The invisible other Don Boscos

written by Fr Francesco MOTTO | January 24, 2023

Readers of the Salesian Bulletin already know about the intercontinental journey
that Don Bosco’s Casket went on a few years ago. The mortal remains of our saint
reached dozens and dozens of countries around the world and lingered in a
thousand cities and towns, welcomed everywhere with admiration and sympathy.
I do not know which saint’s body has travelled so far and which Italian corpse has
been received so enthusiastically beyond the borders of its own country. Perhaps
none.

While this ‘journey’ is already known history, the intercontinental of the ACSSA
(Association of Salesian History Scholars) from November 2018 to March 2019 is
certainly not. It was to coordinate a series of four Study Seminars promoted by
the same Association in Bratislava (Slovakia), Bangkok (Thailand), Nairobi
(Kenya), Buenos Aires (Argentina). The fifth was held in Hyderabad (India) in June
2018.

Well: on these trips I did not see the Salesian houses, colleges, schools, parishes,
missions as I have done on other occasions and as anyone who travels a bit
anywhere from the north to the south, from the east to the west of the world can
do; instead I encountered a story of Don Bosco, all yet to be written.

The other Don Boscos

The theme of the Study Seminars was in fact to present figures of deceased
Salesians and Daughters of Mary Help of Christians who, over a short or long
period of their lives, had stood out as particularly significant and relevant, and
above all had left their mark after their death. Some of them, then, were authentic
“innovators” of the Salesian charism, capable of inculturating it in the most varied
ways, obviously in absolute fidelity to Don Bosco and his spirit.

The result was a gallery of a hundred or so men and women of the 20th century,
all different from each other, who knew how to make themselves “other Don
Boscos”: that is, to open their eyes to their land of birth or mission, to become
aware of the material, cultural and spiritual needs of the young people living
there, especially the poorest, and to “invent” the best way of satisfying them.


https://donbosco.press/en/good-press/the-invisible-other-don-boscos/
http://iss.sdb.org/

Bishops, priests, nuns, lay Salesians, members of the Salesian Family: all figures,
men and women, who without being saints - in our research we excluded saints
and those already on their way to the altars - have fully realised Don Bosco’s
educational mission in different spheres and roles: as educators and priests, as
professors and teachers, animators of oratories and youth centres, founders and
directors of educational works, formators of vocations and new religious
institutes, as writers and musicians, architects and builders of churches and
colleges, artists of wood and painting, missionaries ad gentes, witnesses of the
faith in prison, simple Salesians and simple Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.
Among them, not a few have often lived a life of hard sacrifices, overcoming
obstacles of all kinds, learning very difficult languages, often risking death for
lack of acceptable sanitary conditions, impossible climatic conditions, hostile and
persecutory political regimes, even actual attacks. The latest of these happened
just as I was leaving for Nairobi: Spanish Salesian, Fr Cesare Fernandez,
murdered in cold blood on 15 February 2018 at the border between Togo and
Burkina Faso. One of the most recent Salesians ‘martyrs’, we could call him,
knowing the individual as I did.

A story to learn about
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La Boca, neighbourhood of Buenos Aires, Argentina; first mission among
emigrants


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_C%C3%A9sar_Fern%C3%A1ndez

What can we say then? That this too is the unknown history of Don Bosco, or, if
you like, of the Sons and Daughters of the saint? If the saint’s casket has been
received, as we were saying, with so much respect and esteem by public
authorities and the simple population even in non-Christian countries, it means
that his Sons and Daughters have not only sung his praises - this too has certainly
been done, since Don Bosco’s image can be found just about everywhere - but
have also realised his dreams: to make God’s love for young people known, to
bring the good news of the Gospel everywhere, to the end of the world (in Tierra
del Fuego!).

Those who, like me and my colleagues from ACSSA, were able in February and
March 2018 to listen to experiences of Salesian life lived in the 20th century in
some fifty countries on four continents, can only affirm, as Don Bosco often did
when looking at the impressive development of the congregation before his eyes:
‘Here is the finger of God’. If the finger of God has been in Salesian works and
foundations, it has also been in the men and women who have consecrated their
entire lives to the evangelical ideal realised in the manner of Don Bosco.

Are these presented to us as “next door saints”? Some certainly, even considering
their personal limitations, their characters, their whims, and, why not, their sins
(which only God knows). All, however, were endowed with immense faith, great
hope, strong charity and generosity, much love for Don Bosco and souls. Some of
them - think of the pioneer missionaries in Patagonia - one might be tempted to
call real “madmen”, madmen for God and for souls of course.

The concrete results of this story are there for all to see, but the names of many
have remained almost ‘invisible’ until now. We can get to know them by reading
“Volti di uno stesso carisma: Salesiani e Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice nel XX secolo”
(Faces of the same charism: Salesians and Daughters of Mary Help of Christians
in the 20th century), a multilingual book, published by Editrice LAS, in
the”Associazione Cultori Storia Salesiana - Studi” series (not yet available in
English).

If evil leaves its mark, so does good. ‘Bonum est diffusivum sui‘ wrote St Thomas
Aquinas centuries ago. The Salesians and Salesian women presented at our
seminars are proof of this; alongside them or following them, others have done
the same, until today.


https://www.editricelas.it/prodotto/volti-di-uno-stesso-carisma-salesiani-e-figlie-di-maria-ausiliatrice-nel-xx-secolo/

Let us briefly introduce these new faces of Don Bosco.
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