story goes, these criminal charity organizations made more
money on refugees than on drug trafficking (Mackenzie 2014; Povoledo 2014; Squires 2014).
This heavily mediated scandal cast a shadow over the start-up of the refugee project by
brothers Scalabrini, because of the suspicion that this could become another illegal center for
making money. The second scandal obstructing the realization of the project was the problem
of violence and crime in Tor Sapienza between the refugees in the refugee center and the locals
from the surrounding, traditionally problematic, neighborhood. Scalabrini´s refugee project
was in danger of following in the same problematic footsteps. Surrounding the Scalabrini
monastery on Via Casilina, the neighborhoods of Torpignattara and Centocelle were already
known for the high concentration of immigrants from South America, Bangladesh, and the
Middle East. The local governments in those neighborhoods have not always been able to
prepare the Italian inhabitants for the changes to come. As a result, fed by xenophobic political
narratives, these local Italian communities are often still suspicious of newcomers, worried
about possible job market competition for their own children, and terrified of the supposed
increase in criminality (Campese & Selleri 2018).
Dealing with the Neighborhood
Knowing that the outcome would most probably be negative and stand in the way of their
project, Scalabrini deliberately chose not to ask the neighborhood for their opinion beforehand.
However, people somehow found out that something was going to happen, and the Scalabrini
indeed received letters protesting about “more foreigners in the neighborhood.” The
Scalabrinis decided not to react to the letters. Gioacchino Campese:
I think it is kind of counterproductive to engage in conflicts with people about those issues.
The best answer to this kind of attitude is to show people that you are doing a good job.
You have to show them that they can trust you. You have to gain trust by working well with
people. If we would have done much publicity for the project beforehand, it would have
been a big mistake in this neighborhood. Instead, by building personal relationships slowly
but steadily and by showing people that migrants and refugees are brothers and sisters, we
can build a better neighborhood and a better society. In a society that is being more and
more diverse, it is the only way to go (Campese & Selleri 2018).
So, as soon as the refugees started to move in, good relationships between the neighborhood
and the refugees were built up step by step, keeping a low profile, via personal contacts with
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the people from the bar, the local osteria, the shops, the school, the police, and finally the
neighbors: “Good relationships are established through small acts.” (Campese & Selleri 2018).
Once a month a group of student volunteers, Italians, and refugees from the monastery go out
into the neighborhood and clean it up image 16. When people from the neighborhood notice
this, they start to engage in friendly dialogue and even invite the group for a coffee. “It is
through actions that you need to show people that they can trust you. To build a relationship of
trust is essential” (Campese & Selleri 2018). When Casa Scalabrini opened on June 18, 2015,
there was a period of theft in the neighborhood and the Casa was one of the first places to be
robbed. When an audio mixer and speakers were stolen, the brothers and inhabitants of the
convent visited the nearby bar, osteria, and shops, where they communicated their loss and
banded together with the neighborhood to raise awareness and solve the problem. When
more robberies occurred in the following days, accusations leveled at the refugees were
limited. Due to the personal contact, everybody knew the refugees were themselves victims
of these crimes. The refugees started to work with the rest of the neighborhood installing
lights and cameras, and discussing other crime prevention measures.

Image 14. Casa Scalabrini 634,
a chapel in the seminary, April 2018
 Photo: Beata Labuhn
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Image 15. Casa Scalabrini 634,
an Islamic prayer room in the seminary,
April 2018  Photo: Beata Labuhn

“It is not good. It is not bad. It is just something that happens and we need to deal with it.”
In June 2018, after three years of activity, the center reported on 120 refugees having been
hosted in Casa Scalabrini 634. Approximately 90 inhabitants have already found their way to
full autonomy, and 30 are still living in the house. The awareness-raising program has reached
around 6000 children, youngsters, and adults (Beltrami 2018). The center is run by one
Scalabrini brother, five civil professionals, and fifty volunteers. The general director of Casa
Scalabrini 634 is Brother Dr. Gioacchino Campese. Born and raised in Barletta, he studied
theology in the Philippines and took his vows in 1987. After years of missionary work in
places as diverse as Chicago and Tichuana, he is currently teaching Pastoral Theology of
Human Mobility, in other words, Pastoral Theology of Migration at the Scalabrini
International Migration Institute, part of the Pontifical Urbaniana University. According to
35

Labuhn, B.

GBER Special Edition 2021pgs 13-44

Gioacchino Campese, the problem with regular public refugee funding is that it tends to keep
the refugees in an emergency state instead of helping them to integrate. It is not only an Italian
problem, but also an European issue. Gioacchino Campese:
Public funding dedicates a lot of resources to the question of emergency. Yet, to
consider migration solely as a matter of emergency is completely out of mind. It is not
correct. As is clear by now, migration is not an one-time occurrence, but a structural
phenomenon of a globalized world. You know that you will receive people from other
countries in your own country. And this is especially true for Europe. Whether we like
it or not, immigrants will keep on coming. And don’t get me wrong. I am not
romanticizing the issue. Immigrants can also be bad people. But there are also good
people, like everywhere else. A hundred years ago, it was the Italians migrating to the
United States and Brazil. Now it is the Africans migrating to Europe. It is not good. It
is not bad. It is just something that happens and we need to deal with it. Also, we
cannot forget that the migrants are escaping their home countries because of the
international politics of the Western countries. That is why the politics of emergency
should be substituted by politics of integration. People need to know that they belong.
If I feel that I belong, I will also give my contribution to society. This is the place that is
home for my family. This is the place for my future. It is ignorance and exclusion that
causes tensions and conflicts (Campese & Selleri 2018).

Image 16. Casa Scalabrini 634, the neighborhood cleaning team, April 2018  Photo: Giaocchino Campese
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Own Funding
“Public funding based on the idea of emergency is not suitable for the kind of integrative work
that the Scalabrini are doing. The rules and administration attached to public funding would
only stand in the way of effective handling” (Campese & Selleri 2018). That is why Casa
Scalabrini has declined public funding and is raising funds with the help of volunteers and with
the support of the Vatican, the Congregation of the Missionaries of San Carlo Scalabriniani, of
ASCS Onlus, and of private supporters among individuals, companies, and foundations. The
funding structure is not the same as the one that existed during the time when the building was
housing the seminary, but one that is being created especially for this purpose. The money is
spent on the expenses for electricity, water and gas, on the basic household products and
materials for building maintenance, as well as on the salaries of the civil workers. Every day,
five young civilian professionals take care of the center. Emanuele Selleri, educator and
volunteer to the brothers Scalabrini in Columbia and Bolivia, is now the center’s daily
executive director. Rita Urbano, a social worker, takes care of the people who reside in the
house, from the moment of interview to full autonomy. Claudio Oroni is responsible for the
awareness-raising program and Marianna Occhiuto does communication and fundraising. Own
fundraising is crucial to the refugee project in Casa Scalabrini 643 since the congregation does
not take money from the regular public subsidies for refugee care. Adjusting the building to
meet the needs of the refugees cost almost nothing. The rooms of the seminary serve the
immigrants as well as they served the seminary students, and all the communal rooms, like the
kitchen and the big dining room, are still used for their original purposes.
We just replaced some infrastructures such as the boiler and plumbing. But this we
would have done in any case since these infrastructures were ready for a replacement
anyhow. In one of the buildings we needed to take away one wall in order to enlarge
the room for the tailoring workshop, but for the rest, the structure stayed exactly the
same (Campese & Selleri 2018).
Despite opening up more towards the neighborhood and becoming something of a community
center, the monastery preserved its character as a safe haven behind closed walls. The gate to
the main street, Via Casilina, is always closed image 17. The gate to the side street is half
open during the day and closes during the night image 18. The Casa Scalabrini 634 project in
the former seminary on Via Casilina 634 is the first realized pilot project for housing refugees
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in monasteries. Due to its success, the brothers Scalabrini are preparing to implement it
elsewhere, but not as an exact copy:
The project is a good model, but in each case the context of the specific structure, the
tradition of the religious order in question, and the neighborhood need to be taken into
consideration in order to implement the idea in its own way, depending on the given
place and community (Campese & Selleri 2018).

Image 17. Casa Scalabrini 634, entrance from Via Casilina, April 2018  Photo: Beata Labuhn

Conclusion: Gentle Transformations of Places and Communities
This article presented two cases of housing refugees in the monasteries of Rome. The first case
remained a proposal, while the second case was realized. In both cases however, the projects
aimed at a gentle transformation, that is to thrive as much as possible on the existing structures
and operate with minimal funding. Thriving on existing structures needs to be understood both
in terms of reusing existing physical spaces and in terms of reusing the existing, more
intangible, charity-profile, expertise, and traditions of the place. The most obvious example of
thriving on the physical spaces is the reuse of dormitories, bathrooms, kitchens, and communal
areas in exactly the way they had been functioning in the past as dormitories, bathrooms,
kitchens, and communal spaces respectively. In the first example, thriving on the intangible
structure meant that in a convent where nuns have been taking care of children and mothers
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with children for centuries, refugee mothers with children or families will be more natural and
easier to house than young refugee men. The nuns in the convent on Via dei Genovesi would
not know how to accommodate the young men’s needs. Likewise, the rooms full of small beds
and fluffy toys would not suit the young men neither. In the second case, at the seminary of
Casa Scalabrini 634, it was the housing of young men that was the seminary’s tradition. Since
Casa Scalabrini 634 used to be a seminary for theology (male) students from all over the world
before, it could also easily be occupied now by young male refugees, also from all over the
world. The young men inhabiting the monastery now are not much different from the young
men dwelling in the building when it was still a seminary. A certain spatial-socio-cultural
continuation is at play here.
However, the needs of the refugees are different from those of the monks or nuns in at least
two ways. Firstly, religious orientations among refugees are diverse and more often Islamic
than Christian. Secondly, the refugees have an ambivalent need for shelter which is
fundamentally different from the shelter monks and nuns need or the shelter the WWIIrefugees needed. The traditional typology of monasteries is directed at providing shelter, at
creating such a safe environment that all external dangers and influences stay outside its
closed walls. A convent or a monastery is ideal as a hiding place. But the refugees do not
need to hide. Yes, on one side, contemporary refugees need a safe haven, but on the other
side, they require a certain degree of social interaction with the outside world that on the long
term will enable them to integrate with the society. Therefore monasteries that wish to house
refugees need to take this second need into serious consideration. This does not have to be
demanding in the sense of adapting the place´s physical structures. Although they have often
remained closed to the city’s public life, many monasteries tend to be located centrally in the
contemporary city of Rome. On Via Casilina 634, when transforming their seminary into a
refugee place, the Scalabrini chose to house a great variety of social functions in their
seminary. Apart from the monasterial church, which on Sundays organizes masses for the
neighborhood anyhow, there is now for example also a tailor workshop, a radio station, or an
Islamic prayer room. The monatery´s dining room becomes a public feast hall on the
occasion of intercultural dinners. In the case of Casa Scalabrini 634 the transformation into a
community center is not expressed spatially and the building remains as it was. One could
say that if the matchmaking is done well, the process of such a gentle transformation does
not even require the involvement of an architect.
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How the physical centrality of monasteries could offer possibilities to literally open up to the
neighborhood in a visibly artistic or architectural way was explored through the design for
the convent on Via dei Genovesi 7. While respecting the monastic character and retaining the
sensation of entering a secret garden, the idea was to gently unfold the convent´s wall and
transform one of the three convent gardens into a refugee-run “Syrian” tea garden for the
whole neighborhood of Trastevere, which in fact is very much in need of a green public
space. However, this spatial intervention was yet too radical for the involved owners and this
needs to be taken seriously as a sign that the design probably does not fit that particular
place. However, a similar intervention of opening one of a convent´s gardens might still be a
good idea for another monastery that would like to express the embracing of refugees also in
an explicit architectural and/or artistic way, becoming a place that could attract a wider
public and inspire more initiatives.
When the opportunities for integration with Italian society are adequately taken care of, the
refugee monasteries form a crucial – until now missing – link between emergency and
autonomy when it comes to welcoming refugees. In terms of politics of visibility and
inclusion, the refugee monasteries offer an environment where refugees are still, to a greater
extent, sheltered and protected but enjoy more opportunities for interaction with the local
community, where they can prove their quality through civil activity and interpersonal
interactions. Yet, when considering the case of Casa Scalabrini 634, it must be stressed that
implementation of refugee monasteries often brings about initial protests from the
neighborhood and is a very delicate issue that needs to be handled with great care. Only after a
couple of years, when the refugee community proves itself to the neighborhood as good
neighbors, will they be accepted. This requires daily work and attentiveness.
In short, transforming existing Catholic monasteries into refugee places does not need to bring
about shocking changes. It is a matter of gentle transformation of places and communities.
Gentle transformations make as much use as possible of the existing structures, both the
tangible as the intangible ones. Good matchmaking between the needs of the new inhabitants
and the old spatial structures, as well as the existing expertise of the local religious
congregations and the characteristics of the surrounding neighborhood is thereby key. More or
less spectacular spatial and architectural transformations are optional. Yet, this is just the
beginning. The process of integration and good relations between the neighborhood and the
new inhabitants require perpetual daily care through – sometimes grand, yet more often very
ordinary and small – good acts.
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Image 18. Casa Scalabrini 634, Convent entrance from the side street, April 2018  Photo: Beata Labuhn
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