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There is Much More "Thirst for God" Than We Think

Today, there is a great need to listen, to dialogue freely and candidly, to have personal encounters which are
free of judgment and condemnation, as well as a great need for silence and presence in God.

THE MESSAGE OF THE RECTOR MAJOR DON ÁNGEL FERNÁNDEZ ARTIME, SDB

Dear friends and readers of the Salesian Bulletin of Don Bosco,

In harmony and communion with Don Bosco himself, I am
writing both to those who already feel at home with his
charism and also to those who want to get to know St. John
Bosco and learn more about what is done in Jesus’ Name, in the
style of this great "Father and Teacher of Youth."

By Divine Providence, it happens that, just an hour ago, I
attended the funeral of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI. One year
after beginning his service as Pontiff, he wrote the magnificent
encyclical Deus Caritas Est. In it, there is this statement that
seems to me to be the very essence of the magnificent fragrance
of Christian thought: "Being Christian is not the result of an
ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a
person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction."
[1] Certainly, that Person is Jesus Christ.

Benedict XVI elaborates further on this thought, with other
statements like these [2]:

Jesus Christ is the Personified Truth who attracts the world to
Himself.
The light that shines out from Jesus is the splendor of the truth.
Every other truth is a fragment of the Truth that He is, and
refers to Him.
Jesus is the Pole Star of human freedom: without Him, it loses
its sense of direction, for, without the knowledge of the truth,
freedom degenerates, becomes isolated, and is reduced to sterile
arbitration.
With Him, freedom is rediscovered, it is recognized to have been
created for our good and is expressed in charitable actions and
behavior.
Therefore, Jesus gives men and women total familiarity with the
truth and continuously invites them to live in it.
And nothing succeeds as well as love for the truth in impelling
the human mind towards unexplored horizons.
Jesus Christ, who is the fullness of the truth, draws to himself
the heart of each person, enlarges it, and fills it with joy.

In a few solid, profound sentences, there is an entire
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Christian teaching that is far from being "moralism," i.e., cold
and rigid rules devoid of life. Christian life is above all a true
encounter with God.

That is why I have stated in the title of this essay that, in my
opinion, a deeply-held conviction, there is much more "thirst
for God" than we imagine or seems to exist. Certainly, I do not
intend to alter the statistics found in sociological studies or
create a fictitious scenario. I do, however, want to make it clear
that in the face-to-face encounter with the real life of so many
people—fathers, mothers, families, adolescents, and young
adults—what one very often finds is a life that is not easy and
must be tended to daily.  Human relationships in which love is
both desired and necessary must be cultivated in every little
gesture, every little detail, and every action. Face-to-face like
that, there is a great need to listen, to dialogue freely and
candidly, to have personal encounters free of judgment and
condemnation, as well as a great need for silence and presence in
God.

I say this with great conviction. Right here in Valdocco, where I
am now, I am surprised and filled with joy when a group of
young people takes the initiative to invite others for an hour of
presence, silence, and prayer before Jesus in the Blessed
Sacrament, i.e., for an hour of Eucharistic adoration and a
hundred—so many of them young—respond to the
appointment. At Sacro Cuore in Rome, we would meet on
Thursday nights, and young people, young married couples—
some with their babies—and other couples would also be
present because they felt that their lives needed this encounter
with a Person who gives meaning to our lives.

What I have cited here in one or two examples, I have
experienced in very many places and countries. For this reason,
I am inviting us in this essay to do exactly what Don Bosco
would do. He did not hesitate for a moment to offer his boys the
experience of encountering Jesus. That God who is Presence,
who is God-with-us, as we have just celebrated at Christmas,
continues to be the same One who calls, who invites, who gives
peace in each personal encounter, in each moment of rest in
him. It is still Jesus who wants to meet all of us, and many
others, today. Could we be ashamed and afraid to walk this
path? Is it perhaps the case that many of us do not dare to

invite others to experience what we live and what has been
so freely given to us and offered to us? Is it not the case that
since people say that this is not fashionable, or is old-
fashioned and obsolete, that we believe these negative
messages and lack the courage to give witness that some of
us, or perhaps many of us, continue to enjoy each personal
encounter with him who is the Lord of Life?

Pope Emeritus Benedict, who has left us, was convinced
that his life and his faith were precisely for the grand
purpose of encountering his Lord. This is how Pope Francis
said farewell to him, with these final words of his homily:
"Benedict, faithful friend of the Bridegroom, may your joy
be complete as you hear his voice, now and forever!"

Friends, let us continue promoting these encounters with
him who is Life, who gives us profound life—since there is
more "thirst for God" than what is spoken of, than what
people would have us believe.

The Salesian Family Spirituality Days (SFSDs) gatherings
are privileged moments for the Rector Major, Fr. Ángel
Fernández Artime, SDB. As the tenth successor of Don
Bosco, the Rector Major presides over the Salesian Family
Spirituality Days as the center and unifying force for the
Salesian Family throughout the world. It is during these
days that he fulfills in a powerful way his mission as
successor of Don Bosco: "Through his example and

Belonging to a Worldwide Family
SFSDs in North America

BY FR. TOM DUNNE, SDB
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in-person and virtual sharing session
for the entire province. Those Salesian
presences that conducted in-person
encounters were most positively
affected by studying, reflecting, and
acting on the Rector Major’s Strenna
2023. These groups moved most
efficiently toward fulfilling the goals
of the SFSDs 2023.

Passive to active model of animation 
The SFSDs 2023 transitioned the
Salesian Family worldwide from a
passive receptor to an active
protagonist model with regard to
implementing the Rector Major’s
Strenna 2023. This Strenna, dedicated
to developing the lay members to be
more active as yeast in the world,
society, and families, changed the way
many of our members view
themselves and their place within Don
Bosco’s family and Church.

“I take my personal conclusion that, as a
Salesian and ADMA alumna, 'I must' be
leaven in my environment, strengthening
day by day the Salesian virtues such as my

Salesian Family in Canada and the Eastern USA participates in a virtual session during the SFSDs
Photo by Jerry and Meg Rodriguez, Salesian Cooperators

life of grace, joy, and my service to others
following the example of Don Bosco and M.
Mazzarello. As a PastPupil FMA, I should be
authentic in all the things that I do and in
everything that I have done."

Effective communication
The SFSDs 2023 made the message and
animation of the Rector Major
immediately available to everyone in the
Salesian Family throughout the world.
Salesian websites (famigliasalesiana.org
and the Don Bosco Salesian Portal) were
effective in sharing the message of the
Strenna 2023, making the basic elements
of the SFSDs program easily accessible,
and translating the meaning and
implications of the Strenna available in
the languages our people can understand.
The North American Provinces had far
greater participation in the SFSDs 2023
than at any time in the past. 

Nearly all of the evaluations submitted said
that the SFSD 2023 online resources were easy
to find and access from the homepage of the
Don Bosco Salesian Portal. The
communications were sufficient and not
burdensome. The respondents appreciated the
quality of the translations. 

"The SF Province website was very helpful. I
now know where to go to find out about all
Salesian Family events on the Province-level."

Developed a greater sense of belonging to
a wider Salesian Family
"I gained a greater sense of belonging to a larger
family worldwide and a deeper joy at the
thought of meeting other Salesians who also
want to help people—especially those who are
most needy in the world—help them find love
and peace in their lives through Jesus Christ. I

teaching, he constructs unity and
ensures in the variety of the specific
vocations, fidelity to the spirit and the
coordination of certain initiatives"
(Salesian Family Charter, Art. 13).

By God’s grace, this year’s SFSDs
provided an extraordinarily effective
environment for the Rector Major to
animate the Salesian Family and was
most especially felt in a number of
Salesian presences in our provinces. I
believe that the good effects that have
been noticed in these places might be for
all of us guideposts for building up the
spirit, faithfulness, and mission
effectiveness of the Salesian Family
members and groups in North America.

How this year was different in this
province and guideposts to a future of
growth
Personal observation and the
evaluations gathered online indicate
that the most effective celebrations of
SFSDs 2023 were those that combined: 1)
personal study; 2) in-person gatherings
(by Salesian presences), and 3) a hybrid

https://donboscosalesianportal.org
https://www.famigliasalesiana.org/
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/wp-content/uploads/SUMMARY-OF-THE-EVALUATION-DATA-FROM-THE-SFSDAYS-2023.pdf
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felt inspired by my peers as I witnessed their
ideas put into action and learned of their
perseverance and saw their authentic smiles
and kindnesses in the face of challenges. I
realized that even the little, daily deeds and
steps count and it was encouraging to be
reminded of that. My spirits have been lifted
and my foundation fortified!"

"I am always enriched by attending any
Salesian gathering (Provincial, Regional,
World) there is a hopeful vision of the Church
and our Mission that is sometimes lacking on
the local level. "

Building a deeper commitment to
fulfilling Don Bosco’s mission:
"The beauty of the Salesian Family. How we all
work together towards one common goal in
unity and the growth of our Salesian Family.
How the Holy Spirit moves amongst for the
good of youth and the Glory of God!"

"Wherever we come from, we seem to all have
the desire to be part of something that will
make the world a better, loving, joyful, and
kinder place."

"The Strenna teaches us that we have to be
more aware of our gifts and the opportunities
to use those gifts in our daily lives wherever we
are or whatever circumstances we are in.
Sometimes our lack of patience can get in the
way—just like that dough, it takes time to
rise."

Moving toward Salesian Family groups
working together as partners in mission 
Judging from the evaluation comments
and the sharing sessions in the gathered
settings, it is clear that groups that
gathered during the week to study,
discern, and plan had the most dramatic

groups of the Salesian Family, who are invited
to discover or rediscover their own lay
dimension."

"… our aim is to help little children, but above
all adolescents and older young people, to
discover that each of them can be like the yeast
that Jesus speaks of; like the good yeast that
helps the 'bread of the human family' grow and
become more flavorsome. Each of them can be a
true pro-active agent and have a genuine
mission alongside Jesus, or as a good believer in
the religion they profess" (Fr. Angel Fernandez,
Strenna 2023, p. 1).

Did young people have any part in our
Salesian Family Spirituality Days
process? Did we take care to invite young
adults and other lay collaborators to
reflect with us on the Rector Major’s call
to become the yeast of the human family?
One of our province sharing groups
reminded us to include young people in
implementing Strenna 2023. They
reminded us that we have to include
young children, adolescents, and older
youth in our implementation plans for
Strenna 2023:

"We consider ourselves yeast. Students and
children also to have to be considered yeast and
to be prepared to work together with everyone
in the community."

The way to move forward in transforming
ourselves and our ministries in the spirit
of becoming the yeast of the Kingdom is
to involve our young people in the life
and ministries of the Salesian Family. The
Rector Major’s Strenna 2023 did not have
the limited aim of stirring up those who
were already involved in Don Bosco’s
mission. Together with our young, we in

results from this SFSDs 2023
experience. These gatherings were
diverse—consisting of different SF
groups (e.g., FMA, SDB, Sal Coops,
young adults, and lay collaborators).
Their sharing session on Sunday
evening served to concretize for the
participants the way forward as Don
Bosco’s Salesian Family.

"There is holiness outside the consecrated
life in the laity. There is holiness in all of our
mission and service. The question is that we
have to nurture that dimension as priests
and religious … be Christ-bearers… too often
lay people are viewed as people who work for
us rather than as partners in the ministry.
That was so powerful to hear. The change
has to be in looking at the laity as partners
in every phase of ministry .. equal sharers.
We need a change in attitude and a change
in vision. We thank you for that realization.
We are true collaborators and co-
responsible in sharing in that role. We need
our consecrated brothers and sisters to
nurture our Baptismal identity as priests,
prophets, and kings. Treating one another as
the yeast is really important."

The Salesian Family Spirituality Days
have ended. The process it started
continues
The goal of Strenna 2023 is to
transform the Salesian Family
through the ministry we offer to, with,
and for our young people. 

"First of all, I would like to remind you that
this Strenna for 2023 is addressed to two
target groups: young children, adolescents,
and older youth wherever Don Bosco’s
Family is to be found around the world. At
the same time, it is addressed to all the
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the Salesian Family become the yeast that fosters the
development of God’s Kingdom in the world. 

Nazareth, a personal search for the face of the Lord, and Deus
caritas est, an encyclical on love and God’s place in all love.
As one known throughout his life for academic writings in
theology and philosophy, Benedict, as Pope, showed a
strong interest in the catechetical and pastoral aspects of
the Catholic faith. 

My reflections on the death of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI
center on the affirmation and challenge that he offered
Don Bosco’s followers for living the Preventive System
today. 

Pope Benedict affirmed Don Bosco’s insistence for his
followers to accompany the young in both formal and
informal moments. Soon after he was elected Pope (August
2005), Benedict XVI had the opportunity to return to his
homeland of Germany to meet young people from around
the globe for a World Youth Day (WYD) celebration in
Cologne. On August 18, tens of thousands from the World
Youth Day community lined the Rhine River to welcome
the new Holy Father. Pope Benedict waved to the crowd
from the deck of a large riverboat. He looked overjoyed,
almost childlike. It was a very impressive sight ... very
similar to the look of a grandfather greeting his family with
that special glow on his face and a twinkle in his eye. A few
days later, we all had a chance to see Pope Benedict interact

"The kingdom of
heaven is like yeast
that a woman took
and mixed in with
three measures of
flour until all of it

was leavened"

Matthew 13:33

Wisdom from Pope Benedict XVI
Cooperatores Veritatis

BY FR. TOM DUNNE, SDB

Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI was born on Holy Saturday, April
16, 1937. He went to the Lord on December 31, 2022, the eve of
the Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God. He is buried in the
Vatican grottoes, only 100 feet from the tomb of St. Peter. 

Pope Benedict XVI served as the Supreme Pontiff, the Vicar of
Christ, from April 19, 2005, to February 28, 2013. After nearly
eight years as the Bishop of Rome, Pope Benedict XVI resigned
his office as Holy Father and lived the remainder of his life as
Pope Emeritus in Mater Ecclesiae Monastery on the grounds of
the Vatican. As Pope, Benedict contributed to the life and
wisdom of the Church through writings such as Jesus of

Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI
Photo by Patrick Hertzog/AFP/Getty Images

Pope Benedict XVI at World Youth Day in Cologne
Photo by Vatican Media
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with all of his WYD young friends just before the overnight
vigil was to begin. As the "pope-mobile" passed by, we could see
the joy not only on the Holy Father’s face but in his feet as well!
It looked like he was dancing or jumping up and down with joy!
Quite unexpectedly, Pope Benedict burst upon the scene as a
youthful participant at his own World Youth Day! In line with
the theme of that celebration, he had come as a wise man (one
of the Magi) to adore the Lord and to spend time with the young
family of Jesus. 

Pope Benedict challenged the Salesian Family as Don Bosco’s
followers with the call to go beyond our usual strategies for
serving the neediest young people of today (c.f., Address to the
26th General Chapter, March 31, 2008). Pope Benedict
projected Don Bosco’s charism into the future by calling us to a
missionary evangelization with the young that would help them
encounter a fascinating Jesus Christ and follow him
unreservedly like St. Dominic Savio and Bl. Laura Vicuña. Pope
Benedict spoke to us as educators whose call at the present time
is to help our young people reclaim the gift of hope and trust in
life. 

Even more radically, Pope Benedict XVI challenged us to extend
Don Bosco’s youth ministry to include ministry with families:
"In the education of youth, it is extremely important that the family play
an active role. Families frequently have difficulty in facing the challenges
of education; they are often unable to make their own contribution or are
absent. The special tenderness and commitment to young people that are
characteristic of Don Bosco’s charism must be expressed in an equal
commitment to the involvement and formation of families. Your youth
ministry, therefore, must be decisively open to family ministry. Caring
for families does not mean taking people away from work for young
people; on the contrary it means making it more permanent and effective.
I thus encourage you to deepen the forms of this commitment on which
you have set out, this will prove advantageous to the education and
evangelization of the young" (General Chapter 26, pp. 125-126).

A Gracious Man of Hope
Remembering Fr. Gus Baek, SDB

BY FR. MIKE MENDL, SDB

(ANS – New Rochelle) – Fr. Augustine Woon Taek Baek,
SDB, died at 2:10 pm ET on Friday, December 30, at home,
the Salesian Provincial Center, in New Rochelle. He was 64
years old and had been a professed Salesian of Don Bosco
for 35 years and a priest for 27 years.

Widely known as Fr. Gus, he was diagnosed with lung
cancer in 2020. The cancer spread in spite of treatment,
including several hospitalizations and several forms of
chemotherapy. After another Anointing of the Sick by Fr.
Provincial on Monday, December 26, surrounded by the
confreres of the community, Fr. Gus began hospice care.

Fr. Gus was very much beloved in the Korean community of
the New York metro area, whom he had faithfully served
for most of his priestly life, and they attended him tenderly
in his last months—as did his Salesian confreres.

Woon Taek Baek was born in Kwangju, South Korea, on
September 19, 1958. His parents were Nam-Sik Baek and
Kwi-Ja Lee. The family was prosperous as owners of a
factory that made coal briquettes at a time when every

We in the Salesian Family of Canada and the Eastern USA can
look to Pope Benedict XVI as an inspiration and a patron as we
prepare to gather next October with families from all over
North America for the Salesian Family Festival (Oct. 6-9, 2023). 

Fr. Gus in front of a Don Bosco poster
Photo by Hannah Gregory

https://www.infoans.org/en/sections/news/item/16943-united-states-fr-augustine-baek-sdb-dies-at-64
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1990). Sometime in the late seventies,
Gus was elected head of the High
School Student’s Association by his
peers. This is no small feat as the
organization was very large and well-
organized. He distinguished himself
during his term of office as a good
leader and organizer even from his
early days. Even then he had the same
character that characterized him as a
Salesian, solid in the faith, a good
leader and organizer, friendly, not
easily provoked to anger, even-
tempered, thoughtful, considerate,
and respectful."

The influence of Fr. Henry was the
seed of Gus’s Salesian vocation. After
high school, he completed mandatory
military training, then emigrated to
the U.S., as did most of his family.
From there, he wrote to Fr. Henry
asking for advice on what to do as he
wanted to become a priest. Fr. Henry
referred him to the Salesians’ vocation
director. That was enough for Fr. Gus
always to consider Fr. Henry as the
source of his Salesian vocation and his

Fr. Gus takes a selfie with a young man during a trip to Africa
Photo by Hannah Gregory

vocational "father," although he had
many spiritual directors and "fathers"
after that.

On August 29, 1984, he entered the Son of
Mary program at Don Bosco College
Seminary in Newton, NJ, where he was
guided in two years of vocational
discernment by Fr. Tom Ruekert. He was
admitted to St. Joseph’s Novitiate in
Newton on August 24, 1986, and a year
later made his first profession as a
Salesian (August 25, 1987). The novitiate
year began with 11 novices directed by Fr.
John Grinsell in his first year as master.
Fr. Gus is the only one of the 11 who
remained a Salesian. He completed a
Bachelor’s degree in philosophy from
Don Bosco College in May 1989.

Br. Gus did two years of practical training
(1989-1991), one as a teacher at
Archbishop Shaw High School in
Marrero, LA, and one as a teacher and
Boys Club staff member at St. Dominic
Savio High School in East Boston, MA.
Theological studies followed at the
Pontifical College Josephinum in
Worthington, OH (1991-1995), where he
earned an M.A. cum laude in biblical
studies. He made his perpetual profession
on August 21, 1993, at the Don Bosco
Retreat Center in Haverstraw, NY, and
was ordained in Columbus, OH, on May
28, 1995. Fr. Gus became an American
citizen in 1988.

Fr. Gus’s first priestly assignment was to
the Salesian Boys & Girls Club in East
Boston as assistant executive director
(1995-1997). He was sent next to Corpus
Christi Parish in Port Chester, NY (1997-
1999) as assistant pastor and youth

Korean household used them for cooking
and heating. The family included two
sons and four daughters. Woon Taek
became a Christian as a teenager,
baptized with the name Augustine on
May 29, 1971, in Kwangju.

According to Fr. Henry Bonetti,
American Salesian missionary serving in
Kwangju, during high school, Gus was
head of the Catholic students’ movement
in his school. "This movement was
divided into cells, one cell in each school
of the city," Fr. Henry writes. "Also, each
parish alone was one cell. There were
about 15 parishes and about 30 high
school cells. The cells came together and
were formed into a Catholic Student’s
Union. This was done both on high
school and university level. All spiritual
as well as social events were run through
these 'unions.' I guess you could call it
something like CYO (Catholic Youth
Organization) only much stronger in
Korea than in the USA. I [Fr. Henry] was
in charge of all the middle school, high
school, and university students in the
Diocese of Kwangju at the time (1975-
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minister. Then came five years in the formation community at
Orange, NJ (1999-2004), which included a year as youth
minister at St. Andrew Kim Parish in Maplewood, NJ, two years
as the Salesian community’s treasurer and two as youth
minister at Our Lady of the Valley Church in Orange, and four
years as an adjunct professor of theology at Caldwell College
(Caldwell, NJ).

In 2004, Fr. Gus founded the Reborn Young Christ (RYC)
Center for Korean youth ministry in Stony Point, NY, which he
coordinated for 15 years. During that period, he traveled
extensively in service to Korean- American youths and helped
bring Salesians from Korea to minister to youths in both the
New York and Tampa Bay areas. His director for five of those 15
years, Fr. John Puntino, writes: "[Fr.] Gus was always so
gracious and conscientious regarding community and Shrine
affairs. I observed how revered he was in the Korean
community and how pastoral he was especially in caring for
young adults."

In 2019, the Salesians called upon Fr. Gus to assume leadership
at Salesian Missions in New Rochelle, succeeding Fr. Mark
Hyde. He began with energy, making several overseas trips as
required by the job. The Covid-19 pandemic slowed that down,
and then came his diagnosis with lung cancer. He carried on as
best he could, even traveling in the New York area to make
mission appeals as late as August 2022.

Fr. Gus’s administrative assistant, Joann Oliva, said: "I could
only add that he was a pleasure to work for and with and to be
around, always had a smile on his face. He loved the mission
office, and he did so much for all the missionaries. He will truly
be missed."

During his two years facing his illness, Fr. Gus sometimes got
discouraged but at other times was upbeat and hopeful.
Although he acknowledged that he felt pain and discomfort, he
rarely complained. He was always ready for whatever God was
asking of him.

Fr. Gus is survived by his Salesian brothers and sisters and by
his blood sisters Monica Cho of Fairfax, VA; Soon Ja Baek
(Maria) of Seoul, South Korea; and Hyung Hee Baek (Justina) in

Salesian Pioneers in North America
Fr. Raphael Piperni, SDB

BY FRS. MIKE MENDL, SDB, 
AND MIKE RIBOTTA, SDB

Seoul; and his brother Hyung Jo Baek (Francis) of Seoul.
Another sister, Julia, died recently in Korea.

Two viewings took place on Tuesday, January 3, in the Salesian
Chapel at Salesian High School in New Rochelle, NY, and on

Wednesday, January 4, in the Mary Help of Christians Chapel at
the Marian Shrine in Stony Point, NY. The Mass of Christian Burial
took place this morning in Stony Point followed by interment in the

Salesian Cemetery in Goshen, NY.
 

Please pray for the repose of Fr. Gus’ soul and for his fellow
Salesians, family, confreres, colleagues, and everyone whose hearts

and lives were brightened by his presence.

(from left to right) Kevin Carvajal, Angela Manning, and Fr. Gus
Photo by Julia St. Clair

This is the second in a series on the Salesian pioneers in the United
States, particularly in the province of the Eastern U.S. and Canada,
in view of the province’s 125th anniversary in 2023. But since the
entire country was a single province from 1902 to 1926, we also pay
tribute to some confreres identified with the Western Province.
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it was Fr. Piperni’s regular bank drafts
from abroad that enabled his little
congregation to stay afloat.
Eventually, he came to Mexico, where
he sojourned for 13 years, enamored of
the country and its people—who were
generous in their support of the work
in Palestine. But eventually, the
would-be missionary longed to return
to the Holy Land.

He found his Holy Family Brothers in
distress for lack of vocations. Canon
Belloni decided to merge them into the
Salesian Society, which the Holy See
approved. So in 1891-1892 Fr. Piperni
made his novitiate at Valsalice, and on
October 8, 1892, he professed as a
Salesian at Turin. He was dispatched
soon as a missionary to Mexico, and
ere long became director of a trade
school in Puebla.

At the end of 1896, Fr. Michael Rua
acceded to the plea of Abp. Patrick
Riordan to send Salesians to provide
pastoral care for the Italian
immigrants in San Francisco. Fr. Rua

Fr. Michael Rua with the four Salesians sent to San Francisco in 1897: Fr. Raphael Piperni, (seated left), 
Fr. Valentine Cassini (seated right), Br. Joseph Oreni (standing left), and Br. Nicholas Imielinski (standing right)

Photo courtesy of Salesian Central Archives

tapped Fr. Piperni to lead a quartet of
Salesians for that purpose. Fr. Eugene
Ceria wrote that the choice was logical:
Fr. Piperni knew English, was familiar
with America and was resourceful and
tactful. Although he was loathe to leave
Mexico, he left for Turin in January,
where he was joined by his three
companions, and blessed by Fr. Rua. The
four departed for their new mission on
February 17 and reached their destination
on March 12 after an ocean voyage and
transcontinental rail ride.

Abp. Riordan entrusted the missionaries
with Sts. Peter and Paul Church in the
Italian neighborhood of North Beach. It
was no easy mission, due to rampant
anticlericalism and anarchism among the
Italians. Fr. Piperni and the others were
the objects of jokes and insults on the
streets and in the Italian press, with
stones cast at them besides, graffiti
scrawled on the church walls, and four
notorious bombings of the church in
1926-1927.

But as director of the community in San
Francisco from 1897 to 1921 and a zealous
parish priest for additional years, Fr.
Piperni contributed mightily to changing
the attitude of San Francisco’s Italians.
He instituted English classes at night,
founded an Italian newspaper, was a
persuasive preacher, and did all the usual
ministries of a parish priest. By the time
he died in 1930 at age 88, North Beach had
been completely transformed. He saw the
Salesians spread out to the south part of
the city (Corpus Christi Parish) and to
Oakland across the Bay, and then farther
afield (Watsonville, Richmond, Los
Angeles).

Fr. Raphael Piperni, SDB, founded the
Salesian work in San Francisco in March
1897. That makes him and the three men
who accompanied him (Fr. Valentine
Cassini and Brs. Joseph Oreni, a cleric,
and Nicholas Imielinski, a coadjutor) the
true pioneers of the Salesian United
States.

Raphael Piperni was born at
Casacalenda in Italy’s Molise Region on
July 26, 1842. After elementary schooling
in his hometown, he entered the
diocesan seminary at Larino in 1853 and
was ordained there on April 6, 1867. He
taught school for a few years, but
desirous of becoming a missionary, he
was sent by the Propagation of the Faith
in Rome to Palestine, where he joined
the Brothers of the Holy Family, a
religious congregation founded by
Canon Anthony Belloni. 

Canon Belloni recognized Fr. Piperni’s
talent for fundraising and sent him on
fundraising tours in Europe and North
America on behalf of the Brothers of the
Holy Family. Canon Belloni attested that

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casacalenda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larino
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He had also had to rebuild Sts. Peter and Paul following the
disastrous 1906 earthquake and fire that killed an estimated
3,000 people and leveled almost 500 city blocks. Fr. Piperni
recorded in his diary: "On April 18, three days after Easter, San
Francisco was in flames. Two days later, the conflagration
reached us, and our rectory and church were swept away by
fire. For weeks we spent all our time visiting and comforting
those in our community who had taken refuge in tents which
had been pitched in the fields and small parks that the fire had
not reached."

The new Sts. Peter and Paul is the most famous church in San
Francisco. Nicknamed “the Italian cathedral of the West,” it
often shows up as a backdrop in TV and movies. It remains in
the pastoral care of Don Bosco’s sons, with a parish school
(served by the Salesian Sisters) and attached Boys & Girls Club.
The beloved Salesian leader was honored for his golden jubilee
in 1917 with the Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice Award. In 1924 the
king of Italy named him a Knight of the Crown. Following the
blessing of the new chimes of Sts. Peter and Paul, which
completed the church’s construction, and observance of his
diamond jubilee of ordination on May 23-24, 1927, Fr. Piperni
retired to the house of formation at Richmond, worn out by his
labors.

Fr. Piperni himself assessed his priestly life: he had preached

All I Did [Was] What Was Right
Keeping the Faith Alive

BY SR. DENISE SICKINGER, FMA

the Word of God faithfully, administered the sacraments,
visited the sick, cared for orphans, widows, and the elderly,
helped people find jobs, and supported Catholic literature.
 In November 1930, he caught pneumonia, was hospitalized
in San Francisco, and died on November 15. Abp. Edward
Hanna presided at his funeral, which was attended by 100
priests in the sanctuary (no concelebrating in those days),
the governor, the mayor, and a congregation that filled the
church. His remains now rest in the Salesian cemetery in
Richmond, where the Rector Major took care to visit his
grave in November 2022.

The San Francisco Examiner noted his passing: "A great
missionary has died in San Francisco—Father Raphael
Piperni. To the young generation he was just a feeble old
priest. To the discerning and more mature readers he was a
man who in his last years was rapt in divine contemplation.
If the truth be told, Father Piperni is the Salesian who saved
the Italians in Northern California for the faith. Other men
worked valiantly with him, but the humble concede to him
the guerdon for starting the fight when he had to start it
against all odds. He was truly a man of great faith."

Fr. Raphael Piperni, SDB
Photo courtesy of SUO Province Archives

It is the bitterly cold winter of 1950. Nearly 105,000 US
Marines and soldiers and 90,000 North Korean refugees
are stranded on the docks of Hungnam harbor with a huge
force of the Chinese Communist Army fast approaching. All
the American ships in the vicinity—about 200 of them—
are sent to effect an immense and necessarily very hasty
rescue mission. On December 22, the Merchant Marine
captain of the last in line, the SS Meredith Victory, an
unarmed cargo freighter filled with 300 tons of extremely
volatile jet fuel and bearing a 35-man crew, is asked by
some commanding officers if he would be willing to take his
ship into the beachhead in an attempt to rescue as many as
possible of the refugees still at the water’s edge. Peering
through his binoculars, he spies about 14,000 North
Koreans—men and women, old and young, carrying

https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/sf
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largest humanitarian rescue ever
made by a single ship and has come to
be called, "the Christmas Miracle."

Christmas Day 1950, the ship pulls
safely into port in friendly territory,
the small island of Geoje off the
southern coast of South Korea. All
14,005 Korean refugees file calmly,
quietly, and peacefully to shore from
the overcrowded decks and out of the
enclosed, airless, "packed-in-like-
sardines" holds of a vessel that was
designed to accommodate 35 crew
members, 12 officers, and 12
passengers at most. There had been
little food and water available, no
bathroom facilities, no medicine, no
heat, and insufficient warm clothing
for so many people during that three-
day journey. On deck, five babies had
been born. No one had died. No fights
had broken out. No one was injured.
No one was complaining. When asked
by his staff officer, Robert Lunney,
how he was able to make such a
decision, LaRue just reached over to
touch the Holy Bible and said, "'The

Refugees on Meredith Victory’s weather deck, December 1950
Photo by Bob Lunney

answer is here—no greater love hath a
man than to lay down his life for his
friends.'"

Having become a Benedictine monk of St.
Paul’s Abbey in Newton, NJ, now Br.
Marinus spoke rarely of the rescue and
preferred that people not inquire but he
did ponder much about this mission and
his “miracle ship,” as she has come to be
known. In the ship log, Captain LaRue
had written these words: “The nearness of
Christmas carries my thoughts to the
Holy Family—how cold they would have
been, without a shelter.” He knew in his
heart that "God’s own hand was at the
helm of my ship [that Christmastide]" and
that "All I did [was] what was right."

"What was right…" That was precisely the
feeling that embraced me as I sat in the
pew in the Marian Shrine church in Stony
Point this year on Thursday, January 5,
and took in the reverent, quiet, and
prayerful attitude of, literally, hundreds
of people of Korean descent and a
smattering of "Americans." We had come
to pay our final respects and to pray for
the repose of the soul of Fr. Augustine
Baek, SDB ("Fr. Gus"). In a most special
way, we had come to thank God for the
gift of this holy and tireless Salesian in
our lives. This is "right" and "just."

Reflecting on the people around me, I
turned my thoughts to two realities the
Korean people have lived through. The
first was Br. Marinus' rescue mission. The
virtues exhibited by the people on the
“miracle ship” were obvious this day as
well. Faith, respect, dignity, gratitude,
reverent silence, order, and a spirit of
piety enveloped the church and informed

whatever meager belongings they could
assemble in the short time they had to
evacuate before the onslaught of the
menacing Chinese troops, with the
children clinging, frightened, to their
parents. Between his vessel and the
immense throng lie almost 30 miles of
mine-riddled waters infested with
enemy submarines. His decision is
immediate and decisive: "Yes."

It is a miraculous rescue: Captain
Leonard LaRue refuses to leave even one
refugee on shore in the hands of the
enemy. Over a span of 13 hours, amid
naval and air bombardments firing
overhead and demolition teams lacing
the harbor with explosives, he and the
crew usher aboard and onto the deck and
into the five cargo holds all 14,000,
urging them on with one of the few
Korean words they knew: bali! (faster!).
With the enemy now only about 2.5
miles distant, the Meredith Victory sets
out through those same perilous waters,
with no escort and no armament, and
turns south for what would be an almost
500-sea-mile journey. His was the
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the behavior of the people. The peace and stillness around me
filtered into my soul and I felt my body relax and my senses
still. Though we were there for a solemn event, it was not that
per se which created the stillness within and around. I could
sense it was the piety of those gathered. They were in church, in
God’s House, and they behaved as was right in that place
hallowed by the presence of the Divine Sacrament.

The second flowed naturally from the first: the role of the
Korean family in keeping the Faith alive generation after
generation. It was the lay people of Korea who passed down the
teachings of our Holy Church for hundreds of years, baptizing
each successive generation of children, and raising them to be
faithful Catholics. They had been catechized, accepted the
Faith, and received Baptism from the hands of some Catholic
Missionary who had come and then moved on to the next
village. Through centuries, during times of persecution and the
expulsion of foreigners from Korea, they saw no Priest, could
not have Holy Mass celebrated for them or receive the other
Sacraments, except Baptism; still, they held firmly to the
Truths of our Faith and were found living as devout Catholics
when missionary Priests finally were allowed to be among
them again. What great rejoicing there was when they could
live the Faith fully, receiving all the Sacraments and
worshipping God at Holy Mass! How welcome were those
missionaries among them.

Interview with Maria Rita Scrimieri
on the Centenary of 

Servant of God Vera Grita's Birth
ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED ON ANS 01/11/23

The witness of Servant of God Marinus, the fidelity to and
transmission of the Faith from parent to child for
numerous generations, and the welcome and fruitful
collaboration between the ordained and the laity when it
could finally become a reality are all great examples of what
Strenna 2023 is calling us to do and to be. We are one body,
one family, in Christ and we have one mission from our
Baptism: to live and transmit the Faith in all we do, in all
we say, and to all with whom we share our daily life. The
family that lives as a domus ecclesiae, a domestic church, is
the first and best way to keep our Faith alive. It is also the
best place to foster the virtues in our children, and, by
extension, in our society that Christ wants us to live. 

May all our young people, all our families, be strengthened
in the living of our Holy Faith and become, thereby, leaven
in the world to help bring about the coming of God’s
Kingdom here on earth. We invite you to share the Strenna,
the video, and your reflections on it and on the other
Spirituality Days’ transmissions with others—within and
outside your family and church or youth center. Reach out
in a significant way to the young people in your lives—
teens and young adults—to encourage them to watch, read,
and reflect on the call the Rector Major makes to them to be
leaven in society, in your families now, in their world, and
in their families in the future. This is Don Bosco. This is the
Preventive System in action. To live our Baptismal
commitments to the full—this, too, is "right" and "just."

Capt. La Rue, now Br. Marinus, receives 
the Merchant Marine Meritorious Service Medal from Secretary Mueller

Photo courtesy of Fr. Sinclair Oubre

(ANS — Rome) — In view of the centenary of the birth of
the Servant of God Vera Grita, layperson, Salesian
Cooperator, born on January 28, 1923, the "Opera dei
Tabernacoli Viventi" (OTV) Study Center, the Conference of
Salesian Provinces of Italy (CISI), and the Salesian
Cooperators are offering an online interview with Maria
Rita Scrimieri, Coordinator of the "OTV" Study Center. The
interview was then broadcasted live on Saturday, January

https://www.infoans.org/en/sections/news/item/16995-italy-on-centenary-of-birth-of-vera-grita-mystic-of-eucharist-interview-with-maria-rita-scrimieri
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21, from 9:00 to 10:00 AM (UTC+1), on the ANS YouTube
channel and Facebook page, and will be conducted by Fr.
Pierluigi Cameroni, Postulator General of the Causes of the
Saints of the Salesian Family; conducted in Italian, there shall
be translations in English, Spanish, French, and Portuguese.

The Rector Major in his Strenna for 2023, titled "AS THE
YEAST IN TODAY'S HUMAN FAMILY. The Lay Dimension in
the Family of Don Bosco", explores the lay dimension of the
Salesian charism and mentions four exemplary figures in
particular: Mamma Margaret, Bartolomé Blanco Màrquez,
Attilio Giordani, and Vera Grita.

In his presentation of Vera Grita, "Salesian Cooperator and
teacher, an instrument of a mystical Work that commits every
Christian to make the grace of the Eucharist bear fruit," he
states specifically, "Vera Grita attests first of all to a totalizing
Eucharistic orientation, which became explicit, especially in
the last years of her existence. She did not think in terms of
programs, apostolic initiatives, or projects: she embraced the
fundamental 'project' that is Jesus himself, to the point of
making it the life of her own life. Today's world attests to a
great need for the Eucharist. Her journey in the laborious
busyness of the days also offers a new lay perspective to
sanctity, becoming an example of conversion, acceptance, and
sanctification for the 'poor,' the 'frail,' and the 'sick' who can

Rise Together
Through Sharing Christ's Love

BY ANN STEFFEN, SALESIAN LAY MISSIONER (SLM)

recognize themselves and rediscover hope in her."

To watch the interview with Maria Rita Scrimieri, connect
to the ANS Facebook page and YouTube channel, where it
will remain available for viewing.

Maria Rita Scrimieri during the interview
Photo courtesy of ANS Facebook

Listening to the 2023 Strenna was a refreshing reminder to
me that Christ calls everyone to be His Face in the world.
Sometimes it is easy to feel like we have to do incredible
things in order to carry out God’s will. We hear the stories
of the martyrs who gave up their life for Christ or saints
who left their mark on history, and it is easy to feel like we
fall short of their example. The Strenna is a reminder that
everyone is called to holiness, whether you are a lay person
or a religious, and it is through the small details of daily
living that we can all strive for holiness. To me, that is the
Good News. I know I can do little things each day that will
make me holier and change the world around me.

The Catholic Church has long recognized the important
role of the laity in spreading the Gospel. In paragraph 898
of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, it states, "It pertains to
[the laity] in a special way to illuminate and order all
[worldly] things in which they are closely associated that
these may always be affected and grow according to Christ
and may be to the glory of the Creator and Redeemer." By
living in the world, we are uniquely poised to share Christ’s
love with others through our daily activities. The best part
is we can do this through fairly simple actions. You can
hold the door open for someone who has their hands full.

http://it-it.facebook.com/agenziaans
https://www.youtube.com/ANSchannel
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You can share your food with a friend. You can listen without
being distracted by a co-worker who is struggling. These are
just a few examples. Little things like these together will cause a
reaction that blooms like yeast in a dough, and they prepare us
to be ready to say yes to bigger things that Christ may be calling
us to do. 

Salesian Family Gatherings
Congratulations, Aux. Bishop Tran!

BY SUE VICE-PROVINCIAL FR. DOMINIC TRAN, SDB

Ann Steffen with two young girls she accompanied in Bolivia
Photo by Ann Steffen

On Monday, January 23, during the Novena honoring Don
Bosco, Bishop John Nhan Tran was ordained an Auxiliary
(Aux.) Bishop of Atlanta.

(from left to right) Fr. Paul Chuong Nguyen, SDB;
 Aux. Bishop John Nhan Tran; Fr. Tri John Bosco Nguyen, Salesian Cooperator; 

and Vice-Provincial Fr. Dominic Tran, SDB
 Photo by Vice-Provincial Fr. Dominic Tran, SDB 

Finally, just like yeast, we cannot make an impact on our own.
Christ knew this, so he sent his disciples in pairs to preach the
Gospel. In my own life, I have experienced personal growth
that was only possible through the holy friendship of others. I
urge you to make an effort to find other Catholic laity and build
a community. Invite others to watch a movie with Catholic
themes or have someone over to share a meal. Or you could
strike up a conversation with someone new after Mass. You
may be surprised how your faith grows when you are with
others who are striving for holiness, and how in turn, you are
able to raise the world to Christ.

Some Salesians represented the Salesian Family at the Mass
of Ordination. They were Fr. Paul Chuong Nguyen, SDB;
myself; and Fr. Tri John Bosco Nguyen, Salesian Cooperator
and a priest of Atlanta.

Please pray for Aux. Bishop Tran and all our religious
Salesian past pupils who continue to answer God’s call on
the next steps of our vocation journeys.

Aux. Bishop Tran is a Salesian
past pupil who graduated from
Salesian Junior Seminary of
Goshen, NY, in 1984. He also
attended Don Bosco College for
one year. In his coat of arms
(pictured left), he included the
anchor to honor his Salesian
education and formation.



We are a Family that belongs all to Mary.

Volume V, Issue 2 | February 2023

17

On Sunday, January 22, Ana Gaillat made her Promise as a
Salesian Cooperator at the 11:00 am ET Mass at the Marian
Shrine in Stony Point.  We congratulate Ana and pray for her as
she embarks on the next stage in the journey in her Salesian
vocation.

Ana Gaillat (third from right) with members of the 
Salesian Cooperator Provincial Council after making her Promise

Photo by Joanne Fusaro, Salesian Cooperator

recognized and realized. Someday, I think we will look back
on abortion as a terrible past tragedy in history. One of my
favorite quotes is from Mother Teresa, who says, "saying
there’s too many babies is like saying there’s too many
flowers."

I am so grateful each of you was born. Thanks be to God for
the gift of life! We have this chance to share love, our gifts,
and His spirit and joy. As I experienced this powerful,
thought-filled day, I felt like Mother Mary was smiling. The
Salesian way is such a beautiful avenue for this. We are
blessed to be together in our Salesian Family celebrating
life together and supporting the ministry and protection of
life together.

Bishop Kevin Sweeney, Ordinary of the Diocese of Paterson, stops for a selfie with Cindy
Photo by Cindy Wooldridge, Salesian Cooperator

It’s been 50 years since Roe v. Wade. Although it has been
federally overturned, there are still big issues in states and in
our society’s attitudes. I think about this as inspired by Bishop
Sweeney’s homily at St. Peter’s on Capitol Hill. There was a
time when, horribly and sadly, the laws of our country
perceived black people—human beings—as "subhuman" and
enslaved them due to their skin color. What a horrible,
wretched time. Society changed that, and I think we can change
this, too. I am filled with hope that laws will one day truly and
fully change. I am also hopeful that our attitudes about humans
from the time of conception and the beginnings of our
miraculous and scientifically proven development will fully be

Watch this video to experience the presence and togetherness felt by
the Salesian Family during this year's March for Life!

Welcome, Ana!

March for Life 2023

BY JULIA ST. CLAIR, 
SUE PROVINCE COMMUNICATIONS DIRECTOR

BY CINDY WOOLDRIDGE, SALESIAN COOPERATOR

https://youtu.be/2KIvUlbAO78
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Learn about Integral Ecology Salesian Style, with Sr.
Alessandra Smerilli, FMA, Secretary of the Vatican Dicastery
for Promoting Integral Human Development, on Saturday,
February 11, from 10:00 am to 12:30 pm ET. 

Register today!

Salesian Family Opportunities
Intregal Ecology: Salesian Style

Promotional flyer
Courtesy of Sr. Denise Sickinger, FMA

media. Winners will receive cash prizes.

Visit the website for all details in five languages! 
Registration opens on the Solemnity of St. John Bosco, Tuesday,

January 31. Good luck and blessings on your work!

Attention young people: enter your film or music video into a
global film festival contest organized by the SDB Sector for
Communications! The purpose is to spread good news on social

Don Bosco Global Youth Film Festival

Don Bosco Global Youth Film Festival promotional image
Photo courtesy of www.dbgyff.com/

BY SR. DENISE SICKINGER, FMA

Hymn Contest for Jubilee 2025

Logo for Jubilee 2025
Designed by Vatican Media

The Salesian Family invites all musical young people to
submit to a contest for Jubilee 2025! The purpose of the
competition is the musical composition of a hymn for the
Jubilee 2025 based on a text proposed by DEFQ. 

Learn more and submit by Saturday, March 25!

Salesian Family Labor Day 2022
Photo by Salesian Youth Ministry

Salesian Family Calendar and Updates
 See a calendar of what's happening in the Salesian Family

throughout this year and remain in the know!

https://www.dbgyff.com/
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/wp-content/uploads/Regolamento-Inno-Giubileo-2025-English-1.pdf
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/wp-content/uploads/UPCOMING-SF-EVENTS-2023-2025.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScBp_okEHrBbcK74YT-Yyuql1d29elaGsBqPt4RNyN09E8jaA/viewform
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"Each of us is the result of a thought of God. 
Each of us is willed, each of us is loved, 

each of us is necessary."
- Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI (1927-2022)

Maria Auxilium Christianorum, 
ora pro nobis!

Copyright © 2023 Salesian Family of Canada and Eastern USA. All rights reserved.

Fr. Gus Baek, SDB
Photo by Hannah Gregory

Sr. Rita Bailey, FMA
Photo courtesy of Angelus Funeral Home

Fr. Gus Baek, SDB Sr. Rita Bailey, FMA

Requiescant in Pace

https://www.facebook.com/donboscosalesianportal
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/
https://twitter.com/donboscoportal
https://www.youtube.com/c/DonboscosalesianportalOrg
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/salesian-family-spirituality-days-2023/
https://donboscosalesianportal.org/salesian-family-spirituality-days-2023/
https://www.theangelusfuneralhome.com/obituary/sr-rita-bailey-fma
https://salesians.org/blog/rest-peace-fr-gus-baek-sdb
https://donboscosalesianportal.org


IT'S ENOUGH FOR US TO BELONG
ENTIRELY TO HIM, NOT ONLY

THROUGH DUTY, BUT ALSO IN LOVE.
S t .  F r a n c i s  d e  S a l e s


