“ A BRIEF  HISTORY OF  THE ITALIAN POLICE CHAPLAINCY SERVICE”

Background

Since the early days of  the Italian State, the religious needs of the Army Personnel were dealt with by Chaplains; the situation was analogous for the other Armed Forces organized on an equivalent basis. This Chaplaincy Service was abolished in 1866 to adhere to the separatist rigorous character  of a certain political scene of the Risorgimento ( the separation of church and  state  being a central precept of the Risorgimento). Actually, however, there were still a certain number of Chaplains  (they numbered 187 in 1867 ), who were pragmatically employed in an auxiliary capacity, in the field of welfare.(e.g. during the Libya War and the First World War).

On the one hand,  the liberal State was inclined to restrict the sphere of influence of the Catholic Church (especially after the Non expedit), on the other,  it aimed at taking advantage of the  religious feeling in order better to build up and disseminate  the ethical sense of the State. Therefore, the State resorted to Chaplains, who performed their duties with no stable assignment, in order to meet the spiritual needs of the personnel, compelled to live in segregating and separated facilities such as barracks, prisons and so on. 

There were no exhaustive ad hoc provisions in Italian Law, governing  Chaplains’ tasks and prerogatives and setting out a formal legal framework for a Chaplaincy Service.

In 1926, the first ad hoc Act was enacted, with a view to giving stability, to some extent, to the functions and responsibilities of the Army Chaplains, as well as to their own structure (i.e. the Army Chaplain Order ).

The Concordat, signed on  February 11th 1929, set out  a formal legal framework for the Catholic Chaplaincy Work within the Armed Forces: in other words,  the statutory basis was ratified by a bilateral agreement envisaging religious services to be offered to the military also in peacetime, most notably in  hospitals  and prisons.

With the Second World War in view, under the provisions of Act no.77 of January 16th 1936, an increased autonomy was granted to the  Italian Army Chaplain Order and Chaplains’ total strength increased. Under the above-said Act, a first draft  of Chaplains’ legal status  took shape, confirming  their auxiliary functions.

Just after the Liberation, the legitimacy  and usefulness  of the Catholic  Chaplaincy Service both to the Army and to Law Enforcement Agencies were enshrined in the Italian Constitution and formally acknowledged  and governed by the provisions of articles no.8, 19 and 20. As a result, Chaplains’ legal status was established and embodied in Act no. 113 of April 10th 1954 and in Act no.512 of June 1st 1961.

The chaplaincy service  within the italian state police

As far back as 1852, (year of its founding) and up to the Police Reform Act ( Act no.121 enacted on April 1st 1981) the Police officers Corps (Corpo delle Guardie di Pubblica Sicurezza) was characterized by a succession of events and by changes  in responsibilities and organizational structures. The spiritual and religious counselling has been provided to police officers by ad hoc Chaplains. Some prominent, praiseworthy figures stand out among them, thereby deserving great esteem.  They have left their mark on the history of  the Police Chaplaincy Service: as a matter of fact, they have played an active part, by offering their valuable  services and an effective spiritual support to the Police. As an example, two  outstanding Police Chaplains are worth a mention: the very Reverend Mgr. Vittorio Benaglio, Chief Chaplain, in charge of the Police Chaplaincy Service, who was awarded a Bronze Medal and the very Reverend Mgr. Mario Ugazzio, who was awarded  a Gold Medal for  Civil Bravery.

Under the Police Reform Act  1981 (pursuant to article 69 of Act no.121) and  under  the Revision of the Concordat 1985 ( pursuant to article 11 of Act no.121), Catholic Chaplaincy  Work (namely spiritual counselling and religious services) within the Italian State Police was regarded as a valuable and an advisable Service, while changing and adjusting Chaplains’ legal status  and organization to meet the new needs of the revised Concordat, by means of bilateral  “Agreements” between the Ministry of the Interior and the Italian Bishops’ Conference.

The first Agreement was  approved with Presidential Decree no.92 of January 17th  1991, thereby leaving a gap of nearly  ten years  in the Police Chaplaincy Service.

With Presidential Decree no. 421 of October 27th 1999, the previous Agreement was reviewed and revised: Police Chaplaincy Work underwent a reshaping, as far as Chaplains’ functions and responsibilities were concerned, not only within Police Training Schools, but also within the framework of  the territory ( regional jurisdiction).

A Ministerial Decree, dated February 5th 2002, ( signed by Mr. Scajola, Minister of the Interior) implemented the provisions of article 9 of the above-said Agreement,  thereby specifying to a greater extent  the Chaplaincy  Service  within the Italian State Police, as far as the administrative and organizational  facets of Chaplains’ work are concerned.

Characteristic features of the pastoral care within the Police Chaplaincy Service

At present, pursuant to the provisions governing spiritual counselling and religious services offered to Police officers, Chaplains are entrusted with the task of  performing their Chaplaincy duties both within Police Training Schools and within the framework of the territory (one Chaplain is envisaged  in each Region).

In both cases, chaplains are appointed  by the local representative of the Bishops’ Conference (i.e. by the Bishop).

They  carry out the mission entrusted to them by a pastoral care, which has an essentially “environmental“ nature; in other words,  it is a pastoral  care  which develops by taking  account of all the events  and issues that affect  the everyday life  of  Police officers and by laying the foundations for  a proper path of faith.

In short, every effort is being made  to implement  a Chaplaincy program , which develops in the following strategic focal areas:

· Each individual is the focus of attention; in other  words, the Police Chaplaincy Service places the human growth and the professional development of each police officer at the heart of its activities, to contribute to a further development and strengthening of those moral and spiritual values that the police officer is called on to  protect and uphold.

· At the same time, Chaplains extend the scope of their activity to embrace police officers’ families, who are the recipients of this spiritual counselling. In this regard, Chaplains play a supportive role, by addressing family problems and giving their undivided attention to crises which some families are faced with.  Most notably,  much effort is being devoted to spiritual counselling provided to  engaged couples,  through  catechesis courses in preparation for marriage.

· That’s precisely  in consideration of  the above-mentioned characteristic features, peculiar to the Police Chaplaincy work, that spiritual  counselling provided to police officers differs from  spiritual counselling  provided within the framework of parishes.
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