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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

“We’ve been waiting for you.
We’ve been waiting for you so long.
Now at last you’re here.
You’re among us and you won’t get away from us!”’
(MB XVIil, 50)

PRESENTATION OF THE REGION OF SOUTH ASIA

21 September 2006
Feast of St Matthew, Apostle

Introduction

1. A great dream fulfilled

2. The Region of South Asia. The political, social and religious situation of the Region: India,
Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Nepal, Kuwait, Yemen

3. The Salesian history of the Region

3.1 Missionary activity in the first half of the century

3.2 Two great missionaries: Archbishop Louis Mathias, Fr Joseph Carrefio

3.3 Rapid development of the Congregation. The Salesians in India, in Myanmar, in Sri Lanka,
in Nepal, in Kuwait, in Yemen

4.  Salesian work at the present day

4.1 Interprovincial coordination

4.2 Formation. Ongoing formation. Initial formation

4.3 Youth Ministry. Educational institutions, boarding schools and hostels, youth centres, apostolate
for the benefit of young people at risk (YaR), professional guidance services, vocational guidance.

4.4 The Salesian Family

4.5 Social communication

4.6 Missionary activity. The Arunachal mission. Parishes. Social development programme, an integral
part of missionary activity

5. Holiness of the early missionaries. Archbishop Stephen Ferrando, Fr Francis Convertini

6. The major challenges of the Region

6.1 Giving God to the young, the absolute priority

6.2 Zealous living of the mission “ad gentes”

6.3 Strengthening common life

6.4 Preserving the charismatic identity of the confreres

My dear confreres,

Three months have passed since I published the letter convok-
ing the GC26. It met with a very positive reception everywhere,
as witness the numerous e-mails and letters that I have received
and continue to receive, expressing the joy and satisfaction of the



4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

confreres with the theme chosen, their pride in being sons of Don
Bosco, and their willingness to bring about the personal, commu-
nity and institutional changes needed to keep us always faithful to
God, to Don Bosco and to the young.

And now, in this present letter, I want to take up again the pre-
sentation of the Regions. And as I begin to write, my mind is still
full to overflowing with living memories of my two visits to the
Region of South Asia: the first, in February 2005, to the Provinces
of Kolkata, Guwahati and Dimapur in north-east India, and to
New Delhi, the Indian capital to inaugurate the centenary cele-
brations of Salesian work in India and subsequently preside at
the Team Visit; and the second, in February 2006, to Sri Lanka
for the celebration of fifty years of Salesian work in that island
country, and to the Indian Provinces of Chennai, Bangalore and
Hyderabad, and especially to Thanjavur, in the Tiruchy Province
for the conclusion of the centenary celebrations.

I'look forward to my next visit in February 2007, to the remain-
ing Provinces of the Region: those of Bangalore (and specifically
to Kerala for the golden jubilee of Salesian work in that State) and
Mumbai, to the Vice-province of Panjim (for the diamond jubilee
of Salesian work there), to the Vice-Province of Myanmar, and to
Ranchi in the Province of New Delhi.

In my first visits to the Region I was deeply impressed by the
extraordinarily fruitful growth of the Salesian charism as lived
and manifested in the various Provinces. In my mind’s eye I can
still see the faces of the thousands of young people, full of life and
enthusiasm that I met in the course of different events. Wherever
I went I heard the shouts of children and young people ringing
in my ears: “Long live Don Bosco!” How could I ever forget the
meeting at Chennai, where more than 15,000 youngsters from our
institutes gathered together for a peace rally? All the jubilation
was an expression of their joy at having been educated by the Sons
of Don Bosco, of belonging to the Salesian Family, and of being
able to meet Don Bosco’s successor.
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This first centenary of Salesian activity in the Region has truly
been a gift of God to the Church and the Congregation. For the
Salesians it marks the conclusion of a century of learning, in which
we have grown and fulfilled Don Bosco’s dream for the benefit of
the young, a century of abundant blessings. At this point I must
express the gratitude of the Congregation to all those who have
been the instruments of this wonderful development. The vibrant
Salesian work in the Region at the present day is the fruit of the
pioneering enterprise of missionaries from other countries who
made of Don Bosco’s “Da mihi animas” the reason and driving
force of their life. They planted the Salesian charism which is now
bearing such abundant fruit. To all these missionaries, of different
tongues and nationalities, the vast majority of whom have already
passed on to their Father’s house to receive the reward of faithful
servants, is due the gratitude of the Rector Major and of the entire
Congregation!

As Isaid in the homily at the Mass inaugurating the centenary
celebrations at New Delhi on 28 February 2005, “We cannot fail
to be struck by the enormous expansion of Don Bosco’s charism,
of the flourishing of vocations, of the development of the Salesian
Family to the point that enables us to declare that the Congrega-
tion now has an Indian countenance. It is true, and it is of this
Indian and South-Asian countenance that I want to speak to you
in the pages that follow.

1. A great dream fulfilled

The story of Salesian activity in the Region has roots that go
back a long way. Already in 1875 Don Bosco had spoken of India
as one of the possible countries to which he could send missionar-
ies at some future time. A year later he mentioned Ceylon (now
Sri Lanka) among future mission fields.? In the same year Pius IX

1 Cf, MB XI, p. 383.
2 Cf, MB XII, p. 224.
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offered Don Bosco a Vicariate in India, and the following year
again we find Don Bosco writing to Don Cagliero: “We are going to
take on the Vicariate Apostolic of Mengador (Mangalore)” and he
thought of Don Cagliero as its possible Vicar Apostolic.? Finally,
during the night of 9-10 April 1886, Don Bosco had his missionary
dream at Barcelona, which “he related to Don Rua and others in
a voice at times choked by sobs”.

Don Bosco “saw a vast crowd of boys who ran toward him
crying: ‘We’ve been waiting for you. We’ve been waiting for you so
long. Now at last you’re here. You’re among us and you won’t get
away from us.” (...) While he was standing there, dazed in their
midst, gazing at them, he saw an immense flock of lambs led by a
shepherdess. After she had separated the boys from the sheep, she
set one group to one side and the other to the opposite side. She
stopped in front of Don Bosco to whom she said: ‘Do you see what’s
before you?’ ‘Yes, I do’, Don Bosco answered. ‘Good, do you recall
the dream you had when you were ten year’s old?’ Then she sum-
moned the boys to Don Bosco’s side telling him and them: ‘Look
into the distance as far as you can see. What is written there?’ One
boy read “Valparaiso”, another “Santiago”, others “Peking”. Then
the shepherdess, who seemed to be the boys’ teacher, said: ‘Now
draw a line from one end to the other, from Peking to Santiago’
and - speaking now to Don Bosco she went on: ‘Here you see ten
other centres between the middle of Africa and Peking. And these
centres will provide missionaries for all the neighbouring coun-
tries. There is Hong Kong, there is Calcutta... These places, and

) 94

later others too, will have houses, study centres and novitiates’.

And so, when I look back on the huge numbers of youngsters
I have met in various events in India, I remember the words of
the boys addressed to Don Bosco in the dream: “We’ve been wait-
ing for you, we’ve been waiting for you so long. Now at last you're
here. You’re among us and you won’t get away from us!” And with

s Cf, MB XIII, p. 19.
+MB XVIII, pp. 50-52.
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gratitude I have seen them fulfilled. And so our work in Asia, and
especially in southern Asia, was foreseen by Don Bosco, plainly
shown to him by the heavenly shepherdess as part of the Congre-
gation’s future; what we are seeing today is the fulfilment of that
dream.

The bishops of the Patronage (Padroado) of Mylapore in south-
ern India were the immediate instruments chosen by God to bring
the Salesians to the Region. From 1896 Mgr. Antonio de Souza
Barroso several times asked Don Rua to send Salesians to work in
his diocese. His successor was Bishop Teotonio Manuel Ribeiro
Vieira de Castro, a great admirer of Don Bosco. As a young priest
he had met Don Bosco in Turin in 1885 and had received his bless-
ing. Consequently, when he became Bishop of Mylapore he very
much wanted to have Salesians in his diocese, and from 1901
wrote frequently to Don Rua asking for them. Finally Don Rua
agreed to send them, provided that certain conditions could be met
(concerned mainly with expenses, the place of residence, and main-
tenance). A formal agreement was drawn up and signed in Turin
by Mgr. Manuel de Castro and Don Rua on 19 December 1904.
It was agreed that Salesians would be sent to Thanjavur, which at
that time formed part of the diocese of Mylapore, to take over an
already existing orphanage, and a trade-school. And so it happened
that on 5 January 1906 the first group of five Salesians led by
Fr George Tomatis, arrived in India.

2. The Region of South Asia

Until the GC25 South Asia was part of the Asian Region, and
later of that of Australasia. Because of the continued growth in
the number of both Salesians and foundations, the CG25 divided
the Region into two: East Asia-Oceania and South Asia. Today
South Asia includes nine Provinces and the Vice-Province of
Konkan in India, the Vice-Provinces of Myanmar and of Sri Lan-
ka, and the communities and foundations in the Andaman Islands
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(belonging to the Chennai Province) in Nepal (belonging to the
Kolkata Province, in Yemen (belonging to the Bangalore Province)
and Kuwait (which belongs to the Province of Mumbai).

At the beginning of the twentieth century at the time of the
arrival of the Salesians, India, Burma (now Myanmar) and Ceylon
(now Sri Lanka) were British Colonies, while Kuwait was a British
Protectorate. India gained independence in August 1947, Myan-
mar in January 1948, Sri Lanka in February 1948 and Kuwait in
September 1961. Nepal had been an independent country from
the second part of the eighteenth century.

Political, social and religious situation

Because of the far-flung nature of the Region and of the
diversity in cultures and languages of its component countries we
shall consider each country separately.

India

Geographically India is situated between Myanmar and Pak-
istan, in the southern part of Asia with boundaries extending from
the Arabian Sea to the Gulf of Bengal.

India’s original inhabitants were the Dravidians, whose civili-
sation was one of the oldest in the world, going back at least 5,000
years. About the year 1500 BC, groups of Arians invaded the
Indian subcontinent from the north-west, and their fusion with
the original inhabitants gave rise to the classical Indian culture of
the present day.

Later the Indian territory witnessed regular incursions by
Arabs, Turks and European traders until finally, during the nine-
teenth century Great Britain assumed political control over almost
the whole of Indian territory. Prolonged resistance to British colo-
nialism eventually led to independence in 1947.
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With independence, the subcontinent was divided into two: the
secular State of India and the smaller Muslim State of Pakistan.
A war between the two countries in 1971 resulted in East Pak-
istan becoming a separate nation, called Bangladesh.

Successive waves of foreign invaders left an indelible mark on
the culture of the Indian subcontinent. Of the total population,
some 72% is of Indo-Aryan origin with 25% of Dravidian. A con-
siderable number of the inhabitants are identified as Dalits. These
are placed under the heading of “scheduled castes” by the Indian
government and are able to enjoy certain social benefits. And there
are finally various tribes that are listed as “scheduled tribes”.

The Hindu religion (dharma) contemplates four castes in hier-
archical order: the Brahmins (the priestly caste), the Kshatriya (the
princely class), the Vaishya (the commercial class), and the Sudra
(the working class). The members of these main castes oppressed
different groups of the original inhabitants, and reduced them to a
class without caste at all, the Dalits, the Pariahs. During and after
the struggle for independence there was a strong reaction to this
unjust situation, and today both government and Church do a great
deal for the wellbeing of the “casteless” group. We have made spe-
cific mention of this group because some 70% of Indian Christians
belong to the Dalits and in some of our Indian Provinces they
constitute the main subjects and beneficiaries of our apostolate.

Today, India is the biggest democracy in the world and the
country with the second highest population (1,095,351,995), of
whom 80.5% are Hindus, 12.4% Muslims, and 2.3% Christians.
Within the country can be found enormous differences between
rich and poor. The literacy index is only 59.5%. The official
language is Hindi, while English enjoys the position of a national
language. In addition there are 14 other official languages, each
with its own script, and 200 other non-official languages, to say
nothing of thousands of dialects. The overall result is that India
is a veritable mosaic of tongues, cultures and traditions, which all
contribute to a disconcerting complexity and a unique richness.
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After the parliamentary elections of May 2004, there was a
change of government from an ultra-nationalist, exclusively Hindu
ideology to a more moderate centre-left coalition with the external
support of the communist party. Not infrequently inter-religious
conflicts break out (mainly between Hindus and Muslims). Direct
or indirect persecution of the Christians also continues with an
occasional violent incident. Here must be mentioned the promul-
gation in some states of a law against conversions, which prohibits
the so-called forced conversion from one religion to another. But
the real underlying motive behind the law is to prevent those of
lower caste and the above-mentioned tribes from becoming Chris-
tians. Many times Church spokesmen have clarified matters, i.e.
that of its very nature conversion cannot be forced, and there are
no forced conversions in the Church.

At a political level there has been a longstanding conflict
between India and Pakistan over the question of Kashmir; three
times it has erupted into war between the two countries, and even
to the brink of a nuclear conflict. Recently, however, there seems
to be less tension and a greater openness to dialogue, which leads
to the impression that the situation is improving.

Over the last ten years, more or less, globalisation has reached
India to a remarkable degree. The next ten years will see India
becoming an economic superpower with all the associated evils
such as consumerism, materialism and an ever widening gap
between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’. The Indian population is
still prevalently rural and agricultural, even though at the present
time development is taking place in a vast range of modern indus-
tries and a multiplicity of services which foster economic growth.
India is able to take advantage of the large number of well in-
structed people, all competent in the English language, which will
enable it to become a leading exporter of services and high level
technical software. The enormous and still increasing population
is at the same time its main resource in terms of human capital, to-
gether with pressing social and economic problems, made still more
difficult by the widespread caste system, especially in rural areas.
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The origins of Christianity can be traced back to St Thomas the
Apostle in 52 AD; the Syro-Malabaric Church claims descent from
St Thomas himself. A great impulse was given by the arrival of St
Francis Xavier in 1542 and by the missionary work of the Jesuits.
After their suppression in 1776 the foreign missionaries of Paris
(M.E.P) took their place and did much work in evangelisation.
A part of the Jacobites group (which centuries earlier had left
the Catholic Church due to the excessive Latinizing policy of the
Portuguese missionaries), returned to full communion with the
Roman Catholic Church in 1930. Thus, besides the Latin Rite
Church, there are two other Catholic Churches in full communion
with Rome. The Syro-Malabar Church and the Syro-Malankara
Churches are headed by their own Major Archbishops; the Major
Archbishop of the Syro-Malabar Church is also a Cardinal. At pre-
sent, in India there are three Cardinals in office, one of whom
(Ivan Cardinal Dias of Mumbai) has been recently appointed Pre-
fect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples.

There are over 24 million Christians in India (2.3% of the
total population), of which Catholics form 1.98 %. There are 21,931
priests (12,207 diocesan and 9,724 religious); consecrated religious
number 102,102, of whom 12,802 are men and 89,300 women.®
68% of the clergy and the religious come from the South of India,
from the States of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Mangalore and Goa. Some
of the Syro-Malabar dioceses of Kerala have a high percentage of
Catholics (Pala in Kerala has 50.64% of Catholics), while there are
dioceses in North India, with less than 0.02% of Catholics.

The Catholic hierarchy was set up in India in 1886; in 1923
the hierarchy of the Syro-Malabar Church, and in 1932 that of
the Syro-Malankara Church were established. In addition to the
National Catholic Bishops’ Conference (CBCI), from 1987 onwards
there have been three other distinct Bishops’ Conferences for the
three Catholic Rites (Latin, Syro-Malabar and Syro-Malankara).

* Cf. Statistical Year Book of the Church 2004, Secretaria Status, Rationarium Generale
Ecclesiae, Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2006, pp. 174, 205, 212, 221.

























































































































































