[] Reading time: 5 min.

In the heart of Southern Africa, amidst the natural beauty and social challenges of
eSwatini, Lesotho, and South Africa, the Salesians celebrate 130 years of missionary
presence. In this time of Jubilee, General Chapter, and historical anniversaries, the
Southern Africa Province shares its signs of hope: fidelity to Don Bosco’s charism,
educational and pastoral commitment among young people, and the strength of an
international community that bears witness to fraternity and resilience. Despite the
difficulties, the enthusiasm of young people, the richness of local cultures, and the
spirituality of Ubuntu continue to point towards paths of future and communion.

Fraternal greetings from the Salesians of the smallest Vice-Province and the oldest
presence in the Africa-Madagascar Region (since 1896, the first 5 confreres were
sent by Fr. Rua). This year we thank the 130 SDBs who have worked in our 3
countries and who now intercede for us from heaven. “Small is beautiful”!

In the AFM territory live 65 million people who communicate in 12 official
languages, amidst many natural wonders and great underground resources. We are
among the few sub-Saharan African Countries where Catholics are a small minority
compared to other Christian Churches, with only 5 million faithful.

What are the signs of hope that our young people and society are looking for?
Firstly, we are trying to overcome the infamous world records of the growing gap
between rich and poor (100,000 millionaires versus 15 million unemployed young
people); the lack of security and increasing violence in daily life; the collapse of the
educational system, which has produced a new generation of millions of illiterates,
struggling with various addictions (alcohol, drugs...). Furthermore, 30 years after
the end of the apartheid regime in 1994, society and the Church are still divided
among the various communities in terms of economy, opportunities, and many
unhealed wounds. Indeed, the “Rainbow Nation” community is struggling with many
“gaps” that can only be “filled” with the values of the Gospel.

What are the signs of hope that the Catholic Church in South Africa is looking for?
Participating in the triennial “Joint Witness” meeting of religious superiors and
bishops in 2024, we realised many signs of decline: fewer faithful, lack of priestly
and religious vocations, aging, and decreasing number of religious, some dioceses
bankrupt, continuous loss/decrease of Catholic institutions (medical care, education,
social works or media) due to the sharp decline in committed religious and laity.
The Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC - which includes Botswana, eSwatini, and



South Africa) indicates as a priority, assistance to young people addicted to alcohol
and various other substances.

What are the signs of hope that the Salesians of Southern Africa are looking for?
We pray daily for new Salesian vocations, to be able to welcome new missionaries.
Indeed, the era of the Anglo-Irish Province (until 1988) has ended, and the Africa
Project did not include the southern tip of the continent. After 70 years in eSwatini
(Swaziland) and 45 years in Lesotho, we have only 4 local vocations from each
Kingdom. Today we have only 5 young confreres and 4 novices in initial formation.
However, the smallest Vice-Province in Africa-Madagascar, through its 7 local
communities, is responsible for education and pastoral care in 6 large parishes, 18
primary and secondary schools, 3 vocational training centres (TVET), and various
social assistance programmes. Our provincial community, with 18 different
nationalities among the 35 SDBs living in the 7 communities, is a great gift and a
challenge to embrace.

As a minority and fragile Catholic community in Southern Africa

We believe that the only way forward is to build more bridges and communion
between religious and dioceses. The weaker we are, the more we strive to work
together. As the entire Catholic Church seeks to focus on young people, Don Bosco
has been chosen by the Bishops as the Patron of Youth Ministry, and his Novena is
celebrated with fervour in most dioceses and parishes at the beginning of the
pastoral year.

As Salesians and Salesian Family, we constantly encourage each other: “work in
progress” (constant work)

In the last two years, following the Rector Major’s invitation, we have sought to
relaunch our Salesian charism, with the wisdom of a common vision and direction
(starting from the annual provincial assembly), with a series of small and simple
daily steps in the right direction, and with the wisdom of personal and communal
conversion.

We are grateful for the encouragement of Fr. Pascual Chavez for our recent
Provincial Chapter of 2024: “You know well that it is more difficult, but not
impossible, to ‘re-found’ than to found [the charism], because there are habits,
attitudes or behaviours that do not correspond to the spirit of our Holy Founder, Don
Bosco, and his Project of Life, and have ‘citizenship rights’ [in the Province]. There is
truly a need for a true conversion of every confrere to God, holding the Gospel as
the supreme rule of life, and of the entire Province to Don Bosco, assuming the



Constitutions as a true project of life.”

Fr. Pascual’s advice and commitment were voted on: “To become more passionate
about Jesus and dedicated to young people,” investing in personal conversion
(creating a sacred space in our lives, to let Jesus transform it); in communal
conversion (investing in systematic monthly ongoing formation according to a
theme); and in provincial conversion (promoting the provincial mentality through
“One Heart One Soul” - the fruit of our provincial assembly), and with monthly
online meetings of the Directors.

On the souvenir image of our Vice-Province of Blessed Michael Rua, next to the
faces of all 46 confreres and 4 novices (35 live in our 7 communities, 7 are in
formation abroad, and 5 SDBs are awaiting visas, with one at San Callisto-
catacombs and one missionary undergoing chemotherapy in Poland). We are also
blessed by a growing number of missionary confreres who are sent by the Rector
Major or for a specific period from other African Provinces to help us (AFC, ACC,
ANN, ATE, MDG, and ZMB). We are very grateful to each of these young confreres.
We believe that, with their help, our hope for charismatic relaunch is becoming
tangible. Our Vice-Province - the smallest in Africa-Madagascar, almost 40 years
after its foundation, still does not have a proper provincial house. Construction
began, with the help of the Rector Major, only last year. Here too we say: “work in
progress”...

We also want to share our humble signs of hope with all the other 92 Provinces in
this precious period of the General Chapter. The AFM has a unique experience of 31
years of local missionary volunteers (involved in the Youth Ministry of the Bosco
Youth Centre in Johannesburg since 1994), the “Love Matters” programme for
healthy adolescent sexual development since 2001. Our volunteers, in fact,
involved for a whole year in the life of our community, are the most precious
members of our Mission and of the new groups of the Salesian Family that are
slowly growing (VDB, Salesian Cooperators, and Past Pupils of Don Bosco).

Our mother house in Cape Town will celebrate its one hundred and thirtieth (130th)
anniversary next year, and thanks to the one hundred and fiftieth (150th)
anniversary of the Salesian Missions, we have created, with the help of the China
Province, a special “St. Louis Versiglia Memorial Room,” where our Protomartyr
spent a day during his return from Italy to China-Macau in May 1917.

Don Bosco ‘Ubuntu’ - synodal journey



“We are here thanks to you!” - Ubuntu is one of Southern African cultures’
contributions to the global community. The word in the Nguni language means, “I
am because you are!” (Other possible translations: “I exist because you exist”). Last
year we undertook the “Eco Ubuntu” project (a 3-year environmental awareness
project) involving about 15,000 young people from our 7 communities in eSwatini,
Lesotho, and South Africa. In addition to the splendid celebration and sharing of the
2024 Youth Synod, our 300 young people [who participated] especially retain
Ubuntu in their memories. Their enthusiasm is a source of inspiration. The AFM
needs you: We are here thanks to you!



