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The Salesian Vice-Province of Mary Help of Christians of the Byzantine Rite (UKR)
has reshaped its educational-pastoral mission since the beginning of the Russian
invasion in 2022. Amidst air raid sirens, makeshift shelters, and schools in
basements, the Salesians have become a tangible presence: they host displaced
people, distribute aid, provide spiritual accompaniment to soldiers and civilians,
transformed a house into a reception centre, and run the “Mariapolis” modular
campus, where they serve a thousand meals daily and organize oratory and sports
activities, even founding the first Ukrainian Amputee Football team. The personal
testimony of a confrere reveals the wounds, hopes, and prayers of those who have
lost everything but continue to believe that, after this long national Way of the
Cross, the Easter of peace will dawn for Ukraine.

The Pastoral Work of the Vice-Province of Mary Help of Christians of the
Byzantine Rite (UKR) During the War

Our pastoral work had to change when the war began. Our educational-pastoral
activities had to adapt to a completely different reality, often marked by the
incessant sound of sirens announcing the danger of missile attacks and bombings.
Every time the alarm sounds, we are forced to interrupt activities and go down with
the young people into underground shelters or bunkers. In some schools, lessons
are held directly in the basements to ensure greater safety for the students.

From the very beginning, we immediately set about helping and assisting the
suffering population. We opened our houses to welcome displaced people,
organized the collection and distribution of humanitarian aid: with our boys and
young people, we prepare thousands of packages with food, clothing, and
everything necessary to send to needy people in territories near the fighting or in
the combat zones themselves. Furthermore, some of our Salesian confreres serve
as chaplains in the combat zones. There, they provide spiritual support to young
soldiers, but also bring humanitarian aid to people who have remained in villages
under constant bombardment, helping some of them move to a safer place. One
deacon confrere who was in the trenches suffered damage to his health and lost his
ankle. When, some years ago, | read an article in the Italian Salesian Bulletin about
Salesians in the trenches during the First or Second World War, | never thought this
would happen in this modern era in my own country. | was once struck by the words



of a very young Ukrainian soldier who, quoting a historian and eminent officer,
defender, and fighter for our people’s independence, said: “We fight defending our
independence not because we hate those before us, but because we love those
behind us.”

During this period, we also transformed one of our Salesian Houses into a reception
centre for displaced people.

To support the physical, mental, psychological, and social rehabilitation of young
people who lost limbs in the war, we created an Amputee Football team, the first
team of its kind in Ukraine.

Since the beginning of the invasion in 2022, we made available to the Lviv City
Council a plot of our land, intended for the construction of a Salesian school, to build
a modular campus for internally displaced persons: “Mariapolis,” where we
Salesians operate in collaboration with the Centre of the City Council’s Social
Department. We provide welfare support and spiritual accompaniment, making the
environment more welcoming. Supported by aid from our Congregation, various
organizations including VIS and Don Bosco Missions, various mission offices and
other charitable foundations, and even state agencies from other countries, we
were able to set up the campus kitchen with its respective staff, allowing us to offer
lunch every day for about 1,000 people. Furthermore, thanks to their help, we can
organize various Salesian-style activities for the 240 children and young people
present on the campus.

A Small Experience and a Humble Personal Testimony

| would like to share my small experience and testimony here... | truly thank the
Lord who, through my Provincial, called me to this particular service. For three
years, | have been working in the campus that hosts about 1,000 internally
displaced persons. From the beginning, | have been alongside people who lost
everything in an instant, except their dignity. Their homes are destroyed and
looted; the savings and possessions painstakingly accumulated over years of life
have vanished. Many have lost much more, and more precious things: their loved
ones, killed before their eyes by missiles or mines. Some of the people on campus
had to live for months in the basements of collapsed buildings, feeding on whatever
little they could find, even if expired. They drank water from radiators and boiled
potato peels to feed themselves. Then, at the first opportunity, they fled or were
evacuated without knowing where to go, with no certainty about what awaited
them. Moreover, some saw their cities, like Mariupol, razed to the ground. In fact, in



honour of this beautiful city of Mary, we Salesians named the campus for the
displaced “Mariapolis,” entrusting this place and its inhabitants to the Virgin Mary.
And She, like a mother, stands by everyone in these times of trial. In the campus, |
set up a chapel dedicated to Her, where there is an icon painted by a lady from the
campus, originally from the tormented city of Kharkiv. The chapel has become a
place of encounter with God and with oneself for all residents, regardless of their
Christian faith denomination.

Being with them, loving them, welcoming them, listening to them, consoling them,
encouraging them, praying for them and with them, and supporting them in
whatever way | can - these are the moments that make up my service, which has
now become my life during this period. It is a true school of life, of spirituality,
where | learn so much by being close to their suffering. AlImost all of them hope that
the war will end soon and peace will come, so they can return home. But for many,
that dream is now unattainable: their homes no longer exist. So, as best | can, | try
to offer them some anchor of hope, helping them to encounter the One who
abandons no one, who is close in the sufferings and difficulties of life.

Sometimes they ask me to prepare them for Reconciliation: with God, with
themselves, with the harsh reality they are forced to live. Other times, | help them
with more concrete needs: medicine, clothes, diapers, hospital visits. | also do
administrative work alongside my three lay colleagues. Every day, at 5:00 PM, we
pray for peace, and a small group has learned to recite the Rosary, praying it daily.

As a Salesian, | try to be attentive to the needs of the young people. From the
beginning, with the help of animators, we created an oratory within the campus. We
also have activities, trips, and mountain camps during the summer. Furthermore,
one of the commitments | carry forward is overseeing the canteen, to ensure that
none of the residents on campus go without a hot meal.

Among the campus inhabitants is little Maksym, who wakes up in the middle of the
night, terrified by any loud noise. Maria, a mother who lost everything, including her
husband, smiles at her children every day so as not to burden them with her
suffering. Then there is Petro, 25 years old, who was at home with his girlfriend
when a Russian drone dropped a bomb. The explosion amputated both his legs,
while his girlfriend died shortly after. Petro lay dying all night until soldiers found
him in the morning and brought him to safety. The ambulance couldn’t get close
due to the fighting.



Amidst so much suffering, | continue my apostolate with the Lord’s help and the
support of my confreres.

We Byzantine Rite Salesians, together with our 13 Latin Rite confreres present in
Ukraine - largely of Polish origin and belonging to the Salesian Province of Krakow
(PLS) - deeply share the pain and suffering of the Ukrainian people. As sons of Don
Bosco, we continue our educative-pastoral mission with faith and hope, adapting
daily to the difficult conditions imposed by the war.

We stand alongside the young, the families, and all those who suffer and need help.
We wish to be visible signs of God’s love, so that the life, hope, and joy of the young
may never be stifled by violence and pain.

In this common witness, we reaffirm the vitality of our Salesian charism, which
knows how to respond even to the most dramatic challenges of history. Our two
particularities, that of the Byzantine rite and that of the Latin rite, make visible the
indivisible unity of the Salesian Charism as affirmed by the Salesian Constitutions in
Art. 100: “The Founder’s charism is the principle of unity of the Congregation and,
through its fruitfulness, is the origin of the different ways of living the one Salesian
vocation.”

We believe that pain and suffering do not have the last word, and that in faith,
every Cross already contains the seed of the Resurrection. After this long Holy
Week, the Resurrection will inevitably come for Ukraine: true and just PEACE will
arrive.

Some Information

Some chapter confreres asked for information about the war in Ukraine. Allow me to
say something in the form of a Snapshot. A clarification: the war in Ukraine cannot
be interpreted as an ethnic conflict or a territorial dispute between two peoples with
opposing claims or rights over a specific territory. It is not a quarrel between two
parties fighting over a piece of land. And therefore, it is not a battle between
equals. What is happening in Ukraine is an invasion, a unilateral aggression. Here, it
is about one people improperly attacking another. A nation, which fabricated
baseless motives, inventing a supposed right, violating international order and laws,
decided to attack another State, violating its sovereignty and territorial integrity, its
right to decide its own fate and direction of development, occupying and annexing
territories. Destroying cities and towns, many razed to the ground, taking the lives



of thousands of civilians. Here there is an aggressor and an attacked party: this is
precisely the peculiarity and horror of this war.

And it is starting from this premise that the peace we await should also be
conceived. A peace that has the flavour of justice and is based on truth, not
temporary, not opportunistic, not a peace founded on hidden commercial
conveniences, avoiding the creation of precedents for autocratic regimes in the
world that might one day decide to invade other countries, occupy or annex part of
a neighbouring or distant country, simply because they wish to or because they feel
like it, or because they are more powerful.

Another absurdity of this unprovoked and undeclared war is that the aggressor
forbids the victim the right to defend itself, tries to intimidate and threaten all those
- in this case, other countries - who side with the defenceless and set out to help
the unjustly attacked victim defend itself and resist.

Some Sad Statistics

From the beginning of the 2022 invasion until today (08.04.2025), the UN has
recorded and confirmed data relating to 12,654 deaths and 29,392 injuries among
CIVILIANS in Ukraine.

According to the latest available verified UNICEF news, at least 2,406 CHILDREN
have been killed or injured by the escalation of the war in Ukraine since 2022. Child
victims include 659 CHILDREN KILLED and 1,747 INJURED - meaning at least 16
children killed or injured every week. Millions of children continue to have their lives
disrupted due to ongoing attacks or having to flee and evacuate to other places and
countries. The children of Donbas have been already suffering from the war for 11
years.

Alongside the plan for an invasion of Ukraine, Russia also initiated a program of
forced deportations of Ukrainian children. Latest data indicate 20,000 children taken
from their homes, detained for months, and subjected to forced Russification
through intense propaganda before forced adoption.
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