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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

«LIKE DON BOSCO THE EDUCATOR,
WE OFFER YOUNG PEOPLE THE GOSPEL OF JOY
THROUGH A PEDAGOGY OF KINDNESS»

Second year of preparation for the Bicentenary of his birth

Strenna 2013

Premise: The Synod on “new evangelisation for the transmission of the faith”; reflections of the
Rector Major who took part in this important event of the Church. — COMMENTARY ON THE STRENNA
2013. REDISCOVERING THE PREVENTIVE SYSTEM. 1. Relaunching the “upright citizen”
and the “good Christian”. — 2. Returning to the young better prepared. — 3. An education of
the heart. - PRACTICAL STEPS FOR THE SALESIAN FAMILY. 1. The ‘gospel of joy’. - 2. The
pedagogy of kindness. - 3. Education is a matter of the heart. - 4. The formation of the upright
citizen and of the good Christian. - 5. Salesian humanism. - 6. Preventive System and Human
Rights. - 7. To be read. — CONCLUSION. — WHEN YOU THOUGHT | WASN'T LOOKING.

25 December 2012
The Solemnity of the Birth of the Lord

My Dear Confreres,

I am writing to you on the solemnity of the Birth of the Lord
when with the whole Church we celebrate the great joy that was
proclaimed: “Today in the town of David a saviour has been born
to you, he is Christ the Lord. And here is a sign for you: you will
find a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger”
(Lk 2,11-12). While I offer you my best wishes that you may ex-
perience a deep realisation of God in Mary’s infant child, I invite
you to make your journey, like the shepherds and the magi to
Bethlehem to see: “this thing that has happened which the Lord
has made known to us” (Lk 2,15).

This is the best way to live this special time of grace which
is the Year of Faith, since, as Benedict XVI says — at its start it is
the “encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new
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horizon and a decisive direction”.! “In our days too faith is a gift
to rediscover, to cultivate and to bear witness to, because the
Lord grants each one of us to live the beauty and joy of being

)

Christians”.

Dear confreres there is no doubt that in these days what is
needed is a more convinced commitment on the part of the
Church and of the Congregation to the “new evangelisation” in
order to rediscover the joy of believing and the enthusiasm for
communicating the faith.’ In fact, faith grows when it is lived as
love that has been received and when it is passed on as an expe-
rience of grace and of joy.

It is this that I am trying to live, greatly encouraged by having
taken part in the recent Synod of Bishops on the new evangelisa-
tion for the handing on of the faith, during which the Holy Father
launched the Year of Faith coinciding with the 50" anniversary of
the opening of the Second Vatican Council.

In the chronicle of the Rector Major you will find information
about my activities during the last few months between July and
November. As you will be able to read, with the exception of the
journey to Japan on the occasion of the 75" anniversary of that
Province, basically I have been at home continuing with treat-
ment for my health. This thank God has improved with the help
of the skill, the sense of responsibility and affection of the doctors,
and greatly supported by your prayers and those of the whole
Salesian Family, for which I feel the duty to express my profound
thanks, assuring you that my life consecrated to God is offered to
you and for you without reserve for as long as He decides.

The most significant event in which I have taken part has
certainly been the Synod between 8 and 20 October. Perhaps you
have been able to follow its progress from the celebration of its
opening to its conclusion with two very important intervening

' BENEDICT XVI Encyclical Letter “Deus caritas est”, 25 December 2005, no. 1.
> BENEDICT XVI, Homily for the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord, 10 January 2010.
* Cf. BENEDICT XVI, Apostolic Letter “Porta fidei”, 11 October 2011, no. 7.
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events: the 50" anniversary of the beginning of the Second Vati-
can Council with the launching of the Year of Faith, and the can-
onization on Sunday 21 October 2012 of seven new Saints
(Jacques Berthieu, Pedro Calungsod, Giovanni Battista Piamarta,
Maria Carmelo Sallés y Barangueras, Marianne Cope, Kateri
Tekakwitha, Anna Schaeffer).

The theme of the Synod was intended to respond through the
emphasising of the urgent need for a new evangelisation to the
profound changes in society, to the loss of the freshness of the
faith in believers, to inconsistencies in Christian life, to the loss of
trust in the Church, and to the increasing impact of secularism.

I have to say that reflection on the new evangelisation is not
something new. Even though the expression itself was coined by
John Paul II we can find references to it and its foundation in
messages of Pius XII, in the address of John XXIII at the opening
of the Second Vatican Council, in the main documents of the
Council and in the teaching of Paul VI on evangelisation and
more recently in the speeches of John Paul I and Benedict XVI.

In the introduction to the Instrumentum Laboris the main
aim was indicated: “Hopefully, the upcoming synodal assembly
will be an event to energize Christian communities and, at the
same time, provide concrete answers to the many questions
facing the Church today and the resources available in her evan-
gelizing activity [...] The celebration of the Synod is expected to
enliven and energize the Church in undertaking a new evange-
lization, which will lead to a rediscovery of the joy of believing
and a rekindling of enthusiasm in communicating the faith. The
question is not simply devising something new or undertaking
unprecedented initiatives in spreading the Gospel, but living the

9 4

faith in the spirit of it being a divine proclamation”.

Even though no definition of ‘new evangelisation’ was given,
some features can describe it well as the action of the Church

* Instrumentum laboris, nn. 5,9.
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inspired by the Holy Spirit which recognises the urgency of the
missionary mandate received from Jesus and so commits herself
to put it into practice interpreting today’s signs of the times, in
order to find new ways of carrying out God’s plan for mankind
and for history.

In the speeches of the Synod Fathers many signs of the new
evangelisation came through.

As in all Synods, the best experience was that of the catholic-
ity of the Church in the diversity of continents. circumstances,
cultures, sensitivities, challenges, current practices and the op-
portunities for carrying out the mission of evangelisation. Then
the whole event was taking place around the paternal, intelligent,
calm, open and reassuring person of the Holy Father, in an at-
mosphere of prayer, respectful listening, enriching dialogue, lived
in a spirit of fraternity, communion and collegiality.

In dealing with the theme, which had two parts — “the new
evangelisation” for the “transmission of the faith” there was per-
haps less reflection on the second part. Certainly during the Syn-
od great emphasis was given to the importance of a kerygmatic
style of Christian initiation, which leads to a sincere conversion
and to a deep desire to meet the Lord and to follow Him. All this
requires, in addition to personal conversion which makes the life
witness the first and most convincing and attractive proclama-
tion of the Gospel, a pastoral conversion. That means an open
heart, an attitude of great sympathy and a joyful acceptance of
the world in order to listen to what it is saying and to draw close
to it so as to make the Kingdom of God grow. In order to imbibe
this spirit I invite you to read the Final Message to the People of
God which opens with the image of the empty jar waiting to be
filled with the pure water that gives life. It is an image which re-
calls the thirst and yearning for God hidden in the hearts of con-
temporary men and women, but also the evangelising mission of
the Church and its task of reaching out to people as in fact Christ
did in the passage in the Gospel where he met the Samaritan
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woman at the well. In the constantly evolving relationship be-
tween the Church and the World, the Synod Fathers asked for a
return to a “humble” Church, which does not mean retreating to
the sacristy but an awareness that it is the Cross of Christ that
the Church brings to the world and through it salvation.

It is clear that in all this project of the new evangelisation for
the transmission of faith nowadays Consecrated Life is being
called to renew itself, letting itself be evangelised and to be pas-
torally converted, in order to be a joyful and convinced, a credible
and effective bearer of the Good News.

Consecrated Life and within it our Congregation has always
been distinguished for its commitment to first evangelisation; in
the “missio ad gentes” of the Church its role has been and contin-
ues to be decisive. It has also shown the same commitment and
continues to do so to ordinary evangelisation fostering the accep-
tance of the Gospel and the building of the Christian community
contributing to the renewal of pastoral work dedicating itself to its
varied specialised fields of activity such as education, health, social
assistance, the media, charitable work on behalf of the poor and
the marginalised, cultural, ecumenical and inter-religious dialogue.

Consecrated Life which came into being in order to reflect the
way of life of Jesus and to bear witness to the beauty of the
Gospel lived in a radical manner, is also being called to devote
itself to the new evangelisation, in other words to propose once
again the Gospel to those to whom it was already proclaimed and
who are now living distanced from and indifferent to the faith.

I am convinced that its fundamental contribution in this area
is the joyful witness of a life transformed by the Gospel. Without
a witness that is radical, happy, courageous it is not possible to
make the Gospel attractive. Only a testimony that is passionate,
beautiful and prophetic can be credible, visible and fruitful. Con-
secrated Life is of service to the Gospel primarily when it sets out
to follow the Lord Jesus. Its witness helps to create a need for
spirituality, the issue of God, questions about the meaning of life.
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It demonstrates the prophetic witness value of fraternal life. It
shows the compassion of God which is love in dedication to the
poor. This is what the young are looking for in us.

This personal presentation of the Synod of mine can serve as
an introduction to the commentary on the Strenna for 2013
which I am now offering you.

«Rejoice in the Lord always;
again, I say, rejoice»
(Phil 4,4)

The second year of this three year period of preparation for
the Bicentenary of the birth of Don Bosco will focus on his peda-
gogy. In 2012 we concentrated on his life history and we have
tried to understand better how the whole of his life was marked
by his special love for the young. To this end he devoted all his
efforts, precisely because he saw that this was the mission God
entrusted to him.

In 2013 our aim will be to study more deeply his approach to
education: what Don Bosco wanted to offer to the young and the
method he used to open the doors of their hearts, in order to win
their confidence and so to form strong personalities from the
human and Christian points of view. In practical terms we want
to draw close to Don Bosco the educator. It is therefore a question
of studying more deeply and of updating the Preventive System.
This then is the theme of the Strenna for 2013.

Once again this time our approach will not be only an intel-
lectual one. On the one hand a deeper study of Salesian Pedagogy
is certainly necessary in order to update it according to the sensi-
tivities and the demands of our own times. Nowadays the social,
economic, cultural, political and religious contexts in which we
are trying to live our vocation and carry out the Salesian mission
have profoundly changed. On the other hand in order to be faith-
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ful to the charism of our Father it is equally necessary to make
our own the contents and the method of the education and pas-
toral care he offered. In the context of society nowadays we are
called to be holy educators as he was, giving our lives as he did,
working with and for the young.

REDISCOVERING THE PREVENTIVE SYSTEM

Thinking about Don Bosco’s experience as an educator, we are
called to bring it to life again faithfully in our day. We are all
certainly convinced that in some of its particular expressions and
interpretations, his Preventive System appears to be decidedly
“dated”, in so far as it is linked to a world that no longer exists. In
fact there have been a succession of many “revolutions” in the
pedagogical, psychological, religious, political, cultural, philo-
sophical, technological and demographical fields in the course of
the XXth century. The world has now indeed become a “global
village”. It is full of constant innovations in the media field on
a world-wide scale which have an influence on all the cultures
on the planet. Peoples’ way of thinking appears to be marked by
novel cultural criteria of productivity, efficiency, self-interest,
scientific rationality. Therefore in this way of looking at social
phenomena many old categories for interpreting them would
appear nowadays to be outdated.

In order to put the Preventive System into practice in the right
way, rather than immediately thinking about programmes and for-
mulas, or repeating “slogans” well-tried and tested and suited to
all occasions, today our efforts must be employed in understanding
Don Bosco’s method from an historical perspective, aware that the
particular circumstances of the time had given rise to the original
basic idea, to the theological, anthropological, pastoral and peda-
gogical theories which he thought suitable for the boys of his day.
This historical understanding will help us not to consider his ex-
perience in isolation, and to express it with its basic principles in
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new ways. In practical terms it is a question of analysing what was
different about his way of dealing with the young, with the ordi-
nary people, with the Church, with society, with religious life. Also
what was different about his way of educating the boys in the first
festive Oratory, his approach to the junior seminary at Valdocco, to
the clerics both Salesians and non-Salesians, and to the mission-
aries. That is not to ignore the fact that already at the first Orato-
ry in the Pinardi shed there were to be found some important
insights which later would be more fully developed in the full sig-
nificance of their humanistic-Christian implications:

a) flexibile structure (this is the way Don Bosco thought of the
Oratory) as a bridge between the Church, urban society and
various age groups of the sons of the people;

b) respect for and appreciation of the world of the working class;

c) religion as the foundation of education according to Catholic
pedagogical teaching passed on to him in the context of the
Convitto;

d) the vital connection between religious formation and human
development, between catechisis and education. In other
words, the convergence of education and education to the
faith (the integration of faith and life);

e) the conviction that teaching is an essential means for the en-
lightening of the mind;

f) education, likewise catechesis, which is presented in all the
ways possible given the limitations of time and resources: lit-
eracy projects for those who have never been able to enjoy any
kind of schooling, work placement, social-assistance provision
throughout the week, the provision of activities for groups of
mutual assistance etc.

g) the full use and appreciation of the value of free time;

h) kindness as a feature of education and, more in general, as a
feature of Christian living.
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On the basis of his own personal practical experience, this
method once it was called the “Preventive System”, became a
“system” that was widely publicised and presented as a universal
method. Don Bosco proposed it and wanted it to be adopted for
the education and the re-education of young people belonging to
the most varied groups.

As is well-known and as we find written in the Charter of the
Charismatic Identity of the Salesian Family, the Preventive Sys-
tem: “represents the synthesis of Don Bosco’s pedagogical wis-
dom and constitutes a prophetic message which he left to his
heirs and to the whole Church. It is a spiritual and educational
experience which is based on reason, religion and loving kindness.

Reason underlines the values of Christian humanism, such as
the search for meaning, work, study, friendship, cheerfulness,
piety, freedom not detached from responsibility, the harmony be-
tween human sound judgement and Christian wisdom.

Religion means making space for the Grace with saves, culti-
vating a desire for God, fostering the meeting with Christ the
Lord as this gives a full meaning to life, and is a response to the
thirst for happiness, progressively taking one’s place in the life
and mission of the Church.

Loving kindness expresses the fact that in order to create an
effective educational relationship it is necessary that the young
are not only loved but know that they are loved; it is a special
kind of relationship and an affection that awakens in the hearts
of the young all their potential and makes it mature even into to-
tal self-donation.

Reason, religion and loving kindness are today more than ever
indispensable elements in the work of education, and valuable
stimuli, in response to the expectations of the new generations, in
giving life to a society which is more human”.’

Art. 21 - Charter of the Charismatic Identity of the Salesian Family — Rome 2012.

























































