Interview with the Rector
Major, Fr. Fabio Attard

We had an exclusive interview with the Rector Major of the
Salesians, Fr. Fabio Attard, looking back over the key stages
of his vocation and his human and spiritual journey. HIis
vocation began in the oratory and was consolidated through a
rich formative journey that took him from Ireland to Tunisia,
Malta, and Rome. From 2008 to 2020, he was General Councillor
for Youth Ministry, a role he carried out with a multicultural
vision acquired through experiences in different contexts. His
central message is holiness as the foundation of Salesian
educational action: ‘I would like to see a holier
Congregation,’ he says, emphasising that professional
efficiency must be rooted in consecrated identity.

What is your vocation story?

I was born in Gozo, Malta, on 23 March 1959, the fifth of
seven children. At the time of my birth, my father was a
pharmacist in a hospital, while my mother had started a small
fabric and dressmaking shop, which over time grew into a small
chain of five shops. She was a very hard-working woman, but
the business always remained a family affair.

I attended local primary and secondary schools. A very
beautiful and special part of my childhood was that my father
was a lay catechist at the oratory, which until 1965 had been
run by the Salesians. As a young man, he had attended that
oratory and had remained there as the only lay catechist. When
I started attending at the age of six, the Salesians had just
left. A young priest (who is still alive) took over and
continued the activities of the oratory in the same Salesian
spirit, having himself lived there as a seminarian.

We continued with catechism, daily Benediction of the
Eucharistic, football, theatre, choir, trips, parties..
everything you normally experience in an oratory. There were
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many children and young people, and I grew up in that
environment. In practice, my life took place between my family
and the oratory. I was also an altar boy in my parish. So,
after finishing high school, I turned towards the priesthood,
because I had had this desire in my heart since I was a child.

Today I realise how much I was influenced by that young
priest, whom I looked up to with admiration. He was always
there with us in the courtyard, in the activities of the
oratory. However, at that time the Salesians were no longer
there. So, I entered the seminary, where at that time there
were two years of preparatory studies as an intern. During the
third year — which corresponded to the first year of
philosophy — I met a family friend about 35 years old, an
adult vocation, who had entered as a Salesian aspirant (he is
still alive today and is a coadjutor). When he took this step,
a fire was lit inside me. And with the help of my spiritual
director, I began a vocational discernment. It was an
important but also demanding journey. I was 19 years old, but
that spiritual guide helped me to seek God’s will, and not
simply my own. So, in my last year — the fourth year of
philosophy — instead of following him to the seminary, I lived
as a Salesian aspirant, completing the required two years of
philosophy.

My family environment was strongly marked by faith. We
attended Mass every day, recited the Rosary at home, and were
very close-knit. Even today, although our parents are 1in
Heaven, we maintain that same unity among brothers and
sisters.

Another family experience marked me deeply, although I only
realised it over time. My brother, the second in the family,
died at the age of 25 from kidney failure. Today, with
advances in medicine, he would still be alive thanks to
dialysis and transplants, but back then there weren’t many
options. I was by his side during the last three years of his
life. We shared the same room and I often helped him at night.



He was a peaceful, cheerful young man who lived his fragility
with extraordinary joy.

I was 16 when he died. Fifty years have passed, but when I
think back to that time and that daily experience of closeness
made up of small gestures, I realise how much it has marked my
life.

I was born into a family where there was faith, a sense of
work and shared responsibility. My parents are two
extraordinary examples for me. They lived their cross with
great faith and serenity, without ever burdening anyone, and
at the same time, they knew how to convey the joy of family
life. I can say that I had a very happy childhood. We were
neither rich nor poor, but always modest and discreet. They
taught us to work, to manage resources well, not to waste, to
live with dignity, elegance, and above all, with attention to
the poor and the sick.

How did your family react when you made the decision to follow
your vocation as a religious?

The time had come when, together with my spiritual director,
we had made it clear that my path was that of the Salesians. I
also had to tell my parents. I remember it was a quiet
evening; we were eating together, just the three of us. At one
point I said, “I want to tell you something. I have made my
discernment and I have decided to join the Salesians.”

My father was delighted. He replied immediately, “May the Lord
bless you.” My mother, on the other hand, began to cry, as all
mothers do. She asked me, “So you’re leaving?” But my father
intervened gently and firmly, “Whether he leaves or not, this
is his path.”

They blessed me and encouraged me. Those moments will remain
etched in my memory forever.

I particularly remember what happened towards the end of my
parents’ lives. My father died in 1997, and six months later
my mother was diagnosed with terminal cancer.

At that time, my superiors had asked me to go and teach at the



Pontifical Salesian University (UPS), but I didn’t know what
to do. My mother was not well and was nearing the end of her
life. Talking to my brothers, they said to me, “Do what your
superiors ask you to do.”

I was at home and talked to her about it. “Mom, my superiors
are asking me to go to Rome.”

With the clarity of a true mother, she replied, “Listen, my
son, if it were up to me, I would ask you to stay here,
because I have no one else and I don’t want to be a burden on
your brothers. But..” — and here she said something that I
carry in my heart — “You are not mine; you belong to God. Do
what your superiors tell you.”

That sentence, spoken a year before her death, is a treasure
for me, a precious legacy. My mother was an intelligent, wise,
and perceptive woman. She knew that her illness would lead to
her death, but at that moment she was able to be free inside.
Free to say words that confirmed once again the gift she
herself had given to God: offering a son to the consecrated
life.

My family’'s reaction, from the beginning to the end, was
always marked by deep respect and great support. And even
today, my brothers and sisters continue to carry on this
spirit.

What has been your formative journey from novitiate to today?
It has been a very rich and varied journey. I began my pre-
novitiate in Malta, then I did my novitiate in Dublin,
Ireland. It was a truly beautiful experience.

After the novitiate, my companions moved to Maynooth to study
philosophy at the university, but I had already completed my
studies. For this reason, my superiors asked me to remain at
the novitiate for another year, where I taught Italian and
Latin. After that, I returned to Malta for two years of
internship, which were very beautiful and enriching.

I was then sent to Rome to study theology at the Pontifical
Salesian University, where I spent three extraordinary years.



Those years gave me great open-mindedness. We lived in the
student residence with forty brothers from twenty different
countries: Asia, Europe, Latin America.. even the teaching
staff was international. It was the mid-1980s, about twenty
years after the Second Vatican Council, and there was still a
lot of enthusiasm in the air. There were lively theological
debates, liberation theology, and interest in method and
practice. Those studies taught me to read faith not only as
intellectual content, but as a choice of life.

After those three years, I continued with two more years of
specialisation in moral theology at the Alfonsian Academy with
the Redemptorist fathers. There, too, I met significant
figures, such as the famous Bernhard Haring, with whom I
formed a personal friendship and went to talk to him regularly
every month. It was a total of five years — between my
bachelor’s and licentiate degrees — that deeply formed me from
a theological point of view.

Afterwards, I volunteered for the missions, and my superiors
sent me to Tunisia, together with another Salesian, to re-
establish the Salesian presence in the Country. We took over a
school run by a female congregation which, having no more
vocations, was about to close. It was a school with 700
students, so we had to learn French and also Arabic. To
prepare ourselves, we spent a few months in Lyon, France, and
then devoted ourselves to studying Arabic.

I stayed there for three years. It was another great
experience because we found ourselves living the Salesian
faith and charism in a context where we could not speak
explicitly about Jesus. However, it was possible to build
educational programmes based on human values: respect,
availability, truth. Our witness was silent but eloquent. In
that environment, I learned to know and love the Muslim world.
Everyone — students, teachers, and families — were Muslims,
and they welcomed us with great warmth. They made us feel part
of their family. I returned to Tunisia several times and



always found the same respect and appreciation, regardless of
our religious affiliation.

After that experience, I returned to Malta and worked for five
years in the social field. In particular, I worked in a
Salesian house that welcomes young people in need of more
attentive educational support, including residential care.

After these eight years of pastoral work (between Tunisia and
Malta), I was offered the opportunity to complete my
doctorate. I chose to return to Ireland because the subject
was related to conscience according to the thinking of
Cardinal John Henry Newman, now a saint. After completing my
doctorate, the Rector Major at the time, Fr. Juan Edmundo
Vecchi — of blessed memory — asked me to join the Pontifical
Salesian University as a professor of moral theology.

Looking back on my entire journey, from aspirant to doctorate,
I can say that it has been a combination of experiences not
only in terms of content but also in terms of very different
cultural contexts. I thank the Lord and the Congregation for
offering me the opportunity to experience such a varied and
rich formation.

So, you know Maltese because it is your mother tongue, English
because it is the second language in Malta, Latin because you
taught it, Italian because you studied in Italy, French and
Arabic because you were in Manouba, Tunisia.. How many
languages do you know?

Five or six languages, more or less. However, when people ask
me about languages, I always say that it is a bit of a
historical coincidence.

In Malta, we grow up with two languages: Maltese and English,
and we study a third language at school. In my day, Italian
was also taught. Then, I had a natural aptitude for languages,
so I also chose Latin.

Later, when I went to Tunisia, I had to learn French and
Arabic.



In Rome, living with many Spanish-speaking students, my ear
got used to it, and when I was elected Councillor for Youth
Ministry, I also studied Spanish a little, which is a very
beautiful language.

All languages are beautiful. Of course, learning them requires
commitment, study, and practice. Some people are more gifted
than others; it is part of one’s personal disposition. But it
is neither a merit nor a fault. It is simply a gift, a natural
predisposition.

From 2008 to 2020, you served two terms as General Councillor
for Youth Ministry. How did your experience help you in this
mission?

When the Lord entrusts us with a mission, we bring with us all
the baggage of experiences we have accumulated over time.
Having lived in different cultural contexts, I did not run the
risk of seeing everything through the filter of a single
culture. I am European; I come from the Mediterranean, from a
Country that was a British colony, but I have had the grace to
live in international, multicultural communities.

My years of study at UPS also helped me a lot. We had
professors who did not just impart knowledge, but taught us to
synthesise and develop a method. For example, when studying
Church history, we understood how essential it was to
understand patristics. When studying biblical theology, we
learned to connect it with sacramental theology, morality, and
the history of spirituality. In short, they taught us to think
organically.

This ability to synthesise, this architecture of thought, then
becomes part of your personal formation. When you study
theology, you learn to identify key points and connect them.
The same applies to pastoral, pedagogical or philosophical
proposals. When you meet people of great depth, you absorb not
only what they say, but also how they say it, and this shapes
your style.



Another important element is that, at the time of my election,
I had already had experiences in missionary environments,
where the Catholic religion was practically absent, and I had
worked with marginalised and vulnerable people. I had also
gained some experience in the university world and, at the
same time, I had devoted myself a lot to spiritual
accompaniment.

Furthermore, between 2005 and 2008 — just after my experience
at the UPS — the Archdiocese of Malta asked me to found a
Pastoral Formation Institute, following a diocesan synod that
had recognised the need for it. The archbishop entrusted me
with the task of starting it from scratch. The first thing I
did was to build a team of priests, religious, and lay people
— men and women. We created a new formation method, which is
still used today. The institute continues to function very
well, and in some ways that experience was a valuable
preparation for the work I did later in youth ministry.

From the beginning, I have always believed in teamwork and
collaboration with lay people. My first experience as a
director was precisely in this style: a stable educative team,
today we would call it a CEP (Educative-Pastoral Community),
with regular, not occasional, meetings. We met every week with
educators and professionals. And this approach, which over
time has become a method, has remained a reference point for
me.

Added to this is my academic experience: six years as a
lecturer at the Salesian Pontifical University, where students
came from over a hundred countries, and then as an examiner
and director of doctoral theses at the Alfonsian Academy.

I believe that all this has prepared me to live this
responsibility with clarity and vision.

So, when the Congregation asked me to take on this role during
the General Chapter of 2008, I already had a broad,
multicultural vision. This helped me because bringing together



diversity was not difficult for me; it was part of normality.
Of course, it wasn’t simply a matter of making a ‘fruit salad’
of experiences; it was necessary to find the common threads,
to give coherence and unity.

What I was able to experience as General Councillor was not a
personal achievement. I believe that any Salesian, if he had
had the same opportunities and support from the Congregation,
could have had similar experiences and made his own generous
contribution.

Is there a prayer, a Salesian goodnight ritual, a habit that
you never fail to do?

Devotion to Mary. At home we grew up with the daily Rosary,
recited as a family. It was not an obligation; it was
something natural. We did it before meals, because we always
ate together. Back then it was possible. Today perhaps it is
less so, but back then that was how we lived, the family
together, shared prayer, the common table.

At first perhaps, I did not realise how deep that Marian
devotion was. But as the years passed, when you begin to
distinguish what is essential from what is secondary, I
realised how much that maternal presence had accompanied my
life.

Devotion to Mary is expressed in different ways: the daily
Rosary, when possible; a moment of pause before an image or
statue of Our Lady; a simple prayer, but one made from the
heart. These are gestures that accompany the journey of faith.

Of course, there are some fixed points: daily Eucharist and
daily meditation. These are pillars that are not discussed;
they are lived. Not only because we are consecrated, but
because we are believers. And faith is 1lived only by
nourishing it. When we nourish it, it grows in us. And only if
it grows in us can we help it to grow in others. For us, as
educators, it 1is clear: if our faith does not translate into
concrete life, everything else becomes a facade.



These practices — prayer, meditation, devotion — are not
reserved for saints. They are an expression of honesty. If I
have made a choice of faith, I also have a responsibility to
cultivate it. Otherwise, everything is reduced to something
external, apparent. And this, over time, does not hold up.

If you could go back, would you make the same choices?
Absolutely yes. There have been very difficult moments in my
life, as there are for everyone. I don’t want to come across
as the ‘victim of the moment’. I believe that every person, in
order to grow, must go through phases of darkness, moments of
desolation, 1loneliness, of feeling betrayed or unjustly
accused. And I have experienced these moments. But I have had
the grace of having a spiritual director at my side.

When you go through certain hardships accompanied by someone
else, you can sense that everything God allows has a meaning,
a purpose. And when you come out of that ‘tunnel’, you
discover that you are a different, a more mature person. It is
as if, through that trial, we are transformed.

If I had been alone, I would have risked making wrong
decisions, without vision, blinded by the fatigue of the
moment. When you are angry, when you feel alone, it is not the
time to decide. It is the time to walk, to ask for help, to be
accompanied.

Going through certain passages with someone’s help is like
being dough put in the oven; the fire cooks it, makes it
mature. So, when asked if I would change anything, my answer
is no. Because even the most difficult moments, even those I
didn’t understand, have helped me become the person I am
today.

Do I feel like a perfect person? No. But I feel that I am on a
journey, every day, trying to live in the mercy and goodness
of God.

And today, as I give this interview, I can say with sincerity
that I feel happy. Perhaps I have not yet fully understood



what it means to be Rector Major — it takes time — but I know
that it is a mission, not a walk in the park. It brings with
it its difficulties. However, I feel loved and esteemed by my
collaborators and by the whole Congregation.

And everything I am today, I am thanks to what I have
experienced, even in the most difficult moments. I would not
change them. They have made me who I am.

Do you have any projects that are particularly close to your
heart?

Yes. If I close my eyes and imagine something I really want, I
would like to see a holier Congregation. Holier. Holier.

I was deeply inspired by Fr. Pascual Chavez’'s first letter in
2002, entitled “Be saints”. That letter touched me deeply and
left a mark on me.

There are many projects, all of them valid, well structured,
with broad and deep visions. But what value do they have if
they are carried out by people who are not holy? We can do
excellent work, we can even be appreciated — and this, 1in
itself, is not a bad thing — but we do not work to achieve
success. Our starting point is an identity; we are consecrated
persons.

What we offer only makes sense if it comes from there. Of
course, we want our projects to be successful, but even more
than that, we want them to bring grace, to touch people
deeply. It is not enough to be efficient. We must be effective
in the deepest sense, effective in our witness, in our
identity, in our faith.

Efficiency can exist without any religious reference. We can
be excellent professionals, but that is not enough.

Our consecration 1is not a detail. It is the foundation. If it
becomes marginal, if we put it aside to make room for
efficiency, then we lose our identity.

And people are watching us. In Salesian schools, people



recognise that the results are good — and that is good. But do
they also recognise us as men of God? That is the question.

If they see us only as good professionals, then we are only
efficient. But our life must be nourished by Him — the Way,
the Truth, and the Life — not by what ‘I think’ or ‘I want’ or
‘what seems right to me’.

So, rather than talking about my personal project, I prefer to
talk about a deep desire, to become saints. And to talk about
it in concrete terms, not in an idealised way. When Don Bosco
spoke to his boys about study, health, and holiness, he was
not referring to a holiness made up only of prayer in the
chapel. He was thinking of a holiness lived in relationship
with God and nourished by relationship with God. Christian
holiness 1is the reflection of this 1living and daily
relationship.

What advice would you give to a young person wondering about
their vocation?

I would tell them to discover, step by step, what God’s plan
is for them.

The vocational journey is not a question you ask and then wait
for a ready answer from the Church. It is a pilgrimage. When a
young person says to me, “I don’t know whether to become a
Salesian or not,” I try to steer them away from that
formulation. Because it 1is not simply a matter of
deciding, “I’m going to become a Salesian.” A vocation is not
an option in relation to a ‘thing’.

In my own experience, when I told my spiritual director, “I
want to become a Salesian, I have to be one”, he calmly made
me reflect; “Is this really God’s will? Or is it just your
desire?”

And it is right for a young person to seek what he desires; it
is healthy. But those who accompany him have the task of
educating that search, of transforming it from initial



enthusiasm into a journey of inner maturation.

“Do you want to do good? Good. Then know yourself, recognise
that you are loved by God.”

It is only from that deep relationship with God that the real
guestion can emerge; “What is God’'s plan for me?”

Because what I want today may not be enough for me tomorrow.
If vocation is reduced to what ‘I like,’ then it will be
something fragile. Vocation, on the other hand, is an inner
voice that calls us, that asks us to enter into dialogue with
God, and to respond.

When a young person reaches this point, when they are
accompanied to discover that inner space where God dwells,
then they truly begin to walk.

For this reason, those who accompany them must be very
attentive, profound, and patient. Never superficial.

The Gospel of Emmaus is a perfect image. Jesus approaches the
two disciples and listens to them even though He knows they
are talking confusedly. Then, after listening to them, He
begins to speak. And in the end, they invite Him; “Stay with
us, for it is nearly evening.”

And they recognise Him in the gesture of breaking bread. Then
they say to each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us
while He was talking to us on the way?”

Today, many young people are searching. Our task as educators
is not to be hasty. But to help them, calmly and gradually, to
discover the greatness that 1is already in their hearts.
Because there, in that depth, they encounter Christ. As St
Augustine says, “You were within me, and I was outside. And
there I sought you.”

Do you have a message for the Salesian Family today?

t is the same message I shared during the recent meeting of
the Salesian Family Council; Faith. Let us root ourselves ever
more deeply in the person of Christ.



It is from this rootedness that an authentic knowledge of Don
Bosco is born. When the first Salesians wanted to write a book
about the real Don Bosco, they did not call it “Don Bosco,
Apostle of Youth,” but “Don Bosco with God’"— a text written
by Fr. Eugenio Ceria in 1929.

This gives us pause for thought. Why did they, who had seen
him in action every day, not choose to emphasise Don Bosco’s
tireless work, his organisational skills, his talent as an
educator? No, they wanted to portray Don Bosco as a man deeply
united with God.

Those who knew him well did not stop at appearances but went
to the root. Don Bosco was a man immersed in God.

To the Salesian Family I say: we have received a treasure. An
immense gift. But every gift entails a responsibility.

In my final discourse, I said: “It is not enough to love Don
Bosco, you have to know him.”

And we can only truly know him if we are people of faith.

We must look at him with the eyes of faith. Only in this way
can we encounter the believer that Don Bosco was, in whom the
Holy Spirit acted with power, with dynamis, with charis, with
charism, with grace.

We cannot limit ourselves to repeating certain maxims of his
or recounting his miracles. Because we run the risk of
dwelling on the anecdotes of Don Bosco, instead of dwelling on
the story of Don Bosco, because Don Bosco is greater than Don
Bosco.

This means study, reflection, depth. It means avoiding all
superficiality.

And then we will be able to say with truth, “This is my faith,
this is my charism: rooted in Christ, in the footsteps of Don
Bosco.”



Don Bosco and Eucharistic
processions

A little-known but important aspect of St John Bosco’s charism
1s Eucharistic processions. For the Saint of young people, the
Eucharist was not only a personal devotion but also a
pedagogical tool and public witness. In a Turin undergoing
transformation, Don Bosco saw processions as an opportunity to
strengthen the faith of young people and proclaim Christ 1in
the streets. The Salesian experience, which has continued
throughout the world, shows how faith can be embodied 1in
culture and respond to social challenges. Even today, when
lived with authenticity and openness, these processions can
become prophetic signs of faith.

When we speak of St. John Bosco (1815-1888), we immediately
think of his popular oratories, his passion for educating
young people, and the Salesian family born of his charism.
Less well known, but no less decisive, is the role that
Eucharistic devotion — and 1in particular Eucharistic
processions — played in his work. For Don Bosco, the Eucharist
was not only the heart of his inner life; it was also a
powerful pedagogical tool and a public sign of social renewal
in a Turin undergoing rapid industrial transformation.
Retracing the link between the saint of young people and the
processions with the Blessed Sacrament means entering a
pastoral workshop where liturgy, catechesis, civic education,
and human promotion are intertwined in an original and, at
times, surprising way.

Eucharistic processions in the context of the 19™ century
To understand Don Bosco, it is necessary to remember that the
19th century in Italy was marked by intense debate on the
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public role of religion. After the Napoleonic era and the
Risorgimento, religious demonstrations in the streets were no
longer a given. In many regions, a liberal State was emerging
that viewed any public expression of Catholicism with
suspicion, fearing mass gatherings or ‘reactionary’
resurgence. Eucharistic processions, however, retained a
powerful symbolic force. They recalled Christ’s lordship over
all reality and, at the same time, brought to the fore a
popular Church, visible and embodied in the neighbourhoods.
Against this backdrop stood the stubbornness of Don Bosco, who
never gave up accompanying his boys in witnessing their faith
outside the walls of the oratory, whether on the avenues of
Valdocco or in the surrounding countryside.

From his formative years at the seminary in Chieri, John Bosco
developed a ‘missionary’ sensitivity to the Eucharist. The
chronicles tell us that he often stopped in the chapel after
lessons and spent a long time in prayer before the tabernacle.
In his Memoirs of the Oratory, he himself acknowledges that he
learned from his spiritual director, Fr. Cafasso, the value of
‘becoming bread’ for others. Contemplating Jesus giving
himself in the Eucharist meant for him, learning the logic of
gratuitous love. This line runs through his entire life, “Keep
Jesus in the sacrament and Mary Help of Christians as your
friends,” he would repeat to young people, pointing to
frequent Communion and silent adoration as the pillars of a
path of lay and daily holiness.

The Valdocco oratory and the first internal processions

In the early 1840s, the Turin oratory did not yet have a
proper church. Celebrations took place in wooden huts or in
adapted courtyards. Don Bosco, however, did not give up
organising small internal processions, almost ‘dress
rehearsals’ for what would become a regular practice. The boys
carried candles and banners, sang Marian hymns and, at the
end, gathered around a makeshift altar for the Eucharistic
benediction. These first attempts had an eminently pedagogical



function, to accustom young people to devout but joyful
participation, combining discipline and spontaneity. In
working-class Turin, where poverty often led to violence,
marching in an orderly fashion with a red handkerchief around
one’s neck was already a sign of going against the tide. It
showed that faith could teach respect for oneself and others.

Don Bosco knew well that a procession cannot be improvised. It
requires signs, songs, and gestures that speak to the heart
even before they speak to the mind. For this reason, he
personally took care of explaining the symbols. The canopy
became the image of the tent of meeting, a sign of the divine
presence accompanying the people on their journey. The flowers
scattered along the route recalled the beauty of the Christian
virtues that must adorn the soul. The street lamps,
indispensable for evening outings, alluded to the light of
faith that illuminates the darkness of sin. Each element was
the subject of a small ‘sermon’ in the refectory or during
recreation, so that the logistical preparation was intertwined
with systematic catechesis. The result? For the boys, the
procession was not a ritual duty but an occasion for
celebration full of meaning.

One of the most characteristic aspects of Salesian processions
was the presence of a band formed by the students themselves.
Don Bosco considered music an antidote to idleness and, at the
same time, a powerful tool for evangelisation. “A cheerful
march performed well,” he wrote, “attracts people like a
magnet attracts iron.” The band preceded the Blessed
Sacrament, alternating sacred pieces with popular tunes
adapted with religious lyrics. This ‘dialogue’ between faith
and popular culture reduced the distance between passers-by
and created an aura of shared celebration around the
procession. Many secular chroniclers testified to having been
‘intrigued’ by that group of young, disciplined musicians, so
different from the military or philharmonic bands of the time.

Processions as a response to social crises



Nineteenth-century Turin experienced cholera epidemics (1854
and 1865), strikes, famines, and anti-clerical tensions. Don
Bosco often reacted by proposing extraordinary processions of
reparation or supplication. During the cholera epidemic of
1854, he led young people through the most affected streets,
reciting litanies for the sick aloud and distributing bread
and medicine. It was at that juncture that he made his promise
— which he later kept — to build the church of Mary Help of
Christians. “If Our Lady saves my boys, I will raise a temple
to her.” The civil authorities, initially opposed to religious
processions for fear of contagion, had to recognise the
effectiveness of the Salesian assistance network, which was
spiritually nourished by the processions themselves. The
Eucharist, brought to the sick, thus became a tangible sign of
Christian compassion.

Contrary to certain devotional models confined to sacristies,
Don Bosco’s processions claimed a right of citizenship for the
faith in the public space. It was not a question of
‘occupying’ the streets, but of restoring them to their
community vocation. Passing under balconies, crossing squares
and porticoes meant remembering that the city is not only a
place of economic exchange or political confrontation, but
also of fraternal encounter. This is why Don Bosco insisted on
impeccable order: brushed cloaks, clean shoes, regular rows.
He wanted the image of the procession to communicate beauty
and dignity, persuading even the most sceptical observers that
the Christian proposal elevated the person.

The Salesian legacy of processions

After Don Bosco’s death, his spiritual sons spread the
practice of Eucharistic processions throughout the world: from
agricultural schools in Emilia to missions in Patagonia, from
Asian colleges to the working-class neighbourhoods of
Brussels. What mattered was not to slavishly duplicate a
Piedmontese ritual, but to transmit its pedagogical core:
youth protagonism, symbolic catechesis, openness to the



surrounding society. Thus, 1in Latin America, the Salesians
included traditional dances at the beginning of the
procession. In India, they adopted flower carpets in
accordance with local art; 1in sub-Saharan Africa, they
alternated Gregorian chants with tribal polyphonic rhythms.
The Eucharist became a bridge between cultures, realising Don
Bosco’s dream of “making all peoples one family.”

From a theological point of view, Don Bosco’'s processions
embody a strong vision of the real presence of Christ. Taking
the Blessed Sacrament ‘outside’ means proclaiming that the
Word did not become flesh to remain locked up, but to “pitch
his tent among us” (cf. Jn 1:14). This presence demands to be
proclaimed in understandable forms, without being reduced to
an intimate gesture. In Don Bosco, the centripetal dynamic of
adoration (gathering hearts around the Host) generates a
centrifugal dynamic: young people, nourished at the altar,
feel sent forth to serve. Micro-commitments spring from the
procession: assisting a sick companion, pacifying a quarrel,
studying with greater diligence. The Eucharist is prolonged in
the ‘invisible processions’ of daily charity.

Today, in secularised or multi-religious contexts, Eucharistic
processions can raise questions. Are they still communicative?
Do they risk appearing like nostalgic folklore? Don Bosco'’s
experience suggests that the key lies in the quality of
relationships rather than in the quantity of incense or
vestments. A procession that involves families, explains
symbols, integrates contemporary artistic languages, and above
all connects with concrete gestures of solidarity, maintains a
surprising prophetic power. The recent Synod on Young People
(2018) repeatedly recalled the importance of “going out” and
“showing faith with our flesh.” The Salesian tradition, with
its itinerant liturgy, offers a tried and tested paradigm of
the “Church going forth.”

For Don Bosco, Eucharistic processions were not simply
liturgical traditions, but true educative, spiritual, and



social acts. They represented a synthesis of lived faith, an
educating community, and public witness. Through them, Don
Bosco formed young people capable of adoring, respecting,
serving, and witnessing.

Today, in a fragmented and distracted world, re-proposing the
value of Eucharistic processions in the light of the Salesian
charism can be an effective way to rediscover the meaning of
what is essential: Christ present among His people, who walk
with Him, adore Him, serve Him, and proclaim Him.

In an age that seeks authenticity, wvisibility, and
relationships, the Eucharistic procession — if lived according
to the spirit of Don Bosco — can be a powerful sign of hope
and renewal.
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With Nino Baglieri, Pilgrim
of Hope, on the Journey of
the Jubilee

The path of the 2025 Jubilee, dedicated to Hope, finds a
shining witness in the story of the Servant of God Nino
Baglieri. From the dramatic fall that left him tetraplegic at
seventeen to his inner rebirth in 1978, Baglieri moved from
the shadow of despair to the light of active faith,
transforming his bed of suffering into a throne of joy. His
story intertwines the five Jubilee signs — pilgrimage, door,
profession of faith, charity, and reconciliation — showing
that Christian hope 1is not escapism but a strength that opens
the future and supports every journey.

1. Hoping as Waiting
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Hope, according to the online Treccani dictionary,
is a feeling of “trustful expectation in the present or future
fulfillment of what is desired.” The etymology of the noun
“hope” comes from the Latin spes, which in turn derives from
the Sanskrit root spa- meaning to stretch toward a goal. In
Spanish, “to hope” and “to wait” are both translated with the
verb esperar, which combines both meanings in one word: as if
one could only wait for what one hopes for. This state of mind
allows us to face life and its challenges with courage and a
heart always burning with 1light. Hope 1is expressed -
positively or negatively — in some popular proverbs: “Hope is
the last to die,” “While there is life, there 1is hope,” “He
who lives by hope dies in despair.”

Almost gathering this “shared feeling” about hope,
but aware of the need to help rediscover hope in its fullest
and truest dimension, Pope Francis dedicated the Ordinary
Jubilee of 2025 to Hope (Spes non confundit [Hope does not
disappoint] is the bull of convocation) and already in 2014
said: “The resurrection of Jesus is not the happy ending of a
beautiful fairy tale; it is not the happy end of a movie; it
is the intervention of God the Father where human hope breaks
down. At the moment when everything seems lost, in the moment
of pain, when many people feel the need to get down from the
cross, that is the moment closest to the resurrection. The
night becomes darkest just before the morning begins, before
the light begins. In the darkest moment God intervenes and
raises up” (cf. Audience of 16 April 2014).

In this context, the story of the Servant of God
Nino Baglieri (Modica, May 1, 1951 - March 2, 2007) fits
perfectly. As a seventeen-year-old bricklayer, he fell from a
seventeen-meter-high scaffold due to the sudden collapse of a
plank, crashing to the ground and becoming tetraplegic: from
that fall on May 6, 1968, he could only move his head and
neck, depending on others for life in everything, even the
simplest and humblest things. Nino could not even shake a
friend’s hand or caress his mother.. and saw his dreams vanish.



What hope for life did this young man have now? What feelings
could he face? What future awaited him? Nino’s first response
was despair, total darkness before a search for meaning that
found no answer. First a long wandering through hospitals in
different Italian regions, then the pity of friends and
acquaintances led Nino to rebel and lock himself away in ten
long years of loneliness and anger, while the tunnel of life
grew ever deeper.

In Greek mythology, Zeus entrusts Pandora with a
jar containing all the evils of the world; when opened, men
lose immortality and begin a life of suffering. To save them,
Pandora reopens the jar and releases elpis, hope, which
remained at the bottom. It was the only antidote to life’s
troubles. Looking instead to the Giver of all good, we know
that “hope does not disappoint” (Rom 5:5). Pope Francis writes
in Spes non confundit: “In the sign of this hope, the apostle
Paul encourages the Christian community in Rome [..] Everyone
hopes. In the heart of every person is enclosed hope as desire
and expectation of good, even without knowing what tomorrow
will bring. The unpredictability of the future, however, gives
rise to sometimes opposing feelings: from trust to fear, from
serenity to discouragement, from certainty to doubt. We often
meet discouraged people who look to the future with skepticism
and pessimism, as if nothing could offer them happiness. May
the Jubilee be an opportunity for all to revive hope” (ibid.,
1).

2. From Witness of “Despair” to “Ambassador” of Hope

Let us return to the story of our Servant of God,
Nino Baglieri.

Ten long years had to pass before Nino emerged
from the tunnel of despair, the thick darkness cleared, and
Light entered. It was the afternoon of March 24, Good Friday
1978, when Father Aldo Modica, with a group of young people,
went to Nino’s home, urged by his mother Peppina and some
people involved in the Renewal in the Spirit movement, then in
its early days in the nearby Salesian parish. Nino writes,



“While they invoked the Holy Spirit, I felt a very strange
sensation, a great warmth invaded my body, a strong tingling
in all my limbs, as if a new strength entered me and something
old left. At that moment I said my ‘yes’ to the Lord, accepted
my cross, and was reborn to a new life, becoming a new man.
Ten years of despair erased in a few moments, because an
unknown joy entered my heart. I desired the healing of my
body, but the Lord granted me an even greater grace: spiritual
healing.”

A new path began for Nino: from “witness of
despair” he became a “pilgrim of hope.” No longer isolated in
his little room but an “ambassador” of this hope, he shared
his experience through a broadcast on a local radio station
and — an even greater grace — God gave him the joy of being
able to write with his mouth. Nino confides: “In March 1979
the Lord performed a great miracle for me: I learned to write
with my mouth. I started like this; I was with my friends
doing homework, I asked for a pencil and a notebook, I began
making marks and drawing something, but then I discovered I
could write, and so I began to write.” He then began to write
his memoirs and correspond with people of all kinds around the
world, thousands of letters still preserved today. The
regained hope made him creative; now Nino rediscovered the joy
of relationships and wanted to become — as much as he could -
independent. With a stick he used with his mouth and an
elastic band attached to the phone, he dialed numbers to
communicate with many sick people, offering them words of
comfort. He discovered a new way to face his suffering, which
brought him out of isolation and set him on the path to
becoming a witness to the Gospel of joy and hope. “Now there
is so much joy in my heart, there is no more pain in me, in my
heart there is Your love. Thank you, my Lord Jesus, from my
bed of pain I want to praise you and with all my heart thank
you because you called me to know life, to know true life.”

Nino changed perspective, made a 360° turn — the
Lord gave him conversion — and placed his trust in that



merciful God who, through “misfortune,” called him to work in
His vineyard, to be a sign and instrument of salvation and
hope. Thus, many who came to console him left comforted, with
tears in their eyes. They did not find on that little bed a
sad and gloomy man, but a smiling face that radiated — despite
many sufferings, including bedsores and respiratory problems —
the joy of living; the smile was constant on his face, and
Nino felt “useful from the bed of the cross.” Nino Baglieri is
the opposite of many people today, constantly searching for
the meaning of life, aiming for easy success and the happiness
of fleeting and worthless things, living online, consuming
life with a click, wanting everything immediately but with
sad, dull eyes. Nino apparently had nothing, yet he had peace
and joy in his heart. He did not live isolated but supported
by God’s love expressed through the embrace and presence of
his entire family and more and more people who knew him and
connected with him.

3. Rekindling Hope

Building hope means that every time I am not
satisfied with my life and I commit to changing it. Every time
I do not let negative experiences harden me or make me
distrustful. Every time I fall and try to get up, not allowing
fears to have the last word. Every time, in a world marked by
conflicts, I choose trust and always try again, with everyone.
Every time I do not flee from God’s dream that tells me, “I
want you to be happy,” “I want you to have a full life.. full
even of holiness.” The pinnacle of the virtue of hope 1is
indeed a gaze toward Heaven to live well on earth or, as Don
Bosco would say, walking with feet on the ground and heart in
Heaven.

In this furrow of hope, the Jubilee finds
fulfillment, which, with its signs, asks us to set out, to
cross some frontiers.

First sign, the pilgrimage: when moving from one
place to another, one 1is open to the new, to change. Jesus'’
whole life was “a setting out,” a journey of evangelization



fulfilled in the gift of life and beyond, with the
Resurrection and Ascension.

Second sign, the door: in John 10:9 Jesus says, “I
am the door; if anyone enters through me, he will be saved; he
will come in and go out and find pasture.” Passing through the
door means being welcomed, being community. The Gospel also
speaks of the “narrow door”: the Jubilee becomes a path of
conversion.

Third sign, the profession of faith: expressing
belonging to Christ and the Church and declaring it publicly.

Fourth sign, charity: charity is the password to
heaven; in 1 Peter 4:8 the apostle Peter admonishes, “Keep
fervent in your love for one another, because love covers a
multitude of sins.”

Fifth sign, therefore, reconciliation and Jubilee
indulgence: it is a “favorable time” (cf. 2 Cor 6:2) to
experience God’s great mercy and walk paths of rapprochement
and forgiveness toward others; to live the prayer of the Our
Father where we ask, “forgive us our debts as we forgive our
debtors.” It is becoming new creatures.

Even in Nino’'s life, there are episodes that
connect him — along the “thread” of hope — to these Jubilee
dimensions. For example, his repentance for some childhood
mischiefs, like when three of them (he recounts), “stole the
offerings from the sacristy during Masses, we used them to
play foosball. When you meet bad companions, they lead you
astray. Then one took the Oratory keys and hid them in my
schoolbag in the study; they found the keys, called the
parents, gave us two slaps, and kicked us out of school.
Shame!” But above all, in Nino'’s life there 1is charity,
helping the poor person in physical and moral trial, reaching
out to those with psychological struggles, and writing to
brothers in prison to testify to them God’s goodness and love.
Nino, who before the fall had been a bricklayer, writes, “[I]
liked to build with my hands something that would last over
time: even now I feel like a bricklayer working in God’s



Kingdom, to leave something that lasts, to see the Wonderful
Works of God that He accomplishes in our Life.” He confides,
“My body seems dead, but my heart keeps beating in my chest.
My legs do not move, yet I walk the paths of the world.”

4. Pilgrim Toward Heaven

Nino, a consecrated Salesian cooperator of the
great Salesian Family, ended his earthly “pilgrimage” on
Friday, March 2, 2007, at 8:00 a.m., at only 55 years old,
having spent 39 years tetraplegic between bed and wheelchair,
after asking forgiveness from his family for the hardships his
condition caused. He left this world dressed in tracksuit and
sneakers, as he expressly requested, to run in the green
flowering meadows and leap like a deer along the streams. We
read in his spiritual Testament, “I will never stop thanking
you, 0 Lord, for having called me to You through the Cross on
May 6, 1968. A heavy cross for my young strength..” On March 2,
life — a continuous gift that begins with parents and 1is
slowly nurtured with wonder and beauty 