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Rome, 4 October 2008          

      “Two different faces of the same charism”
Beloved Mother General and most respected Superiors,

This meeting with the participants of the XXII General Charter of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians is for us a beautiful moment of praise and thanksgiving. First and foremost, we praise God and Mary Help of Christians for the existence of your Institute. We are grateful to Mother Antonia who, in these years, manifested her trust in us and boosted our self-esteem not only as individuals but also as an Association. It is obvious that beautiful things come out where there is positive sharing. This happened even to us and we found ourselves committed to things we would never have imagined. 

Our gratitude goes also to Sr. María de los Angeles Contreras, General Councilor for the Salesian Family who journeyed with us during these years with fraternal affection. She was ever present in a very discrete manner facilitating our role as protagonists in our search to grow in autonomy and communion. 

A loving remembrance of our Delegate Sr. Maritza Ortiz who is physically absent in this moment for very serious reasons, but who is certainly in communion with us all.  

At this moment when the Association starts preparing for the election of its new Council, it seems particularly important, within the context of this General Chapter, to state what our Association wants to achieve today. With trepidation but with infinite hope and confidence, we entrust to you the works that had been accomplished, the journey undertaken and the declaration of our intentions. This assumes a particular relevance on account of the solemnity of this gathering. 

Aware of the journey made together during these last years, in continuity with the past and desirous of moving on along the same path in the future, we, on our part, place our anxieties for the morrow of the Association in the Heart of God. Our Association in fact belongs first and foremost to Mary. Through our Association, Mary Help of Christians confirms and endorses the words of Don Bosco: “It is enough that a young person enters a Salesian House for Mary to take her/him under her mantle”. We have said our yes to this protection through a voluntary, free and conscious adherence and thereby we took Mary into our lives. Yes, we took her with us to our homes as did John, the apostle whom Jesus loved. We do it today with greater consciousness than in the past. 

In fact, within the Salesian Family, alongside the Institute of the FMA, a new figure of a lay person has emerged.
It did not spring from nothing. There was someone who perceived a hidden desire developing in the hearts of many, observed it with attention and put together many different pieces of the past with the demands of the present. And behold, at the dawn of a new century in the life of the Association, it earned a name for such a role: The lay branch of the Institute of the FMA. This is what we feel that we are.

During the Advisory Committee meeting of December 4, 2004, when, in the presence of Mother Antonia and later of the General Council, we spoke about this perception, we were not aware of voicing the prophetic words of some Superiors of the past (Mother Eulalia Bosco, Mother Nilde…). Such a discovery further strengthened our awareness of being the instruments of a plan that goes far beyond our poor selves. 

This understanding gave a new impulse to the Association. With great sense of tenderness, we recall the expression of a young past pupil who, after a meeting during which we had spoken of this consciousness, with radiant joy exclaimed to her mother (herself a past pupil): “Yes, finally I know what I am”. The distinctive role that we assume through our act of adherence has now taken on a deeper significance because the knowledge of one’s identity offers confidence, attributes meaning to life and helps to acknowledge, appreciate and respect the identity of the other.

A common mission

“At that time Jesus called the twelve and began to send them out two by two…” ( Mk. 6,7)

We like to return to this image of the Gospel of Mark in sharing our reflection on the figure of a lay person in the Salesian Family. We had already done it during the World Advisory Committee meeting of the Association on 12 January this year in front of Mother Antonia, Sr. María de los Angeles and the World Confederal Delegate Sr. Maritza. Immediately after, we did the same also to the entire General Council.

We, the past pupils and the FMA called for a common mission (…began to send them out …).

In the light of the Documents

Allow me to make a comparative reading of our Statutes and your Constitutions. 
Our Association is promoted by the Institute of the FMA.

* From our Statutes
1.1 
The World-wide Confederation of the Past-Pupils of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, subsequently referred to as the Association, is a not-for-profit association of the laity, promoted by the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians (or Salesian Sisters of St. John Bosco).  As such, it is a group of the Salesian Family, seeing in the Rector Major – successor of Don Bosco – its father and center of unity.
1.2. 
It is present in society as a natural lay expression of a religious educational Institute which works in various cultures. 
* From the Constitutions of the FMA art.74… 

“we shall maintain cordial relationships with our Past Pupils, receiving them with the welcome proper to our family spirit. Let us encourage them to become members of the World Confederation promoted by the Institute ….” 
 * From the Guidelines of the Educational Mission of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians “That they may have life and have it to the full” ….art. 76 (which refers to our Statute):

“The Past Pupils Association represents a genuine place of growth as human persons and of attention to the sacredness and inviolability of life.
  It commits itself to work alongside the FMA for promotion and education especially of women, the defence of the family, of human rights and of peace.  It acts as an awareness raising movement with regard to sociocultural issues, making use of the processes of social communication.  It cultivates and encourages intercultural and interfaith dialogue.”

Therefore, the relationship with our Sisters is intimate and binding not only at a personal level but as an Institution in an explicit manner. 
“The spirit of Mornese which also today must characterize the lifestyle of [FMA] communities” (art. 2) - in accordance to what is stated in the just cited article of your Constitutions, the FMA communities should make a distinctive imprint in our Unions which are the basic cells of our Association. Our spirituality (art. 5.2 of the Statutes) is enriched “by the charismatic elements of the life style and actions of Maria Mazzarello, who, with her “feminine genius”, shared in the same educational project with Don Bosco, taking inspiration from Mary: “take care of them…”; living with simplicity the joys of daily life; filling each small gesture with the experience of God; inserting the apostolate in the local territory, witnessing to and promoting the culture of life and of solidarity.”   
We also offer an original contribution through our lay Salesian-Mornesian vocation to the spiritual heritage of Don Bosco,. 

Let us continue to browse our documents ..

The Statues: art.1.2. “ [The Association] is present in society as a natural lay expression of a religious educational Institute which works in various cultures.
Constitutions art.74  “…To our non-Christian Past-Pupils let us propose suitable means to enable them to live and transmit to others the values learnt during their formation”. 

Furthermore:

The Association ( art. 4.1a of the Statutes)

participates in the educational mission of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians (FMA), and in other surroundings where it can be inserted with the Salesian lay style that characterises it;
And parallel to it, the Constitutions (art. 74) say:

“Let us encourage them …. [to pledge] themselves to live the Salesian values in the family, in the Church and in society and to collaborate in our works” 

And still in art. 129 “true “educating communities” may be formed, which, in the spirit of the Preventive System, …. will enable our past pupils to become apostles, in the Church and in society”.

It is evident that it concerns the two different faces of the same Charism. The consecrated virginity of our Sisters and our lay vocation, although different, enter into a relationship of dialogue thanks to their differences and to their common “baptismal root”. 
You, our Sisters, as consecrated persons are women who responded to the invitation of Christ accepting to live the evangelical vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. 
We are simple lay persons but by virtue of our Baptism we participate in the kingly, prophetic and priestly role of Christ. Do you think it is something insignificant? 
Rule of life

This is our consecration. We have to be faithful to it. The Gospel of the Beatitudes is our Rule of Life. We are called to be faithful to it.    

The Statutes of our Association defines the objectives and the spirituality which we have freely chosen. And we have to be faithful in living them. 
For us members of the Association, the Statutes, therefore, is more than what we perhaps habitually believed it to be: a vade mecum where we look for information regarding the number of office bearers or their duration or the deadlines within which to submit the budget or the number of days absent for the council meeting after which the office is terminated. These are important things for our relationship with the civil society and for a proper functioning of our structures.

As far as our spiritual life is concerned – both at personal level and as association– we need to refer to the articles pertaining to Goals and Spirituality. 

“HERE I AM…   I come”

…pronounced within our hearts without public implications. Lived in a day to day life with serene awareness of being treasures in the Heart of God. 

It is obvious that there are different levels of living this reality and that all cannot be lived in the same manner…. 

Each one responds according to one’s own way basing on how life is understood. 

Therefore, the fact that the composition of a group within a Union is heterogeneous should not confuse us. Nor should the fact that not all past pupils respond with the same enthusiasm to our proposals discourage us. Instead, we should even accept the provocation of those, perhaps also from within the community of the FMA who say: “well, after all, what do the past pupils do?”

Probably, these persons do not know that, in these last years, the Association has launched into the social field (Mother Antonia speaks about the “missionary courage” in her Circular while referring to the constitution of a non-profit organisation “Non uno di meno” thanks to which we support projects of solidarity in all the continents); and perhaps they do not know the theme of the Centenary celebrations – “Hands in the world, roots in the heart” which clearly and strongly indicates the way forward for the coming 100 years; perhaps they do not know that those “roots” are the Salesian-Mornesian Spirituality; perhaps they do not know that an FMA work that ran the risk of being closed has been entrusted to the past pupils; perhaps they do not know that in the face of the decreasing number of religious vocations even we, lay persons, can give continuity to the Charism; perhaps they do not know that (according to the words of Mother Nilde which was cited by Mother Antonia) we constitute a precious heritage for the Institute.

Yes, it is essential that the FMA community acquire this awareness and not just the Delegate alone. This we ask of you with our hands in the heart. Would you neglect the young persons who manifest a desire to become FMA even if that desire happens to be a faint one? And here we are: we would like to be by your side in the sharing of your Charism (which is even ours by now) and in the concrete living of corresponsibility in the field of mission. Look at us, your past pupils, from this perspective. And do so not so much for what we are but for what we can become with your help. 

We assure you that in very many Provinces the nucleus (although a small one) of past pupils conscious of their Salesian-Mornesian lay vocation already exists. They feel that they are daughters and sons of Mary Help of Christians in the world, but unfortunately, not always they are acknowledged to be so within the educating community. And yet, they are there beside you in spite of the difficulties and lack of recognition.  

A style of relationship, caring love, cheerfulness, becoming saints, sobriety … 

Every member of the Association lives this spirituality which has been transmitted to us by you. They live it in their own surroundings, in the family, in the workplace and in the society. For us past pupils, to meet as members of the Union becomes (or should become) a need for human and spiritual renewal, a workshop of growth in the art of communication. It is “from this that they will know you to be my disciples…”

Therefore, attention, listening, serenity, objective appreciation, respect, capacity to lose something of oneself, mediation, the search for less perfect, empathy, the search for what is essential… are crucial in the pursuit of a correct communication between us…From this, we can be known to be His disciples. 
The initiatives realised in these last years at a Confederal level.

 * the constitution of a non profit organisation “Non meno di uno” as an instrument in the management of Solidarity. Thanks to this initiative we are able to support some projects in the different continents. This becomes a means of restoring rights and dignity to those who had been deprived of it; 

* the taking over of the management of the house of Castelnuovo Nigra of which we want to make a centre for the propagation of the Salesian-Mornesian spirituality apart from transforming it to be a nest for the past pupils;

* the organisation of the Centenary year, not so much as a celebration but as a moment for reliving the memory of our Association and our commitment for a future of hope.  

All these go to demonstrate what the Association would like to be today and in the coming 100 years (at least).

We are proud of what we are making efforts to re-appropriate our Salesian-Mornesian lay identity every day. We savour the joys of our existence during this centenary year of our Association. All – truly all of us – are part of this history and it is up to us to pass on the flame to those who will come after us. The future of the Association is in our hands. This future can be prosperous and fruitful in the measure that we succeed to become credible through our witness to the values of solidarity which is rooted in the Gospel of the Beatitudes. 
To you, dearest Superiors, we entrust our Association while we renew our availability for a real sharing of the mission and in the mission. We do this as we prepare ourselves for a change in the animation and government of the Confederation. To have you beside us offer a sense of confidence to us. There will come a time – we hope it will – when the Institute will be able to say the same about us. 
While we are passing through a time when, with an attentive look that is open to the marvels that the Good God knows and wants to operate through us who are his poor creatures, it seems that the Association has adopted the Institute. “I entrust them to you” of the youthful years of Mother Mazzarello is now told to us in your regard. However, the adoption at a certain age needs to be accepted by the one to be adopted. And we will patiently wait for it and continue to be by your side. 

What do we ask of you in this solemn moment?!

Be for us a presence that speaks of the desire for heaven. All the professional competences, although essential for the running of the works, are not worth as much as a woman who is capable of being crazy for the things of God. This, in synthesis, is what the world wants of you. This is what your past pupils want of you. And together we can do great things.

                                                                             Carolina and the Confederal Council
               Sede:Via Gregorio VII, 133 int.4  scala B – 00165 Roma Tel.06/63.56.92 – Fax 06/39.37.51.31–
C.F. 97070250580 

e-mail:segreteria.exallieve@tiscalinet.it Sito: http://www.exallievefma.org
e-mail Presidente: lianet@virgilio.it
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