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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

“YOU WILL BE MY WITNESSES...
EVEN TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH” (Acts 1, 8b)

Presentation of the Italy—-Middle East Region

Family News — Significance of this letter — Two important events — A mark of gratitude —
The situation in ltaly — The situation in the Middle East — The Region from a salesian stand-
point. 1. Personnel. 2. Salesian foundations. 3. Nature of our works. 4. Some points to be kept in
mind. 5. Salesian communities: quantity and quality. 6. The Salesian Family. 7. Participation and
formation of the laity: resources and problems. — The Region’s big challenges. 1. The vocation-
al situation. 2. Reshaping and relocating. 3. Continuing formation. 4. Salesian work in the Middle
East. - Future intentions. 1. Rethinking our pastoral and educational system. 2. Courageous re-
definition of salesian work in Italy. 3. Making the formation process for our lay collaborators more
effective. 4. Support for the Middle East Province. 5. Development of our historic salesian places.
— I remain close to all of you - In conclusion

Rome, 25 March 2004
Solemnity of the Annunciation of the Lord

My dear confreres,

I send you as always my affectionate greetings, because you
are ever close to my heart. Three months have gone by since my
last letter, in which I urged you to contemplate Jesus with the
eyes of Don Bosco, and since the publication of the Strenna
for 2004 in which I appealed to the whole Salesian Family to
“propose wholeheartedly to all young people joy in the call to
holiness as the high standard of ordinary Christian living.”

Family News

Recent months have seen some events of great importance
for our Congregation. The first was the appointment by the
Holy Father of Fr Luc Van Looy as Bishop of the Diocese of
Ghent in Belgium. We have seen it as a further expression of the
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esteem felt by the Holy See for the Salesian Congregation, but at
the same time it has deprived us of the person of Fr Luc who
carried the responsibilities of the Rector Major’s Vicar General.
I want to renew through these pages my personal gratitude, and
that of all of you, for the great service he gave to the Congrega-
tion, first as a missionary and Provincial Delegate in Korea,
then as General Councillor for the Missions, then as General
Councillor for Youth Ministry, and finally for eight years as
Vicar General.

Following his appointment I consulted the members of the
Council to obtain help in the discernment process, after which
I appointed Fr Adriano Bregolin as the new Vicar General, and
subsequently I went on to appoint Fr Pier Fausto Frisoli as the
new Councillor for Italy and the Middle East. To them too go
my thanks for accepting these offices, and the expression of my
confidence in them for fruitful and effective salesian work. In
this way, as the winter session ends, the General Council is once
again complete as a sign of unity and full collaboration.

Another important fact which I want you to know about is
the agreement concluded between the Vatican Secretariat of
State and the Salesian Congregation for the direction of the
“Ratisbon Institute” in Jerusalem. The premises of this Insti-
tute have housed for many years the “Centre for Jewish and
Christian Studies.” It has been entrusted to our Congregation
for a period of fifty years which can be renewed. From next year
it will become the new seat of the studentate of theology now at
Cremisan. The proposal was put to us directly by the Holy See,
and we have welcomed the possibility to upgrade our formation
work for the benefit of student confreres from every salesian re-
gion in the world. The language of teaching will gradually pass
from Italian to English, and its siting in Jerusalem should foster
contact with other Centres of theological and biblical studies,
while at the same time the house could become a significant
point of reference for initiatives of further formation for confr-
eres of various Provinces, even by means of short courses.
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The significance of this letter

With this letter I want to begin the presentation of the eight
Regions of the salesian world that I announced some months
ago. I intend to continue the practice of alternating these letters
on the Regions with others of deeper reflection on our spiritual-
ity. In this way you will all be able to have an up-to-date
overview of the situation of our Congregation in the different
continents and contexts, it will help you to grow in the sense of
belonging and will make you ever more grateful for our vocation
and share our common responsibility.

The first Region I want to present to you is that of Italy
and the Middle East. I think it right to begin with this Re-
gion which includes the home land of Don Bosco and of the
salesian charism. The quotation at the head of this letter is an
eloquent one. It is an affirmation in the context of the Ascen-
sion of the Lord Jesus, who did not return to the Father
without first announcing the coming of the Spirit, a gift which
was to be a ‘prolongation’ of Christ himself, and without giving
to his disciples the mission to be his witnesses throughout the
world, beginning from Jerusalem and continuing “to the ends
of the earth.”

In an analogous manner Don Bosco’s first disciples received
his “spirit” and, prompted by a driving force learned from our
beloved founder and father, without feelings of nostalgia and
with the same educative ardour and enthusiasm, spread out all
over the earth continuing in history his mission for the benefit
of the young, especially “the poorest of them, those in need and
those at risk.” In this way the story of the father continues to
live on in the life of his sons in every continent forming a single
whole; and at the same time it has provided places and events
which have become points of reference and criteria for authen-
ticity. In this way the variety of contexts enriches the charism
with ever new forms of expression which find unity in the
charismatic identity.
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Two important events

As I begin this letter I nevertheless feel obliged to refer to
two items which I consider of great significance for all our Sale-
sian Family.

The first is the pilgrimage of the Relics of St Dominic
Savio through the various parts of Italy. Even as I write, the
casket of the young Saint has already passed through the terri-
tories of Liguria and Tuscany in a great and deeply felt welcom-
ing atmosphere. In these first stages thousands of people have
attended the celebrations or have prayed beside the remains of
this young but “great” Saint or, as Pius XII called him, this “lit-
tle giant of the spirit”. The pilgrimage is now proceeding
through the areas of the Marche and Abruzzo. It will then go on
to Venice and in the coming weeks will pass through other re-
gions, reaching Rome for Palm Sunday, which for many years
now has been a significant focus for committed young people.
This event is proving to be a real grace for the whole of Italy
and a renewed message of holiness. From the information that
reaches me I know that youngsters are impressed and encour-
aged by the figure of this boy of the Valdocco Oratory who, un-
der Don Bosco’s guidance, while still a youth attained a “high
degree of ordinary Christian life”. For many Salesians the cele-
bration of this jubilee is becoming almost a rediscovery of the
effectiveness of our system of education and evangelization.

The other important event is the coming beatification of
three members of the Salesian Family : the Salesian — Fr
August Czartoryski, the Daughter of Mary Help of Christians -
Sister Eusebia Palomino, and the Salesian Cooperator — Alexan-
drina M. da Costa. Never before have beatifications put the
Salesian Family before the faithful so effectively as to be consid-
ered — particularly by us and by all who have some knowledge of
the salesian world — as a “Family of holiness.” We shall have a
further confirmation of this in the coming autumn with the
beatification of Alberto Marvelli, a salesian past-pupil. When
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I speak to you of these events I am filled with joy and hope, and
I would like to think that you all feel the same way.

In my closing address to the GC25, speaking of the beatifica-
tion of Fr Luigi Variara, Bro. Artemides Zatti and Sister Maria
Romero, I said: “These Beati, who are joined to the numerous
array of holiness in our charismatic Family, are united by the
joyful giving of themselves and their generous dedication to the
very poor. There is nothing that attracts like the witness of total
dedication without reserve, without limit, without condition;
there is nothing so fascinating as service to the poorest, to the
most humble, to those most in need. The lepers of Fr Variara,
the sick of Brother Zatti, the abandoned girls of Sister Romero
immediately recall the totally free offering of the lives of these
three persons, who are proposed to us as models. Care for the
poorest and the total gift of self link together the three new
Beati, and in this way bear witness to their heroic charity.”

These new beatifications, so close in time to the others, keep
our attention fixed on the different expressions of salesian holi-
ness. Three more Beati are now put before us; we could call
them a trilogy, because they provide examples for us and for
the young of the three fundamental ways of accepting and living
the salesian vocation. It is important therefore to recognize the
fundamental traits in the features of these persons, so as to see
what is peculiar to each and common to all within the one expe-
rience of the salesian charism. In preparation for the beatifica-
tion celebrations due to take place on 25 April, various useful
materials are being prepared to give us a better knowledge of
the exterior and interior lives of these members of our Family.

These two events taken together allow us to make a first ob-
servation regarding the contents of this letter. Holiness is a gift
of God which has always been capable of coming to life in gener-
ous hearts open to God, like that of Don Bosco, and of shining
out. Dominic Savio is the finest fruit of Don Bosco’s educational
and apostolic activity, but this message of holiness has become
ever more insistent to the extent that we can rightly say that to-
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day it has spread “even to the ends of the earth.” From the hum-
ble household of the Becchi to the City of Turin, from Turin to
the whole of Italy, and from Italy to the whole world. One need
only think of the album of holy salesian youngsters featured in
the Salesian Bulletin Calendar for 2004, the majority of whom
were striving to model their lives on that of Dominic Savio.

The second consideration is that every gift of God such as
the beatification of members of the Salesian Family, is for us a
“new call” to live our own salesian vocation deeply and joyfully.
These signs of spiritual fruitfulness encourage us on our spiri-
tual pilgrimage and give further force to our mission. The fact
that the three belong to different branches of the Salesian Fam-
ily, and indeed to those founded directly by Don Bosco himself,
and represent the fundamental vocations within the Family,
strengthen the conviction that we belong to a “holy Family”,
and that in it consecrated and lay persons, men or women,
adults or youngsters, can become holy by following the spiritual,
educative and pastoral path of Don Bosco.

A mark of gratitude

In the light of what I have said, I want now to present to you
the state of the Salesian Congregation in Italy as a token of grat-
itude to God for having raised up in this part of the world our
Father Don Bosco, numerous other Saints of the Salesian Fami-
ly and hosts of other generous confreres who through their
faithful interpretation of the charism have spread salesian work
to so many parts of the world.

You will surely recall something I have been saying from the
time of my first “Good Night” as Rector Major. On that occasion
I said: “I am the first non-Italian Rector Major (Fr. Vecchi was
Argentinian but of Italian parentage)... I take this occasion to
thank all of Salesian Italy which to the present day has known
how to exercise its responsibility to faithfully hand on the
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charism of Don Bosco. Thank you my dear Italian Salesians...”
(cf. GC25, n. 179).

I think spontaneously at this point of how this miracle of ex-
pansion has been realized so rapidly, thanks to the availability of
generous Salesians sent out first by Don Bosco and then by his
successors as Rector Major. First there was France and Argenti-
na (1875), then Uruguay (1876), Patagonia (1879), Spain (1881),
England (1887)... and it has continued at an increasing rate! A
succession of impressive foundations! Great faith, great enthu-
siasm and an extraordinary generosity evidenced by the se-
quence of ever larger missionary expeditions. By way of exam-
ple: 72 missionaries went out in 1891 only three years after Don
Bosco’s death; the number grew to 92 in 1895, 126 in 1898 —
from one country to another, from one continent to another.

It is right to recall here that the new foundations were to a
very great extent the work of confreres coming from Italy. They
were Salesians who had received a robust and genuine forma-
tion from Don Bosco himself, or at least from Salesians of the
first generation, those who had personally known our Father
and Founder. They had received a 100 percent genuine salesian
spirit, passed on with great fidelity and, as the years went by,
with ever greater attention to the new cultures to which they
had gone to plant it.

This is how it has been at the beginning of every great en-
terprise undertaken by pioneers of the salesian spirit; from
Cagliero, Costamagna, Fagnano in Latin America to Fr Branda
and then Frs Rinaldi and Ricaldone in Spain, Fr Rabagliati in
Colombia, Frs Piperni and Picconi in Mexico, Fr George Toma-
tis in India, Fr Versiglia in China, Fr Cimatti in Japan and so on.
A formidable host of confreres who started up works, but above
all who passed on to other young people the salesian vocation in
a genuine and living form.

This missionary vocation of Italy and Italian confreres still
continues today. Numbers may be different but the high quality
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remains. And so, also in recent years, various foundations in
Africa and Latin America have been made and are still main-
tained by a system of twinning, a new form of missionary out-
reach by the Italian Provinces which have often provided means
and personnel to enable Don Bosco’s charism to reach young
people in foreign lands.

It seems to me that all this has been a real miracle of fruit-
fulness, but I think it also important to remember that in Italy
itself the gift of the salesian vocation has always been cared for
with attentive fidelity, providing to all the provinces of the world
- to some extent — a significant point of reference regarding
commitment and witness. I consider it a duty also to remember
all the personnel dependent on the Rector Major, both in past
years and at the present day. In this connection I cannot fail
to mention the confreres dedicated to research in the fields of
history, pedagogy and salesian spirituality, who have given a
most valuable service to all the Congregation.

Thank you then, dear confreres of Italy, working in the vari-
ous provinces and communities of the homeland, or missionaries
in the world. Know that the Congregation and the Rector Major
himself are grateful to you. The historical responsibility en-
trusted to you has been faithfully carried out and passed on to
all, and we all feel called to incarnate Don Bosco in ourselves,
wherever we may be or obedience may call us. (cf. GC25, n. 179).

The situation in Italy

To enable you to have a better idea of salesian work in Italy
I think it best to give, especially to those who live a long way
away from Italy and Europe, a brief overview of the general
situation in the country. Today Italy has just under 60 million
inhabitants. The birth rate, especially in northern parts of the
country, is very low. Families choosing to have only one or two
children are becoming ever more numerous, and in consequence
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there is a widespread increase in the average age of the popula-
tion The ‘work force’ has fallen in numbers, especially in the
more simple and humble categories, and — what is more — the
prospect of a more decent life has attracted many immigrants
from other countries, especially from the Maghreb and Balkan
areas, from Eastern Europe and, to a lesser extent, from the
Middle East, the Philippines and Latin America. This large scale
immigration is a relatively recent phenomenon, and brings with
it today the need for a process of adaptation and integration
which is making only slow progress.

From an economic standpoint Italy is one of the more devel-
oped nations, but within the country itself there is disparity of
various kinds between the strongly industrialized and socially
organized north and the south with its high rates of unemploy-
ment and notable social problems. The result is that while ab-
sorbing thousands of immigrants from abroad, modern Italy still
has the problem of its citizens emigrating internally or to other
countries to find employment. For these and other reasons the
political panorama is frequently disturbed by excessive conflict
between political parties and between the industrial sector and
trade unions.

On the religious level Italy is a traditionally Catholic country
but, like everywhere else in western Europe, it has been assailed
by a strong movement of secularization, and in any case the re-
ligious aspect is often lived in a rather superficial manner with-
out any strong involvement at the level of Christian commit-
ment. Some rather disturbing signs are appearing, such as the
increase in civil marriages, a falling off in priestly and religious
vocations, reduced participation in the church community, and
the alienation of young people.

But despite all this, there is still in Italy “a hard core” a pro-
portion of the population which lives the religious dimension in
an intense manner and assiduously cultivates deep Christian
values. One may note the very many groups of volunteer work-
ers in the social, civil and religious fields, who demonstrate a






































































