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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

SANCTITY AND MARTYRDOM
AT THE DAWN OF THE THIRD MILLENIUM

Almost a surprise beatification - Holiness and martyrdom in the Holy Year - The martyrology of
the 20" Century - Holiness and martyrdom in the Salesian Family - A martyrology of the Salesian
Family.

Fr Joseph Kowalski: A ‘salesian’ process of growth - Pastoral charity even to the sacrifice of life
- An unmistakable Marian touch - An outstanding witness.

A ‘youthful’ salesian group - Imprisonment and martyrdom - Conclusion

Rome, 29 June 1999
Solemnity of SS. Peter and Paul

Almost a surprise beatification

I am writing to you on my return from Poland. On June 13
at Warsaw I was able to take part in the Beatification of 108
martyrs, among whom were our confrere Fr Joseph Kowalski
and five young men of our Oratory and Youth Centre at
Poznan: a grace and source of joy for our Family which took us
almost by surprise.

The process in fact was begun hardly seven years ago and it
has been possible to reach Beatification in this year preceding
the great Jubilee. The names of the candidates did not figure
in the list of our Causes for beatification and they were un-
known outside their own country.

The progress of the cause was marked by a curious background
and a providential development. On 14 June 1987 Mgr. Michael
Kozal, Bishop of Wladislavia, was beatified at Warsaw; he had
been killed at Dachau in 1943. The beatification reawakened en-
thusiasm for the many martyrs of the same period who had been
put to death, in odium fidei, in the same concentration camps.
And since the diocese which had suffered the greatest losses (50%




4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

of its priests) was precisely that of the newly beatified Michael
Kozal, the Polish Episcopal Conference entrusted to the Bishop of
Wiloclawek the task of beginning the process for all the Polish mar-
tyrs who died in the death camps of Dachau and Auschwitz.

People of various categories became included in the process:
bishops, diocesan priests, religious, and lay people, until the
total reached about one hundred and ninety, belonging to sev-
enteen dioceses. In a first phase of the preparation of the
process some sixty were excluded through lack of sufficient
documentation, and a further twenty at a later date.

The number of candidates for beatification was thus re-

duced to 108: 3 Bishops, 52 diocesan priests, 26 religious
priests, 3 clerics, 7 religious brothers, 8 religious sisters, and 9
lay persons. The official title of the group carries four names
representative of the four categories (bishops, priests, religious,
laity): Antonio Giuliano Nowowiejski, Archbishop; Enrico
Kaczorowski, priest; Aniceto Koplinski, religious; Maria Anna
Biernacka, Laywoman; and 104 companions.
Among the religious were representatives of many Institutes of
both men and women: Dominicans, Franciscans OFM, Fran-
ciscan Conventuals, Capuchins, Carmelites ODC, Marianists,
Poor Clares, Michelites, Oblates, Conceptionists, Sons of Divine
Providence, Pallottines, Brothers of the Sacred Heart, Hand-
maids of Mary Immaculate, Notre Dame Sisters, Ursulines, Sis-
ters of the Redemption, Society of the Divine Word and we
Salesians. It is not surprising that the beatification brought to-
gether a very large group of participants, given this wide
panorama of dioceses and religious Institutes.

The speedy progress of the Cause — the decree of martyrdom
was read only on 26 May last' — has not left much time for
preparations, but the news was given in good time in the pre-
ceding number of the AGC and in the Italian Salesian Bulletin.?

! cf. text of decree in n.5.1 of this issue of AGC.
2 ¢f. AGC 367; Bollettino Salesiano, June 1999
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Initiatives are now being multiplied, all aimed at making
known our new “Beati”, so as to provide incentives for our spir-
ituality and a stimulus for our mission.

In this movement I myself wish to take part. In pursuit of
my intention to write to you from time to time about our
family affairs, I would like to outline the spiritual figures of the
new “Beati” and point to the significance of their glorification
in the history of our Congregation.

Holiness and martyrdom in the Holy Year

The reference to holiness is already contained in the name
given to the Jubilee, which is called a “Holy” Year. It is the cel-
ebration of the holiness of God, as the merciful Lord of human
events, which through his presence and revelation thus become
the sacred history of salvation.

In consequence the Jubilee implies a careful examination of
the holiness of the Church. “The thanksgiving of Christians”,
says the Pope, “will embrace the fruits of holiness which have
matured in the life of all those many men and women who in
every generation and every period of history have fully wel-
comed the gift of Redemption”.?

In the light of this invitation he adds a fact which has been
noted even by secular newspapers and gives an explanation of
it: “In recent years the number of canonizations and beatifica-
tions has increased. These show the vitality of the local
Churches, which are much more numerous today than in the
first centuries and in the first millennium”.*

The light of the Risen Christ is reflected today with greater
intensity by the numerous testimonies spread over a wide area
and in different settings. They become the focus of a search for

* TMA 32
* TMA 37
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the meaning of human existence and what it means to be a dis-
ciple of Christ.

The Church, moreover, considers holiness the trump card
for the new evangelization of the world which appears with the
year 2000. This is an indication which we can by no means
take for granted when thinking of our renewal, our witness and
our future. “The greatest homage which all the Churches can
give to Christ on the threshold of the third millennium will be
to manifest the Redeemer’s all-powerful presence through the
fruits of faith, hope and charity present in men and women of
many different tongues and races who have followed Christ in
the various forms of the Christian vocation”.’

In this context of thanksgiving and of witness to holiness,
unusual emphasis is laid on the memory of the martyrs. It is
characteristic of this Jubilee and it is important to understand
why this is so. It is enumerated among the great signs in the
phases of preparation and celebration together with prayer of
thanksgiving,® with reconciliation and penance,” with asking
for forgiveness for our responsibility in the evils of the present
century,® with the promotion of unity among Christians,” and
with the celebration of the continental Synods."

In the Bull of Indiction of the Jubilee, charity to the poor
and marginalized " and the culture of solidarity ** are included
in another series of requirements involving the purification of
past memories and the request for forgiveness."”

The memory of the martyrs is not therefore something re-
served to historians or just a celebration inserted in the

* TMA 37

¢ cf. TMA 32

" cf. TMA 32

cf. TMA 33-34

cf. TMA 34

0 cf. TMA 38

cf. Incarnationis Mysterium, Bull of Indiction of the Jubilee, 11
cf. TMA 12

cf. TMA 11

®

©

]

]
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Liturgy, but almost an aspect of membership of the Church.

In fact in the experience of faith and Church history martyr-
dom appears as a sign of vitality. This is how it was at the birth
and early spread of Christianity. And it looks as though the same
will be said of the 20" century in which the Christian communi-
ty “has become once again the church of the martyrs”.

Martyrdom is the participation in a real and living way in the
sacrifice of Christ, almost a Eucharist. It expresses in an extreme
manner an innate and necessary dimension of the Christian life
which we must all understand, accept and take up: the offering
of life itself.

And so the Christian life is permanently open to the possibil-
ity of martyrdom," which appears however as a grace we meet
with, rather than as a goal to be desired, achieved or sought af-
ter. Furthermore it represents the most direct prophetic en-
counter between the Spirit, grace, and the aims and style of life
proposed by Christ and that which belongs to the world, under-
stood as the ensemble of the powers of evil.

The martyrology of the 20" Century

A first characteristic of the 20* century is the number of
those who have been called to bear witness by the shedding of
their blood. “The persecutions of believers has caused a great
sowing of martyrdom in different parts of the world”, says the
TMA,” and adds that their number is so great that many of
them remain nameless, “unknown soldiers as it were of God’s
great cause”.'

But no less impressive is the variety of the martyrs, in re-

spect of their condition: among them, in fact, are bishops and

' cf. Incarnationis Mysterium 13

% cf. TMA 37
** TMA 37
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priests, religious and lay persons, men and women, young and
old, intellectuals and simple people, artists and members of the
professions.

Highly expressive of the Jubilee we are preparing to cele-
brate is the union of the different Christian denominations in
bearing witness to God and to human dignity: Catholics of dif-
ferent rites, Orthodox, Protestants of various affiliations.
“Perhaps the most convincing form of ecumenism is the ecu-
menism of the saints and of the martyrs. The communio sanc-
torum speaks louder than the things which divide us”."”

The witness of the martyrs of the 20" century is further im-
bued with a deep human significance for the individual and for
civilization, because of the time and circumstances of their mar-
tyrdom: the context of the great wars, the totalitarian systems,
the atheistic ideologies with their pretexts and promises of free-
dom and development, the religious fundamentalisms, the
closed-in and secular types of humanism. “From a psychological
standpoint martyrdom is the most eloquent proof of the truth of
faith; it can give a human aspect to the most violent of deaths
and manifest its beauty in the most atrocious persecutions”.”

When we remember the martyrs we go back once again over
this century, characterized by great collective aspirations which
seemed to justify every holocaust, from the struggle without
quarter for the domination of the world to the deviations with
scientific pretensions.

“This witness must not be forgotten”.” “The Church in
every part of the world must remain anchored in their testi-
mony and jealously defend their memory”.* They recall, in
fact, the absolute sense of Christ in human history — “a sign of

that greater love which sums up all other values”.”

" TMA 37
® IM 13
* TMA 37
* IM 13
2 cf. IM 13
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To preserve the memory of the martyrs the intention has
been repeatedly stated of writing the martyrology of the 20*
century, on the basis of the affectionate care shown by the early
Church in preserving the acts and memory of those who gave
their life for Christ: The Church of the first centuries, although
facing considerable organizational difficulties, took care to
write down in special martyrologies the witness of the martyrs.
These martyrologies have been constantly updated through the
centuries, and the register of the saints and the blessed bears
the names not only of those who have shed their blood for
Christ but also of teachers of the faith, missionaries, confes-
sors, bishops, priests, virgins, married couples, widows and
children”.?

The emphasis on this point and the importance of mar-
tyrdom in evangelization has been particularly noted in the
Synods.

I have been able not only to listen personally to the words,
but to perceive the deeply expressed feelings, fervour and ven-
eration, with which the American Synod and especially that of
Asia spoke of the great witnesses of the faith.

In the former were recalled those who gave their lives in the
first evangelization and those who were killed in social conflicts
or under dictatorships. The whole has been summed up in the
following passage from the document “The Church in America”.
“Among the Saints it has produced, the history of the evange-
lization of America numbers many martyrs, men and women,
bishops and priests, consecrated religious and lay people ...
Their example of boundless dedication to the cause of the Gospel
must not only be saved from oblivion, but must become better
and more widely known among the faithful of the continent”.?

With regard to the Asian Synod, I would like to recall an as-

2 TMA 37
# cf., Eccl. in America 15
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pect concerning China which touches us more closely. The
Pope’s desire to canonize all the present Blessed Martyrs of
China — they number 120 — is well known. He expressed such a
wish in his homily at the canonization of the martyr Jean
Gabriel Perboyre on 2 June 1996: “To the memory of Jean
Gabriel Perboyre we want to unite that of all those who bore
witness to the name of Jesus Christ in China in past centuries.
I am thinking particularly of the Blessed martyrs whose
common canonization, so long desired by many of the faithful,
could one day be a sign of hope to the Church now present
among these people to whom I am always close in heart and
prayer”.*

Strengthened by such a declaration, the Synodal Fathers
asked that this step be taken. The intervention of Mgr. Joseph
Ti-Kang, Archbishop of Taipeh (Taiwan), caught my attention
and that of many others.

The Bishops of China, he said, have for a long time mani-
fested a keen desire that these heroes of the Christian faith,
the martyrs, be declared Saints.

As long ago as February 1996 the President of our Episcopal
Conference had petitioned His Holiness in this regard, and he
had made known his intention of proceeding. Thereupon the
Congregation for the Causes of Saints had entrusted to the
Postulator of the Cause of the Group of Blessed Chinese Mar-
tyrs the drawing up of dossiers to prove the existence of a
“fama signorum”, instead of a physical miracle because of the
impossibility of carrying out the required canonical investiga-
tion in China.

Nevertheless we Chinese Bishops have declared that we are
convinced that “the perseverance of Chinese Christians in the
faith, lived for nearly half a century under a long and brutal
persecution — as well as the increase in the number of the
Christians themselves — constitutes in itself a great miracle

% (Oss.Rom. 6/7 June 1997
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granted by God through the intercession of the Blessed Chi-
nese Martyrs, to whom the faithful have recourse in prayer”.
This official declaration of our Episcopal Conference accompa-
nies the dossiers prepared by the Postulators.

We therefore make bold to ask His Holiness to kindly pro-
ceed in the near future to the solemn canonization of the
Blessed Chinese Martyrs.”

Among the martyrs of all times and every continent, many
belong to the consecrated life. For them too it is hoped that
there will be an updating of the Martyrology. Without any
doubt a charism is shown with particular clarity in martyrdom
and gives to the latter a particular character. “In this century,
as in other periods of history, consecrated men and women
have borne witness to Christ the Lord with the gift of their
own lives. Thousands of them have been forced into the cata-
combs by the persecution of totalitarian regimes or of violent
groups, or have been harassed while engaged in missionary ac-
tivity, in action on behalf of the poor, in assisting the sick and
the marginalized; yet they lived and continue to live their con-
secration in prolonged and heroic suffering, and often with the
shedding of their blood, being perfectly configured to the Cruci-
fied Lord. The Church has already officially recognized the ho-
liness of some of these men and women, honouring them as
martyrs for Christ. They enlighten us by their example, they
intercede that we may be faithful, and they await us in glory.

There is a widespread desire that the memory of so many
witnesses to the faith will remain in the consciousness of the
Church as an invitation to celebrate and imitate them. The In-
stitutes of Consecrated Life and the Societies of Apostolic Life
can contribute to this endeavour by gathering the names of all
those consecrated persons who deserve to be inscribed in the
Martyrology of the twentieth century”.”

# cf. Oss.Rom., 25 April 1998
* VC 86
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Holiness and martyrdom in the Salesian Family

The new Polish “Beati” become part of the already nu-
merous constellation of saints and candidates for the altars of
the Salesian Family. Our Congregation is at present promoting
no fewer than 39 causes of beatification and canonization.
They involve 139 spiritual sons and daughters of Don Bosco. If
to them we add others linked in different ways with the Sale-
sian Family, even though their cause may be being promoted by
their respective diocese or by other religious Institutes (e.g.
Piergiorgio Frassati, Alberto Marvelli, Giuseppe Guarino), the
number reaches about 150. To the present three who are can-
onized and twelve beatified must be added 12 others whose
heroicity of virtues has already been declared, while in the case
of others the process is going ahead with the hearing of wit-
nesses, the drawing up of the Positio or the examination of the
latter by experts.

The panorama of our saints is representative of the different
branches of the Salesian Family: 116, including the martyrs, are
members of the Salesian Congregation and 10 of the Daughters
of Mary Help of Christians (including two Spanish martyrs).
The young people, with the new Polish martyrs, become 8 in all
and cover the range of adolescence and youth from 13 to 24
years of age. Their holiness matured in boarding establish-
ments and schools, but also in the oratory and in youth groups.
The Cooperators are well represented by four women: Margaret
Occhiena, a peasant mother; Donna Dorotea di Chopitea, a
woman of the nobility and a benefactress; the mystic, Alexand-
rina da Costa, a poor and suffering soul; and Matilde Salem,
comfortably placed in life. To these can be added Attilio Gior-
dani. And there are also past-pupils such as Alberto Marvelli,
Piergiorgio Frassati and Salvo d’Acquisto.

The geography too of salesian holiness appears universal if
we consider their places of origin and the regions where the
candidates carried out their mission for many years before











































































