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SIX  MOMENTS IN THE LIFE OF PAUL OF THE CROSS 
 

 
There were six transforming moments in the life of Paul of the Cross - 
 
MOMENT ONE  
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P.,  “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica”, (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 123-125 
Paul Francis Spencer, “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 22 
 

• The first took place when he was a young man of twenty years of age 
• In 1714 the Danei family were still living in their adopted town of 

Ovada. 
• Paul was struck by a sermon preached by a Franciscan Capuchin, 

based on the Gospel text, “Go sell all you have and come to me”. 
• That sermon, simple in itself, of no great importance to anyone else, 

became the turning point in the life of Paul of the Cross 
• Ever after he referred to this moment as his “conversion” - the sermon 

brought about his conversion “to a life of penance”. 
• He became painfully aware of his nothingness in the immensity of 

God’s wholeness 
• The sermon-episode also marked the starting point of a spiritual 

journey that continued through his whole life. 
 
MOMENT TWO 
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P., “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica”. (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 130-132 
Paul Francis Spencer, C.P.,  “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 23 
 

• The following year, as though incapable of sustaining delay, Paul 
desired to give his life for his faith, once for all, in an act of martyrdom 

• He joined the crusade of 1715 against the Turks who were marching 
towards Venice. 

• While on his way he was suddenly moved by the Spirit a second time. 
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• In a moment of intense prayer before the Blessed Sacrament during a 
Forty Fours Devotions, he was redirected towards home and a 
different crusade. 

 
MOMENT THREE 
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P., “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica”, (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 135-139 
Paul Francis Spencer, C.P.,  “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 25 
 

• Paul had gone to Genoa to continue his studies, still uncertain about 
the future. 

• While there he visited the Shrine of our Lady of Gazzo at Sestri, a tiny 
village in the northern Riveria 

• Here for the first time the principal lines of  Paul’s spirituality were 
deeply impressed upon his heart 

• He was moved towards to desire to live in poverty, penance and 
solitude 

• He moved towards the desire to gather companions 
• He moved towards the desire to engage others in the apostolic work to 

bring others to share in the love of God 
 
MOMENT FOUR 
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P., “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica”, (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 160-166 
Paul Francis Spencer, C.P., “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 31-32 
 

• The fourth and most important of these formative experiences was one 
that remained the guiding star of his life 

• It took place in the early summer of 1720. 
• Returning from Mass and Communion, Paul turned the corner next to 

his home. He became completely oblivious of all else but the powerful 
action of the Spirit in his innermost self. He saw himself, not in 
imagination, but in God, as vested in a black tunic with what has 
become the Passionist emblem over his heart: a white cross with the 
word “Jesus” engraved upon it.  

• This experience of the summer of 1720 was pivotal to his spirituality 
and mission. Upon this foundation the Congregation of the Passion 
would be built. 

• Writings towards the end of 1720 Paul himself says: 
“This last summer, ( I do not remember the day or the month because I 
did not write it down but I do know it was the grain harvest time) on a 
certain weekday in the Capuchin Church in Castellazzo, I received 
Holy Communion with a deep sense of unworthiness. I remember that I 
was deeply recollected and then I left to go home. Walking along the 
street I was as recollected as if I were at prayer. When I came to a 
street corner to turn towards home, I was raised up in God in deepest 
recollection, with complete forgetfulness of all else and with great 



 3 

interior peace. At that moment I saw myself clothed in a long black 
garment with a white cross on my breast, and below the cross the holy 
name of Jesus was written in white letters. At that instant I heard these 
very words spoken to me: ‘This signifies how pure and spotless that 
heart should be which must bear the holy name of Jesus graven upon 
it’. On seeing and hearing this I began to weep and then it stopped. 
Shortly afterwards I saw in spirit the tunic presented to me with the holy 
name of Jesus and the cross all in white, but the tunic was black. I 
pressed it joyfully to my heart.” 

 
MOMENT FIVE 
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P., “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica” (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 183-193 
Paul Francis Spencer, C.P., “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 39-46 
 

• The fifth great formative moment in the life of St. Paul of the Cross was 
not one simple experience but rather an almost continual experience. 

• It began the evening of his investiture at Alessandria and continued 
through his forty days and nights in the desert solitude of the ante 
chamber to the Sacristy of the Church of St. Charles in Castellazzo 
from 22nd November 1720 to January 1, 1721. 

• During these days of prayer and fasting Paul wrote his Spiritual Diary. 
 
MOMENT SIX  
 
Enrico Zoffoli, C.P., “S. Paolo della Croce, Storica Critica” (Roma 1963-165-
1968, p. 238-239 
Paul Francis Spencer, C.P., “As A Seal Upon Your Heart”, p. 60-61 
  

• Unceremoniously dismissed from the Papal Palace in his abortive 
attempt to obtain a quick and direct approval for his freshly written 
Rule, Paul crossed the city to the Basilica of St. Mary Major.  

• There kneeling before the altar of the Virgin in the Borghese Chapel, 
quietly accepting the days rebuff, he was reenergized.  

• With renewed conviction he pronounced for the first time in history the 
distinctive Passionist vow to promote in the hearts of the faithful a 
devotion to the Passion of Jesus and to gather companions to do 
likewise. 

• Paul was then twenty eight years of age. 
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