Chronicle of the 25th General Chapter

(24 February – 20 April 2002)

The Chapter begins


On 24 February 2002 the 231 members of the GC25 arrived at the Generalate to begin the 25th General Chapter, with the central topic “The salesian community today” and the complementary theme “The verification of the structures of central government.”


They represented the 16,805 Salesians who are working in 128 countries in the world. For over 160 of them it was the first time that they were taking part in a General Chapter. They came from all five continents:   6 from Africa, 55 from America, 40 from Asia, 2 from Australia  and 128 from Europe. The average age was 52 with the eldest 74 and the youngest 27.


At 7.30 a.m. on Monday 25 February the Vicar of the Rector Major, Fr Luc Van Looy presided at the solemn concelebrated Mass to invoke the Holy Spirit. The words of the homily set the scene for the task of analysis and reflection facing the Chapter: “It is not us who will be guiding this part of salesian history. Following Don Bosco’s experience throughout his life we want to put the tiller in the hands of God, of the Spirit, and of Mary Help of Christians.”  

At 10.30 a.m. in the Aula Magna of the “Salesianum”, renovated and furnished with the latest technology, the opening session of the GC25 took place. Some salesian cardinals and bishops were present together with those responsible for some of the groups of the Salesian Family. Among the former we may mention:  Cardinal Antonio M. Javierre Ortas, Cardinal Oscar Rodríguez Maradiaga, Mgr. Vincenzo Savio, Bishop of Belluno, Mgr. Alois Kothgasser, Bishop of Innsbruck, Mgr. Vartan Boghossian, Eparch of S. Gregory of Narek for the Armenian faithful in Argentina, Mgr. Gennaro Prata, Archbishop emeritus of Cochabamba.

After the Moderator, Fr Antonio Domenech, had declared the Chapter open, Fr Luc Van Looy read the Message of the Holy Father. In it the Pope, after recalling the memory of the late Fr Juan Vecchi, invited the chapter members to follow in his footsteps, asking them and all the Salesian Congregation to be “attentive educators” and “competent spiritual guides.”  John Paul II expressed the hope that in addition to Duc in altum becoming the thematic motto of the Chapter, it would also become the same for all the apostolic work of the Congregation in the future.   


The Message of the Pope was followed by the address of Cardinal Eduardo Martínez Somalo, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, and by the greetings of some representatives of the Salesian Family: Mother Antonia Colombo, Superior General of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, Mr Rosario Maiorano, General Coordinator of the Salesian Cooperators Miss Anita Meertens, the Superior of the Volunteers of Don Bosco – on behalf also of the Volunteers with Don Bosco – and finally Mr Antonio Guilhermino Pires, World President of the Past Pupils. The opening address of the Vicar General followed.

The Chapter Assembly takes its first steps. 


At 4.00 p.m. the same day, Monday 25 February, the first ordinary working session was held. The Moderator began by presenting the outline timetable for the chapter members and explained the mechanics of the work of the Assembly and of the Commissions, according to the Regulations of the Chapter.


The following day, Tuesday 26 February, the Vicar General presented the Report on the State of the Congregation for the six year period 1996-2002.  Fr Luc Van Looy briefly described the aims, the contents, those addressed and the nature of the report, that contained among other things the relevant statistics regarding Salesians, works, collaborators, and those to whom the apostolic mission is addressed.  


Starting from a consideration of the facts, he then underlined some particular aspects and the more important problems regarding the situations in which salesian communities are living and working. He indicated also some of the issues that the present General Chapter would need to consider in its work of reflection and analysis: the community as the place for the ordinary ongoing formation of the confreres; the key role of the Rector in the religious community and in the work confided to it; the significance of the work as evidenced in its chosen priorities, and in those for whom it works by preference. He concluded offering the slogan “We shall exist as mystics, or we shall not exist at all!”  


The Moderator invited the chapter members to read the Report carefully and to prepare for the discussion which would be held with the Vicar General in  the following week  


In the afternoon the two working documents prepared by the Precapitular Commission were presented: the one on “The salesian community today” by Fr Francesco Cereda, Superior of the UPS Vice Province, and the other: “Verification of the structures of central government” by Fr John Dickson of the Great Britain Province  

The Retreat
 

At 7.20 p.m. on 26 February the retreat began in preparation for the work of reflection and analysis that awaited the chapter members. It was preached and led by the salesian, Mgr Alois Kothgasser, Bishop of Innsbrusk (Austria), who offered meditations on the theme Duc in altum, in reference to the Apostolic Letter of the Pope Novo Millenium Ineunte and the Strenna that the late Fr Vecchi left the Salesian Family for 2002.

At the end of this first day the chapter members gathered together for the “Good-night” which was give by Fr Camillo Maccise of the Discalced Carmelites, former President of the Union of Superiors General. In his short reflection Fr Maccise concentrated on the challenges – of which he mentioned seven – which are found facing consecrated life in the Church and in the world of today at the beginning of the third millennium.   

On Thursday 28 February, after the first reflection by Mgr Kothgasser, the chapter members made a pilgrimage to the Catacombs of St Callistus where are buried, in addition to Fr Vecchi, his two predecessors as Rector Major, Fr Egidio Viganò and Fr Luigi Ricceri. After a moment of prayer led by Fr Van Looy, in the chapel of the San Tarcisio salesian community, the chapter members went in procession to the tomb of the late Rector Major and spent some moments there in personal prayer for the repose of his soul.    

The second day ended with the “Good-night” of Mother Antonia Colombo the Superior of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians who, referring to the approaching 125th anniversary of the first FMA missionary expedition to America, expressed her gratitude, saying that as on that occasion, “also today without the Salesians we would not be in many parts of the world” and concluded with the remark: “without you we would not be ourselves”.  Mother Antonia then mentioned the theme for their own 21st General Chapter to be held in September: “In a renewed covenant, the commitment to active citizenship”

The following day began with a Mass at which Cardinal Oscar Rodríguez Maradiaga presided. Starting from the scriptural readings for the day he encouraged the Salesians to be always promoters of a  culture of life in face of the culture of death so evident in contemporary society.  

The retreat finished on Saturday 2nd March with the Mass at which Mgr Alois Kothgasser presided. In the evening a group of the chapter members took part in the recitation of the rosary with the Holy Father on the occasion of a meeting organized by the diocese of Rome with young university students from the city.   

The Chapter gets down to work.

The second week of the chapter began with the appointment by the Vicar General of Fr Antonio Martinelli as his substitute as President of the Chapter during his own absence following a road accident in which he had been involved the previous Saturday.   

The Moderator of the Chapter, Fr Antonio Domenech, then read the message of thanks sent to the Holy Father on behalf of the members of the GC25. In it Fr Van Looy wrote: “We shall be studying the topic of “The salesian community today” following the lines that Your Holiness traced out for us, with the desire to make the mission of Don Bosco in the new millennium a prophetic one,” with the promise of the fidelity of the Congregation “to Your Magisterium and the desire to collaborate always with the universal and local Church”.     


Subsequently the Assembly moved on to the vote on the Regulations of the Chapter which were approved with a large majority.

In the afternoon the full Presidency of the Chapter was constituted with the election of three Chairmen from the list of names presented by the President of the Chapter. The following confreres were elected Fr Savio Hon Tai-Fai, provincial of Hong Kong, Fr William John Dickson, from the Great Britain province and Brother Claudio Marangio, from the Special Circumscription of Piedmont and the Valle d’Aosta.      

On Tuesday and Wednesday, 5–6 March, the Chapter members divided into 15 language groups and began the consideration of the Report of the Vicar General on the state of the Congregation and the two working documents on the topics of the salesian community and the verification of the structures of government.

Each group, according to its own interests and experience, chose three priorities starting from those mentioned in the report of the Vicar General; a small group made a summary which the Moderator presented to the Assembly as a help for the reflection to be carried out on the topics of the chapter. 

After a lengthy discussion on the two working documents in the afternoon of Wednesday 6 March, both were approved as the basis for the initial work of the Commissions and of the Assembly. The document on the salesian community was accepted almost unanimously and the one on the verification of the structures of central government by slightly more than two thirds.    

From the very beginning the work of the Assembly was characterized by numerous interventions and requests for clarification, demonstrating that every day the GC25 was getting up steam and the topics dealt with were closely followed. Many Chapter members were speaking for the first time, while some of the contributions showed the speakers to be much more at home. Among the most frequent requests was for a final document that would be simple and practical, something for the life of the community directed more at a practical than at a theoretical level.   

The Chapter Commissions

In the afternoon of Tuesday 6 March the Vicar General, Fr Luc Van Looy, underwent an operation at the Pius XI hospital in Rome. After assuring the Assembly of its successful outcome the Moderator of the Chapter went on to present a proposal for the setting up of the Chapter Commissions. There were six of them which were to deal with the following subjects:  the first, the theme of fraternal life; the second, evangelical witness; the third, animating presence among the young; the fourth, the theme of the Rector and ongoing formation; the fifth, new situations and kinds of salesian community. To the sixth commission was assigned the topic of the verification of the structures of central government and the various proposals for changes to the Constitutions and Regulations. To these working commissions of the Chapter should be added a commission for communications, composed of one representative from each region.    

Once the commissions were set up the program envisaged the consideration of the proposal regarding the date of the election of the Rector Major and his Council, and the presentation of the process of discernment. After discussion the Assembly approved the proposed calendar with the elections to take place during the week 2 to 8 April.

During this time the chapter members would be assisted in the discernment process by Fr Anthony McSweeney, of the Blessed Sacrament Congregation, former Superior General of his Institute and former President of the Union of Superiors General (USG).

In the meantime the six commissions began work and proceeded at once to the election of their presidents, spokesmen and secretaries. The six presidents together with the President of the Chapter, the Moderator and the three Chairmen constitute the Central Commission, which met for the first time at 9.30 p.m. on Thursday 7 March.    

A first hand experience of community


The Chapter members not only talked about community – they lived it intensely during the two months of the Chapter. This first hand experience created close relationships of communion, helped in the sharing of experiences and ways of thinking, expressed especially through prayer and eucharistic celebration which are the roots and the source of life in community and make of each one not only a teacher but also a witness.   

The daily timetable of the Chapter provided for the celebration of Morning Prayer and Mass in the morning, usually in language groups except on Wednesdays, when all came together and the celebration was led by each region in turn. There were two working sessions during the morning: from 9.00 until 10.30 and from 11.00 until 12.45.  The time immediately after lunch was recreation time for the Chapter members, spent in different ways: some walked along the paths of the Generalate, some played basketball, some football, on the pitches specially prepared at the Salesianum, while some played the traditional salesian game of “bocce”. Every so often a chapter member would be found on roller skates or cycling around the grounds. Work resumed in the afternoon at 3.30 p.m. and usually finished at 7.00 with a break for half an hour at 5.00. Then Vespers were said together followed by a “good-night” given in turn by provincials from the different regions; these were particularly appreciated as they encouraged a spirit of family and communion. Afterwards there was supper.       

Each working week concluded with a proposed outing organized by a group responsible for animating the life of the community. These were occasions for getting together and sometimes opportunities for meeting different salesian communities (for example in the Naples Province or that of Liguria-Tuscany).

At the beginning of each week the chapter members could watch a short summary of the previous week’s work on a video prepared by the Eurofilm centre of the Don Bosco Missions Office in Turin.   

The work of the Commissions


Returning to an account of the work of the Chapter, the efforts of the commissions took up the third week  The first five, to which the study of the various aspects of the topic on the salesian community was assigned, examined at some depth the reports from the provincial chapters and identified the more important elements of the situation; they then selected the most pressing challenges and sought the most suitable guidelines to respond to them. In this work, time for personal study and in small groups alternated with discussion and the sharing of ideas in the commission.

For its part, the sixth commission concentrated its attention on the examination of the proposals to modify the Constitutions which could have reference to the elections. On Wednesday 13 March it presented in the Assembly some alternative proposals regarding the duration of the time in office of the Rector Major and of the members of the General Council, the procedure for the election of the Economer General, and the subdivision of the Australasian region into two separate areas, with the consequent increase in the number of regional councillors.     

Discussion of these proposals began in the Assembly and there were many interventions regarding all the various options. At the end of the debate the commission proposed a series of straw votes on the various proposals to ascertain the mind of the Assembly. This expressed an opinion favourable to the subdivision of the Australasia region, confirmed the form of direct election of the Economer General, supported the proposal to limit the term in office of the Rector Major to two consecutive six-year periods, and finally invited the commission to find a different formulation of the two proposals on the term in office of the members of the General Council and on the possibility of their being eligible for election to another department or region after the completion of two terms of six years in the same office.       

In the meantime the other commissions presented the results of their work to the Assembly for discussion. In this way the third week of the Chapter came to an end.

Visit to the new library of the UPS

In the afternoon of Saturday 16 March the members of the GC25 went to see the new premises built to house the Don Bosco Library of the Salesian Pontifical University.  A tour of the new buildings in language groups was led by the Vicar General, just released from hospital.

In a brief address Fr Van Looy recalled that the Library was born in the mind of Fr Egidio Viganò during the centenary year of the death of Don Bosco and its construction was begun by Fr Juan Vecchi; it is to be considered the Library not only of the UPS but of the whole Congregation.

Following that of the Vicar General there were speeches by the Rector of the University, Fr Michele Pellerey, who gave a brief outline of the Library’s history and highlighted its capacity and functionality; by Fr Francesco Cereda, Superior of the UPS Vice-province, who recalled and thanked all who had taken part in the construction of the new building; by the Economer General, Fr Gianni Mazzali, who illustrated the financial story behind the enterprise; and by Fr Juan Picca, Prefect of the Library, who emphasized the particular innovations and value of the new structure. 

Fr Van Looy remained at the UPS infirmary until Monday 18 March for a brief period of convalescence, and then returned to take his place in the General Chapter.

Discussions in the Assembly

On Monday 18 March discussion began on the various nuclei of the theme on the salesian community prepared by the first five commissions.  A host of interventions insisted on the need to focus more on the challenges arising from the situations described, and especially to choose guidelines that could help communities to become more significant and prophetic.   These suggestions and those made in writing were collected by the commissions concerned for a reexamination and redrafting of their document.  

Meanwhile the sixth commission had reformulated their proposals and brought them back to the Assembly.  Discussion centered particularly on the separation of the Departments of the Salesian Family and Social Communication, with the possibility of the assignment of responsibility for the animation of the Salesian Family to the Vicar General. 

After the discussion on the modifications to the articles of the Constitutions, the sixth commission prepared a first draft which it submitted for voting with the possibility of further changes (iuxta modum), and subsequently for definitive approval just before the Easter Triduum.

In addition to these first deliberations, Holy Week was characterized by the presentation in the Assembly by all the other commissions of the second draft of their own documents.  The sixth commission too presented the first draft of the document on the verification of the structures of central government which it had been compelled to delay so as to give priority to the constitutional questions which concerned the coming elections of the Rector Major and members of the Council.

During these same weeks the Chapter community lived also some other fraternal occasions.  On 18 March news was received of the assassination of Bishop Isaias Duarte Cancino in Colombia two days earlier.  In the name of the Assembly the Vicar General, as President of the GC25, expressed the solidarity of the capitulars to Bishop Alberto Giraldo Jaramillo, President of the Colombian Bishops Conference, in a letter signed by all the members of the GC25. 

In the evening of the same day after supper, the assembly hall became a theatre for a performance by the salesian magician, Fr Silvio Mantelli, of a fascinating display of illusions and conjuring tricks which kept the capitulars entranced and amused for the best part of an hour.  Some of the capitulars were directly involved in the performance, willingly responding to invitations of the “magician”.


After supper on Wednesday 27 March, Fr Vecchi was commemorated by the presentation of a book published by the SEI and put together by the Salesian Fr Vittorio Chiari, entitled “Globalizzazione, crocevia della carità educativa”.  It is a text that synthesizes the thought of Fr Vecchi about the exploitation of juveniles from various aspects.  At the end of the evening, after a brief sketch by a clown of the group of Fr Chiari, Fr Vecchi’s obituary letter was distributed. 

The Easter break

The intensive work of the past weeks had made a pause desirable in the rhythm of the Chapter’s work, not least to allow for a deeper participation in the Easter Triduum.  But before the break, on the Wednesday evening, Fr Anthony McSweeney presented to the Assembly the process of discernment that would be followed during the elections and replied to some questions submitted in advance by the capitulars.


In the second part of the morning of Holy Thursday the Vicar General, Fr Luc Van Looy, replied in the Assembly to questions on the Report on the state of the Congregation, which had been sent in much earlier by the capitulars but to which he had not been able to reply because of his accident and subsequent surgery.

At the end of the work, the Assembly met in church at 6.00 p.m. for the solemn celebration In Coena Domini, at which Fr Joaquim D’Souza, Regional Councillor for Australia-Asia presided.

In the days that followed more than a hundred capitulars left for the Mother House in Turin, where they spent the Easter weekend visiting the salesian places of Valdocco, Colle Don Bosco and Mornese.

Election of the Rector Major and General Council


After the Easter break work was resumed on Tuesday 2 April at 9.00 a.m. with the launching of the discernment process by Fr Anthony McSweeney that would lead to the election of the Rector Major and the members of the General Council.

On Tuesday evening, after a day spent in language groups reflecting on the challenges and strong points of the Congregation and on the qualities required in the new Rector Major, the capitulars gathered in church to invoke the Holy Spirit together and so prepare for the elections.  On Wednesday morning, 3 April, at the invitation of Fr McSweeney, each capitular sent in a sheet with a single name proposed as Rector Major.  At 11.00 a.m. the list of names proposed was distributed for the personal reflection of each member.

The election itself took place in the afternoon at 4.00 p.m. and resulted in the election by a large majority on the first ballot of Fr Pascual Chávez Villanueva.


The solemn celebration of Vespers, with the singing of the Te Deum for the new Rector Major and his first “Good-night”, followed by supper, concluded the first day of the elections.  In the refectory after supper there was a simple but sincere family function during which the various regions expressed their joy in different languages at the election of the new Rector Major. 


Thursday 4 April began with a eucharistic concelebration at which Fr Chávez presided, and continued with the process of discernment for the election of the Vicar General.


The election took place at 5.30 p.m., and on the second ballot Fr Luc Van Looy was confirmed in office by a large majority.


On the following days the Councillors for the various Departments were elected, with the following results.  On Friday, 5 April: Fr Francesco Cereda for the Formation Department  and Fr Antonio Domenech for that of Youth Pastoral Work; and on Saturday, 6 April: Fr Tarcisio Scaramussa for Social Communication, Fr Francis Alencherry for the Missions, and Fr Gianni Mazzali as Economer General.


At this point the capitulars suspended the work and took it up again on the Sunday afternoon with the discernment for the election of the Regional Councillors;  the list of the candidates – prepared by each Region – was presented to the Assembly on the Sunday evening.



On Monday 8 April, the Assembly confirmed in office Fr Albert Van Hecke for Northern Europe, Fr Joaquim D’Souza for South Asia, Fr Helvécio Baruffi for Latin America – Southern Cone, and Fr Filiberto Rodríguez Martín for Western Europe.  Then were elected the four new Regional Councillors: Fr Adriano Bregolin, provincial of West Venice for Italy and the Middle East; Fr Esteban Ortiz González, provincial of Ecuador, for Interamerica; Fr Václav Klement, provincial of Korea, for East Asia–Oceania and Fr Valentín de Pablo, of the Mozambique Delegation for Africa-Madagascar.

An intense week of work and experiences

With the ending of the week of the elections which gave the Congregation the new Rector Major and General Council, the Chapter returned to its work of reflection, re-drafting and presentation of the various themes.  

From Tuesday 9 to the afternoon of Friday 12 April there was discussion of the  second drafts of the documents of the first five commissions which had in the meantime rewritten the definitive version of their texts on the basis of the observations received.  The sixth commission presented the second draft of its own document, suitably revised after the contributions received from the Assembly.

On Friday morning, 12 April, the capitulars were received in audience by Pope John Paul II.  About 11.15 a.m. they entered by the Bronze Gate to reach the Clementine Hall of the Vatican.  At 11.40 the Holy Father joined them and paused to greet personally the new Rector Major, Fr Pascual Chávez.  A warm and lengthy applause was evidence of the joy of the capitulars at being received in the Pope’s house.  The meeting lasted 25 minutes in all.  The Pope urged the Salesians to be saints: “Dear Salesians”, he said, “be holy – holiness is your essential task, as indeed it is for all Christians!”.

Strengthened by the Holy Father’s words, the capitulars returned in the afternoon to the work of the Chapter which was approaching its end.  A small group of three capitulars was formed to work on the texts of the individual commissions, in order to give unity of style to the document on the salesian community today. 

The gift of the Beatifications

Almost at the end of the Chapter, on Sunday 14 April the Church offered the Salesian Family the gift of the beatification of three of its members: Fr Luigi Variara, Founder of the Daughters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary; Sister Maria Romero Meneses, Daughter of Mary Help of Christians; and the Salesian Brother Artemide Zatti.

In preparation for this event, the Chapter reflected on the figure of the Salesian Brother, following the indications and prompting of Fr Juan Vecchi in his letter “Beatification of Bro. Artemide Zatti:  a sensational precedent”. In language groups the capitulars sought for suggestions and experiences to stimulate the Congregation and the Salesian Family to a better knowledge of this concrete form of the salesian vocation and to propose it with greater conviction.


In the afternoon of Saturday 13 April the capitulars went to the Don Bosco Church at Cinecittà to join in a prayer vigil with the Salesian Family of Lazio and those who had come to Rome to take part in the celebration the following day. 

The Beatification ceremony on the Sunday morning brought together in St Peter’s Square large numbers of pilgrims from all parts of the world.  Participating with them were the Rector Major, the General Council and the members of the GC25.   Also present were numerous civil and religious personalities, including the Presidents of Costa Rica and Nicaragua, representatives of Argentina and Colombia, the Mayors of the Italian cities where the Beati had been born, the Salesian Cardinals Miguel Obando Bravo and Oscar Rodríguez Maradiaga, with many other salesian Bishops.  The crowd in St Peter’s Square was estimated at more than 15,000 faithful. During the celebration the relics of the Beati were carried to the altar by those who had received the graces presented for the beatification.


In the afternoon the Rector Major and the capitulars took part in the commemoration of the new Beati in the Paul VI Hall of the Vatican.

The final activities of the Chapter


The Chapter was moving towards its close;  during the final week the different commissions presented the texts for the voting “iuxta modum” with the possibility of further modifications, followed by the final vote on the definitive text.

On Monday afternoon, 15 April, at the Don Bosco Theatre of Cinecittà, took place the official commemoration of the centenary of the erection of the Roman Salesian Province.  Taking part in the event were the Rector Major and the members of the GC25, with a large number of civil and religious personalities, amongst whom were Cardinal Javierre Ortas, Abps. Tarcisio Bertone and Gennaro Prata, with other salesian bishops present in Rome for the beatification of the three members of the Salesian Family.
In these final days the texts were presented in the Assembly of the Messages addressed to the Salesian Family, to international organisms concerned with youth problems, to young people, and also a message from the Chapter on the figure of the Salesian Brother, the result of the reflection made in the Assembly in the previous week.  After the members had been given the opportunity to express their observations and make suggestions, the Messages were approved by the Assembly. 

The Chapter ended on Saturday 20 April with the closing session.  When the final requirements of the Regulations had been complied with, the Rector Major gave his concluding address in which he summed up what had been done and offered some indications for the application of the Chapter’s guidelines.

The final act was the Eucharistic Concelebration, in which each Region committed itself to pass on to the confreres and communities the experience and message of the Chapter;  all entrusted themselves and the results of their efforts to Mary Help of Christians.

