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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

CHURCH AND FAMILY EVENTS

1. The Synods - American solidarity - Asia calls for the Gospel - Life and proclamation -
A look towards the young - Concern for education - 2. Celebrating in order to grow -
Some memories - The gift of brotherly union - Don Bosco: a fascinating Saint - Relevance of
the message of education - A strategic point: formation - Conclusion.

Rome, 29 June 1998
SS. Peter and Paul

My dear confreres,

In meetings I have had recently with provincials and confr-
eres it was suggested to me that occasionally I should interrupt
the series of letters of a doctrinal character and pass on to you,
almost in the style of a Good Night, some impressions and
news of the Congregation and of the life of the Church seen
from my own point of view.

This time I am trying this and do so very willingly. The
Provinces, meanwhile, are deeply involved in the most com-
plete and systematic application possible of the GC24. This re-
quires not only organizational expertise, but also a deepening
of salesian spirituality, reflection on our educative legacy, and
the strengthening of our ability for animation as Salesians with
an adequate store of ideas and skills. They have therefore
abundant material to keep them occupied.

There are many events I could speak of and situations on which
to comment. I will choose just two of them: the first because of its
ecclesial importance, and the other for its salesian significance.
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1. The Synods.

I have had the good fortune to take part in two synodal as-
semblies: that for America and the one for Asia. At the first,
nine salesian bishops were present; at the second we had four
bishops, with a further three confreres and an FMA invited as
experts. The two Synods were part of a series of six similar as-
semblies. They were preceded by the one for Africa (10 April —
8 May 1994) which gave rise to the Apostolic Exhortation Ec-
clesia in Africa, already published. They will be followed by
those for Oceania and for Europe, due to take place respec-
tively in November of this year and in the spring of 1999. A
final assembly of the universal Church will serve as an occasion
of convergence and unification, of deeper study and synthesis.

Even though they are directly concerned with individual
continents, the Synods carry out a reflection and propose lines
of thought which are useful for the universal Church and for
personal Christian life in any context. They view the present
panorama from every angle, because people, cultures and social
situations are interdependent.

Seen together in this way they appear as the point of conver-
gence of four requirements which are emerging in this period of
approach to the third millennium: the commitment of the whole
Church for a new evangelization; the urgent need to develop a
broader and practical spiritual communion in the Church, which
is the subject of this evangelization; careful attention to the cul-
ture or cultures of which the Gospel must become the leaven and
critical yardstick; and the intention to enter into dialogue with
society in process of rebuilding and in which the Gospel must
find an echo, challenging consciences and structures.

The stages of the process which lead to the conclusions of
these assemblies are well known: the selection of a theme, the
distribution of the Lineamenta for reflection and contributions
from the Churches concerned, and the preparation of the In-
strumentum laboris which collects together the contributions,
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and forms the basis for discussion.

When the assembly begins, after the opening conference
which summarizes the work of preparation, there is the lis-
tening phase in which each member can speak to emphasize,
develop or introduce a theme he considers important. Then
follows the Report after the discussion which highlights the key
points of the debate. The circuli minores make a first study of
these which they present to the assembly, after which the work
returns to the groups themselves for the elaboration of the
Propositiones, placed in order and unified by a commission
under the responsibility of the Secretary General. Corrections
and integrations follow, and then comes the final voting which
is by name and with the voting sheet signed by the voter. This
is the process already used in various assemblies with fixed
timetables and procedures, which permit free expression but
call for careful preparation of the contributions.

From the statement of the theme for each Synod, from the
proposals made in the Lineamenta, from their development in
the Instrumentum laboris, from their deeper analysis in the
discussion, from the collection of the key points emerging in
the Propositiones, one point stands out very clearly: the need of
Christ for the salvation of man, the man of today, and the
wager of the Church (we can say the faith!) on the power of en-
lightenment, liberation and renewal inherent in his mystery.
At a time of the declining of ideologies and the devaluation of
every “theory” concerning the human person, the event of
Jesus and his Gospel, the experience of human life and of God
that with Him and in Him can be made, reappear as a source of
wisdom and reason for hope. His declaration is resounding
again: “I am the way, the truth and the life”.!

The Church therefore reaffirms her determination to live in
herself the mystery and presence of Christ with greater inten-
sity. Frequent and of primary importance is the call to conver-

' Jn 14,6
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sion, to authenticity, to witness on the part of individual Chris-
tians and communities, in line with the conditions in which life
is now expressed and with the challenges presented by mental-
ities and environment.

Evangelization has become understood as the communica-
tion of a way of life. Of great interest therefore is what is said
about ways for setting out what we live with greater energy
and dynamism, along new lines and in more efficacious ways.

All this is expressed very clearly in the formulation of the
themes: “The Church in Africa and her evangelizing mission
towards the year 2000 - “You shall be my witnesses”” (Acts
1:8); % “Meeting with the living Christ, the way to conversion,
communion and solidarity in America”;® ‘Jesus Christ the Sav-
iour and his mission of love and service in Asia: “That they
may have life, and have it abundantly””;* ‘Jesus Christ:
walking his way, telling his truth, living his life: an appeal for
the peoples of Oceania”;® ‘Jesus Christ alive in his Church, the
source of hope for Europe”.®

The modern or postmodern age, call it what you like, pre-
sents a challenge to believers: it is the question of Jesus him-
self: “But who do you say that I am?”.’

The Church is not unaware of the human situation in which
this question, with its consequent response, must re-echo and
be understood. The world seems united by the elimination of
physical distances, by universal practices and customs and by
social communication. In the field of economics there has been
a “globalization” which makes it appear to be the one and only
place of exchange, interdependent in its parts, and obeying the
same laws. On the other hand it is deeply divided by ethnic

* Synod for Africa

* Synod for America
* Synod for Asia

* Synod for Oceania
¢ Synod for Europe
" Mt 16,15
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and national rivalries, by financial interests and unexplainable
inequalities and, as regards norms and values by individualism.
For the future the prospect seems to be either a peaceful coex-
istence of persons and peoples in solidarity, or the indiscrimi-
nate domination by the few with the impoverishment and ex-
clusion of the many.

In the religious field there is a vague search for religious ex-
perience, a sign of dissatisfaction with purely temporal hori-
zons; there is a numerical growth of Christianity in vast areas,
a more precise identification of believers in others, a funda-
mentalism which attempts to establish supremacy through re-
pression and violence, and the diffusion of widely varying ideas
all with some semblance of spirituality.

The Church is aware that it is not alone in its responsibility
for the Kingdom, but that it is its sign and instrument. It
accepts therefore as part of the normal daily features of its
activity financial openness, interreligious dialogue, and solidarity
with humanity in its pilgrimage.

The field is wide open, as also is the commitment. The par-
ticipation of all is needed. And so lay people, priests and conse-
crated persons are urged to renew their spiritual life, aiming at a
holiness that can say something to men of the present day; to live
the Christian vocation with joy; to return always to Christ as the
source of strength and meaning; to be updated in the reading of
reality so as to proclaim the Gospel in an effective way.

Reference to the figures of the officially recognized saints
and martyrs, and of those on the way to such recognition, has
been frequent, deeply felt and inspiring. The holiness of the
disciples of Christ, in fact, is put forward by the Synodal assem-
blies as the primary method of evangelization.

American solidarity.

The new element which gave universal significance to the
Synod for America was the consideration of the continent as a
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single unit. The assemblies of Medellin, Puebla and Santo
Domingo were of and for Latin America. They were confined
to the particular features of that area, and took up their per-
spectives. The United States and Canada were considered as
belonging to a different world: it was the classical North-South
division, developed countries and those in process of develop-
ment, rich and poor, secularized environments and those of
popular religious devotion.

But this time the bishops of the two halves of the continent
were brought together. The situations of the Churches were
approached as forming part of a single phenomenon, and this
meant that problems could be addressed in terms of interde-
pendence and solidarity.

The Synod for America therefore moved freely between
three perspectives, and considered them together: evangeliza-
tion in the restricted area entrusted to each diocese, the Chris-
tian sense of life and projects in contexts of a certain magni-
tude such as nations or regions of the continent, and questions
of continental and world level requiring collegial treatment. It
was a question of grasping every present possibility of Commu-
nion and making them operative by a body of bishops formed of
1,625 members.®

America appears as a pluriethnic continent, formed of na-
tive peoples, populations coming in successive waves of emigra-
tion from Europe and Asia, and descendants of Africans who
were brought over as slaves. The second group, those from Eu-
rope, is the most consistent, but the native groups are in-
creasing in numbers and in the awareness of their own identity.
There is a desire for peaceful coexistence and integration with
an increasing appreciation of the different values.

It is also a “Christian” continent in respect of cultural sub-
stratum and social tradition, with the Centre and South
Catholic and the North Protestant. This character is seen in

¢ Annual Church statistics. 1 July 1997




































































































