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Nothing by force.”
This year’s Christmas novena offers us the opportunity to revisit our hearts as Salesian consecrated
women educators, and to pray to the Child Jesus for the grace of a renewed chaste love expressed in
active loving-kindness. Perhaps this is one of the best gifts we could offer to the world in this post-chapter
period where we move on from Cana to Capernaum with jars full of new wine, and a fitting homage of
gratitude to God and our Blessed Mother on the 150th anniversary of our Institute’s foundation.
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Inspired by the STRENNA 2022, we allow the teachings and spirituality of St. Francis de Sales to illumine
our path towards Christmas, the feast of love par excellence. Don Bosco was deeply impressed by the
extraordinary figure of this Saint who became an inspiration to him in his evangelizing mission. With our
two saints divinely inspired to center their conviction on LOVE, may we, too, FMA today, BE LOVE in our
contemporary world: living presences of the Incarnate God!
DAY 1 (December 16): Belonging completely to God, living to the full our presence in the world
Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI expressed with his usual profundity the great invitation that St. Francis de
Sales addressed to Christians: “to belong completely to God, living to the full our presence in the world
and the tasks proper to our state”. A signature of St. Francis’s theology was his belief that holiness was
meant for everyone—not just a privileged few. He took the teachings of Christ as universal commands:
“Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” - and St. Paul’s - “This is the will of God, your sanctification.”
For him, what makes an ordinary task extraordinary is the practice of what he called “direction of
intention,” “the Salesian key to sanctifying our activities and thus unlocking the devout life.” They are at
the heart of Salesian asceticism.
“If we wish to thrive and advance in the way of our Lord, we should, at the beginning of our
actions, both exterior and interior, ask for his grace and offer to his divine Goodness all the
good we will do. In this way we will be prepared to bear with peace and serenity all the pain
and suffering we will encounter as coming from the fatherly hand of our good God and
Savior… By following the advice of St. Paul the Apostle (cf. 1 Cor 10:31; Col 3:17), everything
we do will be done in God’s name to please him alone.”
Practice & Prayer: We begin this Christmas novena by looking at ourselves in the most ordinary situation
we live in - where obedience sends us, what the mission requires of us, who we live with, the circumstances
confronting us. How do we intentionally live our daily life – with God and in God?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 2 (December 17): Centrality of the heart: love of God and love of neighbor
“God is God of the human heart.” St Francis de Sales speaks of the union between God and man,
developing a whole series of images and interpersonal relationships. God draws man to himself with
bonds of love, namely, true freedom for: “love has neither convicts nor slaves, but brings all things under
its obedience with a force so delightful, that, as nothing is so strong as love nothing also is so sweet as its
strength.” St. Francis speaks of the human will in complete surrender, not only to God’s will but also to
what pleases him, to his “bon plaisir”, his good pleasure. Union with God is crowned by charitable action
that is attentive to all the needs of others, which he calls “the ecstasy of action and life.” Before being

translated into action, the apostolate must be a personal relationship of love; every activity not suggested
by love is doomed to failure.
“Blessed will be that soul who, in the hour of death, will be able to truthfully say, in
imitation of our Lord: Everything is complete, I have done everything that I could to
progress in God’s service.” (St. Francis of Sales, Spiritual Conferences - Trattimenti, 366)
Practice & Prayer: Today we revisit our hearts if the love of God still holds primacy in all our being and
doing, if it is still the raison d'être why we remain in the religious life. How do we experience the “the ecstasy
of action and life”?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 3 (December 18): Sweetness and gentleness of heart
For St. Francis of Sales, sweetness comes from attachment to Christ. He asks us to approach Jesus not
just with the mind and the heart, but also with a sense of taste, a taste of the Word of God beginning with
savoring the Name of Jesus. Let us look to Jesus who invites us to learn from his example so that in
becoming gentle, we may grow in love of neighbor. The sweetness of Jesus is an invitation to leave aside
the cares and worries of worldly lifestyle, to accept the ups and downs of life joyfully. Gentleness and
kindness, in the Salesian spiritualty, are not just external behavior. It comes from inner peace. It allows
us to be accepting of others and of ourselves as well. Don Bosco summed up in his well-known term
`kindliness' the special relationship between every good shepherd and his sheep - an infinite respect for
each person, including the poorest of the poor, and the least likeable ones. The opening gambit must be
a pleasant welcoming smile, a kindness that tries in all humility to be affable, a sense of humor, infinite
patience and forbearance in the face of faults and ingratitude, and an invitation to friendship. In this way
Francis de Sales and St. John Bosco surrounded themselves with an aura of extraordinary pleasantness
and congeniality, an aura of attraction for which they were loved by all.
"Let your speech be gentle, frank, sincere, straight forward, candid and faithful." (In III 30)
"Correction is naturally bitter, but when mixed with the sugar of loving kindness, and
warmed by the fire of charity, it becomes more acceptable, gracious and even cordial."
(S II 13)
Practice & Prayer: Today we revisit our gestures, words, and actions. How are we gradually
integrating our unique personalities and temperaments with the Salesian amiability needed to win souls for
God? To form generative and life-giving communities? To live Jesus?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 4 (December 20): On Prayer
“Pray always without becoming weary” (Lk 18:1) can be called the cornerstone of St. Francis de Sales’
spiritual edifice. Prayer “places our intellect in the brilliance of God’s light” and “exposes our will to the
warmth of God’s heavenly love.” St. Francis explains that it affectively purifies our thoughts and affections
because “it is a stream of holy water that flows forth and makes the plants of our good desires grow green
and flourish and quenches the passions within our hearts.” In so many words and images, Francis de Sales
demonstrates that prayer is a matter of living in constant relationship with God. It is nourished by the
three necessary virtues of humility - “spiritual mendicancy”, loving hope –“awaiting the bride’s arrival”
and “being grafted onto Jesus Christ crucified.” He does not speak of technique in prayer but of
attachment. This can only be verified as true by the quality of relationships with the people we live with
and work with day-by-day. In this sense, prayer (the call of charity) must transform our lives. It must
change us if it is real. Those who are steadfast in prayer are absorbed in God.

“I specially counsel you to practice mental prayer, the prayer of the heart, and
particularly that which centers on the life and passion of our Lord. By often turning
your eyes on him in meditation, your whole soul will be filled with him. You will learn
his ways and form your actions after the pattern of his. By keeping close to our
Saviour in mediation and by observing his words, actions and affections we learn, by
his grace, to speak, act, and will like him.” (Introduction to the Devout Life, 81)
Practice & Prayer: Today we shall examine how our personal relationship with God is; how
transformative our personal and community prayer life are; how prayer pulls us out of self-absorption &
makes us daringly apostolic.
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 5 (December 19): The value of friendship
The humanism of St. Francis, his desire and ability to enter into dialogue with everyone, the great value
he placed on friendship, was so important for personal accompaniment in the way Don Bosco would
interpret it. Everything is built on the solid foundations of the heart, just as St. Francis lived it.
St. Francis gives a lengthy explanation about healthy and dangerous friendships. Worldly friendship
generally produces a great flow of honeyed words, passionate, charming, flattering little expressions, and
praises drawn from beauty, gracefulness and sensual qualities. Sacred friendship has simple, frank
language. It praises only virtue and the grace of God, the sole foundation on which it rests. Holy friendship
has only simple and modest eyes, no caresses, no intimacies except that of the spirit, no complaints
except that God is not loved. It has clear-sighted eyes, does not hide itself and willingly appears before
good people. Chaste friendship is always equally honest, polite, amiable. St. Francis warns us to love all
people with a genuine love, but be friends only with a few who share your values.
“Friendships oblige us to help each be freed from any Imperfection. We must,
therefore, patiently and gently bear with our friend’s imperfection, but not encourage
them, much less adopt to them.”
Practice & Prayer: Today we look at our friendship with our co-Sisters, with the young and
mission partners. Are we able to communicate deeply, love sincerely and accompany each other
in doing good, in loving God?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 6 (December 21): “The little virtues”
Virtue, for St. Francis de Sales, must be grounded in real life – it is in the mix of daily living that one
discovers the beauty of the Gospel. St. Francis loved these three little virtues: sweetness of heart, poverty
of spirit, and simplicity of life. He spoke of a tapestry of virtue whereby each faithful Christian weaves an
original and varied design. This understanding of the diversity of virtue is the foundation of the Salesian
perception of holiness – very simple, though not easy. He gives importance to the gradual start on the
path of holiness, a journey that demands patience with everyday disappointments and setbacks – and
ultimately, patience with ourselves. It takes great humility to take the little, unspectacular, run-of-themill virtues that help ordinary people meet the demands of daily life.
“Persevere faithfully in overcoming yourself in the daily contradictions which you feel.
Know that God wishes nothing else of you save what He sends at the moment, and do
not be on the look-out for other things…Have no desire to be other than what you are,
but have a strong desire to be thoroughly what you are. Let your mind dwell on

perfecting yourself in your own vocation and in bearing the crosses, little and great,
pertaining to it.”
Practice & Prayer: Today we try to recognize in our journey the little virtues that help us grow in
holiness the Salesian style. We invoke God’s grace to identify what we lack.
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 7 (December 22): Journeying in Spiritual Direction
St. Francis of Sales was a master spiritual director for which he can “redirect our attention to the way he
is looking.” He embraced this role as a down-to-earth way to care for souls. He was sensitive to those
who sought his guidance, and helped them to discern the promptings of their hearts. He saw the process
of spiritual direction in terms of friendship and partnership, rather than a discipline. Partnership implied
an adult, reciprocal relationship, and relationship implied freedom where both the director and the
directée do their best to live the Gospel message of Christ’s life, while seeking a deeper faith and union
with Christ. It is essentially an intense and intentional journey that leads to devotion (holiness) through
the events of the directee’s daily life. This sense of direction implies a sense of unity when all things one’s faculties, abilities, passions and powers come together into one, and lead to the One God. The only
route to virtue, justice, and conformity to God’s will is that of LOVE, which “rules all the affections and
passions, and even governs the will…” St. Francis’ approach is simple because the path of love is creative;
but the journey is difficult because, to travel the road to holiness one must give up all contraptions, and
courageously move forward without fear. Holiness, for St. Francis is a matter of loving God and
responding to the demands of God’s love in the midst of the events of our ordinary lives. His is a clear,
uncluttered path, and to follow it one must be unhesitatingly faithful.
“God and the individual speak heart to heart, and what passes between them can be
shared with no one else.” (Treatise on the love of God)
Practice & Prayer: Today we review our life direction – our on-going journey of integration and
vocational unification. Do we have faith & the willingness to be accompanied, and a committed
determination to progress in Christian perfection?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 8 (December 23): Evangelizing communication
St. Francis de Sales’ charism as an innovative man and communicator par excellence in his time sought
the way to bring people to faith with profound creativity. He is considered a tireless communicator of
truth and the Gospel through his simple hand-made writings distributed door-to-door, house after house.
Like all great communicators and pastors who did not refuse or fail to see the tensions of their time, he
had an understanding of the language of his time, understood the concerns and experiences of his people,
discovered their deepest needs. He came to perfectly understand that words and writings were not
enough; he also intuited that if he were to reach the hearts and minds of people and truly communicate
with them, it was necessary to transform one's own attitude of life, assume as one's own those very same
values one wishes to communicate. Saint Francis de Sales was aware that evangelization could not take
place at any distance from charity; the best way to communicate the truth was to shape the gift of Jesus
into his own life for the love of each and every man and make of his own person and his own life the
means of transmitting the message. In all of their apostolic efforts both Francis de Sales and St. John
Bosco never ceased to be impelled by love; they kept up to date and had no fear of trying out new
techniques of presentation, calmly discussing various aspects of contemporary thought and action.

“Your language should be restrained, frank, sincere, candid, unaffected and
honest.” “Be on guard against equivocation, ambiguity or dissimulation.” “Rash
judgment begets uneasiness, contempt of neighbor, pride, self-satisfaction and
many other extremely bad effects.”
Practice & Prayer: Today we look at how impelled by love we are we in testifying and
communicating Jesus both in words and deeds. Are there areas that need conversion?
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

DAY 9 (December 24): Live Jesus!
In the words of Francis de Sales, we must engrave the name of Jesus in our hearts. This means that Jesus
is the center of lives, and He animates and gives meaning to every thought and word, to every action and
work, to every decision and affection, and to all devotion. Christians must look to Jesus if they want to
learn the lessons of how to respond to God and neighbor. To shout “Live Jesus” expresses the abiding
hope of the Salesian spirit, a way of proclaiming hope in the Incarnation of the Word, in the passion and
death of the Lord, the Resurrection of the Savior. To allow Jesus to live, we surrender the vital center of
our being, our heart, to another living presence “I no longer live but Christ lives in me.” The meek and
humble heart of Jesus teaches the Christian to accept the ups and downs of life joyfully. Attached to Jesus
and his will, the Christian experiences gentle simplicity that “asks for nothing and refuses nothing.” Jesus
is a living presence to be experienced, a reality to be lived. Authentic human existence is bringing to life
the living Lord, it is to “Live Jesus.” As a prayer, it is a moral invitation to give space to the “divine
goodness,” and to surrender to God’s providence. “May Jesus, our gentle Jesus, only heart of our heart,
bless us with His holy love.”
Practice & Prayer: Today, we consciously greet each person “Viva Gesú!” celebrating the living
presence of Jesus who reigns among us. Let us also impart Jesus’ blessing to each other. We

implore him to make us “his living presence” today.
We bring this to personal prayer as a topic of conversation with Jesus.

We end our prayer with the invocation: God of love, be born in me. Amen.

The angelic Bishop has a right to a distinguished position near the Crib of Jesus, on account of the
sweetness of his virtues, the childlike simplicity of his heart, and the humility and tenderness of his love.
“May the sweet Infant of Bethlehem ever be your happiness and your love, my very dear Mother. Oh!
the loveliness of this Little Child! I beseech you to keep close to this Divine Babe, and rest near him as
lovingly as you can — he will love you in return, even should your heart feel no tenderness or devotion.
What sense had the poor ox and the ass? — and yet he refuses not to let them breathe warmly upon him.
And you think he will refuse the aspirations of our poor hearts, which, though just at present they feel no
devotion, yet are sincerely and loyally his, and are ever offering themselves to be the faithful servants of
his own divine self, and of his Holy Mother, and of his dear protector Joseph!”
(From the letter of St. Francis to St. Jane Frances de Chantal on Christmas Eve)
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