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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

“BELONGING MORE TO GOD,
MORE TO THE CONFRERES,
MORE TO THE YOUNG”

1. IN THE STEPS OF MY PREDECESSORS. — 2. A PRESENT TIME TO BE LIVED IN FAITH, WITH HOPE, WITH REALISM
AND WALKING TOGETHER. — 3. BELONGING MORE TO GOD. — 4. LET US BRING TO LIFE THE ‘UTOPIA’ FRATERNITY
ACCORDING TO THE GOSPEL. — 5. WITH THE YOUNG, FOR THE YOUNG ‘OUR MASTERS’. — 6. A MISSIONARY
CONGREGATION: IN WHICH DIVERSITY IS A TREASURE. - 6.1. Because there are fields of pastoral
mission where at the present moment we are very necessary... - 6.2. ... And diversity is a
treasure. — 7. CELEBRATING THE BICENTENARY OF THE BIRTH OF DON Bosco. — 8. “LET us MAKE A PLACE
FOR OUR BLSSED LADY IN OUR HOME”: «And from that moment the disciple made a place for her
in his home» (Jn 19,27).

Rome, 16 August 2014
Beginning of the Bicentenary of the Birth of Don Bosco

My Dear Confreres,

Three and a half months have already passed since the end of
the GC27 and, although I have been able to communicate with
you by letter and by a video message, the letter of the Rector
Major which is published in the Acts of the General Council is a
special occasion.

I have chosen as the title of this first letter of mine the same
as the one I gave to my contribution at the conclusion of the G27
since I believe that in the contents of the Chapter a whole
programme of reflection and of action for a six year period is to
be found, one that we need to examine more closely at different
times and in different ways. It is my intention to refer to some
of the key issues of the General Chapter, but in the first place
and before anything else I want to convey to each and to everyone
of you my Salesian Confreres, all my affection, and my wish that
sometime somewhere in our ‘Salesian world’ we may meet. For
me that will be a real gift and a great joy.

I also want to tell you that thinking about the best way to tell
you what this moment of writing to you and this service that I have
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been called to means to me, I decided to look up and to read the
first communication of each of the Rector Majors who have preceded
me. I have to say that it has been a great pleasure and gift to
familiarise myself with these testimonies, and I cannot fail to share
with you what I have observed, because it speaks for itself.

1. IN THE STEPS OF MY PREDECESSORS

I have to tell you that as I thought about the Rector Majors
we have had, I found it very moving just to write this account.
One sees in all of them that this beginning of their service was
something very special indeed.

Fr Michael RUA (Blessed), who wrote his first letter as
Rector Major on 19 March 1888, after the Holy See’s recognition
and the decree which confirmed him as Rector Major, says that
after the letter sent by the Superior Chapter, for the first time he
was writing to them in his new role as Rector Major, to which “in
spite of my unworthiness I have been led by Divine Providence in
such a way that it has been made clear to all of you™'. Having said
this, Fr Rua explains that after a private audience with Pope Leo
XIII, the Cardinal Vicar in his final words had said: “I recommend
to you the cause of Don Bosco; I recommend to you the cause of
Don Bosco.” Afterwards he expressed his total conviction that the
Salesians ought to be worthy sons of such a great Father as Don
Bosco was, so that the main effort had to be that of sustaining
and at the same time developing even further the works that he
had started, faithfully following the methods practised and taught
by Don Bosco himself. He then thanks them for all the letters he
had received full of expressions of respect and affection, and
acknowledges that all of this had been a comfort in his sorrow (for
the loss of Don Bosco) and had filled his heart with confidence

U Lettere Circolari di Don Michele Rua ai Salesiani, Direzione Generale Opere Don
Bosco, Turin, 1965, p. 25.
? Ibid, p. 26.
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that he would find his journey less difficult: “Nevertheless,
I cannot hide from you or from myself the great need I have for
your prayers. Therefore I recommend myself to your love so that
you may all support me with your fervent prayers. For my part
I assure you that holding you all in my heart, each day at Holy
Mass I shall commend you to the Lord so that He may assist you
with His holy grace, may keep you from every danger and above
all grant that one day we may all without exception be together to
sing His praises in Paradise where awaiting us, as he has written
to us, will be our Beloved Father Don Bosco.”

Fr Paul ALBERA writes his first letter in Turin on 25
January 1911. The XI General Chapter had ended on 31 August
1910. In this letter, with all his usual simplicity, Fr. Albera began
by saying that he was aware that people were waiting with a
certain impatience for the first circular letter of the new Rector
Major and recognised that as soon as the General Chapter had
come to an end, he should have given information about the
elections of the Superiors and of other important matters.*

With that simplicity that we recognise in Fr Albera, in the
letter he says that he is writing on a day close to the anniversary
of the death of the Venerable Don Bosco, a date that Don Rua
frequently chose to write one of his ‘admirable circular letters’,
and that he is convinced that “from that memorable date more
than anything else will come authority and effectiveness to my
own poor and unadorned words. This is why I present myself to
you not with the language of a Superior or a Master but rather
with the simplicity and the affection of a brother and of a friend.
It is my intention to express my thoughts to you from the bottom
of my heart, and confident that my voice will find a faithful echo
in all Salesians and will serve as a stimulus to show ourselves
ever more worthy sons of our Venerable Founder and Father.”™

s Ibid, p. 27.

* Lettere Circolari di Don Paolo Albera ai Salesiani, Direzione Generale Opere Don
Bosco, Turin, 1965, p. 6.

° Ibid, p. 8.
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Having said this, further on in the same letter entitled:
“... Under the burden of responsibility”, Fr Albera writes a
beautiful page in which he declares that he feels weighed down
by a great burden and that he would have liked to have been
freed from “an appointment that I know to be far superior to my
very weak physical, intellectual and moral strength.”

He saw around him - these are his words — many others better
prepared than he was to take up the government of our Pious
Society, more gifted with virtues and wisdom ... As soon as he could
he had hastened to Valsalice to kneel at the feet of Don Bosco,
remonstrating with him, as he expressed more in tears than in
words his anxieties, his fears and his weakness, that he had allowed
the rudder of the Salesian barque to be placed in his hands.”

Fr Philip RINALDI (Blessed) writes his first letter which
is published in the Acts of the Superior Chapter, ‘Acts’ which
under Fr Albera had already made their appearance three years
before and of which 13 issues had been published. In his opening
sentence he writes: “This is the first time I am writing to you as
Rector Major, I would very much like to be able to show you in all
their fulness the sentiments and affection which this new great
responsibiilty has aroused in my heart in these memorable days.
But you can easily understand that this is not possible. In our lives
sometimes there occur events so unpredictable and overwhelming
that words cannot adequately express and describe what they arouse
in us. Therefore I leave it to your imagination and goodness to
interpret these sentiments and affection of mine.”

Afterwards Fr Rinaldi writes that not being able to thank
each and every single Salesian, not even with a simple word, he
expresses his own gratitude in these few lines addressed to all,
adding that on the 24th of the previous month of April
accompanied by the Provincials and Delegates at the General
Chapter, and surrounded by the confreres and the boys of the

S Ibid, p. 13.
" Ibid, p. 13.
¢ Acts of the Superior Chapter of the Pious Salesian Society, Year III, n. 14, 1922, p. 4.
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Oratory, overcome with emotion, he had knelt before the smiling
image of Our Lady Help of Christians in her beautiful church,
knowing that all were entrusted to her as beloved sons.’

Fr Peter RICALDONE writes his first letter of greeting on
24 June 1932, beginning in this way: “My first greeting is a
prayer. Our Society is no longer in the expert and saintly hands
of Blessed Don Bosco, Don Rua, Fr Albera, Fr Rinaldi: help me
to obtain from the Lord the grace that in the hands of your new
Rector Major, the fervour of its zeal and the rhythm of its expansion
will not grow weaker.”

Fr Ricaldone asks that he might be forgiven in that he had not
been able immediately to write and send his affectionate and paternal
greetings even though his thoughts had at once turned to all of
them, but the General Chapter and urgent matters with the
Provincials needing to be dealt with, in addition to a journey to
Rome had prevented him from doing so. He thanks them for the
heartfelt support he had received accompaned by promises to pray
to God for him and to remain faithful to the observance of the
Constitutions and firmly attached to the spirit of Blessed Don Bosco.

On 24 August 1952, Fr Renato ZIGGIOTTI writes his first
letter saying that he had waited until the XVII General Chapter
was over and the 15th and 16th August had been celebrated with
the new professions in memory of the birth of our beloved Father
and Founder, “before sending you this first letter of mine, which
I put under the special protection of Our Mother Mary the Most
Holy Help of Christians, on the monthly day sacred to her
memory.” "

Then the Rector Major expresses his thanks for the good
wishes that had been sent to him on the occasion of his
appointment and promises a remembrance in his prayers for each

* Ibid, p. 4-5.

" Acts of the Superior Chapter of the Pious Salesian Society, Year XIIL, n. 58, 1932, p. 2.

" Acts of the Superior Chapter of the Pious Salesian Society, Year XXXII, n. 169,
1952, p. 2.
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and everyone, expecially, considering the many letters received,
should anyone not have received an appropriate reply.

Further on he tells the confreres about the moment of his
election on that 1st August. “It was about 1.00 p.m. that day
when the long necessary preparations having been made, the oaths
of the electors sworn and the solemn counting of the votes taken
place that the incomparable honour for a Salesian and at the
same time the very grave responsibility of becoming the fifth
successor of St John Bosco fell on my poor self. I cannot tell you,
my dear Confreres, about my embarrassment and at the same time
my joy at seeing myself applauded, congratulated, embraced with
such visible emotion by all the members of the General Chapter
and especially by some of my former beloved Superiors and
companions, by the old and the young, which witnessed the closure
of the period of mourning and the beginning of a new term of
office of the Rector Major.”"

Fr Aloysius RICCERI writes his first words as Rector Major
on the date of what he calls the ‘glorious anniversary’, the 16th
August 1965, saying: “I present myself to you for the first time on
a day so dear to our filial hearts. Today occurs the 150th
anniversary of the birth of our most dear Father.”"

He then writes about the emotion experienced in celebrating
Holy Mass in the lower church of the Temple at Colle, surrounded
by the Superiors, with Fr Ziggiotti, Fr Antal, the Mothers of the
General Council of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians,
confreres, novices, sisters, cooperators, past pupils, devotees and
friends of Don Bosco, a Mass that was broadcast to millions of
people in eleven countries on television, by ‘Eurovision’. His
thoughts dwelt on the contrast with the humble and unknown
birth of our Father 150 years before. He began to reflect on
Providence and in his heart to intone the Magnificat.

Further on under the title of ‘reasons for confidence’ he states:
“Certainly looking at Don Bosco, and also at his Successors, I feel

2 Ibid, p. 3.
5 Acts of the Superior Chapter of the Pious Salesian Society, Year XIVI, n. 262, p. 2.
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my own littleness and how inadequate I am to join their ranks.”™
Fr Riceri says that faced with this sense of inadequacy he had
drawn some comfort from thinking that he had been called to
that role in the Congregation, through the vote expressed by the
members of the Chapter. And that the Lord whose ways are not
men’s ways had decided that he should be called to govern the
Congregation. “Together let us do His will. For me all that now
remains is to be always a more docile, however humble, instrument
in the hands of the good God.”*

Another source of comfort for him was the affectionate and
sincere love and great confidence of those at the side of the
Rector Major to help and comfort him, and to be as real sons and
brothers his friendly and active collaborators.

Finally he shows his Father’s Heart as he says: “On my part
opening my heart to you I want to tell you that I feel that with a
father’s heart I am at the service of each one of you. I am fully
convinced that authority, especially nowadays, is not an exercise of
power, but an exercise of that love that becomes service like that
which a father and a mother give to their children. (...) In a word
I should like each one of you to feel my most ardent desire, my
wish to always be and to show myself a father; for this reason I
am praying insistently to Don Bosco and Don Rinaldi, that they
may give me someting of their own heart.”"

On the Solemnity of the Annunciation, 25 March 1978, Fr
Egidio VIGANO wrote his first letter to the Confreres, telling
them: “I greet you wih joy and hope and I would like to share with
you some thoughts that I have at heart. (...) A few months ago
Providence upset my whole existence with my election as your Rector
Major. The awareness of the heavy responsibility inherent in this
family service’ which demands real spiritual fatherliness in full
harmony with Don Bosco is already becoming second nature to me.”"

" Ibid, p. 4.
¥ Ibid, p. 5.
' Ibid, p. 5.
' Acts of the Superior Council of the Salesian Society, Year LVIIL, 1978, n. 289, p. 3.
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Fr Vigano goes on to emphasise his certaintly that the Lord
is helping him to perceive the beauty and the abundance of grace
that comes with this service and in particular the motherly help
of Mary that accompanies this ministry with the joy of being able
to enter into communion with each one of the confreres and with
every community so as to reflect and to grow together in a spirit
of gratitude and fidelity. And speaking for himself he says: “Would
that I had the calm and penetratng style of Don Bosco and the
facility of communication shown by his successors. I hope to be
able to make up for the lack of this charm and simplicity at least
by sincerity and solidity.”

It was the task of Fr Juan Edmundo VECCHI, in his role
as Vicar, to transmit the message of hope in memory of Fr E.
Vigano after his death on 23 June 1995. After the serene farewell
of the seventh successor of Don Bosco, he guided the Congregation
towards the celebration of the GC24, which he began on 18
February 1996 with the opening session and closed as Rector
Major on 20 April.

So it is understandable that, having assumed the government
of the Congregation prior to the Chapter, his first letter dated 8
September 1996, on the Apostolic Exhortation “Vita consacrata”,
did not make any reference to the beginning of his service as
Rector Major. In this way there is a difference compared with all
the previous situations.

Finally, Fr Pascual CHAVEZ, elected Rector Major at the
GC25, begins his first letter to all the confreres some time after
the closing of the Chapter which he describes as a strong Salesian
spiritual experience. The Chapter documents at that time had
just arrived in the Provinces and, as he writes, he wanted to
make “contact with you through this my first circular letter. Letter-
writing was the form of apostolic practice adopted by St Paul to
overcome physical distances and the impossibility of being present

® Ibid p. 2.
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among his communities in order to accompany them in their daily
lives. With the necessary distinctions, the Rector Major’s letters
have the purpose of bringing him closer to the Provinces through
communication, and the sharing of what is happening in the
Congregation, shedding light on the life and the educative and
pastoral practice of the communities.”

The letter is dated the Vigil of the Assumption of Mary and
two days before the date of Don Bosco’s birthday. In it Fr Pascual
wants to express his desire to be close to everyone: “I confess that
it would give me great pleasure to be with you and to share your
present work and dreams for the future; I have particularly at
heart the desire to pray for each one of you. May God fill you with
his supreme gift, that of the Holy Spirit, to renew you and to
sanctify you in the likeness of our Founder.”®

After expressing this desire, Fr Pascual says that it is his
intention in this first letter to speak to the Congregation about
holiness, not so much to write a brief treatise on it, as rather to
present it as a gift of God and a necessity in the apostolate.

2. A PRESENT TIME TO BE LIVED IN FAITH, WITH
HOPE, WITH REALISM AND WALKING TOGETHER

Dear Confreres, I can tell you quite sincerely that several
times I was moved when in this way I traced the history of our
Congregation. This journey, after that 31 January 1888, when
Don Bosco left us, is an invitation to me (I believe to us) to make
a deep act of thanksgiving for all that our history has been. A
history that it would be foolish to reflect on with a spirit of
triumphalism, but rather one that we need to interpret with the
eyes of Faith, that speaks to us of the way in which the Lord has
wanted to write beautiful pages on behalf of the young by means
of the many confreres who have gone before us.

' Acts of the General Council of the Salesian Society, Year LXXXIII, n. 379, p. 3.
* Ibid p. 4.




























































