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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

THE EXHORTATION “VITA CONSACRATA”
INCENTIVES FOR OUR POSTCAPITULAR JOURNEY

1. In the movement of the Church - 2. Our reading of the Exhortation - 3. The gift of our conse-
crated life - 4. Spirituality: a primary requirement: Programme and process - A pastoral spiritu-
ality - 5. The many areas of communion - Experts of communion - 6. Our ‘areopagus’: education
- Conclusion.

Rome, 8 september 1996
Feast of Our Lady’s Birthday

My dear Confreres,

At the time I write this letter the GC24 has been consigned to
all the Provinces. To the first communication which took place
while the Chapter was still in progress by means of our organs of
publication, there followed further transmissions by those who
had taken part in the Assembly. Finally the official edition was
sent out through the Acts in various languages. It carries not only
the documents promulgated in accordance with the Constitutions!
but also other useful texts for a fuller understanding of the event
and of the capitular guidelines.

I imagine that the Provinces and local communities are busy
getting to know and absorb the motivation which the documents
offer concerning the participation of lay people in the spirit and
mission of Don Bosco, and in trying out already the possible ap-
plications in relationships, structures, organization of the work,
and in ongoing formation programmes.

'cf. C 148



4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

I remind you that it is urgent that we put into practice in our
lives in an organic and communal manner, the decisions of the
GC24 in line with what I said in my final address: “It will be neces-
sary for the indications of the Chapter to be integrated into a uni-
fied project and be converted into processes which foster their
vital assimilation (mentalities, attitudes, capabilities, experi-
ences). It is a question of bringing broad visions down to earth in
daily life. And here we face a challenge: to find an efficacious me-
diation between inspiration and practice, between the document
and its practical application”.?

The GC24 is a challenge to each one of us: it is an invitation to
awaken and activate apostolic resources which lie dormant
within us, in our charisma, in the Christian and educative experi-
ence of the many lay people who collaborate in our initiatives or
whom God is moving internally towards the mission to the young.

1. In the Church’s movement

The GC24 places us in the heart of the Church’s pastoral pro-
ject for this last part of the century. It takes up its motives, objec-
tives, contents and plan of action.

The project has a name: new evangelization. We have heard
and repeated the expression many times and we have grasped its
general implications and demands. But perhaps we still need to go
more deeply into its sense and practical consequences for our life
and educative activity.

It is a question, in fact, of becoming aware of modern culture
in its realizations and tendencies, in the light of the Gospel and
the vocation of the human person, so as to better understand the
significance of salvation which the event, the actual presence and
the word of Christ can have in it, and in consequence renew the

¢ GC24, 256




THE RECTOR MAJOR 5

Christian testimony, the proclamation of the Gospel and the inter-
vention of the disciple of Christ in history.

This implies a further meditation on the Christian mystery, a
careful reading of many phenomena and the rigorous screening of
the many opinions which challenge our convictions and our expe-
rience as consecrated persons. Faith in fact leads us to confess
that Christ is salvation for all times: yesterday, today and always.

In this movement for a new evangelization particular impor-
tance has become attached to the reflection on the Church, pro-
posed again and again in the documents of the Magisterium and
celebrated in significant events like the Synodal Assemblies at the
level of the Universal Church or of continents: this has produced a
new ecclesial awareness and a progressive renewal in the manner
of conceiving the relationship between the Church and the world.

The Church knows herself to be the people of God. She pro-
claims and expresses in human history the mystery of God’s ac-
tive presence. She bears witness to, teaches and helps in the living
out of the divine filiation revealed in Jesus Christ. Her mission is
to gather together, guide and unite individuals and humanity to
live this vocation and accept all the consequences which derive
from it, even temporal ones. She knows therefore that she must
express in the world and in history a form of life, a proclamation
and historical option which apply to persons in so far as they are
God’s images and his children in Christ.

In this context the Church has decided to look more deeply, in
the light of the Word, her centuries of experience and the present
trends, at the three fundamental conditions in which those who
have been called to the faith live to the full their vocations as dis-
ciples of Christ: the lay state, that of ministry, and that of religious
consecration.

The Apostolic Exhortation, Vita Consecrata, which contains
the reflections on the third case and is the result of a long process
of preparation and realization of the IX Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops and of careful subsequent refinement, was published




6 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

while our GC24 was in the midst of its work. It provided inspiring
principles, proposed a frame of reference for understanding the
relationships between the different realizations of the salesian
charism, and exercised a decisive influence on the practical
guidelines. You will find traces of it all through the capitular text
in abundant quotations and references.

It will be of help, therefore, at this time of study and applica-
tion of the GC24 to take up the Exhortation for a reading which
goes beyond what is prompted by a first lawful curiosity. And that
is what I propose to do in this letter, after having studied it with
the members of the General Council for our personal profit and in
order to share with you some of its perspectives.

This, I think, will have two beneficial results. It will place us
more deeply in the communion of the Church which is every-
where called upon to reflect on Consecrated Life as a matter of
general interest. Rightly in fact did the Synodal Fathers use an ex-
pression which was subsequently frequently repeated and empha-
sized: “De re nostra agitur™ the whole Church.

Moreover, it will help us to focus more clearly on certain cru-
cial points in the GC24, the adequate understanding of which will
condition the quality of our life and the efficacy of our praxis.

2. Our reading of the Exhortation

There is no need for a systematic presentation of the con-
tents of the Exhortation. They are organized in three chapters
around consecration, communion, and service, and set out in
non-specialist language intelligible to all consecrated persons.

The various standpoints from which the Exhortation can be
read: biblical, theological, historical, juridical and pastoral, have
been studied abundantly in meetings, seminars and publications,

3 Propositio n. 2




THE RECTOR MAJOR 7

especially those promoted by religious. They offer material useful
for personal or communal reading.

In the Exhortation mention is also made of doctrinal and prac-
tical problems still to be clarified, which have been entrusted to
appropriate study commissions. Among these we have a partic-
ular interest in those regarding mixed Institutes and the new
forms of evangelical life.* We are following them and awaiting fur-
ther developments so as to decide, when the time is ripe, on a
guideline in conformity with our charismatic identity. This was in-
dicated by the GC24 in a deliberation concerned with the form of
our Society: “In the light of the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Conse-
crata (n. 61) and of the juridical developments now in progress on
the “form” of Religious Institutes, the GC24 considers it important
that a study be made of a possible “mixed” form of our Society,
and that there be a deeper investigation to see whether the inno-
vations in such a form respond to our charism and to the original
project of the Founder”.?

But rather than dwell on these aspects, I want to run through
the text with you to gather and absorb certain incentives,
comparing them with our own experience and looking at them
in the light of the context in which we are at present living as a
Congregation.

Such a reading requires interior acceptance, preferential atten-
tion to some points which are substantial and certain, and com-
parison with our practical life and mentality.

Some have pointed out the limitations of the Exhortation.
They remind us that we are living in time and that, after this far
from indifferent effort at reflection, we must follow the road that
lies ahead of us. To take commensurate note of the point forms
part of the shared responsibility which religious have in respect of
the whole of the experience of consecrated life. But it would be

* cf. VC 61, 62
¢ GC24, 192




8 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

ungenerous and useless to get bogged down on this particular
point in face of the riches offered by the Exhortation. Wisdom in-
dicates that each element be given its just weight as regards life.

Similarly the communities will be helped by a creative reading
which does not stop at a mere noting of the contents, but tries to
reformulate them by a comparison of what is said with our own
living experience. The text must serve as a stimulus for verifica-
tion, for rethinking and for conversion.

Finally, we are interested in a pastoral reading. Consecrated
persons have received with gratitude this Exhortation of John
Paul II. They consider it an instrument for revision and re-
launching within their own Institute, but also as an opportunity
for becoming more aware of the gift of consecrated life in the ec-
clesial community and in human history. Its essential significance
is often little known, even in situations where consecrated per-
sons are in daily contact with other people. We wonder whether
our language and signs are adequate for making it understood, or
whether we have not failed to communicate our experience.

We are particularly interested in presenting it to the young in
the splendour of its perennial significance and its unequivocal va-
lidity. This is part of the journey of faith we have been trying to
make explicit over the past six years; it responds to the particular
moment of definition of life through which young people are
passing and comes to grips with their great desire to know the
best ways of meeting the problem. For this reason we must once
again examine our experience to make of it a message we can ef-
ficaciously communicate.

3. The gift of our consecrated life

It is remarkable how often the word gift occurs with reference
to the totality of the consecrated life, to each of its historic mani-
festations or charisms, and to many of its components or partic-
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ular aspects: the vows, community, and the service of charity. A
gift received is a gift offered. The abundance of modulations with
which such references are reproposed leaves after the reading the
impression that the category of ‘gift’ is one of the fundamental
categories for perceiving in its proper light the nature of conse-
crated life. The gift refers back to the gratuitousness and love
which is there at the beginning, to the joy of feeling oneself an ob-
ject of predilection, to excellence.

We often pause over questions concerning our identity as con-
secrated persons. More often too we have to listen to and try to
analyze the difficulties which have to be overcome if we are to
succeed in being meaningful. We are provoked by the secular en-
vironment which is ill-inclined to recognize the value of options
and motivations which go beyond what is functional, temporal
and practical. We are also challenged by the apparently ineffica-
cious nature of our efforts in respect of the great phenomena of
our time: the loss of religious sense, ethical disorientation,
poverty which increases and becomes ever more extreme, dis-
crimination and conflicts which degenerate into continued vio-
lence. We are also worried about the poor vocational response,
especially where rationality, wellbeing and development are the
order of the day. And last but not least, we are aware of our per-
sonal and institutional limits in the realization of a project which
is attractive in its ideal presentation.

We Salesians in particular wonder how we can live and re-
count our experience to the young, who are open to what is sig-
nificant and available for spiritual experience, but at the same
time distracted by many fleeting stimuli, attracted towards more
immediate projects, different from us in tastes, language and style
of life. Often they question us on the significance and reasons for
our consecrated existence.

This confrontation with the world is not something extraneous
to the experience of the believer and the consecrated person. We
find abundant traces of it in the Bible. The Psalms express it with
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unusual efficacy and in a deeply-felt form of invocation when they
quote the challenge of the sceptic: “Where is your God?”.® In fact
the presence of God and the experience it provokes in man
cannot be reduced to a purely temporal vision, and its signs are to
some extent extraneous to human perception: they are wrapped
in mystery and call for faith and grace.

The Exhortation has not ignored this kind of analysis which is
not only sociological and short-term in nature but is also theolog-
ical. You have to read between the lines, but it has not made a big
deal of it either. It has not even considered as negative the need to
measure itself against a secularized context in which we are
called to bear witness to the choice of the primacy of God and of
charity; nor has it indulged in complaints, justified or mere pre-
texts, of deviations from consecrated life in the complex process
of renewal which followed Vatican IL

Its outlook is positive and stimulating and concentrates the
gaze on consecrated life, which it enlightens with new perspec-
tives.

Some of these recall the personal experience of those who
have felt called to this kind of life: the particular brilliance with
which Christ has appeared to us and the fascination it has exerted
on us, the rich nature of the perspectives it opens up to existence
when concentrated in God, the peace which accompanies loving
with an undivided heart, the joys of self-giving in mission, the
privilege of enjoying an intimacy with Christ and consciously par-
ticipating in the Trinitarian life. It is all signified in the icon of the
Transfiguration of Christ in the presence of the disciples he had
chosen to witness his glory.

It is an invitation to look back on our moments of Tabor, the
best aspects of our personal experience, interpreting them in the
light of God’s word, making them the motivations for a coura-
geous fidelity.

¢ Ps424



THE RECTOR MAJOR 11

The value of consecrated life is manifested also in and through
the Church. It produces copious fruits of holiness and service in
every season of the Church.” Rapid surveys of history reveal the
persistence, richness, diversity of expressions and correspon-
dence with the urgent needs of the Christian community which
has characterized the appearance of different forms of conse-
crated life which is open to new expressions even today. A Gospel
unfolded as times develop! It proposes holiness again, respects
Christ’s life style, helps in discovering the signs of the Kingdom
and continually spurs on towards the definitive realization of
man. For this reason it is indispensable not so much for the prac-
tical organization of the Church but for the substantial experience
of the mystery of relationship with its Lord.

The consideration of the value of our consecratiopn, in the in-
terchange with other ecclesial vocations in an “harmonious ex-
change of gifts”, is particularly relevant to the time in which we
are living. The GC24 reminds us of this when it describes the role
of the religious community within the CEP: “The Salesian SDB, by
his very life, translates the Gospel into language accessible espe-
cially to the young: through the values of consecration he raises
questions and indicates possibilities of sense; through his dedica-
tion he proclaims that the secret of happiness is to lose his life so
as to find it again; through his style of life he makes attractive the
spirit of the beatitudes and proclaims the joy of the Resurrection;
through his living in community he becomes an image of the
Church, the sacrament of the Kingdom”.?

As educators committed in human advancement and culture,
we are stimulated also by those perspectives which speak to us of
the incidence of consecrated life in human history, not only through
service but also by means of the horizons which are opened up, the
values which bear witness, and the attitudes created.

Tcf.VCH
¢ GC24, 151
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This fixing of attention on the gift of God and the discovery in
it of the depth of wisdom, the brilliance of life, the radiance of ex-
periences, the joy of encounters and the generosity of love, places
us in an atmosphere of contemplation.

Superficial readings of the reality can in fact leave impressions
of something irrelevant, of inefficacy and insignificance. Going
back to the sources of our existence, to the great presence which
brought it into being, to the word which enlightens its sense and
its destiny, the awareness of the mystery at work in us is strength-
ened, and we get a deep grasp of the facts which challenge us.

The element of thanksgiving therefore permeates the whole of
the document starting from the opening words. It has been re-
marked that the text passes continually from theology to doxology,
from reflection to praise of God. From the contemplation of God’s
gift flows a calm trust and confidence in confronting present diffi-
culties and future hope. Certainly there are questions concerning
significance, of pastoral adaptation, life style and cultural dialogue.
We are in a period of reaping and sowing. But we are encouraged
by the words of John Paul II: “You have not only a glorious history
to remember and to recount, but also a great history still to be ac-
complished! Look to the future, where the Spirit is sending you in
order to do even greater things.” Ours is “a hand ‘touched’ by the
hand of Christ, a life where his voice is heard, a life sustained by his
grace”.” It unravels like an exodus from the light of the Transfigura-
tion to the definitive light of the Resurrection.™

4. Spirituality: a prime requirement

Spirituality appears as the fundamental dimension of conse-
crated life, the point of convergence of all the perspectives from

® VC 110
1 VC 40
" cf. VC 40



































































