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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

«YOU ARE A LETTER FROM CHRIST,
WRITTEN NOT WITH INK,
BUT WITH THE SPIRIT OF THE LIVING GOD»
(2 Cor 3,3)

News and reflections on recent journeys

Visit to Albania (IME) — Don Bosco Boys Town, Rome — Retreat at Fatima — Spiritual retreat of
the Rector Major and his Council — Visit to the Province of Portugal — Visit to the Holy Land —
Intermediate session of the General Council — Encyclical on the Eucharist — Visit to the Province
of Great Britain — The work at Treviglio and Chiari (ILE) — Visit to the Sicilian Province — Visit to
the Bilbao Province — Visit to the Munich Province — Visit to the Cologne Province — Feast of Mary
Help of Christians at Turin — Visit to the Verona Province (IVO) — Six-monthly meeting of the USG
— Visit to the Adriatic Province — Conclusion: Don Bosco’s birthday.

Rome, 8 September 2003
Feast of the Birth of Our Lady

My dear confreres,

I send to you my affectionate greetings in whatever part of
the world you may be working, and especially to those who are
isolated or at a greater distance, or in difficult or dangerous
situations. We have followed with great concern the course
of events in the various countries of Africa: Ivory Coast, the Re-
public of the Congo, Rwanda, Burundi and Liberia, all of which
continue to witness scenes of violence, war and social unrest.
Reconciliation and peace are needed, together with stability and
calm, as essential conditions for the building of a truly human
way of life. If we are horrified by the death of so many innocent
people, we are still further moved by the fate of children, ado-
lescents and young men and women who are left without either
hope or future. I want you to feel the truth of my words when
I tell you that I am close to you in spirit and have the highest
regard for your generous dedication; let me encourage you to
continue to bear witness to God’s love for the young.



4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

In his letter to the community at Corinth, St Paul replied to
those who challenged his authority as an apostle and the lawful-
ness of the gospel he was preaching. The credibility of his actions
derived not from the testimony of others nor from esoteric expe-
riences, but from the Spirit who works in men’s hearts to change
them and make them docile to the word of the gospel. The very
existence of the community is his “letter of recommendation”.
The solid faith and practical charity of the community are his
best credentials: “You are my letter”. And he immediately makes
it more precise: “You are a letter of Christ, written by me not
with ink but with the Spirit of the living God” (2 Cor 3,2-3). If the
first metaphor was forceful, the second is quite astonishing: the
life-giving presence of the Spirit is at the birth of the community;
and the result is the creation of new persons, open and docile to
God’s saving plan.

I feel sure that our beloved father Don Bosco, proud as he
surely is of his sons, of their educational and pastoral activity
spread over so many countries in the world, and of their service
to poor youngsters through a multiplicity of different works,
could say to you — paraphrasing St Paul’s words — “You are my
letter of recommendation. You are a letter of Christ which I have
written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God”. And
for my own part, do I have any better recommendation before
God and the world than you yourselves? No, because for me too
you are my letter from Christ.

My last letter provoked in many confreres, communities and
provinces a desire to examine the quality of the consecrated life
that we are living, with the aim of being ever more converted to
Christ and his Gospel and the determination to live a life still
more authentic and meaningful, more prophetic and effective.
And so I now come to you again to share with you some more
news and reflections on my recent journeys.

My purpose, as you know, is always that of making known
and esteemed all that you are and all that you are doing; of col-
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lecting together the challenges the salesian mission is facing,
offering my own reflections on them and trying always to draw
on our rich salesian heritage, so as to respond to them with the
mind, spirit and enterprise of Don Bosco.

But this will be the last letter of this kind because, as I have
already said, I intend to alternate letters of doctrinal content
with the presentation of the eight Regions of the Congregation.
Do not be disturbed therefore if I do not speak at length about all
the provinces I have visited: it certainly does not indicate any
oversight or lack of esteem.

Visit to Albania (IME)

One weekend in early February I visited Albania, where they
were celebrating the tenth anniversary of the beginning of salesian
work in this part of the Balkans. Initially it had been entrusted by
Fr Egidio Vigano to the responsibility of the four Italian provinces
IME, IRO, ISI and ISA, but from 1997 it has depended on the
Southern Province alone.

On their arrival on 24 September 1992, the first Salesians
began two kinds of work: a catechetical sector to help the
Churches of the whole country to overcome decades of atheistic
propaganda, and a sector for technical training together with
an oratory and youth centre to give the youngsters an all-round
education with training in trades and preparation for employ-
ment, independently of their cultural, religious and social
situation.

In 1999, during the war in Kosovo, many refugees sought
safety in our refugee camp in Tirana, where they found a wel-
come and came to know an environment which aroused in them
the desire to have a similar work in Kosovo. To this Fr Juan
Vecchi gave a positive response and so was launched our work
at Pristina, which will see in a few months time the opening of
a technical training centre.




6 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

From the moment of my arrival at Tirana I was pleasantly
surprised at the warmth of the welcome I received from the
young people who attend the oratory and the Don Bosco training
centre. With the difficult period of the war behind them there
are now 500 pupils at the centre which has become the most
significant training centre in the country. Our complex activities
at Tirana include an expression of youthful entrepreneurial
initiative. The Pony-Express project provides work for 70 young-
sters chosen from orphans from state institutions, street-chil-
dren and the disabled. In the parish of Mary Help of Christians
in the northern part of Tirana, in addition to its usual educa-
tional and animating activities the oratory and youth centre
works in collaboration with UNICEF for the benefit of gypsy
children. In this needy area there is still a great deal to be done
to provide a more systematic service.

In the Albanian capital I was able to see for myself the results
of our work and its reflection in the great esteem the civil au-
thorities have for us; they were present at the public discussion on:
“The challenges to the education of the young in a globalized
world”, in which I explained the reason for our presence in
Albania, that is, the desire of the Congregation and the Salesian
Family to work wherever there are young people to be educated.
Here is to be found one of the jewels in the crown of VIS, the
International Volunteer Service for Development, which is com-
mitted to the rebuilding of the country through the Tirana Centre
not only with money but also with volunteers who are involved in
a very positive experience that creates great enthusiasm.

During the visit an important event took place: the conse-
cration at Scutari of the church dedicated to Don Bosco. It is a
beautiful shrine serving all the work, which includes a house of
formation for aspirants and novices, the parish with its oratory
and youth centre, and especially the characteristic element of the
catechetical centre — which at first served the country — and now
the diocese. The new church is a sign of gratitude to God for ten
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years of salesian work in Albania and an encouragement to the
further educational commitment of the Congregation and the
Salesian Family in this country. In the present transitional cir-
cumstances it is necessary to concentrate all efforts on preparing
young Albanians to share the responsibility for change and to
bring it about.

It is gratifying also to note the encouragement given by the
Salesian Family to the work at both Tirana and Scutari. After
ten years we find a flourishing salesian activity in which Don
Bosco’s family is developing well. Local salesian vocations have
begun to appear which will help to consolidate and give growth
to this delegation.

A foundation of this kind demonstrates the Congregation’s
ability to meet new ecclesial and social challenges, its specific
contribution through education to a country in process of recon-
struction, and innovations in methods of meeting needs; in other
words it is a network of collaboration which creates synergy, the
involvement of NGOs for funding, the commitment of volunteer
movements, an effort to bring about the inculturation of the
charism and to foster local vocations. The sight of this work, so
recently begun, makes one wonder at salesian charismatic
creativity: personnel and resources may be lacking, but never
faith and enterprise.

After the visit to Albania, mid-June found me once again in
the Southern Province for the celebration of the centenary of the
work at Portici. As elsewhere, here too I had honorary citizenship
conferred on me, which I willingly accepted in the name of the
confreres who have worked over the past 100 years for poor and
needy youngsters. They are the ones who deserve citizenship; to
them is due the gratitude! You may wonder why I should speak
of the harmony and appreciation to which salesian work in this
town has given rise. It is because all the prominent citizens, with
their different shades of political opinion, were so unanimous in









































































































