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PRESENTATION

Dear Confreres,

As happened at the last General Chapter, the GC27 ended on 12th April.
This date is particularly dear to us as it recalls the beginning of Don Bosco’s
work in Turin Valdocco. It was in fact on 12th April 1846, Easter Sunday,
that Don Bosco was able to settle down in a place that was “all his own”
in order to gather his boys together. Recalling that day as the bicentenary
of his birth draws near, as a Congregation following the path marked out
by the General Chapter we are preparing for a fresh start.

Every General Chapter has a stage of preparation, beginning with the
publication of the Rector Major’s letter convoking it and concluding with
the holding of the Provincial Chapters; a stage of celebration which consists
in the life of the Chapter Assembly from its opening day until its conclu-
sion; a stage of implementation which begins with the closing of the cele-
bration of the Chapter and continues until the next General Chapter. With
the publication of the Acts of the GC27 which I am now presenting to you,
the third stage begins, that of implementation.

The Acts of the GC27 are divided into three fundamental parts: the text
which develops the theme “Witnesses to the radical approach of the
Gospel”; the deliberations; the appendices. All these parts are important
and contribute to an understanding of the Chapter event and of its spirit.
Added to these are my presentation and the analytical index of the devel-
opment of the theme. It should not be forgotten that these Acts find in the
letter of convocation written by the Rector Major emeritus Fr Pascual
Chavez, some ideas which can help with a better interpretation of even the
Chapter itself.

Witnesses to the radical approach of the Gospel

The fundamental theme of the GC27 is “Witnesses to the radical approach
of the Gospel. Work and temperance”. Now I want to tell you about some
of the emphases this received; some other important features are present in
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the introduction, as for example, the biblical icon of the vine and the
branches.

Conversion

The theme of the Chapter is fascinating and promising for the future of the
Congregation, but at the same time it is very demanding. It requires of us
a journey of conversion, which we cannot plan; we may want it to happen,
but that it will cannot be taken for granted. Conversion is the work of the
Spirit Who changes our ways of thinking, our hearts and our lives. It is the
responsibility of each one of us and of every community to ensure that we
are attentive and open to whatever the Spirit may suggest to us. The task
is ours of finding the right conditions to foster spiritual, fraternal and
pastoral conversion. Conversion is the goal which the GC27 sets for all of
us, a conversion which is both personal and communitarian.

Discernment

After the experience of the GC25 and GC26 we have arrived at a method
of discernment that to me seems better defined. It employs three new
expressions more consistent with the action of the Spirit: /istening, inter-
pretation and the way forward. During the Chapter it was a method diffi-
cult to understand, especially the part regarding interpretation, but in the
end it seems to me that it was welcomed and put into practice. This method
is one that draws its inspiration from that much used by the Church in Latin
America and again employed in the last General Conference of the Latin
American Bishops at Aparecida.! If it is used, it can give good fruits in the
life of the confreres, of the communities and of the provinces; discernment
is the way the Spirit is pointing out to us nowadays to find the will of God.

The starting point is to put ourselves in an attitude of Jistening: to life, to
situations, to the expectations people have. God speaks to us through life,
the people He places beside us, the events of history. Listening leads us to
come out from ourselves, to look at reality and to allow ourselves to be
questioned by it and to overcome any ego-centric tendency, and to accept
what is new and challenging in the life of young people and families, of the
Church and the Congregation, of culture and the world. It is a question of

I Cf. Aparecida Document, 19.
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areflective listening so that we not only “hear” reality but are helped to “see
it”, to contemplate it in the light of God’s Providence; it is a listening in
faith undertaken by believers.

The second step is also demanding: interpretation. It is necessary to
interpret facts and situations in order to understand them better and to
identify their causes. We must not stop at the symptoms, we need to get
to the roots of the situations. It is a matter of the interpretation of reality
by a believer, which draws on the gospel and on the charism, which
uses criteria coming from faith and from reason, and therefore is a true
communitarian discernment. Sometimes there can be differences in the
interpretations; it is therefore necessary to arrive at a shared interpretation.
We are invited to judge reality according to Jesus Christ, the way, the truth
and the life.

Finally, the way ahead proposes the path to be followed, indicating a goal
towards which to aim, the processes by which some starting points and
some targets can be identified and some steps that can make the journey for
the next few years more concrete.

The three stages form an inseparable unity; they are different but inter-
twined. We must not forget that we are dealing with a discernment process
in order to know the will of God and to put it into practice. “The assent of
faith, joyfilled and trusting in God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,
together with integration in the Church [and in the Congregation], are
indispensable prerequisites to ensure the effectiveness of this method” 2

Vocation and the grace of unity

Fundamental elements to be found throughout the Chapter document
regarding witnessing to the radical approach of the gospel are the issues of
vocation and the grace of unity. These are theological issues that need to be
taken up seriously.

The witness of the gospel being lived in a radical manner is a call from God
and not only a decision on our part. With the gift of Salesian consecrated
life that God has given to each of us we are called to be witnesses to
the gospel. The profile of the Salesian that we have to take on therefore

2 Cf. Ibid.
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becomes that of someone who is “called to be a mystic in the Spirit, a
prophet of fraternity and a servant of the young”. Witnessing is first of all
a vocational gift and therefore a task and a responsibility. From this comes
the importance of putting as the foundation of our witnessing acknowl-
edgement and gratitude for the gift of our vocation; without this foundation
our witness would be weak.

The gratuitous gift of God and our response in cooperating with it come
together in a reciprocal relationship. This is the grace of unity; this is the
primacy of God in our life. These are gifts of the Spirit for each one of us.
In those situations in which we come face to face with our personal and
community fragility, in the various difficulties in the cultural and social
context and in the mission, the grace of unity is the way ahead in order to
respond with generosity and to be ourselves: consecrated Salesians, broth-
ers at the service of the young. In welcoming this gift we encounter a char-
acteristic feature of our spirituality — union with God; this fosters the uni-
fication of our life: prayer and work, action and contemplation, reflection
and the apostolate. Here we will discover ecstasy in action. The witnessing
to which we are called is not only with regard to some partial aspects of our
life; if we want it to be authentic it has to cover the whole of it.

Work and temperance

Living a radical approach in the following of the Lord cannot be imposed,
nor is it a command, but rather it is an expression of love for Jesus with
whom we need to be vitally united; for this reason the Chapter document
has chosen the icon of the vine and the branches.

Work and temperance are the Salesian way of living the radical approach
of the gospel. They are our badge and our characteristic feature. For us
it is a question of two inseparable realities: “Work is the visible sign of
Salesian mysticism and the expression of the passion for souls, while
temperance is the visible sign of Salesian asceticism and the expression of
the cetera tolle” (AGC 413, p. 44). There is no mystic element without
asceticism and vice-versa; there is no work without temperance and there
is no temperance without work; this too is the grace of unity.

“Da mihi animas” is visibly expressed in the life of a Salesian and of the
community through apostolic, untiring, passionate and sanctified work;
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“cetera tolle” is expressed in temperance which is renunciation, sacrifice
and the price we are ready to pay for souls. Work and temperance are
united and summed up in the total gift of oneself to God for the young.
They are a vocational criterion for discernment and formation. All of this
takes us back to what article 18 of our Constitutions says.

Deliberations

The 19 deliberations of the Chapter regard the Constitutions, the General
Regulations and the life of the Congregation. For the most part they refer
to the structures of the central government of the Congregation, but they
also have an effect on the life of the confreres, communities and provinces.
Therefore all the deliberations should be studied, on account also of the
practical consequences they have at all levels. By way of example I will
mention some of them.

The deliberation that entrusts the Salesian Family to a Central Secretariat
directly dependent on the Rector Major, implies not simply a change in the
organisation or allocation of responsibilities but also offers an aid to bring-
ing about a change of mentality regarding the way of understanding and
animating the Salesian Family on the part of our Congregation.’

There is a deliberation approved regarding the way of electing the Coun-
cillors for the Sectors. This has introduced an important criterion for the
naming of a confrere for a specific role: it is necessary to know before-
hand the names of candidates to be considered in the discernment process
before any voting, and at the same time to set in motion a process that is
transparent and communitarian so that candidates may emerge. The same
criterion could also be used in the appointments of confreres and of lay
people.*

Another deliberation asks the Rector Major to set up a central financial
commission with the roles of study, consultation and checks. This implies
the need to monitor finances at all levels in a collective manner, to initiate
transparent procedures in arriving at decisions, to make use of the skills of
professionals.’

3 Cf. Deliberation 4.
4 Cf. Deliberation 9.
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The last example of a deliberation concerns the responsibility for the
provision of personnel for the Salesian special places which is entrusted to
the Rector Major and his Council. This requires greater involvement on
the part of provinces called to be generous in offering confreres who are
competent and available for services that regard the whole Congregation;
this applies also to all the other needs of the Congregation.®

Appendices

The third part of the Acts of the GC27 provides some relevant addresses.
These are not offered primarily for the purpose of documentation; above all
they are provided for study and reflection, since they contain important
elements to understand the decisions of the Chapter. They are related to
the interpretative dimension of our actions.

With the publication of the Acts of the GC27 we now have something that
we can examine together; in this way the direction we should go is being
pointed out to us. The Chapter Assembly was committed to providing
essential texts. Now it is up to everyone, confreres, communities and
provinces to study and examine these documents more closely with open
minds and ready hearts. Only by knowing, studying and understanding
what is being offered to us will we be able to move forward together and
bear abundant fruit.

Let us entrust this postchapter journey to Mary Help of Christians, whom
we invoke as the model of a radical gospel approach. She is the Woman
who listens, the Mother of the new community, the maidservant of the poor.
She teaches us to be open to the Spirit; She guides us on our journey of
renewal and conversion. Let us walk with Mary together!

Fr Angel Ferndndez Artime
Rector Major

Rome, 24 May 2014
Solemnity of Mary Help of Christians

5 Cf. Deliberation 15.
6 Cf. Deliberation 17.
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