ASH WEDNESDAY
Homily: «We implore you in the name of Christ:
be reconciled to God »(2 Cor 5,20).
1. Where is our God? Where is He at work, working marvels?
God is present and working marvels where there is a  people that returns to Him with all their hearts with sorrow for their sins, not tearing their garments but turning to welcome Him.
Lent is meant for Easter, for the Ascension, for the transformation of our lives as individuals, as the Church, as the  Congregation, as the Salesian Family. It means living more intensely our being in Christ, at the service of the young , so that we may become entirely His, and they be capable of offering themselves to Him: it is He who saves them, filling them with joy and with hope.
The passage from the prophet Joel (2, 12-18) reminds us that on our Lenten journey there can be falsehood and deceit. Someone who lives through Lent solely in an external manner with rites and routine practices, empty of God, without interior change is really wearing a mask, not concerned about God and Jesus Christ. He makes himself a prisoner putting at the centre of things his own self-interests. 
In other words, there is the danger of going through Lent focused on oneself  without higher thoughts or without really meeting  Christ or one’s brothers and sisters. This can happen to anyone, even someone taking part in a General Chapter. We could be here celebrating the start of Lent without recognising our sins, our limitations, without repenting for then, or feeling the need for God’s pardon.
That would be a serious matter. It we behaved as though God did not exist, as though everything depended on us, it would be a betrayal of  the glorious history of our Congregation, which is a history of sacrifices, of a daily struggle, of lives consumed in communion with God and with the Church. And not just that. We would be putting at risk the work of this Chapter which like all the others, is not meant to be for our benefit but for the Kingdom of God and for the young. Looking for renewal without God’s help would be wishful thinking. Above all, it would demonstrate a  lack of that fraternal mysticism which is a feature of our houses and of our charism. We would be condemning ourselves to a progressive spiritual drought, to apostolic and vocational  sterility,
Therefore so as to be alive and fruitful let us welcome and respond to the invitation to conversion that Paul addresses to the Corinthians: «Now is the acceptable time, now is the day of salvation » (2 Cor 6,2). «Now»! And, then, without artifice or exaggeration we can recognise together: «Have mercy on us Lord, for we have sinned. Save us»! Not our will but yours O Lord be done! Not our religious hypocrisy but your glory. Not our tasteless salt but your leaven. Not our wealth and opulence, not our merely human sense of security but your fulness. Your thirst for God and for the young. Therefore we pray:: «Spare you people Lord! Do not make your heritage a thing of shame ». Only if our lives are saved by Christ will we not be mocked. Unbelievers, the prophet Joel reminds us, will not be able to sneer, saying «Where is their God?» (Joel 2,17). With Him, with the Lord of life and of history everything can be restored and renewed. In the world there could be a spring without end.

2. In a constant state of mission and of conversion
Therefore let us not put off our conversion, our meeting with the Lord. Tomorrow is not ours to presume. God is not mocked. He forgives sinners and spits out the lukewarm (cf Apoc. 3,16). 
But the urgency of this particular « favourable time », provided by Ash Wednesday with its special ceremonies is not limited solely  to a ‘here’ and ‘now’ soon over and done with. The attitude of conversion needs to continue throughout the period of the Chapter, and afterwards as well when everyone goes back to their own Provinces. This mean having a broader horizon and a long-term view, ready to put into practice community procedures that will build up the Salesian Family in the third millennium. Gradually as the various topics are considered it will be necessary to have the courage of conversion, proposing the relevant changes spiritual, institutional and practical. Pope Francis in his Exhortation Evangelii gaudium (=EG), encourages all communities to be daring and  creative, and at this stage in history to  embark on a determined process of discernment, purification and reform (cf EG n. 30). He urges them to choose and to put into practice all the means necessary to review structures  – including the Papacy (cf EG n. 32),  he does not hesitate to declare -  a task of rethinking the goals, structures, style and methods of evangelization in their respective communities and the use of resources, so as to live in a “constant state of mission”, without compromises or delay.
In this context, please allow me to express the hope - although there is probably no need for me to do so, but I feel to say it will do no harm - that the Exhortation I have just referred to will not be put to one side nor forgotten too quickly. It would be a very good thing if it were taken into account in your work in the Chapter In fact it contains an approach and an inspiration that could confirm, strengthen and spur us on to do more and to do it better. We will discover reminders of the realism of the social dimension of the Gospel, which will help us to bring to today’s world the Salesian charism and pedagogy, sowing the new life of Jesus Christ in today’s globalised world ever more secularised  with a pervasive aggressive approach. As Sons of Don Bosco – a saint with a social conscience – we cannot leave outside our missionary and educative concerns, especially in the many Academic Centres with which we are blessed the aim of forming – taking into account the diversity of multi-religious contexts -  «good Christians and upright citizens ». The young need Jesus Christ. They have a right to Him! Together with a new humanism open to the transcendent. The strong and courageous words of Pope Francis: rejecting a globalisation of indifference, an economy of exclusion, the idolatry of money, in favour of a market economy and a society that includes, especially the poorest; and a revolution of tenderness (cf EG n. 88) – in which people especially the young take on responsibility in the Church,  in public  institutions and in the human family.

3. An icon: a people on the march joyful and at peace 
Being a people «outward looking », with the insatiable desire to offer the mercy of God the Father. A Church that gets involved, on its knees  before others especially the poorest in order to serve them to give in their bodies and souls – the suffering body of Christ -; being a Church that «accompanies» the human race and the new generations in their ascent towards the fulness of Christ; being a Church that celebrates and rejoices in every victory over evil fighting for what is good. That is what we have to be. This is the sort of people we have to keep in mind and promote: a new people – like those we have often seen recently surrounding the casket of Don Bosco as it travelled round our towns round the world; a crowd of people joyful and content because they have been saved, freed from sin, from sadness, from emptiness within: people already building a new world  more fraternal, just and peaceful.
May Mary Help of Christians and the Salesian saints come to our assistance! May we live and bear witness to a Lent that is for Easter!
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