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THE SALESIAN FAMILY:
A GIFT, A WEALTH, AN OPPORTUNITY

A COMMON PERSPECTIVE
Since the Second Vatican Council, the Church has verified
that, by choice or as the result of circumstances, there has
been a movement from Consecrated Life to the laity and from
the laity to Consecrated Life. The "Religious-laity" relationship
is experiencing a period of great vitality. The different
experiences within Religious Families lead us to recognize the
coming of a new springtime in the life of the ecclesial
community. Of course, not all the new sprouts are at the same
point or on the same par, each having its own timeframe, and
will still face some difficulties; nevertheless, it is a movement
that cannot turn back because together with us, or even
without us, the Holy Spirit continues and will continue to
renew His Church, far exceeding our more-or-less clear
perception regarding the work of the Spirit throughout history.
1. Some necessary considerations so as to situate
ourselves better:


With the laity we share: Baptismal consecration, mission,
communion, and charism. This means that, within this
Church-communion, we share responsibilities and rights
equally. We are returning to the model of the early Church,
when the only charism and the only title of superiority was
charity.
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The evangelizing work of lay people has changed and is
continually changing the life of the Church. Since Vatican II,
the recognition of such action in the ecclesial community
has resulted in a change in the life and activity of the
Church, renewing it, enriching it and giving it revitalized
freshness and new openness.



The reciprocal sharing between Religious and the laity
fosters, enriches, and consolidates the specific vocation of
each. The difference in the way of living the same Christian
vocation spurs us on, enriches us, and encourages us.



The new theological identity of Consecrated Life and that of
the laity, considered in relation to their common Christian
and charismatic vocation, can take us a long way in
building the Kingdom of God. It is sufficient to look at our
educational communities to note with gratitude what the
Spirit of God has given us and which has enriched our
charism through His presence. These were initiated due to
necessity but then transformed themselves into a richness
and an indispensable force.



It is essential to look for a relationship that, overcoming the
asymmetry, looks for reciprocity that becomes: belief,
challenge, choice, and a paradigm for Religious Life. We
have to grow, both Religious and laity, on this journey we
have undertaken together, as adults in Christ, where
everyone, starting from his or her own charism and as the
same Body of Christ, can look into the eyes of the other on
an equal footing because we all have received the same
Spirit.



The meeting between Religious and lay people must occur
within our diversified charismatic identity even before
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action. The laity are not simply our “manpower” or
helpers; nor are they an inevitable substitute for the lack of
Religious. They, like us, have been called in Baptism and to
live their Baptism through the Salesian charism.


The Salesian charism is the perspective from which we
contemplate the Gospel and make of our charismatic
family a Gospel family. We must be clear that we are first
of all the Church and not a ghetto, to which no layman
need feel forced to belong to or to remain in a charism or
in a field belonging to an apostolic charism. Our charism
can live and coexist with other charisms and with other
Groups within our Family.



Together with the laity we can write a not-yet-published
page of evangelization and of the charism. And, in fact, we
are already writing. We give free reign to the wind of the
Spirit even if we don’t know exactly how and why it has
arrived nor where will it lead; the design is the Lord's and
we are simply His servants.

2. The Laity and the Magisterium of the Church
Abundant could be the quotations from Lumen Gentium, which
offers a new concept of the Church, and from Christifideles
Laici of St. John Paul II. But I will choose only some quotes from
Evangelii Gaudium which outline the program of Pope Francis:


With regard to the laity, a special word goes to the various
forms of old and new associations, together with the
ecclesial movements and the new communities: All are an
expression of the richness of the gifts that the Spirit
bestows on the Church. We also thank these forms of life
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and of commitment in the Church, exhorting them to be
faithful to their proper charism and to earnest ecclesial
communion especially in the concrete context of the
particular Churches.1


The formation of the laity and the evangelization of
professional and intellectual life represent a significant
pastoral challenge.2



The Church will have to initiate everyone – priests,
religious and laity – into this “art of accompaniment”
which teaches us to remove our sandals before the sacred
ground of the other (cf. Ex 3:5). The pace of this
accompaniment must be steady and reassuring, reflecting
our closeness and our compassionate gaze which also
heals, liberates and encourages growth in the Christian
life... To accompany them would be counterproductive if it
became a sort of therapy supporting their self-absorption
and ceased to be a pilgrimage with Christ to the Father. 3



Although you can say in general that the vocation and
mission proper to the lay faithful is the transformation of
various earthly realities so that every human activity might
be transformed by the Gospel. No one is exempt from the
concern for the poor and for justice Social: "Spiritual

1Synodus Episcoporum: Commission for Information. Bulletin 30: “The
New Evangelization for the Transmission of the Christian Faith.” Par. 8. Trans.
The Holy See. 26 October 2012. Web. 28 July 2016.
http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/sinodo/documents/bollettino_25_xii
i-ordinaria-2012/bollettino_25_xiii-ordinaria-2012_index_en.html’
2Francis I. Evangelii Gaudium. Par. 102. Trans. The Holy See. 24
November 2013. Web. 28 July 2016.
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa
-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html.
3Ibid.

169-170.
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conversion, the intensity of the love of God and neighbor,
zeal for justice and peace, the Gospel meaning of the poor
and poverty are required of all."4


The other Church institutions, community-based and small
communities, movements and other forms of association,
are a wealth of the Church which the Spirit awakens to
evangelize all areas and sectors. Often they bring a new
evangelizing fervor and a capacity for dialogue with the
world that renew the Church. But it is very healthy that
they do not lose contact with this reality that is so rich in
the local parish and that they gladly integrate themselves
in the structured pastoral of the Church.5

3. Lay and Consecrated Life
The lifestyle of both the layman and the Religious is shaped by
love. This time in history asks the members of Religious Life to
allow lay people to be themselves, valuing their lay vocation.
We all seek to live in freedom and joy in order to be seeds of a
new world that brings to the Church the gift of a charism that
is able to live as an ecclesial community brought together from
various frontiers.
The shared experience of the journey invites us to ask the Lord
to stay with us so that we can free ourselves from the
inconsistency or from the illusion of believing that separately
we can be better prophets. Together, in solidarity with each
other, we will be able to purify ourselves, receive new life and
celebrate the Lord of all.
4Evangelii
5Ibid.

Gaudium. Par. 170-171.

29.
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Religious and lay people, each in their own reality, are called to
strengthen their own identity, not to make divisions but to
enrich each other, strengthening the relationship that
generates communion. Both in our shared commitment to
follow Jesus Christ: becoming more human in ourselves and
helping other to do so also so that the God of Jesus Christ may
be credible as we build the city and the Kingdom of God
together, in the awareness that the Kingdom is our destination
and the City is the way there.
The Apostolic Letter written by Pope Francis for the Year of
Consecrated Life says:
Consecrated men and women are also called to true synergy
with all other vocations in the Church, beginning with priests
and the lay faithful, in order to “spread the spirituality of
communion, first of all in their internal life and then in the
ecclesial community, and even beyond its boundaries”6
In this letter, I wish to speak not only to consecrated persons,
but also to the laity, who share with them the same ideals,
spirit and mission. Some Religious Institutes have a long
tradition in this regard, while the experience of others is more
recent. Indeed, around each religious family, every Society of
Apostolic Life and every Secular Institute, there is a larger
6Francis I. “Apostolic Letter to all Consecrated People on the Occasion
of the Year of Consecrated Life.” Part II, par. 3. Trans. The Holy See. 21
November 2014. Web. 28 July 2016.
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papafrancesco_lettera-ap_20141121_lettera-consacrati.html
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family, a “charismatic family”, which includes a number of
Institutes which identify with the same charism, and especially
lay faithful who feel called, precisely as lay persons, to share in
the same charismatic reality.
I urge you, as laity, to live this Year for Consecrated Life as a
grace which can make you more aware of the gift you
yourselves have received. Celebrate it with your entire “family”,
so that you can grow and respond together to the promptings
of the Spirit in society today. On some occasions when
consecrated men and women from different Institutes come
together, arrange to be present yourselves so as to give
expression to the one gift of God. In this way you will come to
know the experiences of other charismatic families and other
lay groups, and thus have an opportunity for mutual
enrichment and support.7
4. The Laity and the Salesian Charism
In the history of our Congregations, lay people are present
from the first moment as part of the charism. Valdocco is
enriched, right from the very start, by committed lay people men and women who created the "family spirit" that is
typically Salesian. In the first Constitutions written by Don
Bosco, already there appeared Salesian Externs as a
constituent part of the Society of St. Francis de Sales.
However, as with many other things, Don Bosco in the avantgarde and the time was not yet ripe for an opening of this type
in a Church conceived as a pyramid rather than as a
community. A century later, following Vatican Council II, we
7“Apostolic Letter to all Consecrated People on the Occasion of the Year
of Consecrated Life.” Part III, par. 1.
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see the strength and the vitality with which the laity journey in
the Church, prompting Her to recuperate Her truest identity –
that of Her origins, of the early Church.
Things were not very different in Mornese. Indeed, the
Institute was born from the seed of the Daughters of Mary
Immaculate, a group of lay women committed to
evangelization and social work. For this reason, a group of lay
women participate in and enrich this first Community without
any difficulty, from the very first days of its life.
From the beginning, both the Salesians and the FMA were
promoters of a laity who were involved and called to close
cooperation. Quotes on the Salesian Family and the
Associations in our Constitutions are also abundant, but we will
not look at these now.
5. Laity in the Charter of the Charismatic Identity of the
Salesian Family of Don Bosco (The Salesian Family Charter)
The Salesian Family Charter presented by Don Pascual Chávez
Villanueva, SDB, then Rector Major, on January 31, 2012, was
the synthesis of two previous documents on the Salesian
Family: the Common Identity Card and the Common Mission
Statement. Given the growth of the Salesian Family, this
Charter is a guide for all Groups of the Salesian Family. In it, the
participation of the laity and lay Associations of the Faithful are
opportunely and clearly presented:
“The Salesian Family of Don Bosco is a charismatic and spiritual
community comprising different Groups, officially established
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and recognised, linked together by ties of spiritual relationship
and of apostolic affinity.
These communities recognise types of diversity. These are: the
difference of gender, male and female; the specific distinct
vocations; the different ministries exercised in the service of
the people of God; the distinct forms of life as male or female
religious, consecrated lay men and women, male and female
Christians who are celibate or joined in matrimony; the project
of life of Salesian life proper to each Group and codified in the
respective Statutes; the great variety of social, cultural,
religious and ecclesial contexts in which the various Groups
live and work.”8
Social and political commitment, [is] carried out especially by
Groups of lay members, according to the criteria expressed by
the magisterium of the Church. We read in Gaudium et Spes:
‘The Church regards as worthy of praise and consideration the
work of those who, as a service to others, dedicate themselves
to the welfare of the state and undertake the burdens of this
task; and in Christifideles Laici: the lay faithful are never to
relinquish their participation in ‘public life’, that is, in the many
different economic, social, legislative, administrative and
cultural areas, which are intended to promote organically and
institutionally the common good’”9

8Pascual Chavez, SDB. Charter of the Charismatic Identity of the Salesian
Family of Don Bosco (Salesian Family Charter). Trans. (Rome: Tipografia Vaticana,
2012) Art. 4. Print.
9Ibid.

Art. 9,3
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"Don Bosco also had contact with many Catholics, men and
women, in various ways dedicated to the good of youth, to the
defence and to the strengthening of the faith among the
ordinary people; with them he experienced the strength and
the effectiveness of working in a united manner. In this way
the Association of the Salesian Cooperators (today ‘SalesiansCooperators’) came into being, committed to carrying out in
their families in the Christian communities to which they
belonged, and in society, a shared apostolate for the young,
the ordinary people and the missions, animated by the spirit of
Valdocco."10
“To the founding of these three first groups Don Bosco
dedicated time, energy, formative and organisational
commitment. While recognising their different fields of action,
he was always convinced that the apostolic strength of the
whole Family would depend on its unity of purpose, of spirit, of
method and style of education. The sign and guarantee of this
unity were the juridical links of the FMA and of the
Cooperators with the Salesian Congregation, and in particular
with its Superior, the Rector Major.
From Don Bosco also came into being the Association of the
Devotees of Mary Help of Christians (today the ‘Association of
Mary Help of Christians’) to promote veneration for the
Blessed Sacrament and devotion to Mary Help of Christians.
Around Don Bosco the first Past-Pupils also began to gather.”11

10The

Salesian Family Charter. Art. 1.

11Ibid.

Art. 1.
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Don Bosco traced out also with the Association of the
Salesians-Cooperators and the Association of Mary Help of
Christians, a path of education to the faith for the people,
making good use of the contents of popular religious
devotions.
In addition he dedicated himself to the promotion of social
communication, so as to reach as many people as possible for
the purpose of education and evangelisation. "12
6. The Laity in the last two General Chapters of the FMA
Since Vatican II, in the General Chapters of the FMA, the figure
of the laity is in the process of being defined and of maturing.
By its very nature, it becomes an integral part of the educative
community. I quote some examples from the last two General
Chapters. From General Chapter XXII:
o

...the Salesian charism, welcomed and shared, is incarnated
in diverse educative realities, in ways that are ever new."
(no. 7)

o

As an FMA community, we are ‘a response of salvation to
the profound hopes of the young’ in collaboration and coresponsibility with the laity. (no. 15)

o

[In] educating communities… the multiplicity of vocations
present in our educating communities grow together as
God's family through a fruitful exchange. (no. 32)

o

In the history of our charism, the experience of
accompaniment has been present from the very beginning.
It is a means of implementing the Preventive System as a
12The

Salesian Family Charter. Art. 31.
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community that lives the Family Spirit, a community where
we care for one another, together with the laity and the
young people who are entrusted to us. (no. 35)
o

[We commit ourselves to] Joyfully live our identity as
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, giving new meaning to
our communities in fidelity to the Gospel and to our charism
-- in dialogue with other vocations in the local church and
particularly within the Salesian Family -- working together to
create a culture of vocations. (no. 40 §1)
The experience of GC XXIII marks a very important step in the
life of the Institute. Lay people, together with the young, were
called to be part of the journey of the General Chapter. In the
Acts of the Chapter: Broaden Your Vision! With the Young,
Missionaries of Hope and Joy, their participation was highly
valued, as is seen by our having assigned a specific part of the
document itself to the words they spoke to us. That experience
confirmed that their presence and sharing in the Chapter
Assembly was a moment of joy and hope. Their word was
prophetic for us and encouraged us to continue along the
journey.
I chose some significant points of the Acts of General Chapter
XXIII where they speak about work with the laity - the "shared
mission" with them and with the Salesian Family.
o

The meeting with the young and with the lay people,
including several representatives of the Salesian Family,
made the educating community more visible in our
General Chapter. What they said to us resounded as a call
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o

to open our eyes to our communities and to rely on them
for a shared mission. (no. 6)
The challenge of evangelization is knowing how to
communicate the faith to young people who have lost their
Christian values and their love for life. We need to be close
to them, to enter into their world, to enter there so as to
accompany and guide them even after they leave our
houses. (no. 13)

o

The strength of a proposal and of social and evangelizing
action is rooted in the ability to coordinate, to be united,
and to form ourselves together. This is why we all need to
share clear guidelines and to strengthen the relationship
between the various components of the Salesian Family,
developing collaborative teams and strategic partnerships,
both in planning and in working. For us, foreseeing love is
a real and concrete witness of evangelization. (no. 14)

o

Trust us enough to plan these changes together: consider
us as hardworking partners and not just recipients,
creating spaces for dialogue in order to live the
commandment of love in the Family Spirit. (no. 18)

o

Rediscover the value of collaboration with the Salesians,
not only at the level of activities and pastoral work, but
also at the level of construction of the great Salesian
Family House, networking with educating communities as a
sign of a creative communion that is so necessary in
society and in the Church. (no. 18)

o

The community is challenged to witness to a life based on
the gospel - forming one another, FMA and laity - for the
shared mission. The community is called to reach out to
others with the same young people who help us to
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o

understand and live the gospel according to the Salesian
charism, to go out with them to proclaim Jesus. (no. 27)
Involve resources of the local area when possible: the local
Church, the Salesian Family, especially the alumnae and
alumni, Vides or other volunteer organizations, the Human
Rights Office, or other church groups or movements in
discernment and choices regarding the significance of our
presence. (no. 61.3)

o

Care, with greater determination, for the development of
vocational communities and promote a vocation culture in
every community, taking into account the different
vocations in the Church and in society, paying special
attention to those of the Salesian Family. Beginning to
offer systematic, adequate and inculturated studies in our
educational presences, focusing on discernment and
vocational accompaniment of the young. (no. 61.8)

o

The greatest service we can offer, because it accompanies
the human being to its fullness, is education. Educational
activity becomes more effective when networking,
especially with other groups of the Salesian Family but also
at the intercongregational level and in collaboration with
other local resources. (no. 62)

o

Work as an educating community for a prophetic,
educational presence in the territory and in the Church,
working with the Salesian Family and other organizations
committed to education and the promotion of justice,
peace, solidarity economy, the defense of life, of human
rights and the integrity of creation. (no. 66.8)

15

o

In continuity with the intuition of Don Bosco and Mother
Mazzarello we believe it is time to redefine, and start in
some contexts, a shared mission with lay people who share
the human values we propose, even if they are not
Christians. In particular, in talking to young people
about the Gospel, we feel that the best spokespersons
are the young people themselves who more easily
speak the language of those who are not familiar with
the faith and Christian values. It is time, therefore, to be
willing to let ourselves be transformed by our
relationships with them. (no. 58)
o

Networking in education today implies redefining our
presences and rethinking them from the perspective of
prevention. In contexts of new poverties, the
educational commitment to justice, peace, the integrity
of creation, and the defense of life, are signs that make
us credible before all and open us to a shared mission.
In these new contexts, we are called to live charity with
a view to society according to the Social Doctrine of the
Church. Only communities that are healthy and rich in
passion for education can promote original thinking and
support the creative undertakings of individuals and
institutions. (no. 63)

7. The Salesian Family, the future of the Salesian charism
At the end of this discourse it is important to remember that
we were born as Family, from the heart of Don Bosco, and we
are united, laity and Religious, in the one mission. This style of
mission was amply confirmed in Mornese with the presence of
lay women who collaborated with our first Sisters from the
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very start of our educational activities with the girls and the
young people - with specific responsibilities, such as in the case
of Countess Emilia Mosca, who was the first to be put in charge
of Studies (“Prefect of Studies, in the language of the SDB) in
our Institute. Nor can we forget the ladies who came to our
first House for Spiritual Exercises. It is important to stress that,
precisely during a retreat for a group of ladies, laywomen, the
first group of FMA made Profession.
The times in which we live cannot be understood without the
presence of the laity in the mission. We cannot just think of
them as a part of our work force in those places where we
cannot reach to all that needs that exist but, rather, as an
ecclesial and charismatic component that has its roots in the
beginnings of the Church and of the Salesian charism.
We cannot think of the future without this "conspiracy" and
synergy willed by the very same Holy Spirit who is the One who
gives these and all charisms in the Church. We FMA are called
at this time to "Broaden our Horizon" to the many lay people
who feel in their hearts and in their spirit the call to share in
the Salesian mission. Together in formation, in prayer, and in
planning… Together is the seed of the future.
The choice and the formation of the Delegate for the FMA Past
Pupils and for the Salesian Cooperators SSCC and the
Animators for ADMA are a direct responsibility of the
Provincials. We must be visionaries, looking far into the future,
not stuck in the present and on what we have today, but we
must think of what needs to happen in the future so that this
charism may continue on, with great quality and dynamism, for
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the sake of our future generations, through an appropriate
balance of works shared between FMA and laity.
The Spirit of God is the One who gives us our vocation and our
charism, it is our responsibility to cultivate it and make it grow.
Everything we do to form the laity on the charismatic level so
as to give vitality to the Associations entrusted to us - such as
the FMA Past-Pupils, the Salesian Cooperators, and ADMA - is a
promise of a future full of hope where so many young people
can find a home and meaning for their lives within our
educational communities.
We have the immense fortune to have very many lay people
and young people in our Houses, collaborating in our works.
We do not want to waste this abundant harvest that the Lord
puts in our hands. Let us “throw the net wide” when making
proposals where vocations are concerned. On the other hand,
the principal objective of the Association of Past Pupils of the
FMA, of the Salesian Cooperators, and of ADMA, is that of
concern for one’s own family, and this is in line with what the
Church and the Institute are asking of us today in response to
the educational emergency. The educational path of youth
ministry reaches its fullness when it culminates in a vocational
proposal. The Salesian Family, by the gift of God, offers a
variety of vocations and different levels of commitment where
everyone can find their own path of holiness with which to
identify.
8. Mary accompanies the journey of the Salesian Family
In the “Dream of Nine Years”, Jesus presents Mary, His Mother,
as a teacher of wisdom, so that she take us by the hand. It is
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opportune to remember the first lesson she offered to little
John Bosco: This is the field where you have to work. Make
yourself humble, strong, and robust.
As Founder of an apostolic Family committed to the education
and evangelization of the young, Don Bosco spread devotion to
the Virgin under the title of Help of Christians. Both in the
painting that Don Bosco wanted for the Basilica and when rereading the description given by the painter for its realization,
Mary Help of Christians appears in her mystery of ecclesial
motherhood and in her role as educator and powerful help. At
her school and under her direction and protection, we learn
the art of accompanying the laity in the style of our Founders
and we experience the truth of Don Bosco’s words: "It is Mary
who has done everything" and "Our Lady is here and walks in
this house ". She continues to give us courage and creativity so
we can add new colors to the rough sketch of the Salesian
Family that Don Bosco drew and that Mary Mazzarello with her
feminine genius enriched. In this way, our homes can be a
reflection of a charismatic and prophetic Church. We end this
discourse with a short but significant poem by Don Pedro
Casaldáliga, Bishop:
Es tarde, pero es nuestra hora.
Es tarde, pero es todo el tiempo que tenemos a mano para hacer
futuro.
Es tarde, pero somos nosotros esta hora tardia.
Es tarde, pero es madrugada si insistimos un poco.
It is late, but it is our hour.
It is late, but this is all the time we have to make a future.
It is late, but we ourselves are this late hour.
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It is late, but it is dawn if we insist a little.13
This is our time, the hour of the Salesian Family, and we cannot
let it pass by - maybe tomorrow would be too late.
Sr. Maria Luisa Miranda L.
FMA Councilor for the Salesian Family

13Pedro Casaldáliga. “Es Tarde” in Small Christian Communities: Fresh
Stimulus for a Forward-Looking Church. 246-247. 2013. Web. 28 July 2016.
https://www.missio-hilft.de/media/thema/theologie/thew/2/owt-2.pdf
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