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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

SENT TO BRING GOOD NEWS TO THE POOR.'

1. Our poverty: Freedom and detachment. - Investing in the Community. - Sign of the salesian
mission. - Work and temperance. - Wise administration. 2. Today’s challenges: The divided
world. - Money. - Complexity of administration. - individual management. 3. Icons of salesian
poverty: The disciple, the follower of Jesus. - Good news to the poor. - The first Christians. - Don
Bosco's poverty. 4. Some suggestions for the present day: Intelligent responsibility. - Apos-
tolic application of goods. - Solidarity. - Educating to the use of goods. - Loving the poor in Christ.
Conclusion.

Rome, 25 March 1999
Feast of the Annunciation

My dear Confreres,

I send my Easter greetings to all of you: may the Lord fill
you with joy and the power of his Resurrection.

In the month of February we began the Team Visits which
will characterize this last year of the millennium. At Nairobi
were gathered the Superiors and Councillors of the English-
speaking Circumscriptions of Africa to verify the implementa-
tion of the GC24 and make an on-the-spot assessment of the
process of evangelization being followed by our communities.

This and the following thirteen team-visits are taking place
after the Rector Major with the General Council have been able
to review the systematic effort made by the provinces in their
provincial chapters to give life to the pastoral model already

' cf. Lk 4,18




4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

well known and accepted as the best response to the ecclesial
situation and the state of our strengths and possibilities.

In every verification we are brought back to the conviction
expressed by the GC24: “The profession of the evangelical
counsels, as well as being an expression of the following of
Christ, has also a pedagogical content of human growth and is
a paradigm of the new humanity”.?

I thought it fitting, therefore, after our reflections on
chastity, to continue our considerations on the counsels by
speaking to you about our poverty. I am prompted to do this
also by the fact that in our program for the present six-year pe-
riod, we undertook to “foster the witness of consecration and
communion of the communities” and to “create the awareness
of the educative power of religious consecration and bear wit-
ness to it in daily life”.?

While I was thinking over what points to offer you, I won-
dered what the main objectives of our reflection should be and
what requirements should be emphasized in view of the present
moment in which we are all living and the variety of contexts in
which the provinces are working. I came to the conclusion that
the purpose of this letter of mine could be: to call attention to
this aspect of our consecrated life around which many ecclesial
and secular sensitivities revolve at the present day and on which
our witness and vocational fruitfulness depends; to recall the
main traits of poverty in line with our charism; to prompt a dis-
cernment in the face of the innovations which are appearing in
our customs and praxis; and finally to offer some suggestions for
responding to the new challenges.

I take it that you will be making a creative reading of the
text in communities, and allow yourselves to be prompted by it
to a deeper study of your way of life, and a generous assuming
of the demands of the Gospel.

2 GC24 152
* AGC 358 (Supplement), p.16, nn 32, 34




THE RECTOR MAJOR 5

1. Our poverty

Poverty has to do with things and money, and equally it is
also linked with the heart and spirit. In it our relationship
with God and with our brethren is forged through the bond we
establish with material and spiritual goods: our use, prefer-
ences, and the proper ordering of what belongs to us or we con-
sider ours.

It is not surprising that in a project of life, long lived and
studied like the one offered by our Constitutions, there should
be found together with stimulating gospel inspirations precise
indications about the manner of practising poverty in the way
we have learned from Don Bosco.

Each of these indications and all of them together are indis-
pensable if we are to arrive at new expressions of our poverty
in the context of the present day.

In fact they not only link poverty with a spiritual tradition
which has developed in the course of time, but also unite it har-
moniously with the charisma.

Fundamental to our commitment of poverty is the following
of Christ, and the conforming of ourselves to him as the Good
Shepherd. The settings for the specific daily expressions of this
are the mission and the community. To these as points of refer-
ence the gospel inspirations return, suggested interior atti-
tudes are linked, and practical guidelines find their motive.

Freedom and detachment

The Constitutions speak to us of detachment of heart* lived
in normal daily life,’ freedom from concern and worry:® In our
meeting with Jesus and in his person we have discovered good
things infinitely superior to those which are temporal, though

*C173
*C15
¢ C172




6 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

the latter are not without value. This is the first meaning or
significance of our poverty. It is something of advantage for us,
like the selling of lesser goods to acquire a longed-for treasure,’
in the way expressed by St. Paul: I have suffered the loss of all
things, and I regard them as rubbish, in comparison with the
sublime knowledge of Christ, my Lord.®

This should not be taken as a spiritual reflection which only
secondarily leads to practical criteria for assessment and
manner of acting. On the contrary it is a primary decision,
able to give direction to the whole of personal experience: intu-
itions, inspirations, desires, appetite for the good things to
which the human heart is called, and the conviction that they
can be found in Christ: “I regard everything as loss because of
the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.... that I
may know him and the power of his resurrection”.’

Detachment, because temporal goods are beneath our de-
sires and we have discovered others far superior, is applicable
to affections, health, individual freedom, power, personal cul-
tural preparation, sufficiency of our intelligence, material
means, and also to our will and decisions. In this sense poverty
is founded on and becomes merged with obedience as a neces-
sary means to attain the will of God, and with chastity as nec-
essary for a love proportionate to our emptiness.

Don Bosco used to say: “You cannot practise poverty unless
you love it”.® Many external attitudes not in harmony with
the profession of poverty are signs of a lack of internal
freedom, of the absence of a yardstick for assessing the quality
of goods, of fixed ideas, untenable even from a human stand-
point. We can understand why the “poor” person in Scripture
represents not only the one who restricts himself in his use of
material goods, but also the person who has entered into the

T cf. Mt 13, 44-45
® cf. Phil 3,8

? Phil 3, 8-10

' BM 5, 442




THE RECTOR MAJOR 7

mystery of human existence, in his need for the infinity of God.
This is a perspective which must not be neglected in the time of
formation. The quality of the heart must be judged from the
“treasures” to which it is attached."

Investing in the Community

“We share together our material goods: the fruits of our
work, the gifts we receive and whatever comes to us from pen-
sions, subsidies and insurance policies. We do the same with
our talents, our energies and our experience. In the commu-
nity the good of each individual becomes the good of all”.”

Detachment is a condition for fruitful investment. Rather
than renounce our goods, we entrust them to the multiplying
power of communion. Communion in the full sense concerns in
the first place the goods to be shared. The article of the Consti-
tutions uses broad terms, but it provides only an example of
what the individual can place at the disposition of others.

The limitless implications of communion concern also the
subjects: in fact they include all mankind. Poverty becomes
visible in the personal love of each member for all the confreres
of the religious community, to the point where the two realities
become inseparable and interdependent. St Francis de Sales
puts it with direct simplicity: “To be poor means living in com-
munity”.”® Giving and receiving, showing generosity and grati-
tude, sharing with everyone gifts and material resources both
intellectual and spiritual, constitute its daily practice.

Communion goes beyond the immediate religious commu-
nity: it extends to the “needs of the entire Congregation, of the
Church and of the world”.**

This kind of attitude becomes the criterion for the applica-

" cf. Mt 6, 21

2 C176

% Qeuvres de St. Francois de Sales, Ed. Annecy, vol.IX, p.229
" C176




8 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

tion of goods placed by Providence at our disposal. We cannot
pretend to have satisfied our obligation of poverty when in dis-
posing of our resources we have first looked after our own per-
sonal needs. Poverty impels us “to be one with the poor and to
love them in Christ”.” In them we see the image of Christ who,
through his Incarnation, has entered our human condition
marked by suffering, privation and want. In them, therefore,
the grace of the presence and a meeting with the Lord awaits us.

Solidarity with the poor generates attitudes of sharing: phys-
ical presence especially where poverty means squalor, lack of es-
sentials, want of educative possibilities, absence of prospects.
And with our presence there must also be a sharing in the living
conditions, and a sharing too in the efforts to improve conditions.

A comprehensive glance at the Congregation gives us heart
when we find that in every continent the Salesians are making
courageous and determined efforts in those contexts most
marked by extreme need and destitution, and are trying to
enter into communion with the poor.

A sign of the salesian mission

Our presence among the poor and the sharing of our goods
with them are already a witness to evangelical poverty. But
our poverty tends to be expressed in concrete service. We insti-
gate projects to evangelize and help people, especially the
young, to overcome situations of need, whether they be finan-
cial, affective or spiritual.

In the charismatic figure of Don Bosco we discover that the
profession of poverty, in addition to being necessary for living
authentically in evangelical communities, is an excellent way
for realizing our mission to the full.

The “detachment of heart” *® is directed to the “generous ser-

®.CT9
#iC 73




THE RECTOR MAJOR 9

vice of others”;'” the renunciation of all earthly goods® ensures a
“spirit of enterprise in the mission of the Church and in her strug-
gle for justice and peace, especially by educating those in need”.*

It is clearly a matter of two closely linked elements: all the
resources we have at our disposal, material and spiritual, per-
sonal and communal, are generously aimed at fulfilling the
mandate to reach the greatest possible number of young people
and make them aware of their being children of God in Christ.

We commit ourselves, therefore, on many different fronts,
and always with an educative intention, to giving life to pro-
jects for human advancement for which we make use of ade-
quate structures, accept and look for suitable means, support
and finance. Don Bosco’s enterprise in this direction has been
passed on to his sons. Today we still seek help by directing to-
wards charitable purposes those who are in a position to give it;
we promote groups of benefactors to come to the aid of those in
need; we stretch out our hands for the poor. All this gains us
approval, frequently unexpected collaboration, and (unfortu-
nately) a certain amount of criticism or cliché-ridden reaction
which is not always kindly.

The pastoral charity of Don Bosco urges us to appeal and
express our thanks, in the awareness that “what we have is not
ours, but belongs to the poor”.® His transparent witness of
personal poverty was always united to his determination, car-
ried even to the point of recklessness, to serve the young and
mainly the poorest of them with the most up-to-date and effica-
cious means.

Our poverty, chosen for the sake of the Kingdom and neces-
sary for our mission, has — we hope — a social impact on the
task of education. By forming young people and being involved
with them we intend to work for a society which gives more

nGi73

B ef'C73

12 1673

#* C 79; cf. BM 5, 450



10 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

consideration to the common good, respects the value of every
individual, builds on criteria of justice and equity, and has con-
cern for those who are weak or disadvantaged.

This intention determines the choice of places, contents and
forms of education and guides the use of capital and means in
line with the various social and cultural contexts.

Work and temperance

What we have tried to clarify above leads us to live our daily
poverty through intelligent and sedulous work, made possible
and sustained by temperance. “In our daily labours we are at
one with the poor who live by the sweat of their brow, and we
bear witness to the human and Christian value of work”.”

The correlation between poverty and work is to be sought
in the spirituality of apostolic activity understood as tireless
work for the Kingdom. Don Bosco lived it joyfully in faith.
Every Salesian is invited therefore to develop and make good
use of his talents, waste no time at all, and work for his living.

And so, as we work for our daily bread we share the lot of
those who must depend on their work for the support of them-
selves and their families, and thus express the social value of
our poverty. Moreover the appreciation of work as an expres-
sion of human capabilities and as a special means of human ful-
filment, not exclusively aimed at profit, becomes an educative
message and witness.

The importance of work in our spiritual make-up can be
easily deduced from a series of facts, real and symbolic: the
peasant origin and first experiences of Don Bosco, the protago-
nists and style of life at the beginnings, the working class to
whom our attention is primarily addressed.

Work is the main component of the formation of youngsters
in the professional and technical schools; it is the characteristic,

21678























































































