“You are the salt of the earth, you are

 the light of the world”

Rector Major’s Homily for the Mass in Honour of Don Bosco 

Hyderabad -- 8 February 2006

Sir 1,17-20.22.25.34-36;2,18-20; Psal 19 (18); 1Cor 12,31-13,13; Mt 5,13-19

My Dear Confreres, members of the Salesian Family, young people,

I am happy to be here with you in Hyderabad, at the conclusion of the celebrations for the Centenary of the presence of the Salesians in India and to celebrate mass in honour of Don Bosco, here in the sanctuary dedicated to him, at the beginning of a visit to this Province.

We have concluded the jubilee year and immediately we have begun a new century of the presence of the Sons of Don Bosco in this huge country so rich in history, in religious experience, in its peoples, cultures and languages. India, and in particular Hyderabad, is in an ever-quicker process of development and modernisation, that will make it by the middle of the 21st century – according to the forecasts –one of the three most developed countries at all levels. The Salesians cannot remain on the sidelines as spectators, especially since we are travelling companions in the life of the young, who are the first to experience the profound changes taking place. So we have to be taking with us the specific characteristics of the Salesian charism: the option for the youngsters who are the poorest, the ones abandoned and at risk; the gift of education; an anticipating approach; the involvement of the greatest possible number of collaborators.

Therefore while we thank the Lord for the gift he has given us in Don Bosco, we want to draw from him the inspiration and the strength to do whatever we are called upon to do in India today. 

From this point of view the Word of God becomes very illuminating, because it helps us to see how great Don Bosco was and how we can imitate him today in the new social context.

It is well known that, born in Castelnuovo d’Asti in 1815, John was taught the faith and the practice of the gospel message by his mother. At just 9 years of age he came to understand from a dream that he was to devote himself to the education of the young. While still a boy, he began to entertain his companions with games interspersed with prayer and religious instruction. When he became a priest he took as his programme of life: “Da mihi animas, coetera tolle”, and began his apostolate among the poorest youngsters founding the Valdocco Oratory and putting it under the protection of St Francis of Sales.

With his educational method and his pastoral practice, based on reason, religion and loving kindness (the Preventive System) he led adolescents and young men to reflection, to a meeting with Christ and with their companions, to education to the faith and to its celebration in the sacraments, to apostolic and professional commitment. Among the best fruits of his educational method is the fifteen-year-old St Dominic Savio.

The source of his untiring activity and the effectiveness of his work was a constant “union with God” and a total trust in Mary Help of Christians whom he felt was the inspiration and support of everything he did. And to his Sons he left as a legacy a spirituality that is simple but soundly based on the Christian virtues.

From the spiritual point of view, he expressed it in the motto: “Da mihi animas…”

From the ascetical point of view, he summed it up in the threefold expression: work, temperance, prayer.

From the educational point of view, in the Preventive System: Loving kindness, Reason, Religion.

From the popular point of view, in the threefold: Love for the Eucharist, devotion to the Madonna, and fidelity to the Pope.

He also used three words for the youngsters: health, learning, holiness.

But where and from whom did John Bosco learn this lesson of spirituality and of holiness? There is no doubt that Mamma Margaret was his first great teacher, but it was the wise and maternal guidance of the Virgin Mary that led and accompanied him throughout his life. Both of them on different levels played their part in his life to open up to him the gospel message and to make him a good disciple of Jesus, an incomparable worker for the Kingdom on behalf of youth especially the poorest and those in difficulty.

In fact, the first reading gives us one of the great spiritual and educational insights of Don Bosco, that is, that the love of God and for God is the source of joy, so that he could say to the boys in the Oratory: “Here we make holiness consist in always being cheerful.”

Mamma Margaret’s phrase to teach John the fear of the Lord, and which Don Bosco took up, “God sees you” is in perfect harmony with what the first chapter of Sirach says: “The fear of the Lord is glory and exultation, and gladness and a crown of rejoicing. The fear of the Lord delights the heart, and gives gladness and joy and long life”. This wisdom was very important in the life of John Bosco, even in his first ‘apostolic’ encounters with his young companions, when he combined games and prayer. Perhaps we ourselves need to learn not to consider God as a threat to our happiness but rather as the source of happiness and life. Perhaps we need to learn from Don Bosco to have a smiling face and a gaze that is calm, optimistic, far-sighted that shows that we are believers in a God who was crucified, yes, but who rose again and has filled our human lives with joy and hope. Perhaps we need to help the young to have the experience of how happy one can be while serving God.

The reason for this truth, that is: “the law of the Lord is perfect, it revives the soul, rejoices the heart and gives light to the eyes,” as the responsorial psalm says, is to be found in the fact that basically the law is at man’s service, to make him ever more human and not to oppress him.

This is possible when one discovers that laws and commands are meant to encourage virtue and are therefore the expression of love. St Paul in the first letter to the Corinthians that we have just heard refers to this. Without love the most precious gifts of both nature and grace would be of no use. The primacy of love arises precisely from the fact that it leads us to maturity, to reach the perfect stature that makes us ‘divine’, since it makes us like God. Precisely because it has the immense power to transform people from within it also has the force to conquer death. Therefore, Paul says, even though now “faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love,” the only one that will remain for ever.

Living in God’s friendship – as Don Bosco proposed to his boys – means then living in communion with him, remaining united with him through keeping his commandment of love.

Living in joy means giving full rein to all the best of intentions in our hearts, the source of everything that is good.

Living in this way, when all is said and done, means being salt of the earth, light of the world, a city on a hill-top; in other words, it means being people who are doing good as Jesus wants his disciples to be.  

The extract from Matthew’s Gospel would appear to have been the programme of Don Bosco, who was well aware of the responsibility that we Christians have “before men.” 

The salt of the earth, the hope of the world, are those who preserve human and religious values that ensure that the earth does not go bad, that it retains a modicum of humanity.

We too are the salt of the earth when we live the spirit of the beatitudes, when we make the Sermon on the Mount our identikit and we become something of an alternative society -- people who, faced with a society that idolises success, the transitory, the temporary, money, pleasure, power, revenge, conflict, war, choose peace, forgiveness, mercy, generosity, a spirit of sacrifice, beginning in our immediate circle, our own family or community, but then expanding to embrace the whole of society.

Jesus warns, however, that it is possible for salt to lose its taste, for his disciples not to be genuine, and he does not hesitate to point out the disastrous consequences: “It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trodden under foot by men”. Either we are disciples with a clear gospel identity -- meaningful, therefore, and useful to the world, or we are to be thrown out, to be scorned, and become the most unhappy of men, the misfits, we become nothing.

We are the light of the world, as He is the light, if we live the gospel beatitudes; we are a city on a hill, if we accept the public responsibility we have and do not try to make the faith or our discipleship a private matter, without a social dimension, without public involvement; we are a lamp on a lamp-stand, if we live according to the Gospel and give light to everyone, believers or not, disciples or not, those near or far away; in other words, light for the whole world.

Christianity, the faith, the Gospel, the Salesian charism have a social role and a public responsibility for the simple reason that every vocation is mission, because identity is manifested in life, because something does not exist if is does not reveal itself, and therefore these values cannot be understood and lived “ad uso privato”.

This is the meaning of the exhortation with which Jesus concludes, and which even though it refers particularly to the metaphor of the light, also obviously refers to the idea of the salt and the city. “Let your light so shine before men.” It might seem a contradiction, to someone who is very familiar with the Sermon on the Mount, where it says: “Beware of practising your good works before men. When you give alms, sound no trumpet before you; when you pray, go into your room and shut the door; when you fast do not look dismal” (cf. Mt 6,1.3.6.16).

The contradiction between the two exhortations is only apparent. Jesus wants them to do good for its own sake, not looking for gratification, for self satisfaction, for recompense. Nevertheless, when good is done it cannot go unnoticed round about. We have the responsibility of doing good for love, and not so as to be seen, like Mother Teresa of Calcutta. 

Jesus wants his disciples to make the Sermon on the Mount their plan of life: meekness, poverty, generosity, mercy, forgiveness, abandonment to God, trust, doing to others what we would like them to do to us – these, then, are the gospel works that we should make shine out, that make us become “salt” and “light”, that will go to create an alternative society that won’t allow humanity to totally destroy itself. 

That was just what Don Bosco was trying to do for the sake of the boys in all his works, whose purpose was precisely that of making them into “honest citizens and good Christians”. Education, an encounter with Christ, finding their place in the life of the Church and discovering their own vocation, this was the path of faith proposed by Don Bosco. This then is our programme for the future in India.
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