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Preface

This work, halfway between a simple list of terms and a dictionary proper, was born
in November 1996 at the suggestion of the Pontifical Salesian University’s Institute
of Spirituality in Rome. It was intended to enlighten, in an accessible manner, those
interested in the spirituality of Don Bosco and the Salesian Family that draws its
inspiration from him: Salesians, Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, Cooperators,
Volunteers of Don Bosco, Past Pupils, members of the various religious Congregations
associated with that family, friends or simple sympathisers, in search of clear information
on one or the other aspect of Salesian life.

Itis therefore nota high-level dictionary, accompanied by an up-to-date bibliography
that allows one to progress in the study of the different issues raised. The author
has had no other aim than to give an insight into often difficult and delicate topics.
These annotations, which are clearly always quite incomplete in themselves and will
therefore not fail to annoy specialists, have no other ambition than to introduce a
reflection around the words chosen by the author. Those who seck a treatise or treatises
on spiritual theology, “which develop a theology capable of honouring Trinitarian
thought, the ecclesial dimension of Christian life, the consideration of mediations and a
correct Christian anthropology”, according to the wishes of one of my most enlightened
correspondents, will be totally disappointed. Rather will they be interested in consulting
one of the dictionaries of spiritual life or religious life that have appeared in recent
years, for example, the valuable Dictionnaire de spiritualité whose seventeen-volume
publication by Beauchesne in Paris began in 1932 and ended in 1995.

This volume is therefore intended for people pressed for work and largely active in
the world of Don Bosco’s sons and daughters. Experience is beginning to teach me that
several are already using it in their sermons or personal meditations. May I be allowed to
be grateful to the Lord, who is rich in grace?

Francis Desramaut
Toulon, 31 January 2000
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Introduction

Salesian spirituality’

Salesian spirituality, as conceived by Don Bosco (1815-1888) in his time, was and
remains a simple matter.” In the middle of the twentieth century, one of his most
insightful witnesses, Fr Alberto Caviglia, summed it up for young Salesians through a
series of ten commandments. Here, he announced, is the “Salesian Decalogue.”

What did Don Bosco want his Salesians to be like? Here is a simple gauge. A
person who does not want to work is no Salesian. One who is not moderate
in eating and drinking (temperante) is no Salesian. One who is not in reality
poor is no Salesian. One who is not kind-hearted is no Salesian. One who is
not pure is no Salesian. One who is disobedient (izdocile) is no Salesian. One
who is undisciplined (/zbertino) is no Salesian. One who acts without the right
intention is no Salesian. One who does not possess a Eucharistic soul is no
Salesian. One who is not devoted to Mary is no Salesian. Now rewrite these

sentences as positive commands and you have the Salesian Decalogue.’

Don Bosco, a practical man, only dreamed at night time. Once he got up, he thought
only about being active. Though he revered metaphysics, he left it to slumber in books.
Speculation did not tempt him. Moreover, lofty considerations would have put his
audience to sleep. He advised his priests against them when they were preaching. “Tell
stories, appeal to them, use language close to the people. That way, you won’t waste your
time. You will be useful to young people and to all your listeners.” His spirit and therefore
the spirituality he left his sons as his legacy, in this case the members of his Salesian Family,
suffered from it as a result. They were thought to be simplistic. Something that was
possible, but not a sure thing. This kind of hypothesis should be tested. Did the writers
of the Gospels cultivate abstraction? For nearly two thousand years, the parables and the
beatitudes with which their texts are studded have nourished the most delicate mystical
souls. Real simplicity need not be stodgy. The vivid metaphor even conceals a richness
of evocation that the bare concept lacks.

But is Salesian spirituality as static as Fr Caviglia believed, for whom Don Bosco
and his posterity were one and the same? It has certainly changed during the twentieth
century. Better yet, would it not have evolved to conform to the present century, like all
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of Catholicity around it? In this essay, we would like to look at it a little more closely, not
only as it blossomed in the soul of a nineteenth-century Piedmontese priest, but even in
the perhaps unexpected forms it took at the dawn of the year two thousand.

What is spirituality?

What do we actually mean by the expression “the spirituality of the Salesian Family”,
a term that encompasses men and women religious and lay people, consecrated or not,
who want to follow Don Bosco?

We must first distinguish between “spirituality” and “spirit”, two cognate terms
whose meanings only partially overlap. A set of ideas and feelings guides how
communities behave. This is their spirit, whether it be good or not. “The spirit of the
monarchy is war for expansion; the spirit of the republic is peace and moderation”,
wrote Montesquieu,* who had yet to live through the turbulent period of the French
Revolution. Religious societies, like any community, have a spirit that is peculiar to them.
Not without reason, the Society of Jesus has long been attributed with a spirit of its
own. “No work is ever published by us that does not have the spirit of our society”,
Blaise Pascal quoted one of its members as saying.’ The powerful originality of the spirit
of the various religious societies is easily explained. A common rule of life, structures,
customs, patterns and habits easily distinguish set the atmosphere of the Jesuit world
apart from the Benedictine world. The Rule of St Benedict and St Ignatius’ Exercises
shaped the habits and hearts of their followers. Monks or active religious cultivate values
and reproduce examples that differ, and preach the style of relationships inside either the
abbey or the residence. The visitor feels it as soon as he enters there. Let’s call this kind
of invisible driving force scattered across a religious community its spzrs¢, which decides
personal or communal behaviour and sometimes manages to affect even the appearance
of its members.

Spirituality, derived from the word spirit, is obviously related to it. This word can
have several meanings. Let’s try to be specific. For us, it is not a question of the simple
“nature of what is spiritual, independent of matter and body”, in the primary sense
of spirituality. In this case the term has a necessarily religious resonance. Spirituality is
always religious. This is a first specific feature. But the meaning of the word must still
be refined. Two related meanings which must at least be distinguished, are attached to
it in contemporary vocabulary. Spirituality applies either subjectively to the spiritual life
(marked by religion) of a person or group, or, objectively, to the principles, beliefs and
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practices that govern that spiritual life. We speak of the spirituality of St Francis of Assisi
in the first sense, and, in the second, of the spirituality of the Friars Minor, his followers.
Before we choose between them let us carefully settle into the Christian order of things.
There is no religious life, therefore no spirituality in the sense that we give this word,
apart from a relationship with God. The Christian’s religion makes the individual an
adopted son or daughter of God the Father. But the individual encounters this Father
only in Christ, his incarnate Son, and under the movement of the Spirit. This person’s
spiritual life and therefore their spirituality must (or should) be rooted in the Holy Spirit.
The Christian mystic, whose soul responds to the divine expectation, lives by the Spirit
in which Christ is discovered. Principles, beliefs and practices of spirituality are only
thinkable in the Holy Spirit. Moreover, as a consequence of the Incarnation, this Spirit
is at work only in time, that is, in the mediating environment which is the Church. This
digression does not remove us from the simple and practical world that is dear to the
Salesian tradition. When the Spirit of God guides someone peacefully, the true mystic,
if we follow Henri Bergson, enjoys

an intellectual health that is solidly based, exceptional, and easily recognisable.
It is manifested by the taste for action, the ability to adapt and readapt
to circumstances, grmness coupled with flexibility, Frophetic discernment of
the possible and the impossible, a spirit of simplicity that triumphs over
complications, and finally superior common sense.® Bergson’s mysticism was
very similar to our Don Bosco’s.

Salesian spirituality will not be used here, except indirectly, to designate the Salesian
spirit, the one normally found in communities that claim to belong to Don Bosco;
nor will it designate the more or less successful spiritual life of those who follow him.
Intentionally, as we strive to move from the subject(s) to their objectified mentality, to
what, in theory, directs their thoughts and actions, we will designate spirituality as being
the set of principles, ideas, feelings and models of conduct of Don Bosco’s followers in
fidelity to the Holy Spirit. This relationship to the Spirit should allow us to escape from
merely behavioural sociology. For the Spirit living in the Church provides us with a tool
for discernment in a changing reality that is at once historical, imperfect and dynamic.

Salesian spirituality is fluid

The spirituality of a religious society, even though we would like to define it once and for
all, is indeed a fluid thing. Filled with reverential piety where their founder is concerned,
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his followers, especially his most immediate ones, did not willingly recognise this obvious
fact. Because they weaken the social construct, any modifications to the original form are
distressing. For is not spirituality an integral part of the original form of their society?

Blessed Philip Rinaldi, the then Rector Major, understood this very well in 1931, a
few months before his death, when he wrote an entire circular letter on the theme: “Let
us preserve and practice our traditions.”

The natural attraction to all things new can lead to the neglect of tradition; we
can forget that it is one thing to run after new things, another to always be at the
forefront of all progress, as Don Bosco did and wanted us to do. Progress that
forces us to renounce any of our best traditions, however small, does not suit us,
my dear friends. In such cases, let us remain quietly in the rearguard to preserve
our father’s heritage and we shall benefit in every way.”

In truth, however, spirituality must be understood as a complex and evolving thing.
Ideas, principles of behaviour, common feelings and accepted models inevitably change
with the years and particular societies. Some fade, others appear or gain strength. Their
hierarchy can be turned on its head. This mindset lives on in history. All observers note
that the life of the majority of religious societies changed greatly in the Western world
during the seventies of this twentieth century. As proof of this it would be enough to
enter a Carmelite convent or a Visitation monastery. What has become of the grills and
black veils of old, recalled only here and there by a few enigmatic examples? Spirituality
has evolved in these places. The principle of separation, as a means of escaping from the
world, has been greatly undermined. The idea of entering religion has been changed.
Certain austerities are no longer appropriate. Revered models are neglected or totally
forgotten. Is that a good thing? Is it better? One should be careful not to consider
what might merely be concessions to human fragility as progress. History has indeed
undergone countless reforms of religious life as a result of changes that people now
deplore. As the twentieth century draws to a close, we do not know what potential
revivals of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries there might be. The fact remains
that for many religious societies, the spirituality that regulates behaviour is not quite the
same today as it was yesterday.

It would be extraordinary if the Salesian Family had escaped this evolutionary trend.
The walls of abbeys and Carthusian monasteries was no protection from contact with a
changing world. The Salesian Family’s apostolic activity immerses it in the world and in
the Church. Being involved in the surrounding culture is an obligation for it, even when
it has to judge and condemn it. The Salesian Family never ceases to receive the messages
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which might come as orders from the Holy See. The saintly Rector Major, Fr Rua, had
a bitter experience of this at the beginning of the twentieth century. At an earlier date I
happened to write a book on the spirituality lived and taught by Don Bosco. I measured
the distance between his perception of the world, including its religious dimension (the
way he considered the Bible, history, miracles, the Church, religions or the sacraments)
and the perception of these things that has become the norm a century after his death.
Salesian spirituality has necessarily evolved over the years. The one we know today is no
longer the spirituality of Don Bosco, but the spirituality of a community in the century
that followed his. It has a history that can be studied from generation to generation. We
will return to this issue.

By way of summary: by Salesian spirituality we mean the living, and therefore
changing set of ideas, feelings, principles, behaviours and models which more or less
clearly and consciously direct the spiritual life of the religious family that came into being
through Don Bosco.

The origins of Don Bosco’s religious experience

At the root of this spirituality lies the experience of the founder, Don Bosco. It will
always be impossible to ignore it. When they read and reconstruct their spirituality one
cannot imagine the Benedictines forgetting St Benedict, the Franciscans® St Francis of
Assisi, the Dominicans’ St Dominic, the Jesuits’ St Ignatius of Loyola, the Oratorians’
St Philip Neri or the Redemptorists’ St Alphonsus Liguori. The founders imprinted a
character essential to their identity on their religious societies. To ignore this is to do it
harm. However, this imprint is not necessarily significant in every respect. Thus, it would
be necessary to wait for Father Daniel Brottier (1876-1936) to have a pattern of spiritual
life in the Oenvre des Orphelins-Apprentis d Autenil (The Work of Orphan-Apprentices),
founded in Paris in 1866 by Abbé Louis Roussel. Don Bosco did not just put his
stamp on the work he established, but also on the spirituality of his Salesian Family. He
established what Egidio Vigano called his “spiritual school”, calling him the caposcuola
(founder) of a new style of holiness.® This school of holiness was generated not by
doctrine, but by religious experience.

Authentic religious experience takes place in voluntary adherence to the divine
absolute, adherence to a fabric as varied and as rich as life itself. Man is indeed an
incarnate spiritual being marked by his environment and the experience he has acquired;
his judgements and decisions are based on multiple experiences and data. Religious
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experience is “the act — or set of acts — by which he grasps himself, thus surrounded, in
relation to God.”™

In this environment, in which we distinguish three levels, there is first of all the
primitive data made up of race, nature, heredity and temperament. Without always
being aware of it, experience, even of the most spiritual kind, is rooted in space and time;
we call this vital or essential experience. There is also social experience conveyed by family,
environment, school and profession, made up of influences that shape personality and
decisions. But the most important is the personal element of human experience shaped
by instinctive and reflective choices, diverse reactions, a chance psychological event, a
behaviour or a way of being and assimilating experience. This personal data does not yet
imply a judgement of finality or freedom. The three kinds of data (the vital, the social
and the personal) flesh out the experience of the embodied person and command his
vision of Being and of beings. A sort of “middle ground between nature and actions”,
they are both an enrichment and a burden. Man is shaped by life; he is never naked or
neutral in the face of truth and values. Habits, powers of inclination and transformation,
make up a fund of spiritual dispositions for him that open or close the door to the
Infinite. It is in this already oriented movement that the individual is confronted with
choices concerning his existence and the meaning of all reality. These successive choices,
made over the course of his history, weave his experience, first and foremost his religious
experience.

Experience is properly spiritual when, in the face of the Infinite, it amounts to a
total and radical act of awareness, involving the whole person in all of their multiple and
constituent relationships. It is spiritual, profound and total, when it is “an experience
taken in its personal totality, with all its structural elements and all its principles of
movement; an experience built and grasped in lucidity”, when it emanates “from an
awareness that is self-possessive and in the generosity of a love that gives itself; in short,
[when it is] a fully personal experience in the strict sense of the word.”

In his deepest spiritual experience John Bosco was conditioned by very typical data
which we need to reflect on to understand his lifelong experience and enter into his
personal spirituality.

The Piedmontese stock which he came from was much more akin to the industrious
ant than the musical cicada. The tenant farmers in the countryside were eager to
become small landowners. Hardworking, persevering and with their own winning ways,
Piedmontese peasants were also pleasant to deal with. The Catholic religion had shaped
Piedmont since antiquity. Dissenters, uniformly described as Protestants, and pagans,
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who could only be “savages”, were treated with contempt. The parish priest ruled
the village. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, new ideas from neighbouring
revolutionary France were considered suspect and dangerous. Like the rest of the
Bosco family, John was a hard worker. His kindness and smile were unfailing. And he
would never envisage the possibility of salvation, let alone holiness, outside of Roman
Catholicism.

The Bosco family, led by Margaret Occhiena who had lost her husband when John
was about twenty months old, was eminently pious. Margaret accustomed her sons to a
life of hardship and mortification: simple meals, a hard straw mattress, early mornings.
Above all, she took great care to teach her children religion, accustom them to obey and
provide them with things to be done that were adapted to their age. The Bosco family
prayed morning and evening. “When I was still very small,” Don Bosco explained, “she
herself taught me to pray. As soon as I was old enough to join my brothers, she made
me kneel with them morning and evening. We would all recite our prayers together,
including the rosary.”*? Daily prayer in common in the morning and evening were then
the rule in Piedmontese families, as well as the rosary in the evening. Three times a day,
the family greeted Mary with the Angelus. Illiterate, Margaret nevertheless knew by heart
the main lessons of the diocesan catechism. According to her biographer Lemoyne, a
moraliser as ever, but, in this case he spoke the truth, she knew “how great is the power
of a mother’s Christian upbringing, and that God’s law, taught by the catechism every
evening and reinforced during the day, is the best way to make children obedient to their
mothers. So she repeated the questions and answers as many times as necessary for them
to commit them to memory.”!! Don Bosco himself testified to this: “I knew the entire
lictle catechism ... Because we lived far from the parish church, the parish priest did not
know us, and my mother had to do almost all the religious instruction.”* We can be
sure that she began by teaching little John the formula and gesture of the sign of the
cross, with which Christians from early times began all their important acts. In this way,
she instilled in her children the idea of an ever-present personal God. This conviction
never left John Bosco. He began to live under the gaze of the God of the Our Father,
Lord of supreme dignity and the infinitely good father who gives us our “daily bread”,
forgives the faults we have committed and restrains the unfortunate on the verge of
re-offending. When the child was seven or eight years old, Margaret carefully prepared
him for his confession. “Sin” became something horrible and dreadful to him. She would
later watch over his his First Communion at Easter 1827. During the preceding Lent
she had accompanied him three times to the confessional. At home, she had made him

pray or read an edifying book and had given him plenty of advice. When the big day
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arrived, she would not let him talk to anyone, and went with him to the church. First
of all the “preparation”, then the communicant’s “act of thanksgiving”, that is, she
took part in the recitation of the appropriate “acts” which the parish priest said aloud
then had the congregation repeat.’® In this way, under the guidance of his mother, the
child experienced a quality sacramental life, which, as a priest, he would continue to
recommend to his followers.

However, his spiritual life still lacked depth. As a teenager, he had the good fortune
to meet a priest who gave him food for thought. Saddened by his inability to study for
the priesthood he was longing for, Fr Calosso, the chaplain in his hamlet, offered to
help him when he was already fourteen. He gave him the fatherly support he had always
unconsciously sought around him. The boy also found a director for his soul in this
elderly priest. Fr Calosso encouraged him to go to confession and Holy Communion,
and to do a little “meditation” (a short spiritual reading) every day. His religious life,
hitherto very formal, was taking a turn for the better. “From then on I began to savour
the spiritual life”, he wrote. “Up till then I had acted in a purely mechanical way, not
knowing the reasons.”!*

His training as a college student and seminarian took place at the time of the
Restoration, that is to say in an officially very strict period in terms of morality and very
demanding both for young people and for their teachers. We can see what his spiritual life
was through the examples he admired and endeavoured to reproduce in himself. Luigi
Comollo and Fr Giuseppe Cafasso were the main ones. Let’s just talk about the first of
them. Luigi Comollo, a boy about his own age (he was two years younger than him),
a school friend, and then together at the seminary, was of an opposite temperament to
his. Bosco, a solid and irascible young man, loved sport, if not a fight. Comollo allowed
himself to be insulted without flinching. Bosco contented himself with the regulatory
requirements in matters of piety while Comollo liked long periods of adoration in the
church. Bosco added nothing to the acts of mortification provided for by rules in force
at the time, while Comollo fasted rigorously even though dispensed from such because
of his age. The friendship which united their hearts caused John to defer to Luigi, made
him accept all his remarks and gradually transformed his tastes. He was experiencing
genuine piety.

On the eve of entering the seminary, John thus made some important resolutions
regarding a more austere life. He brought all the ardour of his twenties to the task. “My
life in the past had not been wicked, but I had been proud and dissipated, given over to
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amusements, games, acrobatics and other such things. These pursuits gave passing joy
but did not satisfy the heart.”’>

Henceforth he would no longer go to public shows at fairs and markets, he would
no longer be seen at balls and theatres, and, if possible, he would no longer take part in
festivities. No more sleight of hand, magic tricks, tightrope walking; no more violin, no
more hunting. “These things I hold totally contrary to ecclesiastical dignity and spirit.”1¢

The cleric Bosco would therefore live a retiring life, he would be moderate with
food and drink and would take only the time for rest essential to his health. He would
serve his God with religious readings, replacing the secular ones to which he had, in his
opinion, given too much attention. He would fight the pitfalls of chastity with all his
might: thoughts, words and deeds. A little spiritual reading, and tell atleast one uplifting
story a day, even if only to his mother. He wrote these resolutions, he then tells us, to fix
them firmly in his mind, went before an image of the Blessed Virgin, read them, prayed
and promised Mary to observe them “no matter what sacrifice it cost.”"” “Temperance”
would be one of the defining features of his spiritual experience.

He did not, however, treat vile nature as an enemy. In the battle between the
theologians of his time in Turin after his ordination, he found himself on the side of
the Liguorians rather than the “probabiliorists” who were labelled Jansenists for their
rigour. He thus sided with a gospel understanding in preference to inhuman legalism.
Alphonsus Liguori was his moralist theologian and his master of spirituality, even if he

felt he had to modify some of the things he said.

His spiritual experience proper, in the sense given to this above, had been sketched
in his early years. He had been offered a choice in life from his childhood. He had given
himself to God, or more precisely to Christ and his Mother, whom he thought he met
in a dream. The dream when he was nine years of age, during which these two characters
had invited him to work for children some of whom were foulmouthed, had decided the
meaning of his life. We judge his dream only from the dreamer’s oft-repeated memory.
Faced with many animals, some of them wild ones, he was told by Mary, “This is the
field of your work. Make yourself humble, strong and energetic. And what you will see
happening to these animals in a moment is what you must do for my children.”®

He looked again. The animals were replaced by very gently lambs who seemed to
be welcoming Jesus and his mother. The gift, strengthened over the years, then made
sacred by priestly ordination, was complete. John never forgot it. His vocation would
always be apostolic, even if he wondered about its precise form (in the diocesan clergy or
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in a religious congregation). But he was energetic, intelligent and very sensitive. Taking
it easy was something suspect for him, especially for a priest. Pious desires did not satisfy
him: he looked around, noticed what was needed and acted.

His gift to the Lord would result in the service of people, especially the young
and the poor, to whom he would consecrate his life. His motto would be “Give me
souls.” It is for them that he founded, despite the difficulties, two religious societies,
the Salesians in 1859, the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in 1872, systematically
adding “Cooperators” to them, who were not obliged to live in community under a
regime of duly pronounced religious vows. It was to these sons and daughters, for whom
he was a model of life, that Don Bosco passed on his spiritual experience.

These were his free choices “for the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls”,
in the words that were dear to him. In his undertakings he experienced the good favour
of the Virgin Mary and the support of Divine Providence. He was God’s, and God was
for him. He insisted on repeating this. “God is for us, he encourages us on the path we
are following” he told his followers. Don Bosco’s profound and total religious experience

lasted for all of his life.

Don Bosco’s spirituality

Don Bosco lived this fundamental experience according to a spirituality. That s to say, in
the sense given above to this term: a set of principles, ideas and behaviours which we must
endeavour to sum up here, their details being referred to in everything that follows.?”

Over time, this spirituality acquired the form of an original kind of moderate
humanism. He was born into a conservative world, but his natural wisdom, the
necessities of life, and the movement of his time urged him to adapt to the world in
which he lived. His love of fine literature, games and shows could have made him a
humanist in the ancient tradition of his country, if an ideology similar to The Imitation
of Christ had not ended up moderating his youthful enthusiasm. And he was formed
by rigorous clerics with Jansenist tendencies. But the schools of the Liguorians and
the Ultramontanes, the attitudes and teachings of Saint Philip Neri, Saint Francis de
Sales, Saint Vincent de Paul and others also belonging to the same tendencies, those
who prevailed in the Church at the time of the first Vatican Council, ultimately won
him over. He believed in the redemptive and sanctifying value of apostolic action, and
founded Congregations whose members were as close as possible to common Christian
associations. He proposed a Christian way of life to children and adults, lay people and
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religious, in short, to all those he reached through his institutions, his conferences and
his many books. This way of life was a spirituality.

The human being, created good, is marked by fate, weakness and evil. The human
being’s earthly existence is a marvellous gift of the Lord, but there is no rest except in
God, and after death. God wants everyone to be holy. But unfortunately, “infidels”
abound, without a relationship with Jesus, the only fount of salvation. And many
Christians go astray along life’s journey. Don Bosco’s optimism about human nature
was very relative. In his understanding, life was a race to death, whose point of arrival,
rest in God, could always be missed. But blessed is the one who progresses towards God
with his head, and especially with his “heart”, for such will be saved! If such a person
cultivates “virtue” perhaps he “will even become a saint”, like Aloysius Gonzaga and
Dominic Savio!

Don Bosco's spiritual world began to evolve: a just and good God, Christ as a
friend, model and source of life, the Virgin Mary, radiant with holiness and inexhaustible
kindness, a whole theory of blessedness, and finally, the visible Church, could only urge
him and his immediate followers to holiness understood as the heroism of Christian
virtue.

The spiritual person makes progress with the support of such a beatific environment,
both visible and invisible. Don Bosco himself made progress in this way in a real world, or
he made it real, which was the birthplace he came from but also was part of his personal
experience. He may have lived under the gaze of a God who was judge and father, with
a gentle and good historical Christ, a Eucharistic Christ “present in the tabernacle” as a
companion, with an Immaculate Virgin, Queen and Helper “terrible as an army arrayed
in battle”, with legions of angels and saints who could show the way of salvation and
perfection to human beings “of every age and condition”, but this can be explained by
his formation, the zeitgeist of the time, by the desires of his listeners or readers, or in
other words, by his world of relationships. It had to do essentially with his fundamental
choices of life for his God. He really felt that God, Mary and the saints were at his side.
This was the world of his life and therefore of his spirituality.

As apractical man, more interested in how things should be done than in speculative
justifications of results, when John Bosco had set himself a goal his agile mind
immediately applied itself, with all his resources, to the means he would use to achieve
it: an “oratory” to bring together young workers, trade workshops to give them a human
and religious upbringing by removing them from the dangers of the city, a network of
propagandists to disseminate his magazine, the Catholic Readings, throughout Italy, the
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Union of Salesian Cooperators to garner the goodwill of his country, Western Europe
and, who knows, the whole world... What should be done? That was his problem. No
one will be surprised that he dealt with questions of the soul in the same spirit. What
can I do for it? This soul must be enlightened, guided, nourished along life’s journey,
and exercised by appropriate aids or “instruments”. Don Bosco certainly believed in
asceticism and sanctification through charity — we will insist on this shortly — but he
believed first and foremost in the illuminating virtue of the Word, the support provided
by the sacrament of Penance, the divine strength provided by the Eucharist and spiritual
devotions.

Don Bosco’s spirituality was certainly not suspended somewhere between heaven
and earth to the point of forgetting the earth for love of heaven. The “human nature”
which was celebrated in his books did not disappear under the weight of sermons,
sacraments, devotions, and pious exercises which might have carried his immediate
followers away from the world and its joys. Earthly goods even helped to assure them
the peace and joy which their master held dear. In doing so, he probably deviated
from the Liguorian tradition, by which he was constantly inspired in asceticism, to
approach the Oratorian tradition of Saint Philip Neri and, through this, the whole of the
Italian Renaissance. One adverb suffices to measure how much he diftered from Liguori
with a proposition of St Alphonsus, who seemed to know only of the human being’s
super-terrestrial end: “You are not born nor should you live to enjoy, to enrich yourself
and become powerful, to eat, to drink and to sleep like brutes, but only to love your God
and for your eternal salvation” as St Alphonsus wrote, who apparently saw goods of this
world as only the means offered to the human being “to help him reach his greatend.” In
adapting these lines for The Companion of Youth, Don Bosco did not explicitly duplicate
the goals, saying, “The only end for which [God] created you is to be loved and served
[by you] in this life”, but he continued, at the cost of an implicit contradiction, to say
“So that you are not ozly in the world to enjoy, to enrich yourself, to eat, drink and sleep
as beasts do, but your end is to love your God and to save your soul.” He thus added a
natural end to enjoy, to be enriched ... to only the supernatural end which St Alphonsus
seemed to consider the only one, to love God and to save his soul.”’

Don Bosco’s “method of life” which was a spiritual method was enough, as he
explained to his boys (again in The Companion of Youth), to allow them to “also be a joy
to [their] parents, a glory to [their] country, good citizens on earth, and one day blessed
inhabitants of heaven.”?!
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Therefore he was not only concerned with the life beyond. Don Bosco wanted the
fulfilment of the legitimate desires of his subjects and their happiness in both orders, that
of grace first and foremost, but also that of nature. To make the human being happy in
body and soul, in all the physical and moral possibilities, and in the world that is his
until his death, such was his great desire. But he never lost sight of the religious essence
of the spiritual life. No happiness is possible, he taught, without God and a genuine
relationship with him.

The preference for God does not come without renunciation. Asceticism was an
integral part of Don Bosco’s spirituality. “Work and Temperance” was one of his slogans.
We must first and foremost renounce sin, and therefore its pleasures. Don Bosco was
constantly preoccupied with the purity (he preferred the less suggestive term “modesty”)
of his boys. Peace is assured to those who practise it. Peace is guaranteed to those who
practice an asceticism of renunciation and even more so of acceptance. “God generously
rewards sacrifices made in obedience to his Holy Will...”??

Finally, all spiritual life must be directed to the service of the greater glory of God.
We serve God through prayer and action. Don Bosco’s prayer was simple and dignified.
Without ever neglecting it and, still less, forgetting it, he leaned towards action, first of
all apostolic action, animated by charity and which aims at the total good of others. The
disciple of Saint Benedict prefers prayer, while the disciple of Don Bosco will prefer
action. The action triggered a kind of “ecstasy” in him, according to a term that the
Rector Major, Fr Vigano, borrowed from Saint Francis de Sales. This book, which this
essay introduces, will often speak of the style of this action, the main features of which
belong to his system of education, called the preventive system. There was nothing brutal
about Don Bosco’s action. Gentleness, agreeableness, if possible affection, imbued all
his relationships and those of his faithful disciples. He himself very much liked St Paul’s
words about charity. “Charity is patient....” From the time he had known about him, he
admired Francis de Sales, a doctor of charity and therefore of kindness, and made him a
model.

His richness of soul and heart, with his taste for action and some other traits
inherited from the best humanism of the sixteenth century, bring the spirit (and
therefore the spirituality) of Don Bosco closer to things that have conquered the Western
Christian world in the second half of the twentieth century for its greater good (at least
according to optimists): the concern for the health of body and mind, joie de vivre, the
“demystification” of prayer in favour of action, acceptance of pleasure, humility without
masochism, love shared equally. It also contained some antidotes to the inevitable
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deviations. Tomorrow’s eulogists of Don Bosco will demonstrate the very religious sense
of his spirituality, his true and complete renunciation, an eschatological approach that
so wonderfully and straightforwardly harmonised with the “incarnation” of the present,
a very Catholic sensitivity to the living and sacramental presence of God in the world
and other precious values, correct or complete tendencies, not all of which can avail
themselves of the promises of eternal life. For, in whatever century he or she lives, the
Christian will find true holiness only in Christ who died and is risen.

Saint Francis de Sales in Don Bosco’s spiritual school

Don Bosco led a school. He even left a legacy of holiness, a “living letter” in the hearts of
the young according to the words of John Paul II in his homily for the Beatification of
Laura Vicufia (3 September 1988). The pope went on to say,

This “letter” makes a particularly clear and eloquent statement in that from
generation to generation new saints and blesseds continue to arise out of
this heritage. We are familiar with the splendid retinue of chosen souls
formed in Don Bosco’s school. We may mention Saint Dominic Savio, Blessed
Michael Rua, Don Bosco's first successor, the blessed martyrs Louis Versiglia
and Callistus Caravario, Saint Mary Dominica Mazzarello, co-founder of the
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, and young Laura Vicufa, who today, on
the occasion of the Salesian jubilee, is raised to the glory of the altars.

Don Bosco’s spiritual school is part of an already long tradition. He himself
identified masters and models, such as Philip Neri and Alphonsus Liguori. Among
them, Francis de Sales came to the fore more and more with the passage of time. Let
me be clear here. It was chance (a very happy chance) between 1844 and 1846 that
made Francis de Sales the patron saint of the original oratory at the work run by the
Marchioness Barolo, and then at the Valdocco in Turin. Don Bosco was delighted, as
he explained (in his Memoirs of the Oratory), because in this way, he offered his close
co-workers a model of kindness, gentleness and zeal perfectly adapted to his ideas about
education. About fifteen years passed and, quite naturally, the patron saint of the oratory
became the patron saint of the religious family, the pious society of St Francis de Sales.
The founder certainly did not estimate all the consequences of his choice. But the result
was that he placed his embryonic spiritual school within the “Salesian” mould in the
literal sense. Henceforth, he and his disciples would be led to seek lessons for life not
only in the historical image (in which only Don Bosco was really interested), but in
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the often admirable written work of the Savoyard saint of the seventeenth century. His
disciples would study him with even greater gusto as the aflinities between Francis de
Sales and Don Bosco are many, as we will often have the opportunity to verify, despite
the frequently emphasised diversity of their appearance.

Three Salesian Rectors Major have said how they have reacted to this patronage.
Fr Paul Albera in 1921 in preparation for the third centenary of the death of Francis
de Sales, Luigi Ricceri in 1967, for the centenary of his birth, and Egidio Vigano
in 1990, in the letter that we will soon find on “Spiritualita salesiana per la nuova
evangelizzazione” >

“We, who must not only borrow his heart, but also his spirit, have a duty to surpass all
others in celebrating the event worthily.” And Fr Albera remarked that the providential
choice of the term ‘Salesian’ made Don Bosco’s mission “as a reflection or better a
continuation of the mission begun by Francis de Sales more than three centuries ago.”
The third centenary of the death of this saint would encourage the Salesians to deepen
their knowledge of his life and writings, in correlation with the work which bears his
name “and which, for this reason, is intended to disseminate and popularise, by all
available means, his spirit and his doctrine, already perfectly assimilated by Don Bosco
and brilliantly transfused by him in his system of education.”**

This overly generous conclusion should not lead us to forget the previous
observations, which placed Don Bosco’s message in the tradition of Francis de Sales de
Sales and urged the Salesians, his sons, to assimilate the spirit of this saint.

On the occasion of the fourth centenary of the birth of Saint Francis, in 1967,
the Rector Major Fr Luigi Ricceri dedicated a letter to the patron saint of the Salesian
Society. “For the Salesians,” he wrote, “Francis de Sales is a master of spirituality and, in
education, a model for the atmosphere of freedom, dialogue and loving-kindness that
he always advocated.” In the second part of his letter, he recalled that in this type of
apostolate, Francis de Sales was a model for Don Bosco and has remained so for his
disciples.”

Seventy years after Fr Albera, Fr Vigano rediscovered the eloquence of this Rector
Major on the importance of Francis de Sales in Salesian spirituality. The adjective
“Salesian” attached to the spirituality of his religious family encouraged him to “restore
St Francis de Sales to a more fitting and influential place in our spirituality.” For the
doctrine of this saint profoundly enriches Salesian spirituality and gives it a particular
direction. Fr Vigano explained himself by recalling his insistence on “apostolic charity”:
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“he is, in fact, the doctor of that kind of pastoral charity which is the summation and
centre of our apostolic spirit.” And he set out to show Francis de Sales as the initiator
of a powerful spiritual renewal. The author of the Introduction to the Devout Life in fact
made the practice of the gospel in the world amenable by valuing all conditions and states
of life; he harmonised interiority and external activity; he gave importance to everyday
life; he fought against rigourism; he demanded a concrete spirituality for all. The “devout
life” that he preached, gentle, easy and pleasant, was neither repulsive nor simple. Then
the Rector Major went on to the Treatise on the Love of God. Francis de Sales had, he
said, developed the “doctrine” (understand: theology) of the love of charity. The Treatise
seemed to him to be a “book of life, almost an autobiography”, an effort of constant
progress in a project of spiritual growth according to process that was not monastic, but
apostolic; a committed work, a kind of vademecum for the disciple who wants to live by
believing in the world. And he paused complacently on the opening sentence of the tenth
book of this great work: “Man is the perfection of the universe, the spirit is the perfection
of man, love that of the spirit, and charity that of love: that is why the love of God is the
end, the perfection and the excellence of the universe.” For Fr Vigano, unlike Francis,
the charity celebrated here could only be that of the/ apdtre an coenr mangé [translator’s
note: Literally, ‘the apostle of the eaten heart’, a reference to an ancient legend, rewritten
by Camus, but found in literature and art worldwide].

John Paul I, he continued, described Don Bosco as a “genius of the heart”. “In
St Francis de Sales the heart found not only one of the most genial interpreters of its
human riches made perfect by charity, but also a keen and contemplative thinker able to
discern its beating even to the highest level of the gift of itself in apostolic activity.” The
adjective ‘Salesian’, he wrote of his family’s spirituality, and to conclude his paragraph,
means “relaunching among youth a taste for God, the festivity that is life, commitment
for history. responsibility for all created things and a willing and generous sharing in
ecclesial responsibility.”2¢

These concluding sentences give us an idea of the extent to which the doctrine
of Saint Francis de Sales, read and rethought by Salesian teachers (from Don Bosco
onwards), served to illustrate their favourite ideas. The fact remains that over the years
the influence of St Francis de Sales on the Salesian tradition (of Don Bosco) has greatly
expanded. After a century, he was no longer just a model of kindness, charity and zeal,
but also a revered doctor, whose lofty lessons in spiritual theology they were invited to
ponder.



Introduction 43

Changing attitudes in the twentieth century

The Rectors Major Frs Albera and Vigano, who seriously addressed the question of
the influence of Francis de Sales on their society, were sensitive to changes in law and
mentality which affected Salesian life during the twentieth century.

Fr Paul Albera had suffered badly along with all his Congregation during the
1914-1918 War: the nations his Salesians lived in opposed to each other, works closed
or at risk, confreres, especially missionaries, engaged in combat, sometimes killed or
seriously wounded. Moreover, in 1917 a new Code of Canon Law was published
in Rome, which was intended to strongly influence the life of the Congregations.
The Rector Major was divided on the state of affairs resulting from the war: rather
enthusiastic at the beginning of 1920, he declared himself very pessimistic a fortnight
later.

On the first day of 1920 he told Provincials about his confidence in the future.

Tremendous changes have taken place in the world, and these in turn have
given rise to new situations, all of which affect the life and development of
our Congregation. Consider, for example, the amazing activity of the Apostolic
See. Its recent vigorous action will go down as a milestone in the annalz of the
Church’s disciplinary reform. I am referring to the promulgation of the new
code of canon law. Civil society also has undergone profound changes. Many
social barriers have fallen; many of the old ideas have been left behind; new
forces are stirring; everywhere new wholesome energies are being released. All
this movement holds out the hope that, with the Lord's help new bright and
beautiful days will dawn for the Church, and for all those who, with the Church
and for the Church, work for the good of souls....*”

But on 19 March 1921, his reflections on the public spirit that was the result of the
war were bleak. Unbridled egalitarianism and materialistic immorality saddened him:

We give thanks to God that the dreadful European war is over. But its many
evil effects are still with us, and will be with us no one knows for how long. Most
damaging among them is the overthrow of the principles that should at any time
guide the course of human society. All authority, whether divine or human, is
rejected out of hand; no longer are rights, rank, and status honoured. There are
those who would want everybody reduced to the same material and moral level.
In effect no longer is any consideration given to moral values; only that which
is material, indeed basely material, is of any account. This is the kind of air we
breathe, and it is so completely saturated with these pernicious errors that even
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good people may finally suffer contamination. For one is always under pressure
to conform to prevailing ways of thinking, and so to seek justification for one's
defection from those Christian principles that ought to serve as norm for life and
conduct.?®

Twenty years later, a second World War was still shaking up people’s thinking.
The cultural transformations that followed were not really perceived by the Salesian
authorities until they were recognised and highlighted by Vatican II (1962-1965). On
his return from the Council, Fr Vigano, who had participated in it as a theological peritus
for the Archbishop of Santiago de Chile, made it one of his favourite themes. The term
“sociocultural changes” appeared in 1978 in the title of the first part of his programmatic
address as Rector Major entitled “Not according to the flesh, but according to the
spirit”.?’

We are living in an hour of crisis, he announced, but it is an hour of Pentecost, “the
dawn of a new day, even if we don’t know how this day will go.”

The “signs of the times”, signs of “growth in humanity”, challenge us. The term
“signs of the times” in the clerical language of the time preferably designated the major
aspects of the mentality of the time. The signs noted by Fr Vigano concerned “the
whole man: in his way of being, acting and living with others.” “They are transforming
mentality, lifestyle and methods of action.” These signs according to him were: a) the
acceleration of history, b) a process of personalisation, c) a process of socialisation, d) a
process of secularisation, finally e) a process of liberation. And to proclaim the necessary
impact of these “processes” on Salesian life, because any Congregational renewal is
unthinkable if it is not “achieved in consonance with what man is today, with the culture
and lifestyle that surrounds us, in order to be effective signs of God in our time.”’!

The Rector Major was not fooled by the ambiguity of the “signs”, which partake of
the spontaneous appetites of a sinful humanity. It is indeed the same social sensibility
that led simultaneously to Lenin’s revolutionary movement and Cardinal Cardijn’s
renewal movement. But he clung to their aspects in accordance with the divine will, or,

if you like, the Gospel message.

The words he used need to be explained. For the “signs of the times”, as they had been
perceived by the Rector Major, were to strongly influence his spirituality, and thereby
the new spirituality of the Salesian Family. History is speeding up, he observed. Five
years is like a century. In a decade one social group gives way to another that opposes
it. Science, technology and political relations are constantly evolving. Let us think today
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of biology, computer science, multimedia, the end of the Cold War and the erasure
of communist Marxism. The stereotyped formulas of the past, which regulated the
days of apostolic organisations, often no longer apply the next day. The organisation
of the school changes, the presence in the hospital changes, the mentality of youth
changes, the problems of the parents differ with the years. The rapid evolution of
history forces managers to think, to study, to seek advice. Those who claim to have
an impact on their times must always be engaged in ongoing research. Throughout his
mandate (1978-1995), Fr Vigano sought a better expression of the great principles of
the spirituality of the religious family entrusted to him.

By “process of personalisation” he meant an “increased sense of the dignity of the
person.” The freedom, choices and decisions of people now have something sacred about
them. The subordinate may be right in his dialogue with the one in charge. Fr Albera
deplored this new mentality without naming it when, in 1921, he regretted the rejection
(with closed eyes!) of any authority. Sixty years later, authority alone which was not
guaranteed by competence, would command no better hearing than that claimed by
mere power. Moreover, there was little regard for personal fulfilment in the monasteries
of yesteryear. The process of personalisation challenged authoritarian systems, which
gave everything to the leader and cared little for the satisfaction of subordinates.

The enigmatic expression “process of socialisation” designates, among the “signs of
times”, the progress of individuals in their participation in the life of communities: the
neighbourhood, the city, politics, business, the union, the party, and also the religious
institute. The links between the “personalisation process” and this “socialisation
process” are obvious. The religious institute can no longer be regarded as the exclusive
business of superiors, Fr Vigano remarked. Paternalism is reprehensible. He denounced
in barely veiled terms the fascist ideology abandoning societies to their leaders or
“guides”, which had penetrated into the Salesian world in the first half of the century.??

The current socialisation was based on the interest of each member in the movement
of the organisation as a whole.

“Secularisation” is perhaps more familiar to us. By “secular” here, we mean the
secular world, whose autonomy secularisation recognises, an autonomy which religion
does not take from it (or no longer takes from it). “Temporal” and “world” are
equivalents of “secular”. The secularisation movement dates from the Middle Ages. In
the West the secular nature of the state is a consequence of secularisation. Politics have
thus been secularised. The Church’s attitude towards the world and her awareness of
her relation to the temporal have undergone change. Today, the temporal is no longer



One Hundred Keywords of Salesian Spirituality 46

only political power, but the social, the cultural, in a word the whole of human effort.
Fr Vigano remarked here that pedagogy cannot be deduced from the Gospel and that
the school, a cultural institution, is not in itself a Church structure. That said, the
temptation would be to cut off the “temporal”, i.e. the world, from God and the Church.
For a secularised world, God no longer exists. It is understandable that secularisation
poses delicate problems in mixed areas such as morality and education. The Church and
society have frequently clashed over bioethics in the latter half of the century ....

Finally, Fr Vigano saw another sign of the times in the “process of liberation”
underway in the twentieth century. It was not the liberation of the individual,
included for him in “personalisation”, but the liberation of peoples oppressed by unjust
structures. Liberation theology haunted this superior, who had lived for decades in Latin
America. This was the liberation of the Third World, but he felt that the entire Salesian
Family should feel concerned about this process.

Other “signs of the times” (to use the language of the Rector Major) appeared
after 1989, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the relative obliteration of Marxism, the
globalisation of liberal capitalism, the end of multiple political and ideological certainties
and the entry into an era of individualism, plurality and the relative. The obsolete
messianisms gave way to a secular morality. The deregulation of beliefs was followed
by outbreaks of fundamentalism, as well as a flowering of religiosity parallel to the
great monotheistic religions. Feeling regained its rights. Beauty, kindness and generosity,
which arouse emotion, were admired and sought after. It was necessary to “re-enchant
the world”, whose cold rationality, unbridled liberalism, the collapse of secular utopias
often left people at a loss. How could we not dream of morality and a world less harsh
world? It was the era of “re-enchantment”. In modern times, the search was not so
much for God, but for the “divine”. Beliefs no longer functioned along a beyond-below,
transcendence-immanence axis, but along a horizontal axis, where other oppositions
were at play which were constantly recurring in the discourse of thinkers of the time,
whether Christian or not: sense-nonsense, life-death, health-illness, wellbeing-malaise,
imagination-rationality. Salvation was no longer what it once was. It was sought in a
surprising world of “religions without God.”*?

Spirituality, that is to say, the ideas, principles and models of the spiritual life
of the Salesian Family, was affected by these phenomena of rapid “historicisation”,
“personalisation”, “socialisation”, “liberation”, “secularisation” or “re-enchantment” of
the human being of the time, alone or in society, religious or secular, static or historical.

At the end of this century, which was decisive for it, the Salesian Family rethought and
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reformed all its rules of life. It did so in more or less critical communion with a Catholic
spirituality that filled its mental horizon.

Catholic spirituality at the end of the twentieth century

History was moving forward, unknown calls were emerging, great currents were
sweeping through the Church - charismatic renewal, feminist ideology, inculturation,
ecology, the search for certainties and reassuring emotions, a certain pluralistic relativism,
all of which gave Catholic spirituality a new face. Some features remained unchanged
following Vatican II. Catholic spirituality was now Trinitarian, Christocentric, ecclesial,
biblical, liturgical and ecumenical. It sought inspiration in the Bible and the liturgy,
meditating on the Holy Spirit and Christ the universal Saviour, and systematically
extended her gaze and her prayer beyond the borders of the visible Church in search of
all people of good will. The spiritual re-orientations were sometimes ephemeral, but for
the most part they were lasting.>*

Rejections of contemporary spirituality

Some tendencies or ideas on which it seems good to dwell have dominated the intentions
of contemporary spirituality. But let us start with what is rejected.

Contemporary spirituality rejects (in principle) the spiritualities of escape which
separate the spiritual life from the person’s history. The urgency of social commitment
has been imposed on Christians because of the fraternal love it advocates. Liberation
theology, which was very popular in the 1970s, emphasised the liberating nature of
Christianity. At the end of the century, it is hard to imagine a passive, ineffective
Christian spirituality, detached from the human being’s historical destiny. A spirituality
hovering above history would only be, it is commonly thought, no more than an ideology
serving as a cloak for the systems in force and selfish disengagement. Neutrality or
political innocence that abandons the world to its fate risks collaborating in maintaining
the status quo and playing into the hands of those who oppose the transforming power
of the Spirit. Spiritual individualism, which sees the Christian life as a set of pious
practices and acts of worship cut off from historical movement and focused solely on
the perfection of the individual, is suspect. The spiritual journey of Christians cannot
be confined to what is within: the Christian must, it is said, measure up to the concrete
tasks of humanity and become involved in the “progress” of society and the Church. In
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other words, we need to combine worship and life, interiority and social commitment,
union with God and ecclesial and communion.

Contemporary spirituality is also viscerally hostile to dualistic approaches to human
realities incapable of profoundly unifying the various aspects of salvation and Christian
perfection. Spirituality must distance itself from a dualistic anthropology, which
privileges the soul at the expense of the body. The human being, who is not a fallen
angel, is both soul and body together. Otherwise human beings lose their historical
dimension and their ability to communicate harmoniously with others. They must
therefore rediscover the function of the body in the spiritual life and insert it in the
process of salvation that culminates in the resurrection.

Contemporary spirituality is wary of ultra-terrestrial projections that refer salvation
and the Kingdom of God exclusively to the afterlife. For contemporary spirituality the
present and the future must be considered in their own right, since, it believes, the future
is the definitive stage of spiritual and salvific realisation in the present. The final realities
should not cancel out but support the historical commitment to integral salvation. Let
us remain on earth until death. Contemporary spirituality does not deny “eternal life”,
but it says very little about it.

Finally, this spirituality commonly wishes to avoid any supernaturalism or monophysite
tendencies which would annihilate the human element for the sake of the triumph
of divine grace. Of course, it is careful not to forget the necessary ascetic work of
purification from evil. It does not therefore accept “nature” without criticism or
struggle. But it absolutely refuses to think of God and man in any way as opposites or
rivals. On the contrary, according to contemporary spirituality, God’s glory can only be
our happiness. Promoting the human being is a sign of spiritual authenticity.

Contemporary spirituality: a spiritual project possible for everyone

The achievements of this spirituality are more important to us than are its rejections.

First of all, spiritual life, that is, spirituality in the subjective sense of the term, is
recognised as being possible for every authentic individual who is faced with reality and
history and has made a decisive, fundamental and unifying choice capable of giving a
definitive meaning to their life. Such an individual then experiences the Absolute, of
which Jean Mouroux spoke in his description of religious experience. The vigorous
search for the meaning of life joins the creative project (of God). This quest can take all
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kinds of forms. There are many values capable of giving consistency and unity to the
many events, from artistic creativity to scientific commitment, from love for humanity
to the fight against injustice, to humanisation and integral human advancement. Here
a philosopher tells me that life finds its definitive consistency “in the direction of that
mysterious reality which stands at the origin of all existence: the Creator God, who,
through his very existence, calls man to seek communion, freedom and personal eternal
life.”35

A more attentive study of the history of salvation has enabled theology to recognise
the action of grace in every human being, particularly in the believers of different
religions. Since God is the universal Father, “who desires everyone to be saved and to
come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4), there is no lack of help for his
children to reach their spiritual dimension in the search for truth and love. If Christ
died for all and is the beginning and end of the whole universe (Colossians 1:15-20), he
is present to all people for their salvation, especially those in need (Matthew 25:31-46).
Finally, if every being is created according to a Spirit who is at work not only in the
Church, but in the whole world, Christians can (must!) consider non-Christians not
as people who have chosen error instead of the truth because they were more obtuse,
ill-intentioned or more unfortunate than themselves, but as creatures who are already
blessed in their innermost being or are capable of being so by the divine grace of
the universal will of salvation. The biblical figures of Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18-20),
Balaam (Numbers 22-24), Cyrus (Isaiah 45:1), Cornelius (Acts 10:1-33) sufficiently
demonstrate that religious experience, priesthood and prophetism can be found among
“pagans”, genuine gifts of the Spirit.

“God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what
is right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:5). The Spirit blows where He wills. Life has
meaning for those who experience the gift of the Absolute, whatever its particular form.
But blessed is the person who then benefits from faith in a God who is Creator and
Father. The awareness of possessing life as a gift from God and even of having mission
to fulfil is, for this person, an overwhelming and beneficial experience which provokes
an overwhelming and coherent response, transformed into a positive option in the face
of God’s revelation in history in Jesus Christ the Saviour.

The experience of God in history and commitment to the world

Contemporary spirituality insists that the spiritual experience of God as saviour is
fulfilled in history, the ceaseless movement of created reality in time. Because we discover
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that we have an essential relationship with time, today’s person of the Bible and the great
religious traditions is attentive to God’s action in events. This was a constant theme
of meditation for Don Bosco. To people of this kind, the Totally Other is revealed as
the condition for the success of history. He is the peace that makes our peace possible,
freedom of our freedom, the strength to act and simply be in history. The presence of
God in life was made visible to the people of Israel, especially through their liberation
from Egyptian slavery. Let us reread the Psalms, which readily return to this. For
Christians, it is the mystery of the Paschal Christ, with his resurrection, understood
as an offer of salvation and new and eternal life that is the sign of this. In continuity
with tradition, Christians experience the living God through meditation on the revealed
Word, participation in worship, commitment to justice and adherence to God’s will as
expressed in life.3¢

The result is a Christian experience in which God is both the origin and
the attractive centre. This spirituality combines a triumphant horizontalism with a
verticalism without which there is no authentic Christianity. The spiritual life is God’s
communication in time.

The notion of the means of spiritual “perfection” was thus adjusted in this direction.
In previous centuries, Christian perfection may have consisted in fleeing the world
to give oneself over to divine contemplation. Today (to the great satisfaction of Don
Bosco’s follower), it is rather through action in the world that one becomes holy. Work
throughout the week is by no means without religious experience, which would be
reserved for Sunday [in the previous order of things]. It is not even necessary, to give it its
dignity, to elevate it by the intention of doing it “for the greater glory of God”, despite
the praiseworthy nature of this habit. It is always excellent to offer one’s day to God in
the morning. Teilhard de Chardin invited Christians to be passionate about their daily
activities with the conviction that in so doing they were collaborating in the fulfilment
of the world in Christ. God does not turn our gaze prematurely away from the work
that he himself has imposed on us: he presents himself to us as accessible in and through
this very work. Action itself thus becomes a means of communion with God, a “divine
milieu” where it is possible to encounter Him.*”

Contemporary theology, which recognises a religious value in the world because of
creation and incarnation, supports and confirms this principle of spirituality. God is not
in competition with human beings, who should therefore limit their action for God to
act. This caricatured God of the existentialists was never anything but imaginary. To
reduce Christianity to a set of rites detached from life is a related error. It it is necessary
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to transform one's own life into a spiritual worship pleasing to God, into an existential
liturgy.3®

If, in order to be sanctified, it is not enough to act with the right intention of offering
God one’s work, itis even more insufficient to content oneself with brief prayers or quality
times of retreat. In this way, we run the risk of depriving almost all of our existence
of spiritual meaning and leading people to believe that God can only be found in
certain privileged moments. It’s true that the spiritual pendulum swing of the 1970s was
probably excessive. To work is to pray, some loud-mouthed agitators proclaimed. Just
in time, charismatic directors and evangelical movements have restored contemplative
worship to a prominent place in contemporary spirituality. A modern Congregation
such as Mother Teresa’s can only conceive of charitable work for the poorest people
as being framed by hours of silent meditation. Times of recollection, exodus or retreat
remain necessary, often indispensable. But, let’s be clear life it is the whole of life, with its
often uninterrupted work, that must be pleasing to God and a source of spiritual vitality.
This is what the spirituality of the second half of the twentieth century insisted on.

We are thus referred back to the structure of action, which is uplifting by its internal
order, by its systematic insertion into the context of life and by its openness to God’s
saving calls.?”

The professional commitment and competence of the one who acts are therefore
relevant to the spiritual life. Work and earthly realities can enrich it. Faith and upright
morality correct action so that its intrinsic order is respected. Commitment to action
goes a long way: it is a question of progressing without limits in the field of one’s
activities, while taking into account the ethical imperatives of justice humanity and

Christian fellowship.

Without in any way rejecting religious encounters with God, which in other times
were sufficient for spiritual progress, today we are seeking contact with a more everyday
God, a God of ordinary life. The emphasis is shifting from sacred and separate religiosity
to religious feeling immersed in everyday life. At the same time, the focus is broadening to
the dimensions of the universe. Going beyond their individual tasks, everyone, especially
those who have an experience of faith, should feel committed to the universal task of
building a better world.
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Spirituality of liberation and communion

Contemporary Catholic spirituality is also liberating. The process of liberation that
affects the entire Christian ideology — we have just seen it above — has affected spirituality,
especially in the Latin American context where the historical situation of neo-colonial
dependence, misallocation of resources, underdevelopment and human exploitation has
been described by the episcopate as a “sinful situation”. “To speak of a situation of
injustice, we refer to those realities which express a situation of sin.”*® Where there are
glaring social, political, economic and cultural injustices, there is a rejection of the Lord’s
gift of peace; even more, there is a rejection of the Lord himself. To enter into salvation
and communion with God it is not enough to elaborate theological categories. We
need a vital, global attitude which embraces the totality and details of our life. In other
words, a spirituality. This spirituality was not reserved for a continent. Latin American
intuitions inspired all believers who felt the urgency of proclaiming the liberation of the
oppressed,*! although certain lines from the Bible should not be abused and Christian
eschatology reduced to the created world.

The spirituality of liberation has imposed some fundamental attitudes. The
objective was the constitution of a new man in a new world, the creation of evangelical
fraternity, the establishment of a more just and free system of human relations. The
Christian, who placed love of neighbour according to the message of the Gospel at the
centre of his ideology, could not believe that he would please God solely by his individual
and religious relationships with him. Prayer and liturgy as such were not enough for him.
He turned his attention to his oppressed neighbours. For him, this meant moving away
from indifference and neutrality and declaring himself openly in favour of the poor and
exploited. This choice implied a twofold duty. First, the prophetic denunciation of social
injustice, even at the risk of hostile reactions from those in charge of the established
order. Preaching resignation to the poor in the expectation of heaven had become
difficult for churchmen to tolerate. In its mission of liberation, the Church had no right
to appease the oppressed, to lull them into slavery or alienate them with resignation.
Following in the footsteps of the prophets of Israel, it had a duty to defend the poor and
make them aware of their situation by protesting against the injustice that was the cause
of their poverty. Her second duty was to show solidarity with these poor people in order
to promote integral liberation from within. Because sin also tainted social institutions,
liberation not only had to wrest evil from the heart of man, but also eliminate or
transform the unjust structures of society. Charity thus became a political commitment,
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demonstrating its effectiveness by going beyond, but not excluding, exclusively private
or individual aid.

This combative spirituality, far from cultivating hostility and hatred, sought to
arouse hope and joy. Communion with the Lord and with all human beings filled the
spirit with gratitude and trust. If God acts in history in favour of the poor, the Christian
can only rejoice with Mary for this experience of God as Saviour.*?

Trusting in the promises of Christ and in the power of the Spirit, Christians were
open to hope. In their opinion, the universal liberation and fellowship they were calling
for would become possible, not not only in some distant eschatology (of which they no
longer spoke much!), but already in this world, albeit in a partial and provisional way.
That, in any case, was their cry of hope.

In a (Western) world that remained terribly individualistic despite the often
conflicting claims of the press, Catholic spirituality in the mid-twentieth century was
inspired by the then triumphant socialisation in popular democracies, to spread and
encourage a communal spiritual model. Vatican II, very personalist, proclaimed that “by
his innermost nature man is a social being, and unless he relates himself to others he can
neither live nor develop his potential”.*> At the same time, the mass media transformed
the world, developed the sense of humanity of the human family, desired democracy
everywhere and demanded the overcoming of an individualistic ethic. Contemporary
Christianity was sensitive to the communal dimensions of life. While the Councils of
the early centuries focused their reflection on Christ, and while the Council of Trent
focused its attention on the justification of the individual sinner, Vatican II focused its
attention on the reality of the Church, the mystical body of Christ and the people of
God gathered in the bond of love of the Trinity.**

The Church is communion, that is, fundamentally solidarity between the persons
who make it up. There is only one principle on which it is founded: the Spirit of the
Risen Lord, by which the members are inserted into the body of Christ.

This perspective has altered some features of earlier spirituality. The religious vision
is now less individual and more communal. “God, however, does not make men holy
and save them merely as individuals, without bond or link between one another. Rather
has it pleased Him to bring men together as one people, a people which acknowledges
Him in truth and serves Him in holiness.”*

The words of the hymn: “But one soul have I that must be saved, preserved from
everlasting flames”, no longer apply. The need to live as brothers and sisters was felt, even
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to the point of forming communities similar to that described in the Acts of the Apostles,
where “those who believed were of one heart and one soul.” “New communities” were
born. Liturgical participation was intended to be intense. Community prayer was to
contribute to the building up of the group in the Lord. They experienced the fatherhood
of God through a lively sense of fraternity and identification with Christ, model of filial
life, in docile listening to the Spirit and in the exercise of charisms. It was a modern
repetition of cenobitic monasticism.

However, these communities remained convinced of the irreplaceable value of the
person. Their humanism was personalist. The effort to create a climate in which personal
and community aspirations could be fulfilled had to be ongoing. In these communities,
therefore, the art of dialogue was cultivated (in principle at least), as well as unconditional
acceptance of the other, rational management of conflicts, the exchange of experiences
and information, the recourse to compromise in order not to break the unity of the
common journey.

Itall comes down to self-sacrificing love. Are the ideas or strengths of a contemporary
spirituality which seeks to be open to all, realistic, personalised, committed, liberating,
communitarian and well inscribed in human history, all called to persist as they are? This
wisdom can certainly lead to a foundational religious experience capable of structuring
the personality and culture of fully modern, autonomous, free individuals. It could be
shown that it is not so new in the Church and that, looking closely at it, the medieval
lay confraternities cultivated identical values. And then, a dimension that the restless
spiritual people at the end of the century are so avidly secking, seems to be missing.
By dint of immersing God in the world, it trivialises the sacred. Look at what has
become of Eucharistic worship. A God at one with the world would lose his divine
identity. Monophysitism threatens those for whom “all is grace”. A world completely
divinised would make us forget the truly transcendent God. Islam would then teach
Christians some useful lessons. Today’s spirituality could be more resolutely committed,
communitarian and liberating, communitarian and liberating, but also more truly
religious. Would this not be a way of appeasing the dissatisfaction of a world, particularly
its youth, in search of the “divine”?

Values that had faded from people’s minds, even been neglected and forgotten, have
reappeared after having served as landmarks for generous Christians of another era in
their desire to live an ardent spiritual life. Whatever the case, today the Salesian Family
does not aspire to anything other than this intimate ardour.
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Salesian spirituality according to Don Bosco’s Seventh Successor

The Twenty-third General Chapter of the Salesians prompted the Rector Major Fr
Vigano to express himself almost ex professo on Salesian spirituality, which this assembly
had said was linked to the devout humanism of Saint Francis de Sales “translated by Don
Bosco into the experience of the Oratory.”*® He did so in a letter dated 15 August 1990.

He had already mentioned this spirituality incidentally in earlier circular letters
to the Salesians, recalling that Don Bosco’s preventive system can be presented as an
authentic spirituality of apostolic action,?’

— that Salesian associations are imbued with the spirituality of Don Bosco, which is
a youthful spirituality,*®

— that the “dream of diamonds” narrated by Don Bosco presents a spiritual profile
of the Salesian,*’

— that the lay spirituality of the Salesian Cooperator has its own traits,*

— that the commentary on the Constitutions must be approached according to a
certain Salesian spirituality,>!

— that spirituality is of vital importance for the (religious) community to become the
animating nucleus of the Salesian Family,>

— that in 1988, on the centenary of the death of Don Bosco, the Pope entrusted
Salesians with the task of instilling a spirituality of mission in the world of young
people,>

— that the credibility of the community in the education of young people in the faith

is supported, according to the Twenty-Third General Chapter by two characteristic and
complementary pillars, which are spirituality and pedagogy.*

The letter of 15 August 1990, which was entitled Spiritualita salesiana per la nuova
evangelizzazione (Salesian Spirituality for the New Evangelization), dealt directly with
Salesian spirituality, albeit from a particular perspective dear to this Rector Major. We
will read it here without claiming to remain within his formulation alone.>

Fr Vigano did not think he was giving in to what was fashionable, and talking about
spirituality wasn’ta tired refrain for him. “If we were devoid of it, we would be incapable
of continuing our journey as evangelisers” he felt (in essence). One cannot conceive of
spiritual renewal without spirituality. And the recent Chapter witnessed to a growing
demand for spirituality among groups of young people.
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Let us reconstruct the outline of a fairly lengthy document. It said, firstly, what the
Rector Major meant by spirituality; then that the spirituality of the Salesians seemed
to him to be an essential element in (young people’s) journey of faith; that, while
contemporary reality might seem in some respects discouraging to the apostles of the
new evangelisation, the presence of the Holy Spirit, the spiritual actor par excellence, was
a guarantee of hope that this much-needed spirituality was rooted in Saint Francis de
Sales and in St John Bosco; that it possessed inalienable traits, carefully highlighted and
that it required the formation of fervent evangelising communities sunder the maternal
guidance of Mary Help of Christians.>®

Let us focus instead on the nature of Salesian spirituality as the Rector Major
conceived of it. He saw it as a set of principles and certainties. Every authentic spirituality
lived, he taught, is an energy on each person’s journey towards their own end. It helps
to discern and face problems, it infuses souls with the will and enthusiasm necessary to
progress towards their goal. Creative and daring, it is always in dialogue with real life.
Certainly, it remains faithful to the values of its origins and of living tradition, but by
nature it is called to descend into reality in order to be a gift of life, an appropriate
response and also an evangelical challenge. Its strength comes from faith, its energy
in history. A gradual experience of God, it is a vital force in every individual for
their freedom, convictions and conduct. In his time, therefore, Fr Vigano preached a
spirituality embodied in history.

As alogical consequence, this attitude calls for a strong “social dimension”. “ (lived)
spirituality is the behaviour of committed believers.” “The faith that we are committed
to making grow is not separated from the human, is not juxtaposed to it, but, by
germinating within it, gives it a new meaning (resignifies it), enlightens it and transcends
it by broadening the horizons beyond history.” This is not “a spirituality of escape”, but
a “spirituality of frontiers, of research, of initiative, of courage, in a word, of realism”,
explained Fr Vigano, thus echoing one of the major features of Catholic spirituality at the
time. Human maturity is not a separate sector of the spiritual journey, but a “dimension”
that is present at every step. It is a search for meaning, where life is seen as a gift received
and a task to be accomplished, with a concern to recognise the emptiness of the idols that
weigh on it. The incarnation of the spiritual man is critical.

There is no shortage of disappointments along the contemporary spiritual journey.
Fr Vigano listened intently to the regrets of the representatives of his worldwide
community. Secularisation brings with it its share of values and counter-values. Faith
is difficult if we do without dogmas. “What is evangelisation without truths to pass
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on?” Social contexts: consumer societies or poor societies, decolonised peoples or those
emerging from totalitarian regimes, large states or ethnic minorities, Catholicism in
the majority or multiple Christian denominations, atheism or the Catholic Church.
Christian denominations, atheism or the major religions rarely facilitate an evangelising
spirituality. Educational institutions: the family, schools, associations, social communication,
preparing young people for work or to play their part in a changing world, all find
themselves in delicate situations.

Young people are “dissatisfied”, in search of values and new relationships. Many are
far removed from the faith or are strangers to it altogether. Others are open to it, but their
choices are varied. There are also, perhaps, young practising Christians but sometimes
without any great ideals. Finally, there are those who find in the faith a concrete guide for
their lives and become a leaven for others. An evangelising spirituality is based on them.

Challenges respond to disappointments: the challenge of the strangeness of faith,
which is at the heart of spirituality, the challenge of poverty, the challenge of the
uselessness of faith for life and culture, the challenge of encountering other religions,
and finally, quite simply, the challenge of life. Infusing spirituality into this world is not
something that can be taken for granted.

Finally Fr Vigano tried to characterise the spirituality that he would have liked to see
flourish in his family members, especially in his religious. He started from a reflection
borrowed, he tells us, from Fr Philip Rinaldi: “Saint Francis de Sales is the master of
a spiritual doctrine that lives and pulsates in his immortal works (i.e. his writings);
Don Bosco, for his part, imprinted his spirituality not on paper, but on the society he
created... The doctrine already existed, God called Don Bosco to realise it and to give
it life in the family founded by him for the salvation of youth. Would it be enough to
reproduce the face it took on in the second half of the nineteenth century? Without
proclaiming it too loudly, the Rector Major could not bring himself to do so. A line from
the Roman document Mutuae Relationes:>” “The very charism of the Founders appears
as an “experience of the Spirit” transmitted to their disciples to be lived, safeguarded,
deepened and constantly developed by them, in harmony with the Body of Christ
continually in the process of growth” allowed him to submit his own personal view of
things.

The spirituality of the Salesian Family is a spirituality of young people. The
spirituality of the Salesians and the spirituality of the young differ, but are closely
interrelated, said the Rector Major, following the General Chapter that had just been
held. And to recall the time when Don Bosco’s I/ Giovane provveduto was the common
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prayer book of young people and their educators and teachers. Salesian spirituality
is therefore a spirituality of stages. It obliges us to make and redo our spiritual
catechumenate. According to him it seemed to present six major notions:

1. apractical realism centred on everyday life, with duty taking on a religious meaning
at every moment of the day;

2. an attitude of hope imbued with joy;

a real and strong friendship with Christ recognised and frequented in prayer, the

Eucharist and the Gospel;

4. an ever more responsible and courageous sense of belonging to the particular and
universal Church;

5. aconcrete commitment to the service of good according to the social responsibilities
taken on and the material and spiritual needs of others;

6. asimple and trusting entrustment to the maternal assistance of the Virgin Mary.

»

Here, religious were invited to cultivate “apostolic interiority” within, a synthesis of
consecration and mission; to make Christ the Good Shepherd the existential centre of
their consecrated life ; to see their work of education as an aspect of their mission; to
love consciously in the Church and to want to act according to her for the advent of
a fraternal world in Christ; to cultivate joy in their daily lives, in everyday life, because
Salesian pedagogy believes in man’s natural and supernatural resources without ignoring
his weaknesses; and finally, to give Mary her rightful place in the work of evangelisation.

The Rector Major concluded with satisfaction: “We have therefore a quite
specific Salesian spirituality with concrete aspects on which we must concentrate the
programming of ongoing formation in the provinces and houses, as, we seck also to study
more deeply the heart of Don Bosco.”>®

He did not add anything new in the circulars that followed until his death in 1995.
He repeated his convictions.

i. Salesian spirituality is a “dynamic interiority” that proceeds from of the pastoral
charity with which Don Bosco’s heart was filled.>

ii. Itisan educational spirituality.*’

iii. Spirituality, pastoral quality and vocational vocational accompaniment should work
together in the religious.®!

iv. Spirituality is indispensable for communion between religious and laity.*>
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The Salesian spirituality characterised by Fr Vigano, clearly in tune with the culture
of his time, also met the needs of the new evangelisation called for by Pope John Paul
I1. His final invitation of 15 August 1990 recalled that it should be nourished by the
spiritual experience of Don Bosco. Today’s Rector Major, challenged by a thousand new
trends in spirituality, was therefore careful not to forget the humble roots of the previous
century. Was he faithful to him? Did his desire to conform to the theology of Vatican II
cause him to forget the principles dear to its founder? Only a careful analysis of the whole
of his spiritual doctrine, which cannot be reduced to a few sentences, could tell us. tell
us. A study of the key words of Salesian spirituality will begin to enlighten us.

The key words of Salesian Spirituality

Whether lived or taught, the spirituality of Don Bosco’s Salesian Family comes to us
in images and words. The images are usually those of people who have practised it in a
way considered exemplary or in particularly significant settings. To tell the story of Don
Bosco, to develop an image of him, was enough to infuse many with his spirituality.
As for words, they often appear in phrases. Phrases like: Work and Temperance; Work,
Piety and Joy; Da mihi animas; Spirit of Mornese; Serve the Lord in Gladness; Pastoral
Charity; The Preventive System is a System of Kindness; The pillars of Salesian education
are: Reason, Religion and Loving-kindness (4dmorevolezza )...

The language of Salesian spirituality has therefore been built around words, which
recur with varying degrees of insistence. Of course, like ideas language has evolved.
Many of Don Bosco’s usual expressions have evolved. Several expressions customary to
Don Bosco have become rare in the circulars of his seventh successor Egidio Vigano,
who spoke much less than he did of “God’s glory”, “salvation of souls” and “visits to
the Blessed Sacrament”, expressions absent from the Indice analitico per argomenti of
the collection of his letters. On the other hand, he did not fail to treat of “personal
accompaniment”, “daily asceticism”, “charism”, “social communication”, “apostolic
consecration”, “shared responsibility”..., phrases that would be sought in vain, not
only from Don Bosco, but from his immediate successors at the head of the Salesian

Congregation.

In spirituality, certain words or phrases immediately evoke an idea, a method, an
example: among the Benedictines, the Opus divinum makes one think of the liturgical
office; to the sons of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, election makes one think of the choice
of a state of life; in the Cistercian world, Mystical Marriage makes one think of the
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commentary on the Song of Songs by Bernard of Clairvaux. It is true that, apart from
proper names, really evocative words do not abound in Salesian spiritual literature. The
vast majority of these words are common, very common, like Action, Love, Apostolate,
Gentleness, Eucharist, Family, Vocation, Zeal... However, beware, since the way they
are used may have given them a particular colour. The “reason” and “religion” of Don
Bosco’s pedagogical trinomial had, under his pen, meanings that elude commentators a
century after him. Whether specific or not, these words and expressions, provided they
are understood and commented on, allow us to enter in one way or another into the
understanding of the spirituality of the Salesian family. They ofter us the keys to it.

Ultimately, we would like to have a Dictionary of Spiritual Life. Today’s public is
crazy about dictionaries, which they think will save them a lot of reading in books or
magazines that are not very accessible. With a dictionary, a whole range of knowledge is
at their fingertips. The Salesian world, usually very busy, recognises itself in this ordinary
public. The Istituto di Spiritualita at the Salesian University in Rome thought that a
dictionary was the way to go. All the more so as the thick Dictionnaire de spiritualité
montfortaine published under the direction of Stefano De Fiores®® was a source of
emulation. But the undertaking was bound to be complex, long and difficult. It would
involve theologians, liturgists, historians, educationalists, and perhaps sociologists, for
a considerable number of years. So would we have to wait until 2015 to have all the
information we need? It seemed appropriate to prefer an average solution and opt for a
kind of dictionary. Without prejudging the real dictionary planned, this would meet the
expectations of our contemporaries.

A hundred key words (or terms) have therefore been selected in the very broad
field of the Salesian Family’s spirituality: ten proper names of Saints or Blesseds, whose
examples and teaching have left traces in Salesian history, and ninety virtues, behaviours,
instruments of holiness, etc. which often reappear in Salesian spiritual literature of
the past or today. The choices had to be made in a not too arbitrary fashion. Fear of
God (with the word God), a favourite topic of Fr Rua’s and Fr Albera’s, together with
Charism and Inculturation, which did not appear in Salesian literature until the second
half of the twentieth century. Terms such as Play and Spectacle have been grouped
together in a single entry, in this case Free Time. Spiritual pathology and Perfection have
disappeared from the initial proposal. Angels and also Music, initially ignored, were later
included in the list. It did not seem wise to distinguish the terms Love and Charity, terms
which can appear together in spirituality.**
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Both of these terms therefore appear in the final list, albeit with different
implications. The fanciful ideas of countless commentators on Don Bosco’s thinking
have had no place in documenting the entries. We have used the authentic writings of
the family’s saints and well-founded testimonies concerning them, circular letters of
the Rectors Major who have followed Don Bosco’s death: Michael Rua (1888-910),
Paul Albera (1910-921), Philip Rinaldi (1922-1931), Peter Ricaldone (1932-1951),
Renato Ziggiotti (1952-1965), Luigi Ricceri (1965-1978), Egidio Vigano (1978-1995)
and Juan Vecchi (since 1996); various texts of the Constitutions and Regulations of
the Salesians, the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, Volunteers of Don Bosco,
Salesian Cooperators; Acts of their General Chapters or General Assemblies; Acts of
canonisation processes, biographical essays of saints or Servants of God. Considerations
have been given to spiritual authors (Alberto Caviglia, Joseph Aubry, Domenico
Bertetto ... ), in which the Family has recognised his thinking without any problems, as
well as items from the Salesian Spirituality Weeks organised since 1973 at the Salesian
General House in Rome.

After saying that spirituality is always, to some extent, a child of the surrounding
culture, it was also necessary to avoid being locked into a closed world. The commentary
will therefore, on occasions, be nourished by references or allusions to Vatican II, to
addresses by the popes of the twentieth century, especially John Paul II, and to the
reflections of contemporary theologians or commentators on spirituality.

I apologise for the repetitions that are inevitable in any dictionary. How can we talk
about the Gospel Beatitudes without praising meekness, purity, poverty and the cross of
the afflicted? I have merely tried to be consistent and not contradict myself. The notes
that follow, of course, always very incomplete in themselves and which, therefore, will
not fail to upset specialists, have no other ambition than to offer a reflection on the terms
which have been chosen. Anyone looking below for a treatise or treatises on spiritual
theology, “developing a theology that gives due consideration to Trinitarian thought,
to the ecclesial dimension of Christian life, to the consideration of mediation and to a
proper Christian anthropology”, according to the wishes of one of my most enlightened
correspondents, will be coming to the wrong place. Such a person should preferably
consult one of the dictionaries of spiritual or religious life which have sprung up in recent
years, for example the remarkable Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, the seventeen-volume
publication by Beauchesne in Paris, begun in 1932, and completed in 1995. May what
follows be part of the struggle against spiritual superficiality, which Fr Egidio Vigano
readily deplored in the ranks of his Salesian sons! It does not claim to do anything else.
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Francis Desramaut
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NOTES

“Da quell'epoca ho cominciato a gustare che cosa sia vita spirituale, giacché prima agiva piuttosto
materialmente e come macchina che fa una cosa, senza saperne la ragione.” MO Da Silva, p. 47. The
question of Salesian spirituality was addressed in its own right at the Salesian University in Rome by
the Rector Major Egidio Vigano in his address to the Third Spirituality Seminar (3 November 1989),
published in Don Egidio Vigano all'Universiti salesiana (ed. R. Giannatelli), Rome, UPS, 1996, pp.
162-164).

Itis hoped that the faithful and admirers of St Francis de Sales will forgive us for the systematic use of the
qualifier Salesian, belonging to their father, to designate the work and thought of Don Bosco’s spiritual
family. Moreover, we will often have the opportunity to highlight the close relationship between the
master Francis de Sales and his original disciple, John Bosco.

“Come Don Bosco volva i suoi salesiani? Ecco. Chi non vuole lavorare, non ¢ salesiano. Chi non &
temperante, non ¢ salesiano. Chi non ¢ povero Mot du soir de don Boscoin pratica, non ¢ salesiano. Chi
non ha cuore, non ¢ salesiano. Chi non ha purezza, non ¢ salesiano. Chi ¢ indocile, non ¢ salesiano. Chie
libertino, non ¢ salesiano. Chi non ha retta intenzione, non ¢ salesiano. Chi non ha un’anima eucaristica,
non ¢salesiano. Chi non ha divozione mariana, non ¢ salesiano. Voltate la formola al positivo, e voi avrete
il Decalogo del salesiano.” Alberto Caviglia, Conferenze sullo spirito salesiano, Turin, 1949, p. 13.

Esprit des lois, IX, 2.
B. Pascal, Lettres provinciales. IX.
Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion, Paris, 1937, p. 243-244.

“Anche la naturale attrattiva verso tutto cio che sa di novita puo indurre alla trascuranza delle tradizioni,
perche non si riflette che altro ¢ correre dietro le novitd ed altro essere sempre all'avanguardia di
ogni progresso, come faceva e voleva D. Bosco. I progressi che esigono la rinunzia di qualcuna delle
migliori tradizioni, per piccole che siano, non fanno per noi, o miei cari. In simili casi restiamocene
tranquillamente nella retroguardia alla custodia della nostra ereditd paterna e ne avantaggeremo per
ogni verso.”Arti 56, 26 April 1931, pp. 933-948.

“Un quarto richiamo di Don Bosco alla sequela del Cristo secondo il Vangelo lo possiamo vedere nella

sua caratteristica di ‘caposcuola’ di un nuovo stile di santificazione.” Letter to Salesians, 19 March 1985.

These paragraphs on religious experience are based on two books by the personalist theologian Jean
Mouroux (1901-1973): Sens chrétien de l'homme, Paris, 1945 ; and L expérience chrétienne. Introduction
a une théologie, Paris, 1952.

10 “Finché era piccolino miinsegno Ella stessa le preghiere ; appena divenuto capace di associarmi co’ miei

11

fratelli, mi faceva mettere con loro ginocchioni mattino e sera e tutti insieme recitavamo le preghiere
in comune colla terza parte del Rosario.” MO Da Silva, p. 34.

“Margherita conosceva la forza di simile educazione cristiana e come la legge di Dio insegnata col
catechismo tutte le sere, e ricordato di freMot du soir de don Boscoquente anche lungo il giorno fosse
il mezzo sicuro per rendere i figli obbedienti ai precetti materni. Essa quindi ripeteva le domande e
le risposte tante volte quanto era necessariio perche i figli le mandassero a memoria.” G. B Lemoyne,
Scene morali di famiglia .., 1886, pp. 18-19.
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“Sapevo tutto il piccolo catechismo (...) Io poi per la lontananza dalla chiesa , era sconosciuto al
parroco, e doveva quasi esclusivamente limitarmi alla istruzione religiosa della buona genitrice.” MO
Da Silva, p. 42.

I'am repeating here a few paragraphs from Doz Bosco en son temps (Turin, 1996), pp. 18-19, 25-26.

“Da quell’epoca ho cominciato a gustare che cosa sia vita spirituale, giacché prima agiva piuttosto
materialmente e come macchina che fa una cosa, senza saperne la ragione.” MO Da Silva, p. 47.

“Negli anni addietro non era stato uno scellerato, ma dissipato, vanaglorioso, occupato in partite,
giuochi, salti, trastulli ed altre cose simili, che rallegravano momentaneamente, ma che non
appagavano il cuore.” MO Da Silva, p. 88-89.

“Queste cose le reputo tutte contrarie alla gravita ed allo spirito ecclesiastico” MO Da Silva, p. 89.
“... osservarle a costo di qualunque sacrifizio.” MO Da Silva, p. 90.

“ ... Ecco il tuo campo, ecco dove devi lavorare. Renditi umile, forte, robusto; e cid che in questo
momento vedi succedere di questi animali, tu dovrai farlo pei figli miei.” MO Da Silva, pp. 34-35. The
gift, strengthened over the years, then made sacred by priestly ordination, was complete.

Paragraph based on the partial conclusions of my book Don Bosco et la vie spirituelle, Paris, 1967.

“Non sei nato n¢ dei vivere per godere, per farti ricco e potente, pert mangiare, per bere e dormire
come i bruti: ma solo per amare il tuo Dio e salvarti in eterno.” (S. Alfonso de’ Liguori, Opere ascetiche,
vol I, Turin, 1846, p. 473); ... e ]'unico fine per cui ti cred si ¢ per essere amato e servito in questa vita,
per renderti poi felice in Paradiso. Sicché non sei al mondo solamente per godere, per farti ricco, per
mangiare, bere et dormire, come fanno le bestie; ma il tuo fine si ¢ di amare il tuo Dio e salvar I'anima
tua.” (1 Giovane provveduto .., Turin, 1847, Sette considerazions..,. p. 32).

«

. vi presento un metodo di vivere breve e facile, ma sufficiente perché possiate diventare la
consolazione dei vostri parenti, I'onore della patria, buoni cittadini in terra per essere poi un giorno
fortunati abitatori del cielo.” (I/ Giovane provveduto, same edition, p 7.)

“Dio sa largamente ricompensare i sacrifizi che si fanno per obbedire alla sua santa volonta.” (Don
Bosco on his dream, 20 May 1875 ; MB X1, 243, BM 224).

That is, “Salesian spirituality for the new evangelisation”.

“Noi, che da lui [Francesco di Sales] dobbiamo non solo prendere il cuore, ma altresi lo spirito,” Fr
Albera wrote, “abbiamo il dovere di precedere tutti gli altri nel celebrarlo [il Centenario] degnamente.
... come un riflesso, 0 meglio una continuazione di quella iniziata piti di tre secoli fa dal Salesio, e per cio
destinata a diffondere e popolarizzare, con tutti i mezzi di cui dispone, il suo spirito e la sua dottrina,
gia perfettamente assimilati da Don Bosco e da lui genialmente trasfusi nel suo sistema educativo” (P.
Albera, Letter to Salesians, 21 September 1921; pp. 504-506, L. C., pp. 504-506.) ).

Subheadings of the letter: “St Francis de Sales Master of spirituality and model of education in a
climate of freedom, dialogue and loving-kindness. - St Francis de Sales Don Bosco’s model and ours
in an ever more relevant apostolate: the Press - Reminders of St Francis de Sales to Don Bosco in a
dream.” (AGC 249, August 1967, pp. 223-245).
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“... ridare un posto pitt consono e influente a S. Francesco di Sales nella nostra spiritualita. ... Egli,
infatti, ¢ il dottore di quella carita pastorale che ¢ "il centro e la sintesi” del nostro spirito apostolico.
... Ebbene, in S. Francesco di Sales il cuore trova non solo uno dei pilt simpatici interpreti delle
sue ricchezze umane perfezionate dalla caritd, ma anche l'acuto pensatore contemplativo dei suoi
battiti fino alle supreme altezze dell'estasi del dono di sé nell'attivitd apostolica. . .. Un appellativo,
quindi, che intende rilanciare tra i giovani il gusto di Dio, la festa della vita, I'impegno per la storia, la
responsabilita per il creato e una generosa corresponsabilita ecclesiale.” (E. Vigand, ACG 334, 1990,
L.C. pp 1058-1062).

“.. quante nuove situazioni si crearono nel mondo, che hanno un diretto influsso sulla vitalita e sullo
sviluppo della nostra Congregazione! Basti accennare all'attivitd sorprendente della Sede Apostolica,
accresciuta in questi ultimi tempi da quell'atto vigoroso, che rimarra celebre nella storia, della
rinnovazione di tutta la disciplina ecclesiastica mediante la promulgazione del nuovo Codice di Diritto
Canonico. E nella societa civile, quante cose sono mutate! Molte barriere son cadute ; molte concezioni
sono sorpassate; nuove forze s'agitano, energie sane si manifestano dappertutto; e cio, con I'aiuto del
Signore, fa bene sperare che giorni belli e sereni abbiano presto a splendere sul cielo della Chiesa e di
tutti coloro che, con la Chiesa e per la Chiesa, lavorano al bene delle anime ...” (P. Albera, Circular to
Salesian Provincials, 1 January 1920, L.C. pp. 295-296).

“ .. E finita, grazie a Dio, la tremenda guerra europea, ma perdurano tuttora, e chissa fino a quando,
gl'innumerevoli suoi effetti deleterri. Tra questi primeggia lo sconvolgimento dei principii che devono
reggere 'umana societd. Non si vuol piti riconoscere autorita di sorta, n¢ divina n¢ umana, non pit
diritti, non piu dignita ne' gradi: si pretende ridurre tutti ad uno stesso livello materiale e morale, anzi,
di valori morali non si parla piti affatto, ma solo della materia, della sordida materia! Tutta I'atmosfera
che si respira ¢ cosi' pregna di sifatte perniciose aberrazioni, che anche i buoni possono alla fine essere
inquinati, conformando ad esse la propria condotta, o cercando di scusare o giustificare con esse le
defezioni da quei principii cristiani che dovrebbero essere la loro norma di vita.” (P. Albera, Circular
to Salesian priests, 19 March 1921, L.C. p. 391).

“Non secondo la came, ma secondo lo spirito”, Rome, Istituto Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, 1978, 1
fasc.

“Se ¢ vero cheisegni dei tempi sono una crescita in umanita, sapete che cosa toccano? Tutto! E toccano
tutto perche toccano I'uomo nella sua maniera di essere, di agire e di convivere; quindi trasformano la
mentalitd, lo stile di vita e i metodi di azione.” (Op cit., p. 131).

“La genuinita del nostro rinnovamento nello spirito deve essere raggiunta in consonanza con cio che ¢
I'uomo d'oggi, con la cultura e lo stile di vita che ci circonda, per essere segni efficaci di Dio nel nostro
tempo.” (Op. cit., p. 137).

Una tale idea sbagliata [considerare un Istituto come una cosa esclusiva dei superiori], apparsa anche
nei nostri ambienti a causa dello stile culturale della prima meta del secolo, non ¢ piti accettabile oggi.
Un Istituto non puo reggersi con stile fascista o paternalistico o maternalistico; ¢ una comunitd di
fraternita con partecipazione di tutti...” (Op. cit., p. 134).

See issue 233 of the magazine Esprit, June 1997, entitled: “Le temps des religions sans Dieu”, 1 fasc.,
329 pages.
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For this paragraph on Catholic spirituality at the end of the twentieth century, I am inspired by S. De
Fiores, “Spiritualité contemporaine” in his Dictionnaire de la vie spirituelle, in collaboration with T.
GofH, Paris, 1983. pp. 1067-1077, an authorised article in such a context, several sentences of which
have been reproduced here unchanged, even if it means toning down a few assertions judged to be
excessive and extending a sometimes dated line of thinking to the end of the century. I hope this will
not come as too much of a surprise. I had to be careful not to give the impression of fabricating and
proposing a so-called contemporary spirituality.

According to an article by A. Dondeyne “God in het leven van de moderne mens", a fragment
reproduced in Italian translation in J. Gevaert, Antropologia catechetica, photocopied course, Rome,
1997, p. 179.

Words borrowed from S. De Fiores, art. cit, p. 1070.

P. Teilhard de Chardin, “La divinisation des activités”, in Le milieu divin (Oeuvres, vol. 4, Paris, 1957),
pp- 29-67.

See Romans 12:1.
Considerations taken up in the entries on Action, Apostolate, Work, that follow.

“Al hablar de una situacion de injusticia nos referimos a aquellas realidades que expresan una situacion
de pecado.” (Latin American Episcopate, 2nd General Conference, Medellin (Montevideo, 1968),
document “Paz”, p. 35.)

Luke 4:18.

See the Magnificat, Luke 1:46-55.
Gaudinm et Spes, 12.

Lumen Gentium, 7-10.

Lumen Gentium, 9.

23rd General Chapter, 1990, no. 158.
Letter of July-December 1978 , L.C, p. 39.
Letter of 24 August 1979. L.C, p. 103.
Letter of April-June 1980. L.C., pp. 258ft.
Letter of Feast of the Sacred Heart 1986. L.C. pp. 693ff.
Letter of 6 December 1986. L.C. pp. 723ff.
Letter of 19 March 1987. L.C. p. 767.
Letter of 8 December 1988. L.C. p. 909.
Letter of 10 June 1990. L.C. p. 1039.

This is for the benefit of those who would attribute to him phrases in inverted commas that he never
uttered.

Letter of 15 August 1990. L. C., pp. 1043-1077.
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S. Congregation of Bishops and the Sacred Congregation of Religious and Secular Institutes, Mutuae
Relationes, 14 May 1978, no. 11.

“Abbiamo, dunque, una spiritualitd salesiana ben specifica con degli aspetti assai concreti su
cui concentrare la programmazione della formazione permanente nelle Ispettorie e nelle Case,
proponendoci anche di scrutare pit a fondo il cuore di Don Bosco.” (E. Vigano, Letter to Salesians,
15 August 1990 L.C. pp. 1062-1070).

Letter to Salesians, 8 December 1990. L.C.; pp. 1103-1104.
Letter to Salesians, , 19 May 1991. L.C., pp. 1167-1171.
Letter to Salesians, 8 December 1990, L.C. p. 1215.

Letter to Salesians, 15 August 1994. L.C. p. 1517, 1520
Québec, Novalis, 1994, 1360 pages.

“Love. See Charity”, as the Dictionnaire de Spiritualité (vol. 1, col. 531) puts it succinctly, not devoting
a specific article to Love as an entry.



Action

A concept of action!

“This is the field of your work. Make yourself humble, strong and energetic”, the Lady
said to John Bosco in his dream when he was nine years old.”

He was presented, then, with a large group of children to educate. The disciple of
Don Bosco is, as he was in his own time, someone of action and practice.

Strictly speaking, his action would not be “immanent”, something within, as would
be the action of the orator or philosopher (examples: seeing, understanding, knowing),
but “transitive”, having an effect on something (examples : heating, harvesting,
educating). So the only action we will try to clarify here will be (in principle)
praxis, a form of action that Aristotle distinguished from other forms such as thedria
(examination), pozésis (production) or proairesis (choice in advance, project, plan).

Don Bosco considered his action in religious terms, the terms of his dream. He
naturally opposed action to contemplation. To each his own. There are contemplative
and active people in the Church. Monks contemplate and pray, he thought, simplifying
things greatly, while Salesians act. He therefore aligned himself systematically with those
who were active and enlisted his own men among them. The charity he planned for them
in the first article of the Salesian Constitutions was ‘active charity’, in other words, the
practice of charity.

He was not satisfied with just any kind of action. He certainly did not confuse it with
activity, disorderly or otherwise. Following Aristotle, he would have conceived of it as a
sequence of stages: desiring, deliberating, choosing, acting.

A good example would be when he launched the missions among the Indios in
Patagonia in 1875. The wise individual knows where he is heading. He decides only after
reflection, makes a choice in full knowledge, and then finally, acts. This action is pat of
reality: it is practical. Those who reduce it just to the final movement, the one that brings
the pleasure of the accomplished work, have cut it off from the source.

The theoretical problems that could be raised by Salesian practical action are endless.
A few observations seem to suffice here: on the necessity of practical action, on the
difference between action and agitation, on the spiritual value of practice. A set of
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considerations on Salesian action based on a recent official document will conclude this
entry.

“We need to act” (Fr Rua)

The world is full of ‘wannabes’ who remain in the preliminary stages of action, as we
understand it here. Fr Rua once dedicated an entire sermon to them, which he entitled:
“Bisogna fare” (We need to act).*

He wrote it down in his notebook: “Omunis arbor quae non facit fructus bonos
excidetur et [in] ignem mittetur”, or in other words “Any tree that does not bear good
fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire”, the unhappy fate of the inactive, to
whom he promises hell.

Many think about doing good, want to do good, say that they will do good, but in
the end, do nothing. Their ideas, their plans, their statements of intent, none of which
are followed up, then provoked his somewhat sarcastic reflections. We #hink about doing
something when prompted by the possibility of sudden death, but that’s where things
remain. The inert thinker is nothing but a statue from which nothing can be expected.
Saint Paul mocked the pagan philosophers who were futile amid all their philosophical
musings.’

There is no lack of desire for good deeds around the world. We want to do good,
improve ourselves and, who knows, even become virtuous. But a thousand difficulties
get in the way: human respect, not changing a friend (or friends), an inconvenience we
can’t deny ourselves, a satisfaction we can’t resist. And life goes on. These are not true
desires, Fr Rua felt, but half-wishes, half-resolutions. The heart, like the heart of the lazy
person, “craves, and gets nothing.”®

Then, finally, there are the zalkers. Like the one who said yes but did not go, they
speak but do nothing. These kinds are full of promises they will never keep. Strangely,
Fr Rua finds their behaviour in the young Maccabee in the Bible who held out both his
tongue and his hands to the executioner. But in their case they stick out their tongues,
and never hold out their hands.

Ideas are not enough, nor are desires; nice words without the works they proclaim
are not enough. Hell is paved with good intentions. It is not the one who says: “Lord,
Lord who will be saved,” but “only the one who does the will of my Father.””
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Fr Rua then quotes an anonymous saint: words without deeds are like wood for the
fires of hell. He then concluded with an anecdote. His devilishly composed sermon with
its handful of biblical quotations was no masterpiece of rhetoric! But what interests us
are the steps that lead to practical action, and his regret, as a good Salesian, at seeing
people stop along the way. Sublime thoughts, grandiose projects and grandiose speeches
are not to be despised. The Salesian awaits the next step, which is action.

Action and restless activity

If we are to believe the Rector Major, Fr Albera, this Salesian was, at least in the past, a
little too inclined to be content with this, and to confuse action with agitation or restless
activity.

This disease of restless, unbridled activity, was a threat at the beginning of the 20th
century. A circular in 1911 was a blunt warning:

The great disease of many who are devoted to the service of God is the restlessness
and excessive ardour they bring to external things. How difficult it is to keep
our activity within proper limits! If we are not careful, we run the risk of
following the movement of the world which allows itself to be dragged along in
the whirlwind of business, a victim of the evil which St Bernard already called
evisceratio mentis, that is, the disembowelling of the soul. The soul exhausts all
its faculties, its intelligence, memory, imagination in study and external works.
As the wise man said of the person completely absorbed in their occupations:
projecit in vita intima sua.®
There is never a moment to reflect, to discover oneself, to know where one is
oing. The world believes that those who walk with great strides are righteous,
ut Saint Augustine assures us that they stray from the right path: magn: passus,
sed extra viam (big steps but out of the way). They do so much but their work is
not geared ad aeternitatem. Oh! May the Salesians continue to give an example
of initiative and great activity, but may this always and everywhere be the result
of true, prudent, constant zeal supported by solid piety.”

Let us go back over those last words again. Fr Albera was influenced by Dom
Chautard’s The Soul of the Apostolate. Before he died, the monk once again denounced
“action for action’s sake”, the new ideal of his century.'

“The Salesian is still on the run”, Augustin Auffray used to say happily in the retreat
conferences I heard in the middle of the century. He seemed to find nothing to take back.
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But in this the disciple hardly imitated his masters and models. Let’s not talk here about
Don Bosco, a holy man who was naturally in such a hurry that he often missed a train.
“Bah,” he observed philosophically, “we'll take the next one.” The Salesian made haste
slowly.

Blessed Philip Rinaldi, so good-natured in appearance, was a man of action
throughout his life. His biography tells us how constant and intense his activity was as
Rector, then as Provincial, then as Prefect General and finally as Rector Major. Here
we can consider him just at the time he was Provincial in Spain. The concerns of the
provincial house, correspondence and travel for new foundations, the journeys his office
required, internal affairs of various kinds, financial difficulties, direct care of the houses
and interests of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians. All these tasks filled his days
with preoccupations, especially since he had no one to share his responsibilities with.
One day in mid-February he wrote to one of his friends: “This year I’'m up to my eyeballs
in things. From New Year's Day until yesterday, I haven’t stopped. The work just keeps
piling up” (16 February 1895). And on another occasion: “Some days I have so much on
my mind that I have no time to think” (2 March 1895). Or again: “I am surrounded by
more problems than ever. I need prayers and advice, but I don't even know how to ask
for them” (5 December 1900). And yet, anyone who imagined him frantically running
hither and thither, or at least so caught up that he had no time to think, nor the leisure
to think about his subordinates, would be completely wrong. On various occasions Fr
Rinaldi had noted Don Bosco’s imperturbable calm amid the hassles of life. The image
he retained of him led him to proceed constantly with calm and perfect equilibrium. He
could not forget that he was the father to many children. All the testimonies about this
period of his life concur in assuring us that he was calm and fatherliness personified.'!

“Prayerfulness” and thoughtful calm ideally characterise Salesian action.

Spiritual value of practical action

Don Bosco had thus glorified practical action in and throughout his life, and five years
after his death a Christian philosopher, Maurice Blondel (1861-1949), was happy to
theorise about it, subtitling his great 1893 work, entitled Action: “Essay on a critique of
life and a science of practice”.!? In connection with a profound revival of Kantianism
(“critique of life,” not only of reason), he thus planned to found a “science of practice”
which would allow us to value a Salesian spirituality, a spirituality of practice. Without
complexes and in contrast to Plato, who had privileged knowledge, he interpreted this
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science and its object as the summit of philosophy. Is not practice the finest flower of
action?!3

For Blondel, action was the whole of man as a synthesis in motion. From chapter
to chapter he patiently showed its meaning and greatness. To act is a necessity. Neither
the dilettante who claims to want nothing, nor the pessimist who wants nothingness,
can avoid it, because to want nothing is still to want, and to want nothingness is, after
all, to “want to be better.” In fact, no one dodges the problem of practice, and everyone
“inevitably decides” on it. Without making any concessions to a truth external to reason,
but relying on the latter’s autonomy, by following action in all its unfolding Blondel
managed to identify a law of action: the mismatch between the willing will and the
willed will. No realisation of the (willing) will ever succeeds in exhausting the more
fundamental project that inhabits the (willed) will of man. Action inevitably tends to
integrate voluntarily that which it employs spontaneously and necessarily. It transforms
into a conscious end, a willed will, that which is in itself a lived principle, a willing will
or else it contradicts itself. Blondel demonstrated this by deconstructing action.

Therefore, if, beyond natural, psychic and social forces, there is an infinite at the
beginning of action, this infinite must be restored at the end. This is, moreover, what
the superstitious action of infinitising the finite seems to show. But this presence of
the infinite poses a problem for action which, without ever succeeding in avoiding it,
it cannot solve. Because it is impossible to integrate the infinite, one can only zntegrate
oneself with the infinite. And at this point, reason retreats unbidden. But the Christian
message challenges it. The gesture, in itself impracticable, would be made possible by
a liberal communication of God which, initiated in every spirit as illumination and
motion, could go as far as divinisation. Action leads to an existential crossroads: choice
when faced with the one thing necessary: “Man aspires to be God: to be God without
God and against God. To be God through God and with God, this is the dilemma.”!*

This is how the problem or hypothesis of the supernatural arises in the dialectic of
action. As a philosopher, Blondel was careful not to jump from hypothesis to reality. The
positive answer to the necessary question could only be given in another light. Unable to
rule out this hypothesis or even to give it content, reason can only trace the conditions
and, so to speak, the form. Reason knows that this question commands all others, since
ultimate perfection is universally realising. Practice is nourished by adesiderium naturale
for good, to take up an idea that Saint Thomas developed in his Contra Gentiles.

Let’s go back a bit and point out some of the spiritual consequences of Blondel’s
analysis. The necessary freedom of choice triumphs in “perfect action” which is practice.
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But choice means the primacy of will over intelligence. If knowledge is not blinded, at
least momentarily, choice loses its essential character: it is no longer an option. Thus, in
Salesian spirituality, the will naturally takes precedence over the intelligence. We must
replace St John’s “In the Beginning was the Word” with the “In the beginning was
the action” of the Goethean myth. Action, which extends to operation, perfects the
individual and makes him or her grow. And then, when we say “choice” in relation to
the one thing necessary, we are magnifying man’s part in this passage to infinity. Blondel
recognised this in the ontological weight he attributed to this cornerstone of his science
of practice.’

Theologians immediately denounced this Pelagian threat in Blondel’s approach. The
campaign against the “method of immanence” lasted well into the twentieth century.

We can see to what spiritual degree action raises us, and how much the union with
the Infinite, that is to say with God the Father (through the Son and in the Spirit), which
religious practice demands, a term that is unconsciously desired in action, is important to
the Christian wishing to give it all its fullness. Daily practice, which is Salesian practice.
Reflection highlights its (potential) link with the supernatural world. It is not only
possible, but normal to sanctify ourselves through practical action.

The nature of Salesian action

The result of a theological reflection on work during Fr Vigano’s time as Rector Major,
the Cooperators’ Regulations for Apostolic Life, promulgated in 1986, speaks of it often.
The characteristics of the practice of the entire Salesian Family clearly emerge. Following
in the footsteps and in imitation of Don Bosco — initiatives, projects and achievements (to
the extent possible, it goes without saying). The Regulations were careful not to overlook
Fr Albera’s recommendations on essential reflection. And it went right to the logical
conclusion of practice, the time for decision and real suffering.

The Cooperators promise, as part of their commitment, to collaborate in the
initiatives of their local Church. They are available for new initiatives in response to the
needs they discover. They take them up with the other groups of the Salesian Family.
And the Rector Major, assisted by the Cooperator Advisory Council, endeavours to
coordinate them.¢

The projects of the Union of Salesian Cooperators are essentially apostolic ones. For
each individual it is a life project; and, for the Union, an apostolic project. The overall
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project of the Cooperators was defined by Don Bosco. After him, the Rector Major of
the Salesians is the guarantor of fidelity to this project throughout the Family. When the
Cooperator sets out on his or her journey, they promise to live the evangelical project
of the association. This association is entirely responsible for the vitality of Don Bosco’s
plan for the world."”

Finally, one article explicitly describes the Cooperator’s “style of action”, i.e. what
the Cooperator achieves. It highlights the qualities that should distinguish Salesian
action: interior life, availability, generosity, a sense of concrete initiative and decisiveness,
creativity, the ability to review, and courage in adversity.

“§ 1. Don Bosco was a practical and enterprising man, a tireless and creative worker,
with a deep spiritual life. Convinced of the importance of action, the Cooperators base
it on union with God and fulfil their various tasks with zeal and resolution: they are
generous and readily available.

§ 2 Awake to reality and the signs of the times, they have a practical approach, are able
to discern God's design, and commit themselves with a spirit of initiative to providing
a response to the urgent needs which they meet, ready always to evaluate and readjust
their own mode of action.

§ 3 “Work and temperance!” was Don Bosco's recommendation. The Cooperator
faces up calmly to the toil and difficulties of life, and accepts the cross which unfailingly
accompanies apostolic work.”!8

Fr Egidio Vigano!” was happy to take up this idea and, more or less, the idea of St
Francis de Sales on the “ecstasy of action”, applied in his Treatise on the Love of God (Book
VII, Chapters IV-VI), to the “operation” i.e. to the ordinary practice of life. Ecstasy,
whatever it may be, lifts us above ourselves and the world. And “sacred ecstasies” are
of three kinds, wrote this saint: “one of them belongs to the understanding, another to
the affection, and the third to action. The one is in splendour, the other in fervour, the
third in works: the one is made by admiration, the other by devotion, and the third by
operation.” This third kind of ecstasy proceeded, in its interpretation, from the meeting
of the practical with the supernatural, the infinite of God. Francis de Sales, with words
reminiscent of Maurice Blondel, dwelt on “an ecstasy all holy, all worthy of love, the
crown of the two others — the ecstasy of work and life.”*

Do notdeceive, do notlie, do not commitlust, pray to God, do not swear in vain,
love and honour your father, do notkill, is to live according to the natural reason
of man; but to leave all our possessions, to love poverty, to call it and hold it to
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be a most delightful mistress, to hold opprobrium, scorn, abjection, persecution
and martyrdom to be happiness and beatitudes, to maintain absolute chastity,
and in the end to live in the world and in this mortal life against all the opinions
and maxims of the world and against the current of the river of this life by
ordinary resignations, renunciations and self-denial, is not to live humanly, but
superhumanly; It is not living within us, but outside us and above us; and
because no one can go out above himself in this way unless the eternal Father
draws him, therefore this kind of life must be a continual rapture and a perpetual
ecstasy of action and operation.”!

“The ecstasy of action, point of reference for Saint Francis de Sales, is the soul
of apostolic charity in Don Bosco”, said the Common Identity Card of the Salesian
Family.??
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NOTES

1 Bibliography. - M. Midali (ed.). Spiritualita dell’azione. Contributo per un approfondimento (series:
Studi di spiritualita 3), Rome, LAS, 1977, 302 pages.

2 MO DaSilva, p. 36.
3 The distinctions from Aristotle were taken from the Nicomachean Ethics, V1, 2 and 111, 1-7.

4 Unpublished notes for an undated sermon, based on his first words between two retreats: “Parte di voi
ha term[inato]. poco innanzi gli esercizi, parte li cominciera lunedi.” Ms in FdB 2907 Cl-4.

S FrRuawrote it in Latin: evanuerunt in cogitationibus suis, a quote from Romans 1:21.
6 Cf. Proverbs 13:4.

7 Cf. Mt 7:21. And the following words: “Le parole quando sono senza le opere sono tante legna per
Uinferno, diceva un Santo.”

8 Translation: “Someone who, while he lives, casts away his bowels”. Sirach 10:10 (in some translations).
This somewhat incomprehensible proposition, which Fr Albera took from the Latin Vulgate, derives
from the Greek text of Ecclesiasticus. The Jerusalem Bible corrects it according to the syro-hexaplar
version. We read in 10:9 : “Even in life, the human body decays”.

9 “Masventuramente la grande malattia di molti addetti al servizio di Dio ¢ l'agitazione e il troppo ardore
con cui si occupano delle cose esteriori. Quanto ¢ difficile trattenere nei giusti limiti la nostra attivita! -
Se non ci mettiamo in guardia, corriamo il rischio di seguir I'andazzo del mondo, che si lascia involgere
nel turbinio degli affari, e cade vittima di quel morbo che gia S. Bernardo chiamava sventramento
dell'anima: eviscerano mentis. Essa esaurisce nello studio e nelle opere esteriori tutte le sue facolta, la
sua intelligenza, la sua memoria, la sua immaginazione, come gia diceva il Savio, di chi tutto ¢ assorto
dalle occupazioni, projecit in vita intima sua. - Mai un momento per raccogliersi, per rientrare in se
stesso, per sapere dove vada. Il mondo crede che queste tali camminino a gran passi nel via del bene,
ma S. Agostino ci assicura che camminano fuori del retto sentiero: magni passus, sed extra viam. Essi
lavorano molto, mailoro lavori non servono ad aeternitatem. Oh! continuino i Salesiani a dar I'esempio
di spirito d'iniziativa, di grande attivitd, ma sia essa sempre e in ogni cosa I'espansione d'uno zelo vero,
prudente, costante e sostenuto da soda pietd.” (Fr Albera, Circular to Salesians, 15 May 1911, L.C. pp.
37-38).

10 Cf. Fr Albera, Circular to Salesians, 19 March 1921. L.C. p. 402. “... questo secolo di agitazione, il

quale ha veduto nascere un ideale nuovo: I'amore dell'azione per I'azione ...” At this point Fr Albera

copied Dom Chautard.

11 According to E. Ceria, Vita del Servo di Dio Sac. Filippo Rinaldz, SEI, 1948, p. 96-97. Quotes from
Fr Rinaldi: “Quest'anno sono ingolfato fino agli occhi. Dal primo dell'anno fino a ieri sera non mi
fermai. Il lavoro cresce colla baracca.” “Certi giorni ho tante cose per la testa che non mi danno tempo
di pensare.” “Mi trovo circondato da difficolta pitt che mai. Ho bisogno d'orazioni e di consigli, ma
neppure si sa come chiederli.”

12 Paris, Félix Alcan, 1893, XXV, 496 pages.
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Cf. L'Action, 5°™€ partie, chap. 2 : “La valeur de la pratique littérale et les conditions de I'action
religieuse”.

L’Action, p. 356.

L'Action, part 5, chap. 3 : “Le lien de la connaissance et de l'action dans I'étre”.

RAL (Regulations of Apostolic Life) art. 16, 20, 22, 23, 30 and 44.

RAL Introduction 2, 3 art. 3, 5, 19, 23, 24, 40.

RAL art 30. “style of action”.

See his circular letters of April-June 1981, 5 December 1989 ; and of 15 August 1991.

It will be noted that St Francis here gave the word action a broader meaning than the one above.
Oenvres de saint Frangois de Sales, vol. V, p. 21, 27-28.

Common Identity Card of the Salesian Family of Don Bosco, art. 7.



Adoration (worship)

[Translator’s note: we could often translate the French ‘adoration’ as ‘worship’, but
for the purposes of this dictionary entry under ‘A’, the two can be regarded as
interchangeable ]

Adoration according to St Francis de Sales

In his efforts to return the Chablais to Catholicism Francis de Sales had a cross erected on
the road from Annemasse to Geneva, at the very place where a “Philiberte Cross” had
been pulled down by the Reformers in troubled times. On this occasion the Genevan
minister Antoine de la Faye published a polemical pamphlet entitled Brief Traiteé de la
vertu de la Croix et de la maniére de [ 'honorer.!

Francis decided to reply to him three years later, in 1600, with a long Défense de
['Estendart de la saincte Croix.”

Among other things he expressed his thoughts on this “way of honouring him”
which is called adoration.

Let’s start by agreeing on the terms. In the most general sense, adoration or worship
is “the act by which one renders the greatest respect and the deepest submission.”

This act manifests an awareness of inferiority, even dependence in the face of a
more powerful being, whatever/whoever that may be. A rite of adoration of the pope is
envisaged for the cardinals who have just elected him. This is notidolatry. In the religious
sense, adoration is man’s first duty to God, the fundamental expression of religion, that
which inspires and informs other religious gestures such as thanksgiving, atonement or
the prayer of petition.*

“De l'adoration : que c’est” (About adoration: what it is), Francis asked in turn as
he began Chapter III of Book IV of the Defense. Let us not forget that he was writing
in opposition to a minister who was indignant at the Catholic custom of “adoration of
the Cross”. He began, “Let us look at the opinion of the writer and consider the value
of his arguments. My God, how crude this is; let us present the truth; it is enough by
itself to overcome the lie.” His refutation, based on quotations from the Bible, somewhat
laboured to our liking was, after all, convincing. The visible gesture is not essential to
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the act of adoration. “True worshippers worship in spirit and in truth” he said with St
John® to detractors of worship, who constantly uttered these words in their lessons to
Catholics. His chapter ended with the victorious declaration: “we must undoubtedly
conclude that the true and pure essence of adoration lies in the inner act of the will by
which one subjects oneself to that which is adored.” Logically, in the act of worship,
there is first the recognition of the being who is worshipped, then the voluntary act
of submission, and the external act act only comes at the end, which “follows the
submission as its effect and dependence.” “The word worship”, he wrote a little further
on, “from whence it has come, means nothing other than to offer reverence, either to
God or to creatures, which common folk deem to be a word proper to the honour of

God.”

Let’s stay with the common folk and the reverence due to God. One of the best ways
to render him honour, Francis would explain one day in a sermon, consists in offering
him “a sacrifice of praise”.¢

His religious soul poured out in the commentary on these words:

Sacrificing a sacrifice of praise is nothing but praising and gloritying God for His
mercies. To praise the Divine Majesty is an act which every man is obliged to do,
and from which no one can exempt himself. There is no denying the duty of
every one to praise God because of his blessings, nor can there be any denying
that there is a God who creates and governs the world. The pagan philosophers
have been compelled to confess it, even though they were not bathed in the light
of truth. Cicero, like many others, freely recognised that there was a Divinity,
and that no other than sucK could create man, nor govern and preserve this great
universe. And Christian doctrine teaches us that we must praise God at all times:
by drinking, by eating, by watching and sleeping, by day and by night, especially
since in every way we feel the effects of his mercy. All good Christians do this
when they attend services or go to churches to know God, praise and worship
Him, and when, among their other occupations, they bless and invoke Him.”

In this finale we recognise the spirituality of daily life dear to Saint Francis. It is
possible to worship God always and everywhere. Christians offer their “sacrifice of
praise” to the church, but also in whatever comes their way in work and each day.
Churches and statues are not essential for the one who worships God “in spirit and in
truth.”
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A gesture that has become difficult

The world has changed since Francis de Sales. He found room to worship God
everywhere, while today God and the Holy Trinity have been exiled from people’s daily
life. We are far from the time when the psalmist saw God shake the mountains, open
the waters beneath the feet of the Hebrews and be at the head of their armies. God no
longer has a home in the modern world. The process of secularisation, which succeeds
in freeing man from the hypothesis of God, renders the question of adoration useless.
The word even tends to disappear from dictionaries, even theological ones.®

Contemporary culture prefers to speak of God rather than to speak to God in a
context of prayer and worship. Therefore, in Catholicism, the real presence of the Son
of God in the Eucharist alone preserves a space for adoration.

This is why it is enough for Salesian worshippers to be faithful to themselves. In their
circular letters, successive Rectors Major have spoken only of adoration with regard to
the Eucharist.”

The awareness of a living ongoing presence of Christ in the consecrated Host
provoked an adoring response from Don Bosco. He certainly was a man of his time.
Devotion to the real presence was characteristic of the Catholic piety of his century,
especially in Turin, the city of the Blessed Sacrament.?®

For the young people in his oratories, if Jesus was really living in their house, it
was not permissible to forget him. They were convinced that He was there, near them,
to be their friend. Don Bosco regularly invited those in his houses to go to him in
his sacrament, to ask him for spiritual and material graces, to converse with him, to
contemplate his sacrificial mystery, to remain with him for a few moments. “Remember,
my children, that Jesus is in the Blessed Sacrament, rich in graces to be distributed to
those who call on him.”!!

Dominic Savio was unable to do withoutit. One day he missed “breakfast, class, until
lunch itself.” Don Bosco found him in the choir of the church of St Francis de Sales,
“One foot was on top of the other, one hand resting on the reading lectern; his other
hand was on his breast and his gaze was fixed immovably on the tabernacle. He called
him but there was no response. He shook him, and he looked around at him saying:

‘Oh, is Mass already over?” ‘Look,’ said his Rector, showing him his watch, it is two
o'clock.”1?
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This was a record! Michael Rua also distinguished himself for his zeal for adoration.
As a priest and a superior, he regularly ended his day lost in silent prayer on the steps of
the high altar in the church of Mary Help of Christians, gazing alternately at the door of
the tabernacle or at the face of the Virgin. The sacristan did not wait for him so he could
close the church. “He would have waited too long, Fr Rua had the key”, Fr Auffray wrote
mischievously.'?

At a time when the “salvation of the Blessed Sacrament” was reduced simply to
Benediction, he instituted the half-hour of adoration of the Blessed Sacrament on the
first Friday of each month. “He was very faithful to this practice which, once established
at the house in Valdocco, was later extended to the main houses of the congregation...”*

This form of worship, adapted to an adult population, has endured in the Salesian
Family. The Salesians feel in full agreement with a solemn declaration of Mysterium
Fidei, which the Catechism of the Catholic Church has taken up:

The Catholic Church has always displayed and still displays this /atria that
ought to be paid to the Sacrament of the Eucharist, both during Mass and
outside of it, by taking the greatest possible care of consecrated Hosts, by
exposing them to the solemn veneration of the faithful, and by carrying them
about in processions to the joy of great numbers of the people.’®

At the dawn of the new century, at the foot of the tabernacle or during times of
silent adoration of the Eucharistic species, the members of the Salesian Family willingly
encounter God in silence.

The unbeliever might think they are asleep. Of course, the divine mystery is always
veiled. The God who is near remains inaccessible. The exchange takes place “in spirit
and in truth”. In a gradual purification of the knowledge born of union, man and God
meet again, like the father and son in the parable of the prodigal son. They model the
eternal embrace that will be the salvation of the humble creature who has become an
adopted child of God the Father. This creature grows in secret union with the ineffable,
with the elusive essence of the divine. It is by allowing ourselves to be educated in this
silence of adoration that we can approach the divine presence, the Orientals tell us.
At the summit of our knowledge and experience of God is his absolute transcendence.
The prayerful assimilation of the liturgy and Scripture is the only way to achieve such a
fusion. In a world that has become deaf and blind to the divine, Eucharistic adoration
helps Christians to approach the thrice-holy God and allow themselves to be transfigured
by Him...
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This call to holiness can only be heard and followed in the silence of adoration before
God’s infinite transcendence. “We must confess that we all have need of this silence,
filled with the presence of Him who is adored”, wrote John Paul II: “in theology, so
as to exploit fully its own sapiential and spiritual soul; in prayer, so that we may never
forget that seeing God means coming down the mountain with a face so radiant that
we are obliged to cover it with a veil [... ] All, believers and non-believers alike, need to
learn a silence that allows the Other to speak when and how he wishes, and allows us to
understand his words.”1¢

Silent adoration “in spirit and in truth” is a source of forgotten or unsuspected
spiritual riches.
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NOTES

1 Brief Traitté de la vertu de la Croix et de la maniére de I'honorer, MDXCVIL

2 The complete title of the work is: Defense de I’Estendart de la saincte Croix de nostre Sauvenr
Jesus-Christ. Divisée en quatre Livres. Par Frangois de Sales, Prévost de l'Eglise Cathédrale de sainct Pierre
de Geneve. Contre un petit traieté, n'aguere sorti de la mesme ville de Geneve, faussement intitulé. De la
vertu de la Croix et de la maniere de I'honnorer. A Lyon, par Jean Pillehotte, 4 I'enseigne du nom de
Jesus, 1600. Avec permission, 326 pages.

3 Furetiere, Dictionnaire, 1690 s.v.

4 See A. Dodin, “Adoration”, in the Dictionnaire des Religions, P. Poupard dir., Paris, 1984, s.v.
S John 4:23.

6 See Psalms S0, 14 and 23.

7 Sermon for the Feast of St Augustine, 28 August 1620; in Oexvres , vol. IX, p. 329-330.

8 This is the case for the imposing Noxnveau dictionnaire de théologie, published under the direction of
Peter Eicher, in its French adaptation edited by Bernard Lauret (2nd revised and expanded edition,
Paris, Cerf, 1996), whose first entry is Amour.

9 And again, only Fr Egidio Vigano in his letter of 8 December 1987 on “The Eucharist in the apostolic
spirit of Don Bosco” (L.C., pp. 816-818).

10 Following a miracle in 1453, about which Don Bosco published a booklet in the Catholic Readings
entitled Notizie intorno al miracolo del SS.mo Sacramento avvenuto in Torino il 6giugno 1453 ...,
(Turin, P. De Agostini, 1853, 48 pp.).

11 “Ricordatevi, o figliuoli, che Gest: trovasi nel SS. Sacramento ricco di grazie da distribuirsi a chi lo
implora.” ( G. Bosco, I Giovane provveduto, Turin, 1847, p. 103.)

12 “(Il Direttore) entra in chiesa, vain coro e lo vede Ia fermo come un sasso. Egli teneva un piede sull'altro,
una mano appoggiata sul leggio dell'antifonario, l'altra sul petto colla faccia fissa e rivolta verso il
tabernacolo. Non moveva palpebra. Lo chiama, nulla risponde. Lo scuote, e allora gli volge lo sguardo,
e dice: oh, ¢ gia finita la messa? Vedi, soggiunse il Direttore mostrandogli I'orologio, sono le due. Egli
dimando umile perdono della trasgressine delle regole di casa.” (G. Bosco, Vita del giovanetto Savio
Domenico, Turin, 1880, chap. 20.)

13 A. Auffray, Le premier successenr de Don Bosco, Vitte, 1932, pp. 361-362.

14 “(Il Servo di Dio) institui I'Adorazione per mezz'ora del SS. Sacramento, esposto nel primo venerdi
di ogni mese. Egli fu fedelissimo a questa pratica che, eretta nella Casa di Valdocco, venne poi estesa
alle Case principali della Congregazione.”( Gius. Vespignani, Ordinary Process for don Rua, ad 174%™,
Positio super virtutibus. Summarium, p. 329.)

15 Paul VI, Mysterium Fidei, 3 September 1965, no. 56 ; Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1378.
16 John Paul II, Orientale Lumen, 2 May 1995, no. 16.



Angels

Was it necessary to introduce angels as part of the hundred entries in this dictionary of
Salesian spirituality? From the time of Don Bosco, Fr Rua or Fr Albera to today, when
we are entering the twenty-first century, their very existence, long affirmed on a daily
basis, has gradually become so discreet that it is hard to make out their existence through
official Salesian literature.

Don Bosco entitled one of his first pamphlets 7he Devotee of the Guardian Angel.'

The reference on its cover to the “sodality canonically erected in the Church of St
Francis of Assisi in Turin” leads us to connect this publication with his time at the
Convitto (1841-1844) next to this church. It was essentially a preparatory novena for
the feast of the holy guardian angels, comprising, for each day, an extended meditation,
a very brief practice and an esempio (example). There was a tenth exercise for the feast
day itself. The pamphlet was presumably intended for use by members of the Guardian
Angel Sodality “canonically erected in the Church of St Francis of Assisi”, of which
our saint may have been a member. The author wrote successively on the goodness of
God who has given us holy guardian angels; on the love that the holy angels bring us for
Jesus and Mary; on their daily benefits; on their special assistance during prayer, during
temptations and in tribulations; on the tenderness of the holy angel towards the sinner,
on their special assistance at the hour of death; on the comfort they provide for the soul
in purgatory and on the tenderness of the faithful who love them in this way. To illustrate
these pious considerations, Don Bosco borrowed examples from the history of the saints
(Lydwine, Margaret of Cortona ...) and with accounts of various contemporary facts,
according to which simple mortals had been saved by their guardian angels, all examples
accepted and reproduced as they were and without the shadow of criticism. To make his
point even clearer, the introduction of the booklet congratulated in advance those who
would meditate on “the great merit of his angel” and mark his respect for him as would
be indicated to him. This statement, unexpected by other generations, was immediately
justified: “Among the signs of predestination, theologians and spiritual masters basing
themselves on the authority of the Holy Scriptures and the Holy Fathers, recognise
tender and constant devotion shown to the holy guardian angels.”

The Salesian tradition would focus devotion to the holy angels on the guardian
angels alone.
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Don Bosco had a deeply rooted devotion to the guardian angel. In 1847, when he
began publishing the 1/ Giovane provveduto, a prayer book that would last a hundred
years, he inserted among the “special exercises of Christian piety” the recommendation:
“While dressing you could say, “Angel of the Lord, by his merciful providence you are
my guardian. Watch over me through this day, enlighten my intellect, rule my affections,
govern my feelings, so that I will not offend the Lord my God. Amen.”

Consequently, until the middle of the twentieth century, the prayer to the guardian
angel, Angele Dei, qui custos es mei, would be repeated endlessly every morning by
students in Salesian houses throughout the world.

The Daughters of Mary Help of Christians used Don Bosco’s example to encourage
this devotion in their communities. A Book of Prayers and Practices of Piety for the
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians published in Turin at the end of Fr Albera’s term
as Rector Major was eloquent regarding this chapter. In the article on the Feast of the
Guardian Angel and from a chapter from Fr Lemoyne’s Memorie biografiche,* we read
this revealing information:

The Venerable Don Bosco had a warm love and deep devotion to his Guardian
Angel; he greeted him very often during the day; he sang hymns to him with
a particular enthusiasm; he celebrated his feast every ?lear; he often made it the
subject of the advice he gave; he knew how to inculcate in the young people
around him a great respect for his presence; he exhorted them all to dedicate
themselves to him on the Tuesday of each week and on their birthday. Following
the example of the Venerable Father, there will be none of the Houses of the
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, where 2 October or [another] day
dedicated to the Guardian Angel is not especially set aside in some way; it is up

to the superior to see what opportunity or possibility allows her to do.”

In this regard, the book contains a lengthy “Prayer to the Guardian Angel that can
be used on this occasion”, that is to say, on the feast on 2 October. The Sisters’ full
confidence in the protection and watchful assistance of their holy angels was evident.

After Don Bosco, the Rectors Major, Fr Rua and Fr Albera at the beginning of
the twentieth century, encouraged devotion to the guardian angel. “... He had a great
devotion to the Guardian Angels, especially to St Michael, whose name he bore”, we
read in the process of beatification and canonisation of the former. “He reminded us of
this devotion every evening of the Novena,® and gave the panegyric at Foglizzo, where
the church was dedicated to this saint.””
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Fr Rua also “enthusiastically approved and blessed the introduction of the Guardian
Angels Sodality into various colleges in America for the little ones, in order to introduce
them to the Christian life while there was still time.”3

As far as T am aware, this Guardian Angels Sodality was later established throughout
the Salesian world in the first part of the century. In those days, devotion to the guardian
angel was not reserved for small children. Fr Albera saw angels in the presence of Salesian
provincials and rectors. Christ, our Redeemer, “entrusts an innumerable legion of angels
with the care of watching over us continually and suggesting good inspirations as the
means of triumphing over our enemies. Only when we are in possession of the eternal
glory of heaven will it be given us to know how much we are indebted to these heavenly
spirits, deputed to be our guides and teachers” he wrote to them on 20 April 1919.”

This, however, was the only reference to guardian angels in the official letters of this
Rector Major.!?

Catholicism had become discreet about them. Subsequently, a degree of silence
reigned even in the Salesian Congregation. The indexes of the circular letters of Frs
Rinaldi, Ricaldone, Ziggiotti, Ricceri and Vigano, written between 1922 and 1995,
ignore the term “guardian angels”. The recent Salesian Constitutions (1984) were silent
on angels. Only the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians maintained the old tradition.
A well-expressed and biblically-based article in their 1982 constitutions says “We will
honour in a special way... the Angels who always contemplate the glory of the Lord
and accompany us on our pilgrimage” (with references in notes to Matt. 18:10; Exodus
23:20; Tobias 12:15; Psalm 90:11 -12).!!

The Return of the Angels

By the mid-twentieth century, angels were forgotten. Certainly, many people continued
to greet them. Salesian priests still celebrated the votive mass of the holy angels on
Mondays (Tuesdays being now occupied by St John Bosco), when no feast or liturgical
memorial prevented them from doing so. But “informed” Catholic opinion smiled as
if it were outdated, even mythological. Modern critical exegesis ended up emptying
heaven by demythologising Sacred Scripture and reducing angelic epiphanies to literary
borrowings from the Assyrian-Babylonian pantheon. Some entrusted their future to
them, others were reluctant to succumb to them, most of them couldn’t care less.
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However, far from being retrograde, the Salesians, who had resisted the negative
current, may well have prepared the future. “Angels are back”, it was announced in
1997.12

Books about angels were all the go. It is true that the new angels did not always
resemble the angels of yesteryear, messengers of God, guides and guardians of human

beings. Some personified energies took their place. The New Age celebrated them as
such.13

And punctilious catechists were wary of their reappearance in any form whatsoever.
A certain imagery was likely to arouse unease which sometimes led, by reaction, to
complete silence, one of them noted. “In the meantime, new speculations are being
developed on the ‘invisible’ beyond the real Christian references. To avoid the two
extremes of silence and hype, it seems sufficient to respect the Bible and its language,
which is open to poetry.” Biblical poetry is full of symbols to be decoded, the
commentator explained. “At the centre of an apocalyptic biblical narrative, there is not
the messenger, but the message.” So let’s learn to read it! “And to do that, it is better to be
a poet than a scholar. One must accept that meaning is more important than things, and
that words exchanged are more important than knowledge accumulated. It is difficult to
read the Bible if you are allergic to its symbolic language, if you want to possess the truth
rather than allowing yourself to be possessed by it. God’s work is infinitely beyond us. A
Chinese proverb says: “The finger points at the moon and the fool looks at the finger.””!*

That is all very well! But does the moon exist only as a symbol? Are angels merely
expressions of divine action? Over the same years, voices of authority have testified to
their very real existence.

Of course, John Paul II, during Wednesday catecheses on “the creation of invisible
beings” and “angels in the story of salvation”,’ and the Catechism of the Catholic
Church,'® both not very inclined to be theologically progressive, clearly recognised the
real existence of angels. “Angels are therefore not prominent creatures in the reality of
revelation, yet they fully belong to it, so much so that at certain moments we see them
performing fundamental tasks on behalf of God himself.”!”

A witness from the field, also contrary to the pure symbolisation of angels, will be
more convincing for some than more recognised official spokespersons. When he was
Archbishop of Marseille, the future Cardinal Roger Etchegaray, under the title “Angels
and us”, took a stand one day in a column in the diocesan magazine. “In addition to the
visible world, God created a kingdom of invisible spirits” he wrote bluntly.
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To seek to eliminate angels is untenable. The use of biblical texts may vary
according to their literary genre, but the whole of sacred history is traversed
by these beings who, far from being mere symbols, are, like every creature in
the image of God, true individuals endowed with intelligence and freedom. It
is fitting to speak of angels in moderate terms but clearly, as the Gospel does.
Christ, the only true mediator, undoubtedly gives them a more unobtrusive

lace than the Old Testament, where their role was to serve as an intermediary
Eetween God and men: all their interventions are all focused on the story of
the Saviour to bring out the most vivid aspects of the Annunciation to the
Ascension... A Church that does not have the spiritual experience of angels
would not be the Church of God.!8

If he were still alive and to the greatest satisfaction of the Salesian Sisters,’ Fr
Vigano would probably not speak a very different language. For the words of Cardinal
Etchegaray are wholly consonant with the spirituality of St Francis de Sales, who said
much about angels in general and guardian angels in particular,”® and who advised
Philothea: “Seek to be familiar with the Angels; learn to realise that they are continually
present, although invisible. Specially love and revere the Guardian Angel of the Diocese
in which you live, those of the friends who surround you, and your own. Commune
with them frequently, join in their songs of praise, and seek their protection and help in
all you do, spiritual or temporal.”
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NOTES

1 1l Divoro dell' Angelo Custode , Turin, Paravia et comp., 1845, 72 pages.

2 “Felice chi meditando il gran merito del suo Angelo, pratichera gli ossequii suggeriti in questi fogli, e
verra ad esserne costantemente divoto, egli avra con s¢ un non dubbio segno di sua eterna salute; giacché
tra i segni di predestinazione riconoscono fondatamente i Teologi ed i Maestri di spirito sopra l'autorita
delle divine Scritture, e de’ santi Padri una tenera e costante divozione verso i santi Angeli Tutelari.” (7/
Divoto .... pp. 4-5.)

3 “Mentre vi vestite potete dire: Angelo del Signore, che siete mio custode per ordine della sua pietosa
provvidenza, custoditemi in questo giorno, illuminate il mio intelletto, reggete I miei affetti, governate i
miei sentimenti, acciocché io non offenda il mio Signore Iddio. Cosi sia.” (1 Giovane provveduto, Turin,
Paravia et comp., 1847, pp. 76-77.)

4 MBII, pp. 262-272, BM 204-2011. The prayer book gave a reference to the chapter in this volume.

S Livredeprieres et de pratiques de piété a 'nsage des Filles de Marie Auxiliatrice, Lille, 1929 (Imprimatur,
Turin, 1920), p- 188-189.

6 The Novena in preparation for the feast of Saint Michael the Archangel, 29 September

7 “... Aveva divozione grande agli Angeli Custodi, specialmente a S. Michele, di cui portava il nome.
Ricordava a noi questa divozione tutte le sere della sua Novena, e ne faceva il panegirico a Foglizzo,
dove la Chiesa era dedicata a questo Santo, come gia sopra deposl.” (G. Barberis, Ordinary process of
beatification and canonisation of Don Rua, in Positio super virtutibus, 1947, p. 287.)

8 “Approvo con entusiasmo e benedisse che in vari Collegi di America si istituisse per i giovanetti la
Compagnia degli Angeli Custodj, affinche si iniziassero per tempo alla vita cristiana.” (G. Vespignani,

Ordinary process... ibid, p. 331.)

9 “ ... Egli affida ad una legione innumerevole di angeli la cura di vegliare continuamente alla nostra
custodia e di suggerirci con buone ispirazioni i mezzi per trionfare dei nostri nemici. Solo quando
saremo al possesso della gloria eterna del paradiso, ci sara dato conoscere di quanto andiamo debitori a
questi spiriti celesti, deputati ad essere a noi guida e maestri.” (P. Albera, Letter to Salesian Provincials
and Rectors, 20 April 1919. L.C. pp. 285-286.)

10 Atleast according to the index of his collected letters.

11 “Onoreremo in modo speciale S. Giovanni Bosco, S. Maria D. Mazzarello e gli altri Santi della Famiglia
Salesiana (...) e gli Angeli che sempre contemplano la gloria del Signore e ci accompagnano nel nostrro
peregrinare.” (FMA Constitutions, art. 45.)

12 Y. Roulliere, “Le retour des anges. Un regard chrétien”, Christus 174, April 1997, pp. 242-250. Several
expressions in the preceding paragraph were borrowed from this article.

13 Observations by A. Couture and N. Allaire, Ces anges qui nous reviennent (coll. Rencontres
d'aujourd'hui 23), Saint-Laurent (Quebec), Fides, 1996, Chaps. 1 and 2.

14 Ph. Gruson, “L’Autre Monde”, Catéchése 146, February 1997, p. 46-47.
15 General audiences on 9 July and 6 August 1986, in Osservatore Romano, 10 July and 7 August 1986.
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16 See its subject Index.
17 John Paul II, 9 July 1986.
18 L'Eglise aujourd’bui a Marseille, 1 October 1978.

19 See, among other signs of this interest, the work by Maria Pia Giudici, FMA, G/7 angeli. Note esegetiche
e spirituali. Presentation by Joseph Aubry, Rome Citta Nuova, 1984, 152 pages. (4th ed. in 1993).

20 Introduction to the Devout Life, Part Two, Chap. XV1.



Apostolate

The apostolate and Salesian life

“Later he appeared to the eleven themselves as they were sitting at the table ... And he
said to them, ‘Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation®.”
(Mark 16:14). Christ invited his first apostles to proclaim the Good News, or in other
words the Gospel. Evangelisation was their privileged task as apostles, something that we
translate into the apostolate. Essentially, we restrict the apostolate, a term that can have

many meanings, to evangelisation alone.

The apostolate has a central place in the life of the Salesians and Salesian Sisters, and
even more so by Salesians not bound by religious vows. Traditionally, the founders of
Orders aim firstly at the personal sanctification of the members of their institutes and
only secondly at the apostolate that they would like them to exercise, the Rector Major Fr
Paul Albera a favourite son of Don Bosco, noted on one occasion. This is pure wisdom,
given the purpose of religious life as it has always been conceived of in the Church of
Jesus Christ. However, without forgetting that personal sanctification must precede the
apostolate, and with his refined sense of modern thinking that finds it difficult to tolerate
activities that are not essential to the professions to be practised, Don Bosco understood
that with a little good will it was possible to combine personal sanctification with the
apostolate. He had experienced this himself, and he asked his sons to imitate him. He
even gave the apostolate such preference that superficial observers could believe that a
society of priests and laity had been formed solely for the education of young people.
And the first article of the Salesian Constitutions, as approved in 1874, seemed to prove
them right when he declared: “... its members, while striving together for Christian
perfection, undertake every kind of work of charity ...”.!

Charitable works are therefore at the forefront of the Salesian scene. We return to the
motto of the coat of arms: “Da mibi animas, caetera tolle”, an appeal to charity of a Don
Bosco haunted by the apostolate. A desire of Fr Rua a few years after Don Bosco’s death
allows this interpretation. “May the Lord”, he wrote, “always keep alive in our hearts
that sacred fire which was kindled there when we heard Don Bosco utter the powerful
cry: Da mihi animas, and we saw him consume his strength and his life in the exercise
of charity.”
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The charity of the Salesians in the wake of Don Bosco is indeed eminently apostolic.
Clerics, religious or lay people, the latter possibly past pupils or collaborators in Salesian
works, each group in its own way, follows in the footsteps of the apostles “to proclaim
to people that Christ is the Saviour of the world.” Of course, each has a different role.
Let us read Vatican II:

Christ conferred on the Apostles and their successors the duty of teaching,
sanctifying, and ruling in His name and power. But the laity likewise share in
the priestly, prophetic, and royal office of Christ and therefore have their own
share in the mission of the whole people of God in the Church and in the world.
They exercise the apostolate in fact by their activity directed to the evangelization
and sanctification of men and to the penetrating and perfecting of the temporal
order through the spirit of the Gospel. In this way, their temporal activity openly
bears witness to Christ and promotes the salvation of men.?

Consequently, no Christian is exempt. The whole spiritual family of Don Bosco:
Salesians, Salesian Sisters, Volunteers of Don Bosco, Cooperators, can and even must,
each in their own way, feel concerned about apostolic work which secks to evangelise
humanity, to sanctify people and to penetrate the temporal order with the spirit of the

gospel.

The apostolate of the new evangelisation

The Salesian Family thus participates today in the major work of the apostolate
which is the effort of evangelisation demanded by Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandsi (8
December 1975), and then in a powerful homily by John Paul IT in Santo Domingo (25
January 1979) to which the Rector Major, Fr Vigano, a good theologian, devoted many
interventions. The objectives of Vatican II, which closed ten years earlier, were summed
up in one, wrote Paul VI: “to make the Church of the twentieth century ever better fitted
for proclaiming the Gospel to the people of the twentieth century.” If they have heart
and energy, today’s Salesians throw themselves into the adventure with the enthusiasm
of the Rector Major from 1978-1995.4

Fr Vigano insisted on the new nature of contemporary evangelisation. Certainly,
evangelisation has always been about bringing the gospel into the life of humanity, Paul
VI recalled.
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For the Church, evangelising means bringing the Good News into all the strata
of humanity, and through its influence transforming humanity from within
and making it new: ‘Now I am making the whole of creation new’ (Revelation
21:5). But there is no new humanity if there are not first of all new persons
renewed by Baptism and by lives lived according to the Gospel. The purpose
of evangelisation is therefore precisely this interior change, and if it had to be
expressed in one sentence the best way of stating it would be to say that the
led)urch evangelises when she seeks to convert, solely through the divine power
of the message she proclaims, both the personal and collective consciences of
people, the activities in which they engage, and the lives and concrete milieu
which are theirs.’

From this point of view, evangelisation does not change from century to century.
But the form it takes needs to differ from one era to another because cultures evolve and
change.

The Gospel, and therefore evangelisation, are certainly not identical with
culture, and they are independent in regard to all cultures. Nevertheless, the
kingdom which the Gospel proclaims is lived by men who are profoundly linked
to a culture, and the building up of the kingdom cannot avoid borrowing the
elements of human culture or cultures. Though independent of cultures, the
Gospel and evangelisation are not necessarily incompatible with them; rather
they are capable of permeating them all without becoming subject to any one of
them.¢

A new form of evangelisation is all the more urgent, as cultural transformation has
become more profound. “The split between the Gospel and culture is undoubtedly the
drama of our time” the pope said.”

The new evangelisation requires a pastoral conversion, concerned at the same time to
adapt to new cultures, to maintain the integrity of doctrine and to remain in harmony
with the Christian tradition under the guidance of the Apostles and their successors.
This pastoral conversion simultaneously affects the content of evangelisation, the
means of evangelisation, the evangelising workers and the recipients of evangelisation.®

Traditional Salesian life could only be affected by a message of this kind.

The demand:s of “new evangelisation” according to the Rector Major, Fr Vigano

In 1989, in a letter entirely devoted to the “new evangelisation”, the Rector Major,
Fr Vigano drew the attention of the Salesian Family to its demands, which are the
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“new frontiers”, the “new perspectives”, the “new doctrinal preconditions”, the “new
method and language”and the “new workers”.” Such were, at the end of the century, the
particular guidelines given by authority to the Salesian apostolate.'?

Fr Vigano’s “new frontiers” belonged to culture and cultures. The newly encompassed
areas were, according to him (and he was not wrong): the dignity of the human
person, the inviolable right to life, religious freedom, the family as the prime area of
social engagement, solidarity at its various levels, the necessary political commitment
to democracy, the complex economic-social problem and, finally, summing it all up,
cultures. Evangelisation had to start, not from a text or even a proven tradition, but from
man and his contemporary needs.

It is now necessary to look systematically at the future and try to figure out the
meaning of history, the Rector Major taught. These are the “new perspectives” of
evangelisation. The fundamental values of Christianity, such as tradition or observance,
will therefore be re-expressed in view of the future. Giving priority to the future,
illuminating this vision with new ideals, being creative and effective at the same time — all
these tasks require a change in familiar ways of thinking. But they also open up exciting
new horizons: instead of war and power, we will be talking about peace, justice, ecology
and solidarity. Social models will be proposed. “It is as if we were giving humanity
another springtime” exclaimed Fr Vigano at the time. (...) All in all, this is an exciting
novelty in itself.”

But the Rector Major was not naive; he knew that on earth, utopias that will soon
be obsolete abound, that the tomorrows that sing of our dreams often turn into genuine
nightmares. Time is first and foremost the present, not the future. And this present time
needs roots. As for the future, it is itself the result of the past. However, it should be
borne in mind that Christianity is, by its very nature, forward-looking. And here, Don
Bosco, who wisely re-read the past and practised forward-looking pastoral care, gives the
Salesians a valuable lesson in historical sensitivity. The Spirithad raised up in him a “good
prophet of the new times.” He is, for his followers, “the teacher of a new beginning in
youth ministry.”

Christian doctrine must be rethought on the basis of “new prerequisites.” The
contemporary evangeliser needs a renewed theology of creation, a theology of hope truly
focused on the future, which is, for the Christian, eschatology, and finally a theology of
the Church founded, following Vatican I, on the concept of a People of God in organic
communion.!!
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The new evangelisation requires a “renewal of methods and language”. Pedagogy,
aided by biology, psychology and sociology, has made great strides, from which
education in the faith must benefit. The new forms of pastoral approach and cultural
dialogue are of “truly extraordinary importance” for the Salesian Family, said Fr Vigano.
In particular, the apostle’s language deserves great attention. Our own mental formation
and a certain lack of cultural flexibility can impair our ability to adapt. The evangeliser
will need a language adapted to intellectuals, another to ordinary people, another for
official communications, another for illiterates, in any case a language that takes into
account both the integral truth of the contents and that allows communication with
the simplest people. The multiplicity and variety of methods in accordance with the
differences of ages, cultures, situations, are by no means weaknesses of evangelisation,
but signs of pedagogical flexibility, and therefore of richness in communion. It is true
that the adaptation of methods and languages is delicate. The education of the faith is a
unique matter, as is Christian identity. In this case, techniques have value only insofar as
they are really used for the transmission and education of the faith.

“New workers” are essential for contemporary evangelisation. All of God’s people
are involved. To reserve evangelisation solely to clerics would be a mistake today. The laity
are the natural evangelisers of their living and working environments. The missionary
character of the laity was recognised and affirmed by Vatican II. This is a novelty. In
this laity, the Salesian immediately distinguishes youth, his privileged field of apostolate.
The Rector Major recommended that Salesians study carefully the paragraph on young
people in the John Paul II’s Apostoilic Exhortation Christifideles Laici (30 December
1988). The Church reads in young people the future that awaits her. Their sensitivity
is a profound perception of the values of justice, non-violence and peace. Their hearts
are open to fraternity, friendship and solidarity. They do their utmost to support causes
for the quality of life and the conservation of nature. These values prevent them from
simply being “considered as an object of pastoral concern for the Church: in fact,
young people are and ought to be encouraged to be active on behalf of the Church as
leading characters in evangelisation and participants in the renewal of society.”'? This
courageous affirmation indicates the meaning of Salesian youth ministry. Many “young
workers" should be involved in the new evangelisation. The typical Salesian work that
is the oratory is not a simple geographical location. It should be an association and a
movement at the service of a city, a Salesian province, even an entire country.

Thus, the Spirit of the risen Christ, who makes all things new again, will penetrate
better into contemporary society. Because he is the “supreme novelty”, insisted the
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Rector Major in a paragraph under this title. “The whole of the new evangelisation
is based on the supreme event” which is the Lord’s Passover. We discover it in two
privileged mediations: the Word of God and the Liturgy. The new evangelisation
therefore needs a true School of the Word and a renewed liturgical experience. If they are
faithful to Don Bosco, Salesians know these kinds of demands well.

The need for apostolic interiority

Members of the Salesian Family who content themselves with playing their role as
evangelisers, as directors of works, teachers, catechists, preachers, educators of young
people, organisers of events, without worrying about evangelising their own lives, would
make mediocre ministers of Christ. Fr Albera was suspicious of the Salesian’s restless
activity. Fr Vigano called for more “apostolic interiority”.!*> The new evangelisation
is also witness, Paul VI taught. The strength of evangelisation lies both in the truth
proclaimed and in the conviction of the witness with which it is proposed. “For the
Church, the first means of evangelisation is the witness of an authentically Christian
life, given over to God in a communion that nothing should destroy and at the same
time given to one's neighbour with limitless zeal.”4

The evangeliser is naturally invited to live by the Holy Spirit.

Evangelisation will never be possible without the action of the Holy Spirit. The
Spirit descends on Jesus of Nazareth at the moment of His baptism when the
voice of the Father — “This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased” —
manifests in an external way the election of Jesus and His mission. Jesus is “led by
the Spirit” to experience in the desert the decisive combat and the supreme test
before beginning this mission. It is “in the power of the Spirit” that He returns
to Galilee and begins His preaching at Nazareth, applying to Himself the passage
of Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.” And He proclaims: “Togay this
Scripture has been fulfilled.” To the disciples whom He was about to send forth
He says, breathing on them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”*°

Is the Spirit of the Lord upon you, the evangeliser, in some way part of the Salesian
Family? “It is often said nowadays that the present century thirsts for authenticity.
Especially in regard to young people it is said that they have a horror of the artificial or
false and that they are searching above all for truth and honesty. The witness of life has
become more than ever an essential condition for real effectiveness in preaching. Precisely
because of this we are, to a certain extent, responsible for the progress of the Gospel
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that we proclaim.” Evangelising zeal must spring from true holiness of life nourished by
prayer and above all by love for the Eucharist. The preaching of the Gospel should make
the preacher himself grow in holiness.
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NOTES

... 1soci mentre si sforzano di acquistare la perfezione cristiana, esercitino ogni opera di carita”... This
introduction almost literally translates a paragraph entitled “Apostolato santificatore” from a letter by
Fr Albera: “Don Bosco nostro modello”, 18 October 1920. L.C. p. 333.

“ ... conservare sempre vivo ne' nostri cuori quel fuoco sacro che vi si accese quando udimmo Don
Bosco gettare quel grido potente: da mihi animas, e lo vedemmo consumare le sue forze e la sua vita
nell'esercizio della carita ...” (M. Rua, Letter to Salesians, 29 January 1896, L.C.p. 142).

Vatican II, Apostolicam Actuositatem (Decree on the Laity), 2.

The term Evangelizzazione covers more than two pages in the Index of circulars by Fr Vigano.
Evangelii Nuntiandz, 18.

Evangelii Nuntiandt, 20.

“just as it was of other times”, he went on to say prudently. (Evangelii Nuntiands, 20 and following.)
These refer to the major headings in Evangelii Nuntiands.

With the official French translation of Evangelii Nuntiandi, we prefer the term “ouvriers” here.

10 E.Vigano, Letter to Salesians, 8 September 1989, L.C. pp 962-985. To these “new things” he added the

“supreme newness” of Christ's Passover, and the “newness of the dangers” posed by the new pastoral

approach.

11 These topics will be taken up again in the articles in this dictionary on the Church, Hope and the

Laity.

12 Christifideles Laict, 46.

13 Letter of 8 September 1989, last paragraph.
14 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 41.

15 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 75.

16 Evangelii Nuntiandi, 76.



Asceticism

Spiritual asceticism

Christian asceticism, while real, does not necessarily have, as is still sometimes believed,
the harsh and dry features of Simeon the Stylite, the anchorite perched on his column, in
an ongoing struggle for sixty-nine years to secure the possession of a holy, spiritual body
capable of participating in the elevation of his spirit to heaven. When it is Salesian its
model is Francis de Sales, the bishop with a normal outlook and benevolent gaze, who,
however, bound himself to constant discipline in order to strive towards holiness.

Who talks about asceticism today? Yet it does exist, even if it refuses to recognise
itself in this suspect, worn-out word. It is defined by a caricature. “A set of physical
or moral exercises which tend to the emancipation of the mind by contempt for the
body. By extension: deliberate and heroic deprivation. Antithesis: pleasure, enjoyment”,
we read in a recent French dictionary (Le Petit Robert). The image has been pervasive
in current spirituality. Widespread hedonism rejects it, even among religious people. It
evokes effort, voluntary, sustained, rigorous application to subdue passions, bad desires,
natural indulgence. It is necessary, one thinks, to impose a severe regime on oneself
which covers all aspects of life: sleep, food, work, leisure, the use of time; and on all the
“movements of the soul”: impatience, anger, sensuality, the taste for power, everything
that is a natural claim of desire. This implacable control concerns external behaviour,
but also internal, because asceticism must extend to the thoughts. The “perfect man” of
classical spirituality is one who has rooted out his “self-love” i.e. attachment to self.

But this view of things is altogether simplistic. St Paul did not despise his body
when he reduced it to servitude. The antithesis of asceticism is by no means “pleasure
and enjoyment”. The death of desire does not define asceticism. Its possible reasons are
varied. Look around you: asceticism is better than you imagined. The education of the
will, dear to Jules Payot, requires serious ascetic effort. Many of our contemporaries have
rediscovered asceticism since the AIDS epidemic no longer allows them to shrug it off
and ignore it. Asceticism is blazing new paths in the easy leisure of mountains and sea.
One cannot imagine conscientious athletes without asceticism. And what intellectual
does not practice some form of asceticism? Here we shall call asceticism the effort of will
that one imposes on oneself in order to acquire the moral energy, the strength and the
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firmness of character of the holy and virtuous being. The end pursued is perfect charity.
In the Christian, it presupposes faith in God the Father, who “subverts” purely human
effort. Asceticism often (not always) takes the form of mortification, and costly exercise
is always a feature of asceticism.”

Spiritual combat

The exercise of asceticism involves a struggle. Saint Francis de Sales and the Salesians
of the first generations revered and pondered Lorenzo Scupoli’s treatise entitled 7he
Spiritual Combat. “My dear daughter, read the 28th Chapter of the Spiritual Combat,
which is a book dear to me, and which I carried in my pocket eighteen years ago”,
Francis wrote to Jeanne de Chantal in 1607.% Let’s take a look at this little forgotten
book. The weapons proposed by Scupoli for spiritual combat were four in number: 1)
self-confidence, 2) confidence in God, 3) exercise, and 4) prayer.

At the centre of the work he placed “exercise” which, out of a total of sixty-six,
covered thirty-seven chapters (Chapters 7-43). We will remember here that the original
meaning of the word asceticism is precisely “exercise”. In Scupoli’s work, the section
on exercise dealt with the proper use of inner and external abilities to acquire virtue.
As a fine psychologist, Scupoli organised the struggle and proposed not an imaginary,
platonic struggle, but a Christian and interior one. The main point to be guaranteed
was the strength of the personality: intelligence (Chaps. 7-9) and will (Chaps. 10-11),
whose defects had to be corrected and whose activity had to be directed. The hardest
struggle concerned the will. The forces at work were battling within the human being
himself, where Scupoli discovered two wills at work: the superior (reason) and the
inferior (appetites, senses, passions). The higher will was torn between two poles: above,
the will of God who wanted to elevate man; below, the passions that attracted him to
evil (Chapter 12). Scupoli drew up a strategy for the fight against passions, especially
against disordered love of self, wherever it manifested or hid itself (Chaps. 13-18).
The internal passions had their external allies in the sensitive appetite. Hence the need
to struggle firmly against defects of the senses (impurity, laziness, idle talk), and to
employ them as means to raise the mind to consider the divine attributes and the life
of Christ (Chaps. 19-26). Scupoli recommended that one should always be on guard
against the subtle and insidious tricks of the devil, “artifices” in his language, which he
denounced (Chaps27-32). Care should be taken not to dissipate energy and efforts, but
to concentrate attention on a particular vice or passion to be overcome, orona particular
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virtue to be acquired (Chaps. 33-35). Itis very important never to cease the struggle, but
to keep the desire for perfection forever alive, for the good soldier does not seek rest or
the removal of difficulty, and the devil does not delude him by indiscreet zeal (Chaps.
36-43).4

This systematic “combat” makes us wonder a little because as it is presented it
involves obvious risks. Christian asceticism is always an asceticism of response, fruit of
the work of the Spirit in the individual. Itis certainly a struggle, but a responsive struggle.
And then, the moral theologian warns us to be careful to distinguish between asceticism
and ethical deviance, which voluntarism represents. In itself asceticism must liberate the
spiritual being. Rules, exercises, harsh and even restrictive practices have the function of
undoing constraints that, at first, we do not even see, but which are, in truth, infinitely
harsh: the law of the flesh, even the reign of Satan. But everything changes its meaning if
the asceticism becomes forced, and if, instead of being precisely the ordered exercise of
an art, a skill, it turns to pure repression, exercised by others but above all by oneself. The
most dreadful distortions creep in: the persecution of self, forbidding knowledge of self
as such, the stubborn fixation on an “ideal” which is a denial of reality, and so on. Too
much tension can even lead to people becoming neurotic, obsessive compulsives, or to
adopting insane penances with uncontrollable or sad compensations.

According to contemporary psychologists, who are not necessarily wrong, Scrupoli’s
spiritual combat needs to be nuanced. In this case the strategy may become more
flexible and change course. This reverses the attitude that seems to define asceticism:
it is no longer a question of making an effort, but of letting go, in other words of not
stiffening up, especially in relationships with others, of adopting and maintaining an
attitude of welcome, acceptance, respect, non-possession, lack of tension, unravelling of
pretensions. For example, letting someone talk. The cure imposes a renunciation of an
illusory and rather deadly world, in order to find a more authentic personality. Is it easy?
No, such a dialectic of control and mastery is ultimately very demanding. It calls on many
virtues: humility, strength, temperance... It requires a great willingness to accept a new,
sometimes surprising, self-image. It even seems that, in its purest forms, this attitude
is the most difficult thing in the world. In cases of neurosis, the "reverse asceticism” of
letting go allows the dismantling of the system in which the patient was trapped. It leads
to the appearance of what was considered inadmissible: the eruption of desire. Where
it was necessary to renounce oneself, there is the assertion of a self that demands, wants
to go its own way. Where the slightest impatience had to be curbed, there is a beautiful
aggressiveness. Where sensuality had to be pursued to the point of fantasies, there is the
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demanding presence of sexuality, and so on. Spiritual combat can take many unexpected
forms.’

The Salesian ascetic

Saint Francis de Sales, who spoke of self-denial, measuring perfection, of annihilation,
the dream of holy souls always needing to be realised; of the perfect stripping of the soul
united to God; of external and internal acts of mortification; or even of complete and
continual renunciation, certainly did not preach that asceticism was easy.®

In his thinking, these concepts were regulated by what he called “holy indifference”,
a notion ultimately dear to Don Bosco. Francis told the Visitation Sisters,

I have an extreme desire to engrave in your memory a maxim that is of
unapologetic usefulness: Ask for nothing and refuse nothing. No, my dear
daughters, ask for nothing and refuse nothing; receive what is given to you, and
do not ask what is not presented to you or what is not wanted: in this practice
you will find peace for your souls. Yes, my dear Sisters, hold your hearts in this
holy indifference to receive all that will be given to you, and not to desire what
will not be given to you. I mean, in a word, do not desire anything, leave yourself
and all your affairs fully and perfectly in the care of Divine Providence; let me
make you all just like children who let themselves be governed by their nannies.”

As for the Salesian ascetic considered here, which is in itself a didactic exposition on
Salesian asceticism, it was once well represented in Don Bosco’s dream of diamonds (10
September 1881), which warned the saint against the disappearance of asceticism among
his sons. Since then, the Rectors Major Fr Rinaldi in 1930 and Fr Vigano in 1981 have
endeavoured to repeat the lessons in order to preserve the identity of the entire Salesian
Family.

Inafirstscene, a figure in a sumptuous mantle adorned with ten sparkling diamonds:
faith, hope, charity, work, temperance, obedience, poverty, chastity, reward and fasting,
represented the Congregation as it should have been. Suddenly, after a time of darkness,
he reappeared clothed in a mantle pierced, stained and torn: the Congregation as it
became. Faith was replaced by sleep and laziness; hope by laughter and jest; charity
by self-secking; temperance by gluttony; work by sleep, theft, and idleness; obedience
by a large hole; chastity by lust and pride of life; poverty by bed, drink, and money;
reward by the goods of the earth; and fasting by another hole. A boy dressed in white
delicately worked in gold and silver thread, expressed the lesson represented: “Servants
and instruments of Almighty God, hark and take heed. Be strong and courageous. What
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you have seen and heard is a message from heaven for you and your brethren. Pay
attention to it and understand it well.” Don Bosco, who repeated it trembling, certainly
made the message his own."

Fr Rinaldi was struck by the richness it evoked.

The true Salesian is presented in the first place in all the splendour of his virtues,
represented by the ten diamonds, all OF which give rise to such meditations
that it is thus possible to study the entire spirituality of Salesian life [...] But
as excessive light sometimes makes you dizzy and prevents you from seeing, so
neglect of divine things, idleness, greed, the pleasures of the senses, pride of life
and attachment to the goods of the world can take away our sight of the model
and blind us to the point of obscuring the light and throwing us into the deepest
darkness [... ] This is the opposite of the true Salesian and the risk we run of

falling at any moment into such a deplorable state.!!

In this latter case, ascetic exercises were neglected or totally forgotten by Don Bosco’s
disciple. He eats and drinks well, works little, enjoys life, has enough money to be
comfortable, accepts only the orders that suit him and considers his deviations from
chastity as pecadillos.

Asceticism of renunciation

Ascetic exercises are meant to bring order to a life of this kind. We will briefly classify
them as renunciation exercises and acceptance exercises.

In generous souls, exercises often take the form of refusing certain satisfactions. If
the satisfactions are sinful, the refusal is self-evident for the Christian, much more so for
the follower of Don Bosco. He abstains, for example, from occasions that he knows are
dangerous for his chastity.

But satisfactions can be legitimate. In this case, the exercises that suppress them
usually receive the generic title of voluntary acts of mortification. But is it possible to
reconcile acts of mortification and Salesian life? The average opinion seems to doubt it.
Mortification is no longer fashionable. Yet an austere life is indispensable to the spiritual
life, Fr Rua rightly taught.

If we do not care to economise, if we %ive too much to the body in menus, dress,
travel, conveniences, how can we be fervent in our practices of piety? How can
we be ready for the sacrifices inherent in Salesian life? All true progress in the
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spiritual life becomes impossible, and it is impossible to be true sons of Don
Bosco.1?

He himself was a model of voluntary mortification. Witnesses to his canonisation
process said so many times.

The Salesian must be capable of renunciation, Fr Albera reminded us. There are
religious who refuse nothing to their senses. If they imagine themselves to be cold,
they want to warm themselves; if they think they are hungry, they want to eat; if an
entertainment crosses their minds, they lend themselves to it without further reflection,
well resolved to satisfy all their fantasies. And their whole lives go off course. “Let us
be very careful not to fall into such a fatal and miserable state,” he advised. “Let us
practice, in imitation of our venerable father, a continual mortification of the senses, of
the throat, of all the passions; let us make ourselves masters of our heart by moderating
our affections of sympathy, sensitivity, anger or aversion, so as to keep them subject to
right reason, and to direct them constantly to the greater glory of God and to the good
of our neighbour.”"3

The second part of Don Bosco’s motto, “Give me souls and take away the rest”
implies mortification, the Rector Major Fr Vigano remarked. But this is the weak
point of our spiritual recovery, he added in 1992. “There is no true life in the Spirit
without concrete asceticism. Certainly the latter must be in harmony with the particular
characteristics of our charism, butit must be there, every day and in abundance.” And he
invited his religious to reread Saint Ignatius of Loyola: “greater mortification of self-love
than abstention from meat; and more mortification of the passions than prayer; for a
person who keeps his passions mortified a quarter of an hour should be sufficient for an
encounter with God.” !4

Acts of mortification associate the spiritual being with the mystery of Christ’s
Passion. A complete Paschal spirituality includes the desired mortification. Without the
cross, it remains shaky. Thus voluntary mortification is given a prominent place in the
spirituality of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians and is the subject of a special
article in their renewed Constitutions.

Through an intimate participation in the Lord's Paschal Mystery let her live with
faith the mystery of the Cross, which touches every human life, and is the source
of grace and true freedom. Let her learn how to use lovingly the opportunities
for voluntary mortification, to make up in her own body all that has still to be
undergone by Christ for the sake of his Mystical Body."®
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Asceticism of acceptance

The true Salesian therefore practises the asceticism of renunciation. Without excess,
because normally he does not have time to dwell on himself and measure his progress
in this order of things. His asceticism is above all one of acceptance. The fulfilment of
duty, obedience, and submission to life were an ascetic and purifying virtue for Don
Bosco. His followers heard his lesson. We know his rather strong reply to Dominic
Savio, who practised all kinds of harsh penances: “The penance that the Lord expects of
you is obedience. Obey and that is enough for you.”'¢ Don Bosco recommended to his
rectors only the austerities of everyday life: “Mortify yourself by diligently fulfilling your
duty and putting up with the inconveniences of others.”’” And as he wrote to French
correspondents, one of whom was old and the other suftering: “As for corporal penances,
they are not appropriate for you. For the elderly, it is enough to endure the pains of old
age for the love of God; for the sick, itis enough to endure their inconveniences gently for
the love of God and to follow the advice of the doctor or family in a spirit of obedience; it
is more pleasing to God to eat delicately with obedience than to fast against obedience.”®

The original Salesian Constitutions written by Don Bosco wanted every religious
to be “ready to endure, when necessary, heat, cold, thirst, hunger, fatigue, contempt,
whenever it serves the greater glory of God, the spiritual good of others and the
salvation of his soul.”’” The Volunteers of Don Bosco produced an article in their
1990 Constitutions based on this formulation.?” For them, poverty and obedience are
“detachments” to be accepted in faith and abandonment to God.?!

The Holy Spirit invites the Salesian to accept apostolic asceticism courageously, a
contemporary spiritual author explained lucidly. Salesian asceticism is included in the
dynamic of action. When it appears, it does so with a smiling face: it is the roses of the
dream of the pergola, under which long thorns hide the bloodied feet of missionaries.””
Taken seriously, it takes on multiple aspects that converge in demanding renunciation. In
particular for members of the Salesian Family it implies the refusal to believe and behave
as if they own the mission, and the acceptance of being merely servants in God’s hands.
Radical renunciation requires that we remain fully available to the great work of the
Kingdom of God, without, therefore, gradually yielding to the desire for well-being and
amenities, which are a direct threat to the faithfulness and generosity of the apostle. It
asks us to accept the concrete and daily exercise of apostolic work: real presence with
young people, preoccupations, feeling tired every evening, refusal to seek one’s own
satisfaction and one’s own glory, struggle against the “world” and those who oppose
the Kingdom; and also: self-centredness, acceptance of how the young are culturally
difterent than the adult, confrontation with the crisis of adolescence which eventually
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obliges the educator to discover immaturity within himself; and again: acceptance of the
risks of service to the poor, respect and patience when faced with the slow progress of the
young, continuous and exhausting effort to remain in contact with a changing reality,
courageous acceptance of the necessary changes and the effort of ongoing formation.
This is not achieved in a day. Underlying this programme of ascetic acceptance is “a
terrifying demand for conversion.” Especially since Salesian asceticism is normally lived
in joy. It should never be sad. But living joy in today’s world is not easy.*®
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As is the case for the Encyclopédie des Religions (dir. F. Lenoir et Y. T. Masquelier, Paris, 1997), vol. II,
p- 2268.

See, for example, L. B. Geiger, Philosophie et spiritualité, t. 11 (coll. Cogitatio fidei 6), Cerf, 1963, p.
289-317 (“Esquisse d'une théologie de I'ascese”).

3 Francis de Sales to Baronness de Chantal, Viuz-en-Sallaz, 24 July 1607; Oenvres, vol. XIII, p. 304.
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This paragraph on Lorenzo Scupoli is based on the analysis of Le Combat spirituel, in Bartolomeo Mas,
“Scupoli”, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, vol. XIV, 1990, col. 473-474, to which I owe the main divisions
of the treatise.

These nuances added to Scupoli are inspired by Maurice Bellet’s article, “Si tu veux étre perfect...”,
Christus, 85,1975, pp. 5-15, to which T have added a few remarks by Salesian Professor Xavier Thévenort.

See, in the Index to the Oenvres, the words Abnegation, Anéantissement, Dépouillement, Mortification
and Renoncement.

Les Vrays Entretiens spirituels, V1 ; Oenvres, vol. VI, p. 92. We find this idea of asking for nothing and
refusing nothing in an article in Don Bosco’s Constitutions, Chapter 3 on Obedience: “3. Niuno diasi
sollecitudine di domandare cosa alcuna ne di ricusarla. Qualora conoscesse che una cosa gli ¢ nocevole
0 necessaria, la esponga rispettosamente al Superiore, che si dard massima cura di provveder a' suoi
bisogni.” (Costituzioni della Societi di S. Francesco di Sales, 1875, chap. 3, art. 3. See the 1923 edition,
art. 46.)

Letter to Salesians, 24 December 1930, Azt SS.
Letter to Salesians, April-June 1981. A¢£7 300.

“Servi e strumenti di Dio onnipotente, ascoltate e tenete ben in mente. Fatevi animo e siate forti.
Quanto avete veduto ed udito ¢ avvertimento celeste che ora ¢ fatto a voi e ai vostri fratelli: state attenti
e comprendete le mie parole.” A handwritten version of this dream corrected by Don Bosco is found
in ACS 132 ; it was published by C. Romero, J sogni di don Bosco, Leumann, 1978, p. 59-71.

“Il vero salesiano ci ¢ presentato primieramente in tutto lo splendore delle sue virtu, raffigurate
nei dieci diamanti, ognuno dei quali porge argomento a tali e tante meditazioni da potere studiare
esaurientamente tutta la spiritualita della vita salesiana [ ... ] Ma come la troppa luce da talora le
vertigini al capo e impedisce di vedere, cosi' la negligenza delle cose divine, I'oziosita, I'ingordigia della
gola, i piaceri del senso, la superbia della vita e I'attaccamento ai beni della terra possono toglierci di
vista il modello e accecarci cosi’ da rendere buia la luce che era in noi e gettarci nelle piti grandi tenebre.
[ ...] Ecco il rovescio del vero salesiano e il pericolo che noi possiamo quandochessia cadere in uno stato
cost deplorevole!” (P. Rinaldi, Letter to Salesians, loc.cit.)

“Se nonsi cural'economia, e troppo si concede al nostro corpo nel trattamento, nel vestiario, nei viaggi,
nelle comodita, come mai aver fervore nelle pratiche di pieti? Come esser disposti a quei sacrifizi che
sono inerenti alla vita Salesiana? E' impossibile ogni vero progresso nella perfezione, impossibile d'esser
veri figli di Don Bosco.” (M. Rua, Letter to Salesians, 31 January 1897. L.C. pp. 154-155).
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“Guardiamoci dunque con ogni cura, miei cari sacerdoti, dal cadere in uno stato cosi' miserando ¢
fatale: pratichiamo, ad imitazione del nostro Ven. Padre, una continua mortificazione dei sensi, della
gola, di tutte le passioni ; rendiamoci padroni del nostro cuore, moderando gli affetti di simpatia, di
sensibilita, di collera, di avversione, in guisa da tenerli sempre soggetti alla retta ragione, e da indirizzarli
costantemente alla maggior gloria di Dio e al bene del prossimo.” P. Albera, Letter to Salesian priests,
19 March 1921, L.C. pp. 430.431 (“Lo spirito di mortificazione”).

“C'¢ pero, un aspetto spirituale che presenta tra noi delle deficienze : ¢ quello dell'impegno ascetico.
on c'¢ vera vita nello Spirito senza concreta ascesi. Certamente 1'ascesi deve essere in armonia con
N ta nello Spirit t Cert te ]
I'indole propria del nostro carisma, ma essa ci vuole sempre, quotidianamente, ¢ in abbondanza. E'
questo, forse, il punto pit debole della nostra ripresa spirituale. Eppure ogni forma di Vita consacrata
¢ stata in ogni tempo un esercizio di ascesi. Ricordiamo ancora una volta l'affermazione di S. Ignazio
di Loiola: “Pity mortificazione di amor proprio che della carne; e pitt mortificazione delle passioni che
preghiera: a un uomo che tiene mortificate le passioni, deve bastare un quarto d'ora per incontrare
Dio.” (Egidio Vigano, Letter to Salesians, 8 September 1992, L.C. p. 1298).

“In intima partecipazione alla Pasqua del Signore, viva con fede il mistero della Croce, che segna
ogni esistenza umana ed ¢ sorgente di grazia e di libertd. Sappia cogliere con amore le occasioni di
mortificazione volontaria, per completare nella sua carne quanto manca ai patimenti di Cristo a favore
del suo Corpo Mistico.” (Constitutions of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, art. 46.)

“La penitenza, che il Signore vuole da te, gli dissi, ¢ I'ubbidienza. Ubbidisci, e a te basta.” (G. Bosco,
Vita del giovanetto Savio Domenico, chap. 15.)

“Le tue mortificazioni siano nella diligenza a’ tuoi doveri e nel sopportare le molestie altrui.” (G. Bosco,
Ricordsi confidenziali; see Amadei, MB X, p. 1041 BM 446-456).

Letter in French by J. Bosco to Mme et Mlle Lallemand, 5 February 1884; Epistolario Ceria, vol. IV,
p. 422.

“ ... ciascuno sia preparato, quando la necessita lo richieda, a soffrire caldo, freddo, sete, fame, fatiche,
disprezzi, qualora questo ridondi alla maggior gloria di Dio, ad utilita spirituale altrui, e alla salvezza
dell'anima propria” (Salesian Constitutions, 1875, chap. XIII, art. 13.)

VDB Constitutions, art. 30.
VDB Constitutions, art. 28, 36.
See MB 111, 32-35, BM 25-27.

This is inspired by a paragraph by Joseph Aubry entitled: “L'Esprit invite 4 accepter avec courage
l'ascese apostolique”, in Avec Don Bosco vers ['an 2000, Rome, 1990, pp. 162-165.



Beatitudes

The beatitudes with young people!

The Gospel Beatitudes? are at the very heart of Salesian spirituality, as they are at the heart
of all Christian spirituality. They are its “code of happiness”, according to the felicitous
expression of the Rector Major Fr Juan Vecchi.? Quite simply, Salesian spirituality has a
preference for some of them: “Blessed are the meek”, “Blessed are the merciful”, “Blessed
are the pure of heart”, while Franciscan spirituality prefers “Blessed are the poor” and
Camillian spirituality “Blessed are those who mourn”. All the Beatitudes encourage Don
Bosco’s followers to live according to the lifestyle of the perfect man, whom Jesus was.
Don Bosco was sensitive to this idea. One day he had a book published by the Italian
Dominican Domenico Cavalca (+ 1342), entitled Specchio di Croce, or Mirror of the
Cross,* a work he had probably read in the seminary.> The last ten chapters (XL-XLIX)
dealt expressly with the eight beatitudes and showed how Jesus himself had practised
them.

The overall program is a demanding one. “We live the new life of the Beatitudes
radically, proclaiming and bearing witness to young people, and with them, the Good
News of God’s saving love”® says an article in the Constitutions of the Daughters of
Mary Help of Christians. It reminds those who would forget the youthful nature of
Salesian spirituality: the proclamation is made “to young people and with them”. Young
people share the witness to the Good News with adults. Salesian spirituality is in fact
a spirituality of young people,” and the members of the Salesian Family, whatever their
age or status, proclaim the eight gospel Beatitudes. At the very least, they strive to do
so, to the insufficient extent of their fidelity to an ideal that attracts them, but which
unfortunately often goes far beyond them.

Moreover, the adult-youth connection does not lessen the demands of the
programme. Quite the opposite, in fact. The main characteristic of young people is
generosity, an openness to the sublime and the difficult, a concrete and determined
commitment to things that are worthwhile, both in human and natural terms.® Young
people are constantly searching. They are fascinated by the open sea. They move towards
lofty ideals, in an attempt to find concrete answers to the questions of human existence
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and spiritual life. Those who shares their life and passion will not get bogged down in
the mire of mediocrity, which is repugnant to youth.

The eight Beatitudes proclaimed by the Salesian Family

“Blessed are the poor in spirit.” The poor in heart are most open to God and to “God’s
deeds of power” (Acts 2:11). They are poor because they are always ready to accept the
gift from above, which comes from God himself. Poor, they live in the consciousness
of having received everything freely from the hands of God and, like Don Bosco, never
tire of repeating “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God!” The first characteristic of
Don Bosco’s poverty was, in fact, “an unshakeable trust in Divine Providence.” Hearts
open to God are thus open to other people, ready to give them effective help, to share
what they possess, to welcome the defenceless unfortunate or the abandoned orphan.
The true poor always find for a piece of bread for them in days of famine. Their poverty
is generous and magnanimous. The “poor in spirit” are those who, if they lack earthly
goods, know how to live the values of a spiritual poverty rich in God with dignity, and
who, if they possess material goods, live the inner detachment and communion of goods
with those who suffer from deprivation. After the Latin American Church, the Salesian
Family adopted a preferential option, though neither exclusive nor exclusionary, for the
poor, those who lack material and spiritual goods.'” Blessed are the “poor in spirit”, for
the kingdom of heaven is theirs. We cannot promise more.

Blessed are the meek, for they shall win over people’s hearts! “Learn from me for Iam
gentle and humble in heart” Jesus said.!! The gentle person is not a coward but a person
who is solid in spirit, who faces a hard and hostile world, not with violence, but with
kindness. “You will have to win these friends of yours not by blows but by gentleness
and love”, said Jesus told the very young John Bosco in the dream he had when he was
nine.'? The gentle person overcomes evil with kindness, seeks what unites and not what
divides, the positive and not the negative. His task is to build a “civilisation of love” on
earth. Is there a more exciting task in this world for those who remain young at heart?

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice.” Let us give justice its biblical
meaning. Jesus calls us all to justice, that is, to holiness, to the perfection that comes
from listening to God’s Word. For those who hear it, holiness becomes a lifestyle, a way
of behaving in society, a way of daily life. This is the justice which the Church wishes
to promote among people through a social doctrine which we all have an interest in
studying and then firmly applying. John Paul Il gave us Centesimus Annus. Let us imitate
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Fr Rua after Rerum Novarum! He studied it and taught it. The authentic Christian
responsibly takes on the social demands that arise from his faith. The vision of the world
and life that the gospel gives him and that Catholic social doctrine explains to him, urges
constructive action more than any ideology, even if the latter seems more attractive.
Courage! The Church guides us along paths that lead to “we wait for new heavens and
a new earth, where righteousness is at home.”!3 It is a cause of our joy.

“Blessed are those who mourn!” How harsh this word may sound to the bedridden
and, worse still, to those who lose their loved ones, parents or children sometimes
murdered before their eyes.!* No wonder they come to doubt the very existence of a
merciful God for the wretched of this world. Evil will always be a great mystery. But
let us try to think about this calmly. Don Bosco and Fr Rua found peace in physical or
moral adversity through submission to the will of God. They had “the spirit of sacrifice”:
“Lord, if it be your good pleasure, let your will be done.” This is how Fr Rua commented
on the “beatitude of suffering”. He wrote:

Whoever is fortunate enough to possess the spirit of sacrifice, in the most painful
of sorrows and sufferings, far from mourning and moaning about it, stifles in
his heart the natural repugnance for suffering and, raising his eyes resignedly to
heaven, says generously: Lord, if it pleases you, let your will be done [...] It is on
this virtue that the beatitude of suffering is based which Jesus Christ revealed to
a world that knows nothing of it.®

Suffering is the human being’s destiny in some way. Born suftering, we spend our life
in affliction, and reach our end, in eternity, through death, the great purification through
which we must all pass. This is the will of our Creator; we must try to discover the
Christian meaning of suffering. Pope John Paul II once tried to describe the frightening
world of human suffering with its thousand faces and terrible consequences. With his
gaze fixed on “all the crosses of contemporary man”, he affirmed that "in suffering there
is concealed a particular power that draws a person interiorly close to Christ.”'¢ Those
who mourn find some consoling in this belief.

In any case, young souls are not afraid of suffering. Always close to those who suftfer,
they are able to see in their own afflictions and in those of their brothers and sisters,
the salvific value of pain and the evangelical power of all suffering. Paradoxically, the
beatitude of those who mourn is part of their “code of happiness”.

“Blessed are the merciful!” Mercy is the very core of Revelation and the Covenant.
It is the most authentic face of love and the fullness of justice. The love of mercy is
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not pure compassion for those who sufter, but effective and affective solidarity with all
those who are afflicted. Young people and adults with noble, generous and kind souls are
distinguished by their sensitivity to the sufferings of others, to their misfortunes and to
any evil that affects man. Mercy is not passivity, but determined action on behalf of one’s
neighbour, starting from faith. From the beginning, Salesian missionaries could only be
men and women of mercy. Today, thanks be to God, mercy is widespread in our world,
the Pope noted in 1985. How many young people joyfully dedicate themselves to the
service of their brothers and sisters, on all sides and in the most difficult circumstances!
Youth is service. The witness of service and fraternity they offer at the end of the
twentieth century is “one of the most consoling and wonderful things in our world.”"”
To the merciful, the Lord offers joy and peace as a reward mercy itself.

“Blessed are the pure in heart!” Like angels, they will forever sing of the wonders of
God and constantly see the face of the Father who is in heaven. Jesus assures us that those
who practise this beatitude will see God. In fact, people with a pure and transparent soul
already see God in this life, the Pope said in his address to young Peruvians. “They see
in the light of the Gospel all the problems that require special purity, such as love and
marriage.” How important it is, then, to educate young people in “beautiful love”, that
priceless treasure, in order to keep them away from all the pitfalls that try to destroy it:
drugs, violence, sin in general. Just as it is important to guide them on the path that
leads to God: Christian marriage, the royal road to human fulfilment and sanctification
for most men and women. And also, when Christ calls, to the radical self-giving required
by a priestly or religious vocation.!®

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake!” Those who are
persecuted for justice are genuinely “poor in spirit.” The Lord can therefore say that
“theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The entire Salesian Family feels solidarity with victims
of the poverty that affects the spiritual and social values of the person. Its youthful
character, which makes it appreciate the value of freedom, enables it to understand
well the suffering caused by the lack of religious freedom in particular. Throughout the
world, there is always one or more who suffer in this way. These favourites of the Lord
are the favourites of Jesus’ friends.

“Blessed are the peacemakers” for they will be called children of God. In a century
plagued (like the twentieth) by wars and revolutions, Don Bosco, unlike many of his
tellow citizens, including the clergy, was a builder of peace. The Lord’s blessings on those
who seek peace in the family and social spheres, in the fields of work and politics, at
national and international levels, could not but be his. The Salesian Family aspires to a
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more just and supportive society, but not according to the discourse of false prophets
for whom social injustices can only disappear through hatred among classes, or through
recourse to violence, or through other anti-Christian means, because they are contrary to
the Gospel. “Only the conversion of the heart can ensure a change of structures to lead
to the building of a new world, a better world” the Pope said in Lima. And he repeated
the teaching of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: “To put one's trust in
violent means in the hope of restoring more justice is to become the victim of a fatal
illusion. violence begets violence and degrades man. It mocks the dignity of man in the
person of the victims and it debases that same dignity among those who practice it.”” “It
is only by recourse to the ethical capacities of the person and to the continual necessity of
interior conversion that we will obtain the social changes that will be truly at the service
of man” the Conference of the Latin American Episcopate (CELAM) acknowledged
at the assembly in Puebla.?’ The members of the Salesian Family are naturally peaceful.
They make it a point of honour as children of God and brothers or sisters of Christ to
contribute to building peace within the circle, small or otherwise, of their relationships
and their influence. The spirit in which they live is a spirit of charity and unity, not of
hatred and war. Blessed are the peacemakers!

The hour of the Beatitudes

“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.””! Like him, the Gospel
Beatitudes are eternal, their hour always rings from year to year and from century to
century. Members of the Salesian Family who wish to practise this “code of happiness”
humbly try, without too much noise, to build a world where holiness shines, a more
fraternal and finally reconciled world, a much more just world, a world without violence,
a world where honesty, truth and peace reign, a world finally more human, where the
mystery of God, Father, Son and Spirit enlightens the mystery of each man and woman.
This is a noble task to be repeated over and over again. The Beatitudes are the price.
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NOTES

The Beatitudes were the subject of many reflections during the Salesian Family's 11th Spirituality
Week, the proceedings of which were immediately published under the title Le Beatitudini del Vangelo.
Riflessioni per una spiritualita giovanile (Roma, Editrice S.D.B., 1985, 286 p.) It contains, on pp.
215-222, the Italian translation of a speech given by John Paul I in Lima, Peru, which we have drawn
from substantially.

Matthew 5:3-12.

3 “Anche oggi la fede ¢ cambiamento di mentalita e orientamento nuovo della vita secondo il codice

N

della felicita, proclamato da Gesty, le beatitudini: la povert, la pace, la purezza del cuore, la giustizia, la
misericordia.” (J. Vecchi, “Le parole del giubileo. Accogliere”, Bollettino salesiano, March 1997).

Biblioteca della gioventir italiana, Torino, tip. e libreria salesiana, 1878 ; 2nd ed. ibid., 1885.
See MO Da Silva, p. 107.

Viviamo con radicalita la vita nuova delle beatitudini, annunciando e testimoniando alle giovani e con
le giovani la Buona Novella della redenzione” (FMA Constitutions, art. 8).

See Salesian General Chapter 23 in 1990, nos. 158-159.

8 From this sentence to the end of the article, we make close use of the text of an address by John Paul
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II to young Peruvians in Li