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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

LETTER TO THE DON BOSCO VOLUNTEERS,

TO THE SALESIANS AND ALL GROUPS

OF THE SALESIAN FAMILY ON THE OCCASION
OF THE 80TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE BEGINNING
OF THE INSTITUTE

Introduction. - The originality of the Spirit of God. - The ministry of the Rector Major. - The sale-
sian nature of the Institute. - A fact which challenges the Salesians and the Salesian Family. -
The consecrated secular state. - The unique elements of consecrated secularity. - Consecration
‘qualifies’ secularity. - Secularity ‘defines’ consecration. - The mission of consecrated secular
persons. - An original salesian spirituality. - Conclusion.

Rome, 24 May 1997
Feast of Mary Help of Christians

My dear confreres,

My visits to different parts of the Congregation have shown
me the interest of Provinces and local communities in the guide-
lines of the GC24. In some places they are only just approaching
the matter, while others are already adopting concrete sugges-
tions for the animation of the educative and pastoral communi-
ties, of the Salesian Family and of the Salesian Movement.

I am also convinced of the fruitfulness of these three
working environments which allow us to join numerous lay
people to us, exploit their vocational and professional qualities
which are in line with our spirit, and make them sharers in our
responsibility for the salesian mission through suitable forma-
tive processes.
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In particular, I want to stress the fact that the Salesian
Family, about which I have already had the opportunity to
write to you, is becoming consolidated through the growth of
each individual group and attention to the Family as a whole.
The two processes are taking place simultaneously. Each group
is called upon to grow by incorporating new members, to
strengthen itself internally by a program of formation, and to
make itself autonomous in apostolic initiatives and in organiza-
tion. Together, on the other hand, communication is fostered,
a coordination is established with advantages and concrete re-
quirements but without rigid schemes, and in consequence mu-
tual support is offered and greater depth is given to the spiritu-
ality we have in common.

It is precisely from this standpoint of helping the individual
groups to grow and to keep in mind the whole Family, that I
have thought it useful to offer also to you the text of the letter I
have written for the Don Bosco Volunteers at their request on
the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of their Institute.

It seemed to me that it would be of help if the whole Family
had a better knowledge of this Institute, which at present has
1,300 members, in 150 groups and subgroups spread across 44
countries, and which can be further extended in many coun-
tries where other groups of our spiritual Family are already at
work. And at the same time, a reflection on their identity will
help us Salesians and the entire Family to better understand
one of the dimensions of our mission: the lay and secular di-
mension, which during the present six-year period we are in-
tending to take up decisively, especially as regards its practical

consequences.

The letter will also have practical results in connection with
the spiritual assistance which in accordance with our Regula-
tions (cfart 40) we must give to the DBV, and which nowadays
is all the more necessary because of the world situation and the
present era of the Church.

I therefore entrust this letter to your careful attention, not
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least as an act of thanksgiving to God and as a testimony of
affection for our Volunteer sisters. It concerns our charism, our
spirit, our mission and our Family.

* ok sk

Dear Sisters in Don Bosco,

Since my first meeting with your Central Council, you have
been inviting me to write a letter in which, prompted by the
80th anniversary of your Institute, I could offer a stimulus to
the process of renewal on which you are engaged in the light of
Vatican II.

I willingly comply with your wishes. It is in line with the
reflection of the SDB GC24 which analyzed more deeply the
sense of the sharing and communion in Don Bosco’s spirit and
mission with the laity, whose vocation is marked by its secular
character: and you represent for us a special category of secular
persons, almost a point of meeting and fusion between the ex-
perience of religious and that of lay people.

The letter provides me with an opportunity to reexamine
the significance and value of the salesian charism lived in a
consecrated secular form; and to identify, in recalling a fact
which might seem only a calendar item, an event of grace
which is a reminder to all the members of the Salesian Family
and prompts them to a renewed commitment.

I do not want to repeat things which are already well
known to you, and which you are striving so zealously to put
into practice in your lives. But as I reflect on the different
groups of the Salesian Family, I think it may be opportune to
refer once again to certain facts which already form part of the
Church’s heritage and should be part too of our common vision
and mentality.

As a secular Institute you represent a characteristic phe-
nomenon in the Church. To dwell for a moment on the aspects
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which constitute what is new about you and are at the roots of
your originality, will help all of us to be better aware of our
salesian vocation and more faithful to it.

1. The originality of the Spirit of God.

Your vocation to a consecrated life in the world takes shape
in the historical and ecclesial context of the post-modern age
recently begun.

The human race is at a crucial turning point in its history,
characterized by many signs which are positive and others
which are ambiguous. Among these is the tendency to think
that it is sufficient unto itself and therefore has no need of God
nor of the sacrament of the Church in the development of its
life. We are witnessing a dangerous divorce between technical
and scientific progress and faith in the living God, who is rele-
gated to private life.

This was asserted by Paul VI on the occasion of the 25th an-
niversary of Provida Mater: “The most serious problem in the
present development is that of the relationship between the
natural and supernatural orders”.!

The signs of this tendency are an insistent challenge to us.
On the one hand they obscure the religious connection in many
sectors of public and social life, and on the other there is a ten-
dency towards vague spiritual experiences which imply a flight
from concrete experience.

The Church, for its part, has devoted particular attention to
the development of consecrated life, recognizing the various
forms in which it has been already expressed and its openness
to new manifestations still unthought of. It is an indication of
the originality of the Spirit who is present in all ages.

Secular consecration is one of these novelties which shows

! Paul VI on 25th anniv. of Provida Mater
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that the Church has not ceased to reach out and discern.”? The
fundamental stages you know already, because you have been in-
volved personally in following them: from Provida Mater (1947)
to the first International Congress of Secular Institutes (1970),
to the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata (1995), and to the
celebration of the 50th anniversary of Provida Mater (1997). You
are also able to give due weight to the rich indications which the
Supreme Pontiffs have offered you, from Pius XII to John Paul II.

Your Institute has followed with enthusiasm the process of
renewal called for by the Council, and in your General Assem-
blies you have studied more deeply the various constitutive ele-
ments of the charism. After the pontifical recognition of the
Institute (7 August 1978), you have lived in depth and rich
spirituality the reformulation of the Constitutions.

The beatification of Fr Philip Rinaldi (1990) gave a further
impulse to your renewal, accompanied by the Rector Major, Fr
Egidio Vigano, who was always paternally close to you with his
word and understanding, with reflection and pastoral guidance.

In the meantime you have spread to new areas and have
uninterruptedly increased in number, while at the same time
consolidating your organization in the area of animation and
providing efficacious instruments for formation. Today your
Institute is seen as well founded, with many members and fer-
tile in vocations, and capable of autonomy.

The prevailing religious and social circumstances make it
the more urgent that you consider who you are and what place
you occupy in the Church and the Salesian Family.

We all recognize (in the words of Paul VI) that “there has
been an uninterrupted rain of new jewels, an unexpected flour-
ishing of new initiatives of holiness”? in the Church and, for
our part, in Don Bosco’s Family. And we feel that it is good for
all of us to be aware of the fact.

2 cf. VC 10
* Paul VI to Superiors of Sec. Insts. 20. Sep. 1972
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2. The ministry of the Rector Major.

I read in your Constitutions: “The foundation, the project of
life, and tradition places the Institute in the circle of the Sale-
sian Family, and it has been officially recognized as part of it.

The Institute considers the Rector Major of the Salesians,
successor of Don Bosco, as the Father of the entire Salesian
Family; he is called upon to promote among the various groups
and members the unity of the spirit and fidelity to the common
mission”*.

In virtue of the common awareness of a paternity which de-
rives from Don Bosco, and in fidelity to the task entrusted to
me of guarding and fostering the salesian spirit in harmony
with the different manifestations of the salesian vocation, I
begin this reflection on consecrated secularity.

I approach it from many different and complementary
standpoints: the Salesian Family in its entirety, the unique na-
ture of the Secular Institute of the DBV, the relationship be-
tween the Volunteers and the Congregation, the salesian spirit
in its various shades according to each Group, and other sim-
ilar viewpoints. The present letter is meant to be fraternal and
orientative in style, and so I shall incorporate points for reflec-
tion and motivations for orientation.

It is a letter addressed to you, dear Sisters, but it is offered
for careful reading to all the Groups of the Salesian Family. It
will contribute, I hope, to a mutual enrichment through the
knowledge and communication of the endowments of each
Group, and this in turn will develop the spirit of Don Bosco
which you share and enrich with a unique type of expression.

The attaining of the 80th anniversary of the foundation of
your Institute becomes in this way an event of grace and of
fidelity which involves all the members of our Family.

* CDBV 71
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3. The “Salesian” nature of the Institute.

Much has been said and written in this connection. You have
condensed the substance of it in article 5 of the Constitutions: “The
Volunteers live their vocation by making their own the salesian
charism which identifies them in the Church and in the world.

Pastoral charity, the central nucleus of the spirit of Don
Bosco, renders them particularly sensitive and open to the
human values which the Saint drew from the heart of Christ.

As Don Bosco, they entrust themselves completely to Mary,
because they know that she continues in history ‘her mission of
Mother of the Church and Help of Christians’”®.

It may be superfluous to dwell on this point of the vocation
of the DBV, if we keep in mind your origin and development.
Nonetheless I think it interesting to draw your attention to it
once again, albeit briefly, because it is at the root of your ori-
ginality among secular Institutes and in the Salesian Family
itself it constitutes a specific expression.

You yourselves define the salesian charism as identifying
you in the Church and in the world®. Make it your distin-
guishing mark: let others recognize in you your salesian roots.
Let your life show forth the linkage you have with salesian re-
ality, so that your thoughts and actions, your options and cri-
teria, your words and witness of life express and diffuse the
salesian spirit in the Church and in the world. Fr Egidio Vi-
gano, in the letter he addressed to you in 1979, reminded you
that “your salesian character is not something tacked on to
your Institute; it is vital and elemental”.

This means that the consecration you live either finds ex-
pression in certain typical values of evangelical life lived in the
salesian spirit, or else it cannot have the importance the
Church requires in giving it official approval.

* CDBV 5
¢ cf. CDBV 5
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Very rapidly, and to some extent synthetically I want to remind
you: your holiness is either salesian or it is not holiness at all.

This is the ‘identifying’ element of which the article of the
Constitutions speaks. It takes nothing from the compass and
vitality of your secularity: quite the opposite. It sustains and
gives life and direction to the path of persons who live in the
world with the radicality typical of consecration.

For you the result is to be found in the harmony of the fea-
tures you bring together around and in force of salesianity.

On this point reserve is out of place. People can know you
and you can manifest yourselves openly as disciples and fol-
lowers of Don Bosco in your pursuit of holiness.

4. Afact which challenges the Salesians and the Salesian Family.

Reflection on the salesian character which is your distin-
guishing element raises a question in my mind: is the Institute
of the DBV sufficiently known by my confreres and by all the
members of the Salesian Family?

This is not just a rhetorical question. Some expressions
heard in our communities and groups, which I quote in a sim-
plified form, illustrate the dimensions of the problem and ques-
tions which cannot be left unanswered.

To some your identity is unclear. They see it as halfway be-
tween religious and laity because there are no visible signs of
identification! That probably explains why they find it difficult
to speak of your vocation.

Others are surprised by your reserve. It seems to them that
it commits you to a difficult task of being present and absent at
the same time, and binds you to a kind of evangelization which
has little impact and reduces vocational possibilities.

And there are still others who wonder about your real in-
volvement in a secularized society for proposing gospel paths to
so many brothers and sisters immersed in consumerism, who
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have lost the sense of life. They think of your presence as more
natural in the Church than in the secular environment.

If such questions are raised, it could mean that we Sale-
sians too should have a better knowledge of the effective iden-
tity of a secular Institute, both within and outside the Salesian
Family. I hope therefore that the present letter may lead to re-
flection in salesian communities.

The salesian vocation needs many different expressions
through which it can enter daily life from different stand-
points: that of the Volunteers is typical and significant for the
harmony between the option for evangelization and involve-
ment in ordinary human contexts. It therefore needs its own
elbow-room and its own specific forms of presence and action.

5. The consecrated secular state.

You DBV, therefore, are salesian women and your distin-
guishing characteristic is your consecrated lay state.

Very opportunely, in your IV General Assembly, you base
your reflection on consecrated secularity on the mystery and
criterion of the Incarnation. From this standpoint we can look
again at the sense of secular consecration and the spirituality
which must sustain your life.

In the light of what you yourselves have already offered to
your Sisters, I will point out some further steps that need to be
taken in the development of the vocation of a DBV.

I recognize from the outset that many problems still remain
open in connection with secular consecration. A simple and
immediate example concerns the imprecise or preferential use
of the expressions ‘consecrated secularity’ or ‘secular consecra-
tion’. In these different modes of expression there are shades
of meaning which are not without their importance.

It is not my intention to take up all the problems, nor con-
sider them under all their various aspects: that would require

















































































