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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

INCULTURATION OF THE SALESIAN CHARISM

«So though I am not a slave of any man | have made
myself the slave of everyone so as to win
as many as | could» (1Cor 9,19)

1. “The Law of all evangelisation”. 2. Changing cultural paradigms. Globalisation. — Inter-
religious dialogue — The youth situation. - The digital world, a continent to be leavened. 3. The
early Church, a model and norm for inculturated evangelisation. A mission which succeeds
because it is well inculturated. — Unity in faith, diversity the way it is lived. — Remembering the
poor. — A living together that brings problems with it. — The fact and the principle. 4. Looking at
Don Bosco. A gesture very much to the point. - “Some special souvenirs” - «We want souls
and nothing else ». - «Always remember that God wants us to exert all of energies for
poor and abandoned children ». - «<A mission having been started efforts should always
be made to set up and consolidate schools ». - «God called the poor Salesian Congrega-
tion to promote ecclesiastical vocations among poor youth ». - «Absolutely all of you can
become true evangelical labourers ». - «Let the world know that you are poor». - «With
the gentlenesss of Saint Francis of Sales the Salesians will draw to Jesus Christ the peo-
ples of America». - «Constantly promote devotion to Mary Help of Christians and to the
Blessed Sacrament». Conclusion.

16 August 2011
Anniversary of the birth of Don Bosco

My Dear Confreres,

I am writing to you on the day when the three years of
preparation for the bicentenary of the birth of Don Bosco
begin. We hope and pray that each one of us may be a faithful
incarnation of our beloved Father, so that like him we may be-
come signs of the love of God especially for the young.

I wanted to take as a starting point for this circular letter a
beautiful and meaningful passage from the first letter to the
Corinthians in which Saint Paul, renouncing his rights as a
free man, declares that he has freely become the slave of
everyone in order to bring to faith in Christ the greatest
number of people. He made himself “a Jew with the Jews,” a
man outside the Mosaic law for those outside the law, and he
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made himself “weak for the weak”; in a word he made himself
“all things to all.” And he concludes: “I still do this, for the
sake of the gospel, to have a share in its blessings” (cf. 1 Cor
9,19-23). Here we find the model of the missionary: he is
someone who identifies himself totally with each one of those
to whom he is sent, with the sole purpose of winning as many
as possible for his Lord!

In my last letter, dear confreres, I invited you: “to live your
lives in every part of the world with a genuine missionary
spirit”; for this I offered you “a reflection on the missionary na-
ture of the Church and of the Congregation and, in particular,
on evangelisation as the context of the normal activity of the
Church” as it is for the Congregation. Today I want to reflect
with you on a subject which is closely connected with those
dealt with previously, and develops an extremely important as-
pect to ensure that our mission in the Church is genuine and
effective. I want to speak to you about the inculturation of the
Salesian charism - a task which the more I come to know the
situation around the whole Congregation I see as extremely ur-
gent.

The Salesian charism, “the principle of unity in the Congre-
gation,” is and can remain, the source of the “different ways of
living the one Salesian vocation” (C. 100), if we succeed in im-
planting it, with both fidelity and creativity, in those places
where we have been sent and where we work. We can say that
this “planting of the charism” in different cultures is a task
carried out for over a hundred years by our Congregation,
starting with the first missions launched by Don Bosco in Ar-
gentina; and we can recognise that consoling fruits have not
been lacking. Nevertheless we have to admit that today the
challenge is much more demanding, as we find ourselves pre-
sent in all the continents and in contact with the most diverse
cultures. We are convinced that in order to remain faithful to
God who sends us and to the young who are those to whom es-
pecially we are sent, we have to live our Salesian identity with
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generosity; but this does not mean that we have to put it into
practice in the same way everywhere. The Salesian mission will
be meaningful and effective, and will therefore have a future, if
we succeed in being at the same time faithful to ourselves and
also “at home” in the cultural context in which it is carried out,
that is to say if, thanks to his sons, Don Bosco knows how to as-
sume the features of each of the cultures that welcomes him.

1. “The Law of all evangelisation”

“The Salesian vocation places us at the heart of the Church
and puts us entirely at the service of her mission” (C. 6). And
the Constitutions also recognise that the “mission sets the
tenor of our whole life” and “specifies the task we have in the
Church” (C. 3). This means that the mission is part of our
charismatic identity; so that the failure of the mission would
indicate the failure of the charism. A mission which is not ade-
quately inculturated is, without doubt, a failed mission: “the
[inculturated] accommodated preaching of the revealed Word

9 1

ought to remain the law of all evangelisation”.

The mission owes it origin not to the Church but to the
Risen Lord (cf. Mt 28,19; Acts 1,8), who has entrusted it to his
witnesses (cf. Lk 24,46-48) assuring them of the presence and
of the assistance of his Spirit (cf. Jn 20,22-23). What is more,
the mission of Christ owes its origin not to him but to the Fa-
ther who “so loved the world” (Jn 3,16) as to send “his Son,
born of a woman, born a subject of the Law, to redeem the sub-
jects of the Law, so that we could receive adoption as sons.”
(Gal 4,4-5). Therefore the mission comes from the inner life of
God who has generated the Son and has sent him to become in-
carnate in human history, and revealing his love in this way, to
bring the work of salvation to its completion. From God the Fa-

' Gaudium et Spes 44.
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ther too proceeds the Paraclete whom Jesus has sent to his
Church (Jn 15,26); and as had already happened with Jesus
(Lk 4,18-19), she began her mission when she received and wel-
comed the gift of the Spirit (Act 2,1-33). As it is for the Church,
so it is for the Congregation: its mission is not primarily what,
in some way, it does for others; its mission is rather making
God present in the person of those He has sent: the Son, the
Spirit, the community. In this way the mission is freed from the
excessive burden of responsibility for the results, and becomes
the effective and visible proclamation of the love of God which
shows itself first in the lives and then in the action of those He
has sent. The Church only has meaning as the sign and the in-
strument of the communication of this “missionary” love of the
Triune God; in fact, “all the Church’s activities are to be im-
bued with divine love,” which is “the source of the Church’s
mission.”? And it is with this mission that we, by our vocation,
are associated, being “in the Church signs and bearers of the

love of God for young people, especially those who are poor”
(E.2).

Therefore, when “the fullness of time had come,” and God
wanted to redeem those who were under the law and make
them his adopted children, “he sent his Son” among us: the
eternal Word of the Father (Jn,14), came to be part of human
history humbling himself in the womb of a woman as in the
context of a particular culture. It is this “making himself
small” of the Word, this assuming the condition of a slave
without clinging on to his equality with God but emptying him-
self (cf. Phil. 2,6-7), and it is this making himself contingent in
time and in space — not pretending but truly so — which reveals
God’s condescension to mankind, proclaiming his infinite love.
So you see in fact Jesus of Nazareth fully assuming the culture
of his contemporaries with all its greatness and its limitations,

2 Cf. BENEDICT XVI, Address to those taking part in the X Plenary Assembly of the
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Rome, 7 June 2008.
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the son of a particular people, Israel of those days. Truly obe-
dient to the Father and truly obedient to man!

And it is precisely in obeying this plan that the Son became
our Saviour. «Quod non est assumptum, non est sanatum»;
«quod semel assumpsit numquam dimisit»*: these two well-
known axioms of the Church Fathers express very well this
paradoxical law of salvation: there is no salvation without in-
carnation, nor is there incarnation without inculturation. Af-
firming, therefore, “the natural missionary role of the Church
means essentially bearing witness to the fact that the task of
inculturation, as the total spreading of the Gospel and its sub-
sequent translation in thought and life still continues today
and constitutes the heart, the means and the scope of the new
evangelisation.”*

2. Changing cultural paradigms

Those carrying out the mission of the Salesians in today’s
world are a community of about sixteen thousand members
present in all the continents and spread through 132 different
countries. Even though not all the confreres are aware of it, the
well-known phenomenon of globalisation is a fact of life in our
Congregation. This presents us with the challenge ever more
pressing, of the realisation of the one Salesian charism in a
multiplicity of varied social, religious and cultural contexts.
There is no doubt that the Salesian charism is one and the
same, valid for all and for each individual; but it cannot be
lived out in an univocal way; if it is not well rooted in the cul-
ture in which the community carries out its mission, it will not
be able to release the potentialities for salvation it contains,

* Cf. A. GRILLMEIER, LThK 8, pp. 954-955; 1d., Jesus der Christus im Glauben der
Kirche. 1, Freiburg 1979.

“ JOHN PAUL II, Address at the end of the work of the International Council for Cat-
echesis, Rome, 26 September 1992.
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neither will it have significance in the world of today, nor will it
survive in tomorrow’s.

Not rarely during my visits to the Provinces, I have the im-
pression that many of our confreres, taken up with the urgent
apostolic needs of the moment, do not give sufficient attention
to this responsibility. There are also some doubts about initial
formation: it is natural that in the formation years, emphasis is
given to the personal acquisition by the young confrere of the
charism, but perhaps there is some neglect of education to an
appropriate cultural sensitivity, with particular regard to youth
cultures, or the right weight is not given to it.

We are living through a period of great change, from which
neither the Church nor the Congregation is immune, a change
giving rise to crises and to insecurity, but nonetheless evoking
new expectations and offering real opportunities, scarcely
imaginable a short time ago. I feel I must here refer, if only
briefly, to some of the facts which best illustrate the change
taking place and which raise questions about our way of living
as consecrated educators and of carrying out our mission.

Globalisation

Without doubt globalisation is a special feature of the times
in which we are living. A recent unstoppable phenomenon
which regards in the first place the new kinds of juridical, pro-
ductive and financial organisations, evolved in the so-called
‘first world’” with the precise intention of creating on a world
scale a single market to maximise profits, globalisation has suc-
ceeded not only in unifying and homogenising economic condi-
tions but also styles of life, culture and more generally ‘politi-
cally correct’ ideologies in conformity with the western model.
Globalisation has eliminated distances and frontiers, has
brought peoples and individuals closer together; nowadays it is
possible to send to all parts of the world an almost infinite
number of pieces of information. This possibility of linking to-
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gether in a few seconds places thousands of miles apart has
also resulted in conditioning systems of production and com-
merce: capital no longer has a homeland, nor are fixed places of
work guaranteed nor the security of cititizens - given the flow
of migrants and the phenomena linked to them. It should be
recognised that globalisation has offered and still offers un-
doubted advantages, but it also has to be said that it has condi-
tioned and still conditions every aspect of modern day society,
by now changed into a “ global village”, so that societies which
formerly were distinct for their cultures, traditions, beliefs
ands customs are now sinking into an amalgam which
threatens their separate identities.

It is a matter therefore of an ambiguous situation, with a
tendency to reduce everything and everyone to the same level
according to parameters which have no respect for differences
and which exclude anyone who does not fit in. “One has the im-
pression that the complex dynamism, caused by the globalisa-
tion of the economy and the media, eventually tends to reduce
the human person to a market variable, to a piece of merchan-
dise, which really makes the person a totally irrelevant factor
in the decisive options. Man risks feeling trampled by the face-
less globalised mechanisms and increasingly loses his identity
and dignity as a person. In virtue of such a dynamism, cultures
also run the risk of being homogenised if they are not accepted
and respected in their originality and richness, but forcefully
adapted to the needs of the market and fashion. The result is a
cultural product, bearing a superficial syncretism, imposing a
new scale of values, derived from criteria that are regularly ar-
bitrary, materialistic, consumerist and opposed to any kind of
openness to the Transcendent.””

In the Congregation, as in the Church, we are not outside
this process and we will have to take seriously the challenge to

* JoHN PauL II, Address to the members of the Pontifical Academies at the Sixth
Public Session (8 November 2001).
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promote and pass on “a living culture, a culture capable of fos-
tering communication and brotherhood between different
groups and peoples, and between the different fields of human
creativity. Today’s world is challenging us, in other words, fo
know and respect one another in and through the diversity of our
cultures.”® Through our apostolic presences, and first of all with-
in our religious communities, becoming more and more pluri-
cultural, we are being called to live and to bear witness to a com-
munion in which “solitude is overcome through concern for one
another, in which communication inspires in everyone a sense of
shared responsibility, and in which wounds are healed through
forgiveness...The nature of the charism in communities of this
kind directs their energies, sustains their fidelity and directs the
apostolic work of all towards the one mission. If the Church is to
reveal her true face to today’s world, she urgently needs such
fraternal communities, which, by their very existence, con-
tribute to the new evangelisation, inasmuch as they disclose in a
concrete way the fruitfulness of the “new commandment”.’

Living together as brothers and as workers for peace and sol-
idarity with everyone, we promote the unity of the human
family and the transformation of the world according to the
heart of God; “from faith lived with courage, today as in the
past, flows a rich culture of love for life,”® which is a distin-
guishing feature of the Salesian charism. In this way we can ef-
fectively respond to our task and offer an original contribution,
which is that of having “to face in a creative way the challenge
of inculturation, while at the same time preserving their iden-
tity”®.

¢ JoHN PAUL II, Address to the Representatives of the World of Culture and Science,
(Thilisi, Georgia, 9 Novembre 1999).

7 VC 45. Cf. Benedict XVI, Homily on the Solemnity of Corpus Christi (23 June
2011).

¢ BENEDICT XVI, Address to the II Ecclesial Convention of Aquileia (7 May 2011).

® VC 51. “The challenge of inculturation ought to be taken up by consecrated per-
sons as a call to fruitful cooperation with grace in facing cultural diversity” (VC 79).




THE RECTOR MAJOR 11

Inter-religious dialogue

In the context of our apostolic activity, in addition to the
process of inculturation, we find ourselves more and more
faced, and at times challenged, by cultural pluralism and espe-
cially by religious pluralism, phenomena which pervade the
present world. The tendency to level everything down, a fea-
ture of the current process of globalisation, is opposed by a
strong affirmation of particular cultures and religions, both an-
cient and modern; they demand to be recognised and respected,
they try to affirm or to protect themselves, demonstrating at
times fundamentalist reactions when they perceive threats to
their identity and to their freedom of expression. In this way in
the current historical circumstances inter-religious dialogue
has taken on new and inevitable urgency, thus becoming an es-
sential element of the mission.

For some time the Church has been committed to “building
bridges of friendship with the followers of all religions, in order
to seek the true good of every person and of society as a
whole”."” And although the Gospel continues to be “the perma-
nent priority” of its mission, “inter-religious dialogue is a part
of the evangelising mission of the Church”": dedicating them-
selves therefore to evangelisation, each one of the faithful and
all Christian communities are called to put this dialogue into
practice.

For the Salesians who nowadays are working for young
people in every situation imaginable, the missio ad gentes in-
cluded, inter-religious dialogue cannot be considered a mar-
ginal activity in our lives as believers and as we place ourselves
at the service of the faith, nor as a purely personal or Congre-
gational choice but needs to be seen as “an essential service to

' BENEDICT XVI, Address to delegates of other Churches and ecclesial communities
and of other Religious traditions, Rome, 25 April 2005.

" JouN PAuL II, Redemptoris Missio. Encyclical on the permanent validity of the
Church’s missionary mandate, 44.55. Rome 12 September 1990.











































































































































