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The name of Arthur Lenti is well-known in all the 
Salesian world. His monumental collection Don 
Bosco: History and Spirit has already become 
one of the classics of Salesian literature and 
obligatory reading for those who want to know 
in depth the Father and Teacher of youth. Until 
less than a decade ago, his name was unknown 
to many; today it has been added to the list of 
those considered the great scholars of Don 
Bosco’s history.
But who is the man behind that work? What was 
the process that led to this great work? Other 
than his studies and research what else can he 
tell us, we who share the Salesian mission? 
The book is divided into two parts. In the first Fr. 
Lenti himself is the protagonist; he personally 
recalls his past life, his secret vision about 
Salesian studies and his expectations for the 
future. In the second part you will find the 
testimony of those who knew him and his 
work. Learning about the author allows us 
to better understand his work; discovering 
the testimony of the life of an older brother 
inspires us to live our own vocation; knowing 
one who knows Don Bosco so well, motivates 
us to be better Salesians.

ARTHUR J. LENTI, SDB
He was born on January 31, 1923 in 
Mugarone di Bassignana, Alessandria, Italy, 
as only child of Pietro Giovanni and Maria 
Carolina Lenti, Due to the drama of World 
War II he migrated to the United States 
at the age of 14, making contact with the 
Salesians in Newton, New Jersey, where he 
made his novitiate, professing as a Salesian 
of Don Bosco on September 14, 1940. That 
year he was assigned to the Province of San 
Francisco, California. He was ordained a 
priest on July 2, 1950 in Turin, Italy.

At the conclusion of the program of 
theological studies at the Salesian 
Pontifical Athenaeum (PAS) in Turin, he 
began postgraduate studies at the Biblical 
Institute in Rome during the years 1950-
1952. He returned to his Province where 
through the years he has provided teaching 
and research services in many different 
places, among which are: Aptos (CA), 
Richmond (CA), Wat-sonville (CA), Columbus 
(Ohio) and Berkeley (CA). He was called 
to collaborate with a new project of his 
Province and was therefore sent to Rome 
to undertake specialized studies in Salesian 
historiography under the guidance of the 
renowned professor Don Pietro Stella for 
about three years, 1981-1983. At the end of 
this magnificent experience he became co-
founder and distinguished professor of the 
Institute of Salesian Studies at Berkeley. 
There he has carried out his ministry of 
teaching and researching for almost 40 
years without interruption.

The quality and seriousness of his work 
were well-known were well-know by both 
the experts by the experts and specialists 
of Sale-sian historiography, especially in the 
English-speaking world. During the period of 
intense fervor that marked the preparation 
for the Bicentenary of the birth of Don Bosco, 
thanks to the Spanish edition of his magnum 
opus, the collection: Don Bosco: History 
and Spirit, CCS, Madrid, 2012; the name of 
Arthur Lenti became known throughout 
the Salesian world. His work crossed the 
borders of languages and countries with 
unexpected speed. It is now recognized as 
one of the classics of Salesian literature. 
He is currently recognized as one of the 
greatest disseminators of the critical history 
of Don Bosco, and his work has become an 
obligatory reference in the various area of 
Salesian study..
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PROLOGUE

I am pleased to be asked to write a few lines introducing this book 
on the importance of the work of Fr. Arthur Lenti on bringing the 

life and ministry of St. John Bosco to the English-speaking Salesians 
of the United States. Brief sketches and anecdotes of Don Bosco’s 
life were the usual readings for the American devotees of Don 
Bosco. The major change came with the scholarship and effort of Fr. 
Arthur Lenti.

It all began in 1946 when the young Salesian, Br. Arthur Lenti, began 
his theological studies at the Ateneo Pontificio Salesiano in Turin, 
Italy, the homeland of St. John Bosco. Following his theological 
studies, Fr. Arthur Lenti studied at the Biblical Institute, in Rome, 
1950-1954.

After 20 years of teaching Scripture in theological schools in 
California and Ohio, Arthur Lenti, transferred to Don Bosco Hall, 
Berkeley, began what would be his life’s greatest work, devoting 
himself to a critical study of the life of St. John Bosco. The 
methodologies that Arthur learned at the Biblical Institute became his 
guide to determine the historical truth of Don Bosco’s life, spirituality, 
and ministry to youth.

The consummate teacher. From 1980 to 2016 Arthur Lenti taught a 
scholastic year course on St. John Bosco to students of theology and 
American Salesians in on-going formation. The course developed 
over the years in his continual research into all the available written 
records of Don Bosco and the early Salesians. Every year the course 
improved based on his continual research. Living with Arthur for 
many of these years, one can only impressed with his need to seek 
out the historical truth in every phase of Don Bosco’s life.
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The studies on Don Bosco, with Arthur especially, led to Don Bosco 
Hall forming the Institute of Salesian Studies for English-speaking 
Salesians throughout the world. The courses are now divided by 
separate semesters and summer programs. The Institute continues 
with the leadership of Fr. Joseph Boenzi, a former professor of the 
Salesian Pontifical University, Rome.

This book is a tribute to Fr. Arthur Lenti who has greatly contributed 
to our understanding of Don Bosco and our dedication to Don 
Bosco’s legacy.

 
Fr. Thomas Prendiville, SDB

INTRODUCTION

The Bicentenary of the Birth of Don Bosco (2015) was the 
occasion to re-read the history, spirituality and pedagogy roots 

of the Salesians charism. Following the indication of the then Rector 
Major, Fr. Pascual Chávez, the entire Congregation and the Salesian 
Family enthusiastically gave themselves up to a “three years of 
preparation” for the celebration of the bicentennial celebration. 
Thus, a study program was drawn up that covered the most 
outstanding dimensions of the life and work of Don Bosco: his 
history (2012), his pedagogy (2013) and his spirituality (2014). In 
this environment began to emerge a myriad of initiatives that sought 
to offer, strengthen or motivate the knowledge that would later 
influence the apostolate with the young people. Thus, we were 
witnesses and actors of talks, meetings, workshops, symposiums, 
days of reflection, courses, and trips... These initiatives were 
accompanied by a rich and varied editorial production, in which the 
monumental work stands out: “Don Bosco: History and Spirit” of 
Father Arthur Lenti.

Until then, in the “ordinary” Salesian world, this name was practically 
unknown, particularly for the non-Anglo-Saxon hemisphere. 
However, for those who had had the opportunity to advance more 
specialized studies in Salesianity, this name was somewhat familiar. 
In the world of the Salesian academy, Fr. Lenti was recognized as a 
serious and recommended scholar, his name was intrinsically linked 
to the “Don Bosco Hall” of Berkeley (USA), for the service rendered 
in this house during the last decades and its works, particularly 



A
R

TH
U

R
 L

EN
TI

. 
M

EM
O

R
Y,

 P
R

ES
EN

C
E 

A
N

D
 H

O
PE

12

13

IN
TR

O
D

U
C

TI
O

N

articles published in the “Journal of Salesian Studies” (Berkeley) 
and “Ricerche Storiche Salesiane” (Rome), were well valued and 
esteemed. However, the fame and renown that he achieved on the 
occasion of the publication in Spanish of his collection “Don Bosco: 
Historia y Carisma”, made him one of the unavoidable references of 
the study of Salesian history.

This his magnum opus soon received a generous disclosure and 
wide acceptance. Several external and internal factors came together 
for this. Among the first, there is -without any doubt- the atmosphere 
of fervor and enthusiasm for re-knowing the story of Don Bosco, 
which brought with it the preparation for the celebration of the 
bicentennial of his birth; as well as the successful decision to carry 
out the first edition in Spanish, the language of the New Continent, 
in which the Salesian charism gallops with great vigor. Among the 
internal factors, there is clear and understandable language, the 
correct division into volumes and chapters, the quality of the printing 
(by the CCS publishing of Madrid), etc. But, above all, the narrative 
is greatly enriched by the advances of contemporary Salesian 
historiography, which presents the character’s life from the point of 
view of critical history and not necessarily informative or uplifting. 
In short, “Lenti’s book” gathered the necessary information at the 
right time. His work is translated today into different languages, his 
influence in the Salesian world is undeniable, as are the number of 
quotes found in contemporary Salesian writings of all styles.

But who is Arthur Lenti? Who is the man behind those pages? How 
does he understand Salesian studies? What vision does the Salesian 
world have of a man who knows so much of his roots? Does he have 
anything more to say besides his contribution to the knowledge of 
the story of Don Bosco?... After reading his collection, these 
questions began to emerge and I think they are not superfluous. This 
is how I decided to do this work.

The book you have in your hands

God’s ways are a mystery, but they are sure ways. One day without 
the slightest indication or premonition I was told that I was to go to 
Berkeley, California, to study Salesianity under the guidance of Fr. 
Arthur Lenti. The news gave rise to fear and trembling. It would be 
a privilege to attend the classes of one of today’s greatest scholars 
dedicated to the study of the life of Don Bosco; I was filled with joy 
and gratitude. Moreover, to spend one full year (2014) in one of the 
most prestigious centers of Salesian studies in the world, the Institute 
of Salesian Studies, gave me a great sense of pride. Could I expect 
anything better from the hands of such a good God? I thought that 
such kindness from God was already too much for a poor sinner, 
and yet God still had more in store for me, a very special gift: 
friendship with Father Lenti.

The Community noticed this growing relationship. The young Bolivian 
Deacon, who had arrived at the beginning of that year was now Fr. 
Arthur’s friend. Nothing out of this world, nothing extraordinary. Yet 
the Director of the Community, Fr. John Roche, took note of the 
friendship and how it could prove useful. Lenti is well known for his 
work, but very few know details of his life, a hidden page which, if 
published, could benefit the confreres. As my return to Bolivia drew 
nearer, Fr. John suggested I consider writing an article or biography of 
Fr. Lenti, perhaps interviewing him… Something! The proposal 
fascinated me, however time, inexorable and merciless, did not allow 
me to do anything concrete. I returned to my country with empty 
hands, but I carried the idea with me.

For the year 2017 the Holy Spirit and my Provincial, Father Javier 
Ortiz, asked that I take all my learning and join the formation team 
of the Salesian theologate in Bogotá. My primary task would be to 
collaborate in the Salesian formation of the confreres, while at the 
same time find a way to further my own studies, an idea that was not 
disagreeable. When the time came to prepare my departure for 
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Bogotá, I toyed with the decisions as to what to include in my 
luggage. I eventually decided to break with my habit of taking all of 
my favorable texts on Salesianity with me. I instead chose to take 
only three books. I spent one entire afternoon making that painful 
decision. Among those three was the book “Don Bosco Today”, an 
interview with Father Angel Fernandez Artime, tenth Successor of 
Don Bosco. The author is a well-known journalist and writer, Angel 
Expósito. I had already read the book, but I thought it would prove 
useful should I have to give a speech or conference.

I arrived in Bogotá in the early days of the year. The idea about the 
work in honor of Fr. Arthur was still in my mind. One day, between 
April and May, I decided to take some readings to keep up with the 
Salesianity issues, almost by chance I took in my hand the book 
“Don Bosco today” and I started to leaf through it. After reading a 
couple of chapters I decided to interrupt my reading. Meanwhile, as 
I prepared to fall into the arms of Morpheus, from nowhere Father 
Lenti burst into my mind. After a brief second, I thought It would be 
good for someone to do the same with him, to interview him about 
his life and mind…. Eureka. What luck! Voila!

This idea fell into the strong clutches of my selfishness. Within two 
days I had already devised a series of topics for the interview, 
prepared a wealth of questions; there I was searching for a title… 
And then I immediately knew that for the work to be appreciated it 
would have to be more than a mere interview; it would have to 
include the witness of knowledgeable persons who could share what 
they knew of the life and work of the Master. There was madness 
behind this project, so I decided to consult with others who had 
experience in this area…and they all thought it was an excellent idea. 
But I needed more than just words of encouragement. If I was 
determined to see it through I would have to obtain real and concrete 
backing. I polished my plan and presented it to Father Jaime Morales, 
Provincial of Bogotá, who was very impressed, and promised to 
assist me wherever necessary. I also presented this project to Fr. 

Javier Ortiz, Provincial of Bolivia, who likewise promised me his 
total support. Within a few days almost everything was in place to 
undertake the project. Only one detail remained: Fr. Lenti’s approval!

Wasting no time, I contacted him, describing the evolution of my 
bright idea – he already knew of it – and told him that I had the 
necessary support. Before taking the first step all I needed was for 
him to agree to the interview. I did not receive an affirmative 
response, at least not in the way I had expected. Like all good men 
of letters, Fr. Lenti is very protective of his personal life and history. 
He saw no problem in sharing some information with me, but the 
idea of publishing a book was a totally different thing. Several days 
later we spoke again, and he told me that he would accept, on the 
condition that I be the interviewer and that he reserved the right to 
correct and edit the final document. I could not ask for more.

On August 2017 I took advantage of a semester break to return to 
Berkeley determined to complete the interview. But Fr. Lenti was no 
longer with the community of Don Bosco Hall; just some days 
earlier Fr. Arthur had fallen several times and was in a delicate 
situation, so he had to be hospitalized and then transferred to Mercy 
Center for rehabilitation at the hands of competent personnel 
accustomed to caring for persons of his venerable age (94). My 
arrival was most opportune, arriving when Fr. Lenti was slowly 
adapting to his new residence, something not at all easy for a man 
who had lived in the same residence for nearly 40 years. For almost 
two weeks I spent three to six hours each day with him. We spoke of 
many things, I was present when he was in therapy, helped him at 
breakfast… and much more. This climate of friendship and of 
mutual support was ideal for continuing this interview which gave 
birth to this work.

This was the first time that I undertook something of this kind. I did 
some investigation as to how one might produce a biography via an 
interview. I learned only one thing: all questions must be open-
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ended; they must not follow a strict order. The conversation must 
allow itself to be guided by the rhythm set by the person being 
interviewed. I came with my semi-structured program which was 
nothing other than a collection of topics which I believed to be of 
important. As he shared his thoughts other questions arose which 
generated others still (snowball methodology). My original plan 
changed, though the original idea remained the same. The title of 
this book is intended to present the outline of the interview, a holistic 
picture of the past, present, and future of the life and thoughts of Fr. 
Lenti. Before turning on the tape recorder on my cell phone, I knew 
that I needed a model of what I was looking for, so I searched and 
carefully read several interviews which proved to be enlightening: 
“Don Bosco Today”, “Benedict XVI, the recent conversations with 
Peter Seewald” and “Crossing the Threshold of Hope” (interview 
with John Paul II by the renowned reporter Vittorio Messori). 

There are two parts to the work. In the first you will find the actual 
interview which was revised and corrected by Fr. Arthur himself: this 
guarantees that the work comes from its original source (interview 
was done entirely in English, but my original draft is in Spanish). The 
second part contains the testimonies of knowledgeable persons who 
can speak about some of his characteristics and/or his work. In this 
section the contributions of brothers from distant lands, with different 
formation are found, but each one with two defining traits held in 
common: they are Salesians, and they know their mission. I don’t 
know which of the two sections I find more interesting. I suppose that 
depends on the reader.

Due to my limited experience as a writer I have come to understand 
that before beginning to write a book one must first answer three 
inevitable questions; what do I wish to write? For whom am I 
writing? What do I expect from my book? The last paragraphs answer 
the first question. As for the second question, I am writing first for 
my Salesian confreres, particularly for those in the stage of initial 
formation and who are eager to know more about the life of Don 

Bosco in depth; yet my book is intended for everyone who in one 
way or another wishes to know the man behind the well-known 
collection “Don Bosco: History and Spirit”. As for what I expect 
from my work, it lies in the charismatic and vocational realm rather 
than contributing new and exciting information to Salesian 
historiography; my goal is to inspire the reader to study Fr. Lenti’s 
work more deeply so that he lives his consecration in a more radical 
and committed way, in his service of education and evangelization to 
the youth. If this becomes a reality, I will have reached my goal.

 
Gratefulness 

There is no other way to conclude this “brief” preface than by 
expressing my gratitude to the many who have collaborated with me 
in making this book a reality in such a short time. In the first place I 
thank Fr. Arthur Lenti who allowed me entry into the inner chamber 
of his person so that I could share some of it with others. I express my 
deep gratitude to those who collaborated in the writing of this text: 
Fathers Juan Jose Bartolome, Graciliano Garcia, Francis Moloney, 
Joe Boenzi, Luis Timossi and John Roche, all of whom with great 
generosity sacrificed so much of their time to enhance this work 
despite their many responsibilities. I must name the Superiors who 
supported this project: Fr. Timothy Ploch (Regional), Fr. Jaime 
Morales (Provincial of Bogotá), Fr. Javier Ortiz (Provincial of 
Bolivia), and Fr. Ted Montemayor (Provincial of United States 
-SUO); without their support this work would have ended up as a 
beautiful illusion. Finally, I wish to thank those who made corrections 
where needed making it possible for the work to reach completion: 
Frs. Manuel Camilleri, German Neira (Jesuit) and Miguel Angel 
Herrero. My special sense of thenakfulness to the english translator: 
Fr. Tomas Juarez; and to the english proofreader: Mr. Andrew Langley. 
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I have not forgotten God nor Mother Mary. No words can express 
how grateful I am to You, my Lord; but that is all I have. I beg You 
to recieve it not because it is insignificant, but because of your 
kindness… Thank you!

With you I feel myself sheltered, safe and protected. May the 
assitance of Mary Help of Christians, your Mother, our Mother, 
reach out to us so that our entire life be a continual expression of 
grattitude to you. Amen.

 
Marcelo Escalante Mendoza, SDB 

Province “Nuestra Señora de Copacabana” - Bolivia 
Publisher
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Some biographical information

Dear Father Arthur, during this past decade your name became 
known in the Salesian world, thanks mainly because of your 

collection “Don Bosco History and Spirit.” Due to this work now 
many people know who Arthur Lenti is and appreciate his expertise 
as an historian and his knowledge about the life of Don Bosco. And 
yet very few know the person, the priest, the brother. For those who 
have not had the pleasure of knowing you in person tell us about this 
Fr. Lenti. How do you see yourself?

To begin with I don’t think that I have done anything extraordinary, 
nothing out of this world. Yes, I did do something of considerable 
value, gathering all the information already extant, and I believe 
that to some degree I succeeded. Others have done the same.

Arthur Joseph Lenti was born on January 31, 1923 in Mugarone di 
Bassignana, Alessadria, in the Italian region of Piedmont. He was 
the only son of Maria Carolina and Pietro Lenti. Through the work 
you have done you taught us that to know someone we must learn 
that person’s history. What can you tell us of your family?

I remember my parents very well with so much affection. We were 
separated during the war. My father and mother did not want me to 
experience the horrors of war, so they sent me far away, they were 
Piedmonts, ordinary people, religious and intelligent. 
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My mother’s name was Maria Carolina Lenti. Where I was born 
everyone bore the same family name, it resembled a clan. I recall that 
when Fascism became the order of the day and all the schools became 
its puppets, my mother told me: “You shall not attend those schools; 
you are going to a Catholic school.” They were difficult times. She and 
other women wanted their children to be physically unharmed but also 
to understand that the times in which they were living and whilst 
remaining strong in their faith. Finally, and for this reason, they sent 
me to the United States.

My father was essentially a soldier who took part in the war and was 
left with a deep wound which never healed. His name was Pietro 
Giovanni. When the war began my father and others were drafted by 
the Fascists and assigned to the trenches. Many people died at a young 
age. My father experienced many difficulties in his life. He too was a 
dedicated Christian, intelligent, who loved to read. Since I was his 
only son he wanted me to be a man of deep convictions.

 
 
Tell us about your childhood 

I believe mine was a rather privileged childhood. I was educated in a 
Catholic school, a parish one. The pastor was Fr. Remigio Pastore, a 
former pupil of Don Bosco. Although he met him shortly before his 
death, he had the opportunity of hearing from Don Bosco himself a 
program for life: “Remember that we are Christians”. More than likely 
he did not then understand the meaning of those words, but with the 
arrival of Fascism he understood those words to perfection: We are 
Christians, not Fascists! Fascism was something terrible; it claimed 
the life of my favorite teacher, Roseta Moreta, who was poisoned.

Gino, a cousin of mine, was a student at the Oratory. During one of his 
vacations he invited a Salesian priest to our home. I recall his name, 
Fr. Roberto. He was the first Salesian I met. He invited me to participate 
in the life of the Oratory, but it was not a propitious moment.

Another memory of my childhood is the outbreak of the flu. Many 
people died, among them my aunt Victoria. Her five children were 
left to the care of my mother. When I left my country to go to the 
United States they took my place. Some of them were drafted into 
the army and died far from home. For that reason, I consider myself 
a privileged person because my parents found for me a place where 
I would be safe.

 
 
So, you came to the United States… What was your trip like?

A cousin of mine, by the name of Giovanni Ferrofino, (who several 
years later was ordained a Bishop) was an assistant to the Archbishop 
of Washington, Mons. Cicognani. He was one of his seven secretaries. 
So, the idea of coming to this country was not a totally preposterous 
adventure; besides, we had relatives living in the South, although we 
had not had much contact with them. I boarded the famous Rex, 
owned by Lloyd Triestino and was later destroyed by a German 
torpedo during the World War. There were other teenagers on board; 
I was fourteen years of age. During the voyage I learned that they 
had frequented the Salesian Oratory. We sailed from Trieste and 
arrived in New York. I was a guest in the residence of the Archbishop 
for several weeks but could not remain there for very long, so my 
cousin inquired about a boarding school where I could live and study. 
He discovered a Salesian school in Newton, New Jersey. 

When I arrived in the United States I had already completed the 
early years of schooling (in Italy known as the iniziale). After 
completing exams for admission, I was admitted with little difficulty. 
In fact, in this school we studied English so that upon arriving in this 
Salesian school, which was a house of formation, I was able to 
communicate, though poorly, with the other lads. This was my first 
real Salesian experience, and, to tell the truth, I liked it very much. 
One thing I remember very well is the kindness shown to me by the 
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Salesians of that community; I was very impressed. I also remember 
the many stories that they told.

One thing that weighed upon me during those years was the total 
lack of news about my parents. The World War with Germany 
severed all lines of communication with Europe.

 
 
Was it in this school that your Salesian vocation was born? 

No. The truth is that while still in Italy I had already sensed a calling to 
the priesthood, however, because of the circumstances that I have 
described, nothing came of the calling. Nevertheless, in this school I 
discovered that I not only wanted to become a priest but a Salesian as 
well. Paradoxically, I came to this house by coincidence; it was not my 
choice. It was my cousin who found it, as simple as that. God has his 
own ways…. The fact is, this place was, among other things, a novitiate. 
By merely being there and I was already a Salesian novice (Lenti 
laughs) …. This was a rather strange kind of discernment, don’t you 
think? (more laughter)

 
 
What was your novitiate like?

It was a beautiful and formative experience. We could not ignore 
the fact that the world was at war, so our formation could not be 
blind to the world situation, to what we heard every day. For that 
reason, we were very aware that if there was a time in which society 
and the Church needed us, this was the moment! For that very 
reason we took our formation very seriously. I came to study Don 
Bosco more seriously and took him as my inspiration, a model for 
me. Whatever I read about him excited me and I longed to learn 
more and more. It was then that I discovered my passion for sacred 
music, liturgy and Sacred Scripture. There was so much more to 

learn so I became an avid reader. I soon realized that not only did I 
have a great taste for study but that I was gifted… However, to 
become a Salesian that was not sufficient. And in the end, I was not 
admitted to religious profession. This was a painful blow for me.

If I am a Salesian today I owe it to the Master of novices, Don 
Romani, who felt my pain and encouraged me to continue in spite 
of having been held back. He asked the Council of the community 
to give me another opportunity; it was granted. On September 14, 
1941 I made my Profession as a Salesian. Don Romani hailed from 
New England, a good man, an authentic gentleman and a good 
Salesian. Moreover, he was a wise spiritual director who was able 
to understand me and helped me to overcome my problems. It was 
he who saved me - he did not allow me to leave - I am grateful for 
him and have celebrated many Masses for him… In my class, if I 
recall, we were eighteen or twenty, hailing from both Provinces of 
the United States, East and West.

The day of my Religious Profession was very special, as you can 
imagine. Not only because of the step which gave direction to my 
life, but also for that experience of not having been accepted that first 
time and for finally pronouncing that Formula for Profession. My 
heart was filled with so many different emotions… but I suppose that 
God wanted me to be a Salesian and the mediator was Don Romani. 

After my Profession I was sent to the Western Province in San 
Francisco, California. With me were three or four others. Many 
called us the “Benjamins” the reason being that that we were the 
last group. We were a close group, understood each other, and 
enjoyed a genuine friendship. Unfortunately, all of them soon left 
the community, something that was painful for me. This was the 
beginning of my Salesian life in all the richness of that word.
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Father, what about your family? I mean, they sent you away so that 
you could live in safety, far from the scourge of war, but not so that 
you could become a Salesian. When they heard of your choice did 
they accept it?

Yes, they did. In fact, they were very happy. The honest truth is that 
for them this was no total surprise. I left home at the age of fourteen 
and had already expressed my desire to become a priest. They were 
aware of my intention when I left for the United States. In a very 
Christian family for a son to become a priest was considered an 
authentic blessing from God.

 
 
Even if there was an only son? 
 
(laughter). Absolutely!

What followed your religious Profession?

I was sent to our Salesian House in Bellflower, near Los Angeles, 
California. The building was totally new; the work was, and still is, 
fruitful. While studying philosophy I took part in the pastoral 
ministry among the youth. To study and work at the same time was 
not an easy thing to do, but I never complained; quite to the contrary. 
I remained there for three years. It gave me the opportunity to meet 
some Italian soldiers who had been captured and billeted nearby; we 
became friends and it brought back memories of my homeland….

 
 
Is there anything that stands out?

Here there is the tradition of running a summer camp for the young. 
It was an experience they enjoyed very much. That year with the 
youngsters from Bellflower we wanted to run our own Program, so 
off we ventured to spend our summer in the nearby mountains. The 

war still raged so there were soldiers in the area; there was the fear 
that at any moment the Germans would attack. I was one of the 
assistants running the program; with me was another cleric, under 
the leadership of one priest, the catechist.

That first night the other cleric awakened me because one of the boys 
was very ill and seemed near death. I found him crying and out of 
control. We saw no physical cause, so we immediately informed the 
Catechist and drove him to the hospital. I was told to hold him, taking 
him into my arms trying to soothe and calm him, but he appeared to 
be beyond himself. Then, suddenly, he stopped crying and sobbing…. 
He died! He died in my arms… poor child… When we arrived at the 
hospital nothing could be done [Fr. Arthur was deeply moved 
shedding some tears]. Every time this scene comes to mind I weep. 
The doctors asked us many questions and detected symptoms of a 
virus, perhaps an epidemic, although they were unable to recognize 
it. To be safe the entire group at the camp was quarantined.

Imagine that! We returned to the camp and our campers; somehow 
everything seemed different. We had to give them two pieces of news: 
the death of their companion and the quarantine for a moment all were 
in a daze and with some fear. Two other boys became ill and were 
taken immediately to the hospital. No one was allowed to enter nor to 
leave the camp. The drama involved the lads in the camp, their 
families, and the adults in the area. It was a period of genuine confusion.

As things turned out our summer camp designed to last two weeks 
was extended for more than a month. We were visited quite often by 
the military and in a joking way they would tell us that the quarantine 
was due not only to the epidemic but also to the Germans. But there 
was no need to worry because they would protect us. They treated 
us very well leaving us free to run our summer camp. We had the 
mountain all to ourselves with free access to places we did not know 
existed. We came in contact with animals, even dangerous ones. 
When the lads felt more at ease they began to enjoy the camp 
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experience. We had to create new games and activities to fill the 
hours of the day for those nearly forty youngsters. It was quite a 
challenge. We were turning forty days into a festive Oratory. When 
the quarantine and we were declared “not contaminated” the boys 
shouted with joy running here and there. It was a sight to see! All in 
all, we had a wonderful time.

 

And what came after Bellflower?

I was sent to Watsonville (CA) as assistant and teacher. There we 
accepted a school which had previously belonged to the Franciscans. 
The scene was a different one, consisting of children of migrant 
families, primarily Mexicans. It was a difficult environment since 
the children were unschooled. I had to make every effort to 
understand them; they were migrant children, poor, many with little 
self-control… some eventually ended up with ruined lives. I taught 
religion and mathematics to the high school students. Teaching math 
to those youngsters was a terrible ordeal! It was almost as trying as 
celebrating Mass with them... I was there for only one year then was 
sent to the Crocetta in Turin (Italy) for my theological training.

Your return to Italy! I can imagine your mother’s joy when she saw 
you...

How beautiful it was to return to Italy! When my mother saw me I 
was wearing the cassock. You can very well imagine the flood of 
feelings that filled our hearts, especially the joy of being together 
again; there was also the great pleasure of seeing me as almost a 
priest. As to my father, he had already died. After his death several 
relatives joined together to look after the farm.

What did your mother say after not having seen you for five years? 
After all, her little Arthur, who had left for the United States, was no 
longer an adolescent; he was a young cleric in the Church.

If you are insinuating that there might have been some prophetic 
words such as Mamma Margaret had uttered when Don Bosco had 
put on the cassock or on the day of his ordination, I am sorry to 
disappoint you. After the embraces and kisses and her welcoming me 
she simply told me that she had prayed many rosaries for me 
(chuckles). It was truly a moving encounter. My aunt Teresa was ill; 
when I saw her I no longer saw a woman; what I saw was a child. And 
yet, she remained so affectionate and helpful; she never complained.

 
 
Describe your experience at the Crocetta (Italy) as student of 
Theology

The experience was a very good one as well as formative. Here is an 
example. For several months there was no heating; some of our 
Latin American brothers were unable to leave their beds, they felt 
that they would freeze in the cold. Eventually the plumbing system 
delivered hot water, for which they were the most grateful. We could 
say that they were heroic times.

But these were small inconveniences… Memories of our studies and 
formation along with our professors come to mind. They were, for 
the most part, excellent teachers, truly pleasant people. The ones I 
remember most are Castellino, Capellino, Devizia, and Hugo Galicia. 
We met with some of them later in the Biblical Institute, and we 
became good friends. I also had the opportunity to meet a few other 
professors who had had been silenced as a punishment for having 
taught, according to their accusers, erroneous doctrines. Today, more 
than likely, things would have been different – those were pre- 
Vatican II times. The German professors were respected and, at 
times, feared. Some of them were considered extreme conservatives.
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I would suspect the mere fact that you came from the United States 
placed you in a situation, I might say, of suspicion in the eyes of 
these different groups… this was after all the immediate post-war 
period.

Surely this was true for some but not on a large scale; it was not 
widespread. On the contrary I found the professors amiable and 
qualified. They were men who sacrificed themselves on our behalf, 
men who were committed to the Salesian mission. It was an authentic 
house of formation.

 
 
In your theological studies, which courses most caught your 
attention?

In general, I enjoyed every course. Yet I must admit that even before 
initiating my theological studies I had already felt an inclination for 
Sacred Scripture, as well as Liturgy and Church History. Something 
which labeled me and would eventually determine my future 
academic bent was the encouragement of one of my professors (his 
name escapes me) who carefully guided me in my studies; he was a 
professor of Sacred Scripture. He was brilliant, versed in several 
languages; he had studied in different countries, a man with a 
passion for study and teaching. Under his guidance I was able to 
make large strides and deepen my understanding.

With my companions we had a wonderful friendship; we formed study 
groups and were a support group for each other, particularly among the 
English-speaking students. There were difficulties and inconveniences, 
but it was definitely a time for personal growth. I cannot complain.

After the conclusion of his theological studies at the Crocetta Fr. 
Lenti did not return to California, rather he undertook the study of 
Sacred Scripture. Why? That was not the plan…

In my life, there is very little which you might call “the Plan”. My 
answer to your question carries a name, Fr. Renato Ziggiotti, who at 
that time was the Prefect of Studies for the Congregation and later 
would become the Rector Major. When I met him, he was in the 
process of updating the program of studies for the Congregation, 
particularly the syllabus for those in doctoral studies. His intent was 
to bring all universities to the same level; his dreams were on a large 
scale. For that reason, his concern was the formation of future 
professors of Scripture, Liturgy and Pedagogy… I know nothing of 
the formation of Fr. Ziggiotti, but he was a very learned man with a 
clear picture of the needs of the Congregation, both at that time, and 
for the future. He was always on the lookout for those who might fit 
into his plan.

 
 
How did he come to know you?

During final exams. The exam was open. There were questions and 
the topic was discussed. Don Ziggiotti was present in my group. 
After the exam he spoke about the possibility of me initiating Biblical 
studies. I guess I did not do too badly in my answers to the questions.

 
At that time were you already considering Salesian studies, 
Salesianity?

Yes, of course. Although the truly serious and systematic study 
would come later during my years in the Biblical Institute in Rome. 
While at the Crocetta we were in close contact, not only spiritually 
but also physically, with the places connected with Don Bosco so it 
was practically inevitable that we should imbibe his spirit in that 
life-giving environment. We were also blessed in having some 
professors who had had direct or indirect contact with him or with 
the first Salesians. So, even when we did not read the books which 
spoke of Don Bosco we heard and learned so much about him.
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So, during the period of your theological studies you studied to Don 
Bosco…

Yes indeed. Somehow, I came in contact with the Istituto Rebaudengo 
which only recently had been founded and enjoyed the favor and 
backing of Count Eugenio Rebaudengo, a Senator of the Kingdom 
and a person well-connected with the FIAT. He was also a Salesian 
Cooperator. It was the site of what was becoming to be the well-
known Faculty of Philosophy and Pedagogy of the Pontificio Ateneo 
Salesiano; later it would become the Faculty of the Sciences of 
Education of the Salesian Pontifical University in Rome. In this 
institute there were specific courses on Salesian studies, or 
Salesianity as is said today. 

Among the professors was Don Pietro Braido. He was a scholar and 
an exceptional teacher. It was the time for me to begin my Salesian 
studies in a serious and systematic way under the guidance of one of 
the greatest masters. Braido was a person of great importance in the 
Congregation: not only did he found, strengthen and guide the 
program of the faculty of education as is found in any university; he 
also explained and presented our pedagogy in terms which could be 
understood and appreciated by anyone, even those beyond the 
Salesian milieu. For all his work Don Braido was a well-known 
academician both within and beyond the Salesian frontiers. He was a 
great master. I owe so much to him.

 
His formation towards becoming a specialist 
in Salesian studies

Let’s talk about how you took the step forward towards the Biblical 
Institute.

Fr. Ziggiotti saw things on a grand scale, he envisioned the future of 
the Congregation. He was very intuitive and had a great love for the 

Congregation. If he were able to convert an intuition into a decision, 
you can be certain that he would achieve it; although, he was careful 
not to harm anyone. In his plan to give a solid base to formation 
within the Congregation, he saw the need for well-prepared people, 
so he thought that I might in some way be of service to his project 
by my initiating Biblical studies. He obtained a scholarship for me, 
so I was able to study in the Biblical Institute. So, it was that he 
undertook to “convince” (laughter) my Provincial (Fr. Cogliandro). 
Fr. Ziggiotti’s power of persuasion was admirable; after all he was a 
born strategist.

For three and a half years I studied in the Biblical Institute. I was 
able to present the draft of a final dissertation on the Prophet 
Ezechiel; however, I was unable to complete the investigation. I 
wanted to tackle the text as it was, to discover the real meaning 
following the line of thought of the original text. There were some 
who said it was the only way to understand this Prophet. It was 
especially the Scandinavian scholars who held this point of view. 
One of my favorite professors was Fr. Foct, a German, with an open 
mind. It was he who suggested that I follow the Scandinavian line.

I had a special gift for languages. To study the Bible in depth, besides 
English and Italian, I needed other languages: Spanish, French, 
German. So, I had to travel a bit. I also like the classical languages 
which, by the way, were required in order to read the texts: Greek, 
Latin, Hebrew… and other dialects.

 
 
Father, a moment ago you told me that while you were in the Biblicum 
you studied Salesianity. But how was that possible? Did you have the 
time?

It all depends on how you see it. The study of the Bible trained me 
in methodology which later I applied to the study of Don Bosco.
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So, it was there, in the Biblicum, where the future academician of 
Salesian studies was formed?

Yes, absolutely.

 
 
I do not understand…

I would say that my formation, in a strict sense, leading eventually to 
my contribution to Salesian studies, took place in the Biblical Institute 
in Rome. 
 
 
Father, I still do not understand. What connection is there between 
the Bible and the critical history of Don Bosco?

My formation began there with the courses I took. Jesuits, 
Franciscans and a great variety of others were our professors. What 
was most important was to learn, absorb and apply a method for the 
study of the Bible, a method which allows you to understand the real 
meaning which the authors intended to transmit, a meaning which 
goes beyond the words. It follows, to grasp the meaning you must 
not only concentrate on what the text says; you must instead, search 
beyond, especially for what was happening in the history and culture 
of the times. This is the door which opens a method before you. 
Therefore, to have a methodology does not mean to know and apply 
a few steps, but to acquire a method – almost a mentality- of 
approaching the texts. This was the method which I later applied to 
the study of Don Bosco. What my professors said about the Bible in 
some way had something to do with Don Bosco. If you want to 
study him with all seriousness, you need a reliable methodology.

What you have said is very interesting; but I have a doubt. If what is 
important is the methodology, a reliable one, that is clear. Would 

you have reached the same conclusions if instead of the Bible you 
had studied, let’s say, Egyptian Philology? Well, at long last what is 
important is to have a method… 

(laughter) The truth, I do not think that I would have come to the 
same conclusions. After all it is not a question only of having a 
method, rather of having a method which is conducive to what you 
expect from your investigation. Therefore, the logical question is: 
How can the biblical method –I think not of others but of myself- be 
applied to the life of Don Bosco? The answer is because there is a 
direct connection between the Bible and the life of Don Bosco. Both 
share a same spirit. So, although in an indirect way, every study of the 
Bible helps you to understand something about Don Bosco, not 
because he had studied the Bible or had followed the same line of 
investigation, but because he as a believer, as a priest and a saint, 
lived in a profound way the spirit which lay behind the Sacred 
Scriptures: nothing other than the Holy Spirit!

 
Put in these words, I understand –please correct me if I am wrong- 
that if I wish to know Don Bosco I must first know the Christian 
spirit which underlies the Sacred Scriptures. Is this correct?

Yes, I consider that correct. Therefore, it would be a great help to you 
to know how he understood the Bible. There are several studies that 
treat this topic, but you must not confine yourself to what others have 
said in this regard. You must also read what Don Bosco himself 
wrote on this topic. During his priestly formation he had the 
opportunity to study the Bible in depth, logically with the methodology 
and the language of his time, but we cannot overlook this very 
important source (the Scriptures) which in the future would be so 
essential to his apostolate. Still, his relationship with Sacred Scripture 
did not remain a frozen image from seminary days; on the contrary, 
it accompanied him throughout his entire life. For example, we know 
this to be true in the simple fact that he quotes from memory some 



36

37

I.
 I

N
TE

R
V

IE
W

A
R

TH
U

R
 L

EN
TI

. 
M

EM
O

R
Y,

 P
R

ES
EN

C
E 

A
N

D
 H

O
PE

Scriptural phrases, we know some of his favorite books; we know 
also some of his homilies, all of which tells us that he definitely had 
a loving relationship with the Scriptures. Once again, I repeat, in the 
language and methods of his time.

If you desire to know him you must read many books, especially 
controversial material; for example, when he speaks of what he called 
the “heretics”; in his writings he quotes the Bible extensively. I don’t 
think that methodically you can begin head on with Don Bosco or 
with any other saint; that would not be methodologically correct. On 
the contrary, what you must do first is to discover the Biblical 
background in his life, the source from which his life drank, the rock 
upon which he supported himself and built his life. In this way the 
Bible becomes a criterion for evaluating what Don Bosco or any other 
saint did, thought, and tried to transmit. Biblical exegesis comes first. 
It is the widest context in which his life was inserted. If you are 
acquainted with this context you can understand him, you can also 
evaluate him. This is the ultimate criterion for making a critical 
evaluation. What I did is to speak of Don Bosco in Biblical terms. So, 
I suggest that as you read, try to discover how he approaches the topic 
of heresies: there you will discover with clarity the spirit which is the 
background for his criticism. It is not the result of his personality 
alone, rather it is the fruit of what he believed, of his faith.

 
 
One can read the Bible from many points of view. How can we avoid 
putting things into Don Bosco’s mouth that we would want him to say?

Methodology guarantees your integrity. You can also study the 
writings of other persons who used a serious and critical method, for 
example Desramaut, Stella or Braido; in these recent times Giraudo, 
Motto, Prellezo… among others. The idea is to not repeat what they 
said, but to find in them material that is undeniably authentic. A good 
method that leads to familiarity and agreement with the more credible 

scholars assures you that your work is on the right track. In any case, 
the Biblical tradition is what provides the perspective for all 
Christendom; it would be totally absurd that a person like Don Bosco 
not be counted within what is authentically Christian. The Christ that 
Don Bosco followed is the one he received in the Sacred Scriptures, 
logically and particularly in the New Testament, but from the entire 
New Testament and it is something that you must hold clearly in 
your mind. Many times, one commits the error of limiting the reading 
to a passage or a book that he finds interesting; that is improper. One 
must know the Spirit that is in the background of the entire Bible. As 
you can see, undertaking a critical study is a task that implies 
seriousness and commitment. 

 
That is most interesting. But your specific formation in Salesian studies 
was not limited to the Biblical Institute; instead you had a specific 
formation and with one of the most renowned scholars, beloved and 
admired: Fr. Pietro Stella. Tell us about your experience with him.

After having worked several years upon my return to the United 
States I was given the opportunity to delve more deeply into the 
study of what Salesian specifically is. By that time steps had already 
been taken to establish an institute of Salesian formation for the 
English-speaking world in what is known as Institute of Salesian 
Studies, placed at Don Bosco Hall in Berkeley, California. With this 
in view, I was allowed to train myself in this field; Fr. Ziggiotti 
certainly had something to do with this. 

Whatever the case. I arrived in Rome and had the fortune of being part 
of the team led by Father Stella. I took part in the seminar conducted 
by him for more than two years –a rather peculiar seminar. To be 
honest there was no program or specific curriculum. We worked with 
him, and that was all. Generally speaking, together with him we 
participants in the seminar delved into the topic under investigation. 
Not only did we deepen our understanding of Salesian historiography, 
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but also of a specific method of scholarship. He was the guide who 
gave us direction. Starting with the topic proposed by him, he suggested 
some sources, gave some direction, objectives, hopes... and allowed 
us to do the investigative work. In practice we were not his students; 
on the contrary we were his assistants in the investigation process, 
practically his colleagues!

Father Stella already had very much material, the fruit of his 
dedicated work, which he shared and discussed with us; some had 
already been translated into other languages. Most of his work was 
still in Italian, while some of his writing had never been published. 
We were dealing with some truly precious and meticulous work. To 
work with him was truly an enriching experience, not only because 
of the seriousness of his work but also because of the warmth of his 
person and the passion with which he taught. Given all that, it is not 
easy to describe him as a professor or academician, yet you can be 
certain that for every question he had an appropriate answer, exact 
and accurate. If there was something he was not sure of he would 
simply not answer and ask you to allow him time to consult. He 
would then go to his library and you could be certain that in a short 
time you would have the answer, not a flighty one; it would be a 
well thought out and documented one.

His library is precisely a reflection of himself. A man of global 
knowledge. There you can find works of every kind, from the 
profound treatises from the most famous scholars to popular writings 
which can be found in open air markets. And he had read every 
book! One of his pastimes was precisely to visit these markets and 
buy books which interested him; a large part of the material we have 
concerning Don Bosco we owe to him and to his work as a client of 
the open air markets. His work was in no way anecdotal; it is the 
complete opposite. Whoever studies the works of Stella will have 
an authentic portrait of who this man, Don Bosco, was. I was blessed 
with this grace, not only of meeting Don Bosco in my reading, but 
in the contact with his person as well.

Recently in the year 2011 following his death (2007) a congress was held to 
honor not only the intellectual stature of Father Pietro Stella but also his 
humanity. People, even beyond the frontiers of the Salesian world, describe 
him as an exceptional human being. Outside of the Salesian environment he 
was one of the most renowned and respected authorities in the field of 
Jansenistic studies. This was the master of Don Lenti… What else do you 
remember about him?

He was simply a marvelous human being. He trusted you and made 
you feel that trust so that you were able to proceed with self-
confidence; he gave you the freedom to move ahead in your 
investigation to wherever it led you. His trust and open-mindedness 
were such that he allowed us to work in his own library which was 
beyond all doubt his most precious treasure. You might not believe 
it, but he did allow that because he was a kind and generous person. 
Under his guidance we worked in complete liberty. Another 
admirable characteristic of this man was that he was always open to 
guiding and accompanying others. No one could fail to see that he 
was a man totally committed to his own research; this was his 
apostolate to which he dedicated time and sacrifice. And yet, he 
never denied us his guidance. He would leave everything aside to 
assist us without haste; he gave us all the time we needed, he would 
never send you on your way until you had clearly understood, and 
all doubts had been erased.

He was also an exceptional priest, a man of prayer and Sacramental 
life. He was also a spiritual guide with several ‘clients’, some with 
great regularity, others sporadically. You found in his words not only 
the exact advice of an academic, but also words of encouragement to 
live the Salesian vocation so that the understanding of Don Bosco 
would not remain solely in the head but that it passes through the 
heart. To study Don Bosco you must love him, that is how Father 
Stella envisioned him.
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The work of the master, Fr. Pietro Stella, is practically contemporary 
to the Second Vatican Council, a time of much confusion within the 
Church. Those scholars - like Father Stella - who dared to view the 
Church or the Saints from a point of view distinct from what had 
been until then “traditional” were not well understood. Some were 
even persecuted and/or silenced. We do know from his own writings 
that he too suffered because of the studies he had concluded.

That’s correct. 

 
 
Fr. Arthur, you belong to a generation that has a before and an after 
in the field of Salesian studies or Salesianity. Your name often stands 
side by side with those of Peter Stella, Peter Braido and Francis 
Desramaut. A generation recognized by many as the pillars upon 
which modern Salesian historiography has been built, a critical 
study of the life of Don Bosco which has transformed not only the 
anecdotal image that has existed, but also how we understand his 
pedagogy and spirituality. In other words, this generation – your 
generation - has redirected the rudder in another direction which is 
apparently irreversible; a kind of intellectual elite within the 
Salesian Congregation. What do you think was the great contribution 
that your generation gave to Salesian studies?

To be honest with you I don’t know if I totally agree with what you 
are saying. Moreover, I would not know exactly how to say what 
was our contribution to Salesian studies; what I can tell you is that 
we tried to do it to the best of our abilities. Each generation, 
yesterday’s and today’s - wherever that might be, has the capacity to 
approach the resources, the sources; from its studies each generation 
arrives at its conclusions. We did the same. Perhaps we had an 
advantage; in those times we did not have the technology that exists 
today; consequently, to know the sources we were given access to 
the original works of Don Bosco. Today the situation has changed; 

modern technology gives unlimited access to all the information. 
This is very good.

So, we must admit that we are not the only ones who continued these 
studies. In years past many others produced excellent work. It is a fact 
that under the tutelage of Fr. Stella we succeeded in forming a tightly 
knit team, not only on a human and Salesian level, but also on an 
intellectual one; it is also a fact that there was affinity among us, we 
shared basic historical criteria yet each one with an emphasis peculiar 
to him. Perhaps there lay our wealth. Fr. Stella had a global view of 
the “phenomenon” and from different perspectives, a holistic view 
and, I believe, the very best. And all that he did respected the original 
meaning of the text.

The idea was not to repeat but to produce and discover new 
directions. Consequently Fr. Braido opted for the path of pedagogy, 
his contribution to the critical history of Don Bosco in his two-
volume biography is very good and academically correct, although 
with a language somewhat complicated [Don Bosco, prete dei 
Giovani nel secolo delle liberta, in English: Don Bosco, Priest for 
the Young in the century of liberties]. As for Fr. Desramaut, he 
completed a very praiseworthy study of his spirituality. To a certain 
extent it was him who gave a needed impulse with his doctoral 
dissertation on the critical study of the first volume of the Biographical 
Memoirs, a work he had begun in his youthful years. His later 
studies are even better. Desramaut has a collection of his articles: 
“Spiritualita Salesiana. Cento Parole Chiave” [in English: Salesian 
Spirituality. One Hundred Key Words]. This is a beautiful work 
which you must read.

It is good to recognize the characteristics of this generation, however 
there are many more Salesian dedicated to this work. It is useful to 
have a wider panorama. There are new generations today whose 
contributions are incredible. After all, they are people who effectively 
know how to study. I don’t believe that we would be able to say that 
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they improved, much less surpassed, Stella’s work because the 
situations are different; to say that would be risking a false judgment. 
We must recognize the validity and importance of his contribution. 
I especially have confidence in those who work in the Salesian 
Pontifical University in Rome and in the Salesian Historical Institute 
(ISS, the Italian acronym); they are all well-educated people.

At the service of the Institute of Salesian Studies (ISS)

 
If we follow the line of history, after that ‘Kairos’, that moment of 
grace with Fr. Stella in his seminar which lasted more than two 
years, you returned to the United States. After several assignments 
in the Province you were sent to support a project, the ‘Institute of 
Salesian Studies’ (ISS) in Berkeley, CA. You took up your residence 
in Don Bosco Hall in 1984. The purpose of this center was to assist 
in the formation of Salesian leaders for the English-speaking world, 
primarily consecrated persons. After in-depth studies of the life of 
Don Bosco they would be able to revise the formation and the 
mission plans of their provinces of origin. What was your role in the 
ISS? What did expect from your classes?

Precisely, the purpose of the ISS was to be more than a library; it was 
to be an authentic center of studies and spirituality, a formative 
community in the strict sense. I returned to continue, in some way, my 
own studies while lecturing, especially on Salesian studies. From the 
very beginning we maintained contact with the various centers of 
study that are found in Berkeley, among them Protestant centers. Our 
residence rests on what is known as the ‘holy hill’ precisely because 
of the great number of theological schools of different confessions. It 
was not my only residence. I traveled a lot. I spent some time in 
Columbus, Ohio, where I lectured and carried on my investigation in 
the large library of the university. I came upon new material in 
Scriptural studies which caught my attention.

Fr. Lenti’s heart was caught between two things: Biblical studies 
and Salesian studies

Divided and never mended (laughter). It’s just a saying because, as 
I stated before, one shed light on the other, and there is no separation, 
they complemented each other. I tried to combine both dimensions. 
Just as my study of Sacred Scriptures did not end when I left the 
Biblical Institute in Rome, in the same way my training in the 
Salesian studies did not come to an end when I left the side of Fr. 
Stella. Instead I continued on my own.

You can see the results emanating from the volumes that were 
published little by little. The collection, “Don Bosco: Story and Spirit,” 
although late in coming; it gathers the work of years of study and 
reflection, not only mine. It was enriched by the labors of the eminent 
scholars who continued their work in Rome. As it stands, it is a work 
late upon arrival, at least in published form over the past years.

In fact, this collection was born from my lectures. I knew that one 
day they could be published, but I did not know when, where, or 
how. Yet what I did know was that I wanted to offer my students a 
valid and up-to-date resource. Even now I understand that my work 
will need to be continually updated. In fact, those who translated the 
collection into Spanish (Juan Jose Bartolomé and Graciliano Garcia) 
did some authentic editorial work: they went far beyond my material 
and adapted it very professionally. I am grateful to them.

Another objective that I pursued when redacting my notes was to make 
available for English-speaking students some of the materials which 
existed only in Italian. The idea was that people lacking specialized 
studies, including laypersons, should be able to have access to this 
valuable material. There remain vacuums which need to be filled still. 
I did succeed in translating and presenting a minimal part, and this at 
least gives us an idea of what is contained in that material.
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How can you describe your service as teacher in Don Bosco Hall (ISS)?

My service in the community came at the request of the Superior who 
asked me to collaborate with this Community which was also our 
theological studentate. Naturally I did not hesitate. I love both 
teaching and what I think I can pass on as part of my Salesian ministry. 
Especially in the ISS, we always tried to work as a team, although at 
times we were few who ran the program: John Itzaina, Joe Boenzi 
and I. John Roche collaborated during the past years. Very recently 
Manuel Camilleri joined the team. There were others who helped 
during these more than thirty years. With them we tried to revamp the 
initial program. I do believe that we succeeded; after all, our program 
is solid and responds to the times in which we are living.

In Don Bosco Hall in Berkeley we welcome people from different 
parts of the world, notably from Australia, Great Britain and Ireland, 
giving to the program its peculiar identity. They were no longer just 
young Salesians in formation. Now it was older confreres too who 
came, Directors, newly appointed Provincials, who came to spend 
some time of preparation before beginning their service. There were 
also confreres who came in search of rest, a sabbatical year. These 
groups were different so that the program needed to respond in some 
way to the needs of everyone.

Perhaps because of this, I did not want to impose an inflexible 
program in my courses. I endeavored to give some orientations, 
then left each one to follow the path he chose; but always under the 
guidance of the facilitator; in this case I was the one. Our classes 
took place in the library so that we could carry on in seminar style. 
A syllabus did exist for the course, however, I was very flexible. 
With some groups we were not able to cover the entire program, but 
we did not waste our time. Our goal was not to follow the schedule, 
rather, to learn. I must admit that we were demanding, although 
some did not understand why.

Little by little the Institute of Salesian Studies in Berkeley began to 
be recognized in the Salesian world much to our delight; it was at 
the same time greatly needed, as a responsibility to the Congregation.

As a professor did you follow in the steps of Stella or did you begin 
to create your own train of thought?

I believe that Stella is an obligatory reference point. Whoever really 
desires to know Don Bosco cannot bypass Stella. Now, one of the 
problems that some find in his work is the somewhat elevated 
language; I do not think that this judgment is altogether correct; all 
the same, some do have a certain distaste for his works. Still I believe 
that reading Stella is not an option. In this vein, our program was 
based on his contributions, although not in mechanical fashion. 
From the very beginning we were aware that we must attempt to be 
original, and fully aware of the meaning of this word. As for my 
answer to your question it was logical that we follow Stella, Braido, 
Desramaut, Aubry, Caviglia… but I wanted to present something 
else. So, my classes were not always lectures, they were open to 
dialogue. I did not force my program upon them; I offered suggestions 
instead, then allowed each one to select the path he had chosen with 
complete freedom.

I am of the opinion today that we must continue with this method. 
What I mean is that we must not disregard the work of Stella and 
other giants of the past while, at the same time, we must respect 
today’s scholars (Giraudo, Motto, Prellezo, Borrego, Cerrato, 
Zimniak, G. Gonzalez…). That is why I wanted my notes to be 
enriched with many quotations from these other works and authors. 
So, the reader would be able to consult the original works in which 
he would most certainly find some details which, because of the 
nature of my work, I had to omit. They could be of great interest to 
others; they could also discern where the discussion is leading today 
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and who are those who are leading the way. Reliable investigation 
must find delight in in-depth study, it must be able to recognize 
different methods –authors- of challenging the same problem.

 
 
Father, there is criticism being made by people who with all 
seriousness and scientific exactness study questions of faith and of 
the charismatic; the concern is more with the non-essential than 
0with the essential. For instance, whether Don Bosco was born on 
August 16th or on the 15th does not affect the rest of his life. 
Furthermore, perhaps if no one had noticed, and today we would 
not know, that when he affirms in his Memoirs of the Oratory: “I 
was born on the day dedicated to Mary Assumed into Heaven in 
1815”, that he was speaking metaphorically, today we would be 
even more certain of the special predilection that God had for him. 
Would not a rigorous and specialized study be an assault against the 
spirituality which underlies the life and work of Don Bosco? Would 
it not tire rather than excite?

Absolutely not. When we speak of spirituality and the validity of the 
texts we are dealing with the same thing, “we sing the same song”, 
the problem takes root –I believe- when one interferes in another’s 
area. For instance, when “spiritual texts” are treated as scientific 
there most certainly will be a collision. In the same way, when one 
attempts to deal with science as if it were a spiritual text there will be 
a short circuit. The problem does not lie in the focus of the author, 
but how it is used. One must try to respect both areas. This does not 
imply that scholars are not spiritual or vice versa, but that a scholar 
must produce results in his field with all accuracy so that it proves 
beneficial both for him and for others.

You gave me the example of the date of the birth of Don Bosco. Yes, 
in his Memoirs of the Oratory he has us understand that he was born 
on August 15th, the day of the feast of the Assumption of the Virgin 

Mary into Heaven. The historical evidence, his baptismal certificate, 
indicates that this birth occurred on August 16th. How does this 
change what follows in his book? Not much, of course. But the 
image that we have of him does change as well as that of the book 
which we have in hand. Knowing this detail, we can infer that Don 
Bosco does not intend to write an exact historical account but a 
familial and edifying one, a theological reading of the history of the 
Oratory, as he himself affirms: “It will be a record to help people 
overcome problems that may come in the future by learning from 
the past. It will serve to make known how God himself has always 
been our guide, it will give my sons some entertainment to be able 
to read about their father’s adventures. Doubtless they will be read 
much more avidly when I have been called by God to render my 
account, when I am no longer among them.” Thus, we can understand 
how important Mary is in his life because he intentionally searches 
how to make the important moments of his life coincide with Marian 
feasts. He leads us to understand the future choices and motives in 
his life. Does this not invite and excite you to share in his project?

 
 
Let’s continue to examine the criticisms directed at scholars, our 
Salesian brothers, who for their calling and/or obedience dedicate their 
lives to fostering intellectual growth in an academic area are often 
criticized, even examined through the lens of suspicion. The most 
frequent accusation is: “They are intelligent but accomplish little”. 
Others a bit more daring, speak of ‘betrayal” of the charism, of the 
youth, of Don Bosco. Of course, there is so much that can be said of 
these criticisms, yet there remains some doubt and suspicion. In this 
context what is more important: to train the minds or to train the hearts?

Don Bosco often repeated “Enlighten the mind if you wish to form 
good hearts”. I tend to believe that even this question is poorly stated 
because to begin with it creates opposition between mind and heart. 
How could one study Don Bosco and not love him! It is true that 
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much criticism is directed to those men who have dedicated their 
lives to study and investigation –how many times was I the target? 
Of course, I deem such judgments incorrect. Don Bosco would say 
to his boys: “For you I study, for you I work, for you I live, for you 
I am willing to give my life”. My interpretation of these words is 
that it does not matter what you do for the young, no matter how 
foolish it may seem; if you do it from the heart and with good 
intentions, it is in no way foolish, much less bogus or wrong. 

I believe that through my humble service I was able to help my 
students in many ways; I trust that through my work some hearts 
were kindled with love for our charism and our mission. I do believe 
that in no way did I betray the charism. After all, my intention was 
always to serve the Congregation. Enabling the shepherds, I 
ministered to the young and realized my Salesian identity. I am 
convinced that those who dedicate themselves intensely to Salesian 
studies acquire a great love for Don Bosco and the Salesian mission 
just as those who are involved in direct contact with the youth. 
Why? Because the more you get to know Don Bosco, the more he 
fascinates you, the more he excites you, the more you love him. 
From my point of view the “Don Bosco profoundly human” is more 
fascinating than the anecdotes.

And there is more; I dare to insist that one requisite for knowing 
Don Bosco is to love him; you cannot love him without knowing 
him. It is a “cyclic virtue”. And you cannot only love him; he will 
lead you to know the history of the Congregation and of his religious 
family, his charism, his mission. The same can be said of his 
successors, for example Don Rua. Likewise, you cannot love Don 
Bosco apart from his mission, apart from the Church, apart from 
Christ. That is impossible. Studying Salesianity demands much 
from the mind and the heart. To put it another way, to know him you 
must be imbued with his spirit. This is the contribution of the 
scholars to the mission, to make him known in order to better live 
the Salesian spirit. This is no insignificant thing.

There will always be criticism and to a certain degree, it is a good 
thing… so be it. But we hope that it will always be given for the 
benefit of the confrere. Don Bosco was known to say: “Do good 
and let the birds sing” … (laughs).

 
 
There are people who have dedicated themselves to do good and 
this has created a symphony consisting of birds singing in various 
keys. If a self-taught person undertakes Salesian studies without a 
specific method will his work have any value?

Everyone who knows and loves Don Bosco has something to say 
about him, his word will be the fruit, not only of what others have 
written, but also of his own experience. This is opening a path which 
knows no boundaries. Today we have excellent studies coming from 
different parts of the world meriting our consideration. Most likely 
the example which you know best is that of Father Peraza in Quito, 
and like him there are others. These are people who follow other 
methods, have another perspective, produce their work. There is no 
wrong there. From their corner of the world they also share the 
Salesian spirit, the spirit of Don Bosco. 

I am not saying with this that every study has the same value, 
certainly not. There are many entertaining books well loved by a 
common audience but lack scientific value. What I mean to say is 
that Salesian programs should not be limited to just one method; they 
must be open to new horizons and in different parts of the world.

To sum up, in the Congregation there is room for all and we can 
learn from each other.
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Pardon me, Father, but my Latin American heart is beating harder 
after hearing the name of the ‘Grandfather’, as he was known in 
Latin America. Has Fr. Lenti met Fernando Peraza? What can you 
say about his work?

We did not have the opportunity to meet personally, and for me that 
is a pity. But I did have the opportunity to know his work and did 
read some of his writings. Peraza is one of the best scholars and can 
be considered ‘exceptional’, not only because he produced many 
books of superior quality, but also because his grasp of things was 
precise and correct. His work is valuable from many points of view. 
He was a great Salesian and had an acute awareness of what is 
occurring in the Salesian world and what is lacking. Perhaps this is 
why his work is more appreciated in Latin America than in other 
parts of the world; still it would be worthwhile to make his work 
more known. The Holy Spirit blows where it will and that flame 
must not be extinguished.

 
 
Now that we have strayed from my plan I have another question. 
How do Salesian studies and prayer relate to each other? To study 
Don Bosco must I pray while reading, pray before reading, or pray 
when concluding my reading?

We must be clear that there is prayer and there is prayer, and that 
they are not identical. When you pray, motivated by divine 
inspiration, your prayer will never be false. It is authentic prayer; 
however, it must not consist only of words, it must be more than 
that. A prayer that rises from divine inspiration will always bear 
fruit. Divine inspiration will always lead you to find the truth. 

Let us examine historical criticism; while you are writing it, you 
know that you are not praying, at least not directly. The purpose is 
of course to deepen the spirituality of the reader, but the investigation 
must be scientific, which in a certain sense means to imply that you 

must put yourself aside along with your sentiments. You pen what 
you discover, even though at times you write what you did not 
expect, what you believe or what you were searching for. Please 
understand, I do not mean to say that you abandon your faith so that 
you can do some serious historical criticism -absolutely not. You 
must know how to distinguish one historical moment from another. 
The purpose of all the historical criticism that has been taking place 
was directed towards freeing Don Bosco from that often exaggerated 
pious image. This does not go counter to the spirit of prayer; on the 
contrary, it is a consequence. 

You are asking when you should pray if you are to carry on your 
Salesian studies. I would say always, but keeping in mind the 
suggestions I already told you. Publish your critical history not to 
correct, much less to pass judgment. You must display the truth. 
This is one thing that does not please some people who perhaps had 
expected an edifying rather than a scientific book, a more angelical 
rather than a human image of Don Bosco. All the same we must 
continue our task, prove that what we found is the truth. I believe 
that is praying in the spirit of the Church, also in the spirit of Don 
Bosco. So be it.

 
 
The spirit of Don Bosco? Art. 10 of our Constitutions says: “Under 
the inspiration of God, Don Bosco lived and handed on to us an 
original style of life and action: the Salesian spirit.” Is there a 
connection with the title of your collection, which in English reads 
‘History and Spirit’?

Yes, there certainly is.
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What you have just said speaks of something beyond scientific 
exactness. It speaks of love for Don Bosco and his work. So, Don 
Bosco lived in a definite place and time. Each chapter of your 
collection places the reader in the particular historical moment in 
which Italy and the Church find themselves. Is Don Bosco immersed 
in the spirit of his times?

There is not the slightest doubt. 

PRESENCE. Involved in the present moment

The final question… Who is Don Bosco?

 
Putting aside the studies and other sources, who is Don Bosco for Father 
Lenti?

I cannot say who Don Bosco is for me in a simple phrase. From the 
beginning of my investigation he was – and is - my original 

inspiration, my first inspiration; not in the academic and investigative 
sense. But yes, my first inspiration, in existential and vocational 
terms, was easily understood. Then my investigation showed me 
other sides of his personality; this did not change my feeling towards 
him, rather it strengthened it.

Who is Don Bosco for me? To answer that question, be it my case, 
yours, anyone’s case, you must first become well acquainted with 
his entire life. Begin with his birth, notice all the details and the 
many phases of his life, the persons who entered into his life and 
played important roles (Mamma Margarita, Don Calosso, Don 
Cafasso, etc.); when you complete your work, a new image of Don 
Bosco will blossom before you. In my work I make the effort to 
present that image. For example, Cafasso was a person who left a 
deep impression on him and shaped his entire person. Don Bosco 
learned much from him especially in the Convitto Eclesiastico; it 
was there that he was molded into being a shepherd for the youth. If 
you ignore this period of the life of Don Bosco you lose an important 
part of his life and the image that you have of him will become 
disfigured. Should this happen you will not be able to tell who he is 
for you.
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Among the many periods of the life of Don Bosco which is your 
favorite one, the one that captures your attention?

What always caught my attention was the kind of friendships that he 
nurtured. We have already mentioned Cafasso who could be 
considered his spiritual director; but there is also Don Borel. 
Working with Borel changed him; he was a man who owed nothing 
to Don Bosco, but he saw in him a young priest disposed to go 
beyond what the Convitto Eclesiastico offered. So, he decided to 
collaborate in his work, not just with material things, but also with 
his time and guidance. Don Borel helped him in making decisions, 
especially during the period of the itinerant Oratory, which was a 
difficult period. He learned much from this ‘little father’, as he was 
called. This friendship transformed the life of Don Bosco. On the 
one hand Borel becomes a kind of example of commitment and 
apostolic generosity. On the other hand, he pointed out that the 
apostolate which Don Bosco was determined to undertake was more 
than his concern alone, but that it was possible to attract other 
helpers. Borel changed Don Bosco and Don Bosco changed Borel, 
especially in the method of carrying out the apostolate. There are 
other friendships which he cultivated and which affected his person 
as well as theirs. And so, it is that we can say that our charism was 
blessed through Don Bosco’s friendships.

Now, one of the moments which really caught my attention is the 
period of his life when Mons. Gastaldi was Archbishop of Turin. I 
devoted three chapters of my book to the study of this period. To 
understand the critical and, why not, the dramatic situation you must 
examine it from different perspectives. It would help to put yourself 
in his place – of course – but also in the Archbishop’s place. Both of 
them were convinced that they were in the right and were doing 
what was correct. Also, this situation included other persons who in 
one way or another were involved; for example, the Salesians, 
specially Don Bonetti; the persons who belonged to the Archbishop’s 
group of intimate friends which included some Cardinals in Rome. 

As you see it is a very complicated situation, more so when you 
remember that they had been great friends… his mother and sister 
helped in the Oratory.

When this topic is discussed in Salesian circles there is the tendency 
to portray Gastaldi as the devil himself. This is an injustice. Quite the 
contrary, he was an honorable man, a well-intentioned man, a 
prayerful priest (we do know that at times he spent entire nights in 
prayer), a Bishop dedicated to his mission. He was entrusted with a 
Diocese caught in a critical situation and assumed what he considered 
his primary responsibility: establish order. Nothing else could be 
expected from a good Bishop. Nevertheless, Don Bosco thought that 
he could easily win him over to his cause, with the approval of the 
Constitutions of the Salesian Congregation, which in a certain way 
meant allowing certain exceptions which in no way supported 
Gastaldi’s desire to create order. Don Bosco had no idea of the real 
situation of the Diocese and its needs; nor did he know how to govern 
it. Consequently, he was unable to measure the consequences of his 
pretensions. The conflict was inevitable. In all of the studies they 
appear to be at odds; but in every critical study one must not forget 
that both, from their own point of view, were looking for the good.

What did we discover in this period? We discovered a Don Bosco 
who quite simply failed in his calculations and paid the consequences; 
we can see him repentant and suffering. We must admit that our 
father took action in cases that, given his heterodoxy, surprise us… 
for his own side, Mons. Gastaldi yielded on two or three occasions. 
Don Bosco was unable to overcome this impasse until the Bishop’s 
death, even beyond in between lay was the Papal Reconciliation of 
Pope Leo XIII. Given all of the above, one must admire his mettle, 
resolution, tenacity and faith. 

It is precisely during this period, as well as in others, that we see a 
photograph of Don Bosco’s face which usually is not shown in his 
biographies. We see indications of pride and of stubbornness. The 
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anticlerical press ridiculed his ‘lack of obedience’ to his Bishop, 
which later would obstruct his process of canonization. I dare to 
say, paraphrasing Don Brocardo, that this is how we see him 
‘profoundly human’.

Yes, these episodes surprise us. That is our father. And that he 
possesses these traits does not deprive him of his holiness, in fact 
they ratify it.

Given all the work that has been done providing us with knowledge 
of the critical history of his life –more than half a century of 
investigations, congresses, articles.…- we now possess a rather 
accurate portrait of who this man really was. Could we say that we 
know Don Bosco better than he knew himself?

(laughter) To a certain degree I would say ‘yes’, but I would have to 
clarify my answer. If we can make this statement based on the 
scholarly and well-documented work of Fr. Stella who is a reliable 
reference, I would say that this statement can be validated. Let’s say 
that Don Bosco did not understand his times, his century as we know 
it today, and that this fact places us in a privileged position. Let us 
also say that we have the support of the sciences which in the time of 
Don Bosco were not well developed, for example psychology, socio-
economics and sociology. What I am trying to say is that we do know 
Don Bosco better than he knew himself insofar as that we live in a 
time and a position which allows us to analyze him from different 
points of view with the help of specialized sciences. This is something 
he did not have. On the other hand, the life of Don Bosco taken as a 
case study no longer exists, it has ended. Now it is a ‘case’ that can 
be studied with the assurance that it cannot change; his life is a 
phenomenon that can be understood in depth. Again, I tell you we 
enjoy a privileged position in the positive meaning of the expression.

Now then, our times and our progress allow us to know much more 
about the phenomenon, but there still remain great challenges. To 

know, understand and comprehend his feelings, convictions, and 
choices will demand constant study.

Salesian studies. Strengths and new challenges

What is lacking today in Salesian studies? In what direction should 
they point?
Salesian studies have expanded and have taken advantage of the 
contributions of various sciences; this is the best thing we could 
have done. Yet, until now we have not succeeded in producing a 
valid biography of Don Bosco in the strict sense of the word. This is 
my belief. We do have some biographies and material that is valuable 
and valid, that have been examined very carefully. But a final and 
conclusive work that not only relates the history but also presents 
and analyzes the profiles of the persons who are part of the life of 
Don Bosco and how that web of relationships was formed… I don’t 
think that we Salesians possess such a biography. I believe this is the 
time for us to produce it.

 
 
Excuse me… Father! Are you telling me that despite all the 
meticulous work of Don Stella, the monumental work of Don Braido 
and the recent collection of Don Lenti, we still do not have a real 
biography of Don Bosco (!)?

No, we do not have a biography of Don Bosco. Nor do I believe that 
anyone of those whom you have just mentioned would insist that he 
has produced a biography in the strict sense of the word.

 
Excuse my audacity. So, what do we have?

We have approximations, we have studies dealing with these topics, 
essays and attempts to write a biography…. but not a biography 
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which includes everything into one single synthesis, the relationships 
among the personages and events as well as the problems that we face 
as we attempt to present a complete picture. All of this because of the 
advances of today’s sciences. We do not have such a work. I hope that 
someone will step forward, but as of now we do not have this work.

Many people think, as I do, that you have done it.

I tried, but I believe that I have not succeeded in confronting all the 
real difficulties which appear when one begins to write a critical 
history of Don Bosco. The greatest difficulty consists in subjecting 
the persons not only to an historic-critical judgment but also to a 
psychological evaluation. 

History does not consist solely in narrating the past but in 
understanding the choices and reasons for those choices, the historical 
and personal consequences. When narrating history, you must attempt 
to describe the situation very carefully, the context, the antecedents, 
the persons involved, and above all, an analysis of the persons. For 
that reason, you will need the input of other sciences to complete this 
work. Don Stella tried, constrained by the limits of his times, yet 
produced a colossal, incredibly precise work. I read his work with 
great care, including some notes which went unpublished. In several 
cases he described the problems but was unable to solve them.

Psychology has made great advances. Stella completed his work 
relying on the psychology of his times, but it too has evolved. In 
spite of that, his method of recording history remains valid, and I 
dare to say, the most appropriate method. I suspect that you are 
aware that Stella was declared the greatest scholars of the history of 
modern Italy and of Jansenism. Regarding the latter, there are many 
who consider that he rewrote the history of Jansenism from a broad 
and exhaustive perspective; only a mind like Stella’s could produce 
something of that caliber. Even so, his work can be improved. It was 
the result of a well-tested method that remains reliable, although not 
conclusive. Several have done well to revise some of his thoughts. 

Very interesting, more so when we remember that Don Stella’s most 
celebrated collection bore the title ‘Don Bosco Nella Storia della 
Religiosita Catolica’[in English: Don Bosco into the history of 
catholic religiosity]. It is so different from the traditional titles which 
simply bear the name of the subject with an attractive subtitle. Stella 
wants to point out that his work would differ from what continued to 
be the traditional method: read Don Bosco in his religious, social, 
and economic context.

From the start he wanted to use a different approach: the connection 
between Don Bosco and the history of the Church and Italy: within 
the many stages of his life. His focus made use of psychology, not 
just that of Freud. In my notes I present an extensive introduction to 
his investigative method, although it is difficult to describe it 
correctly. If you want to understand him well, you must read his 
work, compare it to another well written biography and make your 
conclusions. I recommend that you do so; it will prove useful.

 
 
Producing a biography in the strict sense of the word, keeping in 
mind the contributions of modern science, analyzing the psychological 
profiles of the subjects, referring to the writings of scholars…. Is this 
the direction that today’s Salesian studies should take? 

Yes, I believe so.

Fr. Lenti’s commitment to the study of Don Bosco and the 
Salesian Charism

After these forty years that you have dedicated to investigation, 
production and the circulation of Salesian studies, what does Fr. 
Lenti think of his scholarship?
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I think that I was giving you the answer throughout this interview. 
Briefly, I believe that I produced a study of the life of Don Bosco 
respecting historical precision. It is a task which would take into 
account the appropriate methodology, inspired by the method with 
which I studied the Bible; it was also to be supported by the 
contributions of other scholars. My notes (Don Bosco: History and 
Spirit) are the synthesis of all my work, one among many other 
scholars. I admit that my work is not the final word, much less a 
correction of what has already been written. Not at all. On the contrary, 
I set out to condense in a synthetic fashion other publications and 
make them available to people who are not given Salesian studies.

And what still remains in the inkwell? At the age of 94, if you were 
to critique your work, what remains pending?

My work lacks depth and a complete historical picture. I tried to 
develop an historical matrix large enough to embrace all of that 
history, but it was not to be; along with others who made the attempt 
I did not have the necessary instruments; we did not have sufficient 
training in-psychological analysis to present a satisfying product.

 
 
I once read, I believe, though not quite certain, in a work of Fr. 
Motto in which he said that one of the major problems regarding 
Salesian Studies today is precisely that we do not have specialized 
Salesian personnel. Our formation is primarily philosophical and 
theological, but does not include historiography. This places us at a 
disadvantage. In the present situation, given the lack of vocations, it 
is difficult to picture in my mind a large group of brothers dedicated 
to this type of investigation; we must find alternatives. The immediate 
solution could be to contract specialized lay scholars. Is this a 
workable option?

I do not know the context, nor have I read Don Motto’s book that 
you have in mind. In any case, the way you paint the picture is 
accurate. Biographical research must be well developed and in a 
scholarly way; consequently, a specialized training is required. 
What is needed is competent personnel that can offer a real and 
thorough analysis of the material. Ideally, they should be Salesians 
who are acquainted with the material and possess the Salesian spirit.

The collaboration of lay persons should not be seen as a threat. If 
they have a sound Salesian formation and are under the guidance 
of a team of Salesians, even though few in number, their 
collaboration would prove valuable, more so if they are trained 
and specialized in historiography.

 
Let’s imagine this hypothetical but possible case of a person who 
does not know our charism nor our mission nor does he share in our 
faith, but is well educated and specialized in historiography: can he 
collaborate in the development of Salesian studies?

I have no answer for that, but I imagine it is possible. The fact that 
our historiography has been developed almost entirely by believers, 
most of them Catholics, or at least enamored of our charism although 
they were not consecrated Salesians, has conditioned later 
development. Perhaps a person such as you described would open a 
new door for us; at the same time his perspective must be subjected 
to an examination. Don Bosco was and still is a subject for discussion 
and admiration for non-Catholics and non-believers. If what you 
say does come to pass I believe that there would be something new 
and would not discredit the wealth given us by the Salesians.

 
 
In any case the exceptions would be rare. Generally, those of us who 
are excited by his life and wish to know Don Bosco better are the 
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ones who not only are attracted by him, but also desire to share in 
his project. What should the requirements be for one who wishes to 
know Salesian studies in depth?

I think that whatever we say about this would be incomplete. Quite 
possibly what is needed today in the realm of Salesian studies is to 
start from the sciences, all of them that bear a connection with 
history. In addition, to walk behind the footsteps of those specialized 
in Salesian critical studies. But you must understand that that is not 
sufficient for writing his history. Many people can do that; you must 
dig deeper. For those who wish to study his life in depth I recommend 
that they understand that such a project must begin with the historical 
sciences and that he must study all the material that is available. It is 
a painstaking and exhausting task. History is not a simple science, 
but it is exciting.

I am of the belief that something which must accompany the person 
who wishes to know the history of Don Bosco is that he/she needs 
an open mind and a heart that loves his material. This means that he 
must be imbued with a special affection and love for God, the 
Church and the Congregation. Willingness to take part in the 
mission, that of the Church, and that of the Congregation. A special 
affection for the Bible and for Don Bosco. Add on as well the 
necessary formation, but do not fall blindly in line with what you 
learn in the university. Explore beyond that.

 
 
From the arteries to the heart

Did Jesus help you discover Don Bosco? Or did Don Bosco help 
you discover Jesus?

(laughter) I don’t think there is a difference. We follow Jesus and in 
Him we find salvation, but He does manifest himself in different 
ways. These manifestations help you understand the Lord better and 

when you understand Him, the better is your understanding of the 
signs. I first discovered Don Bosco in my home town in Italy. Many 
stories were told about him, but I also found him through the Pastor 
of my church. He had been one of his students and had seen him 
lying in his bed shortly before his death. He would tell us that Don 
Bosco preached from his bed with his countenance. And what did he 
preach? The joy of the encounter with God! Don Bosco helps you 
find the Lord and Jesus helps you understand Don Bosco.

 
 
We cannot overlook his Mother. Do you have a special Marian 
devotion?

Of course! Mary Help of Christians and the Immaculate Conception. 
These devotions appeared at the same time in my life. They describe 
my relationship to her. The first has to do with the Salesian mission; 
I refer to the devotion to Mary Help of Christians; it leads you to 
commit yourself to the mission of taking the Gospel with you, 
which, in our case the mission to educate and evangelize the young. 
The devotion to Mary Immaculate is a thing of the spirit, it has to do 
with personal and individual Christian growth. Don Bosco lived his 
devotion to the Virgin between these two stressors: interior growth 
and apostolic commitment. Neither is more important than the other; 
you cannot be effective in your mission if you do not have a profound 
interior life and vice versa. Somehow, I tried to live that way.

 
For Don Bosco the Virgin Mary was not just a beautiful holy card in 
his wallet, much less a carefully decorated statue in the chapel. For 
him Mary was a real presence in his life and in his Oratory, so much 
so that he often said that ‘he saw her walking through the corridors’. 
She was the inspiration, the guardian, and the mainstay of his work. 
How would you describe the presence of Mary in your life? 
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Mary’s presence in my life begins with a popular devotion and has 
always remained there. In my childhood, in the environment in 
which I grew up, one breathed this devotion and affection for her. 
As I grew older this affection developed more. Then, with my 
Salesian schooling and formation this devotion went through a 
change; how I understood it, and how I expressed it. But that 
affection remains the same, even deeper. The example of my family 
was important, especially that of my mother, my cousin Victoria 
(who died young), and my aunt Teresa; they became signs of the 
presence of Our Lady. During those years our devotion bore few 
titles; she was ‘Our Lady’, ‘the Mother’, and that was all. Later, 
Salesian formation showed me the beauty of the devotion to the 
Immaculate Virgin Help of Christians. In summary, Mary has been 
a real and constant presence in my life, although it is not easy to 
explain how. In any case, knowing how Don Bosco lived his 
relationship with Mary helped me to understand and live my own 
devotion to her.

Since his childhood Mary was important in the life of Don Bosco. In 
this dimension of his Christian identity we must understand its 
importance in Margarita, his mother. She was the one who taught 
Giovanni to love the Virgin and was also his role model. The 
teachings of his wonderful mother remained forever embedded in 
his heart. But his devotion was not a copy of that of Mamma 
Margarita, instead beginning with her guidance and example Don 
Bosco on his own account gradually discovered that Mary was a 
real presence. We can say that since his eighth year he was a devotee 
of Our Lady. Then she appeared to him in many different ways 
throughout his life - truly a profound devotion. In a certain sense he 
verified what his mother had told him; but living it in his own flesh 
generated a unique personal experience. 

His devotion to the Virgin guided and gave form to his apostolate as 
well as his pedagogical method. It was not pure sentimentalism, it 
was instead a relationship which, in a certain sense, transformed his 

life (it is the usual interpretation of the well-known ‘dream at the 
age of nine’). We can learn much from his life. To do that we must 
track his devotion through the various phases of his life and they are 
not the same; it is a relationship in evolution. We cannot say that it 
is improving, much less that it is deteriorating. It is simply a natural 
dynamic which speaks to us of a vibrant and significant relationship. 
At times we reduce Don Bosco’s devotion to Mary Help of Christians 
to some lovely phrases, but they do not reveal the depth and grandeur 
of that devotion. He was one of her great apostles, and there is yet 
much to discover how he spread his Marian devotion.

 
 
Another of Don Bosco’s great loves, perhaps his masterpiece: the 
Salesian Congregation, or the ‘Pious Society of St. Francis de 
Sales’, as he baptized it. What does the Congregation mean to you?

We are taking another direction, a different topic. When you become 
a Salesian, your life takes another direction. The Salesian Society 
becomes your family, and this affects all that you are and do. For me 
the Congregation has been, and is, a point of reference. As a Salesian 
all that you do is somehow connected with the Congregation; It 
affects you and you affect it. The Congregation is your family. Don 
Bosco did not found a ‘social club’, instead a society in which the 
members shared the same spirit and together were engaged in a one 
and only mission, that of the salvation of youth. I think that this 
helps us to understand our reason for belonging to the Congregation; 
if we were to reflect upon this we might resolve some of the problems 
in community life. 

Many of us have heard and read material on Don Bosco’s Preventive 
System. Leaving aside what specialists have said, how do you 
understand Don Bosco’s Preventive System?
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I don’t think that I could say anything without considering what the 
specialists have said. In any case, I see it as one of the best discoveries 
in the field of pedagogy and education.

Its grandeur, as I see it, lies in the fact that he visualized it as a 
system. This is how Don Bosco and his followers understood it and 
applied it. During his lifetime there were many initiatives meant to 
improve some elements of the educational system. His genius led 
him to embrace the entire system. This is one issue in which we can 
clearly see that Don Bosco was ahead of his time. If we are to be 
faithful to his creative genius, we must submit the Preventive System 
to constant updating. It is not complete. For it to be valid it must be 
rethought without shunting to one side the brilliant intuition of 
considering it a system. Don Bosco himself was aware that situations 
exist in which it is not effective nor that must we see it as a panacea. 

The Preventive System is more than a prescription. It is our way of 
life, and for us it is a spirituality, our authentic spirituality. And 
being so, it is not a question of actions but of attitudes; more than 
norms, it a question of convictions; not of reasons but of a mentality, 
not a logic. It has occasioned much reflection such as we see in the 
countless studies that have been made since the beginning of the last 
century and from which there is still much to learn. We must resist 
the temptation to restrict it to the usual slogan, it is much more than 
that. Salesians have carried it to the many parts of the world. The 
new realities challenge us to pray it, rethink it, reflect upon it, and 
search for new valid and effective approaches…. In order to confront 
those challenges and to begin to work, to practice Christian charity! 
That is why it is a spirituality in the full sense of the word.

 
We live in a time in which the image of the Congregation has taken 
on a new look. Several Provinces, especially in the Western world, 
suffer the lack of vocations and the aging of the confreres. In some 
of our Provinces the numbers are decreasing towards a danger zone 

because of which it is no longer possible to maintain all our works. 
How do you think Don Bosco would confront this situation?

I think that the image of Don Bosco that we unveil and present is 
that of a very flexible person with the capability to serve the 
Congregation as it adjusts to the needs of the moment. The example 
of his life shows that he placed no conditions on that particular 
historical moment if he were to fulfill his apostolate; neither did he 
stand there with his arms crossed waiting for the favorable moment. 
Quite the contrary, he knew how to respond to the time in which he 
lived with creativity and flexibility. These are the virtues that we 
must make our own.

Our Superiors have in their hands this great responsibility, that of 
preserving the fidelity and vitality of the charism in the present 
historical moment. Our Rectors and Major Superiors have done 
their job and have done it well; they have understood that in these 
times of so much change fidelity to the charism must be preserved. 
At the same time, wherever they find them-selves, they encourage 
the revitalization of how they understand our mission.

Don Bosco is an example, but must not be imitated without having 
understood him, much less attempted to be a false image, because 
times have changed. Yet we can recall certain attitudes or choices 
which can be useful today. Don Bosco did have priorities: at this 
moment I can think of some and there certainly are others: the youth, 
particularly the neediest; a holistic and preventive education; 
religious and catholic education; the apostolate, etc. I think that here 
lies the key to fidelity to the charism, which is authentic when 
accompanied by focal points that give meaning to the proclamation 
of the Gospel. The mission will go hand in hand with as far as our 
behavior extends; and we must discern the best paths that will make 
for a more effective apostolate. We must not imitate actions, but we 
must be led by a spirit. That is most important.
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Your Collection bears the title, originally in English: “Don Bosco: 
History and Spirit”. Is this in any way connected to what we have 
been saying about fixating on specific things Instead of discovering 
today the spirit that underlies his entire life.

Yes. There are things that some did not understand and which I had 
to defend. Their objections dealt with the relationship between spirit 
and history as a philosophical matter, which had already been 
debated and had already been resolved. It is a position which I 
respect but do not agree with; at least not from the perspective to 
which I adhere. For that reason, when we discussed this topic I 
insisted that one cannot hold on to that perspective. So, I decided 
that the entire collection would bear the title ‘History and Spirit’.

 
 
A person who studied this connection in a direct and explicit way 
was Hegel. From your point of view how do you understand this 
connection between history and spirit?

History concerns itself with facts and specific directions which 
include life and decisions that are made; it also analyzes the 
consequences. So, the goal of the author is to place himself in the life 
and situation of the person, his/her personality, character and context. 
All of this is a practical approach. Then there is the spirit which is 
created and expressed in the process, a spirit that is transmitted to all, 
who in one way or another, take part in the process. The personal 
history (of a person, congregation, institution) gives birth to a spirit; 
when you tell the story, you are doing nothing other than describing 
that spirit at the same time. These two dimensions are connected to 
each other and cannot be separated, yet they are not identical. The 
history of Don Bosco was terminated in 1888, but his spirit remains 
alive today and will continue even when we no longer exist.

 
 

In the historical accounts of Don Bosco, for example the History of 
Italy or the History of the Church written for his boys, you can 
clearly detect a faith-filled view, a theological reading of history. In 
it is God who guides the future of the nations, blessing the faithful 
(Catholics) and punishing the unbelievers. When you speak of 
History and Spirit, do you understand it in the same way?

Don Bosco followed the line of the Church of his time. God rewarded 
fidelity to the Catholic faith and punished those did not belong. 
According to the mentality of the period, the blessings of God go 
hand in hand with material things, (wealth and lands) victories over 
our enemies, acknowledgments, etc. A brief perusal of the history 
books will help you to see how questionable this argumentation is. 
Nevertheless, if you look beyond the letter you will see that the 
basis is trust in the ‘Lord of history’. For the believer it is He who 
guides the destiny of the world, but his paths are mysterious; it is not 
at all correct to affirm that a nation in the midst of incredible progress 
is the most faithful to the will of God; in the same way it is incorrect 
to say that a people suffering poverty are being punished by God. 
God holds in his hands the destiny of humanity; that is a certainty, 
although at times God’s ways are difficult to understand.

This is what I wanted to say with the title of my collection. The life 
of Don Bosco is not a mere series of acts, there is much more, even 
better said, Someone who guided and helped him to lay out his path 
without any compulsion. ‘History and Spirit’ is a way of defining 
his entire plan; in it are covered not only his history step by step and 
submitted after rigorous investigation, but also the previous and 
later traditions. For Christian believers this is the Holy Spirit.

In the many studies of the life of Don Bosco the Holy Spirit can be 
considered the ‘great forgotten one’. The fact is, it seems that the 
gifts and characteristics which modern Pneumatology considers as 
proper of the Third Person of the Most Holy Trinity, in the case of 
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Don Bosco, following the beliefs of his times, they were attributed to 
the Virgin Mary. Can we still affirm that the Holy Spirit was 
important for Don Bosco?

Most certainly. There are some who call the Holy Spirit the ‘great 
unknown’. In a certain sense they are right. There are, for example, 
few faculties of theology which offer a special course on 
Pneumatology. It is usually treated as part of the treatise on the 
Mystery of God. For that reason, and because He is beyond our 
understanding, we know so little. And yet although we do not know 
Him, that does not mean that He is not at work nor present. Don 
Bosco mentions Him rarely, but he is filled with the Spirit. His life 
and history are a manifestation of the Holy Spirit. That explains why 
he is so dedicated and dauntless, creative, and filled with strength; 
he does not fear sacrifice…; he lived his life and vocation as fruits 
of the Spirit. Even though he was very aware of his limitations and 
weaknesses, he opened himself to the Grace of God… and God did 
the rest. Don Bosco was a man who lived ‘the life of the Spirit’ of 
whom St. Paul spoke.

 
 
With this clarification do you accept in the Spanish translation of 
the title the use of ‘charism’ Instead of ‘spirit’?

Of course. With the title ‘History and Spirit’ I chose to make it clear 
that if the reader wanted to know Don Bosco, it would not suffice 
that he read some stories; he would have to understand how he lived 
in the Spirit. Charism can explain it, although someone could think 
that history is one thing and charism is another. Which is something 
I do not agree with. It can take only one word or phrase to risk 
distorting the meaning I meant to offer in my writings. Specialists 
say that ‘charism’ is a better word to mirror my idea; their objections 
are valid and merit respect, although they are debatable. 

 

Father, if we accept the presence of the Holy Trinity as guide of 
history, are we not questioning scientific rigor or historic criticism 
which purport to render a neutral picture of history?

To respond to that question would call for much discussion. But the 
conclusion would be a decisive ‘no’. As persons of faith we believe 
that attending to all of our activities (study, preaching, apostolic 
work, publishing) we do it within an historic moment which is filled 
with the presence of God. It would be erroneous to think that God 
imposes his leadership, thereby disregarding human freedom. All to 
the contrary, God guides history without controlling it. This is the 
core of the matter, that history, being the manifestation of God, it is 
at the same time something totally human. That being so, we can 
apply historical criticism without denying the presence of the Holy 
Spirit. Ultimately the conclusion is the same: recognition of the 
action of the Spirit in human history.

 
 
In this section we have dealt with topics which are found lurking in 
the background of your writings. They are topics that you have 
touched, especially in the life of Don Bosco but which only on rare 
occasions have you spoken of them in the first person. To conclude 
this section I must ask: For Fr. Lenti who are the youth? 

This is an uncomfortable topic for me. Your question touches on 
something that I consider very delicate for me. I must admit that it 
is an area in which I have failed as a Salesian. Why? My personality 
has not helped me to be an effective guide for the youth with whom 
I have had contact, who would have benefitted from a solid program 
of Christian growth reflected in a life of prayer, of Sacramental 
practice, of a Gospel commitment, in their participation in the life of 
the Church, etc. I admire those confreres who are effective and 
successful especially when they are filled with our charismatic 
identity. It has been rather difficult for me. Contact and working 
together with them has not been my primary virtue.
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Nevertheless, all the work that I have done I have also done for 
them. They were always present in my mind and in my prayer. Every 
page from my pen was written as a service to them. My work as 
investigator and writer has been my apostolate. If some of my 
brothers find it difficult to understand, I am certain that the Lord will 
be more kind. The youth have been an important part of my life. Of 
this I have not the slightest doubt.

HOPE. A word from Fr. Lenti to us
 
 
What does Fr. Lenti wish to say to the people who share with us the 
Salesian mission, even those they are not consecrated (cooperators, 
lay persons, persons attracted to the charism etc.)? 

I think that not only Don Bosco, but his successors as well, have 
recognized the importance of their collaboration in our mission. 

They are not a secondary force, they are part of our mission; what 
we have accomplished thus far we owe to them as well. They may 
not have a religious consecration, yet in their hearts they are 
Salesians. I believe that my first word would be that of gratitude for 
walking side by side with us as laborers in the harvest which God 
has entrusted to us. On the other hand I would ask them to keep in 
mind that what they are doing, whatever might be the place, language 
or task, burdensome or light, may it be done under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit.

It is therefore necessary that they nourish their spiritual life. Because 
they are with us, logically we are referring to a Salesian spirituality. 
They may work hard but if there is no desire to deepen their spiritual 
life or that of their charges they will very quickly become self-
sufficient and egocentric; this could lead to the death of the meaning 
of the Salesian mission. Where the spiritual life is protected and 
nourished, although with simplicity, much is poured into the Salesian 
mission for the salvation of the young. Ardent love for Don Bosco’s 
Da mihi animas coetera tolle is meant for them also. There will be 
no passion simply because “it must be there”; it is the result of an 
openness and availability to the Will of God, the fruit of an authentic 
spiritual life.
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What message does Fr. Lenti have for young Salesians and those 
who are considering entering into the Salesian life?

I would tell them that Salesian life is worth the effort and if they feel 
God’s call to embrace it they do so with generosity, without 
apprehension or fear. Let nothing or anyone intervene in the plan 
that God has for them. When they have made the decision to follow 
God’s call they must make every effort to acquire a solid formation; 
this depends not only on their formators but also on the heights that 
they intend to scale. I believe that it is important they understand 
that the mind shapes the heart and the heart guides the mind. This is 
what is meant today by holistic formation. In Don Bosco’s words, a 
Salesian must “enlighten the mind if he wants a good heart”.

For many reasons it is helpful to have a deep knowledge of the 
history of our Congregation. It contributes to growth in our 
charismatic identity, it offers us ways to overcome difficulties and 
helps us to better commit ourselves to our apostolate. The Salesian 
Society possesses a spirit that must be known if it is to be lived. This 
demands that we read and study our tradition with dedication. The 
history of the Congregation goes beyond the life of Don Bosco; it is 
a history which is worthwhile discovering and knowing. Let us, for 
example, think of the rectorship of Don Rua, Don Albera and Don 
Rinaldi. If we study them we would understand why the Congregation 
is what it is today. We would see how the Holy Spirit has worked 
through them, guiding them, leading the Congregation to where it 
finds itself today.

The Salesian life does not consist in accomplishing things, but to 
live in accordance with its spirit, to commit itself to its project. To 
be a Salesian is much more than what people see us doing; it is to 
be, rather than to do. Understandably Salesian life demands a 
safeguarded and cultivated spirituality generously nourished by the 
Word of God, enlightened as is seen in Don Bosco. Salesian life is 
lived in community, it is not the project of an individual. Strong 

bonds among the brothers is important. Anyone who wishes to 
follow this path must take this very seriously. We cannot be part 
time Salesians; our vocation is a twenty-four hour day affair, three 
hundred and sixty-five days a year.

I have more to say. Be creative in fulfilling your mission and open-
minded to all that our society offers us. You must also have a critical 
mind, after all, not all that is new is also good or acceptable. As 
educators of the young we must know how to choose what is best 
for them and for the youth. Modern day trends can be real temptations 
even for us, but we must present a different lifestyle. There are 
things that can prove useful, but there are others that simply do not 
concur with our vocation and must be discarded.

Because you are close to the younger generations you are guideposts 
for the youth. You young Salesians are in an especial way what 
makes our vocation attractive. Through the example of your lives 
you can attract those who are considering entering our community. 
It can also invigorate the rhythms of life in the communities of our 
elderly brothers. So, refine qualities and virtues in your life, 
especially your union with God, your sense of belonging to a 
community and love for work.

Dream of being good Salesians of Don Bosco. A good Salesian does 
not follow a recipe; he throws himself into an on-going process of 
conversion and maturation. A good Salesian of Don Bosco is not a 
conformist nor one who complies with the situation. You young 
Salesians, dream of becoming good Salesians! 

 
 
What does Fr. Lenti have to say to Salesians already involved in the 
work of education and evangelization of the youth?

That they continue in their ministry with generosity and joy. That 
they mingle among the youth, ever mindful that to be among them 
does not mean just being another body in the crowd. The Salesian 
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ought to be one, two, or three times better than they are. By this I 
mean that they must give an example of what Salesian life is all 
about, that what we preach is real, that we are honest in what we say. 
I believe this is what Don Bosco and all the great Salesians did. Our 
personal and community limitations must not be ‘excuses’. Our 
formation does not end after having lived in houses of formation for 
ten years; it continues throughout our entire life; prayer is a privileged 
aspect of this ongoing formation.

Our vocation is a blessing; we must protect it. We make every effort 
to remain authentic Salesians. It is not easy to live this Salesian 
vocation; to profess the religious vows is not a simple act, but it is 
possible with the assistance of God; it is also a gratifying task. If this 
consecration is lived with simplicity and generosity one will become 
deeply human and deeply spiritual. Don Bosco’s promise to the 
Salesians of bread, work and Paradise is real, this we all know. Behind 
this simple trilogy lies the promise of a life that leads to full maturity.

Let us not fear leading our charism along new paths following the 
voice of conscience and praying before the Lord; we must confront 
the new challenges which history places before us. Let us not be 
fearful of following the inspirations of the Spirit even if at times we 
fail; that is better than standing with arms crossed, lamenting what 
we could have done and did not do.

There will always be problems - difficulties never disappear forever. 
We must learn to live with them. When greater difficulties come our 
way, it is important to bear with them with calmness, as if they were 
just another problem. The guidance and presence of our senior and 
experienced brothers is very important; it is foolish to think that one 
person alone can solve every problem. There will come the moment 
when each of us will need help. I believe that when we find ourselves 
in a difficult situation we will need serious moments for reflection 
and prayer. The Sacraments will be an absolute necessity in periods 
of crisis, and we must not forget that we are people of faith. Don 

Bosco teaches us how to face our problems with serenity and creativity. 
We can also count on the example of our predecessors whose lives 
have showed us concrete ways for facing our problems. For example, 
think of those first missionaries in Latin America: their history is a 
treatise on patience, temperance, creativity and trust in the Lord.

Remember that we can be pioneers in many things, but that in the 
past there lies a history from which we can learn much. To know the 
history of our achievements, of the elder confreres, those who are 
still with us and those who are now in the House of the Father, is to 
know the spirit of our Congregation. To disregard or forget them is 
a grave error.

A Salesian confrere who neglects advancing along the path towards 
human and Christian perfection runs the risk of falling into passivity 
and mediocrity. Independently of the Province, our age or the service 
which we render to the community… all of us must make every 
effort to be more coherent with the living of our vocation. It is 
worthwhile to recall the Decalogue of Don Caviglia1: 

 
How did Don Bosco want his Salesians to be? Listen:

He who does not want to work, is not a Salesian.

He who is not self-controlled in eating and drinking, is not 
a Salesian.

He who does not practice poverty, is not a Salesian.

He who does not have a shepherd’s heart, is not a Salesian.

He who is not pure, is not a Salesian.

He who is disobedient and a libertine, is not a Salesian.

He who is not mortified, is not a Salesian.

1 Caviglia, Alberto. Conferenze sullo spirito salesiano. Turin: Istituto Internazionale Don Bosco, 
1985, p. 8. 
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He who does not have the right intention, is not a Salesian.

He who does not have a Eucharistic soul, is not a Salesian.

He who has no devotion to our Blessed Mother, is not a 
Salesian.

Rewrite the formula with positive sentences and you shall 
have the Salesian Decalogue.

 
 
What of the prayer of the Salesian?

We can approach the topic of prayer from different points of view. 
Almost all will coincide in affirming that prayer is not a question of 
words but of the Spirit. Words are necessary but they are not what is 
most essential. A Salesian must be convinced of that: we can begin 
with words which can be inspired by the Holy Spirit, but prayer 
goes far beyond that. Prayer must lead the Salesian towards purifying 
his thoughts and his comprehension; more importantly, it must lead 
him to action, to dedicate himself to the mission. When prayer is 
sincere it motivates you; it almost obliges you to examine the 
authenticity of your consecration, and calls you to constant 
conversion. I do believe that people pray, those Salesians who are 
men of prayer; they are open to the needs of the times and of today’s 
youth. Salesians are aware that they are instruments in the hand of 
God sent for the salvation of the young; that is why they are generous, 
creative, and joyful (Fr. Ricaldone treats this topic with beauty; I 
recommend you read it).

A prayerful Salesian is he who lives and desires to live the da mihi 
animas coetera tolle with passion. 
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Marcelo Escalante Mendoza, SDB*

1. “At the feet of the master”
Human semblance of Fr. Arthur Lenti, SDB

As every year, in August 2013, the Curatorium - the meeting of 
the provincial - of the Salesian Theologate “Santo Tomás de 

Aquino” of Bogotá took place. I was a brother of the community, 
just another student of the third year of Theology. At first, I thought 
it would be another meeting of the provincial... surely some news 
accompanied by the usual recommendations; after all, the rhythm of 
the community would follow its impregnable road. God had other 
plans. I had no idea that this would be a turning point in my life, it 
would mark a before and after.

In the midst of their interminable meetings, the superiors made 
efforts - sometimes superhuman in nature - to talk with us. Each 
provincial looked for the students of his province to have a fraternal 
dialogue, a colloquium, in which the state of mind could be expressed, 
besides, he realized how the formative experience and the consecrated 
life were going. It is a common practice in Salesian environments, 
very useful and beneficial. When my turn came, I did not think about 
what was going to happen, nor how it would affect my future.

Since my novitiate in Cochabamba (Bolivia), I had a special taste 
for the life and work of Don Bosco. So, when I found out that in the 
Theologate there was the subject of Salesian Studies I was 
enthusiastic, since I wished to systematize the knowledge that I had 

*Salesian Priest (La Paz, 1984). Bachelor in Philosophy (Universidad del Valle - Bolivia) and Theology 
(Javeriana University - Colombia). Specialized in Salesian Studies at ISS, Berkeley (CA), under the 
guidance of the master Arthur Lenti. He is currently part of the formation team of the International 
Salesian Theologate in Bogotá, Colombia.
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been building in a self-taught way. In this sense, when I arrived in 
Bogotá, I expressed my desire to collaborate in the study that I liked 
so much. With generosity, I was given the opportunity to provide 
this help. No one told me, but I’m sure that my humble service had 
to have been a topic of conversation at some point in that Curatorium.

Those years coincided with the publication in Spanish of the work 
“Don Bosco: Historia y Carisma”, by Fr. Arthur Lenti. Precious 
collection in three thick volumes, essential material for anyone who 
wants to know Don Bosco better. The collection became for me a 
kind of vade mecum. I tried to read a chapter every day, many times 
I did not comply because I ended up reading more than one.

Being already in the colloquium with my Inspector, Fr. Cristóbal 
López, the conversation took an unexpected turn. How could it be 
otherwise, among other things, we talked about my academic process:

• “How are you doing in college?” He asked me without much detour.

• “Very good, father”, I replied. “I think that, if everything continues 
as it has been until now, at the end of the year I defend the thesis 
and thus I end up with the degree program”.

This was my third year of study in Theology, a program that was 
designed for four years. The following question could not be any other:

• “And what do you plan to do next?” Said Father Cristóbal with a 
somewhat mischievous smile.

•  “In truth, I have not thought about it, father”. A small pious lie, 
because I had thought to course a small academic program, study 
another language (French), take oral expression classes; or in the 
end, return to Bolivia. His answer was quite surprising:

• “How is your English? Can you understand and speak it? “

What did English have to do with the completion of my studies? 
Maybe, that several of my colleagues had had problems with this 
requirement demanded by the university, so they had not been able 

to graduate, or had to sacrifice community schedules to take the 
courses. Certainly, a headache for the superiors. I could not contain 
my ego and I responded:

• “Actually, well. I have accomplished the university requirement. 
Also, since I studied it since I was in school, I can read it easily 
and have a fluent conversation.” A point in my favor.

The smile on my face was soon erased. The comment made by Fr. 
Cristóbal was totally surprising and unexpected, an ace up my sleeve 
that disrupted all my preconceived and carefully elucubrated discourse:

• “Then you could go to Berkeley. Fr. Lenti is there, he gives some 
Salesianity courses. If you manage to finish your thesis by the end 
of the year, you could go. “

When we finished that conversation I could not believe what I had 
heard. I remember that I went for a walk thinking if what happened 
was true, or a trick of my mind. The following months were 
indescribable. I started to work hard and I was able to finish the 
work that took the title: “The contribution of the Salesian charism in 
the formation of the disciple-missionary in Latin America”, my 
lector was Father Mario Peresson, sdb; a respected scholar and 
writer. In mid-November I presented my dissertation to the 
university, and at the end of the month I defended it. On December 
1st, I was consecrated as a deacon.

After a couple of adventures - one of them being the unforgettable 
experience with immigration agents - I arrived in San Francisco (CA) 
on December 20, 2013. At the airport, Fr. John Roche, director of Don 
Bosco Hall, welcomed me and received me warmly. When we arrived 
at the community, it was already past midnight; therefore, there was 
no time for big conversations, only one last indication: “tomorrow, 
morning prayers are at 8 am. If you wake up, come”. A pleasant news, 
a notorious change of the schedule of the Theologate of Bogotá where 
the morning prayer, in time of classes, began at 5:30 am.
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That night I could not sleep very well. On one hand, I had the 
emotion of being in another country, on the other, I had the fear of 
falling asleep and not making it to prayer, in addition to the joy of 
being able to meet the great teacher Lenti. Until then, I had only 
seen him in a photo. I was wondering what kind of person would he 
be? Cheerful? Serious? Reserved? Sociable? How should I treat 
him? How should I present myself? ...

The next day, about fifteen minutes before the scheduled time, I 
went to the chapel. There I met an older man, holding a cane in one 
hand and the breviary in the other. It was him! Although, as I was 
not sure, it was better to follow the protocol. My great friend, Fr. 
Jaime Morales, once gave me an infallible liturgical advice: “in case 
of doubt, genuflection”. I introduced myself:

• “Good Morning. My name is Marcelo Escalante, I am a Salesian 
and a deacon. I belong to the Province of Bolivia. I have just 
finished my theology studies in Colombia and now I came to 
study Salesianity with Fr. Lenti. Pleasure”.

I offered my hand as a sign of respectful greeting. My interlocutor 
smiled and gave me a hug, while telling me (also in English):

• “Hello. I am Arthur. Welcome!!!”.

Jesus taught us what is best, the Kingdom of Heaven, is found in the 
simple, in the small, in those who become like children. When a 
child introduces himself, does he prepend his curriculum vitae? The 
single name is enough. Thus, with my refined formalism and its 
elegant simplicity, within the mystical atmosphere of the chapel, I 
had the joy of meeting that man, who in time would become one of 
my greatest friends, my mentor, my spiritual father.

At the end of the first month of the New Year (2014) I participated, 
together with the whole community, in the celebration of Father 
Arthur’s birthday (will it be a coincidence that the day of his birth 
coincides with the day of Don Bosco’s birth to the eternal life?) 

Father Lenti was born on January 31, 1923 in Italy, in a town near 
Turin, the city where Don Bosco had his “headquarters” installed: 
the Oratory of Valdocco. My logical reasoning, formed in the heat 
of the study of philosophy and theology, prevents me from believing 
in coincidences (I prefer to speak of “God-cidences”). Although, I 
must admit, sometimes my heart prefers to give its reasons without 
making too many connections with the upper attic, “there are reasons 
of the heart that reason does not understand” said Pascal. Thus, 
something told me that Father Lenti was a kind of channel of 
spiritual connection with Don Bosco. Little by little, the intuition 
grew that the extraordinary gift of being at Don Bosco Hall was not 
learning the teachings of the master, but the experience of spending 
time with him. My intuition was confirmed when we started the 
classes themselves.

The course that Fr. Arthur Lenti taught was part of the program 
offered by the Institute of Salesian Studies (ISS), which is 
academically dependent on the Dominican School of Philosophy & 
Theology (DSPT).

The course of study of Salesianity dictated by Fr. Lenti lasted one 
year, divided into two semesters of study: I. Don Bosco founder; 
and II. Don Bosco builder.

Throughout the course there was a global approach to the history of 
the founder of the Salesian Family. In this journey the base text were 
the notes that Fr. Arthur wrote and that he shared -without any kind 
of misgivings- in digital mode with everybody who participated in 
his classes.

In February we started the course. We met twice per week in the 
library of Don Bosco Hall to participate in Father Arthur’s classes. 
Our teacher always arrived with punctuality and with a smile drawn 
on the lips, usually when entering he asked: “Are all of the scholars 
ready?” For his classes, he always had his hands full. In one, his 
faithful support cane, because the forces in the legs, particularly in 
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the left, wavered. In the other, his briefcase in which his notes for 
the class he never missed and, occasionally, some books that he 
showed us, recommending some chapters for reading.

My intuition that the most important of those meetings was not in 
what I could learn, but in the experience of being with the master 
Lenti, was becoming a security in crescendo. At that point, I had 
read his collection in Spanish three times already, so I could follow 
classes well, although there was always room for novelty. It was 
best to ask something that was not in the notes, it opened a door to 
the inner world of Fr. Arthur. In his responses we could notice not 
only the admirable breadth of his knowledge, the solidity of his 
argument and the clarity of his thought; but also, his passion for 
matter and his love for the object of study, for Don Bosco! Although 
someone complained that the class was not very dynamic (the 
professor was 89 years old!), I enjoyed it and made the most of it. 
The most important thing was not to learn lessons, but to spend time 
with the master!

As in every house of studies, the rhythm of Don Bosco Hall’s life 
finally yields to routine. After a couple of months of class, the 
schedule of the community and the classes set our day unappealable. 
We all accepted it with pious resignation, after all, it was the cost 
that must be paid for cultivating knowledge. The routine was 
interrupted in the dining room, the schedule also marked their 
meetings; nevertheless, the table always invited to share some 
anecdote of the day, or of the province of origin, or to comment 
something - even if it was without much sense. The routine of my 
life was suddenly shaken by a predictable, but surprising incident.

At the end of March of that year, Fr. Lenti declined in his health. As 
it is common in his noble age, several ailments joined together 
forming a cross that had to be loaded with resignation: a skin 
problem on the face, pain in the back, swelling in the legs due to 
fluid accumulation and a special weakness in his leg left. Certainly, 

this altered his life, because this set of pains distracted him, when 
they did not prevent him from carrying out his routine centered on 
study, research and dissemination. It was great suffering for a 
scholar. His mobility had also been affected, he went on to use not 
one, but two walking sticks. In view of the brother’s need, I was 
obliged to put myself at his disposal in whatever was presented. 
Today Father Arthur continues to thank me for those details, although 
I find it hard to make him understand that the one who should thank 
the most is me.

This painful circumstance of illness gave me the opportunity to have 
more closeness with the master, so I could discover something of his 
inner world, a treasure revealed to just a few. With the “excuse” to 
see if anything was needed, or to check if he had taken his pills, I 
visited his room frequently. It was during this period that our 
friendship strengthened significantly. It was there when Don Arthur 
Lenti went from being the teacher, to being the spiritual father.

Whenever I went to his room I would find him writing on his 
computer, or reading on his modest desk. All throughout his library 
could be found books ranging from art to classical languages, 
astronomy and literature classics, two were the topics that captivated 
his attention: the Bible and Salesian Studies; in fact, in their study, 
these topics enjoy exclusive booksellers. Entering that room, 
represented for me entering into a universe of culture and study that 
radiated the whole atmosphere of Don Bosco Hall. In those times, 
Father Lenti was very dedicated to the writing of his biography of 
Don Rua. It is really edifying to see a man of almost a century 
devoted committed to his work with serenity, looking for accuracy 
and rigor. Classical music, heard on an old radio tuned to a local 
station, was his most faithful companion in his studio, which gave 
the room a touch of real place in the cultivation of science.

When I knocked on the door, I almost always received the same answer: 
“Come in!”. There was no need to make an appointment, nor had to 
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apologize for bothering him, not even a great topic of conversation was 
needed. Father Arthur was always willing to assist anyone who came 
near, either for an academic consultation, or for some community issue, 
even to receive advice or celebrate the sacrament of reconciliation. The 
answer was always the same: “Come in!”.

For my part, when I entered I asked two questions: “Hello Father. 
How are you? What are you doing?”. He, with kind patience, took 
the time to explain what he was doing. There, I discovered that he 
prepared his classes with, at least, a week in advance; In the same 
way, he prepared his homily for the community well in advance and 
that he did it by consulting serious sources (the Oxford publishing 
house is one of his favorites). This is admirable, because the 
conscientious preparation of the reflection was done to be shared 
only among the members of the community, rarely were there 
strange people. On some other occasions he was devoted to 
reviewing the scores of the music he composed, to which he 
sometimes made some adaptations.

My natural inclination towards everything that has to do with the 
Salesian Studies, often led me to ask questions about the works of 
Fr. Lenti. I always got an answer, never a delay, never a comment 
that made me understand that it was not inappropriate, or that I did 
not ask silly things (also natural ability in my person). Answers were 
logical, exact, safe, contextualized; many times I left his room with 
books in my hands, the cost of asking a scholar... The material 
produced by him is immense, he has studied some aspects only to 
share in class, but he has done it with all rigor, as if he were to 
present it in a congress.

In this regard I must also point out the trusting generosity of Fr. 
Arthur. In the academy there are usually scholars who are jealous of 
their material, parched in what they share, distrustful of the 
contamination of less favored minds. In some words: selfishly 
distrustful. This certainly was not the case. One knew that if Fr. Arthur 

had it, he would not be afraid to share it, even to give it away: books, 
articles, writings, images ... it was enough to carry a USB memory 
(the “thing”, he used to call it), the limit was set by the interested 
party. He was happy to alleviate the thirst for knowledge of a brother, 
perhaps this was his daily work of mercy: “teach the ignorant”.

Time does not understand reasons or feelings. The day came when 
I had to pick up my steps (air miles would be the most accurate) 
and finally return to my beloved Bolivia. That day I fully understood 
what is meant by “mixed feelings”. After dinner I went to visit him 
at his studio, I said “for the last time”. At that moment, neither the 
joy of returning to my homeland, nor the expectation of meting my 
parents again -after 2 years-, could make a significant counterweight 
to the sadness that filled my heart with the imminent separation. 
His convalescence towards the situation made the farewell more 
painful. We spent more than an hour talking about everything and 
nothing. When I started to feel that he was growing tired, I 
understood that it was time to say goodbye.

I did not want to dwell on long speeches that always end in tears, so 
I simply asked for his blessing. Father Arthur blessed me and when 
he finished he made me promise that I would visit him again, I did 
it without knowing if I could fulfill that promise. An effusive hug 
put an end to my student life at the Institute of Salesian Studies, but, 
at the same time, it opened the stage of a friendship that doesn’t 
know about distances nor languages.

The Good God gave us the opportunity to meet a couple more times. 
The second was with the explicit intention of doing this work. The 
situation had changed. Due to his health, he had to leave the community 
of Don Bosco Hall, to be transferred to a special care center; his 
physical appearance has weakened and his mind has more and more 
gaps. But his mood, his humor and his smile remain the same.

For the interview I had the grace to spend time with him for about 
two weeks, every day for 3 to 6 hours. We talked so much and when 
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*Salesian Priest. ISS former director and professor at the Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology, 
Berkeley, CA. Shared with Fr. Arthur Lenti for several years as a community brother and director.

I was about to finish I felt there was much more to speak about. 
When we had to say goodbye -again- he did not stop thanking me, 
how can I make him understand that I am the one who never tires of 
thanking him for everything I learned and everything he did for me? 
We repeat the formula: a blessing, a short word and strong hug; 
there is no need for more, God will allow us to see each other again 
somewhere.

Father Arthur: May God generously bless all your kindness. 

John Roche, SDB*

2. The Renaissance Man 
 

There is much to say about the scholar and professor known to 
the world as Fr. Arthur Lenti, but much of it is a limited and 

narrow view of a remarkable man. Not only is Fr. Arthur the last one 
of a generation of historical and critical scholars for the life and 
work of Don Bosco, he is an aficionado in many areas of life.

It was not long ago that Arthur would regale visitors with extravagant 
and carefully planned meals that would rival some of the greatest 
chefs of his day. On any given feast, Arthur would prepare Pheasant-
Under-Glass, Duck-L’Orange, or prepare a holiday goose with all 
of the traditional trimmings. One of his specialties was the figgy 
pudding or the Christmas pudding that took weeks to prepare with 
step-by-step attention to each stage of the production. This included 
wrapping the pudding with cheese cloth, keeping it in a cool dark 
place, and adding just the right touch of liquor incrementally to the 
fermenting feast. Some of the other trade-marks of his cuisine 
preparation were baked and seasoned peppers. (He was particularly 
famous for this appetizer and often prepared it for an older priest 
friend of his for private parties and celebrations). Brunch for 
holidays usually included a special baked pan with carefully 
prepared sunny-side up eggs in a secret tomato and spice sauce, 
exquisite quiches of different varieties—some with shrimp, some 
with vegetables, and some with bacon. Christmas and Easter 
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mornings were always a feast for the palate as the community 
prepared the house for visitors or returned from parishes to rest 
before the hosting began.

But of course, if there is good food, there must be good wine. Arthur 
might be safely called a “wine-snob”! He did not settle for mediocre 
or cheap wines to put a damper on any feast and carefully sought out 
the right vintage and the proper year for such occasions. He has 
many friends—some who own and operate wineries in Paso 
Robles—who keep him in steady supply. He has always been an 
expert on pairing. He knew which wines would enhance the flavors 
of any entrée and was thrilled to share that wisdom with any who 
might listen. 

This man of many talents and tastes has a vast interest in the history 
and cultures of the world and could easily wane eloquent on many 
topics of interest. His taste and knowledge of music and opera, of 
symphony and chamber music, of composers and their particular 
works are on the tip of his tongue. For example, how often we 
listened to selections from Felix Mendelssohn’s oratio “Elijah” for a 
Lenten meditation or practiced some of Arthur’s own compositions 
for Salesian feasts. Many of the Opening Hymns in the Salesian 
Book of Propers for Salesian Liturgies were composed and arranged 
by Arthur and are in use worldwide still. In the same vein, Arthur has 
always been a student of Poetry and can recite from memory some of 
the most famous poems of Walt Whitman or Seamus Heaney. 

Most Salesians in our province were pupils of Arthur at some point 
in their lives—many instructed in Latin or Greek. Arthur remained 
a teacher and mentor up to this day. Arthur is quick to correct an 
inaccuracy in language or expression, in liturgy or music, and is 
respected in every one of these fields. He has always demonstrated 
an impatience for poor liturgy, unprepared homilies, and shoddy 
performances in any setting. In fact, as the expression goes, Arthur 
never has suffered fools lightly. Most so-called fools would be left 

without a doubt about their place in Arthur’s estimation. Thankfully, 
with age, some of these rough edges have mellowed into kindness 
and patience.

Never has there been such a fan of sports. Most recently, like the rest 
of the Bay Area, Arthur would be found in his chair rooting on the 
Golden State Warriors. But this is not the first time he has followed 
a team closely and delighted in a good sports match. Arthur has 
always been the greatest devotee to Soccer—known world-wide as 
“fútbol”. Each day he followed the matches and the international 
rankings of various teams. His lunch was always taken with the 
television set to Soccer matches. From Baseball to golf, from Cricket 
to Basketball, from Football to figure skating, Arthur knew who 
were the best and which teams would rank ahead of the others. 
Manchester United versus Real Madrid, the Giants versus the 
Dodgers, the Warriors going head to head with Cleveland—Arthur 
has always been interested and has followed passionately. Even 
women’s Basketball and golf can grab his attention. 

His only disinterest has always been for boxing or prize-fighting. 

Curiously, Arthur vowed in his younger days that movies were not 
only a waste of time but an unhealthy pre-occupation. He has always 
stuck to his pledge not to take in movies or television except for a 
sports program or a program on science or nature. His interests vary 
from Astronomy to Archeology. For anything to grab his attention, 
it has to have educational or intellectual value—it has to broaden 
one’s capacity to understand. It seems he has taken his historical 
critical mind from the pages of research and micro-fiche archives to 
the living room, the dining room, and into his own repertoire of 
subjects. A lover of history, Arthur has always been on the prowl for 
the next best compendium of world or Church history. Biblical 
studies he always believed would be his main preoccupation and to 
that end he became a master at Scripture studies recalling his years 
of training at the Biblicum in Rome. He was part of the founding 
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team at the Theologate in Aptos California and then years later at the 
Institute of Salesian Studies in Berkeley. What was a sideline of his 
Biblical focus, the historical and critical analysis of Don Bosco as 
Founder and as Builder would become his main project for the better 
part of his ministerial and intellectual life. 

Fr. Arthur has always been a very social person often surrounding 
himself with colleagues, friends, relatives, students, and parishioners. 
His friendships have crossed the lines of culture and language, 
countries and continents. With the advent of the internet, he has been 
constantly in touch with persons all over the planet, never missing a 
beat when it comes to advancing technologies. While he may have 
grown rusty with the “how-to” of some of these programs, he has 
always jumped in with both feet once programs or websites or 
contacts were opened for him. In fact, his entire set of volumes 
published through Rome travelled online and to many parts of the 
publishing world—never leaving his room, his work has gone out 
and translations are continuing unabated to this day. His work has 
been translated into Spanish, Italian, Vietnamese, Portuguese, 
Korean, German, and is still being made accessible in other languages 
throughout the world. 

This social side expanded his world experience with studies in the 
Holy Land, consulting with Biblical Scholars in Rome, France, and 
elsewhere. There exists a huge trunk at Don Bosco Hall in Berkeley 
filled with his own photographs and purchased ensembles of slides 
from some of his great travels and they are carefully arranged in 
order for class presentations. Long before the Powerpoint, his 
propensity to illustrate history, archeology, and important locations 
for the student drove him to amass this vast collection of images. 
One can only hope that this resource does not go to waste.

In the fall of 2011, Fr. Arthur was to travel to Turin for a presentation 
on his work, especially the work focused upon St. Joseph Cafasso. 
Flights were purchased, his files arranged and presentations prepared, 

but unfortunately an infection in his left leg continued to grow and 
fester landing him in the hospital. The infection seemed immune to 
every antibiotic and the doctors concluded Arthur was suffering from 
a serious form of streptococcus. This would take two months of 
testing and experimenting to find the proper antibiotic. He did not 
attend the meeting called by Fr. Attard and Fr. Miguel Angel in Turin, 
but from his hospital bed he prepared a message and one of his 
students pieced together the salient points of that presentation. The 
audience was awed by his effort and it remained the distinctive mark 
of that conference. 

Fr. Arthur’s presence in the community has always been one not to 
be ignored. He has hearing that is better than anyone else. He has 
always heard everything that is going on and could weigh in on any 
conversation or topic. He always knows what is happening In the 
sporting world, follows politics and history with great acumen, and 
could dissect any classical work in literature or music. To be honest, 
in his younger years he was a formidable critic of Salesians studying 
in theology and was rather blunt about their homilies if they were 
not well prepared. Some of that critical edge has softened over the 
years, but his high standards were legend in an earlier time and 
sometimes a bit too harsh. Yet, his harshness never lasted long and 
he would be a best friend in the next few moments. 

His demand for excellence extended to liturgical music and the 
singing of hymns. Always the conductor of the music, this never left 
him. Often, even today, he will lift his hand in direction and lead the 
community at the right pace and the right pitch. His taste for music, 
even in liturgy, tends toward more classical pieces. He is a great 
devotee of Lucien Deiss but has little time for the trendy music of 
the 60’s and 70’s, such as “It’s a Brand New Day.” This preference 
bespeaks his love of good and well prepared liturgy from top to 
bottom. His own preparations for feastdays and holy-days give 
strong testimony over the years. In his room is a huge collection of 
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his own preparations. It would be a great service to his legacy if 
these could all one day be compiled and shared. 

We all have rough edges and tremendous strengths, but in the balance 
for Fr. Arthur must be the contributions he has always brought to 
community life and the gift he is to the Salesian world. From his best 
friends and his family, to his confreres and colleagues, his impact has 
been one of profound goodness, generosity of spirit, and the 
enhancement of the intellect. His legacy is already worldwide for his 
contribution to the historical and critical analysis of Don Bosco as 
Founder and Builder. That work has become the standard for all the 
world. May his health and focus continue to allow further blessings 
from this Renaissance Man!

 

Francis J. Moloney, SDB*

3. Arthur Lenti and Sacred Scripture
 
 

Others contributors to in this collection of essays have provided 
biographical details of Arthur Lenti, SDB. My contribution is 

partially biographical, but limited to one aspect of his life-story, his 
journey with Sacred Scripture. Over a long and fruitful life, Arthur 
Lenti’s generosity and skills have been required in many places. 
Anyone who knows Arthur, and especially anyone who has shared 
Salesian life with him, is sharply aware that he is motivated, and 
always inspired, by his intense love for the Word of God and the 
Church’s Liturgy. 

The Second Vatican Council, in its document upon the 
renewal of the Religious Life within the Church (1965: 
Perfectae Caritatis) stated the fundamental criteria for that 
renewal.

Since the ultimate norm of the religious life is the following 
of Christ, as it is put before us in the Gospel, this must be 
taken by all institutes as the supreme rule.

It is to the church’s advantage that each institute has its own 
proper character and function. Therefore the spirit and aims 
of each founder should be faithfully acknowledged and 

*Salesian Priest (Melbourne, Australia, 1940). Licence in Sacred Theology (1970) and Sacred Scripture 
(1972) in Rome, and PhD in Philosophy at the University of Oxford (England); among other academic 
degrees. In 2001 he was elected president of the Catholic Biblical Association of America (CUA), be-
coming the first citizen not born in the United States to occupy this prestigious position. He is a well-
known scholar of the Bible, has numerous articles and specialized books.
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maintained, as indeed should each institute’s sound traditions, 
for all of these constitute an institute’s heritage (Perfectae 
Caritatis 2). 

Perhaps no one in the Society of Saint Francis de Sales has committed 
himself more seriously, intensely, and wholeheartedly to a 
rediscovery of the person of Jesus revealed across the promises of 
the Old Testament and the confessions of faith in the New. Perhaps 
no one has incorporated that into the careful and painstaking work 
of shedding the sometimes hagiographic portraits of our founder, in 
order to authoritatively uncover the authentic and lasting Christian 
traditions passed on to us in heritage of the charism of Don Bosco.

 
 
Biblical Education

Arthur Lenti was ordained a Priest for the Western Province of the 
United States of America on 2 July, 1950. Aware of the future needs 
of the growing presence of the Congregation in the USA, this 
talented young Priest was asked to immediately begin specialized 
studies in Sacred Scripture. This was a wise choice. Arthur had a 
facility for languages, both ancient and modern, and an ability to 
interpret texts of many kinds. He had received the traditional biblical 
formation then available in the Seminaries, but no doubt that left 
many unanswered questions. The nature of Catholic biblical 
interpretation the late 1940’s calls for some clarification. 

Subsequent to the epoch-making Encyclical Providentissimus Deus 
of Pope Leo XII (1893), a renewal of Catholic biblical scholarship 
had begun. Despite some dangerous rationalist approaches of that 
period that regarded the Word of God as a fragile and fallible word 
of man, Leo XIII had confidence in the ability of the Catholic 
Tradition to return the biblical Word of God to the life and practice 
of the Church. He asked that it become “the very soul of Theology” 
(Providentissimus Deus 16)

This call for a renewed interest in the Bible was not widely heard and 
practised, as the early decades of the twentieth century moved Europe 
toward the massive slaughter known as World War I (1914-1918). In 
that confused and confusing intellectual world where everything 
“new” was enthusiastically embraced, Pius X (1903-1914), especially 
in his edict Lamentabili (1907) and his Encyclical Pascendi Dominici 
Gregis (1907), warned against the worldly impact of rationalist 
critical scholarship that he saw as a threat to the Catholic Tradition. 
Critical biblical scholarship was under special threat, as that was 
where the eighteenth and nineteenth century rationalists focussed 
their iconoclastic attention. Indeed, even among Catholics, some 
wanted to approach Sacred Scripture without any regard for the 
formative role it had played in the uniqueness of the Christian 
Tradition. Historical-critical biblical scholarship was seen as one of 
the so-called “heresies” of the time. Among the vague condemnations 
of the many intellectual initiatives that had to be curtailed was so-
called “Americanism.” Biblical teaching in America in the first half 
of the twentieth century was marked by careful avoidance of 
historical criticism, and fear of potential heresy.

Most seminary professors did not enter into discussions of 
problematic biblical theological questions or potential historical 
non-sequiturs. They limited themselves to the historicity of the 
books, the dates, and the personalities, and even the names of the 
flowers and the animals! However, important biblical centres of 
learning emerged at that time that would make a lasting impact. Leo 
XIII was responsible for the foundation of an important Catholic 
biblical centre of learning in Jerusalem, L’Ecole Biblique et 
Archéologique de Jérusalem (1890) and the Pontifical Biblical 
Commission (1900). Although more tentative in its Roman origins, 
founded by Pius X, the Pontifical Biblical Institute began its 
activities of teaching and research in 1910. The Dominicans in 
Jerusalem and the Jesuits in Rome, supported by the Biblical 
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Commission, worked solidly and silently in these difficult decades, 
as the remarkable libraries of the Ecole and the Biblical Institute 
demonstrate. 

Their long-suffering and silent work blossomed in 1943. To mark the 
fiftieth anniversary of Providentissimus Deus, Pius XII published an 
Encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu that recaptured Leo XIII’s desire 
for biblical renewal in the Catholic Church. Catholic scholars and 
teachers were to become part of international and ecumenical biblical 
scholarship, using all the means available to recover the original 
meaning of the biblical text, and to give energy to Catholic life and 
practice. Modern and contemporary Catholic biblical learning, so 
much a part of today’s biblical teaching, research, and writing, has 
just been born as Arthur Lenti began his studies in Rome!

Biblical Career

In the Fall of 1950, the newly ordained Arthur Lenti stepped into the 
new world of critical biblical scholarship at the Pontifical Biblical 
Institute. The impact of Divino Afflante Spiritu was being felt at the 
Institute, directly dependent upon the Holy Father, Pius XII. The 
challenging atmosphere of a critical, yet faith-filled, centre of 
Catholic biblical studies must have been as exciting for the vivacious 
mind and spirit of Arthur Lenti, as it was for me when I began my 
studies there in 1970, some 20 years later. The Jesuits who directed 
the Institute and did most of the teaching have always focussed upon 
matters of fundamental importance for the degree of the Licence of 
Sacred Scripture (LSS). One cannot do everything in a limited 
period. Learning biblical languages, geography, history, textual-
criticism, and an introduction to newer critical methods of 
approaching the biblical literature, both the Old and the New 
Testaments, dominated those first years of study. Arthur completed 
that degree in the Summer of 1953. He had received a sound 

formation in the biblical languages of Hebrew and Greek, and was 
introduced to the then contemporary approaches to an interpretation 
of the Sacred Text.

It was always the practice of the Dominicans and the Jesuits that the 
students developed a broadly based familiarity with the Word of 
God. The Bible is a collection of books that written in many different 
forms, and at different historical periods in Israel and beyond, across 
more than one thousand years. In 1953 Arthur began what was then 
known as the Annus ad Lauream: a year of special study, leading to 
formal entry into the doctoral program. The student took another 
year of advanced coursework, focussing upon a future specialization, 
and further study of ancient languages. Once that was completed, as 
a candidate for a Doctorate in Sacred Scripture (DSS), Arthur would 
have been expected to assume some teaching, coupled with ongoing 
research, under the guidance of a specialist supervisor, until his 
doctoral dissertation was ready to publicly defend in Rome. 

The curriculum of the Biblical Institute did not focus entirely upon 
academic issues. Doctoral candidates were asked to develop an 
involvement with students and pastoral ministry. In this way, the 
future biblical leader within the Catholic community received a 
rounded intellectual, Catholic, and human formation. It was a time-
honoured system, and it produced some of the great Catholic scholars. 

Arthur had already decided that he wished to work in the Old 
Testament. But in 1954 he was called home to California to teach 
Scripture to the students from the USA (and from Australia) at the 
newly-founded Salesian house of Theology at Aptos, California. The 
activities of teaching, pastoral ministry, and the formation of young 
Salesians took over. The long and silent hours of biblical study, 
reflection, and writing, under specialized direction, faded from 
Arthur’s life. Asked to teach all biblical courses, Old and New 
Testament, as well as playing an active role in the leadership and the 
formation of the young Salesians in a newly founded centre, time for 
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serious and uninterrupted study, essential to the progress of a student 
towards the doctorate, was not available. The work of the Congregation 
and the Province absorbed Arthur at Aptos from 1954-1960. 

The closure of Aptos led to a rich period of Arthur’s biblical work. 
After a brief period at the Salesian High School in Richmond, in 
1961-62 he was assigned to the Junior Seminary at St Francis, 
Watsonville. As well as teaching, he planned the liturgical life of the 
community, in that exciting period just prior to the Second Vatican 
Council. In 1960 Pius XII had already hinted that liturgical renewal 
was on the way. He removed the accretions of centuries of complicated 
rituals from the Easter Liturgies in the Roman Tradition, restoring 
them to the striking simplicity that they have today. The intimate link 
between the Word of God and the liturgical life of the Church quickly 
emerged as a matter of crucial interest for Arthur. From 1966-1968 
he began an active role teaching Biblical Studies at “Alma,” the 
Jesuit School of Theology, located nearby. That task became his full-
time occupation. In 1968 the Jesuits closed “Alma,” establishing 
what was to become the Jesuit School of Theology within the 
Graduate Theological Union (GTU) at Berkeley. These rich years for 
Arthur came to an end, but many of his students continued his 
tradition. Several eventually became biblical professors at Berkeley. 

In 1968 he joined the Salesian Faculty the Josephinum, Columbus, 
Ohio, where all young Salesians from the USA, and a small group 
from Australia, were preparing for Priesthood. Arthur’s skills were 
becoming widely recognized. Throughout 1968-1975 he was called 
to teach in various summer institutes that were springing up all over 
the USA, in the exciting period after the Second Vatican Council. 
This was a rich time for Arthur’s biblical teaching, now coupled 
with deep interest in the more active involvement of the celebrating 
Christian community in the liturgical life of the Church. 

At Aptos and Columbus two generations of Australian Salesians, 
my own confreres, were Arthur’s students. Although all the members 

of the group that studied at Aptos in the late 1950’s have all returned 
to the Lord, they were ever grateful for the love of the Word of God 
and the Church’s Liturgy that Arthur Lenti instilled in them. My 
own contemporaries were with him in Columbus in the 1960’s and 
70’s. He had become a key figure among the Salesians as teacher, a 
confrere, formator, and a creative liturgical animator. His love of 
music and appreciation of ritual took the richness of the Word of 
God into liturgical celebrations. His well-prepared and stimulating 
biblical teaching and his carefully prepared biblical homilies 
provided a solid intellectual and liturgical formation for all students. 

In those days the Faculty at the Josephinum were sometimes singled 
out to offer “special lectures” on given biblical and theological 
topics. Arthur delivered these special lectures on a number of 
occasions. There he showed that he was not only biblically informed, 
but that he had a deep appreciation of the theological and liturgical 
importance of issues that necessarily emerge from a critical study of 
the Word of God. His delivery was always clear, to the point, and 
challenging. There was always a challenging edge to Arthur’s 
presence. Whatever he did, in the classroom or in community, he 
demonstrated and asked for excellence.

 
From a Critical Study of the Bible to a Study of Don Bosco

A new era began for Arthur Lenti when the Californian Province 
took the bold step of purchasing a property on the doorstep of the 
University of California, Berkeley. It housed Californian Salesians 
who were studying Theology at the GTU. Arthur joined them in 
1975, only to find that many of his former Jesuit students from his 
days at “Alma” were now professors. They wanted their former 
professor to complete his own doctoral studies with them, but this 
was not to eventuate. International Salesian leadership discouraged 
the presence of young Salesians at Berkeley, and thus the academic 
focus of the Salesian presence in Berkeley changed. 
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With the collaboration of Frs. Carmine Vairo and Thomas Prendeville, 
Arthur developed a program of Salesian Studies that could be offered 
internationally at Don Bosco Hall, Berkeley. Thus, as times changed 
the nature of Don Bosco House changed, and another era opened up 
for the versatile Arthur Lenti. The call for experts in Salesian studies 
necessarily arrived at his doorstep. Along with the younger Frs. Joe 
Boenzi and John Itzaina, Arthur returned to Rome to undertake 
research into the history and spirituality of Don Bosco and his 
Salesians. The rest of that story, including the development of the 
Institute of Salesian studies as a major program at GTU, through 
association with the Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology, 
is told elsewhere in this collection. The jewel in the crown of Don 
Bosco House, Berkeley, was the mature Arthur Lenti, master in 
Biblical Studies, Salesian Studies, and liturgical animator! 

I have told this story because it is crucial to understand the profound 
link that exists between Arthur’s years of biblical scholarship and 
teaching, outlined above. That story and the mature fruit of his labours 
in Salesian Studies, Don Bosco: History and Spirit, are intimately 
related. Arthur’s initial formation in Biblical Studies took place at the 
Pontifical Biblical Institute in the period immediately subsequent to 
Pius XII’s Divino Afflante Spiritu. The dominant feature of that stage 
of the biblical renewal in the Catholic tradition was research into the 
historical situation that produced the literature of the Bible. What 
generated the stories, personalities, accounts of epoch-making events, 
blessings and conflicts, found within the legislative, narrative, poetic, 
wise, and apocalyptic texts found in the Bible? 

The same questions were asked of the books of the New Testament. 
Where, why and how were the four Gospels, the Pauline letters and 
the other New Testament literature written? Even within them, as 
one senses the juxtaposition of different traditions, the young Arthur 
Lenti was taught that he must ask what was the “situation in the life 
of Jesus” (Sitz im Leben Jesu) or “the situation in the life of the early 
Church” (Sitz im Leben der Kirche) that generated the reporting of 

events in the Gospel accounts. In other words, essential to that 
period of the biblical renewal in the Catholic tradition was the 
question of history.

Biblical methods have changed. My career, following Arthur’s by a 
generation, began with historical questions, but moved further 
afield. We were no longer happy to discover why and when a 
document was written, but why was it written in this way. Literary 
concerns became increasingly important. But nothing is perfect. As 
we were critical of the earlier generation’s fascination with history, 
many contemporary approaches to the Word of God have lost touch 
with the charismatic experience of the Israel as a People of God, of 
Jesus as a Son of God, and the Church as children of God, that 
generated the books of the Bible. 

My rich association with Arthur Lenti, especially in the long 
discussions we have had after dinner during my times at Berkeley, 
have made it clear to me that he has always remained the historical 
biblical critic that he was trained to be in the 1950’s, and as he has 
taught biblical studies through the decades. The very title of his 
magnum opus: Don Bosco: History and Spirit indicates that agenda. 
The renewal that marked the rebirth of biblical studies in the 1950’s, 
of which Arthur is an important representative, has marked the 
rebirth of Salesian Studies since the Second Vatican Council. Arthur 
is not simply an important representative of that rebirth; he is the 
single most significant figure writing in English who has brought 
that rebirth to us.

It is not my task to evaluate Arthur Lenti’s work on Don Bosco and 
his Salesians. However, an expression often used by biblical critics 
to illustrate their approach to the Sacred Text, can be equally used for 
Arthur’s Salesian work: Text without context is pretext. Salesians 
formed in my generation received no systematic formation in the 
“contexts” that generated Don Bosco. Indeed, I suspect that some of 
this was avoided so that the necessarily ambiguous nature of our 
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beginnings would not be brought to light. Of course, we naïvely 
accepted the popular Salesian myth that the Marchesa di Barolo was 
a nuisance who could have done harm to Don Bosco’s vision at the 
beginnings of his career. Of course, we naïvely accepted that 
Archbishop Gastaldi was wrong to ask that Don Bosco submit to his 
jurisdiction in preparing and presenting candidates for Ordination. 
We were never made aware that there were other “oratories” in Turin, 
founded for the marginalized young by other charismatic Priests. 

The problem with this uncritical approach, as with an uncritical 
reading of the Bible, is that the brilliant charism of Don Bosco could 
not properly be evaluated within the context of the light and the 
shadow that necessarily surrounded it in the troubled second half of 
nineteenth century Italy. Arthur Lenti, the trained and skilful biblical 
scholar, transported his well-honed literary, theological and historical 
skills in to another of his passions. He thus delivered what has proved 
to be a unique contribution to a “contextualized,” and thus richer, 
understanding of the charism of our Founder. Only a clear 
understanding, for example, of who the Marchesa di Barolo and 
Archbishop Gastaldi were, and what they actually did, can help us 
properly to understand Don Bosco’s contribution to the world and 
society of his time, and the lasting value of that contribution to the 
“oratorian” context of his time. Arthur has provided that for us all, 
armed with the historical critical skills so well-honed over his years 
studying and teaching Sacred Scripture.

 
Word and Liturgy

Arthur’s biblical scholarship always enriched his loving attention to 
the proclamation of the Word of God in the Liturgy. The shelves in 
Arthur’s room did not contain many books about nineteenth century 
Savoy and Piedmont, or other works on Don Bosco, with the 
exception of the works of his much-esteemed friend and colleague, 
Francis Desramaut, SDB. They contain biblical commentaries and 

key texts that represent the best scholarship from the days of Arthur’s 
life as a biblical scholar and teacher. 

These books are essential to his preaching. He is not interested in a 
practical point that might emerge from a biblical reading; he devotes 
his attention entirely to the meaning of the text itself to enlighten the 
Liturgy being celebrated. I never ceased to be fascinated with 
Arthur’s skilful marriage of biblical texts with liturgical actions. He 
made them speak to all who had the privilege to celebrate with him. 
Although it is some years since we have lived and worked together, 
I have kept the notes Arthur Lenti made in preparation for a reflection 
on the Our Father, as we find it in the Gospel of Matthew (Matt 6:7-
15). I share some of them by way of conclusion to these reflections.

After an introduction to the literary structure of Matthew 6:7-15, 
Arthur points to the uniqueness of the Matthean version, when 
compared with its parallel in Luke 11:1-4. Matthew’s uniqueness 
points to its liturgical interpretation. The literary form of the Lord’s 
Prayer is the Jewish “short prayer,” transformed into a centrally 
important petition that goes to the heart of Christian life. A close 
examination of the prayer, verse by verse, produces Arthur’s 
paraphrase of the prayer as a whole:

Our Father in heaven, act to show the holiness of your 
name, to establish your kingdom, and to realize your saving 
plan, on earth as it is already established in heaven. Give us 
today our bread as we journey toward the final time that is 
yet to come. Continue to forgive us our debts as we also 
have forgiven our debtors. Do not bring us to destruction at 
the final test, but rescue us from the Evil One.

The deceptively simple Lord’s Prayer expresses unfathomable 
mystery, the prayer of Christian disciples. Only those committed to 
Jesus Christ by faith and baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit can 
pray it. They have experienced “the fatherhood of God,” yet wait 
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and work for its realization. The praying Christian does not try to 
manipulate God with a profusion of words or with magical formulas, 
nor inform God of his or her needs and desires. It is a prayer of 
petition, but focusses upon God’s redemptive program; it expresses 
the concerns of the heart of Christ himself. We disciples who pray 
this prayer in the Holy Spirit are involved in the great redemptive 
drama over which God presides, all the while conscious of our need 
for deeper commitment and a greater sense of our responsibility to 
one another and the world around us.

Thank you, Fr. Arthur Lenti, SDB, for your responsible and life-
long commitment to the interpretation of God’s Word in the life and 
prayer of the Church, and for your lasting impact upon our love for, 
and imitation of, Don Bosco.

Francis J. Moloney, SDB 
Don Bosco House 

Clifton Hill 
Victoria, Australia

 
Fr. Juan José Bartolomé, SDB*

4. “Don Bosco: Historia y Carisma”
The Spanish edition. Reason and options

1. A need deeply felt in initial formation

After nearly thirthy year of involvement in the formation of 
students of theology I noticed that all the material on hand 

dealing with the life and work of Don Bosco, and that was available 
to the students, reflected that same admiration and hagiographic 
excitement that characterize the Biographical Memoirs. I still 
believe it indispensable that whoever wishes to understand the 
genius of Don Bosco and appreciate particularly the incredible 
impact that his person and charisma had on his first followers, must 
carefully reread the Memoirs. His three biographers (Giovanni B. 
Lemoyne, vols. I-IX; Angelo Amadei vol. X; Eugenio Ceria, vols. 
XI-XIX) are obvious proof. Although they differ in the use of their 
sources and in the image which they created of Don Bosco they 
possessed a wealth of first hand documents and testimonies from 
eyewitnesses. Without denying that this monumental source of 
information was for the most part valid, still the excessive praise of 
their image/version of Don Bosco does not provide us with a more 
realistic image of the real person and his historical accomplishments.

While the studies undertaken during the formative years, thanks 
especially to the Ratio, were being done with better scientific rigor, 

*Salesian priest (Madrid, 1944). Graduated in Theology (Pontifical University of Salamanca), doctor 
in Sacred Scripture (GDP, Rome). For many years he taught New Testament in the Superior Institute of 
Theology “Don Bosco” (Madrid). After a period of teaching at the Salesian University of Rome, he is a 
NT professor at the Salesian Theologate of Tlaquepaque, Mexico. He has published numerous articles 
in specialized magazines, books of exegesis and biblical spirituality.
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the knowledge of Don Bosco and of the foundational years of the 
Congregation continued being stereotypical of the lives of the saints, 
immune to the most superficial critical question. It was necessary 
that the Congregation and the Salesian Family have available 
biographies of our Founder that were less heroic, more involved in 
the historical reality. Don Pascual Chavez, without any hesitation, 
saw the need in 2011 when he called for the three-year preparation 
leading up to the celebration of the Bicentenary of Don Bosco: “we 
need to set ourselves a systematic plan for the study and assimilation 
of Don Bosco. The generations of those who knew Don Bosco or 
had come in contact with his first witnesses have now come to an 
end. It is necessary therefore to draw on the sources and on the 
studies about Don Bosco, in order to deepen our knowledge first of 
all about him as a person. The study of Don Bosco is an essential 
condition in order to be able to communicate his charism and 
propose his current relevance”.2 

2. Rewriting the history of Don Bosco 

Fortunately, following the conciliar exhortation requesting religious 
institutes to return to the “primitive inspiration” and to see to it that 
“the spirit and aims of each Founder should be faithfully accepted 
and retained3” (2), beginning in the 1970’s there arose centers of 
historical investigation in the Congregation (Roma-Pisana: Istituto 
Historico Salesiano; Roma-UPS: Centro Don Bosco; Lyon: Groupe 
Lyonnais de Recherches Salesiennes; Berkeley, California: Institute 
of Salesian Studies; Quito: Centro Regional de Formación 
Permanente) which encouraged the critical study of the Salesian 
sources, a more objective knowledge of Don Bosco and his times 

2 P. Chavez, “Three Stages of preparation for the bicentenary of the birth of Don Bosco”, AGC 410 
(2011) 62. 

3 Vatican Council II, Perfectae Caritatis, Decree on the Up-to date Renewal of Religious Life n. 2. 
AAS 58 (1966) 702.

and, what was no less important, contributed in circulating the 
results (Roma: “Richerche Storiche Salesiane”; Lyon: “Cahiers du 
groupe Lyonnais de recherches salesiennes:”; Berkeley: “Journal of 
Salesian Studies”).

Thus, there began a new way to study the figure of Don Bosco and 
the beginnings of the Congregation, characterized by the use of the 
methodology proper to the new scientific approach to historiography. 
In the words of one of the principal promoters it was necessary to 
“find once again the man Don Bosco. This venture is not as simple 
as it seems. A century of hagiographic literature has wrapped the 
image of Don Bosco in a cloud of piety and childlike simplicity 
leaving him deformed… We must rediscover his goals, behaviors, 
feelings and ideas”.4 The fruit of all this investigation and its 
publication is three magnificent biographies of Don Bosco, of 
undeniable historiographical value; if not the only, they are the best-
known publications. They have presented us with reconstructed 
images of the figure and work of Don Bosco. While they differ from 
each other I believe that they will remain unequaled for many years. 
They are the work of Salesians who consecrated their lives to the 
investigation of the life of Don Bosco and his charism. 

Fr. Pietro Stella (1930-2007) was the pioneer who had done a 
remarkable job of collecting and publishing all the writings of the 
Saint together with the various editions, corrections and translations 
in other languages in Gli Scritti a Stampa di S. Giovanni Bosco, 
Roma, LAS, 1997. His three volumes, in Don Bosco nella storia 
della religiosita cattolica. Vol. I: Vita e opere; Zurich, PAS-Verlag, 
1968. Vol. II: Mentalita religiosa e spiritualita, Zurich, PAS-Verlag, 
1968, Vol. III; La canonizzazione (1888=1934), Roma LAS, caused 
quite a bit of commotion and great displeasure because of the harsh 
criticism of the sources and the image of a Don Bosco situated in the 
religious context of his time, hence not the image they were 

4 Don Desramaut, quoted by Aldo Giraudo, cf. 
 https://www.-cgfmanet.org/21.aspx?sez=21&sotsez=1&detsotsez=1&doc=1037&lingua=4
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accustomed to. Less controversial and not as widely-known has been 
the excellent biography written by Fr. Francis Desramaut (1920-
2014), Don Bosco en son temps (1815-1888), Torino, SEI, 1996. It 
basically gathered all that had been published throughout the years in 
“Recherches salesiennes” by the group called Goupe Lyonnais de 
Recherches Salesiennes.

Without a doubt Don Bosco, prete dei giovani nel secolo della 
liberta, Vols. I-II, Rome. LAS, 2002-2003 written by Don Pietro 
Braido (1919-2014) is, and I believe, will remain the most 
remarkable and lasting of them all. He sets out to write a biography 
of Don Bosco offering us an accurate description of his human 
development without attempting to interpret it to his last days, 
giving us instead a Don Bosco in constant evolution, son of his 
times, both ecclesial and civil, a man of action who step by step 
built his life. in pursuit of immediate and urgent goals: “His deeds, 
his achievements (of Don Bosco), are his being and his message”.5 

Then there is the recent publication compiling all Salesian sources 
prepared by the Istituto Storico Salesiano, Fonti Salesiane. 1. Don 
Bosco e la sua opera. Raccolta antologica, Roma, LAS, 2014). This 
is an indispensable anthology of what went on in the mind of Don 
Bosco, indispensable because “we cannot understand Don Bosco 
today, adapt his intuitions and his educational and pastoral options 
to our times, live his spiritual experiences, if we fail to identify with 
those sources through which he speaks to us directly”.6 

Of the three biographies mentioned above the one which impressed 
me most was the one written by Don Braido. The Don Bosco who 
emerges from his book remains rooted in his century and continues 
being an authentic and attractive figure for our times. Any reader 
will appreciate the extensive and critical use of the sources, favoring 

5 Pietro Braido (1919-2014), Don Bosco, prete dei giovani nel secolo della liberta, Vol. 1, Roma, 
LAS, 2003,17. 

6 P. Chavez, Presentazione, Istituto Storico Salesiano, Fonti Salesiane. I. Don Bosco e la sua opera. 
Raccolta antologica, Roma, LAS,2014, vii. 

the writings of Don Bosco and his incisive and restrained reading; 
situating his personality within the context of a turbulent history of 
Italy during the Ottocento, “the century of liberty”; the credible 
presentation of the change, slow but unstoppable, taking place in 
Don Bosco who, always a priest for the young, is transformed into 
their educator, a convinced believer of prevention. Don Braido has 
succeeded in showing how in Don Bosco, in a most admirable and 
natural way, his passion for the glory of God blends with the 
salvation of souls with tireless activity that was educative, social, 
political and ecclesial; the endless search for as many collaborators 
and benefactors as possible; the utter poverty of the origins, whether 
of his person or his first location, the Oratory of Valdocco, and the 
realization of those unthinkable dreams, such as the sending of 
missionaries to Latin America; a new expression of charity that was 
efficacious, sociable and his inimitable ability of contemplating 
God in the service of his neighbor, the most weak and in danger; a 
Don Bosco apostle to the young who when faced with a need 
responded “according to the needs of the moment”, always looking 
for the better solution and content with doing what was possible.7 

3. The decision to translate ‘Lenti’

It is no surprise that after a careful and prolonged reading that I 
should find in the writings of Don Braido the best possible source 
for publishing a biography which would be faithful to the original 
and would make for an easier and more attractive reading – and the 
volume would be reduced, the erudition simplified. Counting on the 
availability of a Salesian publishing house for its publication I 
informed the author of my project: our intention was to place the 
book within reach of Spanish-speaking Salesians, not just those in 

7 “It is probably the most important book written about Don Bosco. Properly speaking it is not a biography, 
it is rather a study of Don Bosco’s pedagogy, following step by step a chronology of his life and studying 
in critical fashion the most important moments of his pedagogical itinerary. For whoever wishes to study 
Don Bosco a solid cultural and pedagogical preparation is indispensable” (Jesus G. Gonzalez, “Read Don 
Bosco”, CFP 18, 2012, 165-166).
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formation, and requested authorization for producing it in abbreviated 
form eliminating quotations from other sources which we did not 
consider essential. The request was not granted. Shortly after, the 
complete works would be published in Argentina8. A bit discouraged, 
I informed a well-known Salesian historian of my desire to print a 
new biography of Don Bosco apart from the three already in 
existence, since he was opposed to translating Lenti’s work.

Although I appreciated the effort and speed with which the work 
was published in Spanish, I was convinced that it would not make 
for easy reading nor would it find its way into the houses of 
formation. The objective remained the same: make a biography of 
Don Bosco available for the younger confreres and the public in 
general, one which would present his person and his accomplishments 
making use of the riches found in earlier investigations. In the 
meantime, I received the first two of seven volumes which comprise 
the work of Arthur J. Lenti, Don Bosco: History and Spirit. I-VII, 
Roma, LAS, 2007-2009. Fr. Aldo Giraudo had seen to its publication. 
I had the impression after reading them that I had finally found the 
well-documented biography of Don Bosco and his work that I had 
been searching for9. 

Fr. Lenti had succeeded not only in weaving together with excellent 
clarity the well-documented results of present day historiographical 
investigation of the life of Don Bosco; above all, he had placed the 
person and his work within the context of Turin in the throes of the 
Risorgimento and the unification of Italy. And to make it even more 
realistic and ensure a more rigorous originality, he wished to include 
biographical information regarding the persons with whom he 
8 Translation of the third Italian edition, by Juan Pinolini and Jose del Col, was published by the Edito-
rial Didascalia, Rosario (Argentina) 2009. 

9 The author, Arthur J. Lenti, subtitled it History, because the life and works of Don Bosco evolved in a 
context of unavoidable events which created a new religious and political world and shaped his thought 
and activity. Also, Charism (Spirit in the original) because through his discernment, interpretation and 
openness he discovered the meaning of this emerging world and with courage responded to its challenges 
in his vocation. The work fulfills the requisites demanded by historical criticism. It is not written for be-
ginners, however it is essential reading for all who wish to update their knowledge of Don Bosco” (Jesus 
Graciliano Gonzalez, “Leer”, 166).

rubbed elbows and the events in which he was involved. This placing 
of Don Bosco in the wider context which his Italian biographers 
take for granted is of great value, even indispensable, for those who 
have little knowledge of the history of Italy in the nineteenth century. 
This includes the majority of Salesians throughout the world, and 
not only those in formation.

After consulting with Fr. Francisco Cereda, who at the time was 
Councillor for Formation, about the translation of Fr. Lenti’s work 
into Spanish with the intention of making it the basic manual for the 
study of the life of Don Bosco in the houses of formation, I invited 
Fr. Jesus Graciliano Gonzalez, former professor of Italian philology 
(Universities of Salamanca and Caceres, Spain) and member of the 
Salesian Historical Institute, to be part of the editing team. We 
communicated our intention to Fr. Aldo Giraudo, editor of the work, 
and to the author, Fr. Arthur J Lenti. Their responses could not have 
been more encouraging; on November 26, 2008 Fr. Lenti 
communicated to us his joy over our project and gave us total 
freedom in our enterprise: “I hereby give Fr. Cereda, Fr. Giraudo, 
yourself and others involved in this project permission and discretion 
to translate, edit and format the text as seems fit and appropriate”. 
These were his words. 

Enthusiastic as we were over such a generous reaction we contacted 
the person responsible for the Editrice LAS, Fr. Nicolo Suffi, 
publisher of Lenti’s work. As we had done with the author, we 
pointed out to him that we were envisaging a new edition. Our 
intention was to omit some documents included in the appendices, 
avoid repetitions scattered throughout the seven volumes, bring up 
to date when necessary and reduce the number of volumes to two or 
three. Again, the response was most generous: LAS told us, “there 
is no problem in relinquishing the rights of authorship, allowing 
extensive freedom to make the appropriate changes, always in 
agreement with the author”.
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Our method was taxing but relatively accelerated. None of the 
members of the team, the two editors in Rome (Juan J. Bartolome 
and Jesus Graciliano Gonzalez) and the translators from English 
(especially Fr. Luis Lozano) in Spain abandoned their responsibilities. 
They worked during their free time. Yours truly read the English 
text and sent it to the translator indicating very clearly what was not 
to be translated. The Spanish text was read and reread, then polished 
by Fr. Jesus Graciliano who was also responsible for striking out the 
critical apparatus that was deemed unnecessary. This was a delicate 
and difficult operation. Understandably the bibliography employed 
by Fr. Lenti was in English and the quotations in the text had been 
translated from the original Italian; finding the Spanish sources and 
the corresponding quotations, if there were any, was difficult. Once 
we found the Spanish text and the footnotes the material was sent to 
two proofreaders. Upon receiving the corrections, which had to do 
primarily with syntax and style, the editors reviewed the complete 
text before making the final decision prior to publication.

Our first intention, from the very beginning of the project, was to 
reduce the size of the work. We must admit that at the end the final 
product turned out to be larger than we had programmed. We decided 
to divide the edition into three volumes which we believe would 
respect the decisive moments in the life of Don Bosco. The first is 
the chronicle of the years 1815-1849, from Don Bosco’s birth at the 
Becchi to the birth of the Oratory in Valdocco. The second covers 
1850-1875, the mature years of Don Bosco the educator and 
formator, writer and editor, founder and driving force. The third 
volume covers the years 1876-1934, including the last ten years of 
his life, his death and the path towards canonization, a path often 
turbulent. It is in this third volume where the intervention of the 
editors is more evident; Lenti’s original description of the 
circumstances surrounding the death of Don Bosco was amplified as 
was the process of his canonization. In addition to two indices, one 
of names, the other of themes, special mention must be given of the 

inclusion of what we believe is the first and most extensive 
bibliography together with the writings of Don Bosco published in 
Spanish as well as all that has been written about him or translated 
into Spanish. All of this is the work of Fr. Jesus Graciliano Gonzalez. 
The Editorial CCS in Madrid, which took upon itself the publication 
with great enthusiasm, completed the task. Spanish-speaking 
Salesians owe a great debt of gratitude to them.

We were and remain convinced that Lenti’s work is the best 
biography for our times, perhaps not for scholars but most certainly 
for his sons and followers. We have opened the door to translations 
into other languages. In no way does this imply that we expect others 
to include the changes we had opted for. This is what we proposed 
in a meeting of the Conference of Italian Provincials several years 
ago. We had been invited to present our reasons and at what stage 
was the translation of the first edition of Lenti’s work.

4. What Arthur J. Lenti’s edition of “Don Bosco: Historia and 
Charism” has meant to me 

First of all, and with complete sincerity, it has been for me a great 
service to my brother Salesians in formation. The further we distance 
ourselves from Don Bosco and his times the greater our necessity to 
know and love him, to love to the point of imitating him. “Without 
knowledge there cannot be love, imitation or intercession; then only 
love can lead to greater knowledge. It is a question therefore of a 
knowledge which is born from love and leads to love: an affective 
knowledge”. One of the more obvious values of Lenti’s work is his 
insistence on a knowledge of the heart. The better the son the more 
he knows his father.

The constant and meticulous reading of Lenti’s volumes, demanded 
by the arduous task of translating and editing, compelled me to 
focus more on the historical figure of our Father, by which I mean, 
more on the Don Bosco of history than on the stories of his life, 
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which is what Tradition and my father Master preferred. Don Bosco 
is now closer to me, more human, engaged in his times and with his 
limitations. For me Don Bosco has gained in stature and originality; 
the more life-like or credible he is, the more wonder is caused by his 
exceptional humanity and unaffected holiness. 

To conclude, the work of the team, which was not always a simple 
and light task, blessed me throughout the entire process with good 
health and a love, detected by others and ever growing, for Don 
Bosco and for the brothers and sisters who have shared it.

Juan J. Bartolomé 
Tlaquepaque, 10,19th, 2017

EXCURSUS
 

The Story of Arthur Lenti’s Publication with LAS

Prior to 1999, I had never been to Berkeley, Ca.. I did not know Fr 
Arthur Lenti well, although I had met him over the years at 

retreats given to the Western Province of the USA. I always looked 
forward to his major contributions to the Journal of Salesian Studies. 
I was struck by the careful scholarship, the clear articulation of the 
argument, and the genuine contribution he made to the challenge of 
placing Don Bosco firmly in his social-religious-political setting in 
the second half of the nineteenth century Italy (as it was to become). 

This situation changed in 1999. Appointed the Professor of New 
Testament, the Katharine Drexel Professor, and eventually the Dean 
of the School of Theology and Religious Studies at the Catholic 
University of America, Washington, DC, I lived my Salesian life in 
the United States as a member of the Western Province. Fr Nick 
Reina, the then Provincial always made me very welcome in my 
“home Province,” and I spent more and more time in San Francisco 
and Berkeley. In this way I became even more familiar with Arthur, 
and was able to share with him my enthusiasm for his work. As his 
first love remains biblical studies, there is much that we have shared 
over the years.

I had always regretted that his high quality work that stood alone 
among all English publishing on Don Bosco and the Salesians, 
appeared in the Journal of Salesian Studies, only to eventually 
disappear on the shelves when the next number was published. 
Outstanding scholarly and enlightening work was being lost to the 
English-speaking Salesian world. Now regularly in California, I 
raised this question with Fr Reina, Fr Tom Prenderville, and Fr 
Ralph Murphy (RIP) who had been important leading figures at Don 
Bosco Hall, and deeply involved in the earlier publication of the 
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Journal of Salesian Studies. I pointed out that, given the length and 
detail of Arthur’s scholarly studies in the Journal of Salesian Studies, 
some of them could be reworked and be shaped into a book. Nick, 
Tom, and Ralph agreed, and the suggestion was made to Arthur. He 
liked the idea, and began to think about it. In the meantime, Ralph 
Murphy, who had kept all the material for the Journal of Salesian 
Studies in electronic form, primitive as it was in those days, began 
the task of locating Arthur’s precious material.

In those years, I was regularly in Rome as a member of the 
International Theological Commission to the Holy See, and thus 
also a regular visitor to the Salesian Pontifical University. On one of 
those visits, I proposed to the director of the publishing house LAS 
(Libreria Ateneo Salesiano) that Ralph and I work with Arthur to 
prepare a manuscript that they might publish. I had published my 
own doctoral dissertation with them, and had become close friends 
with the technical director of LAS, Brother Matteo Cavagnero. I 
knew the quality of their publications. I was optimistic that such a 
publication would be good for LAS, and good for English-speaking 
Salesians. Above all, it would make more widely available available 
the quality research of Arthur Lenti.

The next time I was in California, Arthur and I had a meeting, with 
Tom and Ralph present. As I knew Arthur’s work well, I was 
personally interested in the possibility of gathering some of his work 
on Don Bosco’s dreams. In the meantime, however, Arthur had also 
been looking at his material. He suggested that a more useful, and 
much misunderstood issue that he had studied was the relationship 
that Don Bosco had with Pope Pius IX, and the tortured question of 
his relationship with Archbishop Gastaldi. Arthur felt that he would 
need to do further research into the psycho-social aspects of dreams 
in general, and that Piero Stella’s book on Don Bosco’s dreams was 
already available. Arthur suggested that Don Bosco’s struggles with 
the Church’s leadership were more important for a general Salesian 
readership. I readily accepted Arthur’s wise suggestion.

I returned to Washington with electronic copies of the material on 
Pius IX and Gastaldi, provided by Ralph, contacted LAS, and used 
Ralph’s files to prepare a unified script for publication. Arthur Lenti’s 
first book-length study, Don Bosco: His Pope and His Bishop. The 
Trials of a Founder was accepted by the editorial board of LAS, and 
went into production. I saw first proofs of the book late in 2005. By 
this stage I had been appointed the new Provincial of the Salesians in 
Australia and the Pacific, so I was delighted to see Arthur again on 
my way home from Washington in December, 2005. We were both 
happy with the final roofs of the book. It appeared in 2006. 

Although Arthur was to revisit the questions of Pius IX and 
Archbishop Gastaldi in his magisterial Don Bosco: Life and Spirit, 
his first book-length study, dealing with Don Bosco’s relationships 
with these two figures indicated to the Salesian world that a major 
contributor to the task of respectful and critical study of our Founder 
had appeared on the scene. Most importantly, the study appeared in 
a series directed by the Centro Studi Don Bosco. A major figure in 
that Centre is Fr Aldo Giraudo, trained at the school of Fr Piero 
Stella. He immediately recognized the quality of what Arthur had 
produced, and began negotiating with him for the gradual publication 
of the widely respected course on Don Bosco that he had developed 
across many years at Don Bosco House. That story is now well 
known, as we have the seven volumes of Don Bosco: Life and Spirit, 
the most significant study of Don Bosco available in English, now 
translated into Spanish and Italian. This massive task was written 
and completed under the skillful editorial direction of Fr Giraudo.

I had nothing to do with the publication of Don Bosco: Life and 
Spirit. But I am proud of the fact that I initiated a publishing process 
with LAS whereby Arthur Lenti’s major contributions have become 
the center-piece for our deeper understanding of our Founder. I am 
also grateful for Arthur’s recognition of this in his Preface: “I feel, 
and I am, hugely indebted to Professor Francis J. Moloney, SDB, of 
the Catholic University of America, for his initiative and interest in 
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this project, and I thank him most sincerely” (Lenti, Don Bosco: His 
Pope and His Bishop, 9). Also included in Arthur’s list of people to 
be thanked was Fr Ralph Murphy, SDB (RIP). Without Ralph’s 
painstaking work recovering and reworking old electronic files, this 
project and its eventual completion in Don Bosco: Life and Spirit 
might never have happened.

Francis J. Moloney, SDB 
Don Bosco House 

Clifton Hill 
Victoria, Australia

 

Luis Timossi, SDB

 
5. Father Arthur Lenti seen from the CSFPA 

(Salesian Center of Ongoing Formation for America)

With great pleasure we have accepted the invitation of Fr. 
Marcelo Escalante Mendoza to contribute our bit to his 

initiative that would make the image, life and studies of the beloved 
Fr. Arthur Lenti more known.

Our perspective is different from that of others since Fr. Salvador 
Delgadillo is the only member of the current staff of the Salesian 
Center of Ongoing Formation for America (CSFPA) in Quito, 
Ecuador, who had the pleasure of meeting him. The rest never met 
this Salesian brother of ours personally, so gifted in his studies and 
information about Don Bosco and the Salesian charism.

Therefore, our contribution will be our evaluation of his works and 
writings, in particular his “Don Bosco: History and Charism”, as 
we find it in the three volumes published by the CCS press in 
Madrid, Spain, under the direction of Juan Jose Bartolome and 
Graciliano Gonzalez. These books have become bedside texts that 
are required reading in each of the courses of the program 
“Introduction to the Study of Salesianity” offered in our Center.

We appreciate and are grateful for the commendable work. The 
translation was difficult, but it has proven itself valuable because of 
the synthesis and the coherence of the material chosen in the Spanish 
translation. We applaud all the work that went into this project along 
with the organizers who have made possible the Spanish edition. 
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Fr. Fernando Peraza were both masters of Salesian history; but there 
was also a brotherly bond and collaboration between them. In Fr. 
Lenti’s work there are numerous quotations that are taken from Fr. 
Peraza’s books and articles. Conversely, Fr. Lenti has contributed 
much to the methodology that is applied in the CSFPA in Quito.

The accuracy with which he presents his sources, bibliography and 
the logic that characterizes his analyses exhibits scientific rigor. 
This guarantees a solid foundation to his writings. This is precisely 
what we propose in the CSFPA: knowledge of historical-critical 
methodology must be the foundation for the study of Don Bosco. 
So, in Fr. Lenti we find an ally who supports and complements our 
methodology.

The arrangement and organization of the contents, the sources and 
the already existing studies in Salesianity provide a model for all 
who undertake a serious and critical study of the life of Don Bosco. 
His Anglo-Saxon approach with its direct, concise and incisive style 
complements the traditional style of Italian or Latin studies which is 
more narrative, descriptive, passionate and florid. His gift of 
organization facilitates the locating of information scattered 
throughout his books. This certainly makes study easier; research 
will quickly lead to publication.

It must be noted that in reading and compiling the treasure-trove of 
historical material Fr. Lenti has always valued and respected the 
work of other authors when making corrections. He has the art of 
bringing other authors face to face with him, entering into dialogue, 
confronting their perspectives and the analysis of their sources. This 
challenges him to examine his own position and conclusions when 
dealing with controversial issues. Because he blends data with the 
positions that he holds he is able to broaden the horizons of his 
investigative work thus providing the reader with a holistic view of 
the historical reality of the life of Don Bosco. This global vision does 
away with the barriers that prevent a complete all-embracing picture 

of the history of Italy allowing us to have a more insightful and 
diversified critique of what took place in the times of Don Bosco.

One other thing that we appreciate is the appendices following each 
chapter. They give even more clarity to the matter being discussed 
and through the didactic illustration they also complete, define and 
enrich the details of the story and characters who are part of the story. 

We are extremely grateful to Fr. Arthur Lenti for his dedication to 
the study, research and publishing of vast material on Salesianity. 
He reminds us of our beloved Father Fernando Peraza; both have 
presented us with precious material. Fr. Lenti is a Salesian who not 
only honors his father, Don Bosco, he also makes him known and 
loved. Without a doubt many generations of members of the Salesian 
Family, young people and lay persons, will benefit and enrich them-
selves with the precious gift left by both of them. Much seed has 
been sown and will bear fruit; the charism of love for the poorest 
and most abandoned youth bequeathed to us by Don Bosco will 
continue to be genuine, life-giving and adapted to the times. 

Fr. Luis Timossi, SDB 
For the CSFPA Team 

Quito – December 12, 2017 – Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe
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Mario L. Peresson Tonelli, SDB*

TO REMEMBER, TO RETHINK,  
TO REREAD, TO CONTINUE WRITING  

THE SALESIAN CHARISM

In recognition of gratitude to Father Arthur Lenti for his 
extraordinary work “Don Bosco: History and Spirit” that allows 

us to know and love Don Bosco and invites us to follow in his footsteps.

Father Arthur Lenti, in his passionate work “Don Bosco: Historia y 
Carisma”, in his three dense volumes of the Spanish Language 
Edition, leaves a wonderful legacy to us to both understand and 
love Don Bosco in his historical context: social, political and 
ecclesial, as a foundation to understand the originality of his 
charism in depth, aroused in the Church by the action of the Spirit.

But there is something else in Father Lenti’s work. In addition to his 
historical-critical investigation of the life and work of Don Bosco, 
each of its pages shows us how the full understanding of a reality, 
and more in the field of faith, is reached “by way of love”. St. 
Augustine already affirmed: “no good is perfectly known if it is not 
perfectly loved” (De diversis quaestionibus octoginta tribus 
(LXXXIII), q. 35, 2: PL 40, 24). “Because if wisdom and truth is not 
desired with all the forces of the soul, it can not be found in any way. 
It is asked with love, it is sought with love, it is knocked on the door 
with love, it is discovered with love and with love it finally remains 

* Salesian priest (Mosquera, Colombia), educator, theologian and catechist.
Graduate in Theology from the Salesian Pontifical University of Rome, he obtained his doctorate in 
Theology at the Institut Catholique in Paris, under the direction of the Jesuit Fathers Jan Deniélou and 
Charles Kannengiesser. He graduated in Catechetical Pastoral in the Institut Supérieur de Pastorale 
Catéchétique in Paris and obtained a degree in Educational Sciences from the Pontificia Universidad 
Javeriana in Bogotá. 
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in what it has been found “(De Mor. Eccl 1,31), for “the more you 
love, the more you know” (In Io, Tract 96.4).

The impressive work of Father Lenti is not only the result of his love 
for the truth, but also of a passionate love for Don Bosco: it was 
born out of love for him and has no other purpose than to arouse in 
all of his readers a greater love for our Founder and to assume with 
creative fidelity his charism that is also ours.

* * *

 
In its most authentic biblical-theological sense, the charism is a 
vocation, therefore a gift of the Holy Spirit that calls a person to 
render a service for the believing community.

The charisms are not, therefore, extraordinary gifts given to 
exceptional people, but to every believer, by virtue of his Christian 
being, receives a special charism of the Holy Spirit, a call to carry 
out a particular mission in the community. What characterizes the 
charisms is their universality and their inexhaustible diversity 
because of the needs, old and new, to which they must respond. 
They should never be seen as a personal privilege and for their own 
benefit; they are always given for the sake of others.

At the same time, the vocation is accompanied by the promise of the 
presence and action of the Spirit that qualifies and enables the person 
and gives him strength to carry out the entrusted mission.

Although every charism has a personal character, the Spirit also 
raises in the Church shared community charisms, seen as the 
convocation of a group of people to lend a special diakonia to the 
community. This is the case of the Salesian charism, that, while 
originally being only a personal charism, that of Saint John Bosco, 
the Holy Spirit gave rise through him to a community charism, a vast 
apostolic movement that shares the same mission and spirituality.

On the other hand, by its very nature, the charisms are not static 
realities, much less fossilized, but dynamic, alive and historical, that 
grow and develop as the mission that gave rise to it uncovers new 
frontiers and opens new paths to respond to the ever-more urgent 
needs of the people for whom it was raised by the Spirit of God.

This is the origin of responsibility, as an act of creative fidelity, and 
the need to rethink, reread and rewrite the charisms aroused in its 
moment by the Spirit, taking a triple look, as Pope Francis proposes 
to religious life as criteria for renewal: “remember the past with 
gratitude, live the present with passion and embrace the future with 
hope”; or as Don Pietro Braido wrote about the Memoirs of the 
Oratory of Saint John Bosco, calling them “Memories of the future”.

Already the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, in its Decree 
Perfectae Caritatis, on the adequate renewal of religious life No. 2, 
refers to its three inspiring principles and foundations, namely, “the 
return to the sources of all Christian life and the primitive one 
inspiration of the institutes, and on the other, an adaptation of the 
same to the diverse conditions of the times. Renewal that must be 
promoted under the impulse of the Holy Spirit and direction of the 
Church, according to the following principles:

a) Since the ultimate norm of the religious life is the following of 
Christ set forth in the Gospels, let this be held by all institutes as 
the highest rule.

b) It redounds to the good of the Church that institutes have their 
own particular characteristics and work. Therefore let their 
founders’ spirit and special aims they set before them as well as 
their sound traditions-all of which make up the patrimony of each 
institute-be faithfully held in honor.

c) All institutes should share in the life of the Church, adapting as their 
own and implementing in accordance with their own characteristics 
the Church’s undertakings and aims in matters biblical, liturgical, 
dogmatic, pastoral, ecumenical, missionary and social.
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d) Institutes should promote among their members an adequate 
knowledge of the social conditions of the times they live in and of 
the needs of the Church. In such a way, judging current events 
wisely in the light of faith and burning with apostolic zeal, they 
may be able to assist men more effectively.” 

Five are the referential points of the star that should continue 
enlightening us and guiding us in the realization, faithful to the 
Spirit, of our Salesian charism, mutually interrelated and interacting.

SALESIAN 
CHARISM 

TODAY

1

5

43

2

HISTORICAL MEMORY

SENTIRE CUM 
ECCLESIA

IN 
DIALOGUE 

WITH 
SCIENCES

THE JOYS AND 
THE HOPES, THE 
GRIEFS AND THE 

ANXIETIES OF 
THE MEN OF 

THIS AGE

FOLLOWING 
JESUSCHRIST

1. Return to the primitive inspiration of the Sale-
sian charism

From the need to return to the origins has born the great 
preoccupation to know the Salesian history since its beginning, 

of Don Bosco and his work, but also the history of the charism that 
has been in existence from the foundational and founding period 
extending into time and space.

It has moved from the entertaining and prodigious anecdote of “The 
Adventures of Don Bosco” and the epic narrative of the beginnings, 
to a scientific study using all the methods of critical historiography. 
It has been the merit of the great scholars of Don Bosco and his time 
as Pietro Braido, Francis Desramaut, Arthur Lenti, Pietro Stella, 
Fernando Peraza.

This concern is also due to the great work carried out by Istituto 
Storico Salesiano and ACSSA -Associazione di Cultori di Storia 
Salesiana-, the careful recovery of the sources of Salesian 
historiography and the studies of Salesian history made in the 
countries where it has made present the Salesian Family.

This concern and interest also explains initiatives such as the 
Communitary Recovery of the Historic Memory of the Salesian 
History advanced at San Pedro Claver Province of Bogotá, as an 
effort to keep the memory alive of each of the Salesian presences of 
this Province.

The interest and concern of this huge work stems from an awareness 
of the value of history as a charismatic identity, of the responsibility 
to make the incomparable contribution given by the Salesian charism 
to the Church and society known, especially in the field of spirituality 
and the education of the youth, and the theological awareness that, 
throughout time and in the plurality of places, Salesian history has 
been guided by the providence of God who walks with his people.
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2. The following of Christ, according to the Gos-
pel, supreme rule of life for the Salesian Family.

Being a Christian, according to the Gospel, is defined primarily 
and essentially by its relationship with Christ, the Lord, and 

this relationship is specified in terms of follow-up. The Christian 
life, and therefore the religious life, is born from a completely 
gratuitous call of Jesus to follow him and from the totally free 
response of the person, full of fascination, to set out in the footsteps 
of Jesus to continue his evangelizing mission: the establishment of 
God’s utopia in the world, the Kingdom of life in fullness, of love, 
of justice and of peace.

The spirituality of a religious family, in our case of the Salesian 
Family, is not so much the experience of a set of virtues and features 
of living and working together; but how much, and primarily, in the 
original way it is lived and embodied, in a vital synthesis, the 
following of Jesus witnessed in the Gospels, that is the only 
foundation of all Christian spirituality.

Thus, is born the need and urgency for us Salesians to re-read and 
re-interpret our own Salesian spirituality and also our pedagogy from 
the ever renewed knowledge of the inexhaustible mystery of Christ.

An in-depth study of current Christology is an absolute and essential 
requirement to re-read, re-think, and live the following of Christ in 
the footsteps of Don Bosco. This is what Don Bosco did in his time, 
so must we, his sons as well.

For this reason our Constitutions renewed in the light of the Council 
summarized the entire Salesian Spirit in Article 196, affirming: 
“Our living Rule is Jesus Christ, the Saviour announced in the 
Gospel, who is alive today in the Church and in the world, and whom 
we find present in Don Bosco who devoted his life to the young.”

3. Sentire cum Ecclesia  

“The Salesian vocation places us at the heart of the Church and 
puts us entirely at the service of her mision”. (Constitutions, Art. 3)

The Salesian charism was born in the Church and is at the service 
of the Church for the evangelization of young people and the 
popular world. Don Bosco was a man of the Church, he was born 
in her, he lived in communion with her and he worked tirelessly 
carrying out his saving mission; being a witness of the merciful 
love of God for both the young people and the popular classes.

He lived the tensions, the conflicts and the crucial moments in the 
history of the Church of his time. He vibrated with the ecclesiology 
of his time. He devoted all of his energies and dedicated all of his 
time to her service.

We, like Don Bosco, are part of a Church on the way, of a Church 
that eagerly seeks to define its identity in the light of the Gospel 
and in response to the anguished needs of the world today. The 
Church, what do you say about yourself? It was the great question 
that guided the ecclesiology of Vatican II, especially in the 
Constitutions Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes.

Since the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church has 
experienced the need to constantly reform itself, “Ecclesia Semper 
reformanda”, to be faithful to what her Lord asks of her at this 
moment in the history of humanity. The Council and the rich 
ecclesiology born of it, invite us to continue deepening its mystery. 
Likewise for us, Salesians of Latin America, the 5 General 
Assemblies of the Latin American Episcopate are pointing us to 
the paths of renewal and challenges of evangelization and also 
guide us toward the orientations of the particular Churches where 
our mission is carried out.
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As children of the Church, the Salesians, following the example of 
Don Bosco, we must feel cum Ecclesia, accepting the challenges 
of renewal in the Spirit that Pope Francis proposes to us in the 
ecclesial spring in which we are living.

We, as Salesians, must actively participate in the ecclesiogenesis 
that is under way and deepen the ecclesiology that is unfolding in 
the course of our Church. It is another fundamental reference to 
redefine our charismatic identity.

4. There is nothing truly human that does not find 
an echo in our hearts.

The Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes of the Second Vatican 
Council thus proposed, as a great portal of entry, the new spirit 

that should govern the new relationship of the Church with the world:

1. The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of 
this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, 
these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the 
followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to 
raise an echo in their hearts. For theirs is a community composed 
of men. United in Christ, they are led by the Holy Spirit in their 
journey to the Kingdom of their Father and they have welcomed 
the news of salvation which is meant for every man. That is why 
this community [the Church] realizes that it is truly linked with 
mankind and its history by the deepest of bonds.

Two are, then, the principles that govern this conciliar spirit: 
“nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts” and 
“this community [the Church] realizes that it is truly linked with 
mankind and its history by the deepest of bonds”. 

The same Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, bearing in mind 
the historical nature of the revelation, and remembering the words 
of Jesus in Mt 16: 1-3 with which he condemns that evil and 
adulterous generation, because “they know how to discern the aspect 
of the heaven, but can not discern the signs of the times (messianic)”, 
rediscovered the theological and theologal significance of human 
history, valuing “the signs of times and places” as a sign and voice 
of the presence and of the will and God’s action in the history and 
geography of the world.

So says the No. 4 of the Gaudium et Spes:

To carry out such a task, the Church has always had the duty of 
scrutinizing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in 
the light of the Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible to each 
generation, she can respond to the perennial questions which 
men ask about this present life and the life to come, and about 
the relationship of the one to the other. We must therefore 
recognize and understand the world in which we live, its 
explanations, its longings, and its often dramatic characteristics.

Later on, this is stated in No. 11:

The People of God believes that it is led by the Lord’s Spirit, 
Who fills the earth. Motivated by this faith, it labors to decipher 
authentic signs of God’s presence and purpose in the happenings, 
needs and desires in which this People has a part along with 
other men of our age. For faith throws a new light on everything, 
manifests God’s design for man’s total vocation, and thus 
directs the mind to solutions which are fully human.

Facts and human evolution constitute, in their own way, a theological 
place, in which the believer must seek, positively or negatively, the 
calls and interpellations of God’s creative Spirit that renews the 
face of the earth.
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The character and the prophetic mission of all the holy and faithful 
people of God, called to scrutinize, discern, and interpret from the 
faith the signs and the voice of God that is revealed in and through 
the events of human history, springs from here.

Echoing the Council, our Constitutions in art. 7 pose as a requirement 
of our identity:

Our vocation calls us to be deeply united with the world and its 
history.1 Open to the cultural values of the lands in which we work, 
we try to understand them and make them our own, so as to incarnate 
in them the message of the Gospel.

The needs of the youth and of working-class areas, the desire to 
work with the Church and in her name, inspire and shape our 
concrete pastoral activity so as to bring about a more just world and 
one of greater brotherhood in Christ.”

This is the fourth referent that we must keep in mind to re-think, 
re-read, and continue to write the history of our charism in today’s 
salvation, in the here and now of Latin America: “to understand the 
world in which we live, their hopes, their aspirations and the 
dramatic mood that characterizes it.”

5. In dialogue with the sciences

The four referents that we have pointed out here require entering 
into a relationship and dialogue with various theological, social 

and anthropological sciences, both as an object of knowledge such 
as Christology, ecclesiology, history, human needs and problems, 
cultures, and pedagogy, as well as using the analytical and 
hermeneutical mediations that allow for a scientific and critical 
approach to them.

The appropriation of both the necessary sciences and the analytical 
and hermeneutical mediations give validity, depth, and authenticity 
to our search to renew the Salesian charism with which the Holy 
Spirit has enriched the Church for the salvation of youth, especially 
the most in need and in danger of our society and embody it in the 
diverse contexts in which it has been present.

As indicated by the graph of the five-pointed star, each of the 
components listed must enter into relationship and interaction as a 
personal purpose and comment. It is an act of fidelity to the Spirit 
that has enriched us with such a great gift.

Mario L. Peresson Tonelli, SDB 
Bogotá D.C. January 3, 2018.



APPENDIX
SOME SAMPLES OF THE MUSICAL PRODUCTION 

OF Fr. LENTI
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HAIL! WE GREET THEE, SAINT JOHN BOSCO 
(TRADITIONAL HYMN) 

(ADDITIONAL VERSES BY AJL) 
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