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1. LETTER OF THE RECTOR MAJOR

«So that they may have life and have it to the full»
(John 10,10)

FIVE FRUITS OF THE BICENTENARY

1. AYEAR OF GRACE WITH SO MANY FRUITS. - 2. BECAUSE, ALMOST WITHOUT REALISING
IT, THE CONGREGATION IS BECOMING KNOWN AT GREATER DEPTH. - 3. THE MATURE
FRUITS OF THE BICENTENARY. 3.1. The dream of a Congregation of happy Salesians. 3.2. The
dream of a Congregation with men of Faith filled with God. - 3.2.1. A faith journey in search of
God. - 3.2.2. Staying, Loving, Bearing fruit. 3.3. The dream of a Congregation of Salesians filled
with passion for the young, the poorest. - 3.3.1. Because throughout the years we have always
said and reminded ourselves what the path of our fideleity is. - 3.3.2. Always seeking to serve,
never power or money. 3.4. The dream of a Congregation of real Evangelisers and Educators in
the Faith. 3.5. The dream of a Congregation that is always missionary. - 3.5.1. Because it is a
characteristic of our make up. - 3.5.2. Because the times we are living in insistently demand it.

Rome, 25 July 2015
Feast of Saint James the Apostle

1. AYEAR OF GRACE WITH SO MANY FRUITS

My Dear Confreres,

It is possible that when this letter reaches you we shall have
already celebrated at Colle Don Bosco, with thousands of young
people, the conclusion of this Bicentenary year of the birth of
Don Bosco, that we formally opened also at Colle Don Bosco on 16
August 2014.

Certainly, in what remains of this year 2015 there will still be
occasions of celebration in the many varied places of our Salesian
world.

In the letter in no 419 of the AGC I wrote that the year we
had begun as a celebration of the 200 years since the birth of Don
Bosco would have two aspects: an external one, more public and
official, and another interior and more intimate.

In harmony with what Pope Francis wrote in his message for
the opening of the Year of Consecrated Life, a first aim is “to look




4 ACTS OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL

1

to the past with gratitude,”" and one could say that we have done
precisely this in our celebration of the Bicentenary, because we
wanted to experience it as “an opportunity for us to feel gratitude
to the Lord for two hundred years after the birth of Don Bosco,
we are here as a gift from God to the young.”” And in this exter-
nal, official and public aspect of the hundreds of celebrations of
all kinds that have taken place wherever there is a Salesian
house, we have been able to acknowledge and give thanks for this
gift of God that Don Bosco is for the Church and the world.

But just now I want rather to refer to the other aspect of the
Bicentenary, more interior, more intimate, and which leads me to
think, to wish and to dream what deep traces will be left by our
living the unique, truly historical event, in our lives, in the heart
of each one of my SDB confreres, and in my own heart.

It is this that is leading me to dream. I have a dream of some
fruits of the celebration of the Bicentenary as I will now
explain.

2. BECAUSE, ALMOST WITHOUT REALISING IT,
THE CONGREGATION IS BECOMING KNOWN AT
GREATER DEPTH

I should like to dream about some fruits of the Bicentenary
which I think are really life-giving, because I am coming to realise
that long before I could possibly visit all the countries and all
Provinces I am getting to know the real situation of our Congre-
gation pretty well.

After the GC27 finished on 12 April 2014 and following the
first plenary session of the General Council, up to the present day
I have been able to visit 27 countries — 8 in 2014 and 19 so far in

! Pope FRANCIS: Apostolic Letter to all consecrated persons on the occasion of the Year
of Consecrated Life, Rome, 21 November 2014, I, 1.
* ACG 419, 27.
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this year 2015 - and, God willing, reaching a total of 32 in this
year and a half. Certainly this has not been accidental but
deliberately and carefully planned, well aware that the demands
were almost excessive, but necessary given the singular nature of
this year.

Added to the overview that each individual visit to the
Provinces gives me is the knowledge that comes from the
“snap-shots” that in fact are provided by the consultations that
take place in the Provinces in view of the appointment of new
Provincials. In addition there is the information and the opinions
that the confreres themselves offer in these consultations regard-
ing the Province. There have been 21 new Provincials appointed
in these fifteen months.

Together with the General Council I have also had the oppor-
tunity to deepen our knowledge of some Provinces after the 7
Team Visits which have taken place and the serious examination
that we made of two Regions, those of South Asia and of East
Asia and Oceania.

For all these reasons I want to say to you my dear confreres,
that with all that I have been able to visit, to get to know, to see for
myself, reading and listening to all the advice I have been given,
I feel in the position to be able to have a dream about our Congre-
gation, in which the Lord and Don Bosco, always under the ma-
ternal gaze of our Mother the Help of Christians, are gifting us
with these fruits of the Bicentenary of the birth of Don Bosco.

3. THESE MATURE FRUITS OF THE BICENTENARY

3.1. T have a dream of a Congregation of happy Salesians

Right from the start I invite you to overcome the very human
temptation to think negatively, to think that I am saying this be-
cause we Salesians are not happy.
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Just the contrary! That is not the case. I am convinced that
the majority of us SDB are happy, very happy in living our voca-
tion. That includes myself, since I too am very happy. However,
I believe that we need to come to a greater happiness, on every-
one’s part, with no confrere remaining on the sidelines on our
journey, feeling that he cannot manage or that this goal is not
for him. This goal is for everyone, since humanly speaking this
profound desire is rooted in the heart of every man and woman,
from the moment we are called into existence.

It is for this reason that I want to share with you my great
dream. That of a Congregation of ours, in which every Salesian
can say to himself, in his deepest being, in his heart, in his true
self: I am happy and I feel fully alive and full of joy living as a
Salesian of Don Bosco”.

The Pope proposes to us as religious, this programme: “Being
full of joy show everyone that following Christ and putting his
Gospel into practice fills your heart with happiness. Infect those
who are near you with this joy.”?

I believe, my dear confreres that this is the point: living our life
more intensely and with joy. I could put it in my own words, but
we have already said it in our last General Chapter in which we
gave thanks to God “for the fidelty of so many confreres and for
the holiness that has been recognised by the Church of some
members of the Salesian Family. Every day we are in contact with
adults and young people, confreres old and young, sick or at the
height of their activity who bear witness to the fascination of the
search for God, the radical approach of the Gospel lived joyfully
and with a keen passion for Don Bosco.” It is a gift that we have
in our Congregation: the thousands and thousands of confreres
who every day are life-giving and who give their own lives with
wonderful generosity. I am sorry for the pain of the confreres who

* Pope FrANCIS: Message for the opening of the Year of Consecrated Life, 30 November
2014.
*GC27, n. 4.
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do not feel this way. There are Salesian confreres who in their lives
and in their hearts carry the burden of wounds, confreres who feel
they are miserable, who show their sufferings! How much I wish
that with the strength that comes from the Lord and with the
affection and closeness of some other confrere they might have
confidence and once again hope for something good in their lives.
There are confreres going through difficult situations or those who
have lost that fervour of the first Love we all felt at the Lord’s call;
there are even perhaps confreres who are following a path that
will bring them nothing worthwhile as Salesians of Don Bosco.
How happy I would be if these confreres allowed themselves to be
touched by God “to go that extra step”; how happy I would be
if they let themselves be surprised by God. who without doubt
always leads us to life situations far beyond our imaginings!

My dear confreres no matter how extensive or not our knowl-
edge of Don Bosco may be, we are all certain of how important
for Don Bosco the cheerfulness and happiness of his Salesians
and his boys was, not without sacrifices, and of course with that
central and essential point of living in God and for God. We have
taken the most important and far-reaching decisions in our lives
culminating in our ‘Yes’ to the Lord, and after that, all the rest
ought to be a help to our living “whole-heartedly” more fully,
conscious of our living a life full of significance and happy with it.

Already the SGC20, quoting Evangelica Testificatio, more
than 30 years ago, told us that “the joy of being the Lord’s for
ever is the incomparable fruit of the Holy Spirit. You have already
had experience of it. Filled with this joy...learn to face the future
with confidence.””

To tell the truth, my dear confreres. what I am saying through
this dream of happiness for each one of us is that our beautiful
vocation and dedication should not be only a job, sometimes
marked by exuberant joy, sometimes by an excessive activity that

5 ET 55 quoted in SGC20, n. 22.
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comes close to or reaches “activism,” that can extinguish that
flame burning in us and can lead us to that “practical dreariness”
that Pope Francis speaks about. I have a dream of a vocation in
each one of us lived out as it was in Don Bosco, forgetful of one-
self and full of passion for God and for the young.

In fact among his many gifts, Don Bosco had the great ability
to offer “to the emarginated youngsters of his time the possibili-
ty of living life as a feast, and faith as happiness.”®

As you can imagine, this dream of mine for each one of us is
closely connected to what I have already been able to experience
in these 15 months as Rector Major, thinking about each one of
our confreres. For example I cannot hide from you my sadness
every time a Salesian priest confrere writes asking me to facilitate
his entrance into a diocese, after having first sought a Bishop
willing to satisfy his aspirations. I ask myself: in these situations
what remains of the love for Don Bosco and the enthusiasm with
which we became Salesians? Has what has been exprienced so far
been only a form of pastoral work that can easily be changed for
another...? There comes to mind the incident of the young John
Cagliero fiercely going over in his mind while walking up and
down in the Valdocco courtyard the suggestion Don Bosco had
just made to him. As we know this was the proposal to form a
religious society in which the members would be called Salesians.
After thinking it over he declared with the well-known expres-
sion: “monk or no monk, I am staying with Don Bosco”.

I have been thinking about that 14 May 1862, the day on
which 22 young men together with Don Bosco made the first
Salesian profession (BM VII, 101). They were ordinary lads who
had grown up at Don Bosco’s side. They had had the courage to
start a new Religious Congregation and to make their profession
with great enthusiasm, with trust in what Don Bosco helped
them see.

¢ GC23, n. 165.
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Thinking about our origins never ceases to move me and
confirms the strong conviction I have that putting God in the first
place in our lives and keeping young people in our hearts, espe-
cially the poorest ones and those who have most need of us, we
are marked out — I would almost say “deterministically” - for
happiness as Salesians of Don Bosco. I really believe this because
it is certain, as it is said in the document of ‘Aparecida’, that “life
grows when it is donated and is weakened in isolation and com-
fort. In fact those who most benefit from life are those who leave
behind their security and are passionately engaged in the mission
of communicating life to others.””

3.2. I have a dream of a Congregation with Men of Faith
filled with God

Why this dream? And why, you could ask me, are we not like
that?

Once again I have to say that I am convinced of the depth of
faith and the sense of God of thousands and thousands of our
Salesian confreres. Why then this dream? This is the answer:
thinking about the whole of our Congregation spread around the
world, a delicate matter to which undoubtedly we need to give
attention is that in many places, in many of the countries where
we are working with so much dedication and generosity we are
known for the work we carry out but what is not known is why
we do what we are doing and where the vital deep motivation
comes from. We are admired for our work with the young, our
network of schools is greatly appreciated, and in these especially
the technical training and work preparation. Our commitment to
street children meets with great respect and support. The dedica-
tion and creativity found in many of the oratories is praised; our
childrens’ homes and hostels for poor youngsters receive a great
deal of attention etc.

7 V™ GENERAL CONFERENCE OF THE LATIN-AMERICAN AND CARIBBEAN BIsHOPS’. Docu-
ment of Aparecida (29 June 2007), n. 360.
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However, very often they cannot say who we are or even less
why we are doing what we do and why we are living the way we
live. And so this is my dream: that whoever were to meet a
Salesian religious, or whoever were to come into contact with one
of our communities would feel touched by the presence of men of
faith, of a deep and proven faith, who in their simple way of living
and acting, almost without wanting to would let their state as
religious, men consecrated by and to God and by Him consecrated
to the young shine out.

3.2.1. A journey of faith and the search for God

I believe my Brothers that this concern and perception is not
new. In the documents of our Congregation we can see how the
‘great struggle’ in the SGC20 was precisely the tension between
consecration and mission. And a magnificent work was brought
to conclusion in the light of Vatican II, to identify our charism in
a new way and at great depth and to reveal it in the wealth of our
new Constitutions. There were many years of discernment in
three General Chapters. The SGC20 and the GC21 which wisely
considered the time of six years of experimentation for the new
Constitutions insufficient and extended it for another six, and the
GC22 in which there was already a deep maturing process in the
concept of consecration as the ‘Action of God’.

I believe that in our Congregation we have no problem as
regards our charismatic identity or with the harmony among all
the elements that constitute it. From our Constitutions and the
many other writings we find an abundant series of elements that
enlighten and enrichen us.

The key is to be found in living our identity harmoniously.
Many times we have said and recalled that we are not social
workers nor are our works places for social service no matter how
great the good we may be doing in them and through them.
We are above all believers, persons consecrated by God in our
religious state, and “how much good it does us when he once
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more touches our lives and impels us to share his new life! What
then happens is that, ‘what we have seen and heard we are telling
you’ (1dJn 1,3).7¢

I am profoundly convinced, Brothers, that this is the path for
which nowadays we have the greatest need. That of caring for,
nourishing and deepening our faith (being men of faith), that we
are doing everything that we are doing because we feel ourselves
to have been attracted and fascinated by Jesus and that freely
we have felt the great joy of saying “yes” to God the Father, who
consecrates us also in religious profession (men filled with God).’

Reading some pages about religious life some time ago, I was
greatly impressed by the account given by a religious woman who
wrote that on a certain occasion in Vienna a Superior had spoken
about an atheism of old age in some religious, men and women,
and this Sister remarked that she was afraid that we all knew
some religious sister (and male religious, we have to say to be
fair'®), who only had to open their mouth for their discontent to
be apparent..., and we could say manifest the secret disenchant-
ment with regard to God..., And she asked herself the question:
“are perhaps our ways of thinking, judging and acting frequently
conditioned by a faith that is asleep, by a relationship with our
God without love?”"

In the face of this testimony, I can hear echoing within me the
question in the psalm: “Where is your God?” (Psalm 42,4), or that

® Pope FrANCIS, Evangelii Gaudium, n. 264.

9 Fr Vecchi describes the experience of consecrated life in this beautiful way: “The
personal experience of someone who has felt called to this way of life: the exceptional
brightness with which Christ makes himself present to us and the fascination that he
has exercised over us, the wealth of possibilities that open up before our lives when one
concentrates on God, the peace that is experienced in loving God with an undivided heart,
the joy of giving oneself in the mission , the privilege of enjoying intimacy with Christ and
participating in the Life of the Trinity.” in J.E. VECCHI, Educatori appassionati esperti e
consacrati per i giovani. Roma, LAS 2013, 112.

1 This is my own addition.

' M. BEATRIX MAYRHOFER, SSND: Paradigma innovador en la Vida Consagrada.
Revista Vida Religiosa - Monografico -. Madrid, 5/2014 Vol 116, p. 65/(513).
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question we can ask: where are you my God? This seems to me to
be the question and the life situation to which we need to give a
great deal of attention, both personally and as communities,
because not even working with youngsters and young people
makes us immune to a life without love for God or with ‘the
secret disenchantment with regard to God’.

3.2.2. Stay, love, bear fruit

These three words in the context of the icon of the Vine and
the Branches (Jn 15,1-11) which was a constant theme in our last
General Chapter, are inviting us to become aware of the need to
be thoroughly rooted in Jesus in order to remain firmly in Him,
and through Him to live a life of fraternity that really is attractive
and that leads us to serve the young.

For this reason really having a dream about a Congregation of
men who are living by Faith and are full of God is to aim by this
desire to make the Primacy of God a reality in our lives without
ever forgetting that above all else we ought to be “seekers of
God”" and witnesses to His Love for the young and among these
for the poorest.

Our precious Constitutions, like a Gospel read in Salesian
terms, are filled with this sense of God and this call to faith as
was in an absolute manner the life and mission of Don Bosco.

In them we read that ‘as he works for the salvation of the
young, the Salesian experiences the fatherhood of God” (C. 12),
maintaining a simple and heart-to-heart colloquy with the living
Christ and with the Father, whom we feel close at hand. And so,
conscious of God’s call to form part of the Salesian Society (cf.
C. 22) and living out the sign of a loving encounter between the
Lord who calls and the disciple who responds he makes one of the
most lofty choices a believer can make (cf. C. 23). At the same
time, immersed in the world and in the cares of the pastoral life,

2 GC27, n. 32.














































