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Eighth Family Gathering on Amoris Laetitia and We Are Family
Chapter 8 of the Apostolic Exhortation
I. WELCOME and OPENING PRAYER


We gather as faithful sons and daughters of the Church



And as faithful sons and daughters of Don Bosco



To live the call being made to us by the Holy Father and by the Rector Major

LECTIO DIVINA AND FAITH SHARING: I CORINTHIANS 13
Invocation to the Holy Spirit: Pray a prayer invoking the Holy Spirit to illumine you
1. Lectio: Read passage once (either aloud for all or in silence)
1 If

I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a
clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I
have a faith that can move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the
poor and give over my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.
4 Love

is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It does not dishonor
others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight
in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.
8 Love

never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be
stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in
part, 10 but when completeness comes, what is in part disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a
child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. 12 For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I
know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.
13 And

now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Share a word or phrase that touches you
2. Meditatio: Read passage again; Allow that word/phrase to speak to you in your heart and gather its meaning to you
Share the reason why it touches you; Read the passage a third time
3. Contemplatio: Allow yourself to live in a loving, silent, adoring presence with the Lord
4. Oratio: Express a prayer in response to this loving encounter with the Lord in Lectio Divina
5. Actio: Share an action you will take to live what you have understood

Conclude with the Hail Mary, invoking Our Lady’s help to live your resolution
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I. INTRODUCTION, from Don Roggia’s reflection
Chapter VIII of Amoris Laetitia is perhaps the chapter that has led to most discussion because it focuses
on the 'fragility' that is part of human love in family life. Pope Francis invites us to look at our fragility
with the eyes of Jesus:

I encourage the faithful who find themselves in complicated situations
to speak confidently with their pastors or with other lay people whose lives
are committed to the Lord. They may not always encounter in them a confirmation of their own ideas or desires, but they will surely receive some light
to help them better understand their situation and discover a path to personal growth. I also encourage the Church’s pastors to listen to them with
sensitivity and serenity, with a sincere desire to understand their plight and
their point of view, in order to help them live better lives and to recognize
their proper place in the Church. [Relatio Synodi 2014, 24] (AL 312).

II. STRENNA PRESENTATION BY DON ANGEL
The Church needs to accompany families, giving them confidence and hope. There are, however,
wounded families; and so the work of the Church is often like that of a “field hospital.” In our pastoral
activity is it necessary to make use of the law of gradual progression since nowadays the absence of a
real understanding of marriage and the value of commitment is very widespread. It follows that the promotion of Christian marriage needs a pastoral approach of mercy, encouragement, dialogue, and discernment.
Pope Francis points out that many young people and adults, under the influence of a now-widespread
mentality, prefer simply to live together. It is a sad situation that needs to be faced up to in a constructive way by being aware of it and offering patient and sensitive guidance, as Jesus did with the Samaritan woman.
At this point in the apostolic exhortation, Pope Francis deals with the important and sensitive issue of
the discernment of circumstances. That requires careful examination and deep reflection.
During the synod, the synod Fathers looked into various situations of weakness and imperfection experienced by a large number of families. The approach of the Church must not be that of condemning people. It is essential to consider the complexity of situations. No one can be condemned. We are called to
exercise the divine pedagogy, avoiding any occasion of scandal.
In ordinary circumstances it is the duty of priests and pastoral workers to accompany and promote discernment, seeking to understand the degree of responsibility, which is not the same for everyone. The
logic that drives the mission must be that of pastoral mercy. It is necessary to accompany the various
stages of individuals’ growth with mercy and patience.
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III. REFLECTION BY DON ROGGIA
Attention to those who are fragile and wounded is not an exception to the rule, to be hidden in a small
footnote. On the contrary, Francis's example and words from the first day of his election to this day are
asking us to start right there, precisely with those who are finding most difficulty.
Here I would like to reiterate something I sought to make clear to the whole Church, lest we take the
wrong path:

There are two ways of thinking which recur throughout the Church’s history:
casting off and reinstating. The Church’s way, from the time of the Council of
Jerusalem, has always been the way of Jesus, the way of mercy and reinstatement. The way of the Church is not to condemn anyone for ever; it is to pour
out the balm of God’s mercy on all those who ask for it with a sincere heart.
For true charity is always unmerited, unconditional and gratuitous. [Relatio
Synodi 2014, 25] (296).

This is the wavelength of Chapter VIII: full acceptance of the novelty of the Gospel teaching on the family,
continuing to make it shine out and to proclaim it joyfully to all; and one- to-one closeness to those who
are struggling and finding obstacles on their path, without excluding anyone. The season of Easter is in
perfect harmony with this way of understanding and acting. On the one hand, we have the highest point
of all that the Father, Son and Spirit do and offer for our salvation: the passion, death and resurrection;
Eucharist; Pentecost and so on. On the other hand, this immensity of life is entrusted to the testimony of
frail people like us: Peter who disowned the Lord and the others who fled from Gethsemane; The first
Christian community rich in faith but also with problems, not just the external ones associated with persecution but also the problems and fragility of believers, as can well be seen in the Acts of the Apostles
and Paul's letters.
The light of the fullest ideal
In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis has insisted on the right of all to receive the light of the Gospel in its
appealing beauty, giving priority to the essentials, without filters and without burdening the proclamation with too many things that end up obscuring rather than favouring the acceptance of the good seed
(see Evangelii Gaudium 34-39).
Amoris Laetitia as a whole is a gospel, good news expressed in our time about the beauty and grandeur
of the love between man and woman from whom the family is born, fruit of faith in Jesus, our way, truth
and life. In Him we become truly human and truly the children of the Father.
RIGHT CLICK ON PICTURE TO HYPERLINK TO VIDEO:
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Christian marriage, as a reflection of the union between Christ and his
Church, is fully realized in the union between a man and a woman who give
themselves to each other in a free, faithful and exclusive love, who belong to
each other until death and are open to the transmission of life, and are consecrated by the sacrament, which grants them the grace to become a domestic
church and a leaven of new life for society. (AL 292).

And here the Pope uses the educational system of Don Bosco: to prevent or anticipate as much as possible. If we are committed with all our strength to let this light shine, offering it to those who are growing
up and preparing for married life, we are laying the foundations so that the joy of love becomes a lifelong project. And if we are generously investing the energies of Christian communities in order to
'consolidate marriages', many fragile situations will find the help that will turn a moment of crisis into a
growth opportunity.
“In no way must the Church desist from proposing the full ideal of marriage, God’s plan in all its grandeur: “Young people who are baptized should be encouraged to understand that the sacrament of marriage can enrich their prospects of love and that they can be sustained by the grace of Christ in the sacrament and by the possibility of participating fully in the life of the Church.” [Relatio Synodi 2014, 26] A
lukewarm attitude, any kind of relativism, or an undue reticence in proposing that ideal, would be a lack
of fidelity to the Gospel and also of love on the part of the Church for young people themselves. To show
understanding in the face of exceptional situations never implies dimming the light of the fuller ideal, or
proposing less than what Jesus offers to the human being. Today, more important than the pastoral care
of failures is the pastoral effort to strengthen marriages and thus to prevent their breakdown.” (AL 307).
The law of gradualness
One of the best descriptions of Don Bosco was that of Pius XI, who had known him personally when he
was still a young priest, and who was later the Pope who proclaimed him a saint on Easter Sunday 1934.
What is the work of Don Bosco? "Don Bosco's work is to make saints," Pius XI loved to say. In fact, the
founder of ADMA never failed to propose holiness to all. He was never satisfied with easy cheap goals for
his young people. But he did not stay in the pulpit waiting for those who were already perfectly "in the
grace of God" to come to hear his sermons. He started in the prisons of Turin and planted his tent on the
outskirts of Valdocco in order to give a home to thousands of children who were discarded by society.
Valdocco at that time was the equivalent of the poorest and most dangerous slums of today's major cities.
I believe here is the secret and strength of what the Pope is asking of us in this chapter. Never lose sight
of heaven, without hiding in a corner of this earth, even if we are close to the people God loves most, precisely because they are in greater difficulty. There is a wonderful article of the Salesian Constitutions of
Don Bosco, where it says: "Imitating God's patience, we encounter the young at their present stage of
freedom. We then accompany them, so that they may develop solid convictions and gradually assume
responsibility for the delicate process of their growth as human beings and as men of faith." (art. 38).
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Saint John Paul II proposed the so-called “law of gradualness” in the knowledge that the human being
“knows, loves and accomplishes moral good by different stages of growth”. [Familiaris Consortio, 78]
This is not a “gradualness of law” but rather a gradualness in the prudential exercise of free acts on the
part of subjects who are not in a position to understand, appreciate, or fully carry out the objective demands of the law. For the law is itself a gift of God which points out the way, a gift for everyone without
exception; it can be followed with the help of grace, even though each human being “advances gradually
with the progressive integration of the gifts of God and the demands of God’s definitive and absolute
love in his or her entire personal and social life”. [Ibid., 9: 90] (AL 295)
Does this not describe the real life of every family? Parents definitely want the best for their children.
The way to go forward together to the goal, however, is not smooth and does not correspond to the good
desires in people’s hearts and the good intentions they share. There are difficulties, limitations, and
sometimes very heavy external conditioning. And then there are all the fragilities and mistakes of personal life. This was also the case with the new 'family' that accompanied Jesus in the years of his public
life: despite the fact that the Twelve had listened to the gospel directly from the Master's lips, they denied and betrayed him.

“It is a matter of reaching out to everyone, of needing to help each person
find his or her proper way of participating in the ecclesial community and
thus to experience being touched by an “unmerited, unconditional and gratuitous” mercy. No one can be condemned for ever, because that is not the logic
of the Gospel! Here I am not speaking only of the divorced and remarried, but
of everyone, in whatever situation they find themselves. Naturally, if someone flaunts an objective sin as if it were part of the Christian ideal, or wants
to impose something other than what the Church teaches, he or she can in no
way presume to teach or preach to others; this is a case of something which
separates from the community (cf. Mt 18:17). Such a person needs to listen
once more to the Gospel message and its call to conversion. Yet even for that
person there can be some way of taking part in the life of community, whether in social service, prayer meetings or another way that his or her own initiative, together with the discernment of the parish priest, may suggest." (AL
297).

I cannot help but look again at Don Bosco, to see how Pope Francis wants us to behave towards those
who are going through situations of fragility without losing sight of the renewing power of the gospel.
Just a stone's throw from the house where he grew up in Becchi - in a family sorely tested by his father's
premature death and many forms of poverty - there is a statue of young John Bosco walking on a tightrope. The artist had a brilliant insight: the string is taut not because it is tied to two trees, but because
there is a group of angels playing tug-of-war with a group of boys. It is on this tension between heaven
and earth that John Bosco walks straight towards those boys with his heart in heaven
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The Church has the mission of proclaiming God's mercy, the pulsating heart
of the Gospel, through which it must reach the heart and mind of every person. The Bride of Christ makes its own the way of behaving of the Son of
God, reaching out to everyone and excluding nobody. [Misericordiae Vultus,
12]. The Church knows that Jesus is a Shepherd of one hundred sheep, not
ninety-nine. He wants them all (AL 302).

Pastoral ministry of merciful clarity

Pope Francis suggests that not everyone is enthusiastic about the approach he offers to the fragility of
marriage and family life.

I understand those who prefer a more rigid pastoral care that will not give
rise to any confusion. But I sincerely believe that Jesus wants a Church attentive to the good that the Spirit pours out in the midst of fragility: a Mother who, at the very moment in which she explicitly expresses her objective
teaching, does not give up on the good she can do, even if she runs the risk of
getting dirty with the mud of the road. [EG 45] (AL 308).

There is no room here to enter the lively dialogue that Amoris Laetitia has given rise to, especially on the
possibility of access to the Eucharist by those who live in situations that do not conform to Christian
marriage. There is a delightful intervention by Cardinal Francesco Coccopalmerio, president of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, which I think may be enlightening for those who want to know and
reflect further on this issue (Italian only). It is accessible through this link: https://goo.gl/9eC0B4
Seeds to be opened
Zacchaeus and the sycamore tree, and the first stone
It may be enlightening to accompany the reflection on Chapter VIII of Amoris Laetitia by meditating on
two gospel passages that show Jesus’ thinking and the pastoral line he took in two situations of fragility,
which were very irregular and contrary to the standard of the mosaic law as it was lived at his time.
Luke: 19,1-10 Zacchaeus, come down immediately, today I want to stop at your house.
John 8.1-11 Has no one condemned you? Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on, sin no more.

IV. GROUP SHARING
Bring back to the group your reflections—whether at the online meeting or on the Bulletin Board page
at the “Ireland Pilgrimage and WMOF” link to the Forum on the Portal.
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V. INTRODUCTION TO THE ROSARY AS THE PRAYER OF MARY AND THE HOLY FAMILY (from a former reflection of Don Roggio)

The form may change, but the essence is the same: the principle and the foundation of family life is the
Lord, through dialogue with him in prayer, contemplation of the mysteries of our salvation in the
text of the scriptures and through the recitation of the rosary.
There is a popular saying in the English-speaking world: ‘The family that prays together stays together’. This is the anchor of the family unit that goes straight to the centre in the mystery of the Trinity, as
Pope Francis says in the early paragraphs of Amoris Laetitia. This is the first and ultimate source of communion, of which the union of man and woman in conjugal love is the closest image.

Mary is our teacher – the one who teach us to pray, to know and live the mystery of the 'Word made
flesh' in a form accessible to all. Don Bosco is a very credible witness, along with all the other saints,
each in their own unique way, that if we go to Jesus through Mary we can never go wrong, and it bears
fruit beyond all expectation.
VI. APPLICATION TO THE SALESIAN FAMILY
A situation always more complex
It is a fact that the family, no matter how contradictory and controversial nowadays it is seen to be, continues to be the original structure of human culture. It goes back to the beginnings of the human race
and is found in all known cultures, even if in a great variety of forms and models. In general, also today
the majority of babies and children grow up in a family, and it is there that they are marked in a way that
will affect their whole lives. But one cannot ignore and still less deny the fact that the family, as the
structure of origin, to which reference has already been made, is going through a profound transformation and crisis. The causes of these changes and this crisis are complex and very diverse.
We have seen the long list of situations and challenges that Pope Francis mentions between numbers 31
and 57 in Amoris Laetitia. Other authors refer to others, even though all have much in common: situations of poverty unworthy of human beings that make a normal family life impossible; migrations that
break up and divide so many families; the long absences of parents because of work commitments. Often
it is economic conditions that make it difficult for them to live together as a family. Very often, economic
factors determine family values, the family’s plans, since financial well-being is a precondition to fatherhood and motherhood; social structures which have a great impact and the influence of which affect everyone in one way of another.
To all of these can be added the anthropological crisis of models of liberation, which cannot be ignored –
facts such as the promotion of a culture at odds with the family, leading to a diminution in its social value/estimation and to the “normalization” and at times the championing of marital infidelity; the rejection of motherhood and fatherhood in the name of personal freedom; the acceptance of the idea that a
child is in competition with or even is an obstacle to greater economic well-being. It is a climate ever
more widespread and propagated, suggesting the social irrelevance of the family.
Finally, one could mention the complex geography of so-called types of family: new family units, restructured families as an emerging phenomenon due to the increase of “natural” children, an increase in the
number of divorces, changing partners for cohabitation – all are phenomena that give rise not only to
9

many different kinds of families (one-parent, reorganized, homo-parents), but also to various kinds of
cohabitation according to different criteria: marriage, free unions, civil contract unions, etc. To have a
more precise idea of the complexity of this situation as it exists in some parts of the world, it should be
said that a reorganized family is one that is made up of one of two parents, the child or children of the
first union, and the partner of this parent. This is only one possible example because there can be a variety of similar models. Sociologist Irene Thery was able to identify (already in 1993) 25 different kinds of
reorganized families.
All of this leads us to think that the institution of the family is something that is becoming ever more
complex, without forgetting that cultural differences on the six continents add many other elements to
the complexity we are talking about.

Faced with this situation, we ask ourselves whether, starting from our position as educators, pastors,
and evangelizers, there is anything we can do for families.
-- Empathy as the first human response.
Precisely in these contexts, what is expected from us is the ability to empathize in the face of pain and
weakness. Such empathy is very much connected to something characteristically our own: the family
spirit.
By empathy we mean the thoughtful ability that makes people able to understand the inner world of
others. It makes it possible to be aware of their feelings and understand their actions better, and the way
they respond to particular situations. Empathy makes it possible in a certain sense to put oneself in another person’s shoes. It helps the educators and the evangelizers of boys and girls and young people to
understand the often complicated world of their families and become bridges and mediators in sensitive
and important situations.
In these difficult circumstances, what is expected from us is empathy in the face of broken or patchwork
families, or families that are deeply wounded, in which selfish personal interests caused a breakdown.
There are families in which it is the children above all who suffer deeply, or in which they become
“hostages against the other spouse,” as Pope Francis puts it.
Empathy is needed from us in those life situations in which we have to help build up relationships, treat
or heal the wounds; situations in which we can help overcome fears, remembering, as the Bible text
says, “not to quench the smoldering wick.”
Empathy is needed when families, as has happened also in our own families, have to learn to be families
by their mistakes. This calls for humility and understanding, forgiveness and mercy, since in the family
all have the right to forgiveness and the ability to forgive in order to build and rebuild the family.
Empathy is needed when we are called to accept our limitations and those of others. This gives every
member of the family an opportunity to be enriched by the love that is being offered and to make others
rich with his or her own gift, aware that giving freely is the starting point for building the family.
Empathy is needed, finally, in helping to build and rebuild lived situations.
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-- Attitude proper to our family spirit.
In the different situations in which it plays a part, the Salesian Family around the world finds itself in a
great variety of complex circumstances. Our boys and girls, together with their families, have the right to
experience our ability to understand, empathize, and appreciate their feelings, since having a deep and
attractive family spirit is – and needs to continue to be – a special characteristic of ours.
This family spirit was a fundamental guiding principle for Don Bosco, and it inspired him while he was
beginning his work, dreaming about it, planning it, and sustaining it, so that love might always reign in
his work in an atmosphere of openness and familiarity. A feature of this family spirit should also be “the
qualities of genuine brotherhood, affection, and open-hearted friendliness, accompanied by a simple,
cordial, and welcoming human approach.”

Our young people and their families need to be able to experience that the Salesian houses in our Family
throughout the world are places where life is cared for, their lives; places where one can expect that the
doors are always open and that awaiting them there is a civilized atmosphere of welcome (full of human
feeling) on the most important and, often, most difficult occasions in life. They ought to feel, as Don
Bosco would have ensured, that they are always well received and never judged or condemned – seeing
this even when they must be told something is impossible or cannot be allowed, from the point’s being
made with the greatest respect for the dignity of the individuals, and with a sense of fairness and justice.
In this way we shall not fall short in what should be our distinguishing features as the Salesian Family in
the world.

VII. CONCLUDING PRAYER:
Leader: HEAVENLY FATHER, BLESS US WITH SUCH FAMILIES. LET US PRAY:
“BLESSED IS THE FAMILY” FROM SFSDAYS , ROME, 2017
Blessed is the family whose God is the Lord, and that walks in His Presence.
Blessed is the family founded on love and whose attitudes, words, gestures, and decisions spring forth
from love.
Blessed is the family open to life, welcoming children as a gift, valuing the presence of the elderly, and
sensitive to the poor and suffering.
Blessed is the family that prays together to praise the Lord, entrusting to Him its concerns and hopes.
Blessed is the family that lives what ties it together with freedom, allowing everyone the autonomy to
grow as a unique individual.
Blessed is the family that finds time for dialogue, to relax and have fun and to celebrate together.
Blessed is the family that is not a slave to the television and that chooses programs of value and meaning.
Blessed is the family in which differences do not create “drama” but which provide the setting where
each one can grow in respect, goodness, and mutual forgiveness.
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Blessed is the family where peace reigns within and among all: therein are found the roots that will
nourish world peace.
Blessed is the family that lives in harmony with the universe, and that commits itself to construct a world
that is ever more human.
Blessed is the family that decides that it is possible to live some of these beatitudes even if it does not
recognize itself in all of them.
Blessed is the family in which life is a joy, being apart brings homesickness, and returning there is a
cause for celebration.
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